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Where to Get This Handout

This handout can be downloaded from http://www.drcheng.ca in the Mental Health Information section. Your comments are encouraged as they will help ensure this handout is helpful!

Purpose of This Handout

This handout provides basic information about emetophobia. 
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This work is “licensed” under a Creative Commons License (Attribution-Non Commercial-Sharelike 2.0, http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.0/) which means that you are free to  copy, distribute, display and perform the work, and make derivative works as long as you give the original author credit; the work is not used for commercial purposes; and if you alter, transform, or build upon this work, you may distribute the resulting work only under a license identical to this one.

Disclaimer

The content of this document is for general information and education only. No doctor/patient relationship is formed. The accuracy, completeness, adequacy, or currency of the content is not warranted or guaranteed. The content is not intended to be a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. Users should always seek the advice of physicians or other qualified health providers with any questions regarding a health condition. Any procedure or practice described here should be applied by a health professional under appropriate supervision in accordance with professional standards of care used with regard to the unique circumstances that apply in each practice situation. The author(s) disclaim any liability, loss, injury, or damage incurred as a consequence, directly or indirectly, or the use and application of any of the contents of this document.
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Melanie: “I worry about throwing up every minute, every day, all the time”

[image: image1.wmf]Melanie is a 16-yo teenager who has always been somewhat of an anxious person. However, after getting sick with the flu, and having symptoms such as nausea and vomiting, she now has an unbelievably intense fear of vomiting. Her fear is so much, that she refers to vomiting by ‘v’ and avoids any situations where there might be the remotest possibility of coming into contact with vomit. She avoids public transportation (out of fear that she’ll get nauseous), and has also started to avoid going to school (out of fear of vomiting in front of others, or that she’ll catch something for others. But fortunately, Melanie knows she has a problem, and has been trying to find information about it…

What is Emetophobia?
Emetophobia is an extreme fear of vomiting, so severe that it causes problems in the person’s life.  Its normal to not like the thought of vomiting, but for someone with emetophobia, the thought of vomiting is so terrifying that it can end up controlling a person’s life. 

There are two types of emetophobia: 

1. Those who are mainly afraid of vomiting themselves

2. Those who are mainly afraid of others vomiting

Furthermore, people with emetophobia may be:

1. Type 1 (anxiety-based), which refers to individuals who have an underlying anxiety condition. The anxiety leads to nausea, which then leads to more anxiety. 

2. Type 2 (nausea-based), which refers to individuals with medical conditions that cause nausea. This nausea leads to a secondary anxiety and phobia, which then continues to cause more symptoms. 

(Under the DSM-IV, emetophobia would be considered a type of Specific Phobia.)

In more severe cases, the emetophobia takes control of the person’s life. The person may:

· Avoid going out, due to fear of vomiting

· Avoid eating in restaurants, or with other people

· Avoid any place or situation where there is the slightest possibility that the person (or other’s) may throw up 

· Become upset even at the mere mention of the word ‘vomit’

Fears and phobias 

Like other fears and phobias, there is often a protective part to them. E.g., having just a little fear of vomiting can be helpful, because it encourages one to 1) stay away from people who may be sick, and 2) try to be careful to not get sick. However, it’s a problem when that fear starts to get in the way of one’s life…

How does emetophobia start? 

For most people, there was probably some event that triggered their fear of vomiting, although in most cases, the person can’t remember why they might have the fear. 

It may have been a real-life event such as getting sick and feeling nauseous (e.g. having the flu or a ‘gastro’ illness, food poisoning), or it could have been even seemingly harmless events like watching something on TV, in a movie or elsewhere. Concerns in the media about medical issues such as stomach flu outbreaks can also be a trigger. 

Other related conditions

Because the person with emetophobia may limit their eating, they may often be confused with those having an eating disorder. 

Because they are afraid to meet with others, they may also have symptoms of a social phobia or social anxiety disorder. 

What should we do about emetophobia?

If you have concerns about emetophobia in yourself or a loved one, the first step is for that person to see a family physician, or pediatrician. 

It is important for the family physician to see if there are any obvious medical conditions that might be causing the symptoms. 

If there are no obvious medical causes, then it can be helpful to see a counselor or therapist to learn strategies to cope with the phobia. 

Types of professionals would generally be psychologists or psychiatrists, as well as family physicians (who have training in therapy).  
What Can Be Done About Emetophobia?
A variety of different strategies and treatments are commonly used for emetophobia:

· Psychological treatments, which involves different types of talk and other therapies. 

· Cognitive behavior treatment (CBT), which looks at an individual’s thoughts, feelings and behaviors, and looks at changing the negative thoughts, feelings and behaviors that are seen in emetophobia. 

