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Phobias 

 How does one become afraid of something? People say they have a phobia of spiders, the 

dark, or even solitude but people are not born with fears; they are created through life events. 

Certain circumstances can scar a person for life, thus creating a long-term effect. 

 From a psychological point of view, the mind is taught fear. Generally speaking, there are 

several ways of learning. One of which, classical conditioning, is linked to phobias. First, one 

must understand the concept of classical conditioning; it is where two things are linked within a 

person’s mind due to an experience. When it comes to phobias, the experience is usually 

traumatic for a person. There are four components in classical conditioning, unconditional 

stimulus, which is the natural trigger; an unconditioned response, also known as a biological 

reflex; the conditioned stimulus, an irrelevant factor paired with the unconditioned stimulus; and 

lastly, the conditioned response, the learned response from the conditioned stimulus and 

unconditioned stimulus paired.  

 In a more simple explanation, there is always something that will trigger a response from 

a person. The response to that natural trigger is something that normally happens; it is 

uncontrollable. However, oftentimes the natural trigger is paired with an irrelevant action. 

Through time, the irrelevant action can lead to the same uncontrollable response as the natural 

and this causes a phobia. 



Nesci 2 

 For example, a person may have aquaphobia, or a fear of drowning. Many might say a 

fear of drowning occurred because of a swimming accident, and they may be right. But taking a 

deeper look at an aquaphobe’s story, one may understand how he or she became afraid and what 

caused it. A child could have been in an inflatable tube, still learning how to swim. He or she 

could have easily slipped through the tube and gone under water. As a result, the event of near 

drowning as a child may lead to a fear of drowning as an adult. 

 Now, in dissecting this story all four of the basic components of classical conditioning 

can be found. The unconditioned stimulus is being underwater and the unconditional response to 

that is not being able to breathe. The conditioned stimulus is how deep the water is and whether 

or not the person can stand in it. The depth of the water is irrelevant because if one is underwater 

he or she may not be able to breathe. The depth does not change that. Ultimately, the conditioned 

response is fear of drowning due to water he/she cannot stand in. 

 Fortunately, there are ways of squashing a person’s phobia. This process is called 

extinction. During extinction, only the conditioned stimulus is shown to the subject. After a 

while of exposing the person to the conditioned stimulus, the conditioned response begins to 

fade. The person learns that the conditioned stimulus was in fact irrelevant in the first place. In 

the case of aquaphobia, a way of erasing the child’s fear of drowning would be teaching them 

how to swim after the incident. Hypothetically speaking, this should work because it teaches the 

child that even if they cannot stand in water, that does not mean he or she will drown.  

 Even after the child learns how to swim however, there are still ways that the phobia may 

return. This is referred to as spontaneous recovery. In this same story, spontaneous recovery can 

occur when the child finally learning how to swim gets dunked in the deep end of a pool. Even 
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though the child can swim, the instant he or she goes underwater unprepared, the phobia of 

drowning is very likely to return. 

 All in all, psychologists have found a reason behind phobias. In today’s society we know 

how they work, why they happen, and what they do. The cause of phobias is clear. Classical 

conditioning is one of the many reasons phobias exist. Even though this was not meant to be an 

aid in creating fear; it seems to have become one anyway. The sad thing is that a simple 

technique made to teach learning can also teach a person to fear. 


