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Section 1



GETTING GOING


Well done for making the first step!


Sometimes the hardest step is the first one. I am sorry that you are struggling with agoraphobia, which is likely to be having a severe impact on your daily life, but glad that you have started reading this book. You have taken the first and one of the most important steps towards your journey to recovery. The book is designed to teach you evidence-based techniques to enable you to face your fears. Some people have this type of problem for many years and say that it severely restricts their ability to enjoy life. Often, in order to get better, we first have to reach a point where we are willing to invest time and energy in the task of addressing the problem. This is because psychological approaches usually involve a great deal of personal effort which is needed to reap the full benefit of what they have to offer. So, before we start, do please think about whether you have this time and effort available. I’ll talk more about this later in the chapter.


The strategies in this book are based on the principles of cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), an evidence-based psychological treatment that has been shown to help people with this type of problem. The book is divided into sections that you can work through at a pace that suits you. There are also two case studies of people with agoraphobia who have used the strategies in this book. Although these are fictitious characters, they are based on the stories of real people and their recovery stories show how each of them was able to put the techniques into action to improve their lives.


About me


First of all, I should introduce myself and explain a bit about who I am and why I have written this book. I am an accredited cognitive behavioural therapist, trainer and supervisor and for more than thirty years I have been helping people with problems like yours. I co-wrote The CBT Handbook, which has been used by many people to overcome problems with anxiety, depression and anger. I spent over eleven years training others in delivering evidence-based interventions for people with common mental health problems at the University of Reading, and latterly I have worked with NHS Education for Scotland to develop a training programme for mental health staff who help people experiencing anxiety and depression. Outside of work I enjoy cooking, gardening, pastel drawing and spending time with my two dogs.


What is agoraphobia?


Agoraphobia is a fear of being in situations in which the person believes that escape may be difficult or that help will not be available if something goes wrong. Many people think that it is simply a fear of open spaces, but it isn’t: it’s more complicated than that. Agoraphobia actually translates from Greek as ‘fear of the marketplace’. Many people with agoraphobia find it difficult to use public transport, go shopping at the supermarket or shopping centre, or even leave home without being accompanied by someone they trust. If a person with agoraphobia finds themselves in a situation such as this, they may experience physical symptoms of panic, including racing heart (palpitations), rapid breathing (hyperventilating), feeling hot and sweaty, feeling sick, butterflies in the tummy and diarrhoea.



Symptoms of agoraphobia


People with agoraphobia will tend to avoid a wide range of situations (e.g. queues, public transport, large crowded shops, supermarkets, shopping centres, theatres, cinemas, etc.). In these situations, the person will commonly feel some or even all of the physical symptoms of anxiety and panic listed in the previous paragraph (e.g. palpitations, hyperventilation, etc.). More on these unpleasant symptoms in Section 2. When the person is feeling this way, they will often fear that something bad is going to happen and might have upsetting thoughts such as ‘I’m going to faint’, ‘I’m going to have a heart attack’, ‘I’m going to stop breathing’, ‘I’m going to fall over’, etc.). Having these very unpleasant physical symptoms and frightening thoughts can lead to an increase in the person’s feelings of anxiety and panic. As a way of coping, many people use what we call safety behaviours, which tend to help the person to feel less anxious and might include things like always being accompanied when out, carrying medication, a bottle of water or even a good luck charm, or holding onto something like a trolley, or carrying an umbrella. There are lots of different safety behaviours that people can engage in to try to help cope with the problem, and we will come to your safety behaviours a little later. Another coping strategy is escape. Many people with agoraphobia recount stories of when they abandoned their shopping trolley and quickly left the supermarket due to feelings of panic.


To sum up, there are a number of symptoms of agoraphobia: feelings (anxiety and panic); physical symptoms (palpitations etc.); thoughts (‘I’m going to have a heart attack’ etc.); and behaviours (avoidance – not going places for fear of feeling anxious; safety behaviours – doing things or taking things with you to help reduce anxiety; and escape – leaving a situation when feeling panicky).


Consequences of agoraphobia


Agoraphobia can at times feel like a mental prison that limits your life. It may also have a number of consequences for your daily routines. You might have tried to overcome your agoraphobia before but not succeeded. It can be incredibly difficult! Loved ones may have offered you well-meaning advice that might not have helped, despite your best efforts to follow it. At this point, you might feel hopeless about your situation. Because of this, the book is written in several short sections that will allow you to address your agoraphobia one step at a time, at a pace that is manageable for you, and in a way that should allow you to overcome your agoraphobia and begin living your life to the full.



What is cognitive behavioural therapy?


This book is based on an evidence-based psychological therapeutic approach called cognitive behavioural therapy, or CBT for short. The evidence supporting this approach comes from many research trials which are summarised in important scientific reviews. These reviews say that CBT is effective for lots of people who experience anxiety difficulties (including agoraphobia) and also depression. Of course, sometimes people with an anxiety disorder will become depressed as well due to the consequences of experiencing long-term anxiety and this is not uncommon in agoraphobia.


