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Psychology
ARACHNOPHOBIA

ICHTHYOPHOBIA

FEA R OF SP IDERS

FEAR O F FISH

AVIOPHOBIA

ACROPHOBIA
FEAR O F H EIGH TS

KAKORRHAPHIOPHOBIA (OR ATYCHIPHOBIA)
FEAR O F FAILU R E

OPHIDIOPHOBIA
F E AR O F S N A K ES

GLOSSOPHOBIA

IF YOU’RE AFRAID of snakes, you
might be tapping into an ancient
instinct. Some scientists believe
that our brains evolved specifically to become very good at noticing
snakes, predators that were the
biggest threat to early primates.
In 2013, researchers published a
paper that supported that theory:
They found that macaque monkeys responded more quickly to
images of the slithery creatures
than to geometric shapes or pictures of other monkeys’ faces —
even though they had never seen
a live snake before.

FEAR O F PU BL IC
SPEAK ING

GLOSSOPHOBIA is often named
as one of the most common
fears — in a 2018 survey, 26.2
percent of Americans said they
were afraid or very afraid of public speaking. That’s more people
than those who feared being kidnapped (25.1 percent) but just shy
of those who were afraid of sharks
(29.2 percent).

SPIDER-MAN hasn’t just saved
New York City countless times —
he might also be helping arachnophobes everywhere. In a recent
study, Israeli researchers showed
participants a short clip from the
2002 movie ‘‘Spider-Man’’ that
showed a spider in its web. After
watching the video, people generally rated their fear of spiders lower
than before they watched it.

‘‘SCHOOL PHOBIA is a little different from other phobias,’’ says
Nicole Starace, a child psychologist at Stanford University.
Often, it’s caused by an underlying fear of something else,
like anxiety over leaving a parent, bullying or struggling with
classes. Starace talks to her patients and their parents and
teachers to figure out what the main issue is, and then breaks
the fear down into manageable steps. Sometimes the process
starts with simply driving past the school. Then a patient might
sit in the parking lot, and then progress to attending only their
favorite class before fully going back to school.

OMPHALOPHOBIA

FEA R OF B ELLY B UTTONS

BROMIDROPHOBIA

SOME PEOPLE find Maryland’s
4.3-mile-long Chesapeake Bay
Bridge so scary that they get
someone else to drive over it for
them. A company called Kent
Island Express specializes in
sending drivers to take the wheel
of gephyrophobes’ cars, while they
sit in the passenger seat (or on the
floor of the car, or ride with a blanket over their heads). ‘‘If you had to
go to work every day, and you had
to get on a roller coaster, and you
hate roller coasters, and you could
pay someone a couple bucks to
stop the roller coaster, you would,’’
says Steven Eskew, the company’s
owner. ‘‘And that’s what we do.’’

THE AMERICAN Psychiatric Association’s manual of mental disorders groups specific phobias into
five categories: animals, natural
environment, injury or injections,
situations or ‘‘other’’ — which
includes ‘‘costumed characters.’’
Like clowns. (Read more about
scary clowns on Page 8.)

FEAR O F VO M ITING

TO HELP her kid patients get
over their fear of throwing up,
Mary Alvord, a Maryland-based
psychologist who treats anxiety
disorders, makes fake vomit. The
trick, she says, is to make it realistic (‘‘We want to engage all the
senses’’). Here’s her recipe: 1. Combine canned cream of mushroom
soup, a dairy product (milk, smelly
cheese or sour cream), oatmeal or
anything grainy and food coloring
as needed; 2. Let sit for 48 hours or
more, or heat for 5 minutes; 3. Cover
and store. ‘‘It’s really disgusting,’’
she says. Alvord puts a container of
fake vomit far away from an emeto
phobe, then gradually moves it
closer and closer. Finally, she takes
the lid off and puts it right next to
them. Eventually, they realize that
vomit isn’t something to be afraid
of — even if it is gross.

TRYPANOPHOBIA

ARACHIBUTYROPHOBIA

F E AR OF NE E D LE S

F E AR OF PE ANU T B U T T E R ST I CK I NG TO T H E ROOF
OF YOU R M OU T H

ABLUTOPHOBIA

FEA R OF BATHING OR WASHING

MANY OF THE phobias on this list are formed from Greek and Latin words, including
this one (which comes from the Greek Arachis, the genus of the peanut plant, and
butyrum, the Latin word for butter). But that doesn’t necessarily mean ancient
Greeks and Romans were walking around eating peanut butter (it wasn’t invented
until the late 1800s!). We’re just stealing their word roots.

