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Abstract
In this article, I consider how fear in contexts of crisis shapes and is shaped by agents’
relationships. I survey a number of approaches to understanding fearing at the inter-
section of empirical psychology and philosophy, highlighting the extent to which
interpersonal relationships are positioned as involved in processes of fearing, and
establish what I take to insufficient attention paid by these approaches to the ways
interpersonal relations shape the emotions we come to have. Contexts of acute crisis
and uncertainty can involve rapidly adjusting practices of fearing in response to other
agents, both those we trust and those we do not. I call for the development of a model
of ‘relational calibration’ for understanding the complex interpersonal dynamics of
fearing during crises, including in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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In this article, I consider how fear in contexts of crisis shapes and is shaped by agents’
relationships. In section one, I survey a number of current approaches to understand-
ing fearing in philosophy, psychology, and neuroscience, highlighting the extent to
which interpersonal relationships are currently seen as centrally involved in processes
of fearing. I establish what I take to be insufficient attention paid by these approaches
to the ways interpersonal relations shape the emotions we come to have. In section
two, I consider how, in contexts of acute crisis and uncertainty, experiencing fear can
involve rapidly adjusting practices of fearing in response to other agents, both those
we trust and those we do not. In section three, I introduce the concept of ‘relational
calibration’ and argue for the need to develop it as a model for understanding the com-
plex interpersonal dynamics of fearing during crises. I take as a case study experiences
of calibrating our fears in response to those of others in the context of the COVID-19
pandemic. To properly understand fear’s effects on wellbeing, we must understand
fear in the context of relationships with others.

B Ami Harbin
aharbin@oakland.edu

1 Department of Philosophy, Oakland University, 2200 N. Squirrel Rd, Rochester, MI 48309, USA

123

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11229-022-03719-6&domain=pdf


256 Page 2 of 28 Synthese (2022) 200 :256

1 Background: the role of others in fearing

In this paper, I make the case for the importance of and need for a model of relational
fear calibration, given the lack of sufficiently relational approaches in the existing
literature on fearing. To this end, I begin this section with an overview of some of the
central approaches to understanding what fearing is in the literature at the intersection
of empirical psychology and philosophy. I focus on basic emotions theory (Ekman,
Scarantino), a theory of emotional inculcation (Prinz), and constructionism (LeDoux,
Feldman-Barrett). While nearly all accounts of fearing agree that other people play
some role in our fearing, and thus there is almost always some sense of relationality
involved, I will highlight how in the existing literature, typically these roles are limited
to causal, developmental, or social-conceptual participation, and will make the case
for why these forms of participation do not sufficiently account for all the senses in
which fearing must be seen as relational.

1.1 Basic emotions theory

Basic emotions theory was articulated in the 1960s by Silvan Tomkins (Tomkins
and McCarter 1964), and developed in the work of Caroll Izard, Paul Ekman and
others. Basic emotions theorists hold that several primary emotions are universal,
genetically hardwired in the human brain, and experienced in response to relevant
stimuli. Fear is one of these basic emotions, along with surprise, interest, joy, rage,
disgust, shame, and anguish. In 1992, Ekman outlined nine characteristics which
distinguish basic emotions: distinctive universal signals, presence in other primates,
distinctive physiology, distinctive universals in antecedent events, coherence among
emotional response, quick onset, brief duration, automatic appraisal, and unbidden
occurrence (Ekman, 1992, p. 175). Subsequent research has revised and refined this
list, and much of the field has since focused on gathering information about how these
emotions are expressed and recognized in particular universal facial expressions.

While basic emotions theory has been widely influential and shaped a great deal
of research, the approach has also been widely criticized. Constructionists (some of
whom we will discuss shortly) hold that there is no empirically supported one-to-one
correspondence between emotions like anger, fear, or disgust and any neurological,
expressive, behavioral or phenomenological responses, and that there is low coordi-
nation between physiological, neurobiological, expressive, behavioral, cognitive, and
experiential responses among instances of fear. Andrea Scarantino and Paul Grif-
fiths find these criticisms compelling but argue that basic emotions theory can and
should be revised to “stop using unqualified folk emotion categories… and embrace
an antiessentialist approach to natural kinds” (Scarantino & Griffiths, 2011, p. 449).
They propose that biologically basic emotions are “predictively and explanatorily
useful in understanding affective phenomena” (Scarantino & Griffiths, 2011, p. 450).
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1.2 Emotional inculcation

Other approaches characterize emotions in part by considering the implications of
emotional lives for morality. Jesse Prinz (2007) argues for an account of emotions
as essential to morality. This account is consistent with his earlier view according to
which “emotions are perceptions, and they are used to perceive our relationship to the
world” (Prinz, 2004, p. 225).1 On Prinz’s view, to make a moral judgment is to have
an emotional disposition (2007, p. 84). On this view, others play a significant role
in emotional lives via moral learning by emotional conditioning. According to Prinz,
parents and other caregivers condition children to associate moral wrongdoing with
certain negative emotions (2007, p. 37), chiefly using tactics of power assertion (e.g.,
they punish to promote fear in children), refusals to signal affection (e.g., expressing
disappointment, causing children to feel sadness/regret), and/or by calling children
to recognize the harms their actions have caused, leading children to feel sympathy
and vicarious distress for those harmed (Prinz, 2007, p. 35). Parents and caregivers
thus inculcate morality by acting in ways which trigger certain emotions (punishing
children, withholding love, communicating about the harms children have caused),
and these actions trigger emotions (fear, sadness, sympathy/distress) in their children.
As Prinz writes, “When pressed, people’s deepest moral values are based not on
decisive arguments that they discovered while pondering moral questions, but on
deeply inculcated sentiments” (p. 29). Fear is an important part of this picture. The
fear children feel of punishment can be used to shape how they will act in the future.

1.3 Constructionism

Joseph LeDoux and Lisa Feldman-Barrett are two theorists who articulate views of
emotions as psychologically constructed conscious experiences (LeDoux, 2015, 19;
Feldman-Barrett, 2017, p. 31). On LeDoux’s view, feelings of fear are not innate.
He has taken care in recent articulations of his view to distinguish (nonconscious)
threat detection from the conscious feeling of fear (2015, p. 23).2 Fear and other
emotions are cognitively assembled conscious feelings (2015, p. 20). Only animals
with capacity for consciousness can be said to have fear. Many other animals have
threat detection, where external stimuli are processed by sensory systems in the brain,
and nonconsciously determined to be threats, threat detection circuits trigger increased
brain arousal and body changes.3 When these factors are integrated in consciousness,
the conscious feeling of fear can be created.

1 Note that Prinz also uses the term ‘calibration’, but in a different way than I will suggest. For Prinz, the
calibration at issue is between an embodied appraisal and judgments of a particular kind. “The calibration
file for jealousy is a collection of representations that can track infidelity. It includes the explicit judgment
that one’s lover has been unfaithful. When representations in this file are activated, they trigger a somatic
response, and that response triggers an embodied appraisal” (Prinz, 2004, p. 101).
2 As LeDoux details, “The amygdala is indeed wired by evolution to detect and produce body responses
to certain kinds of threats, but that it is not required to feel fear. For these and other reasons, I have argued
that the amygdala’s role in detecting and responding to threats is more appropriately considered in terms
of a non-conscious defensive survival circuit than a conscious fear circuit “ (LeDoux, 2020, R620).
3 As LeDoux puts it, “We should avoid using [the words fear and anxiety] when discussing systems that
nonconsciously detect threats and control defense responses to them… rather than saying that fear stimuli
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LeDoux notes that threat conditioning typically involves two forms of interpersonal
learning: observational learning (observing the effects of danger on others, either in
real life or in depictions); and learning by instruction (e.g., children learning about
danger from parents and caregivers, or employees learning about danger from their
employers) (LeDoux, 2015, p. 68). Other people are involved in this process, as it
were, to create the conditions for future matches between stored schemas and present
conditions. As LeDoux describes,

When a child has been in a situation of danger, a parent may tell her, ‘You must
have been really afraid’...The child also hears others talking about fear or anxi-
ety and sees examples of these states played out on TV and in the movies…The
Swiss developmental psychologist JeanPiaget used the term ‘schema’ to describe
an organized collection of information about a topic or situation that children
acquire and then use in thought and action…In threatening situations, signals in
brain and body are monitored, as is one’s behavior. If a match occurs (through
a process called pattern recognition) between a stored schema and the present
situation and/or state, the present condition is cognitively conceptualized (inter-
preted) as the schematized emotion and labeled with the emotion word assigned
to that state. (LeDoux, 2015, pp. 225–226)

On LeDoux’s view, an experience of fear involves: the representation of a sensory
object or event in the brain, defensive survival circuit activation, attention/working
memory knowing the stimulus is present, semantic memory enabling a person to know
what the object is and is not, episodic memory positioning the even as happening to
me, now, connections from amygdala to long term memory facilitating retrieval of
memories of the threat, and recognition that the ingredients present are indicators of
fear and the state is categorized as fear (LeDoux, 2015, pp. 227–230).

