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Session 4: Agoraphobia & behaviour

In today’s session we discussed the role of our behaviours in feeding agoraphobia, and keeping the ‘vicious cycle’ going. We also learned how we can overcome our avoidance and safety behaviours using graded exposure.   
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Our behaviour, what we do and how we respond to situations can play a big role in maintaining our panic & anxiety levels. Our unhelpful behaviours can be automatic and occur outside of our control

Avoidance

People who suffer from Agoraphobia tend to avoid situations that might be anxiety-provoking or they simply escape the situations that might be uncomfortable or scary. 

Andrews Vicious Cycle of Agoraphobia 











Exercise 4.1: what are the short term and long-term consequences of avoidance behaviour?

	

	

	

	

	

	


Avoidance is very common and while it seems like a good solution to help us deal with our anxiety at the time, it can be very unhelpful and in fact it can make the anxiety worse. When you avoid anxiety-provoking situations you are not giving yourself a chance to check how well you could manage the situation. By avoiding certain situations you are sending yourself the message “I can't do it.”  Sometimes it takes time to get better at managing difficult situations (such us public speaking or going for an interview) and if you don't practise your skills by putting yourself in the situation, you will never improve. Avoidance can become a habit and an unhelpful way of coping. Unfortunately, it prevents you from learning and decreases the chance of overcoming anxiety. Avoidance can affect many areas of your life and can become very frustrating.

Exercise 4.2: What are the situations you avoid when you are stressed and anxious? 

	

	

	

	

	

	


How can you overcome avoidance? 

Graded Exposure

· Graded means adopting step-by-step approach to a situation, tackling the easiest step first and moving to the more difficult when you are ready

· Exposure means exposing yourself to the situation/ facing the situation that induces anxiety or fear

Try the step-by-step approach. Start by making a list of situations you avoid. Choose the easiest thing to tackle first and think about the steps you could take to tackle it. Remember Sally’s example:
	Standing outside house when it is quiet
	1 (the easiest step)

	Walking to post box near house
	 

	Going to local shop with someone
	 

	Going to local shop alone
	 

	Going to a shopping centre for 30mins
	 

	Going to a shopping centre for an hour
	 

	Going to the city centre on Tuesday morning
	 

	Going to the city centre on Saturday afternoon
	 10 (the most difficult step)


Exercise 4.3:Thinking about Andrew’s fear of getting on a bus what steps could he take to overcome his fear.
	
	 (the easiest step)

	
	

	
	 

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	 

	
	 

	
	 

	
	 (most difficult step)


Exercise 4.4: Choose one of the situations you avoid and make a plan how to tackle it. Start from the easiest step.
	
	 (the easiest step)

	
	

	
	 

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	 

	
	 

	
	 

	
	 (most difficult step)


Once you are in the situation practise spending some time there. Try to stay long enough for your anxiety to decrease. Practise the easier steps again and again until you feel you can cope with them. Relaxation exercise and controlled breathing will help you manage the anxiety you might experience. Gradually move onto the more difficult items from your list of the situations using the same techniques.

	Homework

· Review the stepped plan you made in the exercise 4.4., can you think of any obstacles that might make your plan difficult to carry out? If yes, think how can you tackle them? 
· Between this and next week try to carry out step 1 from your list as many times as possible. 
· Once it becomes easier try step 2…
· Be reflective when you are doing it and after you have done it. Have a go at answering the questions below:
What went well? 

What didn’t go so well? 

What have you learned? 

What’s the next step?

· Continue to use the coping strategies you have learned so far


Agoraphobic Situation


Standing at the bus stop waiting to go to college





Thoughts


What if I can’t get off the bus?


What if I collapse and faint?


What if people look at me and laugh?





Physical Sensations


Increased sweating 


shaky


increased heart rate


muscle tension





Feelings


Anxious


worried 


dread 





Behaviour


loss of focus and concentration


leaves bus stop


goes home
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