METROPHOBIA
F E AR OF POE T RY

TRYPOPHOBIA

F E AR OF CLU ST E RS OF
S M ALL H OLE S

NYCTOPHOBIA

F E AR OF NI G H T OR T H E
DARK

GELOTOPHOBIA

HERE’S HOW the model and
self-described trypophobe Kendall Jenner described this phobia
in 2016: ‘‘Trypophobics are afraid
of tiny little holes that are in weird
patterns. Things that could set me
off are pancakes, honeycomb or
lotus heads (the worst!). It sounds
ridiculous, but so many people actually have it! I can’t even look at little
holes — it gives me the worst anxiety. Who knows what’s in there?’’

TO HELP treat kids with nyctophobia, Erica Lee, a psychologist at
Boston Children’s Hospital, has
her patients calculate the number of nights they’ve been alive.
(For a 10-year-old, that’s at least
3,650!) ‘‘Then,’’ she says, ‘‘I’ll
say to them, How many of those
nights has a zombie or monster
come to get you?’’

GLOBOPHOBIA
TAPHEPHOBIA

FEAR O F BEING BU R IED AL IV E
‘‘I REALLY don’t like balloons,’’
Oprah Winfrey, the famous TV
host, admitted in 2013. For her
40th birthday, she recalled, her
staff surprised her — by filling the
studio with balloons that could pop
loudly at any moment. ‘‘It was an
anxiety-filled day,’’ she said.

F E AR OF CLOWNS

F E AR OF S M E LLI NG BAD

FEAR O F BEING L AU GH ED AT

F E AR O F BA LLOON S

COULROPHOBIA

GEPHYROPHOBIA
F E AR OF CROS S I NG
B RI D G E S

THERE’S NO comprehensive,
official list of phobias, and anyone can invent a name for certain
kinds of fears. Like: nomophobia,
as in ‘‘no mobile phone.’’ The word
was invented in 2008, in a survey
commissioned by the British Post
Office — but it has caught on. It
was officially added to the Merriam-Webster dictionary in 2016,
and, last year, it was the Cambridge
Dictionary’s word of the year.

EMETOPHOBIA

MACROPHOBIA

FEAR O F LO NG WAITS

DIDASKALEINOPHOBIA
FEA R OF G OING TO SC HOOL

FEAR OF FLYING IN
A PLANE
AVIOPHOBIA (or aerophobia)
is an extremely common fear —
nearly 4 percent of Americans
have it, according to one study.
If you’re one of them, here’s a
mental trick for when you’re on
an airplane: Remember that the
faster you move through air, the
firmer it seems — it’s what you
feel pushing against your hand
if you stick it out of a moving car.
At the speed an airplane flies, air
acts almost like Jell-O. So imagine your plane is like a piece of
fruit suspended in a giant slab of
Jell-O. It might jiggle around a lot,
but unless it slows down drastically, it’s not going to suddenly drop
to the bottom.

NOMOPHOBIA

FEAR OF BEING WITHOUT A
WORKING CELLPHONE

IN THE 1800s, people were so terrified of being buried alive
(something that was known to happen back then!) that some
inventors drew up designs for ‘‘safety coffins.’’ Equipped with
air tubes, ladders, bells and other signaling devices, these
coffins — some of which were actually patented — ensured
that you could escape or call for help.

NATALIE BONOMO, 12, has
always been terrified of getting
shots — she remembers being 5
and running through her doctor’s
legs to escape the vaccination needle. ‘‘My mind gets really freaked
out, I can’t focus on anything and
I sweat really hard,’’ she says. ‘‘It’s
like doing a test you didn’t study
for, but times 10.’’ Last year she
saw a psychologist who helped
her through her needle phobia. She
looked at flash cards with pictures
of needles on them before moving up to things like using a real
syringe to ‘‘inject’’ a grape. She
still doesn’t like needles, and she
gets anxious just before receiving
vaccines. But other parts of the
experience — seeing the needle, or
smelling the alcohol wipes — don’t
scare her anymore. ‘‘It goes way
quicker when you’re calmer and
you just let it happen,’’ she says.

XENOPHOBIA

F E AR OF ST RANG E RS OR FORE I G NE RS

ENTOMOPHOBIA

YOU MAY have heard the word ‘‘xenophobia’’ in the news lately.
But it isn’t usually used to describe a medical condition. Instead,
it’s a word we use to describe a prejudice some people have
(much like ‘‘homophobia’’ or “Islamophobia”).

