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Description

Everyone feels afraid sometimes. Uncomfortable as it is, 
fear is an unavoidable part of life. In fact, a little fear can 
help you stay safe and avoid danger. 

However, fear can become so intense, or trouble you so 
often, that it leads to serious problems. When specific 
objects, animals, or situations cause intense feelings 
of fear that are out of proportion to the actual danger, 
psychologists call it a ‘phobia’. Common symptoms of a 
phobia include:

• Feeling extremely scared of something specific.

• Experiencing immediate and intense fear.

• Trying to avoid the thing that scares you, or enduring 
it with dread.

• Worrying about encountering the scary thing in the 
future.

• Being much more scared of something than most 
people are.

Research studies have shown that cognitive behavioral 
therapy (CBT) is one of the most effective treatments 
for overcoming phobias and extreme fears (Hofmann & 
Smits, 2008). CBT therapists work a bit like firefighters: 
while a fire is burning, they’re not so interested in 
what started it, but in what is keeping it going and 
what they can do to put it out. If they can work out 
what is maintaining a problem, they can address it by 
interrupting the cycles that fuel it.

CBT models of extreme fears and phobias suggest 
that several things keep them going once they start. 
The What Keeps Fears and Phobias Going? information 
handout describes some of these maintaining factors, 
and illustrates them in a vicious flower format, in 
which each ‘petal’ represents a separate maintenance 
cycle. Helping clients to formulate a model of their 
experiences is an essential part of cognitive behavioral 
therapy for extreme fears and phobias. Therapists 
can use this handout as a focus for discussion, or as 
a template from which to formulate an idiosyncratic 
model of a client’s experiences.
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Instructions

Suggested Question

One interesting way of thinking about extreme 
fears and phobias is to look at why, for some 
people, they don’t get better by themselves. 
This handout shows some of the most common 
reasons why some people’s fears persist. I wonder 
if we could look at it together and think about 
whether it describes what is happening for you?
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What Keeps Fears and Phobias Going?

What keeps them 
going?

Living with a phobia is hard. There may be 
times when you criticize yourself for 
having these difficulties, think that other 
people are judging you for them, or believe 
that the situation won’t change.  
Nobody chooses to have a phobia. Negative 
thoughts about living with an extreme fear 
can undermine your self-esteem and 
contribute to feeling anxious or depressed. 
This makes you more vulnerable to the 
effects of extreme fear.

When you feel scared, you tend to focus 
on threatening or disgusting features of 
the thing that frightens you, as well as 
how afraid you feel. Fear can also affect 
how you see things. For example, a scary 
animal might seem bigger, faster, or more 
menacing than it really is.
Focusing on frightening details, and how 
you are feeling physically can make 
situations seem more dangerous than they 
are. It can also stop you noticing other 
information, like signs that you aren’t in 
danger.

Negative judgments 
about your fear

A focus on 
your fear

Avoidance and safety 
behaviors

Frightening 
thoughts

It’s natural to want to avoid the things 
that scare you. After all, when something 
is really dangerous then avoiding it can be 
safer than confronting it. If you don’t 
avoid, then there may be times when you 
are able to face your fears, while using 
certain coping strategies or ‘safety 
behaviors’. 
Avoidance and safety behaviors prevent 
you from finding out what happens when 
you face your fears (it might be safer 
than you think). As a result, your fears 
remain the same, and you continue to 
believe that the worst could happen. 

When you think you’re in danger, your 
thoughts might focus on potential threats 
and ways you can protect yourself. You 
might also experience scary memories or 
mental images at times. Frightening 
thoughts and images are designed to keep 
you safe, so they tend to be quick and 
automatic. This makes them difficult to 
control.  
The thoughts you have when you’re afraid 
may tell you that the situation is much 
more dangerous than it really is. They can 
also make you underestimate your ability 
to cope, or miss the signs that you are 
safe. 

Fears and 
phobias
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Terms & conditions
This resource may be used by licensed members of Psychology Tools and their clients. Resources must be used in accordance with our terms and conditions which 
can be found at: https://www.psychologytools.com/terms-and-conditions/

Disclaimer
Your use of this resource is not intended to be, and should not be relied on, as a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. If you are suffering 
from any mental health issues we recommend that you seek formal medical advice before using these resources. We make no warranties that this information is 
correct, complete, reliable or suitable for any purpose. As a professional user, you should work within the bounds of your own competencies, using your own skill and 
knowledge, and therefore the resources should be used to support good practice, not to replace it.

Copyright
Unless otherwise stated, this resource is Copyright © 2023 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.

Psychology Tools develops and publishes evidence-based psychotherapy resources. We support mental health 
professionals to deliver effective therapy, whatever their theoretical orientation or level of experience.

Our digital library encompasses information handouts, worksheets, workbooks, exercises, guides, and audio skills-
development resources. 

Our tools are flexible enough to be used both in-session and between-session, and during all stages of assessment, 
formulation, and intervention. Written by highly qualified clinicians and academics, materials are available in digital and 
printable formats across a wide range of languages.
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