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About This Book

If you have a phobia this book will explain what it is, how it keeps going and how you can go about overcoming it. To get the most from this book you must read and work through each of the parts in order from start to finish. Also, before moving on to a new part, re-reading the previous sections may help you become very familiar with them.

Overcoming a phobia requires hard work and perseverance. But the more effort you put into it, the more likely it is that you will get better, and this will make it all worthwhile. But don’t feel that you have to get everything right first time. Setbacks are a normal part of the process and you can learn a lot from them.

Although this book is designed for you to use on your own, if you find that you aren’t making as much progress as you’d like, ask your GP to put you in touch with a cognitive therapist who’ll be able to help you to work through the process of getting over your phobia.

Brenda Hogan


Part 1: ABOUT PHOBIAS
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What is a Phobia?

What is the difference between normal fear and a phobia? There are many situations or objects that frequently trigger fear in people. A fear becomes a phobia when it is out of proportion with the real level of danger in a situation and when it leads to reactions that are extreme. For some people, phobias can significantly interfere with their life and their happiness.


A phobia is a very powerful fear of an object or situation. This fear is extreme – out of all proportion to the amount of real danger – and is much stronger than what most other people would experience in reaction to the same thing.





	What is the difference between a normal fear and phobia?



	Normal fear
	Phobia



	‘Butterflies’ in the stomach looking out the window of a skyscraper
	Not accepting a job offer because it requires working in an office on the 12th floor



	Feeling anxious when near a large, snarling dog
	Feeling panicky and shaky when near a friendly puppy on a leash



	Feeling nervous when there is a wasp nearby
	Frantically running away when you see a wasp in the garden and then refusing to go back in the garden even when reassured the wasp is gone



	Feeling anxious on a plane when experiencing turbulence
	Not going to your best friend’s wedding because you would have to fly to get there





There are many different kinds of phobias. Some phobias are quite complex – a fear of social situations is a good example. This book deals with simpler fears, known as specific phobias. A specific phobia is a fear of a particular object or situation. People with specific phobias feel very anxious if they have to face up to their fear, and usually try to escape from the situation as quickly as they can. They may also feel anxious if they think they are likely to meet the feared object or situation in the near future. Because their fear is so extreme, they will often go to great lengths to avoid the particular object or situation that frightens them.

Some people with phobias are symptom-free as long as they can avoid the feared object or situation and – for the most part – they are able to carry on with their lives normally. However, phobias and the related anxiety can become so severe that they cause problems in day-to-day living. For example, fear of needles could stop someone from going for an important medical test, and a fear of thunderstorms could prevent someone from going outside every time it looked as if it might rain.

Some common kinds of phobia

You may be surprised to learn that phobias are very common. Many people experience fear of an object or situation that is clearly out of proportion to the actual level of danger. There are many different kinds of phobia including:

• spiders

• snakes

• wasps or bees

• dogs or cats

• birds

• thunderstorms

• heights

• enclosed spaces (claustrophobia)

• blood

• needles

• tunnels

• public transport

• going in lifts

• flying in aeroplanes

Not every phobia is listed here. If yours hasn’t been mentioned, don’t worry. The information and strategies outlined in this book are useful tools for anyone who wishes to overcome any kind of specific phobia.

Here are two examples of people with common phobias:

Fear of spiders: Simon’s story

For as long as he could remember, Simon had been afraid of spiders. He wasn’t sure how or why he had developed such a fear, since he’d never been bitten by a spider and couldn’t remember any specific incident that had made him afraid, although he recalled that his mother had also been fearful of spiders. He noticed that his fear seemed to get worse as he got older. Whenever he saw a spider, even a small one, he began to feel very panicky. His heart began to race, and he started sweating and trembling. At home he would shout to his wife and then quickly leave the room. He described feeling afraid that spiders were faster than he was and would certainly bite him if they had the chance. Because of his fear, Simon avoided spending time in the park with his daughter and even put off going out in the garden. He often checked corners and doorframes for cobwebs; whenever he saw one he started to feel very anxious and quickly asked his wife to sweep it away. He noticed that he even felt anxious when he saw a picture of a spider in a book he was reading to his daughter. When this happened, he quickly turned the page.

Fear of heights: Linda’s story

Linda couldn’t recall being afraid of heights when she was a young girl, but from her twenties onwards she developed a fear of them. She first noticed feelings of anxiety while on holiday – she began to feel quite nervous while walking along a mountain path that had a steep drop on one side. When she looked over the edge, she felt ‘butterflies’ in her stomach and began to feel hot and shaky. She also felt a bit dizzy, which made her worry that she might faint and fall over the edge. She quickly backed away. Returning from holiday, she began to feel anxious in several other situations, including looking out of the window of her fifth-floor office and driving over bridges. She often felt dizzy when she became anxious, which triggered worries that she might fall or lose control of her car and accidentally drive off the bridge. It wasn’t long before she was avoiding looking over any window ledge above the ground floor, and would go to great lengths to avoid travelling over bridges. Eventually her fear became so severe that she even felt quite nervous when she looked down stairwells, so she started relying on lifts.
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Where Do Phobias Come From?

‘Learning’ to be afraid

Some people can remember a specific incident that ‘started off’ their phobia, a moment when they ‘learned’ to be afraid. An example of this is a child who pulls a dog’s tail and then gets bitten. The child is likely to be scared and distressed, may then feel afraid on seeing another dog, and may even start to avoid dogs altogether. However, what the child has ‘learned’ isn’t entirely correct. Although it’s wise to approach a strange dog with caution, not all dogs are dangerous and many are very friendly. But once the child begins to avoid contact with dogs, there’s no opportunity to learn that not all dogs are dangerous. As a result, the phobia takes hold.

Not everyone who has a frightening experience develops a phobia. For example, many children are nipped or bitten by dogs and they certainly don’t all develop dog phobias. There are several reasons for this. A child who’s had previous experiences with friendly dogs before being bitten would be less likely to develop a phobia about dogs (although the child may still be a bit cautious around the particular dog that bit them). Or, a child who spends a lot of time around friendly dogs after being bitten would also be less likely to develop a dog phobia. In both of these cases, the child has learned that not all dogs are dangerous.

But if you can’t remember a specific incident that triggered your phobia, how did the anxiety get started? You may have learned to be afraid from other people. For example, a child may have had a parent (or someone else) who taught them that dogs were scary and dangerous, and maybe even prevented the child from being around dogs. This child might grow up to be an adult with a dog phobia. Such a phobia could also develop if a child simply noticed that a parent or someone else was afraid of dogs and so believed that he or she should also be afraid. People can learn to be afraid of things even if they never have a scary encounter of their own.

Phobias that seem to come from nowhere

Many people with phobias can’t remember a specific frightening incident that triggered their fear, and don’t think they learned the fear from anyone else. These people may never know how their phobia started. If this is the case for you, don’t be discouraged – you don’t have to know the exact cause of a phobia in order to get rid of it.
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