On Feldman-Barrett’s constructionist view, contra basic emotions theory, particular
emotion concepts are not genetically predetermined. Any universality across emotions
is due to shared concepts (Feldman-Barrett, 2017, p. 38). On Feldman-Barrett’s view,
to create emotion concepts, we need a group of people to agree that a concept exists
(collective intentionality) (2017, p. 135). Emotion concepts are learned from others
during infancy or later if someone moves from one culture to another (p. 145).4 Emo-
tion concepts have five main functions: they make meaning of our physical states;
prescribe action; regulate body budgets (e.g., a categorization of excitement might
lead to a moderate release of cortisol, a categorization of fear might lead to a greater
release of cortisol); allow for emotion communication; and allow for social influence
(pp. 138–139).

This brief overviewof accounts ismeant to help highlight a diverse set of approaches
to understanding the roles of other people in one’s emotional life. I now want to
highlight three main ways others are seen as participating in our fearing according to
some or all of the above views: causally, developmentally, and social-conceptually.

Footnote 3 continued
activate a fear system to produce fear responses, we should state that threat stimuli elicit defense responses
via activation of a defensive system” (LeDoux, 2015, p. 41).
4 As Feldman-Barrett puts it, “In every waking moment, your brain uses past experience, organized as
concepts, to guide your actions and give your sensations meaning. When the concepts involved are emotion
concepts, your brain constructs instances of emotion” (Feldman-Barrett, 2017, p. 31).
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1.3.1 Causal participation of others

Causal participation in fearing describes the ways other people can be the cause of
one’s fear (e.g., jumping out from behind a door and causing someone to scream). It
is clear that one way in which other people participate in our fearing lives is by giving
us something to fear: they act (or fail to act) in ways which cause us to fear, or we fear
something will happen (or not happen) to them, or we fear they will or will not relate
to us in a particular way.5 All of these are examples of what we might call the causal
participation of others in our fearing.

All of the views surveyed above agree that others can participate causally in our
fearing. Basic emotions approaches accept that others can play causal roles in one’s
fearing—other people can be one of any number of stimuli that trigger one’s fear.
On Prinz’s emotional inculcation view, other people (and especially parents) regularly
play a causal role in triggering certain emotions (especially in their children). Like-
wise, the constructionist accounts of LeDoux and Feldman-Barrett agree that others’
participation in fearing can include causal participation. The causal participation of
others is one among many ways in which we can come to fear. Note that others are
not positioned in terms of this causal participation as being much more meaningfully
involved in our fearing than any other stimuli. It is nothing about others as fearers
that qualifies them to cause us to fear. They, like snakes, bears, thunderclaps, and
rollercoasters, can be the kinds of things that cause us to fear by virtue of having the
capacity to make us feel threatened in some way.

1.3.2 Developmental participation of others

Developmental participation in fearing typically involves parents or other caregivers
helping young children learn what stimuli to be afraid of, or potentially how to express
such fear. Fear acquisition, based in part in social relationships, begins in infancy.6

Infants learn practices of attention, what to pay attention to, and what not to, from
other people (Izard, 1971; Waites, 1997, pp. 65–66), and these capacities for attention

5 Here we are taking the term ‘cause’ somewhat loosely, since in the latter two instances what we are
actually fearing is not the action of another person, but their being such that they could be affected by
some other bad event (e.g., their being vulnerable to illness or injury). I group these together as causal
participation to encompass the broad sense in which others participate in our fearing by being in some
sense, either by action or possession of certain traits, the source of our fears.
6 Gullone (2000) surveys how children’s’ fears have been extensively studied using a variety of methods:
retrospective accounts (Hall, 1897; Jersild and Holmes, 1935); observations of children’s fear reactions to
stimuli (Jersild and Holmes, 1935); third-party reports from parents or teachers (Cummings, 1944, 1946;
Lapouse and Monk, 1959); child interviews (Jersild et al., 1933; Maurer, 1965); fear listing (Pratt, 1945);
and fear surveys (e.g., Scherer and Nakamura’s, 1968 Fear Survey Schedule for Children and its revision
by Ollendick (1983) and by Gullone and King (1992)). All these approaches have their strengths and
limitations. Retrospective accounts, for instance, where adults are asked about their childhood experiences
of fear, have clear limitations given their reliance onmemory and the difficultymany adults have in accurately
recalling early childhood experiences. While interview data has been seen by some as the most efficient
means of learning about children’s fears, interviews too have limitations (e.g., ‘expectancy effects’ where an
interviewer interprets responses within their own frame of reference rather than within the interviewee’s).
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will be a necessary part of fearing, as toddlers begin to notice and attend to some
objects as threats.

Developmental participation in fearing has some role in all three of the major
approaches to fearing we have discussed. In basic emotions accounts, though the emo-
tion of fear is innate, recognition of others’ emotions becomes more fine-grained later
in development. Others play a role in our development of the capacities to recognize
fear in others. On Prinz’s account of emotional inculcation, other people certainly play
a developmental role in teaching the significance of certain emotions. Emotional incul-
cation draws attention to the ways others, participate causally and developmentally in
children’s fearing, with deliberate moral goals. And the constructionist accounts of
LeDoux and Feldman-Barrett agree that others’ participation in fearing can include
developmental participation.

Awareness of developmental participation in all three approaches is supported by
the last several decades of research in developmental psychology of fearing. Rach-
man (1977) proposed a “now classic”7 ‘tripartite theory of fear acquisition’, according
to which, in addition to conditioning,8 two other paths of fear acquisition are com-
mon. Vicarious acquisition involves acquiring fears by observing others having fear
responses to stimuli.9 Not only can fears be vicariously acquired, but they can also
be vicariously reduced (Bandura, 1969; Rachman, 1972, 1976a, 1976b, 1976c). In
addition to vicarious acquisition, fears can also be acquired by the transmission of
information and/or instruction, as in cases where parents or peers give information
to children about what they ought (or ought not) to fear. This information may help
to explain the absence of acquired fears in situations where conditioning might have
made it likely for a fear to arise.

A number of other important advances have been made in developmental research
on fear which underscore the roles other people very often play in our coming to
fear some objects and not others. In addition to Rachman and others’ focus on cog-
nitive development and learning pathways, some have focused on the prepotency and

7 See Ollendick et al. (2002).
8 Theories of fear acquisition in early childhood and beyond have historically focused on conditioning:
“neutral stimuli which are associated with a fear or pain-producing state of affairs develop fearful qual-
ities…the strength of the fear is determined by the number of repetitions of the association between the
pain/fear experience and the stimuli, and also by the intensity of the fear or pain experienced in the presence
of the stimuli” (Rachman, 1977, p. 376). On this theory, fear responses are akin to the development of food
aversions (Garcia and Koelling 1966; Seligman and Hager 1972). Like food aversions can develop when a
certain food is associated with an illness (e.g., if you ate a hamburger around the time you once had food
poisoning, you may come to be averse to hamburgers forever after), when certain stimuli become associated
with a fearful state of affairs, a person may come to be afraid of those things.
9 Rachman gives the example of mothers who were fearful of air-raids during the war being an important
determinant in whether their children became fearful of air-raids (John, 1941). He also points to research
demonstrating correspondence between the fears of children within the same family (May, 1950), between
the total number of fears exhibited by children and their mothers (Hagman, 1932), as well as examples of
combat airmen who acquired fears after observing a crew mate expressing such fears (Grinker and Spiegel,
1945). With respect to these studies of fear and children, much more needs to be said about the gendered
assumptions about parenting and emotionality that shaped research projects in the 1940s and 1950s (and
still today). The only point I take from these studies is one I take to be uncontroversial: that fears can be
acquired vicariously.
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preparedness of stimuli (Marks, 1987; Seligman, 1971) and the significance of temper-
ament (Gullone, 1996; Kagan, 1989). Parenting practices can clearly shape a child’s
likelihood of perceiving objects as threats: dysfunctional or abusive parenting can
create higher likelihood of hypervigilance in children (Izard & Harris, 1995), as well
as atypical patterns of reacting to, coping with, or integrating the emotions they have
(Zahn-Waxler et al., 1990). Not only the objects of our fears, but also what it feels like
to us to be fearing, and how we cope with those experiences, are shaped by other peo-
ple. Furthermore, genetic influences seem to be associated with a tendency towards
fearfulness. All these and other factors do not operate independently, but together
shape the fear acquisition of individuals throughout childhood and beyond. As Ollen-
dick and colleagues summarize, “In all probability, stability of behavioural inhibition
may be related to a combination of genetic influences, parental psychopathology, and
environmental factors that transact in a reciprocal manner” (Ollendick et al., 2002,
pp. 103–104).

