
 

Keep fears at bay by learning something new
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Exposure therapy is a commonly used and effective treatment for
anxiety disorders, including posttraumatic stress disorder, obsessive-
compulsive disorder, and phobias.

The goal of such therapy is to extinguish fear, which is accomplished by
presenting cues that are known to predict a negative experience in the
absence of that experience. Over time, learning that the 'danger cue' is
no longer dangerous produces extinction of the fearful response.

However, fears and the associated defensive behaviors resulting from
that fear often return after they have been extinguished, undermining the
long-term effectiveness of treatment.

This led a team of researchers at New York University to hypothesize
that, as opposed to traditional extinction where the threat is omitted
during therapeutic training, extinction could be successfully enhanced by
instead replacing the potential threat with a neutral one. They were right,
and their research is now published in the current issue of Biological
Psychiatry.

Professor Elizabeth Phelps and her colleagues designed and conducted
similar experiments in both rats and healthy humans. The subjects were
initially 'trained' to associate an aversive stimulus (the danger cue) with
an electrical shock. Later, half the subjects then underwent standard
extinction, where the danger cue was presented but the shock was
eliminated. For the other half of the subjects, the electric shock was
replaced with a new, neutral outcome when the same cue was presented.
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In both rats and humans, the modified fear extinction procedure was
more effective in preventing the return of fear than simply omitting the
electric shock.

The authors also found that the extent to which people were intolerant
with the uncertainty of being shocked was related to their risk that the
fear of the danger cue would return. In other words, their sensitivity to
uncertain threat influenced their recovery.

These data provide cross-species evidence that extinction can be
successfully augmented by replacing, rather than omitting, an expected
threat.

"The paper by Dunsmoor and colleagues highlights that we are still
learning important information about how to maintain the benefits of 
cognitive behavioral therapy," said Dr. John Krystal, Editor of Biological
Psychiatry. "It shows that it is not only important to break the links
between environmental cues and fear, but also to substitute new learning
about safety that prevents fears from encroaching on hard-won
therapeutic gains."

  More information: "Novelty-Facilitated Extinction: Providing a Novel
Outcome in Place of an Expected Threat Diminishes Recovery of
Defensive Responses" by Joseph E. Dunsmoor, Vinn D. Campese,
Ahmet O. Ceceli, Joseph E. LeDoux, and Elizabeth A. Phelps. Biological
Psychiatry, Volume 78, Issue 3 (August 1, 2015). DOI:
10.1016/j.biopsych.2014.12.008
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