· Hypnosis, or hypnotherapy 

· Medications, which can be used if non-medication treatments aren’t effective

· Serotonin medications (SSRIs) for anxiety, including Fluoxetine (Prozac), Sertraline (Zoloft), Citalopram (Celexa), Escitalopram (Cipralex

· Nausea-related medications (such as Metoclopramide) for emetophobia with underlying nausea 

· Over-the-counter medications that individuals with emetophobia report using include:

· Gravol

· Peptobismal 

· For mild nausea, some individuals find acupressure is helpful – this technique involves pressing your middle/index fingers down on the groove between the two large tendons on the inside of the wrist. 

· For a more detailed explanation including diagrams, see http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/ency/article/002117.htm 

· Many individuals also report success with techniques such as

· Neurolinguistic programming 

Focus on Cognitive Behavior Therapy (CBT)

CBT is one of the major treatments used for most anxieties and phobias. CBT looks at the events, automatic thoughts, feelings and behaviors that arise from the phobia. 

The theory is that events lead to automatic thoughts. In emetophobia, the person has irrational, unhelpful thoughts, which then lead to the negative behavior (i.e. avoidance). 

Identifying automatic thoughts and cognitive restructuring -- For example, if the individual feels scared when riding in a car, the therapist would help identify the irrational, automatic thought such as “I’m going to throw up, I can’t possibly deal with this.” The therapist would help the patient substitute more helpful, positive coping thoughts, such as “I will probably not throw up – I haven’t thrown up for years. Even if I did, its not the end of the world and I know I can deal with this.” 

Exposure and response-prevention – For example, if the individual feels scared riding in a car, another approach would be to expose the individual to those scary situations, and each time, increasing the amount of time in the situation until the individual is able to cope. 

For emetophobia, types of exposures include:

· Exposing a person to something which has a similar appearance to vomit, e.g. oatmeal or mashed up carrots

· Exposing a person to something which smells similar to vomit, e.g. tomato sauce, or parmesan cheese 

Melanie: “I need help for this”
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Melanie is a 16-yo teenager with emetophobia or fear of vomiting. She sees her family doctor, who recommends that she see a psychologist. 

Her psychologist uses various techniques to help. 

She uses cognitive-behavioral therapy techniques, in order to look at the ‘worry’ or ’phobic thoughts’ from the emetophobia, e.g. “I’m going to get sick.” Melanie learns to challenge those phobic thought, and learns to tell herself: “I know I’m probably not going to get sick, because I’ve never gotten sick in the last year.” 

She also learns other strategies such as relaxation strategies (e.g. deep breathing). This helps her feel more relaxed, and thus the fear of vomiting doesn’t bug her as much. 

Over time, Melanie’s emetophobia improves. 

“I’ll still worry about ‘getting sick’ from time to time, but most of the time its not there, and it doesn’t get in the way of my life anymore.”

For more information about CBT techniques in anxiety conditions, please visit http://www.drcheng.ca, click on Mental Health Information, and then download the handout titled, “Anxiety: Information for Families.”
Getting Support in the Ottawa Area for Emetophobia and Other Phobias 
Seeing a physician 

Seeing a family physician or pediatrician is an important first step in getting help if you suspect Asperger’s or Autism Spectrum conditions. 

Seeing a counselor/therapist such as a psychologist or psychiatrist

· To find a psychologist, contact:

· Ottawa Academy of Psychology Referral Service, PO Box 4251 Station B, Ottawa, Ontario, Phone: (613) 235-2529   Web: www.ottawa-psychologists.org/find.htm

· The Ottawa Academy of Psychology Referral Service is a service provided by the Ottawa Academy of Psychology to help individuals find a psychologist in Ottawa. (Note that of the many competent psychologists in Ottawa, not all of them are necessarily members of the Ottawa Academy of Psychology.)

· To find a psychiatrist, contact:

· The outpatient department of the Psychiatry Department at any major hospital. This would include CHEO (for youth aged up to 16), the Royal Ottawa Hospital (for youth aged 16 and above). 

· Alternatively, one could get one’s family physician to call the Ottawa Psychiatric Referral Service, Ottawa, Ontario, Phone: (613) 733-3219   
[image: image4.wmf]For the most recent and up-to-date list of resources, visit http://www.ementalhealth.ca. 

Internet Resources about Emetophobia 
· http://www.gutreaction.freeuk.com/emetophobia.htm 

· http://faq.emetophobia.net/emetophobia.html
Useful Books about Emetophobia 
There are few books specifically about emetophobia, however, reading any good book about anxiety and phobias should be helpful. 

· The Anxiety & Phobia Workbook by Edmund J. Bourne (Author) (Paperback - June 7, 2005)
Visit or call the CHEO Family Resource Centre for a selection of books about emetophobia. Address: 401 Smyth Road, Children’s Hospital of Eastern Ontario, K1H 8L1, (613) 738-3942, http://www.cheo.on.ca 
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