1.3.3 Social-conceptual participation of others

In addition to the causal and developmental participation of others in fearing, social-
conceptual participation in fearing involves the broad and long-term community-wide
agreements on emotion concepts. On constructionist views of emotion, having fear
requires having the concept of fear, which requires agreement within a group of people
that the concept exists. The existence and acquisition of the concept of fear depends
on social-conceptual participation. Other people have reached community consensus
about the existence and meaning of the concept, and we come to learn and employ the
concept only after they have done so. While constructionist views are committed to
the presence of this social-conceptual participation, the other two approaches we have
surveyed are not. On basic emotions views, fearing does not require social-conceptual
participation as defined above—no broad and long-term community-wide agreements
on the emotion concept of fear is needed in order for someone to fear. And Prinz
likewise does not highlight fear as dependent on the concept of fear having first been
developed by social or community consensus (2004, p. 141).

In sum, the above accounts present fear as something other people can cause
unintentionally or intentionally (on basic emotions, emotional inculcation, and con-
structionist views), something other people help us learn to have and express (on basic
emotions, emotional inculcation, and constructionist views), sometimes deliberately
as part of moral education (on emotional inculcation views), and something that com-
munities create the concepts for, which are necessary for individuals to consciously
conceptualize and therefore have the experience (on constructionist views). These
are a number of senses in which other people are seen as participants in our fearing
according to these views. The model of relational calibration I call for in this article
is premised on the idea that further senses of relational involvement in fearing are in
need of recognition.10

10 These accounts andmine are interested in fear as an occurrent emotion, rather than in fear as a disposition
to embody such an emotion in particular circumstances, or in fearfulness as a personality trait, though of
course all of these are importantly related phenomena.
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1.3.4 Constitutive participation of others

To begin to see the further dimensions of relational involvement in fearing we might
consider, note that the above accounts of emotion all share the view that emotions are
formed prior to their expression. That is, while verbally or non-verbally expressing
emotions can be common and important parts of our emotional lives, expression is
typically assumed to be something that follows (if at all) after the emotion has been
established. I feel fearful, and then I may express my fear to others.

Philosopher of emotion Sue Campbell calls this the “presupposition of individu-
ation” (1997, p. 51). She proposes an alternate view that sees the interpersonal acts
of expression as having a more central role in the formation of emotion. Campbell
contends that it is the activity of expression that forms our feelings, such that they can
be recognized and identified (Campbell, 1997, pp. 48–49).

On Campbell’s view, for classic emotions like love or anger that have objects, and
forwhich objectsmust be identified in order for the emotion to be individuated, expres-
sion is sometimes (not always) needed to identify the object of the emotion (1996,
p. 76). She gives the example of a case in which the emotion of love is individuated
by the establishment of the object(s) of one’s love, and where these objects are estab-
lished by verbal and non-verbal expression (1997, p. 87). Without expression in this
case, the objects of love would not be established, and therefore the emotion would
not be formed. For what Campbell calls free-style feelings, not captured by the classic
emotion categories, Campbell argues that interpersonal expression and interpretation
is required.11 Modeled on Donald Davidson’s externalism, Campbell develops an
account of triangulation in affective meaning. She presents cases in which failures
of uptake for a person’s expression of feeling can cause the feeling itself to become
indeterminate. The formation of feelings can depend on expression and interpreta-
tion/uptake. In other words, on Campbell’s view other people can not only participate
in the formation of emotions in the causal, developmental, and social-conceptual
senses described, but also constitutively. Their failure to allow for the expression of
some feelings, and/or to function well as interpreters for such expressions, can mean
that individuals fail to have the feelings in the same way, or at all.

While on all the views of emotion we have surveyed, other people have some role(s)
to play in our fearing, Campbell would note that basic emotions theory, Prinz’s the-
ory of moral inculcation, and constructionist theories all share the presupposition of
individuation. Neither basic emotions theory, Prinz’s theory of emotional inculcation,
nor the constructionist views of LeDoux or Feldman-Barrett focuses on the activity of
expression as having a constitutive role to play in emotion formation. LeDoux explic-
itly notes that outward expression (verbal or nonverbal) of fear is not a requirement
for having a feeling of fear (2020, R622). Feldman-Barrett’s view discusses emotion
communication and social influence as two of the functions of emotion concepts, but
in these cases, emotions are formed first and only thereafter communicated or influ-
ential. When my emotions are expressed to you (verbally or non-verbally), they may
influence your emotions—they may even be a cause of your fear. But as we have

11 I engage with Campbell’s view at length elsewhere (Harbin, 2014, 2016). My engagement here does
not reflect all the nuance of her account. My goal is to note that Campbell’s is one view of emotion which
points to greater relational participation than the other views I have surveyed.
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seen, Campbell’s view positions interpreters as playing a more foundational role in
the formation of emotions.

The moral teaching involved in Prinz’s account of emotional inculcation and the
learning and teaching of emotions involved in constructionist views are typically char-
acterized as a feature only of childhood, or occasionally of cross-cultural learning
among adults. In most cases, the teaching and learning is described as a feature of
only certain kinds of (hierarchical, structured) relationships: those between caregivers
and their children. Campbell’s view holds that many others besides parents and chil-
dren participate constitutively in each others’ emotional lives. The participation of
others does not stop when children learn an emotion concept or become competent
in its application. On Campbell’s view, it continues, both in some cases of classic
emotions (in cases when object identification depends on expression), and in cases
of freestyle feelings. The model of relational calibration I call for in this paper like-
wise starts from the assumption that other people can participate constitutively in the
formation of emotions beyond the bounded time frame of childhood and beyond the
structure of parent–child relationships.

Campbell’s view also highlights ways in which emotion concept creation can hap-
pen not only at the broad community level (as constructionists describe), but also,
especially for freestyle feelings, at the level of more local, interpersonal relationships.
A whole community may not reach agreement about the existence of a particular emo-
tion concept, and sometimes this is because not everyone in the community has features
of identity or background that make an emotion experience one they can access. Con-
sider the particular emotions associatedwith experiencing racism.Members of racially
privileged groups may not have a number of emotions that are experienced by racially
disadvantaged groups. Campbell resists a move to group these as mere species of
broader classic emotion categories (e.g., fear). Freestyle feelings can be formed by the
process of expression and sympathetic interpretation, even when such feelings are not
conceptualized at the broader community level.

In sum, the constitutive role of others in Campbell’s view is distinct from the
views of emotion I have surveyed above. Campbell’s view pushes us to consider more
extensive relational dimensions of feeling in general, and fearing in particular.

1.3.5 Shaping each others’ fears

The lack of attention to the potentially constitutive role of others in emotion formation
highlighted by Campbell is not the only sense in which many of the standard views are
individualized in focus. The model of relational calibration I call for in section three
is motivated in part by the sense that the everyday interpersonal dynamics of emotions
extend beyond the causal, developmental and social-conceptual roles highlighted by
major approaches in the field. I agree that other people regularly play a role in acting in
ways that cause us to fear, including sometimes deliberately as part of moral teaching,
raising us in ways which help us learn what is worth fearing and how to express fear,
and together coming to consensus about emotion concepts of (and adjacent to) fear.
All of these are significant ways in which others participate in our fearing lives. But
others’ participation extends further and more deeply than just these effects.
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As we acquire and modify fears over time, the relational dynamics between peo-
ple—the trust or lack thereof, the alignment of our beliefs with those of others, the
extent to which we depend on and enact responsibility for each other—are all complex
conditions which shape what, how, and how much we fear.

The extensive literature on risk and threat perception developed over the last several
decades has drawn attention to the ways individuals’ understandings and assessments
of risk and threat are deeply shaped by the information they get from others. Risk
perception commonly involves conceptions of the likelihood of a threat,12 the severity
of a threat, how susceptible individuals believe themselves to be, and howmuch a pos-
sible event or object is perceived as threatening within a community. Risk perception
typically depends on the use of biases and heuristics (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974;
Warr, 1987; Warr & Stafford, 1983). Past exposure to risk has been shown to generate
heightened present worries about risk (Stafford & Galle, 1984) and sensitivity to risk
can differ among individuals (Warr, 1987). Much more could be said about this liter-
ature, but just one point is key for my current purposes: perceptions of risk and threat
are expressive of who fearers are, what they have experienced, their temperament,
and their emotional states. All of this means, in part, that risk and threat perception is
prime ground for shaping and being shaped by other people.13

In senses which extend beyond the causal, developmental, and social-conceptual
participation of others, andwhichmay ormay not involve the constitutive participation
of others in Campbell’s sense, other people regularly communicate about and act on
the basis of their own fears in ways which influence our own ways of fearing. Of
particular significance is the information about fears we gain from the people we trust
most. If a person I trust expresses fear about something I have not yet considered as
worth fearing, I may come to consider that object as a potential threat. Likewise, if
someone I do not trust expresses fear of something, I may be inclined to dismiss that as
a legitimate threat, even if thatmeans questioningmyownprior beliefs about it. Others’
fearing creates conditions within which our fearing is likely to change—sometimes,
though not always, in ways which harmonize with theirs.

