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Helping someone else overcome a 
phobia 
 
When someone is working to overcome a phobia, it can be enormously helpful to 
him/her to have the support of a relative, partner or friend. The leaflet has been written to 
help you to provide this support. It should be read in conjunction with the leaflets How to 
Overcome a Phobia and Anxiety and How to Reduce it. 
 
What is a phobia? 
 
Phobias are fears of particular things or situations, such as a fear of eating in front of 
people, fear of being away from a safe place or fear of dogs. Although it is not known for 
sure why people develop these fears, we do know what maintains the fears and keeps 
them going: avoidance. Avoiding the thing that is feared gives an immediate sense of 
relief in the short term. In the long term, however, the avoidance leads to 
embarrassment, lack of confidence and an increase in the fear. This can cause a vicious 
cycle. To break the cycle and overcome the fear, it is essential for the person gradually 
to face the thing that they are afraid of. This takes real courage — especially if the fear is 
a long-standing one — and is easier for most people to do with help from others.  
 
Deciding if this is the right thing for you to do 
 
To help your friend, you will need to be sure that: 
 
• Your friend wants your help and you are happy to give it. It is best if both of you read 

all the information you have been given on anxiety and phobias and then discuss it 
together. 

 
• You are able to appreciate that your friend's feelings are real, even if the danger is 

not. Your friend needs real courage to face the fear and it is important not to belittle 
his or her feelings. If you are having trouble understanding the feeling, think about a 
time when you have been really scared. 

 
• You have the time to support your friend without feeling put-upon or resentful. The 

amount of time needed will vary according to the role you take. For example, if your 
friend is afraid of travelling on a bus and you decide to accompany your friend on 
some bus trips, this will take more time than if you decide that your role is simply to 
help plan the trips and listen to how they went. The important thing is that you don't 
take on more than you can do. Your friend needs to be able to rely on you to do what 
you promise with good will. 

 
• You can support your friend without doing things for them that they need to do for 

themselves. For example, if your friend is afraid to go into shops, you may go with 
them as part of the plan, but you should not take over and do the shopping for them. 
Think of going with a friend to a hospital appointment when you know that they are 
expecting bad news. You cannot turn the news into good news or face it for them, 
but you can be there with them. 
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• You can support and encourage your friend while also leaving them in control of the 
decisions. They must be comfortable with the plan to overcome their fear. They must 
go at the pace at which they are comfortable, however slow this might seem to you. 

 
What you can do to help 
 
Helping devise the plan of action 
The key strategy for overcoming the fear involves devising a plan of gradual exposure to 
the thing or situation that is feared, but in small steps, so that the person tackles things 
which are a little bit frightening but not overwhelmingly frightening. It can be enormously 
helpful to have someone to help with this, to ensure that the plan is clear and realistic. 
You can help in choosing the steps to be taken and help your friend to avoid the 
common pitfalls, such as making the steps in the plan too large or too vague. See the 
examples in the leaflet on facing specific fears. 
 
Provide companionship for some steps in the plan 
For some phobias, it can be tremendously helpful for the person to face some of the 
most feared situations with the support and companionship of a trusted friend. This can 
be a step on the way to facing the feared situation alone. 
 
Listening to reports of how the steps in the plan have gone 
Your friend can report back to you the results of his or her steps in the plan. You can 
listen and understand the courage that your friend is showing in facing things that cause 
his/her fear. You can celebrate successes and help your friends to deal with setbacks. 
Setbacks are to be expected and are not a sign of failure; they are often a sign that the 
step has been too big or that one step has not been practised enough before going on to 
the next. If a step is too big, help your friend to break it down into more manageable 
ones. 
 
Help to plan rewards 
It takes a great deal of courage to overcome a phobia and every step should be 
celebrated as an achievement; however, some people with phobias (and other forms of 
anxiety) feel that they are stupid to have the fear in the first place and that they do not 
deserve rewards for their efforts in overcoming the fear. You can help your friend to 
choose something that they will enjoy and encourage them to indulge themselves a little 
after each step in the plan. The list of pleasant things to do may give you some ideas. 
Your friend needs to choose something that works for them. It is better that the reward is 
not alcohol, cigarettes or caffeine because these are unhelpful ways of dealing with 
anxiety. It helps if the reward comes quickly after the goal is reached.   
 
A special situation 
Sometimes a person, especially a family member, takes over doing things for someone 
in order to help them.  For example, a woman became gradually frightened of going 
away from home. Her husband tried to help her by doing all the shopping for her so that 
she did not have to leave home alone. If you are in this situation, the step-by-step plan 
will mean that you gradually reduce the things that you do for your partner or friend. In 
this case, it may be useful for you and your partner to discuss your plan with a third party 
who is less involved, such as your doctor or counsellor. 
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Ideas for enjoyable things to doi 
Things to do to pamper yourself 
Have (or give yourself) a facial 
Have a massage 
Try different perfumes in a department 
store 
Paint your fingernails 
Have a bubble bath 
Try out new hairstyles 
Have a haircut or get your hair coloured 
Hug your favourite person 
Eat your favourite food 
Buy yourself a bunch of flowers 
Buy yourself a new piece of clothing or 
another special gift 
 
Things to do around the house 
Do some gardening 
Do some handywork around the house 
Do some sewing 
Listen to music 
Dance to some music 
Watch television 
Play with your pets 
Sit in the sun 
Make a cake 

Things to do on your own 
Write a letter to a friend 
Write a short story or poem 
Play a computer game 
Learn or practise a musical instrument 
Paint, draw, do some pottery 
Sing 
Knit 
Do some woodwork 
Do a jigsaw puzzle 
Read a good novel 
Read an interesting non-fiction book 
Read your favourite magazine 
Read the newspaper 
Buy or make a present for someone 
Look through your favourite photo album 
Play a card game (eg patience) 
 

Social activities 
Phone a friend 
Visit a friend or a neighbour 
Prepare a special meal for friends or family 
See a play, ballet, or opera 
See your favourite band  
Go to your favourite restaurant 
Play with your children 
Invite friends over for a video & popcorn 
Ask yourself over to a friend’s place 
Hold a Trivial Pursuit, Pictionary, or 
Charades evening 

Active things 
Go for a stroll or brisk walk 
Go jogging 
Go rollerskating 
Hire a bike 
Hire a tandem bike 
Do some aerobics 
Do some weight lifting 
Arrange a game of tennis or squash 
Kick a ball around the park 
Play ping-pong 
Have a game of golf 
Go for a swim 
Fly a kite 
Walk the dog 
Go fishing 
 
Things to do away from home 
Walk along the beach 
Go to a film 
Visit the zoo 
Go to a local flea market 
Go shopping 
Go to the library 
Visit a bookshop 
Visit the art gallery 
Visit the museum 
Go to a poetry reading 
Watch a game of football or soccer 
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i Ideas for enjoyable things to do is reprinted, with permission, from Andrews G, Jenkins R. Management 
of Mental Disorders, (UK Edition). Sydney: World Health Organization Collaborating Centre for Mental 
Health and Substance Abuse, 1999. Distributed for the publishers in the UK by IN 2 Mail Ltd, Fax: +44 
(0)1252 322315; PO Bo x 55, Aldershot, Hampshire  GU21 4 FP. 


