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Have you ever felt anxious? How do you usually react when you are

afraid of something? Anxiety is a normal feeling that everyone gets

from time to time. Since it is an unpleasant feeling, people often try to

avoid situations that make them feel that way. For example, skipping

school because you have to give a presentation in front of the whole

class. Some people can feel too much anxiety. Anxiety makes them

nauseous, and they might start to stutter. In our work, we would like

to discuss “avoidance of learned fear”. In this article, we will explore

anxious feelings and whether people tend to avoid things they are

anxious about.

ANXIETY—HELPFUL BUT UNPLEASANT

Imagine that your best friend, Alice, must give a presentation at school.
Sometimes Alice stutters when talking in front of a group. She is scared
that her classmates will laugh at her during her presentation. Even
days before the presentation, she feels anxious. Why? She cannot be
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sure that her classmates will make fun of her. Alice tells you that she
wants to skip school and stay home on presentation day. It seems she
would like to avoid going to school because she does not want to give
the presentation.

How do you feel when you have to give a presentation at school?
Do you feel anxious? Everyone feels anxious from time to time, and
this is normal. Anxiety helps us by preventing dangerous things from

ANXIETY

An unpleasant feeling
of nervousness, worry,
and/or unease about
something. It occurs
when we do not know
what will happen in
the future.

happening. For example, you might feel anxious riding your bicycle
when there are lots of other bikes and pedestrians around, so you ride
slowly and thus reduce the chances of having an accident. However,
sometimes anxiety can be severe and unnecessary, and then it is not
always helpful [1]. For example, what if you feel anxious even when
there are no other bicycles on the path. If anxiety is very severe and
unhelpful, it can make a person’s daily life very di�cult [2].

We all respond di�erently when we are anxious. Some people feel it in
their bodies. They might get stomachaches, start trembling, or stutter.
Other people might even start crying when they have anxiety. Overall,
feeling anxious is often an unpleasant experience.

AVOIDANCE OF LEARNED FEAR

People do various things to prevent the unpleasant feeling of being
anxious. One way to deal with anxiety is to avoid the whole situation,
like Alice wants to do. She could pretend to be sick on the day of her
presentation, so that she would not have to go to school (Figure 1).
Alice shows what is called avoidance of learned fear. Problem solved,AVOIDANCE OF

LEARNED FEAR

Avoiding a situation
that could lead to a
situation we are
anxious about—like
avoiding school to
avoid giving
a presentation.

right? Well, not really…

CONSEQUENCES OF AVOIDANCE

Avoiding the things we are anxious about might give us temporary
relief, but it can lead to other problems. If Alice misses school the day
of her presentation, she will probably still have to give it another day.
If she keeps staying home to avoid it, she will miss too much school
and this could cause her grades to slip. She would also miss seeing
her friends. Thus, avoidance might not be the best way to deal with
anxiety. However, when people are very anxious, the consequences
of avoidance are not what worries them. At the moment, Alice
would rather get bad grades than give a presentation in front of
the class.

Even if Alice accepts the consequences of skipping the presentation,
is avoidance still the best solution—will it help her to deal with her
anxiety? Again, not really. If she avoids going to school, she will never
experience what it is really like to give a presentation. She will never
have the chance to learn that her feared outcomes probably will not
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Figure 1

Figure 1

Alice is thinking about
going to school, but
she must give a
presentation tomorrow.
She is worried that
people will laugh at her.
Alice is considering not
going to school,
because then she will
not have to give the
presentation and she
will not be laughed at.
Avoiding school would
make her feel less
anxious at the moment.

happen—that the class will not laugh at her and might actually enjoy
her presentation! As a result, she will stay anxious about presentations
and she might avoid them for the rest of her life!

HOWDIDWE STUDY AVOIDANCE?

Wewere curious about whether people actually experience avoidance
of learned fear. To do this, we invited participants into our lab,
where we gave them a task that measured whether they would show
avoidance [3]. It is easier to study avoidance of learned fear in the lab,
because otherwise we would have to go to a lot of di�erent schools
to study people who avoid presentations, for example.

