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DISCLAIMER

The content in this book is provided for educational and informational purposes 
exclusively. It is not a replacement for professional advice, diagnosis, or treatment. 
Readers are strongly advised to seek consultation with qualified mental health 
practitioners to address their individual concerns and circumstances. If you 
have any underlying health conditions, it is imperative to seek medical advice 
before implementing any of the practices mentioned. Laura Berssenbrugge, 
PsyD, Psychologist, PLLC, along with its agents, employees, contractors, and 
any affiliated companies, shall not be held responsible or liable for any harm or 
damage to you or your property arising from the information provided in this 

book. 

Thank you for understanding!

Warmly,

Dr.Laura
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Chapter 1 
Your Social Anxiety Story

Welcome to "Beyond the Blush: A CBT Approach to Overcoming Social Anxiety", 
your evidence-based guide to beating social anxiety.

You’re here. You’ve taken the first step – the big step – to finally standing up to your 
social anxiety. To stop allowing it to control your life. Congratulations!

I’m Dr. Laura. I’m a licensed psychologist, and I’ve worked with so many people, just 
like you, with social anxiety. And I know how you feel.

You’re not alone. Up to fifteen million people live with social anxiety in the United 
States alone.

But I’m here to tell you that you don’t need to live this way forever. There is so much 
more to life. Until now, you’ve lived in fear. In hiding. Your social anxiety has probably 
held you back from so much you’ve wanted to do. 
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Social anxiety is not your fault. Anyone can get social anxiety, something I’ll discuss 
in detail in this book. You didn’t do anything wrong. And I’m so sorry you’re dealing 
with this.

But there is something you can do about it. Social anxiety doesn’t need to run your 
life forever.

It might be scary. What would make it worth it for you?
Again; you’re not alone. There are 15 million people – more than the entire population 
of Illinois, and twice the population of Costa Rica! – standing with you. 

But at the same time, every person with social anxiety is unique. And I want to know 
your story.

In this book, you’ll find journal prompts that invite you to reflect and write about the 
different aspects of social anxiety and how it’s impacted your life.

You can answer these prompts in your favorite notebook or in the pages below.
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Answer these prompts to share
your own social anxiety story

 – What is your first memory of social anxiety impacting your life? How old 
were you; what do you remember about this memory?

 – How would your past life have been different if you didn’t have social 
anxiety?

 – Who are you (apart from your social anxiety)? Who is the “real you”?

 – How does social anxiety keep others from seeing the “real you”?

 – Why did you purchase this book? What are you hoping to gain from it?
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"Beyond the Blush: A CBT Approach to Overcoming Social Anxiety" is for people 
who have lived with social anxiety for a long time. You know that social anxiety im-
pacts you. And you’ve tried everything. You’ve practiced your social skills. You’ve 
tried every “coping technique” out there, including unhealthy ones. You’ve read all 
about social anxiety, and recognize all the symptoms in yourself.

But you still can’t do the thing. You know, the scary social thing – go on a first date. 
Join a hobby club. Go to a party. Speak in front of your colleagues. You’re at your 
wit’s end.

Don’t give up. The reason you haven’t found the solution may be that social anxiety 
is a tricky thing. The only way to truly beat it is to face it. Awareness and coping skills 
are good first steps, but we need to take that awareness further. We need to use 
awareness to actually stand up to social anxiety.

What you might not know is that “coping skills” can actually become counterproduc-
tive. These skills can be helpful. But if you use too many of these skills to avoid feeling 
anxious in social situations, then you’re never actually facing your fear completely.

And the only way to defeat monsters is by facing them.
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In this book, I take you through evidence-based exposure 
exercises so you can finally break free of social anxiety. 
We’re going to go further than challenging your thoughts. 
We’re going to stand up to social anxiety in real life. We’re 
going to go to parties, and stand up for ourselves, and do 
lots of other things that probably make you cringe now.

You’ll set realistic goals, and make measurable, sustain-
able progress.

Is it going to be scary sometimes? I won’t lie to you – it’s 
usually at least a little bit scary. But you’ll be safe. (If you 
ever feel unsafe, stop and talk to your therapist!) And I’ll 
be here, the whole time, to guide you through it. 

Not only that, but I believe in you. I know you can do this, 
because I’ve done it. And if I can do it, then you can abso-
lutely do it too.

I want to leave you with a quote from one of my favorite 
spiritual teachers, Pema Chodron.  

“So the next time you encounter fear, consider 
yourself lucky. This is where the courage comes 
in. Usually we think that brave people have no 

fear. The truth is that they are intimate with 
fear.”

