
 

What do Americans fear? Annual Survey of
American Fears released

October 12 2016

  
 

  

Chapman University Survey of American Fears 2016. Credit: Chapman
University

1/11



 

Chapman University recently completed its third annual Chapman
University Survey of American Fears (2016). The survey asked
respondents about 65 fears across a broad range of categories including
fears about the government, crime, the environment, the future,
technology, health, natural disasters, as well as fears of public speaking,
spiders, heights, ghosts and many other personal anxieties.

In addition to the set of fears examined in previous waves, the survey
team took a closer look at two fear related phenomena: Americans'
beliefs in conspiracy theories and fear of Muslims, sometimes referred
to as "Islamophobia."

In its third year, the annual Chapman University Survey of American
Fears included more than 1,500 adult participants from across the nation
and all walks of life. The 2016 survey data is organized into five basic
categories: personal fears, conspiracy theories, terrorism, natural
disasters, paranormal fears, and fear of Muslims.

The 2016 survey shows that the top 10 things
Americans fear the most are:

Corruption of government officials (same top fear as 2015)
Terrorist attacks
Not having enough money for the future
Being a victim of terror
Government restrictions on firearms and ammunition (new)
People I love dying
Economic or financial collapse
Identity theft
People I love becoming seriously ill
The Affordable Health Care Act/"Obamacare"

2/11

https://phys.org/tags/conspiracy+theories/
https://phys.org/tags/natural+disasters/
https://phys.org/tags/natural+disasters/


 

"The 2016 survey data shows us the top fears have shifted from last
year's, which were heavily based in economic and 'big brother' type
issues to include more health and financial fears this year," said
Christopher Bader, Ph.D., professor of sociology at Chapman
University, who led the team effort. "People often fear what they cannot
control," continued Dr. Bader, "and we find continued evidence of that
in our top fears."
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What aren't they telling us? American Beliefs in Conspiracy

Beliefs in conspiracy theories were a new element to the 2016 survey
and included questions asking about levels of belief in nine different
popular conspiracies and conspiracy theories, such as the JFK
assassination, Barack Obama's birth certificate, alien encounters, the
moon landing, the 9/11 attacks, the AIDs virus and more.

What they learned is more than half of all Americans believe the
government is concealing information about the 9/11 attacks; as well as
the assassination of John F. Kennedy. Another 40 percent believe the
government is hiding information about extra-terrestrials and global
warming; and one-third believe there are conspiracies surrounding
Obama's birth certificate and the origin of the AIDs virus. Nearly one-
fourth of Americans also believe there is something suspicious about the
death of Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia.

"We found clear evidence that the United States is a strongly
conspiratorial society," said Dr. Bader. "We see a degree of paranoia in
the responses. Most indicative is nearly one-third of respondents
believed the government is concealing information about 'the North
Dakota crash,' a theory we asked about that - to our knowledge - we
made up," Dr. Bader continued.

According to the demographics gathered in the survey, the most likely
person to believe in a conspiracy theory is a Republican who is
employed, but has a lower level of income and education. He or she is
likely to be Catholic - or a Christian denomination - but attend religious
services infrequently.

"Conspiracy theorists tend to be more pessimistic about the near future,
fearful of government, less trusting of other people in their lives and
more likely to engage in actions due to their fears, such as purchasing a
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gun," added Dr. Bader.
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Americans Fear Terrorism - and the Public's Role in Preventing
Terrorism

Due to the increase in domestic terror attacks, such as in Orlando and
San Bernardino, as well as abroad, the researchers added specific
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language to explore Americans' fears related to terrorism. In the top 10
fears cited in the survey overall, "terrorist attack" ranks second, with 41
percent of Americans being afraid of a terror attack—and more than 60
percent believing the United States is likely to experience a large scale
terrorist event (such as 9/11) in the near future.

"These attacks have added urgency to the need for the public to
understand the precursors of terrorism," said Ann Gordon, Ph.D.,
associate dean of the Wilkinson College of Humanities and Social
Sciences at Chapman University and one of the three researchers on the
study. "Following the San Bernardino attacks, President Obama
reminded Americans that if they 'see something, say something." The
researchers found that most Americans want to be vigilant, but they are
unaware of what kinds of behaviors constitute precursors to terrorism.

"For the See Something, Say Something Campaign to be successful,
Americans need to know what they should report—and what not to
report," said Dr. Gordon. "The campaign encourages people to report
situations and behavior as possible terrorist or violent acts rather than
beliefs, thoughts, ideas, expressions, associations or speech unrelated to
criminal activity. More education is needed. Our survey indicates
Americans are more likely to report a shoplifter than a terrorist."

