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Abstract 

Fear, a fundamental human emotion, is extensively studied in psychological science due to its 

significant role in adaptive behaviors and psychological disorders. This paper reviews 

psychological interventions designed to help or hinder fear, synthesizing findings across human 

and animal research. It examines fear conditioning, extinction, exposure therapy, cognitive-

behavioral therapy (CBT), and emotion regulation strategies, focusing on underlying 

mechanisms that facilitate or impede successful fear management. The analysis emphasizes the 

effectiveness of interventions such as exposure and CBT, highlighting how strategies like 

cognitive reappraisal enhance outcomes, whereas avoidance behaviors and emotional 

suppression undermine therapeutic gains. 

Keywords: fear, fear conditioning, extinction, exposure therapy, cognitive-behavioral therapy, 
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Exploring Fear: Psychological Interventions that Help or Hinder Fear 

Fear is characterized by intense negative affect and psychological excitation, serving 

critical survival functions but also underpinning many psychological disorders (Gervaise, 2012). 

This paper explores evidence-based psychological interventions from animal and human 

research, focusing on mechanisms through which these interventions either help or hinder fear. 

Fear Conditioning and Extinction 

Fear conditioning is a robust model for understanding fear acquisition, in which neutral 

stimuli become conditioned stimuli (CS) through pairing with aversive outcomes (Mineka & 

Sutton, 2007). Classic experiments, such as Watson and Rayner’s (1920) "Little Albert," 

demonstrate how quickly fears can form and generalize. Extinction training—presenting the CS 

repeatedly without the aversive outcome—does not erase fear memories but inhibits them 

through new learning (Bouton et al., 2007; Barad, 2007). This learning is context-dependent and 

fragile, as fear can spontaneously recover or renew in different contexts (Vansteenwegen et al., 

2007). Neural studies in rodents indicate critical roles for the amygdala and prefrontal cortex in 

extinction learning (Quinn & Fanselow, 2007). 

Exposure Therapy 

Exposure therapy translates extinction principles into clinical practice, systematically 

confronting feared stimuli without negative outcomes (Craske & Mystkowski, 2007). It is highly 

effective for reducing fear in disorders like phobias, panic disorder, and PTSD by generating new 

inhibitory learning rather than merely habituation (Hermans et al., 2006). However, therapy can 

be undermined by avoidance or "safety behaviors" which prevent complete exposure to feared 

stimuli, hindering the development of robust extinction memories (Lovibond, 2007; Forsyth, 

Eifert, & Barrios, 2007). Research suggests enhancing exposure by varying contexts and 

removing safety behaviors to strengthen therapeutic outcomes (Milosevic & McCabe, 2015). 



4 
 

Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (CBT) 

CBT effectively addresses fear by targeting maladaptive thoughts alongside exposure 

(Taylor, 1999). Cognitive restructuring challenges distorted threat appraisals, while behavioral 

experiments test these modified beliefs, promoting deeper inhibitory learning (Davey, 2007). 

CBT has shown efficacy particularly when fears involve catastrophic misinterpretations or core 

negative beliefs that exposure alone may not resolve fully (Hadwin & Field, 2010). When 

cognitive elements are neglected, persistent fear interpretations can maintain anxiety even after 

extensive exposure (Mineka & Sutton, 2007). 

Emotion Regulation: Reappraisal vs. Suppression 

Adaptive emotion regulation strategies, such as cognitive reappraisal—actively reframing 

emotional events—reduce fear by altering its interpretation and neural activation patterns (Gross, 

2007). Conversely, suppression, the effort to inhibit emotional expression, paradoxically 

intensifies fear internally and undermines therapeutic benefits by maintaining fear avoidance 

(Forsyth et al., 2007; McAfee, 2019). Clinical interventions increasingly incorporate reappraisal 

and acceptance strategies to enhance treatment efficacy and prevent relapse (Taylor, 1999; 

Lovibond, 2007). 

Conclusion 

Effective psychological interventions for fear consistently involve direct confrontation 

with feared stimuli, cognitive restructuring, and adaptive emotion regulation strategies. Exposure 

therapy and CBT exemplify this approach, leveraging mechanisms of inhibitory learning and 

cognitive change to diminish fear. In contrast, avoidance and emotional suppression hinder these 

processes, maintaining or exacerbating fear responses. Future therapeutic strategies should 
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continue integrating insights from basic research on fear conditioning, extinction, and emotion 

regulation to enhance fear management practices. 
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