
Anxiety Disorders: Phobias - Behaviourist Theories & Treatment 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

Behaviourists believe 

that phobias are 

learned responses to 

stimuli. 

Behaviourists believe that 

people are born as ‘blank 

slates’.  The environments 

they develop in make them 

what they are by 

conditioning them to 

respond in particular ways. 

Learning by associating 

two stimuli/events 

together (classical 

conditioning). 

Two 

processes 

of 

learning. 

why? 

 

How? 

Learning the phobia 

means associating a 

particular stimulus 

with two responses: 

anxiety and avoidance. 

 

Treating the phobia 

requires breaking 

the association 

between the phobic 

stimulus and the 

anxiety/avoidance 

responses. 

A neutral stimulus (e.g. a 

dog) is associated with 

an anxiety provoking one 

(e.g. pain) when the two 

occur together (e.g. a 

person gets bitten).  

Thereafter, the dog will 

elicit the same response 

as the pain. 

Learning by the 

consequences of 

behaviour (operant 

conditioning). 

Once the phobia has 

formed, the person 

quickly learns to avoid 

the phobic stimulus as 

going near it makes them 

anxious (punishment) and 

avoiding it makes them 

calmer (reinforcement). 

The person must be 

exposed to the phobic 

object without the 

anxiety-provoking 

stimulus (e.g. patting a 

dog and not getting 

bitten) in a process of 

extinction. 

Intense exposure in 

one session until 

anxiety subsides 

(flooding). 

Graduated 

exposure over 

several sessions, 

using taught 

relaxation 

techniques 

(systematic 

desensitisation). 
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