CBT can be provided in a number of ways including: face-to-face with a therapist, by telephone or using online technology; in a group setting with others also living with agoraphobia; or in a self-help format such as provided by this book. Sometimes you can get support while using self-help from a healthcare professional. A family member or friend can also act as a supporter.


The use of CBT self-help books is often referred to as ‘low-intensity CBT’. It’s called ‘low intensity’ because there is a strong emphasis on the use of self-help materials rather than sessions with a therapist. It used to be thought that low-intensity CBT was only suitable for people with mild problems, but more recent research evidence supports this form of therapy for anyone suffering from anxiety and depression. This means, that no matter how severe or longstanding your agoraphobia is, this self-help book can help.


Using self-help


One of the advantages of self-help is that you can use the tools described within the book at a pace that best suits you. Saying that, similarly to taking a course of medicine, the approach works best if you keep going with it consistently rather than trying it for a bit, having a rest for a month and then picking it up again. Self-help is also an empowering approach in that you will know that the benefit you have gained has been through your own efforts.


You might have done some reading about your agoraphobia and come across CBT on the internet, so you may already be familiar with some of its principles. However, if this is your first experience of CBT self-help, flicking through this book may seem a bit daunting, which is completely understandable. You might worry about what lies ahead but do try not to.



How to use this book


The book is structured so that you can learn about your agoraphobia, consider goals that you want to achieve, begin to make changes, and learn how to maintain the gains you make and manage any setbacks. It can be difficult to tackle this kind of problem for all sorts of reasons, especially if it has been troubling you for a long time. Do try to bear this in mind as you work your way through the exercises in the book, so that you can be forgiving of yourself when times are tough. Remember that the benefits will repay your efforts.


There is no right or wrong way to use this book. Some people like to read through the entire book before going back to start tackling the problem. You might prefer to work through the sections of the book in order. Maybe you would prefer to dive straight in and use the techniques in Section 3. You might like to read first about how other people have used low-intensity CBT to help them overcome their agoraphobia to get a sense of what is expected before committing to doing it yourself (Section 5). Whatever you find to be the most helpful for you is absolutely fine. What is important is that you are ready to make a change that requires time and commitment.


It may be that a healthcare professional has recommended this self-help book to you and you are working through it together with them. If this is the case, they will be able to answer any questions that you might have, offer you additional advice and may even be able to coach you in completing the exercises. If you are working through the book on your own, you may find it useful to highlight helpful bits of text or add notes in the margins as you go along. If you are not sure about something, remember that another advantage of using a self-help book is that you can simply go back and read that section or paragraph again. If you need to do this, please don’t become frustrated with or critical of yourself. It can feel like there is a lot to take in! What is most important is that you understand the techniques that are described within the book.


Sections of the book


The book is divided into five sections. Hopefully there will be something in each one that is relevant to you and helps you to tackle your agoraphobia. Here is an overview of what each section contains so that you know where to find what you are looking for.





Section 1: Getting going


Section 1 is about getting started and setting your own pace for working through the book. You’ll find some top tips to increase your likelihood of success. Towards the end of this section you’re encouraged to set some personal goals to help you track your progress. CBT self-help tends to work best if you can dedicate some time every day to tackling your problem, although this may not always be possible. That is fine too but do try to dedicate at least sixty to ninety minutes, three to five times a week. You will have to do this for a few weeks to reap the full benefits although you may well notice some early improvements, which will hopefully spur you on to keep going.


Section 2: Understanding agoraphobia


In this section we’ll look at what agoraphobia is, including its symptoms, some potential causes and what keeps it going. We’ll also look at panic disorder and its links to agoraphobia as many people say that this is how their agoraphobia started. In particular, this section aims to help you understand more about how your agoraphobia is affecting your ability to live your life the way that you want to, and what may be maintaining the problem. You will also learn how to break the vicious cycle of agoraphobia to help you start living the life you want to lead.


Section 3: Assessing the problem and using graded exposure to tackle it


This section first focuses on assessing your problem, then moves on to using CBT self-help to beat your agoraphobia using graded exposure. There will be space to think about what might have caused your agoraphobia, we’ll look at ways of making sense of your symptoms and how they are interlinked, and consider what it is that is keeping your agoraphobia going. You will be supported to plan your own personal graded exposure plan to help you get on top of your agoraphobia. There is guidance for carrying out your plan and how to review the progress you make. There are also some tips on how to tackle any stumbling blocks you might encounter along the way.



Section 4: The relapse management toolkit


Here the focus is on what you can do to try to make sure that the changes you have made to your life are long-lasting and plan what to do if you experience a re-emergence of symptoms. If your agoraphobia is still significantly interfering with your life having worked through the book, we will look at what next steps you can take to address the problem. Low-intensity CBT has helped many people overcome their agoraphobia, and the majority of those people stay well. However, it is also natural to experience setbacks along the way. Therefore, the main focus of this section is showing you how to maintain the progress you have made and to look at ways of dealing with setbacks.


