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Phobias – a Practical Approach

Once a phobia has developed the fear will often increase as time goes on.  A person with a phobia will often use various strategies for avoidance, which causes further problems.  Another problem is that someone with a phobia will, to avoid a potential danger, put themselves into places and situations of actual danger eg running across the road to avoid a dog in the distance.

It is difficult to discuss and successfully conquer phobias for many people.  This is even more of a challenge when trying to help autistic people, as it is often hard to find out causes or reasons for example a phobia of dogs, caused a lot of problems for one boy, having knock-on effects for the whole family.  Any trip was an anxious time.

Steps to success

Introduction to the idea of friendly dogs

1. Reading books introduced with stories of friendly, helpful, heroic dogs.

· Eg the magic key stories.  Floppy the family pet.

· The Pound Puppy stores, Honeypot rescues a young girl from a hole in the ground.

· The Young Shorty books by James Webster

· Famous Five etc Enid Blyton

2. Pictures of dogs

· Look at pictures or dogs in books, magazines
· Find information leaflets, Guide dogs for the Blind, Hearing dogs for the deaf, Search and rescue dogs
· Newspaper picture articles showing dogs in good light
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3. Meeting a dog
· Talk about dogs generally.  Do not paint too rosy a picture about all dogs but introduce the idea of meeting a well-trained, friendly dog.  If it’s possible it really helps if the person already knows and trusts the owner.

· Show actual photographs of the dog with its family, at home, on the lead, asleep etc.  get to know the dog by name.  Talk about toys, dog treats, nice walks etc.

· At a time when the person has got accustomed to the idea, in a large safe area, introduce them to the actual dog.  Can be just seeing the dog in the car to start with.  Then getting the dog out of the car and asking the person to show the way down to the field whilst following at a sensible distance.

· Let the dog show how well behaved it is by obeying commands, sit, beg etc.  encourage the person to say commands and realise how good the dog can be.

· After each session be positive.  Bruno was really pleased to see you today etc.  

· Write to the dog and its owner, thank you letter etc.

· Take pictures of dog with person nearby, to use as a reminder

· Slowly build up the length of walk, encourage them to get nearer to the dog.

· Emphasis how good the dog is.  Get the person to take along some treats to give to the dog.

· Over time familiarity should get the person to relax and become more confident.  The phobia should diminish and the fear be put back into proportion.

This method has worked extremely well.  Outings are now much less stressful and the issue of dogs has been aired and put into perspective.  This method can be adapted for other phobias.  Mind you spiders always seem to get bad press!
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