
How to Tackle the Most Common Travel 
Fears 

  
Taking a vacation and conquering a fear might not seem like they go hand in hand but 
consider that getting from your home to your destination can come with its own set of 
fears. Many of the most common phobias, from flying to heights, come out when people 
travel. That said, being on the road can be a good way to learn to cope. At home, it’s easy to 
get into comfortable routines, but while traveling, you’re more likely to be confronted with 
new scenarios that might be frightening—and also in a mindset to take on a new challenge. 

There are even travel operators who can help with these fears—for a fee, of course. Jimmy 
Carroll spends most of his time planning over-the-top trips for his clients as the co-founder 
of Pelorus, a high-end experimental travel company. But from time to time, he also helps 
them overcome their greatest fears. 

Carroll’s clients pay top dollar—as much as six figures—for adventures like diving between 
the 29 remote islands in Indonesia’s Komodo National Park or chasing the Northern Lights 
in Norway’s mountainous Lofoten Islands. Sometimes, as he plans trips for clients, he’ll 
suggest activities that trigger their fears—but rather than just changing the itinerary, Carroll 
finds a way to help them overcome this anxiety. 

One client was terrified of heights, so Carroll sent him hiking up a mountain in British 
Columbia with a man who was both a fully qualified hiking guide as well as a life coach. He 
helped the client move past his fears at every step. Another client “was scared of snorkeling, 
not because of the diving, but because he didn’t want slimy fish rubbing against him,” he 
says. Carroll attached a net to a submersible in Costa Rica—one large enough to scuba dive 
inside—to keep fish at a distance. “He felt much more comfortable after that, so maybe next 
time we won’t need the net,” says Carroll. 

Even without the help of a company like Pelorus, there are some things you can do to help 
get over your fears. The best way to tackle your phobia is to face it head on, says Megan 
Hughes, a psychologist based in New York City: “The trick is to do slow, steady exposures in 
advance of going on the trip.” We spoke to experts about the most common anxieties they 
see surrounding travel, and what you can do about it. 

Fear of flying 
One out of every four people on a plane has a flying-related anxiety, ranging from 
claustrophobia to fear of crashes, says Jonathan Bricker, a Seattle-based psychologist who 

https://www.cntraveler.com/stories/2015-02-20/9-ways-to-have-an-anxiety-free-flight?mbid=synd_msn_rss
https://www.cntraveler.com/story/the-newest-travel-trend-extreme-trips-that-come-with-a-life-coach?mbid=synd_msn_rss
https://www.cntraveler.com/story/charting-indonesias-eastern-islands-on-a-luxury-yacht?mbid=synd_msn_rss
https://www.cntraveler.com/galleries/2015-10-07/the-lofoten-islands-norway-answer-to-marfa?mbid=synd_msn_rss
https://www.cntraveler.com/gallery/best-day-trips-from-vancouver?mbid=synd_msn_rss
https://www.cntraveler.com/gallery/best-day-trips-from-vancouver?mbid=synd_msn_rss
http://i.viglink.com/?key=1779361d4a956134e030a7c269533d19&insertId=21ad61458d2a213c&type=CD&exp=-100%3ACILITE%3A11&libId=jwmbr90901016ga7000DAkrsg9kdp&cuid=AAaBOM%7Cus%7Ctra%7Car%7Ctraveltips%7CCond&loc=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.msn.com%2Fen-us%2Ftravel%2Ftips%2Fhow-to-tackle-the-most-common-travel-fears%2Far-AACv0RK&v=1&iid=21ad61458d2a213c&out=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.walmart.com%2Fsearch%2F%3Fquery%3Dsnorkeling&ref=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.msn.com%2Fen-us%2Ftravel&title=How%20to%20Tackle%20the%20Most%20Common%20Travel%20Fears&txt=%3Cspan%3Esnorkeling%3C%2Fspan%3E


specializes in anxiety. Some flyers have physical reactions, he says: their heart races, their 
mouths get dry, their stomachs churn. Other people won’t fly at all. 