To develop a model of relational calibration of fear, fear theorists will need to move
beyond conceptions of causal, developmental, and social-conceptual participation of
others to the many other complex ways in which our fears are shaped by other fearers,
sometimes in the constitutive senses Campbell highlights, where we may not have
the fear at all absent the expression and interpretation with others, and sometimes in
subtler senses where epistemic and moral dimensions of our relationships with others
(trust, shared beliefs, and the responsibilities we have to each other) shape what we
can and will be likely to fear. The views I have surveyed in the literature have so

12 Perceptions of risk are further distinguished by being perceptions of uncertain versus certain threats.
The distinction between these kinds of perceptions is pronounced, for example, in pandemic contexts when
we understand that some of the risks we perceive are certain to amount to actual harms. For instance, when
COVID case numbers and hospitalizations rise, we know that a percentage of those cases will result in
death.
13 To be sure, risk perception is only one component of fear, not itself identical with fear. After all, one can
perceive risk without feeling fear at all, or even coming to fear excitement. My point in noting that risk and
threat perception can be shaped by past experience, temperament, and other emotional states, all of which
are prime ground for being shaped by other people is just to note risk perception as another component of
fear that is shaped by our interpersonal relationships.
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far either neglected or de-emphasized these relational dynamics, or failed to see the
central relevance of them for understanding what fearing is. Fearing is not only or
centrally a phenomenon belonging to individual fearers.14

In the next section we turn to a consideration of these dynamics as complicated
by contexts of acute crisis or unpredictability. In section three, I then outline five
phenomena present in the particular fear context of the COVID-19 crisis where, for
example, some fearers have experienced fearing in the context of a smaller set of
particular relationships, or have experienced shifts in those other fearers with whom
they relate, or have come to experience new misalignments of fear with people who
once shared many of their fears, or have deliberately tried to persuade others to (or
not to) fear in particular ways. The fact that these dynamics are not discussed within
the major approaches to fearing I have surveyed is motivating this paper’s call for a
model of fearing that has the capacity to do justice to them.

2 Fearing in crisis

In contexts of crisis, it can be difficult to determine what, how, or how much to fear.
Whether a crisis is acute and immediate or more long-term and dispersed, fearers
can struggle to regulate emotions and to determine whether the fears (or the lack
thereof) they are experiencing are appropriate to the circumstances. Research on fear
and risk perception has investigated both acute and long-term crises for their effects on
fearing. Here I will draw on onemajor example addressed in the literature surrounding
acute crises—the 9/11 attacks on New York City—and one example of a longer-term
crisis—the gradual ill effects of climate change. These are different kinds of crises,
complex in different ways. While 9/11 was acute and geographically specific, climate
change is in some cases seen as both spatially and temporally ‘distant’ (Spence et al.,
2012). Both kinds of crisis have been shown to complicate fearing, making it unclear
what, how, and how much to fear. Early research on risk perception and fear during
the COVID-19 pandemic points towards the same conclusion, though COVID is a
crisis distinct in a number of ways from both 9/11 and climate change. Anyone who
has experienced crises may agree that, at least in many cases, processes of fearing are
regularly disrupted by them. Being clear on how such disruptions can work will be
important for my claims about the relational calibration of fear in section three.

The last decades of research on risk perception have made clear that affect and
personal experience are significant shapers of risk perception in contexts of crisis. A
significant thread running through the risk perception literature is about the signifi-
cance of affect heuristics in situations of complex risk assessment. When elements of
risk in a context are sufficiently uncertain, affective judgments can function as more
efficient processors of information than slower, analytical reasoning processes (John-
son & Tversky, 1983; LeDoux, 1996; Slovic et al., 2007). Loewenstein et al. (2001)

14 These claims are situated in a relational turn in conceiving of emotion, similar to the second personal
turn in epistemology (see, e.g., Moran, 2001, 2018).
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have noted that when there is conflict between affective and analytical responses to a
potentially risky situation, affect is likely to take priority in guiding action.15

In both acute crises like 9/11 and longer-term crises like those related to climate
change, personal experience (e.g., proximity and/or repeated exposure to images of the
attacks, or first-hand experience with extreme weather events) has been shown to be
a significant predictor of risk perceptions (Weber, 2006; Linden, 2014, p. 2). Personal
experience with extreme weather events, in addition to the causal attribution of the
event to climate change, can make it easier for an individual to picture frightening
future climate catastrophe, and the more vividly a person can imagine negative future
climate outcomes, themore likely they are to perceive future risks (Linden, 2014, p. 2).
Fear has been shown to be greater for negative situations most vivid in our memories
than for those we cannot easily picture (Myers et al., 2012). In some situations, having
perceptions of risk informed more by affective than analytical reasoning can motivate
decisions that, while intended to reduce risk, in fact put individuals at greater risk.
For instance, Lerner et al. (2003) showed that, in response to the September 11, 2001
attacks, fearful individuals perceived greater risks, including a heightened perception
of the risk of flying overall. More people therefore opted to drive long distances rather
than fly to destinations, which was in fact a riskier behavior, resulting in an increase
in driving associated deaths (Denovan et al., 2017).

In contexts of crisis, risk perceptions are also shaped by some social identities
more than others. Gender has been shown to be a predictor of higher or lower risk
perception. Consistentwith section one’s discussion of fear acquisitionmore generally,
women-identified fearers have been consistently shown to perceive higher levels of
risk in contexts of crisis overall, including with respect to climate change (Brody et al.,
2008), and to environmental hazards in general (Dietz et al., 1998). Income, age, and
socioeconomic status have not been shown to make such a difference to perceptions
of risk in climate change (Linden, 2015, pp. 116–117), but political ideology has
been shown to be another clear predictor of risk perception. In fact, how much an
individual knows about climate change does not straightforwardly predict how much
risk an individual will perceive, but political orientation will—more knowledge about
climate change tends to lead to higher concern for liberals, and not for conservatives
(Linden, 2015, p. 114).

The COVID-19 pandemic is a crisis both like and unlike the acute crisis of 9/11
and the long-term crisis of climate change. Its onset was experienced by many in the
United States as sudden and dramatic, in the form of lockdowns, school and workplace
closures, and health care system overwhelm. Its persistence over the many months to
follow, and its implications for economies, industries, relationships and social practices
have been devastating. Unlike some other crises, Pine et al. note that the COVID-19
pandemic is:

15 For a detailed analysis of the distinction between the ‘risk-as-feelings’ hypothesis (Loewenstein et al.,
2001) and views emphasizing affect heuristic (Slovic et al., 2007) in the context of climate change risk
perception, (see Linden, 2015, p. 115). The point I aim to make here is more general: risk perception in
contexts of crisis is complex, and certainly shaped by affect and personal experience.
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geographically-global, demographically-wholistic, invisible (both the crisis
itself and the medium of transmission), and long-term…The COVID-19 pan-
demic involves a high embeddedness of risk in people’s daily lives…people have
to balance managing risks with attending to the concerns of normal life…[the]
pandemic has been accompanied by massive uncertainty, making it particularly
difficult to comprehend and regulate risks for both governments and individuals.
(Pine et al., 2021, pp. 2–3, 5)

The perceived risks of the COVID-19 pandemic extend beyond the risks of COVID-19
illness themselves. Han et al. (2021) have found that individuals have also expressed
concern about ‘secondary illness’ risks (e.g., risks of death from other causes, chronic
conditions exacerbated), sociobehavioral risks (e.g., mental illness, isolation, career
setbacks, relationship difficulties), economic risks (e.g., recession, job loss), and risks
of crumbling institutions (e.g., health care, education).