Are you ready to become intimate with fear?

Dr.Laura
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Chapter 2 

What is Social Anxiety?

So, to begin with, what is social anxiety, anyway? And how can you tell if you have it?

When people talk about social anxiety, they’re usually referring to a clinical mental 
health condition called social anxiety disorder. This is an official diagnosis, and its 
symptoms (according to the DSM-V-TR, which is basically holy scripture for mental 
health professionals) include:

 · Intense fear or anxiety in one or more social situations

 · Fear of being judged or scrutinized by others

 · These social situations are either avoided or endured with intense anxiety

 · Fear that other people can see how anxious you are (like noticing that you’re 
blushing)

 · You experience fear and anxiety every time you’re in these situations

 · Symptoms have lasted 6 months or more, and causes significant impairment in 
your functioning
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But for most people, reading a list of diagnostic criteria isn’t all that helpful in under-
standing what social anxiety is. Yes, we know what the officially recognized symp-
toms are – but what is social anxiety? How does it feel to live with it?

I like to explain it to my clients this way:

There’s social anxiety disorder, but even if you don’t qualify for this diagnosis, you 
could still have anxiety in social situations. Lots of us do, and this type of anxiety 
usually comes on a spectrum.

Shyness – Social Anxiety – Social Anxiety Disorder

Some people confuse being an introvert with shyness or social anxiety. But in reali-
ty, introversion isn’t necessarily about anxiety at all. It’s just a personality trait that 
means that being social, especially around large groups of people, tends to drain 
you rather than energize you. After socializing, you need to have some alone time to 
recharge.

Introversion vs. extroversion also comes on a scale, and almost everybody falls 
somewhere in the middle. For example, you might enjoy being with people on some 
days, but also have a need to recharge on your own.

There are many introverts who don’t have any social anxiety. Many people who have 
social anxiety are actually extroverts – if it weren’t for their anxiety, they would love 
being around people.

Personality Continuum Scale

Ambivert ExtrovertIntrovert

with 25% introvert 
functions

with 25% extrovert 
functions

with 50% introvert 
functions

with 50% extrovert 
functions
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Shyness is a temperament or personality trait that many people say develops when 
we’re kids. We’re getting more similar to social anxiety here – shy people are uncom-
fortable in social situations. They usually don’t like being the center of attention, and 
they may feel embarrassed when they’re meeting new people. Shyness is similar to 
social anxiety in that shy people are afraid of being negatively judged by others.

If you have social anxiety, then you have symptoms of anxiety in social situations. 
You might be able to work through it; to put on a happy face and get through the 
night. But inside, you’re struggling. Your thoughts could be racing, and you could feel 
physical symptoms of anxiety like sweating or blushing.

And then we come to social anxiety disorder, which we already listed the symptoms 
of. The main difference between social anxiety disorder and the other things on the 
social anxiety spectrum is that it’s a disorder. It significantly impacts your day-to-
day functioning. You’re no longer at the point where you’re able to work through it on 
your own.
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Journal Prompt:

 – Where do you fall on the introversion/extraversion continuum?  
Introvert – Ambivert – Extrovert

 – Put an ‘X’ where you fall on the social anxiety spectrum. 
Shyness – Social Anxiety – Social Anxiety Disorder 

 – How does social anxiety affect your daily functioning?
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The cycle of social anxiety

One other very important thing to understand about social anxiety – and this will be 
very important for us later – is that it involves a cycle.

Here’s what usually happens. We feel super anxious about a social situation. We’re 
at a party or a job interview. The anxiety is intensely uncomfortable. 

So we escape it. We could literally leave the situation. Or we could do something else 
to make the anxiety go away, like drink alcohol or vape.

We feel better almost immediately. Phew! The anxiety is gone, because we’re no 
longer in the scary situation anymore. We’re okay for a while – until the next time the 
trigger pops again. The next party. The next interview. 

And the anxiety ambushes again, full force. Why does that continue to happen? 
Because we’ve only escaped the anxiety. We haven’t done anything to deal with it 
and we get locked into the cycle.

This will be important later, when we talk about exposures. The important thing to 
understand now is that social anxiety doesn’t go away on its own. We have to take 
action and confront the fear for it to start getting better.

The Vicious Cycle of Escape & Avoidance

Begin 
Exposure

Escape/Avoidance

Anxiety quickly drops

Feel better

Return of trigger
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Meet Andie. Andie experiences social anxiety, just like you.