Section 5: Recovery stories


In the final section, you will be able to catch up with the people who are introduced in Section 2. Here, they share their stories of having agoraphobia and describe how they overcame their difficulties. You can see how they put their plans into action, what stumbling blocks they encountered along the way and how they continued to stay on top of their agoraphobia. Their stories will be different from yours, but you are likely to see some similarities. The techniques they used to tackle their difficulties are the same ones described in this book that are recommended to help you with your agoraphobia.





Top tips on using this book


Before beginning to understand your agoraphobia and how it affects you, here are some top tips about how to use this self-help book. Some of these apply to the use of self-help in general. The tips come from people who have benefited from CBT self-help to overcome their difficulties and from healthcare professionals who support people in using CBT self-help.




Top tip 1: Give it your best shot


‘I had lived with agoraphobia for a long time and I wasn’t sure that anything could help me. I felt terrified at the thought of going to busy places alone but, as I gave it a go, and despite it being hard at times, I stuck with it and now I’m free to go where I want, when I want!’


Let’s be honest about this from the outset: it is unlikely that working your way through this book and trying out the techniques is going to be easy. There are likely to be challenges along the way. The techniques you will learn will mean that you will need to confront some situations that you have been avoiding, probably for a very long time. Be reassured that this will be done in a controlled and paced way. What is important is giving it your best shot and following the guidance on how to deal with the challenges and possible setbacks that come along. Reading though the stories of others who have used these techniques to tackle their agoraphobia may help (Section 5). If things ever seem like they are getting on top of you and you are thinking about giving up, turn to the troubleshooting guide in Section 3 (page 98). If a healthcare professional is supporting you, talk to them about things you are finding difficult. They will be able to check that you are using the techniques in a way that is likely to bring about the most benefit as well as offer encouragement and help troubleshooting difficulties.



Top tip 2: Put what you have learned into action


‘What really helped was getting an understanding of what was keeping my agoraphobia going, then taking small steps towards tackling the problem by doing the exercises in the book. I wrote things down and recorded how I got on, which really helped motivate me to carry on.’


This is very much a ‘doing’ book rather than a ‘reading’ book. Putting what you learn into action is the key to overcoming agoraphobia. Remember, you don’t need to do everything at once; that wouldn’t be the best way to tackle the problem. Rather, take a step-bystep approach to your problem, working at a pace that suits you. There is no need to feel overloaded with too much to try and change too quickly. Generally speaking, the more effort you put into it, the greater you will benefit. In this way, after doing some reading, putting these techniques into action is the key to getting on top of your agoraphobia.


Think of it as being a bit like learning to drive a car. The instructor provides tuition to drive the car and it can feel difficult to put everything that is being learned into practice at first. It is only with repeated practice that the learner becomes more confident. Without investing time in putting into practice what is being taught, the learner is unlikely to make the progress needed to pass the driving test. Even after passing the driving test, the newly qualified driver must continue to practise what has been learned to become more proficient and to develop confidence in their ability. It takes time and effort and some ‘going it alone’ to get there. Like learning any new skill, it takes time and practice, and is worth the effort in the end. And remember, nobody learned to drive from reading a book alone!


Top tip 3: Writing in the book is allowed – in fact it is encouraged!


‘I was a bit reluctant at first, but I was glad I wrote in the book. It was helpful to look back on my notes, especially when I was having a blip. It reminded me how I had overcome obstacles in the past, so I was able to do some of the same things I had done last time to help. Another good thing about it was that it helped me to see just how far I had come in a relatively short time given that I have been living with agoraphobia for years!’


Like me, you were probably told when you were younger that you should never write in books. This book is different: it is designed to be written in – and the more you do it, the better! Making notes helps learning as you can apply what you are reading to yourself and it makes it easier to find important points that are particularly relevant to you.


To make it easier for you to make notes, at different points throughout the book you will see a notebook and pen symbol as a prompt for you to make some notes if you wish. Remember, it can be handy to look back and see the progress that you are making. Sometimes it can be easy to forget!


Top tip 4: Like everyone, expect to have good days and bad days


‘It was all going really well, then there was a day I was just feeling a bit out of sorts and a bit jittery, not sure why. I still went to the supermarket as planned though. When I was there, I bumped into someone I hadn’t seen for years. It really threw me, and I felt trapped in a longwinded conversation catching up on the last five years. I made an excuse and dashed out, leaving my shopping behind. I came home and cried. It felt like all that effort had been for nothing. I almost gave up to be honest. But the next day, I pushed myself to get on with my plan and follow through with going back to the supermarket, which helped me get back on track. I’m so glad I did!’
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