Interestingly, there are clear partisan differences in views on the
government's handling of terrorism with Democrats being more likely to
believe government has done a good job compared with either
Republicans or Independents.

Additionally, the survey asked respondents if they have rethought
everyday activities due to fear of terrorism. Half of Americans fear
traveling abroad; one-fifth reported they are less likely to attend a
concert, sporting or other public event; and three-fourths are more
willing to accept longer lines and security screenings at airports.
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Motivating Disaster Preparedness

More than half of all Americans (63 percent) believe that "natural
disasters in my area are capable of doing serious harm to me or my
property." And, the vast majority (78 percent) believes an emergency kit
would improve their chances of surviving a disaster. Nevertheless, 74
percent have made no effort to put together such a kit.

The survey identified four attitudes that are essential
components for motivating preparedness:

This can happen to me
This is serious
I can actually do something to help myself
The recommended action would make a difference

"We found that each of these attitudes contributed significantly to the
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likelihood of preparing for disaster with an emergency kit and a plan,"
said Dr. Gordon. "When communicating with the public about the
importance of disaster preparedness, it is vital that the message
emphasize these four beliefs. Without these components, the message is
likely to cause fear without action," Dr. Gordon continued.
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Paranormal America 2016

The Chapman University 2016 Survey of American Fears included a
series of items on paranormal beliefs ranging from Bigfoot and psychic
powers to haunted houses and extraterrestrial visitation. Currently, the
most common paranormal belief in the United States is the belief that
places can be haunted by spirits with nearly half of Americans believing
this.

"Overall, the survey showed two-thirds of Americans believe in
something paranormal, which is an increase from last year where just
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half of Americans reported that," said Dr. Bader. "However, of all the
items we asked about, Americans are most skeptical of Big Foot with
only 13 percent expressing belief in its existence."

The survey also shed light on certain characteristics of people who
believe in the paranormal. People with the highest levels of paranormal
beliefs have the following traits:

1) Catholic2) Infrequent church attendance3) Protestant or just
"Christian"4) Other (non-Christian) religions5) Lower income6)
Lower education
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Fear of Muslims in American Society

Roughly one percent of the U.S. adult population are Muslims. The 2016
Chapman University Survey of American Fears explored how
Americans as a whole view this small subgroup. The results show that a
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large proportion of the adult American population distrusts Muslims and
believes extra security should be employed against them. The survey
further examined how Muslims are viewed relative to other segments of
society based on trust—only "strangers" were more distrusted than
Muslims.

When it comes to feelings about and treatment of Muslims, nearly half
of Americans reported that they would not be comfortable with a
Mosque being built in their neighborhood; one-third reported that
Muslims are more likely to engage in terrorism, as well as agree that the
U.S. should halt all immigration from Muslim nations.

"For a nation that touts its commitment to religious liberty, the
prevalence of these beliefs should be disturbing," said Ed Day, Ph.D.,
chair of the department of sociology at Chapman University and one of
the three researchers on this survey.

In examining beliefs about Muslims from different regions of the
country there was a striking finding—the difference between people
living in metropolitan areas and nonmetropolitan Americans. Urban
residents are much less likely to distrust Muslims or support
institutionalized discrimination. When it comes to gender, the survey
showed that men are more likely than women to hold anti-Muslim
opinions. And, when compared with the rest of the ethnic groups in the
American population, whites showed significantly higher levels of
Islamophobia than non-whites. Finally, there is a strong relationship
between political party affiliation and anti-Muslim views—Republicans
expressed the highest levels and Democrats the lowest, with
independents in the middle.

"Results from the Chapman University Survey of American Fears 2016
show significant portions of the U.S. population distrust Muslims and
believe the nation is justified in singling out one religious tradition for
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increased law enforcement scrutiny," said Dr. Day. "Those with
Islamophobic views are more likely to be rural, male, white, older, and
lacking a college education. However, the survey data do not allow us to
dig deeply into the sources of anti-Muslim prejudice. Regardless of the
sources, the prevalence of anti-Muslim sentiment is a concern."

Methodology

The survey was a random sample of 1,511 Americans who are English
speaking and over the age of 18. The survey was administered by GFK
(Knowledge Networks) a consumer research company with expertise in
probability samples. Data were collected between May 5, 2016, and May
18, 2016. The survey took, on average, 20 to 25 minutes to complete.
The sample of the Chapman University Survey of American Fears
mirrors the demographic characteristics of the U.S. Census.

A comprehensive list of the all the fears from The Chapman Survey on
American Fears 2016 can be found http://www.chapman.edu/fearsurvey.
In addition to Bader, Day and Gordon, student involvement was key in
helping throughout the process.

Provided by Chapman University
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