Andie longs to have a solid group of friends – have fun and meet new people. She 
gets invited to social gatherings often. But even the idea of going to a party fills her 
with dread. Her mind is filled with thoughts like:

“What if everyone thinks I’m a loser?”

“What will I even talk about?”

“What if they only invited me to be polite, and no one even wants me to be there?”

But tonight, Andie challenges herself to go to an event at an art gallery. A friend from 
work invited her, but there’ll also be a lot of people she doesn’t know.

She gets to the event. As she makes her way through the crowds, her hands start 
shaking. She’s feeling flushed, her face feels hot, and it feels hard to breathe. 
She looks around and doesn’t see anyone she knows, which makes it worse. She 
just wants to crawl into a hole and hide. It feels like everyone is staring at her and 
wondering what she’s even doing there.

Andie feels like she’s going to lose it. She can’t handle this feeling. So she gets a beer 
to try to calm her nerves. She might get a little messy when she drinks, but anything 
better is feeling like this.

Soon after, a guy named Danny comes up to Andie and introduces himself. Andie 
feels her anxiety spike – what should she say? Will he notice she’s sweating? Is she 
being boring or weird? 

She finishes her beer and takes a couple more shots – this will make her feel less 
anxious, right? It does, for a little bit – but she can feel herself getting tipsy and starts 
to worry about making a fool of herself. 

Andie panics, and excuses herself to the bathroom to avoid having to talk to Danny. 
He was really nice, but she just can’t handle it. When she comes out, Danny’s moved 
onto another conversation. Andie doesn’t talk to anyone new. She stands in group 
circles, but doesn’t say anything because she’s worried about what people will think.

She drinks more and more to try to feel more calm. But at the same time, she doesn’t 
want to draw attention to herself and is worried about embarrassing herself. So she 
leaves the party early. 

Does Andie’s story sound familiar to you?



Chapter 3: 
Why Do I Have 
Social Anxiety?
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Chapter 3 

Why do I have social anxiety?

There’s a question that many of my clients ask 
me when they’ve had it up to here with social 
anxiety. 

And that’s: “Why me?”

It’s a valid question. Why you? Why do you 
have to live with social anxiety when others 
don’t? Why do social situations feel a lot hard-
er for you and seem easier for everyone else?

I can tell you that having social anxiety isn’t 
your fault. The truth is that scientists don’t 
know yet exactly what causes social anxiety. 
Like most other mental health conditions, 
there are several things that can make some 
people more vulnerable to social anxiety than 
others.

Risk factors for social anxiety disorder in-
clude:

 · A family history of anxiety disorders

 · A shy temperament, even as a baby

 · Watching your parents engage in socially 
anxious behaviors

 · Having a traumatic or embarrassing social 
experience

 · Brain differences like having an overactive 
amygdala

It’s the old “nature vs. nurture” argument. But 
it’s not nature vs. nurture; it’s nature and nur-
ture. Both nature (genetics and brain chemis-
try) and nurture (environment and life events) 
play a part.
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There might also be things you’re unconsciously doing that are keeping you locked 
in the cycle of social anxiety. Does this mean that you’re to blame? Absolutely not. 
But it does mean that there’s something you can do – something that’s within your 
control – to get out of this cycle.

Part of how you could be keeping yourself locked in is by avoiding social situations 
altogether, which we talked about in the last chapter. But even when you make the 
effort to enter into social situations, you might still unknowingly be locking yourself 
in the cycle by using safety behaviors.

Safety behaviors are subtle behaviors that you use to avoid anxiety in social situa-
tions. It’s a way to avoid the anxiety of a social situation without avoiding the situa-
tion altogether. But avoiding the monster of social anxiety can make  it bigger and 
scarier over time. 

When you use safety behaviors, you’re not truly facing your fears. And remember, 
facing your fears is the only way to truly beat social anxiety.



21Beyond the Blush: A CBT Approach to Overcoming Social Anxiety

Here are some common examples of safety behaviors that people with social anxiety 
use:

 · Getting really drunk or high to feel more comfortable

 · Going to an event but not talking to anyone

 · Leaving early, or dipping out before anyone notices

 · Hanging out with the dog instead of other people

 · Hanging out by the snack table to avoid talking to anyone

 · Not wearing the outfit you really wanted to wear to avoid calling attention to 
yourself

 · Using sex or going home with someone as an escape

 · Running away to the bathroom

 · Not responding to texts

 · Lying or exaggerating to make yourself look cooler

 · Using exhaustion as an excuse to get out of things

 · Being on your phone to avoid eye contact

 · Putting in earbuds and pretending not to hear anyone

Sound familiar? 

