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Section 1



GETTING GOING


Well done for making the first step!


I am really glad that you have reached out and started reading this book! In doing so, you have taken the first and one of the most important steps on your journey to recovery. Often, in order to get better, we first have to reach a point where we are willing to invest quite a bit of time and energy into this task. This is because psychological treatments usually involve a great deal of personal effort. This is needed to reap the full benefit of what they have to offer. So, just before we start, can I check that you have this time and effort available? I’ll talk more about this later in this chapter.


Let’s start by thinking about some of the terms that I will use in this book and the experience of phobias. A ‘fear’ is an unpleasant emotion that we all experience when we believe that we are threatened in some way. ‘Anxiety’ tends to be associated with a vaguer or more diffuse sense of threat, perhaps something that might happen in the future. On the other hand, fear is usually associated with a clear and obvious threat, for example a person with a big knife coming towards us in a dark alley. A ‘phobia’ is a psychological disorder that consists of marked and persistent fear which significantly impacts upon lifestyle or results in significant distress. You can see that these concepts overlap quite a bit so I will tend to use ‘anxiety’, ‘fear’ and ‘phobia’ interchangeably within the book.


Experiencing a phobia means that at times you can experience overwhelming fear. Alternatively, you may be avoiding situations that might trigger fear because you worry that you will not be able to cope with them. In this way, fear can act as a kind of mental prison that limits your life. It may have a number of consequences on your daily routines. You may have tried to overcome your fear before and have not succeeded. It may be that others who care about you have offered you well-meaning advice that has not allowed you to make any progress, despite you doing your very best to follow it. At this point, you may feel hopeless about your situation. Because of this, I have written the book in several short sections that will allow you to address your phobia, one step at a time and at a pace that is manageable for you, and in a way that should allow you to get control and hope back in your life.


This book is designed to help people who experience most kinds of phobias. However, there are a few exceptions that usually require a different or an extra form of treatment. The first of these is a phobia that revolves around the sight of blood and having injections. This provokes a very different response to the ‘fight or flight’ response described in Section 2 of this book and so needs a different form of treatment. The second is a phobia of social situations where the person is worried about others’ perceptions of them. They worry that they will be embarrassed or humiliated. This is a more complex form of phobia. Another more complex form of phobia is ‘agoraphobia’. Here the focus of the fear is a need to escape, usually in case the person experiences severe panic symptoms but also because of other worrying consequences as well. It can cause the individual to avoid situations such as crowded or enclosed spaces, as well as public transport. Whilst the ‘graded exposure’ technique described in this book may be of some help for these ‘complex phobias’, often some other strategies or additional supports are needed for the person to make a full recovery. For instance, there is another book in this series that teaches individuals how to cope with panic disorder (How to Beat Panic Disorder One Step at a Time).


This book includes two case examples of people who have used the techniques described here to understand the nature of their fear and get back control of their lives. These are fictitious characters but are based on the stories of real patients. These examples illustrate how people have used the techniques within their daily lives to help them to overcome their fear. The techniques I will teach you have been used by health professionals to help people to overcome their fears for over half a century. This means that they have been tried, tested, refined and tested over and over again. In fact, researchers have concluded that the use of these techniques for tackling phobias produces better results than other psychological treatments for this particular problem.


About myself


First of all, I would like to introduce myself. We are going to work together for a few weeks so it might be helpful if you know a little about me. Hopefully this will help you to build a picture of me in your ‘mind’s eye’. I am a consultant clinical psychologist who has, for over thirty years, been helping people with very similar issues to you. For the most part, I have provided psychological therapy to people in community health centres and doctors’ surgeries (called ‘GP Practices’ in the UK). Whilst doing this, I have also worked for over twenty years at Newcastle University which is one of the most respected universities in the UK. Here I was involved in the training of clinical psychologists before dedicating my time to developing a training in a new ‘low intensity’ form of Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (see more on this below). I also do research into how best to help individuals through the use of self-help materials and into what people require from psychological services. Outside of work, I enjoy spending time with my partner Danna. We love eating out (my biggest indulgence is food), going to the cinema and seeing shows. At the weekends we enjoy cycling in the local countryside, usually nearby in Northumberland, County Durham or the Lake District.


What is Cognitive Behavioural Therapy?


This book is based on an evidence-based psychological therapy called Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (or ‘CBT’ for short). The evidence supporting this approach comes from many research trials which are summarised into important scientific reviews. These reviews say that CBT is effective for lots of people who experience anxiety difficulties (including phobias) and also depression. Of course, sometimes people with an anxiety disorder will become depressed as well, due to the consequences of experiencing anxiety.


