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CONDITION

Phobias

A phobia is an intense, persistent fear that leads to avoidance or major distress.

WHAT IT IS

Intense, persistent fear of a specific object or situation

BODY SYSTEM

Mental health and nervous system

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Severe fear, avoidance, panic symptoms, loss of control

WHAT CAUSES IT

Learning, temperament, and inherited vulnerability

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Clinical assessment using established diagnostic criteria

MAIN TREATMENT

Exposure-based talking therapy; medication in selected cases

CAN IT BE CURED?

Sometimes - treatment can greatly reduce symptoms

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

No - unless immediate danger or suicidal thoughts

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Often improves with effective treatment and continued practice

Overview

A phobia is more than ordinary fear. It is an intense and lasting fear of a particular object,

animal, activity, place, or social situation. The fear may feel overwhelming even when you know

the actual danger is small.

People often arrange their lives to avoid the trigger. This may interfere with travel, education,

work, health care, relationships, or everyday activities. Some people have only occasional

contact with their trigger, while others face it often.

Specific phobias involve a particular trigger, such as flying, needles, heights, spiders, vomiting,

or enclosed spaces. Social anxiety disorder, sometimes called social phobia, involves fear of

being judged, embarrassed, or rejected in social or performance situations. Agoraphobia

involves fear of situations where escape or help may feel difficult, such as public transport,

crowds, queues, or being outside home alone.
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Fear is a normal protective response. It becomes a phobia when it is out of proportion to the

actual danger, continues over time, and causes significant distress or avoidance.

Symptoms

Contact with the feared trigger can cause immediate anxiety. Thinking about it, seeing a

picture, or knowing that it may be nearby can be enough to bring on symptoms.

Common physical symptoms include:

You may feel certain that something terrible will happen. You might fear losing control,

fainting, becoming trapped, being humiliated, or dying. These thoughts can feel convincing

during intense anxiety, even when you recognise later that the risk was low.

A panic attack is a sudden surge of intense fear with strong physical symptoms. Some people

with phobias have panic attacks, but a panic attack is not required for diagnosis.

Avoidance is another central symptom. It can be obvious, such as refusing to fly, or subtle, such

as choosing a much longer route to avoid a bridge. You may endure the situation but

experience extreme distress.

Blood, injection, and injury phobias can have a different physical pattern. After an initial rise in

heart rate, blood pressure may drop, causing faintness or fainting.

Children may cry, freeze, cling to a caregiver, or have a tantrum when frightened. They may not

be able to explain that their fear is excessive.

- Fast or pounding heartbeat

- Shaking, sweating, or feeling hot

- Breathlessness or tightness in the chest

- Dizziness, nausea, or feeling faint

- Muscle tension or an urgent need to escape

Causes and risk factors

There is usually no single cause. Phobias may develop through a combination of learning, life

experiences, temperament, and inherited vulnerability to anxiety.

A frightening experience can lead to a phobia. Examples include being bitten by an animal,

becoming trapped in a lift, or having severe turbulence during a flight. However, many people

with phobias do not remember a specific event that started the fear.

General health information from sofidex. Not medical advice, and not a substitute for your own clinician. 2 of 7



sofidex sofidex.com

Fear can also be learned by watching someone else react fearfully or by repeatedly hearing

frightening information about a situation. Avoidance may then strengthen the phobia.

Escaping brings short-term relief, which teaches the brain to keep treating the trigger as

dangerous.

Some people are naturally more cautious or sensitive to stress. Having close relatives with

anxiety may increase vulnerability through both inherited traits and shared learning. This does

not mean that a person is certain to develop a phobia.

Phobias often begin in childhood or adolescence, although they can develop at any age. A

stressful period or a major change can make an existing fear more noticeable.

Diagnosis

There is no blood test or brain scan that confirms a phobia. Diagnosis is based on a clinical

assessment with a qualified health professional.

You may be asked what triggers the fear, how your body responds, what you avoid, and how

the problem affects your life. The assessment may also cover when the fear began and

whether it has continued for at least several months.

A phobia is generally considered when fear is persistent, out of proportion to the actual risk,

and linked to significant distress or disruption. The situation almost always causes fear and is

actively avoided or endured with intense anxiety.

A health professional may check whether symptoms have another explanation. For example,

breathing problems, heart rhythm changes, medication effects, substance use, or another

anxiety condition can sometimes cause similar symptoms.

Other mental health conditions may overlap with phobias. Trauma-related symptoms,

obsessive-compulsive disorder, panic disorder, eating disorders, and health anxiety can all

involve fear and avoidance. A careful assessment helps identify which pattern best fits.

Treatment and management

The main treatment is psychological therapy. Treatment is usually planned around the type of

phobia, how much it affects your life, and any other health conditions.

Exposure therapy is especially important for specific phobias. It involves gradually and

repeatedly approaching the feared situation in a planned, safe way. The aim is not to force you

into the most frightening situation without preparation. You usually begin with a manageable
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step and progress as confidence grows.

For example, treatment for a dog phobia might move from talking about dogs to viewing

pictures, watching one from a distance, and eventually being near a calm dog. Repeated

practice allows the brain to learn that anxiety can fall without escape and that the expected

disaster may not occur.

Cognitive behavioural therapy, or CBT, combines exposure with work on thoughts and

behaviours that maintain fear. It can help you notice unhelpful predictions, reduce safety

behaviours, and respond differently to anxiety.