These behaviors don’t cause social anxiety – again, there’s no single “cause” of so-
cial anxiety. But they do keep the cycle of social anxiety going. And as long as you 
rely on them, you can’t break free from social anxiety. You’re not giving yourself a 
chance to face your fears.



22Beyond the Blush: A CBT Approach to Overcoming Social Anxiety

Journal prompts:

 – What are some safety behaviors that you tend to rely on?

 – How do they make you feel when you use them?

 – How does using these safety behaviors impact the way you behave in the 
current social situations? (For example, you might act more outgoing when 
drunk.) How does it impact the way you behave in future social situations?

 – How might these behaviors make your social anxiety worse over time?



Chapter 4: 
Taking Inventory
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Chapter 4 
Taking Inventory

Just a refresher: social anxiety disorder is a diagnosable health condition but social 
anxiety itself comes on a spectrum. Some people are shy, but are able to overcome 
this shyness to do what they need to do. Others are totally debilitated by social anx-
iety – they might not even be able to run errands or do other life tasks.

It’s important to take inventory – and be aware of which situations are difficult for 
us. Does your social anxiety affect you across all areas of your life? Or is it  worse in 
certain situations?
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Social Skill Piece-of-
cake

I can do this 
sometimes

No way in 
hell

Say hi to colleagues or acquaintances

Introduce myself to people I don’t know

Say hi to friends when I see them unexpectedly

Start a conversation with someone I’ve met 
before

Join a group conversation

Go to a party (sober)

Go on a first date

Ask a question in class or a work meeting

Make an unimportant call, like ordering a pizza

Make an important call, like for work

End a relationship instead of ghosting

Go to the store (without using the self-checkout 
lane)

Advocate for myself and say “no”

Give a presentation in front of my class or 
company

Go to a networking event

Eat in front of strangers

Ask a stranger for help

Stay sober during a party

Go to a job interview

Start a new job

Read the scenarios below and place a checkmark in the box that best fits you
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Journal prompts:

 – What are some other social situations that cause you anxiety that weren’t on 
the list?

 – Which of these situations impacts you the most?

 – Which of your answers surprised you?

 – Are there any areas where you don’t feel social anxiety? What do you think 
makes this situation different?



Chapter 5: 
All About Exposures
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Chapter 5 

All About Exposures

Now that you have a deeper understanding 
of what social anxiety is and how it impacts 
you, the rest of this book is dedicated to 
helping you take steps to overcome it.

Remember what I told you at the beginning 
of the book? The only way to defeat a mon-
ster is to face it. We won’t beat social anxi-
ety by running away.

Believe me – I wish that social anxiety would 
go away if you just ignored it for long enough. 
But we know it just doesn’t work that way. 

If you’ve done another Cognitive Behavior-
al Therapy program for social anxiety be-
fore, you might have been taught how to use 
coping skills to survive social situations or 
to challenge anxious thoughts when they 
come up.

Using these skills is fine to an extent. But it’s 
not going to make social anxiety go away for 
good. And in some cases, it can even make 
your anxiety worse.

Coping skills can bring temporary relief from 
social anxiety. But you know what? I think 
you deserve more than temporary relief. You 
deserve to recover from social anxiety – for 
good.
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What’s exposure therapy?

That’s why I use an evidence-based practice called exposure therapy with my clients. 
Exposure therapy, or exposures for short, invite you to face your fears head-on. It 
can be scary at first. But little by little, the fear starts to go away.

Exposures create real and lasting change. When you do an exposure, you purposely 
go into a scary situation you’d typically avoid. Your distress level can go way up. You 
may feel anxious and feel physical changes sweating, blushing, or a racing heart. 

You learn to tolerate it. And by tolerating it, you teach your body that you’re actually 
safe. As it turns out, tolerating small amounts of distress is good for you. Your body 
gets used to the distress, and, over time, what was so scary starts to not feel so bad.

This process is called habituation, and it’s based in science. 

If you jump into a cold pool on a hot summer day, it may feel ice cold at first. It’s a 
shock to your system. But slowly, your body acclimates. It’s no longer freezing – in 
fact, the cool water might even start to feel nice.

Practice Makes it Easier

Begin 
Exposure

EXP
O

SU
R

E 

Anx
ie

ty
 C

lim
bi

ng

H
AB

ITUATIO
N

 

Anxiety Coasting

H
AB

ITUATIO
N

Anxiety Coasting

PANIC PEAK

TIME

A
N

X
IE

TY

I CAN 
DO IT!



