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PSYCHIATRY: CHILD AND AD OLESCENT

Phagophobia: A Review of Cases
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1  Faculty of Medicine, Vilnius University, Vilnius, Lithuania
2  Clinic of Psychiatry, Institute of Clinical Medicine, Faculty of Medicine, Vilnius University, Vilnius, Lithuania

Introduction. Phagophobia, or the fear of swallowing or choking, is an anxiety disorder that 
significantly disrupts daily life and can lead to severe consequences like weight loss, malnutrition, 
and social isolation. Despite its impact, it is often underdiagnosed, making early identification and 
treatment crucial. Understanding the condition’s etiology, presentation, and effective treatments 
is vital for improving patient outcomes. This review aims to synthesize the available literature on 
phagophobia, focusing on differential diagnosis and treatment strategies.

Methods. A systematic research of the PubMed database was conducted using keywords such 
as “Phagophobia,” “Choking Phobia,” “Swallowing Phobia,” and “Psychogenic Dysphagia.” Of the 
138 articles found, 23 clinical studies in English were included. A total of 93 clinical cases were 
identified, with 88 relevant cases analyzed. These were categorized into children (54) and adults 
(34), with the review focusing on adult cases.

Results. The review of 34 adult cases showed that 68% were women and 32% were men, 
with an average age of 39.1 years. In half of the cases, the phobia was triggered by a choking 
experience, while others were linked to stressors like family conflicts or medication. 62% of 
patients received non-pharmacological treatments, and 34% were treated with pharmacotherapy, 
primarily alprazolam. Exposure therapy was the most effective treatment.

Conclusions. Phagophobia can severely impair an individual’s functioning, making early 
diagnosis and treatment essential. Exposure therapy is the most effective treatment, but accurate 
differential diagnosis is crucial. Proper specialist training is crucial to differentiate phagophobia 
from eating and feeding disorders during differential diagnosis.
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