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CONCEPT CHECK

•• What are the eight different categories of diagnostic symptoms describing separation anxiety 
disorder? How many must be present before an individual receives a diagnosis of separation 
anxiety disorder?

•• What evidence would you cite to show that GAD has a significant impact on the U.S. population?
•• What medications and psychological therapies are recommended for treating GAD? What 

aspects of GAD does each type of treatment target?
•• What characteristics might make an individual more at risk for developing SAD?
•• How is the social brain involved in SAD?

Agoraphobia
Agoraphobia is the condition in which a person experiences fear or anxiety when in public. 
These situations can involve public transportation, open spaces such as parking lots or mar-
ketplaces, or places with a number of individuals such as theaters or shops, as well as being in 
a crowd or just being outside the home. One characteristic of agoraphobia is that the person is 
concerned that escape from the situation would be difficult. Prior to DSM–5, agoraphobia was 
diagnosed in relation to panic disorder (Wittchen, Gloster, Beesdo-Baum, Fava, & Craske, 2010). 
In some individuals, panic disorder and agoraphobia go together and in others they do not. Age 
of onset in both agoraphobia and panic disorder is around 21 to 23 years of age. Agoraphobia is 
seen more frequently in women than men. Some studies have shown that negative experiences in 
childhood, such as the death of a parent, are associated with both agoraphobia and panic disor-
der. With DSM–5, agoraphobia is considered a separate disorder, although it may occur with any 
other disorder, especially the anxiety disorders. Both CBT approaches and antidepressants are 
effective in treating agoraphobia.

Specific Phobia
A specific phobia is an anxiety disorder in which an individual experiences fear of or anxiety 
about a particular situation or object. Common phobias are fear of snakes, spiders, flying, heights, 
blood, injections, and the dark. Although almost all individuals have experiences such as driv-
ing in bad weather in which they feel concern from time to time, these fears tend not to be long 
lasting or to result in major changes in lifestyle. To be diagnosed with a specific phobia (see Table 
8.8), the individual must actively avoid the condition or object, and the fear or anxiety must have 
lasted for 6 months or more. Further, the fear or anxiety causes distress and is out of proportion to 
the actual danger posed by the situation.

As a background for classifying specific phobias in DSM–5, a review of the literature was con-
ducted (LeBeau et al., 2010). These researchers found that prevalence rates in the United States 
differed by type of phobia (see Table 8.9). Animal phobias were a common phobia and showed a 
lifetime prevalence of 3.3% to 7%. Natural phobias, such as fear of heights, storms, or water, show 
lifetime prevalence rates of 8.9% to 11.6%, collectively. Of the natural phobias, height phobia is 
the most common with a 3.1% to 5.3% prevalence rate. Situational phobias, such as fear of fly-
ing, enclosed places, or driving, show prevalence rates of 5.2% to 8.4%. Except for height pho-
bia, large gender differences have been found, with more females than males displaying phobias. 
These include 91% of those with animal phobias being female, as well as 87% to 90% with situa-
tional phobias, whereas height phobia was only 60% female. Further, over 50% of people with one 
phobia were found to also have three or more additional phobias during their lifetime. European 
rates for specific phobias were similar to those in the United States (APA, 2013). Rates in Latin 
America, Africa, and Asia were lower.

Table 8.10 summarizes the clinical features of four types of phobias. As can be noted, ani-
mal and natural event phobias are seen earlier in life than situational phobias. In terms of focus 
of fear, individuals were asked, “What are you most concerned will happen?” For the natural 
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