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Coulrophobia: how irrational is fear of clowns?
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Dear Editor:
In a large study, Meiri et al. found that 1.2% of hospitalised
children experience a fear of clowns (coulrophobia) [2]. Their
findings are very interesting, particularly in light of our recent
study, which found that four out of 14 paediatricians and pae-
diatric residents consider themselves afraid of clowns [5].
Meiri and colleagues advocate for more studies on this poorly
described phenomenon, and we agree. We would like to share
our thoughts on one aspect of the paper by Meiri et al. which
may impede the exploration of this phenomenon in future
research: the definition of coulrophobia.

Because the term coulrophobia is not listed in the WHO’s
ICD-10 nor in the APA’s DSM-V, Meiri et al. needed to define
coulrophobia first [1]. They chose to define coulrophobia as
Ban irrational fear of clowns^. We feel that the use of the word
Birrational^ in this definition can be called into question. This
is important, because consensus on the definition is needed for
future studies on this phenomenon (such as research on en-
hancing hospital clown collaboration with hospital staff in
order to improve patient well-being).

In 2016, there were reports of clown sightings worldwide.
These so-called killer clowns are menacing-looking clowns
who scare unsuspecting passers-by (in e.g. Newcastle upon
Tyne, England and Greenville, South Carolina) [3, 4]. This series
of events led to a social discussion on public safety, which raised

the question of whether the attention paid globally to clowns as
frightening figures was overblown or justified. In our opinion,
being afraid of something harmless may be irrational, until there
is a realistic possibility that which is feared is actually harmful.
Defining coulrophobia as always irrational could aggravate the
social stigmatisation of people who suffer from this specific pho-
bia. This, in turn, may cause sufferers to face difficulties express-
ing their anxiety, which could bias study results on coulrophobia
prevalences and could also lead to coulrophobic patients not
receiving treatment due to their reluctance to seek help.
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