CBT can be provided in a face-to-face format (with a therapist in a clinic room) and also in a self-help format such as provided by this book. Sometimes you can also get support whilst using self-help from your doctor or another healthcare professional. The use of CBT self-help books as part of treatment is referred to as ‘low intensity CBT’. It is called low intensity because, through this method, people generally require shorter and fewer sessions in their treatment than otherwise with the usual (or ‘high intensity’) form of CBT. Self-help is recommended for individuals with milder disorders. Everyone with a psychological disorder tends to feel that it affects a huge part of who they are. However, relatively speaking, a milder problem will have less impact on a person’s life. If you have a milder phobia, you are more likely to get the maximum benefit from the treatment approach described in this book. I will explain more about this approach in Sections 2 and 3.


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 try it for a bit, have a rest for a month and then pick it up again. Self-help is also an empowering approach in that you will know that the benefit that you have gained has been through your own strength and efforts alone.


CBT is mentioned quite often in the popular media such as in magazines or newspapers, and 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. This is understandable. You may worry about what lies ahead. Try not to. I have done my best to make this book as easy as possible to read and use, and have followed what I know to be best practice in writing self-help books.


How to use this book


I have just mentioned that the approach works best if you apply this treatment consistently. However, this doesn’t mean that you have to read the whole book in one go! Rather, quite the opposite. The treatment is best done in stages and, for each individual, these stages may take a different length of time.


However, a ball park figure for the whole treatment, depending on how severe your phobia is, will need you to be able to invest around one hour to ninety minutes, at least three times a week for around six to twelve weeks. The sections should allow you to pace yourself, like a mountain climber may break down a climb into several sections, to make it more manageable.


It may be that a healthcare professional has recommended this self-help book to you and you are working through it together. 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 embarking on this treatment on your own, you may wish to highlight helpful sections of text with a marker or make notes in the margin as you go along. Some people find this really helpful. 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 again. If you need to do this, please don’t become frustrated or self-critical. The most important thing, from my perspective, is that you understand the techniques that are described within the book.



Overview of the book


Some people like to read through the whole book first and then go back and start using the techniques. Others prefer to use the techniques straight away after reading a section. Whatever you find to be the most helpful is fine. However, the key thing is that when you are ready, you put the techniques into practice in your daily life. You may need to reorder your schedule for a few weeks to allow this to happen. Within the book, there are activities that prepare you for this. Complete the activities as you work through it. I have broken down the book into five sections and you can move through the book in a way that you feel will be the most helpful for you.


You may wish to start your treatment by hearing about how other people have used the approach to help them to overcome their phobias. This can provide a brief overview of the treatment and may boost your confidence before committing to changes yourself. If so, turn to the two recovery stories in Section 5. Here, Sarah and Azid share what they did to beat their phobias. When you have finished Section 5 you can turn back and work through the rest of the book. Alternatively, you may be more inclined to start by learning more about the techniques involved in the treatment. If so, then I would suggest that you work through the book in order from start to finish.




Sections of the book


Section 1: Getting going (page 1)


In this section, I will help you to understand what fear, anxiety and phobias are. There are stories and tips from other people who have used this approach, to help you to get started and to keep you going. You will also get a chance to set some personal goals, which will help you to track your progress.


Section 2: Understanding fears and phobias (page 33)


Here you will learn all about fear; how it is the body’s way of protecting you, and how to overcome it naturally. You will learn how fears are maintained and how to break the vicious cycles that can be created when fear takes over.


Section 3: Graded exposure treatment (page 61)


Using the tools within this section, you will learn how to plan a treatment programme to help you to get on top of your fear. You will be guided in carrying out your plan and be able to review the results and any progress made. I will also help you to troubleshoot any hiccups that you may encounter along the way.


Section 4: The relapse prevention toolkit (page 97)


Once you are feeling better, we will look at ways to ensure that you maintain the progress that you have made. This will involve reviewing what you have learnt and making a plan for the future.


Section 5: Recovery stories (page 129)


Finally, you can catch up with the people that you first met in Section 1. Here, they share their stories of having a phobia and describe what they did in order to help themselves. You can see how they put their plans into action and continued to stay on top of their fear.





Top tips before you get going


Before beginning to understand fears and phobias and how these affect you, I would like to share with you some top tips about the use of self-help books. These come from both people who have benefited from CBT self-help to overcome their difficulties and from health professionals who support people in using CBT self-help.




Top tip 1: Give it your best shot


‘I had tried to face my fear before but, as the book gave me a clear path forward, I was really able to push myself harder this time and commit to the treatment.’


It is unlikely that this treatment will be completely plain sailing. There may be some challenges for you. The treatment requires that you confront some situations in a controlled and paced manner. It is important that you give the treatment your best shot and work through these. Think of this as a bit like going to the dentist. No one enjoys this experience, but most people regularly endure it because they understand that, despite the discomfort, it is helpful in the long run. If things seem too much, turn to the troubleshooting guide in Section 3 or read the case examples in Section 5. Revisiting these case examples can be helpful in motivating you. If a healthcare professional is supporting you, they can help in troubleshooting. They may be able to check that you are using the techniques correctly and also offer encouragement.
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