Early research on fear and risk perception during the crisis of COVID-19 has begun
to give us reason to think that some of theways other crises have shaped risk perception
are also characteristic of this pandemic. We are learning that, like in other crises,
in COVID-19, affect and personal experience are important factors in shaping how
people judge risk during this time. Unsurprisingly, more fearful individuals are likely
to perceive higher risks of negative outcomes of COVID-19.16 As Han and colleagues
explain,

fearful individuals would perceive the COVID-19 pandemic as a high-risk event
due to appraisals of lack of individual control, uncertainty, and unpleasant-
ness…In addition, the intense, immediate response and high mental imagery
of fear…would outweigh the cognitive evaluation of the actual threat posed
by COVID-19. This suggests that fearful individuals are more likely to make
inflated risk perceptions which are unrepresentative of actual risk levels. (Han
et al., 2021, p. 7)

Higher levels of fear have also been shown to correspond with individuals taking
more preventive measures (Yildirim et al., 2021). The more fearful an individual’s
temperament, the more likely they are to perceive high risks of COVID, and the more
likely to act with caution.

As in cases of other crises, social identity also makes a difference to how the risks
of COVID-19 are perceived. Consistent with research in other crisis contexts, women-
identified individuals have been shown to have higher perceived risk and higher levels
of preventive behavior than men (Yildirim et al., 2021). Older people have been shown
to be more fearful of COVID than younger people (Han et al., 2021). Higher levels of
education have been correlated withmore preventive behaviors at the same time as less
fear (Yildirim et al., 2021). While the research on demographic trends in COVID risk
perception is early, we might anticipate that just as we have seen that knowledge about
other crises (e.g., climate change) does not always predict higher perceptions of risk or
more risk-averse decision making, since such perception and decision-making is often
politicized, so too will knowledge about COVID not itself predict higher perceptions

16 Han et al. (2021) designed a new13-item scale to assess COVID-19 Fear, adapted from earlier inventories
which assessed Ebola Fear (Blakey et al., 2015) and Swine Flu Anxiety (Wheaton et al., 2012).
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of risk. Risk-perception and behavior during COVID-19, particularly with respect to
mask wearing, social distancing, and vaccination, has clearly been politicized. In an
early pandemic study of over 50,000 participants across 67 countries, Jay Van Bavel
and colleagues found that high levels of partisanship within a country—that is, the
strong identification with a specific political party, whatever the views of that party
may be—predicted risky behavior (Van Bavel preprint, 18).

During COVID, and particularly during the early months of the pandemic, it was
difficult for individuals to know whether we were accessing accurate or sufficient
information to inform our perceptions of risk. Drawing on crisis informatics research,
Pine et al. (2021) conducted a qualitative study to investigate what sources of informa-
tion have shaped perceptions of COVID risks. As they note, the process of accessing
information during COVID has been complicated:

Despite an overwhelming amount of risk information about COVID-19 illness
risks, it is still fraught with uncertainty, ambiguity, conflicting information, inac-
curate information, and can be too complex to understand. Thus, people are
developing perceptions of risk with partial information, drawing on a variety of
sources in the information landscape to do so. (Pine et al., 2021)

Pine and colleagues found that study participants often pieced together individualized
combinations of information sources, including local news, social media accounts
of perceived experts, friends and personal contacts, press briefings, and first-hand
accounts from patients, doctors, and family members of those diagnosed with COVID.
Whether by direct in-person communication, phone and video calls, text messages,
or DMs with friends, family and coworkers, the researchers identified regular pat-
terns of turning to these others for accessing and deciphering risk information. The
significance of social media for risk communication, particularly during the early
weeks and months of the pandemic cannot be overstated.17 These others to whom
individuals regularly turned—Pine et al. call them ‘human filters’—were key sources
and interpreters of information for the study’s participants. Information was found to
be conflicting, overly complex, rapidly changing, and in some cases inaccurate (Pine
et al., 2021). Study participants communicated directly with friends who had expertise
(physicians, scientist) or direct experience (family members of those being treated for
COVID, or coworkers in other areas of the world where COVID was hitting hard).
Firsthand accounts of experience with COVID were found to be particularly powerful
in sensitizing people to the seriousness of the crisis.18

In this section, we have seen that crisis, in its variety of forms, can reshape individu-
als’ experiences of fear and risk perception. Whether in more acute or more long-term
crises, affect, personal experience, and identity have been shown to make a significant
difference to the amount of risk individuals will perceive. Risk perception is thus likely
to vary among individuals given their different affective backgrounds and tendencies,

17 This is true to such an extent that the coinage ‘doomscrolling’ was selected as New Zealand’s 2020 word
of the year.
18 Even at this early stage of dissemination, a number of research teams have attended to the higher rates of
fear and its effects on mental health and illness during COVID. When heightened fear has in some cases led
to dangerous outcomes and mental health burdens, researchers have considered strategies for ameliorating
these effects (Bakioğlu et al., 2020; Ornell et al., 2020).
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their proximity and exposure to crisis, and their social identities. We have seen that the
significance of affect in these perceptions should not be underestimated—in emergent,
complex situations like those of crises, affective responses are significant shapers of
our perceptions of risk, and in many cases more powerful predictors of risk perception
than analytic assessments of the facts. Particularly in contexts of crisis so complex
as the COVID-19 pandemic, where sources of information can be conflicting, rapidly
changing, and in some cases inaccurate, it can be difficult for individuals to know
what, how, and how much to fear. In these contexts, I will now suggest, we can see
relational practices as deeply influential.

3 A call for a model: relational calibration

I now want to suggest that in attempting to understand fearing during COVID-19 and
other crises, a model of relational calibration should be developed to conceptualize
the complex relational dynamics that can be involved in fearing. Research on the
dynamics of fearing during COVID is at an early enough stage that we do not yet
have the empirical basis to make definitive claims about the extent to which relational
calibration has been at play during this time. My suggestion is that fear researchers
develop a model of relational calibration as a helpful explanatory tool as we gather
and process the information about fear during COVID in years to come.

By relational calibration, I mean a phenomenon where fearers continually adjust
what, how, and how much they fear in response to other fearers’ expressions of fear.
I mean calibration in the sense of adjustment of a measurement against a standard
in order to ensure that an instrument will produce accurate results. I do not mean
calibration in the sense of a harmonyor equilibriumalways being reached. In fact, aswe
will see, the calibration of fears can result in disharmony: one person’s fear may even
be heightened in response to another person’s fear being lowered. My suggestion is
that we attend to the ways fearers regularly calibrate and recalibrate our fear responses
in the context of relationships with other fearers. Individuals see what, how, and how
much these others fear, and, in cases where we trust them, adjust practices of fearing
in light of them, towards or away from alignment with them.19

We can begin to imagine how risk and threat perception might be dramatically
shaped by the relations an individual has with those she trusts, particularly in a context
like theCOVID-19 pandemicwhere there are clear reasons to fear bad outcomes, while
information about exactly how much risk, for whom, and what the bad outcomes will
be is emerging and unclear. Fearers are likely to turn to those they trust in an attempt
to determine the appropriateness of their own responses. As a model for considering
fear in contexts of crisis, relational calibration draws attention to: who fearers turn to
in expressing, and receiving expressions of, fears; how fearers turn to them (i.e., what
communication practices might be common in such contexts); how much fearers turn
to them; what goals fearers have in turning to them; how fearers respond when turned
to by others; who fearers turn away from, and for what reasons. Calibration is thus
intimately bound up with practices of trusting, entrusting, and losing trust. Trust is

19 This may or may not be a process that is apparent to the fearer, or which they have a capacity to describe.
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both embedded in fearing—those we trust can shape what and how we fear—and also
in some cases undercut by fearing.20

Language of calibration is helpful here for a number of reasons.21 For one thing,
calibration indicates an ongoing process. We calibrate and recalibrate, in some cases
prompted by shifts in trust or changes in information. This calibration is relational
since the suggestion is that fearers are often calibrating in response to each other,
not unidirectionally or asymmetrically. Many views of fearing make it look like fear
happens within an individual fearer, in response to a stimulus (which may or may
not have capacities for fearing themselves, but in either case, the potential fear of the
stimulus does not affect the fearer). By contrast, amodel of relational calibrationwould
draw our attention to points of interpersonal triangulation and response involved in
an individual’s fearing. A fearer relates not only to stimuli, but also to other fearers
who are sources of information, gauges for appropriate or inappropriate levels of
fear, confirmers or challengers, as well as people who will themselves be affected
in many possible ways by the perceptions, communication, actions, and decisions of
an individual fearer. In order to continue to relate to other fearers, we often need to
understand and express understandings of their fears, and in some cases to express
how we see our own fears aligning with or diverging from theirs in content or quality.
Relational calibration of fear occurs within a broader web of people fearing, who are
also shaped as fearers by institutions like the media, health care systems, education
systems and state agents.22