Applied tension may help people who faint with blood, injection, or injury phobias. It involves

briefly tightening large muscle groups to raise blood pressure. It should be learned correctly,

particularly if you have a condition affected by muscle straining.

Virtual reality exposure may be available for triggers such as flying or heights. It creates a

controlled simulation but is not suitable or accessible for everyone.

Medication is not usually the main treatment for a specific phobia because it does not provide

the same opportunity to learn that the trigger can be managed. In selected situations, a

clinician may discuss short-term medicine for physical anxiety symptoms. Sedating

anti-anxiety medicines can impair driving and carry risks such as dependence.

Medication may have a larger role when social anxiety disorder or agoraphobia is persistent or

severe. Antidepressant medicines are sometimes used, often alongside therapy. Benefits can

take time, and side effects and stopping plans should be discussed with the prescriber.

Self-help can support formal treatment. This may include guided workbooks, structured online

CBT, relaxation skills, and regular practice of agreed exposure steps. Relaxation can reduce

general tension, but using it only as an escape from every feared feeling may maintain

avoidance.

Complications

Untreated avoidance can gradually spread. A fear of one road may become avoidance of all

driving, or fear of one social event may lead to wider isolation.

A phobia can interfere with medical care. Needle, blood, dental, or hospital phobias may lead

someone to delay tests, vaccinations, or treatment. Telling the health care team in advance

allows more time for planning and support.

Other possible effects include missed education or work, relationship strain, reduced

independence, and low mood. Some people use alcohol or other substances to manage feared
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situations, which can create additional health problems.

Severe anxiety can feel dangerous, but panic symptoms themselves usually pass. The greater

immediate risk may come from trying to escape while driving, at height, near traffic, or in

another unsafe setting.

Prevention

Phobias cannot always be prevented. Some begin without a clear event, and inherited

temperament cannot be changed.

Early, calm support after a frightening experience may reduce lasting avoidance. For children,

adults can model steady behaviour and avoid repeatedly presenting ordinary situations as

dangerous. This does not mean forcing a distressed child into a feared situation.

Getting help when avoidance starts restricting daily life may stop the pattern from becoming

more established. Gradual practice is usually more useful than either complete avoidance or

sudden, overwhelming exposure.

Living with it and what to expect

A phobia may remain stable for years if the trigger is easy to avoid. It can become more

disruptive when life changes increase contact with that trigger, such as a new job requiring

travel or a health condition requiring injections.

Avoidance often brings immediate relief but keeps the fear going over the longer term.

Progress usually involves experiencing some anxiety while learning that it can rise and then fall

without escape.

Improvement is often gradual rather than perfectly steady. A difficult experience, stress,

illness, or a long gap without practice can make fear stronger again. This does not erase earlier

progress. Returning to manageable exposure steps may help rebuild confidence.

Some people improve enough that the phobia no longer causes major disruption. Others

continue to feel some fear but become able to do what matters to them. More treatment may

be needed when several phobias occur together or when depression, trauma, panic, or

substance use is also present.

Support from family or friends can help when it encourages gradual independence.

Reassurance, taking over tasks, or helping you avoid every trigger may feel helpful in the

moment but can unintentionally maintain the phobia.
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When to get medical help

Arrange a routine appointment with a health professional if fear or avoidance is affecting work,

education, relationships, health care, travel, or other important activities. It is also reasonable

to seek help if you spend substantial time planning around a trigger or have repeated panic

attacks.

Mention any physical symptoms that are new, unexplained, or not limited to feared situations.

They may need a separate medical assessment.

Seek urgent help if anxiety is accompanied by thoughts of suicide, self-harm, or being unable

to stay safe. Use your local urgent mental health service, crisis line, or emergency department.

Call emergency services if there is immediate danger, such as severe breathing difficulty, loss

of consciousness without quick recovery, a serious injury, or chest pain that could have a

physical cause. Move away from traffic, heights, water, or machinery before trying to manage a

panic response.

Common questions

Can I get rid of a phobia completely?

Some people lose most or all of their phobic response after effective treatment. Others

continue to feel some fear but can face the situation without major avoidance. Continued

practice can help maintain improvement.

Why am I afraid when I know it is not dangerous?

The brain's threat system can react faster than logical thinking. Knowing the actual risk does

not automatically switch off a learned fear response. Treatment helps emotional learning catch

up with what you already understand.

Should I face my fear all at once?

Not usually. Sudden, overwhelming exposure can be distressing and may strengthen

avoidance if you escape. Planned exposure generally starts with a manageable challenge and

builds gradually.

Can a phobia cause a heart attack or make me faint?

Anxiety can cause a fast heartbeat, chest tightness, and dizziness. These symptoms are often

part of the stress response, but new or unexplained chest symptoms still need appropriate

medical assessment. Fainting is especially associated with blood, injection, and injury phobias.

Are phobias the same as panic disorder?
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No. A phobia is linked to a specific object or situation. Panic disorder involves repeated,

unexpected panic attacks and ongoing concern about further attacks. The two can occur

together.

Can children grow out of phobias?

Some childhood fears fade as development continues, but persistent fears that cause strong

distress or interfere with daily life may need assessment. Age-appropriate CBT and gradual

exposure can be adapted for children.
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