
What is Aerophobia?

Aerophobia is the intense fear of flying in an aircraft and is classified as a situational
specific phobia. While many people feel nervous about flying, aerophobia involves a
much stronger response that may prevent individuals from travelling by plane.

The fear may relate to concerns about turbulence, accidents, loss of control, or being
confined in the aircraft cabin. Despite how overwhelming it can feel, research shows
that many people can reduce flying anxiety through education, exposure, and
coping strategies.

How Common Is Fear of Flying?

Studies estimate around 25% of people report some level of anxiety about flying and
approximately 2–5% experience severe fear that prevents them from flying.

Research also suggests that fear of flying often develops after a distressing flight
experience or exposure to media coverage of aviation incidents, which can increase
perceived risk.

Sources: Oakes & Bor, The Psychology of Fear of Flying (2010)

Why It Can Feel So Intense

Flying combines several common anxiety triggers, including lack of control,
unfamiliar sensations, and being in a confined space, which can make the
experience feel more overwhelming than it actually is.

Around 1 in 4 people
experience some level of

fear when flying.
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Common reactions include:
• rapid heartbeat
• sweating
• shaking
• nausea
• dizziness
• panic attacks

How the Brain Responds

When someone with aerophobia boards a plane, the brain’s threat detection system
may activate, even when no real danger is present. Research in anxiety disorders
shows that the brain can misinterpret safe situations as threatening, reinforcing the
fear response over time if avoided.

Why Do People Develop Aerophobia?

Research suggests that general anxiety sensitivity and a tendency to focus on
physical sensations can increase vulnerability to flight-related anxiety. Aerophobia
may also develop through several factors.

Fear of loss of control - Many people feel uncomfortable when they cannot influence
the situation directly, particularly when relying on others such as pilots or crew.

Catastrophic thinking -  Some individuals imagine worst-case scenarios, often
overestimating the likelihood of rare events.

Claustrophobic reactions - Being confined in a plane cabin may trigger feelings
similar to claustrophobia.

Previous negative experiences - Severe turbulence or a frightening flight may
contribute to the development of aerophobia.
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Common triggers include:

• booking a flight
• arriving at the airport
• boarding the plane
• turbulence
• take-off and landing

Evidence-Based Treatments

Research shows that exposure therapy and education about aviation safety are
effective approaches. Programmes often include graded exposure, helping
individuals gradually face different aspects of flying in a controlled way.

Virtual reality flight simulations are increasingly used, allowing people to experience
flying scenarios safely before real flights. Studies have shown that these approaches
can significantly reduce flying anxiety and improve confidence in air travel.

Source: Oakes & Bor, Fear of Flying Treatment Research
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Situations That May Trigger Fear of Flying

Some people experience anticipatory anxiety weeks before a planned flight, which
can be as distressing as the flight itself.

Self-Support Strategies

Learn about flight safety - Modern aviation is extremely safe, with multiple systems
designed to manage turbulence and ensure passenger safety. Understanding this
can help reduce uncertainty and perceived risk.

Gradual exposure -  Some people begin by watching an aircraft take off, sitting
inside a stationary plane or taking very short flights.

Relaxation techniques - Practising breathing exercises or meditation can help
regulate the nervous system during flights.

Distraction techniques - Listening to music, reading, or watching films can help shift
attention away from fear.



Did You Know?
Commercial aviation is considered
one of the safest forms of transport.
Pilots undergo extensive training,
and aircraft are designed with
multiple backup systems to
manage unexpected situations.

Although fear can focus on worst-
case scenarios, the reality is that
millions of flights take place safely
each year. Statistically, the likelihood
of being involved in a plane crash is
far lower than many everyday risks,
including travelling by car.

When to Seek Professional Support

If fear of flying interferes with travel, work, or important life events, professional
support may be helpful. Some people may avoid flying entirely or experience
significant distress before or during flights.

Therapists trained in anxiety treatment can provide structured support, including
gradual exposure and coping strategies, to help build confidence and reduce flying-
related anxiety over time.
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A Gentle Reminder

Aerophobia is a common and understandable fear response. With gradual steps,
increased understanding, and supportive strategies, many people find their
confidence in flying improves over time.
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