Desensitisation 
Intervention 
 There have been several referrals for nursing to carry out a vague process called ‘desensitisation’, in which the nurse is required to work with individuals, often to achieve an outcome of blood tests or other medical procedures.  

Thinking about this from a cognitive behavioural therapy approach, there are several points that need to be addressed.  

Points for discussion
· Consent:  In order for a desensitisation programme to work, there has to be an agreement from the individual that they will engage in the process.  

· Time:  Actually carrying out a desensitisation programme can take an hour a day, sometimes for several weeks.  

· Planning:  A clear programme of events needs to be planned. 

· Who will do the bulk of the work?  It’s unlikely that the nurse will have time to carry out an effective desensitisation programme, so who will carry out the plan?  

· Changing cognition:  There needs to be very clear behavioural type instructions for the person carrying out the plan. 

Exposure therapy
‘Exposure is the therapeutic confrontation of a feared stimulus in imagination or in vivo until fear subsides.’  This process is known as habituation.

· There is evidence that exposure therapy can reduce anxiety in individuals.   

· There is a vicious circle of anxiety.  The trigger causes anxiety, followed by avoidance or escape, which will cause temporary relief until the next time the trigger happens.  

· Exposure therapy plans to break the link between the anxiety and the avoidance.  

Rules for exposure
· It starts gradually with something that the patient thinks they can manage.

· It is prolonged.  It should last for at least an hour a day so that the patient’s anxiety will fall.

· It should be repeated.

· It should be carried out regularly, at least once a day.  

Helping patients use exposure

· Make a list of all the things that they can’t do or avoid.
· Start with those that the person finds easiest to deal with.
·  Plan a graduated exposure to the object, e.g. a black and white picture of the feared object.  
· Make sure that it is practiced at least once a day.  This needs to be for an hour at a time as it takes at least 45 minutes for anxiety to start to come down.
· Set a goal for the week.
· When the anxiety has reduced by about half or three quarters start the next stage of your programme. 
· Carry on until the things on the list have been confronted.  
Accepting/ rejecting referrals for desensitisation

Referrals should only be accepted if they meet the following criteria:

· The individual has decided that they want help to overcome their fears.

· There is someone who can help the individual carry out a programme on a daily basis.

· If the individual is not able to give informed consent, then a best interest decision must be made with regard to the proposals, using the mental capacity act. 

· The family or carers of the individual must be able to give their time and support to the programme. 

· The person making the referral has previously discussed the issues with the senior nurse.
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Draft desensitisation referral

	Name:

Date of birth:

Address:

Tel no:

GP name and tel no:


	Why does……………….. need a desensitisation programme?




	What would happen if this work was not carried out?




	Is there clear agreement by the individual or will there need to be a best interest decision?




Referrer name:

Your contact details:

Date of referral:

Draft desensitisation programme

	Person’s name:

Date of birth:

Address:




	What is the aim of the programme?




	Who will carry out the programme?




	Does the individual have any specific difficulties or disabilities that will need special consideration in the planning stage?




	Break down aim into manageable goals:

Make sure that each goal is simple, manageable, achievable, realistic, and has a realistic time frame. 

1.  

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.




	Goal one: Write goal one here:
Time plan: Record each session here.  
Date:

Time:

What happened:

Date: 

Time: 

What happened:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Did ………………..achieve this goal?  Yes/No.  If yes, go on to next goal.

If no, what happened? Does the goal need to be changed to achieve it?




	Goal two: Write goal two here:
Time plan:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Date: 

Time: 

What happened:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Did ………………..achieve this goal?  Yes/No.  If yes, go on to next goal.

If no, what happened? Does the goal need to be changed to achieve it?




	Goal three: Write goal three here:
Time plan:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Date: 

Time: 

What happened:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Did ………………..achieve this goal?  Yes/No.  If yes, go on to next goal.

If no, what happened? Does the goal need to be changed to achieve it?




	Goal four: Write goal four here:
Time plan:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Date: 

Time: 

What happened:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Did ………………..achieve this goal?  Yes/No.  If yes, go on to next goal.

If no, what happened? Does the goal need to be changed to achieve it?



	Goal five: Write goal five here:
Time plan:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Date: 

Time: 

What happened:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Did ………………..achieve this goal?  Yes/No.  If yes, go on to next goal.

If no, what happened? Does the goal need to be changed to achieve it?




	Goal six: Write goal six here:
Time plan:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Date: 

Time: 

What happened:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Date:

Time:

What happened:

Evaluation:

Did you achieve your aim for this programme?

If not, what were the constraints?

If yes, then CONGRATULATIONS!




HOW TO USE THIS FORMAT

Aim
Decide on a broad aim of what you want to achieve with the programme.  For example, that the person will have a dental examination. 

Who will support the individual during the programme?

Because of the time and commitment needed, it is important to be realistic about who can support the individual, or if more than one person can do it.  

Are there any special difficulties or disabilities? 
You will need to assess for physical disabilities, sensory deficits, etc, and check out the intended venue, e.g. Is the dental surgery accessible?  

Goals

Break you aim down into achievable goals.  For example, the first week’s goal may be to go into the dental reception area and speak to the receptionist.   No pressure would be put on the individual to go any further down the corridor, or see the dentist.  
If more than one person is supporting the individual, it would be worth writing a script so that the same process is carried out each time.  

At the end of the first week, evaluate how well it has gone.  If the person has achieved the goal, then the second goal can be initiated.  

If the goal has not been achieved, then it will be necessary to work out what may have got in the way of success and change the goal accordingly.  
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