30Beyond the Blush: A CBT Approach to Overcoming Social Anxiety

When you avoid ever becoming distressed – if you run away from the social anxiety 
monster every time, whether it’s through straight-up avoidance or safety behaviors 
– then you never experience the easy, downhill slide of habituation. You never give 
yourself an opportunity to even get there.

You stay locked in the social anxiety cycle we talked about earlier.

So is doing an exposure scary? Honestly, it can be, especially at first. But with social 
anxiety, the only way out is through.



Chapter 6: 
Keep Going!
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Chapter 6 

Keep Going!

This is the point in the book where people might start to feel a little worried. 

You might feel like you want to back out. You might be thinking, “Dr. Laura, this is sus. 
There’s no way I’m going to intentionally put myself in scary social situations.”

I completely understand. It’s scary! And it can be tempting to back out at this stage.

I think, right now, it’s most important to remind yourself why you’re here. Why you 
bought this book – what you were hoping for when you started it. 

Journaling has never been more important than it is in this chapter. Even if you’ve 
skipped the journal prompts until now, I really encourage you to give some thought 
to these questions. 

You’re at a critical juncture, and you have a decision to make. Are you going to keep 
going on this journey? Or will you stay here?
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On a scale of 1 to 10, how important is it to you to find a way to beat social anxiety?

Why did you choose this number, and not a lower one?

Imagine you wake up tomorrow, and you’ve traveled into the future. You discover that 
you’ve worked through this book, and you’ve conquered social anxiety. How is your 
life different now? How is it better? Be as specific as possible. How are you spending 
your time?

You’re still in the future. You’ve conquered social anxiety. It was hard to get through 
the exposures, but you did it. You look back over the past few months. How were you 
able to get through this book’s exercises? What helped you through it when it was 
hard?

Now, you’re in a different future. In this alternate dimension, you never finished the 
book. You chose not to move forward with exposures. You still have social anxiety. 
What is your life like?

My hope is for your answers to these questions to serve as your own pep talk. Let 
your answers be a reminder of why this is so important. Come back and revisit them 
whenever you need some inspiration to keep moving forward.



Chapter 7: 
Creating Your Hierarchy
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Chapter 7 

Creating Your Hierarchy

I’m so glad you’re still with me! You’ve remind-
ed yourself of why this is important to you, and 
what life without social anxiety might be like. 
That takes a lot of guts, introspection, and wis-
dom – and I admire that so much.

So, if you’re ready, let’s get started!

The first step to doing an exposure is to create 
a fear ladder or an exposure hierarchy. This is a 
way of ranking social situations based on how 
much anxiety it causes for you.

Why do we do this? In short, so that you don’t 
jump into the deep end right away without 
knowing how to swim.

Exposures work because you expose yourself 
to small amounts of distress, little by little. If 
you started with the scariest possible situation 
that you can imagine, then that exposure could 
easily backfire. You could be so terrified that 
you’re never willing to do another exposure 
again!

That’s why we start small. The perfect exposure 
is challenging enough, but not so scary that it 
doesn’t feel doable or makes you feel unsafe.

A disclaimer here is that you might also need 
the support of a therapist to safely challenge 
situations that are higher up on your hierar-
chy. Ideally, as you start your exposures on the 
lower rungs of the ladder, the things that used 
to be extremely scary start to feel more man-
ageable. If they don’t – if they still cause a level 
“10” of anxiety for you – then it’s best you don’t 
try to take them on by yourself.
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Example Exposure Hierarchy

Goal: Go on a first date without excessively drinking alcohol

Intensity (1-10) Exposure

10 Go on the date

9 Schedule a first date

8 Start a conversation first

7 Match with someone and reply when they start a conversation

6 Use the dating app 10 minutes a day and swipe right

5 Make a profile

4 Sign up for a dating app

3 Write down and repeat the worst case scenario out loud

2 Say your trigger words out loud at least 20 times

1 Identify trigger words: date, dating

Everyone’s exposure hierarchy looks different, so it’s important to create your own. 
Rank the social situations that cause you anxiety from 1 (never or very rarely cause 
you any anxiety) to 10 (terrify you; you can’t think of a scarier scenario).
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You can use the situations we used in our in-
ventory, but I also want to encourage you to 
add some that are specific to you and your 
life. 

