
HIGH
FOR MANY OF US, AIR TRAVEL IS 

TERRIFYING. THANKFULLY, THERE’S A LOT 
YOU CAN DO TO COMBAT YOUR FEARS

FLYING

existing fears. “The interesting thing 
about a fear of flying is it’s not always 
specific to flying,” says clinical 
psychologist Corrie Ackland from the 
Sydney Phobia Clinic. “Sometimes it's  
a different phobia that’s most marked or 
problematic in the air such as a heights 
phobia or claustrophobia. Sometimes we 
see other anxiety disorders playing up in 
the air like a panic disorder, or it could 
be anxiety related to germs.”

It’s also possible to become fearful of 
being fearful, says Corrie. “Not only do 
people have concerns about flying, but 
very often they’ve also come to learn 
that the situation causes distress and it’s 
wanting to avoid this distress that leads 
them to avoid flying,” she says.

What’s more, certain personality traits 
can increase the risk, says psychologist 
Grant Amos, a program director at 
Flying Without Fear who has 30 years’ 
experience helping people overcome  
a fear of flying. 

“Around 85 percent of the  
people who’ve done my course are 
perfectionists,” he says. “They’re top 
performers in whatever they do – they’re 
professional athletes, actors, directors  
or opera singers. Normally, they’re in 
control and know exactly what’s going to 
take place, but when they get on a plane 
and it’s a bit rough, they've had enough.”

‘it’s wanting 
to avoid this 
distress that 

leads them 
to avoid 
flying’

‘the fear 
of flying 

often has an 
underlying  
feeling of 
distrust’

Busy lifestyles  
are also linked with  
a fear of flying. Grant 
says busy people can 
struggle to sit still  
for an eight-hour flight 
when they’d usually spend 
the time working, picking up the 
kids from school, doing household 
chores – or a combination of all three. 
“When they have downtime on a flight, 
they have nothing to fill it with except 
to worry about what might happen,”  
he says. 

FEAR NOT
You’ve probably heard that you’re more 
likely to die in a car accident than a 
plane crash – in fact, the odds of dying 
in a plane crash are just one in 205,552 
compared to one in 102 for car accidents  
– and arming yourself with facts like this 
is one of the best ways to stave off fears. 

“Different to other phobias, the  
fear of flying often has an underlying  
feeling of vulnerability, distrust and 
misunderstanding – there’s a perception 
that flying is dangerous and things  
can go wrong,” says Corrie. “The  
very first thing to do is get some 
straightforward facts about the  
things you’re concerned about.”

Once you’re on the plane, it’s 

important to remind 
yourself of these 
facts before switching 

your focus to your 
travel companions or 

the in-flight movies. 
“Even though we might 

know that flying is safe, if you’re 
sitting on the plane still engaging with 
the thought that turbulence could knock 
the plane out of the sky, you need to 
correct it,” says Corrie. “You need to say, 
‘I know that’s not true, I know that 
turbulence doesn’t damage a plane’. 
Then you need to refocus back into  
the plane experience – try to get as 
comfortable as possible and engage in 
the activities of flying.” 

For long-haul flights, Les says 
breaking up the time into smaller 
increments and giving yourself a task 
for each section – watch a movie, walk 10 
laps of the plane or read one chapter of a 
book – can help to keep anxiety at bay.

If everything from packing your 
suitcase to checking in and security 
procedures add to your stress levels, it’s 
important to have strategies in place 
before you leave home. “Be the busiest 
two or three days out before you fly,” 
says Grant. “Many people rush around 
the day before until midnight and only 
get three or four hours’ sleep before 

they're off to the airport to check in. 
That's when they start to lose it because 
they're still wound up. Try to plan your 
travel and reduce the decisions you have 
to make the day before.” 

Like everything, practice makes 
perfect, says Les. “Combatting your fear 
of flying requires practice and time in 
the sky, otherwise your old habits may 
return,” he says. “Try not to leave many 
months or years in between flights.”

THE FACTS 
» According to the 

Australian Transport Safety 
Bureau’s most recent 

statistics, there were 21 
aviation fatalities in 2016 

– but not one occurred on  
a regular passenger flight.  

In comparison, 1295 
Australians died in road 

accidents in the same year.

» Drowning, choking on 
food, sunstroke and a dog 

attack are much more likely 
to result in death than being 

a passenger on a plane. 

» There’s no evidence that 
interference from a mobile 

phone signal has ever 
brought a plane down. 

» An estimated one fatal 
aviation accident occurs  
for every three million 

flights worldwide. 

Do you grip the armrest, feel 
queasy and imagine the worst 
when you’re in a plane? Perhaps 

you use alcohol or prescription drugs to 
‘help’ you through the flight and avoid 
flying wherever possible. Even though 
it’s one of the safest ways to travel, as 
many as 40 percent of us feel anxious 
about flying, and one in six have a 
significant fear that prevents them from 
flying. Luckily, fear of flying is treatable 
– and there’s no shortage of strategies to 
help you deal with it.

FEARING  
THE WORST
Fear of flying is an 
excessive worry about 
air travel. It’s a type 
of anxiety that 
psychologists call  
a ‘specific phobia’ – 
an intense, persistent 
fear of a situation or 
object that’s out of 
proportion to the actual 
risk. Along with flying, snakes, 
spiders, medical procedures and heights 
are some of the most common phobias. 

Symptoms include an immediate 
feeling of intense fear, anxiety and panic 
when you’re on a plane or just thinking 
about flying, along with physical 

reactions like sweating, a rapid 
heartbeat, chest tightening and 
difficulty breathing. 

Most people know their fear is 
unreasonable or exaggerated but feel 
powerless to control it. And they do 
everything possible to avoid flying or fly 
under duress, says Les Posen, a clinical 
psychologist who has been working with 
fearful flyers for more than 20 years. 

“A fear of flying produces the 
hallmarks of avoidance behaviour  
and the seeking of safety,” he says.  

“It means people fly less often 
than they could, under 

special conditions like 
the need to medicate, 

or they don't fly – they 
drive or take a train. 
There's a strong 
sense of restriction 
and discomfort.”

CAUSE  
AND EFFECT
People have different 

concerns about flying. Some 
worry about turbulence, crashes or the 
physics of flying 10 kilometres above 
the ground inside a sealed metal tube, 
especially if they’ve had a traumatic 
in-flight experience.  

For others, flying exacerbates  TE
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