In what remains of this section, I outline some of the phenomena that such a model
should account for. We saw in section two that it has been difficult for individuals to
access and interpret reliable information about the risks of COVID-19. We also saw
that affect, personal experience, and social identities are significant factors in shaping
perceptions of the risk of COVID.We know that our affective tendencies (e.g., towards
or away from fearfulness) are shaped by our personal relationships, and that we may
turn to people who have first-hand experience with the threats of COVID and/or who
share features of our social identities as key sources and interpreters of information
about risks. I now draw some of these insights together in order to explore how real-
world interpersonal interactions in contexts of crisis may shape fearing. In the context
of COVID-19, a model of relational calibration should be developed to investigate the
following: implications of ‘relationship funneling’ on fearing; dynamics of attempts to
persuade others to fear; pauses or distance-takingwithin fear-calibrating relationships;
experiences of repelling fears; and attempts to prevent others from bringing their fears

20 Ray and Vanstone (2009) have shown that interpersonal trust can be compromised by fear, which can
prompt retreat and withdrawal. Fearful subjects can be less trusting of others than non-fearful subjects.
21 Pine et al. (2021) also use language of calibration when discussing how participants in their study
“examine the information landscapes that individuals encounter as they calibrate crisis-related risks” (12).
22 This discussion is about calibration in response to other fearers, whether we are in close relationship
to them or not, rather than about calibrating risk perception in light of new published research or CDC
guidelines. It may be about calibrating in response to how fearful or at ease some expert, epidemiologist,
or doctor is – I might respond to the fear they express or lack thereof. But it is calibrating in light of their
fear rather than in light of the facts they provide.
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into alignment with ours (e.g., especially in cases of relationships with vulnerable
others like children).23

3.1 Recalibrating fears in funneled relationships

In the early months of the pandemic, social scientists in France conducted a survey
of more than 16,000 people about their experience of ‘life in confinement’ (La Vie
en Confinement, 2020). The goal was to learn more about effects of the early lock-
down on social inequities, on individuals’ ways of relating to the state, and on their
relationships with one another. One of the interesting findings of the survey was the
prevalence of a phenomenon the researchers described as ‘relationship funneling’:
“Some contacts were prioritised and strengthened through care, support and increased
communication, while other connections have fizzled out or been damaged” (Vrain
et al., 2020). Which relationships were typically prioritized versus deprioritized var-
ied by demographic and circumstance. Younger participants more commonly reported
increased contactwith particular friends, deprioritizing family,while older participants
reported increased contact with familymembers, deprioritizing friends and coworkers.
Those with caregiving responsibilities also more commonly turned to family rather
than friend or coworker relationships. These were early results (May 2020), and we
can expect data to show further developments in relational shifts in the many months
of COVID-19 that have followed, but even these early data point towards a question:
what effect does ‘relationship funneling’ have on fearing during COVID-19?

Consider the way the cultivation of fewer, stronger, and more intimate relationships
might mean that one’s fearing is being more regularly triangulated, and calibrated in
light of, the fears of particular, fewer others, whom one potentially trusts more than
those with whom one’s connection has ‘fizzled out’. For many, this might have meant
intensified communication about fears and perceptions of threat with others they were
inclined to trust deeply.Relationship funneling could lead to ‘epistemic bubbles’which
could shape what, how, and how much one is likely to fear by limiting exposure to the
perspectives of those inclined towards different amounts or objects of fear.24 Those
who are in trusting relationships with one another often have that foundation of trust
based on shared experiences, perspectives, and values. Among other commonalities,
they may share social identities, family backgrounds, geographical locations, nation-
alities, socioeconomic class positions, gender identifications, and so on. Each shared
feature might make it more likely that their perspectives on risk and threat during crisis
will be similar (though of course their personalities and temperaments may also differ
and make a significant difference to what or how much they fear).25

23 In this discussion, I remain interested in the interpersonal shapings of fear as an occurrent emotion,
more than in the interpersonal shapings of fearful dispositions or personality traits, though the relational
implications for these are also interesting.
24 For an insightful discussion of distinctions between and effects of, echo chambers and epistemic bubbles,
see Nguyen (2020).
25 It is important also to note that trust can be domain-specific: I may trust your perspective on parenting
without trusting your judgment about COVID. In such a case, I may have become less likely to calibrate
my COVID-specific fears in response to yours, while still being likely to calibrate fears regarding parenting
in response to yours.
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For an example of how relationship funnelingmight impact the relational calibration
of fear, imagine two middle class women, raised in racialized, migrant families in the
midwesternUnited States. Perhaps by virtue of these similarities, they have had similar
past exposure to risk: similar exposure to micro and macroaggressions based on race
and gender, similar senses of what their families would do to keep themselves safe.
When these friends turn to each other in a context of crisis, they will likely meet
the criteria of having existing fearful affect (it is a context of crisis, after all—no
shortage of reasons to be worried), making them each more susceptible to heightened
vigilance overall and heightened perception of bad outcomes as likely. Theywill likely
employ heuristics in assessing risk, including such shortcuts as believing sources of
information that they have believed in the past, and experiencing confirmation biases.
In their relating to each other, theymay feel validated and assured by theways inwhich
the other’s perception of risk mirrors or aligns with their own.Where their perceptions
differ, there may be incentives to bring them into alignment, whether doing so requires
slight or not-so-slight shifts in perception on the part of one or both parties. In a context
of relationship funneling where they are in closer contact with fewer people, they may
function as a more significant than usual source of information and feedback in each
other’s lives. They would seem to be very likely to calibrate their fears in response to
each other, bringing their fears closer into alignment with each other. Because they
are not functioning in a closed system—even ‘funneled’, they are still in relationships
with numerous others—the calibration between them will always also be affected by
the shifts in their fearing that come from new information, others’ perspectives, and
so on. But they may become for each other two significant nodes within a smaller,
tighter, web of fearers-in-crisis. Note that this is not yet to say anything about bringing
actions into alignment (e.g., turning to each other to determine what to do in a context
of changing expert advice), though calibration of action may also occur.

Future research on the effects of latermonths and years of pandemic on relationships
will hopefully show what comes after funneling—what happens to those relationships
that were prioritized and those that were not. For now it seems plausible that the
relationships which matter most during crisis may not always be those which are
prioritized outside of crisis, and even that those relationships prioritized during one
kind of crisis (COVID)may not be the same as those prioritized in past or future crises.
A model of relational calibration could help draw attention to some of these dynamics
of fearing.

3.2 Persuading others to fear as I do

Another phenomenon forwhich amodel of relational calibrationmight help us account
is that of deliberate attempts to generate orminimize fear in others.26 When in relation-
ships with others whomight be swayed by our perceptions, and when their perceptions
of risk seem to be troublingly out of step with ours, we might attempt to motivate them
to calibrate their level of fear to be closer to our own. Consider families whose mem-
bers have had different levels of fear and concern about COVID-19. Perhaps a brother

26 I have written elsewhere about the phenomenon of inducing fear in others and its ethical significance
(Harbin, 2020). My analysis here will be more limited in scope.
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feared much more than his sister and she found it overkill, or much less than her
and she found him overconfident. Discrepancies in fear among loved ones have been
addressed tangentially, for example in studies of relations between pro- and anti-mask
family members, or between those who were pro- and anti-vaccine.27 In some cases,
persuasion attempts between those who disagree remain at the level of attempts to
change the other’s action or behavior (e.g., to convince a loved one to wear a mask or
get a vaccine). But the relational calibration model might also help us attend towards
dynamics of attempts to press others to feel differently—specifically to feel more or
less fearful. For instance, frustrating early experiences of relating to elderly parents
who felt apparently unconcerned about COVID may have involved citing frightening
statistics, numbers of cases, numbers of hospitalizations and deaths, to try to put the
fear of COVID into them. This is an attempt to set a measure of what seems to be an
appropriate level of fear and then to pull a loved one towards alignment with it. The
same could happen in the other direction: perhaps I feel a friend is too fearful, and out
of concern for them as well as potential self-interest of wanting them to feel and act
more like I do, Imight send them reassuring articles from experts, updates about falling
numbers of cases or high levels of vaccination, trying to pull them towards aligning
with me in fearing less. These are all examples of attempting to prompt others to cal-
ibrate their own fears into closer alignment with our own. These dynamics and their
implications should be of interest in future research and a model of calibration can
help draw attention to some of the subtleties of these patterns of relating.