 · Say hi to friends when I see them unex-
pectedly

 · Say hi to colleagues or acquaintances

 · Introduce myself to people I don’t know

 · Go to an event or class without knowing 
anyone

 · Start a conversation with someone I’ve 
met before

 · Join a group conversation

 · Go to a party (sober)

 · Go out on a first date

 · Ask a question in class or a work meeting

 · Make an unimportant call, like ordering a 
pizza 

 · Making an important call, like for work

 · End a relationship instead of ghosting

 · Go to the store (without using the 
self-checkout lane)

 · Advocate for myself and say “no”

 · Give a presentation or pitch in front of 
my class or company

 · Go to a networking event

 · Eat in front of strangers

 · Ask a stranger for help

 · Walk in front of people

 · Go to a job interview

 · Start a new job



Chapter 8: 
Facing Roadblocks
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Chapter 8 

Facing Roadblocks

You’ve made it through creating your hierarchy, and maybe you’ve even done an ex-
posure or two! That’s wonderful! Congratulations. It will get easier with time.

In an ideal world, we would all just keep moving up our exposure hierarchy, one step 
at a time, until we feel we’ve conquered social anxiety. But often, things don’t go so 
smoothly – and that’s perfectly okay, too. 

Remember what I said about how important it is to start small with exposures? If you 
take on something that’s too scary right away, then you risk scaring yourself off of 
exposures altogether. Remember: “The perfect exposure is challenging enough, but 
not so scary that it doesn’t feel doable or makes you feel unsafe.”

This is why it’s important to check in with yourself as you’re doing exposures. If an 
exposure is too scary, then it could be healthier to back off. The key is to challenge 
yourself just the right amount. 

Sometimes, creating your hierarchy takes a bit of trial-and-error. You might start an 
exposure that you’d placed at “level one,” only to find that it’s harder than you ex-
pected it to be. This is a 100% normal part of doing exposures. When you’re creating 
a hierarchy, you’re taking educated guesses about how anxiety-provoking you think 
an exposure might be. But you can’t truly know how hard it’ll be until you actually go 
and do it.

If you get to an exposure and it’s harder than you thought it would be, you might be 
wondering: “So what do I do? Do I keep going with this exposure, or do I find an eas-
ier one?”

It’s tricky, for sure. Doing exposures is a bit of a balancing act. Because – again – 
they’re supposed to be a bit uncomfortable. But how uncomfortable is too uncom-
fortable?

It might be helpful to remember that the ultimate goal of exposure therapy – and tak-
ing this gradual approach to conquering your fears – is to feel successful. I want you 
to come out of exposures feeling like: “Yes! I got this! I can do it, even when it’s scary 
and hard.” This gives you the confidence and momentum to stop avoiding social sit-
uations and get out of the social anxiety loop.
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Here’s what I recommend: Take your temperature.

Take a step back and ask yourself, “On a scale of 1 to 10 – with 1 being 
that I’m mildly uncomfortable, and 10 is the most terrified I’ve ever felt 
–  how stressed am I feeling?”

Now here’s my cheat sheet of what to do with this number, and what I 
recommend to all of my clients.

If your “temperature” falls anywhere between a 1 and an 8, this is a 
healthy level of distress – and you should continue with the exposure 
without changing it. The more times you repeat the exposure, the easier 
it’ll feel. Your body will get used to the distress (habituation) and you’ll 
coast down the other side of that hill. It might be hard, but you got this.

If you’re at a 9 or 10, then consider making the exposure a little easier. At these lev-
els, you’re likely overwhelmed with distress. Your body may be in a state of fight-or-
flight.  At this intensity, your body becomes flooded with adrenaline and the exposure 
might be too much. Some signs you’re in this state include:

 · Feeling shaky or trembling

 · Having a hard time breathing

 · A racing heart that won’t slow down

 · Feeling like you want to cry, yell, or curl up into a ball and hide

10
9
8
7
6
5
4
3
2
1

If you feel this way, then you might have 
jumped up a few too many steps in the hierar-
chy. Instead of climbing the ladder one rung at 
a time, you might have jumped up to a higher 
rung – and now you’re holding on for dear life.

Exposures aren’t helpful when you feel this 
terrified (remember, the goal is to leave feel-
ing successful and motivated!), so if you’re 
at a 9 or a 10, then you may want to do a low-
er-level exposure instead.

One idea is to drop down your hierarchy. Keep 
doing exposures on lower rungs until the 
thought of doing this exposure isn’t as scary.

If your lowest-rung exposure on your hierar-
chy is already too terrifying, then here are 3 
ideas for even lower-level exposures that you 
can try to start with.
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What’s in a word?