Our task had three basic steps (Figure 2):

First, we showed participants two picture combinations. One was
a dog paired with an orange triangle, and the other was an apple
paired with a purple hexagon. In the example of Alice, the school
(dog) is paired with the presentation (orange triangle). And home
(purple hexagon) is paired with something she enjoys, like playing
video games (apple).
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Figure 2

Figure 2

To study whether
people experience
avoidance of learned
fear, we did an
experiment. (A) First,
we paired the dog with
the orange triangle and
the apple with the
purple hexagon. Then,
the orange triangle was
paired with a mild
electric shock—and the
purple hexagon was
not. Third, we asked
participants how badly
they wanted to avoid
the dog compared to
the apple. (B) In the
example of Alice, she
associates school with
giving the presentation
and a negative
outcome. However,
she associates being
home with playing
videogames, which she
enjoys. Therefore, we
expect Alice to avoid
school more.

Then, to mimic an anxiety-causing situation, we showed participants
the orange triangle again, but this time it was linked to something
negative: when they saw it, they received a mild electric shock via
a sensor attached to their hands. Do not worry! The electric shock
felt like little more than a tickle. In contrast, they did not get a
shock after we showed them the purple hexagon again. The electric
shock represents the negative outcome Alice expects from giving
her presentation.

Third, we showed participants the dog and the apple again, and asked
them to tell us how badly they wanted to avoid the dog and the apple.
Since the dog was associated with the orange triangle and the orange
triangle was associated with the electric shock, we expected them to
want to avoid the dog more than the apple, just like Alice wants to
avoid school because it is associated with giving a presentation.

WHAT DIDWE FIND?

As we expected, our results showed that people avoid situations they
are more anxious about compared to situations that they are less
anxious about. During the task, the participants wanted to avoid the
dog because the dog predicted the orange triangle, and the orange
triangle predicted the electric shock! However, people were less likely
to avoid the apple, given it predicted the purple hexagon, and the
purple hexagon did not give an electric shock. In Alice’s situation,
she avoids going to school to prevent giving a presentation that she
is anxious about. However, she does not avoid going home because
playing video games does not give her anxiety. So, we can conclude
that people do show avoidance of learned fear!

WHAT HAVEWE LEARNED?

Everyone feels anxious, and that is normal! However, some people
get really anxious, to the point that it a�ects their health and it
influences their daily lives. Researchers like us conduct studies to
try to help these people become less anxious and function better in
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their lives. These studies often help us to create techniques that can
reduce people’s anxiety, such as breathing exercises andmindfulness.

MINDFULNESS

A technique to become
fully aware of where
you are and what you
are doing. It makes you
live in the present
moment and often
helps with
reducing anxiety.

Laboratory findings also help improve treatments for severe anxiety,
such as cognitive behavioral therapy.

COGNITIVE

BEHAVIORAL

THERAPY

A talking therapy that
aims to find your
problematic thought
patterns. It helps with
changing your
thoughts, feelings and
behavior. It is often
used when people
experience
severe anxiety.

Now you know that if people think something scary might happen in
the future, they will do whatever it takes to avoid it. For example, Alice
taught herself to stay away from a presentation at school. While this
makes her anxiety less in the moment, it has negative consequences.
Missing school could make her grades go down, and she will not see
her friends. What is more, avoiding presentations prevents her from
learning that her feared outcome—people laughing at her—most likely
will not happen. So, in summary, we should all confront our fears,
because avoiding them will not help us. If you are anxious about
presentations, go to the front of the classroom and give that talk!

ORIGINAL SOURCE ARTICLE
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YOUNG REVIEWERS

MASSIMO, AGE: 6

Hey, I am Massimo. I am 6 years old. I am curious and I like to learn new things. My

passions are dinosaurs, astronauts, and football. I like ice-cream and playing video

games with my sister. I love exploring nature and running in London’s parks.

MONICA, AGE: 9

My name is Monica. I am 9 years old and live in London. Reading, science, art, and

swimming are my favorite things to do. Also, I play tennis and piano, and I like going

to Italy during the holidays to play with my grandparents and friends. I enjoy reading

books, cooking, using the computer, and watching cartoons.

PALLAV, AGE: 9

I am Pallav. I am going to grade 5 in June 2023. I am a learning karate and swimming.

I love excavators, cars and other automobiles and read a lot about them. I love

sports including badminton and basketball. I go to parks with my brother. I am

also an astronomy enthusiast. Reading books are one of my most favorite past

times and I read Roald Dahl, Sudha Murthy, Ruskin bond books along with some

mystery novels.
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