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LESS STRESS MORE HAPPINESS – Dr. Baruch Elitzur
Coping With Phobias – Fear of Insects

    Two reasons may cause a grown up to be afraid of creatures, that do not scare other people such as being afraid of small insects or poppies. 

     Adults, that during their childhood did not learn to overcome their fear of such creatures. Such creatures make them feel completely helpless. Their parents, either neglected them during their childhood or over-protected them. Among animals, learning to cope with dangerous predators is a genetic process. We may assume that our ancestors had such an instinct as well. For example, during ancient time, when a young boy encountered a lion the first time in his life, the basic features of the lion stayed in his memory, such as: color, size, smell and length of the tail. From that moment, when the young boy saw a tail among the bushes that reminded him the tail to the lion, the level of his stress was elevated and he climbed a tree as soon as he could. I suggest naming this reaction as the Generalization Period. During this period of his life, the young boy avoided taking risks. His instincts led him to decide, that it was better to be safe then sorry. As our young boy realized, form the top of the tree, that too many times he identified a tail of a zebra as a tail of a lion, he gradually moves to the second stage of his life, which I suggest naming as the Differentiation Period. I assume, that a child who was not guided by his parent to move from the Generalization Period to the Differentiation Period, will develop phobias from stimuli that are not dangerous at all.

     Adults, who experienced traumatic events during their childhood, may become overly cautious. As a result, they may fear stimuli that other adults do not fear. We may compare it to a deer which grew up in a forest with many predators. If that deer is relocated to a safe environment, whenever it hears a loud noise behind him, he escapes quickly. Whereas, other deer may just turn to look at the source of the noise. The goal of a therapist is to guide the overly cautious patients to move from the Generalization to Differentiation. 

A Case Presentation:

     Lea is 18 years old. She has been afraid of little bugs since she was five years old. She remembers coming home with her family from a week vacation and finding the kitchen table covered with ants. According to her memory, there were thousands of ants all over the place. Her mother screamed like crazy and ran away with her, while her father cleaned the area. Since then, whenever she encounters even one ant or any other bug, she screams for help and runs away. Her father takes care of the situation and calls her back when he wins the battle. Lea shared with me her latest ant experience. 

     She drove the family car with a girlfriend as a passenger. While stopping at a red light, she saw an ant crawling on the outside of the windshield. She screamed out of fear and ran out of the car. Her friend, who knows her well, killed the ant and called her back. I asked Lea why she decided, only now, to overcome her fear. Her answer was that up to now she coped very well with her fear. At home, when she screams out of fear, her father quickly saves her, all her friends know about her fears and they do not mind helping her. The problem has become acute since she finished high school; in two weeks she will move to a college dormitory. She does not know her roommate and fears that if she screams the roommate may make fun of her.

     I told Lea that I see a problem. I treat many people who fear dogs, snakes or various bugs, typically requiring close to ten treatment sessions. She begged me to see her. She was willing to come twice a week and to cooperate to the best of her ability.

     I hesitated for a few seconds and then I decided to check if there is any chance to help her in a short time. I asked Lea to close her eyes, to breathe deeply three times and to relax her body. When she looked relaxed, I continued with the following instructions: "Lea, make believe you are a director of a movie. At the beginning of our movie, I am a magician and you are the main actress. Later on, I'll be the assistant director. In the beginning of our movie, I hold a magical wand and I turn it three times. As I do it, you feel that our therapeutic sessions helped you to overcome your phobia of bugs. You see yourself in the dormitory with your roommate. Suddenly, you see an ant crawling on your desk. Tell me how Lea, the actress, reacts."

     Since Lea looked frightened, I continued, "I would like to remind you, that this is only a movie, and the actress underwent a successful therapy. As a result, she overcame her fear of ants. Would you please continue the movie and plan a happy ending to it."

     "OK" she answered in a low voice. "I see the actress running to the kitchen looking for something to throw at the ants. She grabs a bunch of napkins and covers the ants with it. She collects all the mess and throws it in the garbage." Lea took a deep breath and looked victorious. It seems as if she surprised herself for being able, for the first time in her life, to kill an ant. I felt relief too. According to my experience, patients who can visualize themselves overcoming their symptoms, have a better chance doing it faster than those who are unable to visualize it.

     "I am very proud of you, Lea." I said. "You did not scream for help and you did not cry. In the war between you and the ants, you won. During our next three sessions, I'll try to help you overcome your fear of ants and other bugs. Until our next meeting, I would like you to make a list of bugs that you fear and bring it with you."

     At the beginning of our second session, Lea handed me a list of the following bugs: ants, spiders and mosquitoes. With my guide, she spent the entire session having an imaginary fight with various bugs. Since I played the role of an assistant director of the movie, I guided her to imagine killing bugs in more efficient ways such as using a fly swatter instead of a bunch of napkins. When it came to coping with a small spider, I guided her to putting a sheet of paper in front of the spider so that it would crawl on the paper, which she could then throw out the window. At the end of the session, she felt more self-confident.

     To our third session, I came equipped with a variety of plastic bugs. During the session, she "killed" them by stepping on and swatting them. With my suggestion, she told them, in a very assertive voice that she is bigger than them, and that she is not afraid of them anymore.

     To our last session, I brought a long plastic snake. Since many of my previous patients expressed a severe fear of snakes, I expected her to be frightened of it. To my surprise, she took the plastic snake and played with it with a big smile. She claimed that as a child she used to sleep with a very beautiful, long snake made of a soft material.

     Lea's mother called me a day before Lea left for college. While packing her clothes, Lea saw a spider in her drawer. She reacted by running out of her room and calling her father for help. With his encouragement, she guided the spider to crawl onto a sheet of paper and she threw it outside. 

     After about a month, I was pleased to hear from Lea, who told me she was coping very well with her "war of the bugs."


     I encourage everyone who suffers from fear of bugs to try to help himself / herself by practicing relaxation techniques and mental imagery. If these steps are not sufficient, it is highly recommended to seek professional help.

     Children and adults, who suffer from fear of various insects, generally tend to have a cautious personality more than their peers. Since “knowledge is power”, it eases for self-acceptance and for positive coping with fear of insects, reading of the chapter "Cautious vs. Daring" is recommended. 