Are there any words related to your exposure that make you feel anxious? 

For example, if your goal is to become comfortable giving a presentation in front of 
an audience, words like “stage,” “laughter,” “silence,” or “blanking out” may make 
you squirm. These are your “trigger words.” Becoming comfortable with these trig-
ger words could be your first exposure step. Just like you repeat exposures, you can 
repeat the trigger word, out loud, until it loses all meaning and you’re habituated.

All words tend to lose their meaning when they’re repeated enough times. For exam-
ple, say the word “cup” out loud. What came to mind, if anything? Maybe you imag-
ined a red plastic cup, or a glass of water, or a favorite cup you had as a child.

Now, say the word “cup” out loud 20 more times. A lot of people will find that by the 
end of this, the word “cup” will lose all meaning. It’s just some sounds put together. 
One syllable that only holds the meaning that we give it.

The same can happen for your trigger words, too. Say them out loud 20, 30, 40 times. 
Do they still have the same meaning and power they did in the beginning? 

Activity:

1. List trigger words associated with your exposure.

2. Choose one trigger word. What feelings come up when you think about it?

3. Now, say the trigger word 20 to 50 times.

4. What feelings are associated with the word now?
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Worst case scenarios: What am I really afraid of?

Another idea for a lower-level exposure is to think about the worst-case scenario.

Have you ever asked yourself what’s driving your fear? What’s truly behind it? In oth-
er words, what would be the worst-case scenario if your fear came true?

You’re not afraid of these social situations “just because.” There is probably a hypo-
thetical situation that you’ve imagined over and over again. And the thought of that 
hypothetical coming true is terrifying. I hear you.

But often, when we actually say our worst case scenarios out loud, they sound a little 
bit… well, ridiculous. To be clear, you are not ridiculous for being afraid of this. But 
you might realize that what you fear as the worst-case scenario is highly unlikely to 
actually happen.

So, for this exposure, imagine you’re a sportscaster going through the play-by-play 
of a game. Only here, the “game” is your worst-case scenario. Say, out loud, exactly 
what happens in this worst-case scenario.

For example: “I’ve decided to go to Sarah’s party, where I don’t know anyone. I’m 
walking toward the door… as I walk in, no one recognizes me. They laugh and ask 
me, ‘What are you doing here?’. I try to talk to someone, but they aren’t interested. I 
ask them a question about themselves – they smirk and walk away, turning their back 
to me. Someone else laughs at me for trying to mingle. Everyone ignores me, and I 
spend the entire party alone.”

It’s the same idea as the trigger words – the more you repeat this scenario, the less 
meaning and power it will hold over you. If you repeat it enough times, it may even 
start to feel silly to you. This is a way to do a visual exposure by imagining a hypo-
thetical.
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Trouble-shooting

One last lower-level exposure you can do is to problem-solve an idea that works for 
you in the moment. Let’s say that you’re in the middle of doing an exposure and you 
feel stuck.

Ask yourself, “What is the next easy step?”

For example, say you’re in the middle of making a phone call to order a pizza. As the 
phone is ringing, you might feel suddenly terrified. Rather than focusing on getting 
through the whole phone call, simply focus on the next step as an exposure. In this 
scenario, it might simply be to stay on the line until someone picks up.

It’s completely fine to adjust expectations, and change the exposure from “ordering 
a pizza” to “staying on the line until someone picks up.” Once you’ve done that expo-
sure – staying on the line – you can reassess and figure out if you want to keep going 
or if you’ve done enough for today.

The goal isn’t to make the anxiety go away. Remember, that would be a safety behav-
ior or avoidance – and avoidance keeps us locked into social anxiety.

Instead, it’s about learning how to tolerate the anxiety. It’s about getting to the point 
where you understand:

“Okay, this is scary. But it’s not going to kill me. I can sit with this discomfort.”

But if something really is too scary – a 9 or a 10 – then it’s completely okay to climb 
down the ladder one rung and start with something that feels easier. Don’t be too 
hard on yourself. All you have to do is walk forward, one step at a time.



Chapter 9: 
Taking Steps
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Chapter 9 

Time for Practice

This might be the most important chapter in the entire book. Yes, it’s important to 
learn about what social anxiety is and where it comes from. Yes, it’s important to un-
derstand the rationale behind doing exposures.

But none of this is as important as actually doing the exposures.

This is where you start fighting the monster of social anxiety. Where you start break-
ing the cycle.

