
Microdosing
Discomfort

This approach is for people who want to build emotional resilience and nervous system capacity without pushing past their 

limits. Traditional exposure therapy often focuses on desensitization (a reduction in emotional response) and 

habituation/inhibitory learning (seeing for yourself that distress can rise and fall without avoidance and that feared 

outcomes don’t occur) through repeated exposure to feared situations. But that can feel overwhelming, artificial, or 

misaligned with how your body processes threat and safety. Exposure therapy is great for some and not a fit for others, so if 

you’re in the latter category, this might be an alternative for you.

Microdosing discomfort offers a slower, more compassionate path. Instead of aiming to “get over” fears, it helps you build 

trust with yourself while stretching your tolerance for discomfort in small, intentional ways. The goal isn’t to become 

fearless but rather to to feel more autonomous, grounded, and capable in the face of difficult emotions.

Somatic Noticing
Instead of pushing through distress, build awareness of what mild discomfort feels like. If it 

turns out that “mild” is actually severe for you, you can choose to stop.

Gently hold an ice cube for a few seconds
Sit with a slightly unpleasant sound (e.g. a ticking 
clock or static) and observe your breath

Wear slightly itchy socks or tags for a few 
minutes while tracking sensations

Hold eye contact with a supportive person just 
past the threshold of comfort

Intentional Imperfection
Practice tolerating low-stakes “failures,” rule-breaking, and people-displeasing.

Send a text with a typo Wear mismatched socks to the store

Leave a dish in the sink overnight Post something online without double-checking 



Emotional Imagery 
Instead of direct confrontation, visualize small discomforts. As a witness rather than a 

participant, this might allow you to reprocess beliefs you can’t in the heat of the moment.

Imagine disappointing someone you care 
about (and write down what comes up)

Picture yourself speaking up in a mild conflict

Describe in writing what it’s like to sit with 
guilt without fixing it

Visualize a goodbye with someone or something 
meaningful - what you’d say, how it’d feel in your 
body, and what you’d do afterwards

Playful Media Exposure
Curate media that nudges the edge of your comfort zone

Watch a mildly suspenseful or awkward 
scene in a movie (e.g., social tension or 
embarrassment - the “cringe comedy” 
genre is great for this)

Read or listen to stories that evoke tricky 
emotions (e.g., grief, shame, uncertainty) while 
noticing sensations

Boundaried Social Practice
Take small steps toward assertiveness and risk-taking in relationships

Say “I need a minute” when overwhelmed, 
even if the other person might feel bad 

Ask for clarification when you believe you already 
“should” understand

Tell a friend you can’t make a plan work 
without getting a detailed reason why

Leave a text on “read” longer than you usually do
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