
Deconstructing Anxiety: A Comprehensive Model for Therapists to Help Clients Break 
Free from Fear 

According to the Deconstructing Anxiety model, fear lies at the root of every emotional and 
psychological challenge clients face.  The model offers a powerful framework for 
understanding and addressing this dynamic. It delves into how fear distorts our perception 
of reality, triggers defense mechanisms, and ultimately leads to anxiety and suffering. By 
helping clients identify and confront their core fear, therapists can guide them toward 
freedom from these destructive patterns and help them achieve a life of greater fulfillment. 

In this article, we’ll explore the key concepts and methods of the Deconstructing 
Anxiety model, focusing on identifying one’s core fear and the chief defense they erect 
against it, to then confront that core fear appropriately and turn it into an opportunity for 
healing and growth. 

The Five Core Fears 

The foundation of the Deconstructing Anxiety model rests on the idea that all suffering 
originates from one of five core fears. These fears are the universal themes of loss we all 
suffer from, driving the defensive behaviors clients use to shield themselves from the fear. 
Each of us has a predominant core fear that shapes their perception of reality, but all five 
fears are present in varying degrees. These five core fears are: 

• Fear of Abandonment – The fear that we will be left alone, unworthy of love and 
belonging. 

• Fear of Loss of Identity – The fear that our sense of self or who we believe we are 
will be lost or compromised. 

• Fear of Loss of Meaning – The fear that life will be devoid of enjoyment, goodness, 
worth or value. 

• Fear of Loss of Purpose – The fear of losing a sense of direction or goal for 
improving the future. 

• Fear of Death – The ultimate fear of ceasing to exist, whether literally or 
metaphorically, representing a fear of annihilation. 

These core fears act as the engine driving every form of anxiety and suffering, but while 
they remain hidden behind multiple layers of defense, we cannot access them for healing 
and freedom.  

How Fear Distorts Reality 



Fear does more than trigger anxiety—it distorts our entire perception of reality. Like a lens 
that warps how we see the world, fear compels clients to believe in a threatening reality, 
and engage in defensive strategies as a result.  According to Deconstructing Anxiety, the 
chief defense is the primary strategy clients use to protect themselves from their core fear. 
However, instead of resolving the fear, defenses always backfire, reinforcing and creating 
the very problem they were supposed to protect against. 

Common examples of chief defenses include perfectionism (attempting to control every 
detail to avoid failure), people-pleasing (with a strategy of taking care of others so they will 
reciprocate), anger (intimidating others into meeting your needs), judgment (judging others 
so their negative judgments against you won’t “count”), and a variety of compulsive 
behaviors designed to distract from uncomfortable feelings. 

Because all defenses backfire, creating more of the problem they were supposed to 
prevent, Deconstructing Anxiety says that in order to resolve suffering we must do the 
opposite of the chief defense to face the core fear it was hiding.  In so doing, we expose its 
illusion by discovering it cannot truly fulfill on its threat—ever.  This, according to 
Deconstructing Anxiety, is the great key to freedom. 

Applying the Deconstructing Anxiety Model in Therapy 

The Deconstructing Anxiety model offers therapists a precise, step-by-step approach to 
help clients deconstruct their fears and defenses, leading to a deep and transformative 
resolution. Here are the four key steps of this approach: 

1. Finding the Client's Core Fear: The first step is helping clients uncover their core 
fear—the driving force behind their suffering. Through a process called Digging for 
Gold, the therapist works with the client to trace a variety of problems back to a 
single root cause: the core fear. By recognizing how this fear influences all their 
struggles, clients gain profound insight into the source of their suffering. 

2. Identifying the Chief Defense: Every core fear is protected by a chief defense—the 
client's primary defense mechanism. This defense is their go-to method for avoiding 
fear, such as people-pleasing, specialness, or isolation. Once the chief defense is 
identified, therapist and client explore how it perpetuates the anxiety. 

3. Doing the Opposite of the Chief Defense: The key to breaking free from the core 
fear is to do the opposite of the client’s chief defense. For instance, if the defense is 
social isolation, the client is encouraged to engage with what the people and social 
situations they have been avoiding. This exposure allows them to confront their core 
fear and discover that it cannot fulfill on the imagined threat. This realization creates 
a breakthrough, showing that the fear holds no real power. 



4. Vision Questing: Once the core fear has been confronted and exposed as illusory, 
the next step is to transform that fear into fulfillment. In the Deconstructing 
Anxiety model, this process is called Vision Questing, where the five core fears are 
turned into the five ingredients for fulfillment: 

o The Discovery of Love in All Its Forms (replacing fear of abandonment), 

o The Re-establishment of One’s Authentic Self (overcoming fear of loss of 
identity), 

o Finding Deep Meaning (countering fear of loss of meaning), 

o Pursuing a High Purpose (replacing fear of loss of purpose), 

o Living Fully in the Present Moment (transforming the fear of death). 

When the core fears are resolved, clients have the freedom to focus on these higher goals, 
leading to a more meaningful and fulfilling life. 

Unique Exercises in the Deconstructing Anxiety Program 

The Deconstructing Anxiety model includes several unique exercises that embody the 
principle of “doing the opposite” of the chief defense, helping clients to dismantle their 
fears in concrete ways. These exercises are highly effective tools for “doing the opposite” 
that therapists can incorporate into their work with clients: 

• The Alchemist: In this exercise, clients visualize their core fear as if it were playing 
on a movie screen. The therapist guides them to continuously ask, “What happens 
next?” while watching the events unfold. By confronting the fear in this controlled 
way, clients allow the fear to run its course until it exhausts itself, leading to its 
extinction. 

• The Witness: This mindfulness-based exercise teaches clients to observe their 
physical sensations of fear without resistance. By practicing "doing the opposite" of 
their usual response to fear, clients transform their relationship to fear, discovering 
that they can assign new meanings to the sensations, rather than being controlled 
by them. 

• The Warrior’s Stance: Here, clients practice refusing to comply with fear’s 
demands in any way. By standing firm and doing the opposite of their usual defense, 
they discover the fear holds no real power. This exercise helps clients see that their 
fear is, and always has been, based on false assumptions. 



• The Resisting Resistance Exercises: These exercises deconstruct the five 
component thoughts that make up the "core defense" of control. By recognizing 
these thoughts at their earliest stages, clients can interrupt the process of building 
projections of fear, preventing anxiety from taking hold. 

The Transformative Power of Deconstructing Anxiety 

The Deconstructing Anxiety model offers therapists a comprehensive framework for 
helping clients overcome anxiety and other forms of suffering. By uncovering and 
confronting the core fear, doing the opposite of the chief defense, and pursuing the five 
ingredients for fulfillment, therapists can guide clients toward lasting relief and freedom. 

The model doesn’t just aim to reduce symptoms of anxiety—it offers clients the 
opportunity to completely reshape their experience of life. Through the Deconstructing 
Anxiety process, clients shift from a fear-based reality to one grounded in fulfillment, joy, 
and inner peace.  

By integrating the Deconstructing Anxiety model into your therapeutic practice, you can 
help your clients make profound breakthroughs—not just in managing their anxiety, but in 
unlocking the potential for true fulfillment and personal growth. 

 


