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What is fear of flying? 
Fear of flying is called a situational fear. It is triggered by a particular situation, thoughts or reminders 
of that situation. It can range from mild anxiety to very severe reactions which can lead people to go 
to extreme lengths to avoid the fear-causing situation.  
  
It can feel very uncomfortable, and can include symptoms such as your heart beating faster and more 
loudly, often with fast, shallow breathing. People may feel shaky, faint, clammy, restless, or out of 
touch with reality. Stomach symptoms can include churning or cramping, loose, urgent bowel 
motions, nausea and vomiting. You may feel a lump in your throat or a sensation of choking / difficulty 
breathing. Sometimes people experience tingling in their lips, fingers or toes or may experience visual 
disturbances such as tunnel vision or blackness. People may feel their minds going blank or may find 
their perceptions distorted (e.g. time may go slowly or quickly, visual impressions exaggerated or not 
noticed at all). People can feel strong urges to escape or run away from the situation (and sometimes 
act on this). 

You may become anxious in anticipation of flying, only when you are on the plane or only at specific 
parts of the journey (take off, landing or turbulence are common times when anxiety increases). 

The Facts about air travel: 
Statistics published at the end of 2013 show that air travel is now the safest it has ever been.*  
Comparing your chances of dying of any cause, air travel has a lower risk compared to any other 
form of transport. In fact, you are almost 10 times more likely to be killed as a pedestrian, and over 17 
times more likely to be killed as an occupant of a car!**  The risk of death has been expressed as 1 in 
45 million flights in the past 5 years. Or that you could fly every day for around 123,000 years before 
being in a fatal crash*** 
Sources: *IATA safety report 2013 www.iata.org/publications/Documents/iata-safety-report-2013.pdf (based on 2013 data) 
 ** National Safety Council Injury Facts 2013 edition (based on 2009 data) 
 *** New York Times, Feb 11, 2013 Air Industry at Its Safest Since the Dawn of the Jet Age (based on 2012 data) 
 

You may already know about these statistics but still feel much more scared of flying than you do of 
driving to work, or walking down the street.  Getting in control of fear is not just about knowing the 
facts, it is also about learning how fear works and what are the things we do that make fears worse, 
or conversely that can teach us we can manage fear in specific situations, and even get rid of it 
entirely. 

Why does fear of flying occur? 
Flying triggers different fears in different people.  For some people fears are centred on risk of death. 
For others it might be feeling that they cannot influence the outcome. For others it can be fears of 
losing control, feeling embarrassed, or being judged by other people.  There are many other types of 
fears that can be triggered by this situation – each person’s experience will be different. Some people 
can relate the onset of their fear to a specific fear-provoking situation, others feel it has always been 
there.   
 
There is some evidence that we have evolved to be wary of certain things commonly found in the 
environment (for example snakes, spiders, heights, etc.) and this initial reaction is likely to be more 
automatic than conscious (so it happens without us having to think, so that we can act quickly to stay 
alive). However this is not the whole story as fears can also be learned, and importantly unlearned, 
through experiences, and the sense that we make out of them. 
 

http://www.iata.org/publications/Documents/iata-safety-report-2013.pdf
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Combinations of thoughts, feelings, beliefs, physical sensations and actions can escalate fears or can 
calm them down.  

 

What can be done about it? 
Situational fears are very amenable to change, especially when you would rather do something about 
them than just leave them alone.  There are several principles which can be helpful in understanding 
and addressing fear and anxiety. The great news is that you do not need to put all of these into place 
as each change you make will have a knock-on effect on other areas.  Sometimes just understanding 
what you usually do when you are afraid and trying something different to this can create change 
without even trying to do any of the things below.   
 

1. What is the point of fear?  
Fear is a helpful emotion which gets the body ready to deal with danger.  It can be a life-saver! 
It triggers the release of adrenaline which diverts blood to muscles for action rather than 
resting functions such as digestion and thinking. Many of the uncomfortable sensations 
associated with fear are caused by adrenaline. 
  

2. Role of breathing 
When we get scared breathing often changes (e.g. rapid and shallow, breath-holding, or other 
patterns).  If we don’t breathe in a natural, relaxed way it can alter the balance of carbon 
dioxide and oxygen in our blood.  This unbalanced state causes some of the unpleasant 
symptoms of anxiety and panic. If you notice breathing getting out of a natural rhythm then try 
breathing more slowly and fully.  Sometimes it can help to count as you breathe in and out, 
trying to make them more equal. Sit up straight to allow your lungs to work more easily. If you 
have ever done breathing exercises in yoga, meditation, physiotherapy, etc. then you can 
apply the same skills, here. Deep breathing, and breathing out fully can help to trigger the 
parasympathetic nervous system which mops up adrenaline and settles us down. 
 

3. Role of activity 
The purpose of adrenaline is to get the body ready for action – to run from or fight the danger.  
Many fear-causing situations are not well suited to this approach – running off the plane or 
attacking the pilot aren’t really going to solve the problem! But sometimes it can help to move 
around or exercise your muscles in some way (those long haul leg exercises might be useful). 
Activity can give a short term way to go with what the body feels it needs to do, driven by 
adrenaline, but don’t hold tension in muscles for too long as this can also feed into a fear cycle. 
 

4. Role of relaxation 
When we are relaxed we naturally breathe more slowly and deeply which activates the 
parasympathetic nervous system. This counteracts adrenaline and creates more pleasant 
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sensations. Relaxation or mediation skills allow us to feel as if we have more choice in where 
our mind focuses, so we can use this to help distract or calm our thoughts, amplifying 
calmness rather than fear. Also a relaxed body gives us feedback that we are feeling okay 
(making expectations more positive). 
 

