Theories of exposure therapy
The goal of exposure therapy is to facilitate threat extinction – the reduction in the conditioned fear response associated with feared stimuli (Abramowitz, 2013). Exposure is considered to be as a clinical analogy of extinction learning, in which an aversive conditioned stimulus or situation is repeatedly represented without the predicted catastrophic consequences (e.g., de Voogd, & Phelps, 2019; Moscovitch, Antony, & Swinson, 2009; Weisman, &. Rodebaugh, 2018). The mechanisms underlying exposure are currently unknown, and there are several disputes about the factors that make it easier or difficult to reduce symptoms (Podină, Koster, Philippot, Dethier, & David, 2013). The focus of attention during exposure is one of the mechanisms examined as affecting the efficacy of exposure treatment, but its impact is still debatable.	Comment by ALE Editor: Is this accurate? It doesn’t appear on scholar.google
There is de Voogd, & Phelps, 2020
Foa and Cossack's (1986) emotional processing theory states that focusing attention is crucial in minimizing fear. The results of exposure therapy, according to this model, are due to changes in the "fear structure." The fear structure is made up of a neural network that stores all aspects of stimulus characteristics as well as mental, physiological, and behavioral fear responses, including the cognitive evaluation. The relationships between the conditioned stimulus and the conditioned response are released nullified when information is presented that does not fit the current structure.


According to this model, complete activation of the fear structure requires attentional focus, which facilitates sensory coding of the phobic stimuli presented. Distraction techniques, on the other hand, inhibit the coding of relevant stimuli and thus the activation of the fear structure, as well as the emotional processing mechanism (Penfold & Page, 1999). 
	Inhibitory learning theory is another theory thatalso supports attentional focus during exposure (Bouton, 1993; Craske et al., 2008). The acquisition and reinforcement of safe representations of the threatening stimulus, according to this theory, is the mechanism of exposure therapy. As a result of a mismatch between the patient's expectation and the outcome, fear decreases during exposure. New representations of the threatening stimuli are created as a result of such inconsistencies. During exposure, focusing attention on the threatening stimulus is critical because it helps one to pay attention to and process information about the non-threatening stimulus, resulting in the develop of a new relationship between the stimulus and the response.
Although effective psychological and pharmacological treatments exist for anxiety disorders (Alonso, 2004), most people with anxiety disorders never seek treatment (Wittchen et al, 2010). A possible explanation for these low compliance rates is that patients consider confronting feared objects or situations as overly demanding. 
This highlights the need for novel interventions which may overcome this difficulty. It is possible that a new method of intervention may also make a theoretical contribution and shed light on the mechanism underlying exposure therapy.
Fear Conditioning without conscious awareness
In recent years, there is has been increasing evidence suggesting that fearful responses can occur even without explicit stimulus presentation (Dimberg & Ohman, 1996; Ohman, 1986, 1993; Dimberg & Ohman, 1996; Ohman et al., 2000a, Raio et al, 2012). One study examined whether fearful expressions emerge from suppression into awareness more quickly relative responseto images of neutral or happy expressions. Fearful faces were found that images of fearful faces to emerge into awareness faster than images of neutral or happy expressions, indicating, implying that emotional expressions are unconsciously processed (Yang, Zald, & Blake, 2007). These results are supported by findings of increased amygdala activation in response to fearful faces as compared with masked images of happy, masked faces (Whallen, 1998). Further, tThese findings are further in line with LeDoux’s (1996) suggestion that there is a direct path which passes between the thalamus and the amygdala, so that information may evoke fear, even without activation of the visual cortex.
If learning can occur without explicit presentation of the stimulus, presentation and fears can be acquired and experimentally evoked outside of awareness, it seems plausible that fears could diminish under similar conditions. 
Is conscious awareness needed for fear extinction?
Although learning without explicit stimulus presentation had been previously demonstrated, it remains largely unknown whether fear can be reduced without explicit exposure remains largely unknown. However, several studies have tested whether subliminal exposure to images of spiders images affects the willingness of people with spider phobia to approach a spider, among people who are afraid of spiders (Siegel & Weinberger, 2009; 2011).
Siegel and Weinberger (2009) developed the method known as Very Brief Exposure (VBE), which involves unconscious exposure to frightening stimulus via masking for a short period of time. In this method, subjects with a fear phobia of spiders were presented with a long series of masked images of a spiders, each presented for a very short time. They found that this type of exposure reduced avoidance behavior among people who fear spiders. Another study also found that unconscious exposure prompted subjects to approach the frightening stimulus (Weinberger, Siegel, Siefert, & Drwal, 2011). Moreover, a study by Siegel and Weinberger (2012) indicated that brief exposure to a masked frightening stimulus reduced avoidance of that stimulus to a greater extent than conscious exposure to it. This finding is consistent with previous studies showing that unconscious masked exposure to masked frightening stimuli cause greater biological and behavioral effects than conscious exposure to that stimulus (Carlsson et al., 2004; Siegel & Weinberger, 2009). In their study of the effect of long-term unconscious exposure, Siegel and Weinberger (2012) found, that VBE reduced avoidant behavior and that this effect was maintained for two weeks. In a follow-up study, Siegel and Warren (2013) found that this reduction in avoidant behavior as a result of VBE was maintained even one year after exposure. However, two limitations underlie these studies. First, there is a question about the way awareness was measured and assessed, which I will expand on in Chapter 2.2. Second, in all the studies mentioned above, only behavioral metrics were used. One study used a physiological index, but no evidence for reduced physiological responses was obtained (Siegel, 2017). A recent study showed demonstrated the potential benefit of unconscious exposure using Continuous Flash SuppressionCFS (Oyarzún et al., 2019). In that study, fear reduction was manifested by a measure of threat-potentiated startle responses, but not with Skin Conductance Response (SCR). Furthermore, that study lacked a control group where for which no extinction took place. 
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