3.3 Taking distance within fear-calibrating relationships

A model of relational calibration should further be developed to help account for the
way documented changes in relationships during COVID, including the ‘relationship
funneling’ described earlier might not only affect, but also be affected by dynamics of
fearing. We have seen already how relationships which survive the funneling might be
shaped by fear—potentially tightening practices or loops of mutual fear calibration,
and/or leading towards attempts to persuade others to fear in particular ways. In addi-
tion to this, discovering non-aligned experiences of fear during COVID might be part
of what leads to other relationships being deprioritized, damaged, or ‘fizzling out’.
Relationships which may have been central and even mutually fear-calibrating pre-
COVID may have become less central during COVID in part because of discovering
distance between levels of fearing among the parties. If one friend is extremely cau-
tious and fearful of COVID early on, and another is only marginally cautious and less
concerned, they may find themselves taking distance from one another. The distance
may persist after the acute crisis of COVID has passed, or it may not. This source of
non-alignment is distinct from numerous other points of conflict we have seen emerge
during the pandemic,28 so it is likely to be only one among many contributing fac-
tors in determining which relationships persist, but it is one to which the relational
calibration model could help draw attention.

27 See Taylor and Asmundson (2021).
28 See for example Fetters (2021) on conflicts among friends when some lied in order to get vaccinated
sooner.
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3.4 Repelling fears

In addition to the ways fears might be calibrated in relation to the fears of those we care
about, we might also begin to see a phenomenon of anti-calibration or polarization of
fearing. Consider the emotional dynamics involved when someone who is fearful of
COVID perceives others expressing and behaving non-fearfully in the face of COVID.
For instance, a May 7, 2021 article in the Daily Local news out of Chester County,
Pennsylvania reported the following:

More than 100 demonstrators rallied outside the Chester County Health Depart-
ment at the Government Services Center Friday to support the unmasking of
children. Not one protestor, adult or child, wore a mask during the ‘Let Them
Breathe Rally,’ amid the ongoing pandemic that has killed more than half a
million Americans. Nor did anyone practice social distancing (Rettew, 2021).

Protesters held signs that said “Children are not biohazards” and resident Charmaine
Rusin was quoted as saying “The virus is no risk for children.”What emotional effects
might these and other expressions of lack of fear have on those who continue to fear
the potential harms of COVID for both children and all those who have not yet been
vaccinated? In addition to any number of emotional responses—anger, rage, sadness,
acceptance—the relational calibration model might make it possible to investigate
something like the opposite of the calibration or alignment of fears. Protesters’ expres-
sions of non-fear might promptmore fear in observers. In relationships between those
with conflicting views, one’s expression of non-fearmight prompt a repelling response:
when they go fearless, we go fearful.

3.5 Preventing calibration

A final phenomenon we might be enabled to attend to using a model of relational
calibration is that of attempts to prevent others from bringing their fears into alignment
with ours. Here I am thinking in particular of relationships within which individuals
would like to protect others from fearing. For instance, much of the advice given to
parents during COVID has been about how to respond to the fears of their children
without exacerbating ormultiplying them. Parents are likely aware that, whatever fears
we have of COVID, we can contextualize them within the broader understanding that
this is one period our lives, and will not persist forever. We also know that children
may have less access to this context and perspective. Parents are thus counseled to
be careful about expressing their fears in unfiltered form to their children. They are
advised, for instance, to avoid talking to their children about frightening aspects of
COVID until they themselves have had time to process the information and prepare
themselves to present what is necessary in a way which will be age-appropriate and
contextualized by reassurance (Ehmke, 2020). We know that the fears and fearfulness
of parents can shape the fearing practices of children. Relations between parents and
children as fearers may therefore appropriately take the form of parents responding to
their own fears in ways which prioritize the wellbeing of their children, in some cases
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by preventing them from knowing about the extent of their fears as parents, and in
some cases by ensuring that they as parents do not become overwhelmed by fearing.

In sum, my suggestion is that a model of relational calibration might be developed
to help us better understand these and other complex relational dynamics involved in
fearing during crisis.

In all these phenomena, we might notice that the process of relational calibration
could be broken down into what we might call epistemic and active components. In
the process of relational calibration’s epistemic component, we look to others to come
to know what they are fearing and to come to know how their fears have changed in
response to the new context of crisis. In the process of relational calibration’s active
component, we engage with others in ways which shape what new shared baseline
fears will be. While a future full articulation of a model of relational calibration might
do well to tease these out further as independent components of the process, it will be
key that we understand these forms of participation as interrelated. The phenomena we
have discussed involve fearers relating to each other in ways which subtly shape and
reshape all participants’ fears, not always as a product of a linear process of learning,
reflection, and decision. A future model of relational calibration must represent the
complexity and dynamism of such processes, and must not assume that processes of
knowing about and shaping fears will fully come apart.

Recall the approaches to fear surveyed at the beginning of this paper: basic emo-
tions theory, emotional inculcation, and constructionism. While there are many ways
in which the views differ, they all share the focus on the discrete fears, of individual
fearers, at single moments in time. For the most part, they aim to fulfill their com-
mitment to understanding fearing by characterizing (in various ways) what it means
for one fearer to have one fear at one moment. The phenomena described in this sec-
tion— recalibrating fears in funneled relationships, persuading others to fear as I do,
taking distance within fear-calibrating relationships, repelling fears, and preventing
calibration—all require attention to patterns of fearing, the ways they change over
time, and the ways they shift across individuals in relationship. These patterns mat-
ter a great deal both for understanding what fearing is, and for understanding and/or
predicting fearers’ behavior, including behaviors of urgent moral significance (e.g.,
vaccine refusal).

I am arguing that a new model of relational calibration is needed to account for
these five (and likely other) phenomena associated with the relational complexities
of mutually shaping each others’ fears in an ongoing way. As such, it is worth tak-
ing a moment to note the ways in which what I mean by relational calibration, as
exemplified by these five phenomena, extends beyond the causal, developmental, and
social-conceptual senses of participation detailed in section one.

To begin, note the ways in which relational calibration extends beyond the causal
participation of others in our fearing. Recall from section one that causal participation
involves the ways in which other people act or fail to act in ways which cause us to fear
(e.g., intentionally jumping out from behind a door, or failing to answer when I call for
them, to scare me), or function as the cause of our fears in that we fear something will
happen to them, or we fear a certain way of relating to them (e.g., we fear losing them).
We might think the above phenomena of recalibrating fears in funneled relationships,
persuading others to fear as I do, taking distance within fear-calibrating relationships,
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repelling fears, and preventing calibration could be reduced to causal participation in
the following sense: if how I see others reacting to a crisis affects how I assess risk and
when I feel fear, isn’t this simply another form of causal participation? If not direct
causal participation, since it is not the action of those others scaring me, why not see
it as indirect causal participation? Seeing what they are scared of affects my beliefs
about what is risky, and thus shapes my own fears.29

In fact, relational calibration should not be reduced to causal participation, in either
direct or indirect senses. Causal participation, in either direct or indirect senses, pri-
marily describes phenomena that involve relatively isolable, primarily unidirectional
chains of events, with relatively predictable, expected, and retrospectively identifiable
effects. By contrast, the five phenomena for which I have suggested a model of rela-
tional calibration should account are non-isolable, not primarily unidirectional, and
have relatively unpredictable effects.

First, cases of causal participation are relatively isolable in the sense that either
X causes Y, or (if indirect), X causes Y which causes Z. The phenomena of rela-
tional calibration I have described function more like webs of mutually influencing
relations, sometimes with dyads or smaller groups of people who calibrate, persuade,
take distance, repel, and prevent calibration among themselves, but typically also with
members of those dyads and groups calibrating in the context of multiple relationships
at the same time. It would be not only difficult but also misguided to envision these
relations primarily as isolable chains of effects. My coming to fear something more or
less can be constantly shifting in response tomy calibrating in response to others in my
closest, funneled relationships, as well as others persuading me to fear as they do, the
distance from certain others who would disagree, increased fears in response to others
I disagree with fearing less, and (whether I know it or not), others subtly attempting to
prevent me coming to fear like them. All or some of this can be happening at the same
time. While we might interpret some of these pieces causally, a causal participation
model will not suffice for helping us understand the complexity of the web. A model
of relational calibration would give us a better starting point.

Second, cases of causal participation are primarily unidirectional in the sense that
either X causes Y, or (if indirect), X causes Y which causes Z, without Y or Z also
simultaneously causing changes in X. By contrast, the phenomena I have described
are likely to shape fears in multiple directions, sometimes with looping effects. In
funneled relationships, individuals are regularly shaping each others’ fears, towards
becoming more fearful at some times and less fearful at others, and those whom we
persuade to fear more or fear less are also at times (or at the same time) attempting
to persuade us. Some instances might be more likely unidirectional and asymmetrical
(e.g., in the example of a parent trying to keep their child from fearing as much as
they themselves do), but most are likely to be more multidirectional. If we are trying
to understand the interpersonal complexity (and the moral upshots of, or potential
responsibilities for, such complexity), a model of relational calibration will do better
than an account of causal participation at accounting for the multi-directionality and
potential looping nature of these effects.