5. Role of expectation 
Our expectations colour our reactions to situations (if we expect to panic or not to cope, then 
we start off on the road to fulfilling that prophesy).  Expectations also influence how we 
experience and interpret subsequent events. If we encourage ourselves to expect that we will 
cope - even if the feeling is difficult we can and will manage it, then we are already working 
towards that end point, and will notice ways in which we are doing well. 
 

6. Role of avoidance or approach 
Avoiding fear-provoking situations is a really quick and easy way to make a fear bigger, scarier 
and more in control of your life.  If we run away from fear we create the belief that we cannot 
deal with it.  If we stand our ground and continue to do what we set out to do, then even if we 
experience strong symptoms we have the opportunity to learn that fear itself is not harmful and 
we can deal with it.  This belief helps calm things down. 
 

7. Role of distraction  
Distraction is a great way of avoiding the escalation of fear which is caused by focusing on it 
too much.  The more involved you can be in a distraction, the more effective it will be (listening 
to your favourite music, reading a compelling novel, trying to solve a difficult puzzle, playing an 
enjoyable game or great conversation can be great distractions.  Distraction on its own will not 
tackle the underlying beliefs which maintain the fear, but can help with getting through the 
situation.  If you take time to learn from successful distraction that fear is manageable then it 
will start to have an effect on beliefs. 
 

8. Role of interpretation 
Adrenaline is also involved in positive emotions such as excitement, sometimes we label our 
symptoms fear, sometimes anger, sometimes excitement. One way of managing the 
symptoms of fear are to re-label them positively. So turbulence becomes something to look 
forwards to because it is exciting (this one can work well if you like theme park rides).  Re-
labelling also changes beliefs and expectations.  You can also think about your fear reactions 
on the plane as a really great opportunity to put all these skills into practice, for real. 
 

9. Exploring how you would deal with the ‘What if’s’ 
A common train of thought when feeling anxious or afraid is: ‘What if……happens?’ We tend to 
respond to this kind of thought by focusing on how bad it would be if it happened and feeling 
we have to avoid it at all costs.  In thinking terms, this is the same as avoidance in our actions 
for making fear worse.  If instead we explore the worst, most feared situations (approach the 
feared thought) then think about how things could turn out positively.  For example, do you 
have experience of people you love working out how to get on with their lives, even after they 
have lost someone very close to them? Who are the supports if you did die and leave people 
behind that you care about?  What things about you will survive in other peoples’ hearts and 
minds, even if you died? It may sound morbid, but actually the focus is on human resilience, 
strength and caring. 
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10. Role of the perception of control 
Believing there is nothing you can do can escalate many negative emotions, including fear.  
This can be particularly difficult if you like to be independent and in control.  Sometimes one of 
the scariest things about air travel is that we are in the pilot’s hands and cannot control what 
he does.  Most of us have positive illusions about ourselves, so that we exaggerate our own 
skills and abilities.  We may work on the belief that if we are in control it can’t go wrong (even 
though the evidence is that you are much safer in the trained skills of a pilot than behind the 
wheel of your own car).  But we can focus on the areas where we do have choice and are in 
control – the only reason you are sitting on a plane in the first place is because you chose it.  
There are other options to air travel but usually we choose it because it is quicker, easier (and 
safer).  Planes allow us to do things we want and get to places we need or want to be.  If it isn’t 
the choice you want you can choose differently. 
 

11. Role of encouragement and self-compassion 
Think about a good teacher you had, someone you learned a lot from. How did they help you 
learn?  Often when people encourage us or show that they feel positively to us, and appreciate 
our efforts it makes us want to continue.  Often when we are in difficult situations we ‘talk’ to 
ourselves harshly and act like we are disappointed or ashamed of ourselves.  This does not 
help us learn, or encourage us to keep going when learning is challenging.  If instead we think 
about how a good friend would talk to us, or how we would encourage a friend who is finding a 
task difficult, this caring and encouraging attitude can help us to ‘talk’ more kindly to ourselves 
and support us to keep learning and moving forwards. 
 

12. Practice 
The other great thing is that the more you practice doing fear differently the easier it becomes 
and the less you have to think about it.  With situational fears like fear of flying few people get 
to fly often enough to practice, so it becomes really important to use your imagination as a 
vehicle to face your fears.  It is important you use your imagination to get your fear to the level 
that you want to work on, and that you experience fear symptoms.  Without feeling fear / 
anxiety it is difficult to make progress. You can look at practice in your imagination as 
homework practice or training and getting on a plane as a chance to demonstrate what you 
know for real. 
 

13. Take it step by step 
You can think about how fear provoking different elements of flying, or flight-associated 
situations are to you by trying to rate your fear for each on a 0-10 scale (0 being no fear at all, 
10 being the most fear you could imagine).  Once you understand the different levels of fear for 
you, you can start at the fear you think you can stand, and then practice your skills to bring 
your fear down to 0.  When you have mastered one level, you can move up to a harder one.  
You will make better progress if you be sure to always wait until you get your fear level down to 
zero before you move on.   

Where to get further help: 
If you feel you would benefit from a confidential meeting with one of the Ganjuu team to support you 
to make changes, please fill in a request form (available on our website and from our office) and we 
will get back to you.  
We are based at West Court #128 - External line 0989824427, internal line ext. 23327. 