I think you’re ready, but it matters more what you think. Do you feel ready?

I encourage you to challenge yourself – but if you really don’t feel ready, or if you feel 
unsafe in any way, I can’t stress enough how important it is that you talk to your ther-
apist. This is especially important if you feel so scared that you’re having thoughts of 
hurting yourself.
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I’ll walk you through your first exposure. The idea, though, isn’t to stop at the first 
one; it’s to keep going, to keep moving up your hierarchy, until you’ve challenged and 
defeated your biggest social anxiety trigger.

I know I asked you to include scenarios that were a “1” on your anxiety scale in your 
hierarchy. But scenarios that are a “1,” that never or almost never cause any anxiety, 
don’t make good exposures. 

That’s because for an exposure to be effective, it needs to cause you a small and 
tolerable amount of distress. If a scenario doesn’t make you feel anxious at all, then 
there’s nothing to tolerate.

But, again, it’s not healthy or realistic to start with something that’s a “10,” either. 
They say to aim for the stars – and I’m all for that, but I’m also a realist. Before mak-
ing the stars our goal, let’s try to jump a couple of feet into the air first.

So instead of starting with the “10”s,  let’s start with situations that you 
listed for a “2” level of social anxiety on your hierarchy.

Plan a date to do this exposure. 

In the tracking tool, write down your “temperature” both before and af-
ter you do the exposure. How anxious do you feel before you do it? How 
do you feel after? Was it as scary as you thought it would be?

Remember, if the “2” activity ends up making you feel “10” anxious, then 
stop and do a lower exposure. You can do the exposure that you listed 
as a “1” on your hierarchy, or you can use one of the ideas that I’ve given 
you in Chapter 8.

If you feel frightened or stuck before doing an exposure, read through your answers 
to the journal prompts in Chapter 6. Remind yourself of why this matters to you. 

1. Plan a date and what exposure you’ll do.

2. Remind yourself of why it’s important to you to do this.

3. On the tracking page, write down the thoughts you’re having about doing this ex-
posure. Take your temperature. 

4. Do the exposure – without using safety behaviors.

5. On the tracking page, write down how it went. Take your temperature now.

10
9
8
7
6
5
4
3
2
1
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Journal prompts:

 – What did you learn about yourself by doing this exposure?

 – What surprised you? Did it go how you thought it would go?

 – Looking back on this experience, what helped you to get through it? How can 
you use this lesson next time you do an exposure?



Chapter 10: 
Afterword
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Chapter 10 

Afterword

Congratulations! You’ve made it through the book. That took a lot of dedication, 
bravery, perseverance, self-love, and more. I hope you feel proud of yourself. Take a 
moment to celebrate this huge win!

Let’s do some journaling to reflect.

 – How do you feel in this moment, now that you’ve made it to the end of this 
book?

 – What are the 3 most important lessons you gained from reading this book?

 – On a scale of 1 to 10, how confident do you feel about putting those lessons 
into practice?
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But wait! Before you close the book and put it away, I hope you can stick around for 
some final words. Because even though the book is over, your journey with social 
anxiety is just beginning. 

All of the lessons you’ve learned while reading this book are things that you’ll need to 
keep practicing and practicing, over and over again – even when (maybe especially 
when) it feels hard. 

Think about it this way: It’s almost like you’ve just finished reading a book on how 
to play the violin. You know the basics of music theory now, which is wonderful. You 
know how to hold the violin, and you know how to read music. But to really become 
a master violinist, you need to actually go out there and start playing violin. Practice 
and practice. 

Beating social anxiety is the same thing. To truly conquer it, you need to practice 
conquering it. There are opportunities all around you if you look for them. Take those 
opportunities to practice, again and again.

Maybe you’re at a restaurant and you feel anxious about asking the server for a refill. 
You’re tempted to ask your friends to ask for you, but you remember – hey, this is an 
opportunity to practice what Dr. Laura was talking about! And you take on the chal-
lenge to ask them yourself. 

Or maybe you’re at a party, and you’re tempted to get really high to feel a bit calmer. 
But you remember something from this book: “Hey, getting high is one of my safety 
behaviors. And what I really need to do is practice confronting this fear.” So you hang 
out at the party for 5 minutes without getting high. 10 more minutes. Challenging 
yourself more and more each time.

Little by little, it’ll get easier. Because that’s what happens when you confront mon-
sters. They start to seem way less scary. And you start to realize: hey, maybe I can 
do this.

And you know what? You can do this. I believe in you – wholeheartedly.

Dr.Laura
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