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Specific phobia is a DSM-5 (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th 
ed.) diagnosis assigned to individuals who suffer from intense fear or anxiety when 
exposed to specific objects or situations. A type of anxiety disorder, specific phobias 
may present in response to a range of stimuli, from animals to medical procedures.


Phobias are defined as extreme or irrational fears, often persistent, that compel sufferers 
to avoid the object or situation to which their fear is connected. A specific phobia relates 
to a particular stimulus that causes fear, anxiety or avoidance and results in intense 
distress for the sufferer.


According to estimates, around 19.2 million adult Americans are afflicted by specific 
phobias1, with women affected more often than men at an approximate rate of 2:1. 
Sufferers will often take measures to avoid the object or situation in question, although 
individuals are aware that their fears are usually greater than the threat itself.


Specific phobias fall under the heterogeneous disorders group, having no single 
universal cause or pattern of development. Most specific phobias develop during 
childhood and adolescence, although the disorder may present at any stage, often in 
connection with a traumatic experience2. Other factors that may be connected to the 
onset of specific phobia include genetic predisposition and familial influence.
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Specific phobia is characterized by a deep and persistent fear of an object or situation, 
resulting in symptoms of anxiety. Symptoms may also arise from anticipating the 
presence of the stimulus. An individual displaying symptoms of anxiety may be 
experiencing:

• Increased heart rate (palpitations)

• Dizziness or unsteadiness

• Nausea

• Sweating

• Shaking or trembling

• An upset stomach

• Breathlessness


Someone suffering from a specific disorder will also display avoidance behavior, meaning 
that they take steps to avoid having to confront the object or situation at the center of 
their disorder.

CAUSES:

Specific phobias have no single cause but a number of potentially contributing factors 
have been identified:

Traumatic experiences - Individuals who have a traumatic experience in childhood may 
begin to make associations with related situations or objects in adulthood. For example, 
someone who is bitten by a dog at a young age may develop a fear of dogs in later life.

Learned behavior - The family environment may be a cause of specific phobias - being 
around relatives who have particular fears, or deal with anxiety in a certain way, is thought 
to influence children and may contribute to the onset of phobias.

Genetics - Some individuals may be genetically predisposed to having an anxious 
personality, making them more prone to phobias.

Fear response - Having a panic attack or other pronounced response to fear or panic in a 
certain situation can lead to feelings of embarrassment or fear of a repeat episode, which 
over time may develop into a phobia.

Ongoing stress - Over the long term, stress can result in feelings of anxiety, depression 
and inability to cope in certain situations, which may progress into a phobia5.


SYMPTOMS OF SPECIFIC PHOBIA:
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TREATMENT OF SPECIFIC PHOBIA:

There is no single form of treatment for specific phobias and many people take no 
action to overcome their fear because the stimulus is rarely encountered.


In cases where treatment is appropriate, medical professionals may address the 
problem with various techniques. Most people can expect to benefit from treatment 
tailored to their specific needs, which can include:


Cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) - A talking therapy designed to help individuals 
overcome problems with a tailored plan of action. As well as talking through issues, CBT 
challenges individuals to change patterns of thinking and behavior, often including 
exposure to the phobic stimulus in gradual stages.


Medication - Although specific phobias are anxiety disorders, the disorder itself cannot 
be treated with medication, although symptoms may be managed with tranquilizers 
(benzodiazepines), anti-anxiety drugs (beta-blockers) and/or antidepressants (selective 
serotonin reuptake inhibitors).


Hypnotherapy - While hypnotherapy may not be a standard method of treatment 
suggested by health practitioners, some individuals have found that it helps relieve 
symptoms of specific phobia.


Self-help - Individuals may be able to manage the symptoms of their phobia through 
various self-help methods, such as by practising relaxation techniques or mindfulness. 
Joining a support group is also an option. 


Treatments may be prescribed in isolation or as part of a combined approach. In time, 
and with the right treatment, most people can expect to make significant progress in 
managing or overcoming specific phobia.
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