F E AR OF I NS ECTS

SELENOPHOBIA

AUTOMATONOPHOBIA

KOUMPOUNOPHOBIA

FEAR O F THE MOON

F E AR OF B U T TONS

F E AR OF H U M A N L I K E FI GU R ES, L IK E M ANNEQ U INS, WAX
FI G U R ES A N D H U MANO ID RO BOTS

DENTOPHOBIA

KATSARIDAPHOBIA

PHOBOPHOBIA

FEAR O F D ENTISTS

F EA R OF COC K ROAC H ES

F E AR OF PH OB I AS

GENUPHOBIA

F E AR OF K NE E S OR K NE E LI NG

TRISKAIDEKAPHOBIA
FEA R OF TH E N U M B ER 1 3

HAVE YOU ever been in an elevator in a tall building like a hotel
and noticed that the 13th floor was missing? That’s because
of an old superstition that the number 13 is bad luck (see Page
9). In the last century, when many skyscrapers and other tall
buildings were constructed, the owners of the buildings would
label the 13th floor as the 14th floor to avoid scaring off superstitious potential tenants.

CLAUSTROPHOBIA
F E AR O F CON FI N ED
S PAC ES

IN 2017, scientists estimated that
2.2 percent of people around the
world have claustrophobia. That’s
170 million people!

LOUIS SIEGELMAN is a New York
City dentist and anesthesiologist
who has made it his mission to
provide dental care to people with
dentophobia, which he says often
begins in childhood. He starts off
by talking to his patients about
their concerns. Then he accommodates their needs — giving
them comforting blankets to
snuggle under, for example, or
noise-canceling headphones to
block out the whine of dental tools.
And if his patients aren’t ready for
dental treatment, he doesn’t push
it. ‘‘I have waited in some cases
even a year or two until a child is
really ready,’’ he says.

BLENNOPHOBIA
FEAR O F SL IM E

EPHEBIPHOBIA

F E AR OF YOU NG PEOPLE

PHOBIAS
EVERYTHI NG IN THE WORLD IS SCARY TO SOMEB ODY.

•

BY CHELS EA LEU ( LARG E INS ECTS)

TAKING A SHOWER or a bath is a regular part of life. At least, it is for most people. But for some, even the idea of bathing makes their hearts start racing. That overwhelming anxiety is
what doctors call a phobia, a word that comes from phobos, the Greek word for fear. Often when we say we have a phobia of something — spiders, heights, sending a text to the wrong
person — we just mean that we’re afraid of it. But phobias can be medical conditions, and for some kids, they’re extremely serious, irrational fears. ‘‘They can really cause a great deal of
distress,’’ says Wendy Silverman, director of the Anxiety Mood Disorders Program at Yale University. In part, doctors will diagnose phobias based on whether the fear is so intense that it
interferes with a person’s daily life — for example, if your fear of needles keeps you from getting shots you need, or you refuse to travel because you’re terrified of flying. (Thankfully, phobias
can be treated — read more about that on Page 13.) You may laugh at some of the phobias listed here (balloons?), but what seems silly to you might be truly terrifying to someone else.

IL LU STRATIO N S BY S EA N H EM A K ( PA RAS I TE S)

JEFFREY LOCKWOOD was in the
middle of a prairie in Wyoming when
he had an experience that sparked
a crippling fear of grasshoppers. As
he waded into a grassy gully, tons
of the insects began flying at him
from every direction. ‘‘A few tangled their spiny legs into my hair,’’
he says. ‘‘Others began to crawl
into my clothing.’’ He panicked. He
quickly swiped off the bugs, but the
fear had taken hold. The problem:
Lockwood studied bugs for a living
— he was an entomologist working
at the University of Wyoming doing
research on grasshoppers — and he
worried about having another panic
attack in the field. But to get over
his fear, he reminded himself that it
was irrational and tested himself by
going out to study grasshoppers in
more wide-open areas. It worked.
A year later, Lockwood stood in a
swarm of plague locusts and felt
only amazement. ‘‘Wonder and fascination can trump fear,’’ he says.

POGONOPHOBIA
F E AR OF B E ARD S

ERYTHROPHOBIA
F E AR OF B LU S H I NG

ASTRAPHOBIA

F E AR OF T H U ND E RSTORM S

ORNITHOPHOBIA
F E AR OF B I RD S

SAMHAINOPHOBIA
F E AR OF H ALLOWE E N

IT’S NO SURPRISE that there’s
a Halloween phobia: The holiday
is specifically filled with the grim,
grotesque and grisly. Of course,
that’s part of the fun too, which is
why a lot of people actually love
Oct. 31! And, well, that just goes to
show how mysterious and varied
our brains really are. ◊