29 I thank an anonymous editor for this point.
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Third, many cases of causal participation have relatively predictable, expected,
and/or retrospectively identifiable effects. In the case of you jumping out from behind
the door, it is relatively predictable that, if I am the type to hate being spooked like that, I
will shriek. Likewise, if I am the type to fear that those I lovemay be harmed by serious
illness or injury, and if my loved one is vulnerable to serious illness or injury, I will fear
that. By doing something (e.g., jumping out) or having a certain characteristic (e.g.,
vulnerability), another person predictably and identifiably causes my fear. By contrast,
the phenomena of relational calibrationwe have discussed are cases where fears can be
shaped and reshaped inwayswhich are relatively unpredictable and sometimesdifficult
to identify. Given all the variables (dispositional, circumstantial, features of particular
relationships), it can be difficult to predict what effects the phenomena will have. For
instance, if friendA, someone I love verymuch, rarely talk to, but have always found to
be impeccably trustworthy suddenly contacts me to warn me of some threat, I may be
likely to calibrate my fears into full alignment with their warning and act accordingly.
If friend B, someone I speak to regularly and trust but experience as occasionally
overreactivewarnsme of the same threat, I may be slower to fear. If bothwarnme at the
same time, this may not only speed and intensify my recalibration, but also potentially
shift me towards more promptly trusting friend number two in their future warnings
about other threats. Exactly which factors, which actions on the part of other fearers,
recalibrated my fears in this instance may be difficult to identify. All this might happen
before the threat comes to be realized—if it ever does. If it never does, my relationships
with both friends and the immediacy and speed with which I calibrate in light of their
future warnings will likely be adjusted. However, all of this will be simultaneously and
complexly shaped by the other things we do in these relationships—for relationships
are never only locations for fear calibration—and so the exact ways calibration will
go in future will be, at least to some extent, unpredictable.

Given that the phenomena I have described (recalibrating fears within funneled
relationships, persuading others to fear as I do, taking distance within fear-calibrating
relationships, repelling fears, and preventing calibration) are non-isolable, not primar-
ily unidirectional, and have relatively unpredictable effects, they cannot be reduced
to causal participation, of the kind that extant accounts of fearing have described. A
model of relational calibration would be better suited to account for them.

These five phenomena are also not well accounted for as instances of developmental
participation. Recall that developmental participation describes the senses in which
other people participate in our developing appropriate capacities for fearing. Other
people, and especially caregivers (parents, teachers, and others with significant posi-
tions of shaping our growth), direct our attention towards things worth fearing, help
us learn how to recognize fear in others, have their own fear responses which cause us
to fear vicariously, and/or transmit information about what we should or should not
fear. Others also shape what it feels like to be fearing, and what capacities we develop
for coping with such experiences.

The focus in accounts of developmental participation is on those still learning to
fear—primarily children, as well as others whomight be partly re-learning to fear, like
those who have experienced traumatic events or injuries and are experiencing threat
perception in new or altered ways. As discussed in the existing accounts surveyed

123



256 Page 24 of 28 Synthese (2022) 200 :256

in section one, developmental participation is (as was true of most causal partici-
pation) typically unidirectional: the more experienced fearer (parent/caregiver/adult)
shapes the fearing of the less experienced fearer (child). The experienced fearer, hav-
ing already developed largely stable capacities for fearing, does not change much as
a result of the participation. The underlying assumption is that fearing involves a set
of skills that one acquires and then, barring some serious cognitive event, maintains.
Fearers become practiced at paying attention to threats, recognizing fear in others, and
experiencing and coping with fear in a relatively consistent way.

By contrast, relational calibration, including phenomena of recalibrating fears in
funneled relationships, persuading others to fear as I do, taking distance within fear-
calibrating relationships, repelling fears, and preventing calibration, is ongoing. It is
something which grows as individuals reach developmental maturity, and then con-
tinues. The presence or prevalence of it can vary from person to person: different
people may experience it to a greater and lesser degree, depending in part on person-
ality and the availability and character of one’s relationships. It can wax and wane
throughout one’s life, and in response to circumstances (e.g., becoming more acutely
present during periods of crisis or vulnerability). And it is bi- or multi- (rather than
uni-) directional among those who participate. All participants are affected.

The phenomena I have described are also not well accounted for as instances of
social-conceptual participation. Recall that social-conceptual participation in fearing,
in the sense articulated byFeldman-Barrett, involves a community coming to agree that
an emotion concept exists, as a precondition for the learning of such concepts during
infancy. These concepts are requirements for us to make meaning of our physical
states, prescribe action, regulate body budgets, allow for emotion communication,
and allow for the role of emotions in social influence. Other people reach community
consensus about the existence and meaning of the concept of fear, which is necessary
for us to come to learn and employ the concept.

While social-conceptual participation is about the establishment of fear concepts, as
well as the norms surrounding fearing, the phenomena I have described are not somuch
about coming to conceptualize fear as they are about how, how much, when, in what
manner, and with whom we practice fearing. While social-conceptual participation
highlights consensus at the community level, these phenomena are more localized.
Only a dyad or small group of people may be involved in these forms of participation,
apart from or potentially out of normative step with their broader communities. For
instance, while two participants in a funneled relationship remain within the broader
social community and share in its consensus about what fear is and roughly what
kinds of behaviors indicate fearfulness, they might nonetheless be quite isolated in
their assessments of what is worth fearing, how to act in light of those fears, or how
to relate to people who do not share those fears. A model of relational calibration
would not contradict the senses of social-participation articulated by constructionist
accounts, but would focus on the relational complexities of participation in fearing at
a more local level.

For the above reasons, the phenomena I have described are not well accounted for
as instances of causal, developmental, or social-conceptual participation. As I noted
in section one, these are all important senses of relational participation accounted for
in the existing literature. My claim is that there are additional senses of relational
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participation for which a model of relational calibration would be better suited to
account.

I have noted that the phenomena I describe can in some cases involve constitutive
participation, while also involving other senses of relational participation for which a
model of relational calibration would better account. Recall that in Campbell’s sense,
constitutive participation in fearing involves other people functioning as an interpreter
for expressions of a feeling in wayswhich allow the individual to have the feeling, or to
have it in a particularway.Whenothers fail to allow for the expression of some feelings,
and/or to function well as interpreters for such expressions, individuals can fail to have
the feelings, or to have them in the same way. On Campbell’s view, whether others are
constitutively involved in fearing in a particular case will depend to some extent on
the specifics of the feeling (i.e., whether it is a classic emotion or more idiosyncratic
freestyle feeling), and the expressive and interpretive actions at play. Even in instances
where constitutive participation is clearly involved—where other people are involved
in allowing for an individual to have some feeling by functioning well as an interpreter
for expression of the feeling—there can be senses of relational calibration at play that
extend beyondCampbell’s sense of constitutive participation. In the example of the two
women in the Midwest, they might be participating constitutively in the expression of
each other’s fears (functioning well as interpreters for each other’s expressions) while
also subtly bringing their fears into alignment with one another. But these remain
distinct forms of participation—they could come apart. This is why I suggest a model
of calibrational participationmust also be developed, to account for the ways others’
fearing creates conditions within which our own fearing is likely to change (towards
or away from harmony with theirs).

The phenomena I am discussing are the complicated yet familiar dynamics of
how the fears we come to have and express reflect and respond to the fears others
come to have and express. These dynamics have not been within the purview of
accounts that characterize fear bydescriptions either of individual fearers’ neurological
and/or cognitive processes, or of community consensus about concepts, or of universal
experiences across the human population. Dominant approaches have been, in a sense,
both too narrowly and too widely focused to attend to the granularity and intimacy of
the interpersonal dynamics of fearing that interest me here.

As researchers continue to unpack the ways fear has shaped and been shaped by
the COVID-19 pandemic, a relational lens should be employed to ensure we properly
understand the phenomenon as extending beyond the experience of isolated individ-
uals. The pandemic has affected fearers in part by affecting the relationships between
us.

4 Conclusion

In this paper, I have argued that amodel of relational calibration of fear should be devel-
oped to help researchers understand fearing in contexts of crisis. We must understand
the relational dynamics of fearing if we are to properly understand the effects, and
indeed, themoral significance of fearing in human lives. Reflections on themoral status
of fearing itself have long been part of virtue theoretical and other moral approaches,
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which reflect on whether, when, or to what degree fear is morally acceptable, and on
whether there is such a thing as fearing the right things, to the right extent, for the
right reasons.

We need to understand the ways in which relationships shape fearing and fear-
ing shapes relationships if we are to begin to ask questions of what responsibilities
we have to ourselves and others in our fearing. Some of the phenomena discussed
here—for instance, relationship funneling, or taking distance within fear-calibrating
relationships—partly involve decisions and actions that might be enacted in more or
less morally responsible ways.
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