What to do: 

Before your flight, sign up for online classes that help you overcome your fear. Some, like 
the Fear of Flying Audio Course by Captain Stacey Chance, an airline pilot and former flight 
instructor, take you through the ins and outs of flying so you know more about the aircraft 
and how it is impacted by turbulence and weather. Others, like those from Soar, a program 
started by a former captain for Pan Am, help you understand your anxiety from a 
psychological perspective so you can better handle it. 

You can also download apps like Valk, designed by airport and airline staff along with 
academics, which takes you through breathing exercises before and during your flight. It 
even has a panic button—once you let the app know what is happening (takeoff, landing, or 
turbulence), it will play a pre-recorded message from a therapist that takes you through 
calming exercises. 

Fear of heights 
Does hiking up a mountain or standing on the edge of a cliff terrify you? Or the thought of 
staying on the 30th floor of a hotel or going to a lookout point over a city? You’re not alone, 
says Hughes “A lot of people, when they are up there, they feel like they are having a heart 
attack,” she says. “Their heart beats fast, and they are tense, and it can be really awful.” 

What to do: 

Prep for your trip by practicing dealing with heights where you live. Go somewhere that 
terrifies you and stay there as long as you can. When your heart starts pounding, sit down, 
hang out, and let it pass. Then get up and try again. Do this exercise over and over again 
until you start feeling better. 

If you have a virtual reality headset, you can watch videos that put you in high up 
places. ZeroPhobia, a new app, takes you through exercises to help you conquer your fear 
of heights. 

If you are already traveling and feeling panicky while somewhere high, remember what you 
did during your at-home practice. Sit down, breathe, and let your body’s nervous system 
kick in. 

Fear of germs 
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Another travel-related phobia Megan Hughes encounters is mysophobia, a fear of 
contamination and germs. “It’s a really common form of OCD, and I can imagine that it 
really does get in the way with travel,” she says. Germs are everywhere, but this fear can be 
heightened on the road, when you don’t have easy access to your regular doctor. 

What to do: 

Show up prepared. Make sure you have Lysol wipes and hand sanitizer on you at all times. 
Airplanes and airports, where large amounts of travelers pass through, are common places 
where you might pick up germs. However, there are some easy steps to take: Consider 
wiping down hard surfaces on airplanes, like the television screen, tray table, and armrests. 
Turning on your air vent can help get more fresh air circulating. Take care of your immune 
system while traveling, too: avoid alcohol on flights and give yourself a boost with zinc and 
vitamin C pills. 

In your hotel room, you might want to wipe down surfaces such as door knobs, sink faucets, 
the remote control, and the telephone. And throughout the trip, the most important thing 
you can do is wash your hands with soap and water, especially when you are at tourist sites 
with a lot of people. 

Fear of bugs 
Hughes says she has seen people who won’t stay in hotels because they are terrified of bed 
bugs. Or they won’t go camping because they are afraid of spiders. Other patients won’t go 
to New York City because they know they will likely see a roach. 

What to do: 

Applying insect repellent with a high level of DEET will make encountering bugs less likely. 
This isn’t great for the environment, so you wean yourself to lower levels after a while. Once 
you get more comfortable with bugs, you can also try organic versions that don’t use 
chemicals. 

Ask a hotel before booking how they check for and deal with bed bugs. (You can also look 
up a hotel in this free bed bug registry.) When you check into your hotel, look under your 
mattress for signs of bed bugs: They have oval-shaped, red or brown bodies. You might also 
see traces of blood or tiny white eggs. If you see anything that looks suspicious, ask to 
change rooms. Another tip: keep your suitcase on the luggage rack, away from the bed and 
off the floor, to protect your belongings and prevent yourself from bringing the bugs home. 

To overcome your fear long-term, Hughes suggests getting slow, steady exposure to the 
bug you’re afraid of before going on the trip. For example, she once had a client who was 
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heading to New York City but was terrified of roaches. She had them look at images on the 
internet of roaches. Once they were comfortable with that, they watched a movie with 
roaches in it. Then she had her client go to a neighbor’s house who collected dead roaches 
to see them in person. “People can do this work on their own,” she says. 

What happens, explains Hughes, is that if you stay in a situation long enough, your body’s 
parasympathetic nervous system—the part that calms you down—will kick in, which will 
lead to your anxiety subsiding. Exposure helps to teach your mind that the eventual calming 
will happen—that your body will take care of you in scary situations. 
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