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Adrenaline junkies and white-knucklers: A quantitative study of fear management in haunted
house visitors

Abstract
We investigate approaches to horror entertainment from two common consumer stances: ‘the thrillseeking stance’ in which adrenaline junkies seek maximal fear arousal and ‘the fear-avoidance stance’ in
which so-called white-knucklers seek minimal fear arousal. Visitors of a haunted house attraction (n=
280) were invited to focus on either maximizing or minimizing their fear. Open-ended participant
interviews and questionnaire data were used to map how adrenaline junkies and white-knucklers regulate
fear, and also how reported fear experience and consumer satisfaction compare across the two groups. A
host of antecedent and response-focused strategies, including cognitive, behavioral, and social strategies,
were used to up- and down-regulate fear arousal. Notably, the results reveal hitherto uncharted strategies
employed by adrenaline junkies to support and maximize their fear experience. Although adrenaline
junkies report stronger fear experiences than white-knucklers, consumer satisfaction remains relatively
similar across the two groups, indicating that both stances can lead to satisfying consumer experiences.
The study thus helps explain the paradoxical appeal of frightening entertainment by illuminating how
consumers deliberately up- and down-regulate fear arousal in pursuit of the optimal experience.
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INTRODUCTION
Horror entertainment has been a mainstay of culture for hundreds of years and exists across media
platforms, from film and literature to virtual reality and commercial haunted attractions. It is a persistently
popular and profitable genre. Immersive, interactive horror experiences, such as those offered by digital
horror video games and haunted attractions, have become increasingly popular in recent years (Clasen,
2017; Kerr, 2015; Ndalianis, 2012). Such consumer experiences intensify the negative affect produced
through horror in traditional narrative media and thus put into stark relief the need to resolve the paradox
of horror (Carroll, 1990): Why do people willingly seek out dysphoric experiences for recreational
purposes? That question has attracted the attention of researchers from a range of fields (Andrade and
Cohen, 2007; Bantinaki, 2012; Tudor, 1997). The present study suggests a crucial role for deliberate fearmanagement strategies in the consumer experience.

Adrenaline junkies vs. white-knucklers: Two stances toward recreational fear
The widespread penchant for fear-inducing entertainment is highly peculiar and scientifically intriguing.
Even though fear evolved to protect organisms from harm through motivating defensive behavior in
response to relevant stimuli (Öhman and Mineka, 2001), many people seek out cultural activities that
allow them to explore fear outside of its biological niche. Consider the audience for a horror movie. Some
people are clearly enjoying the rush and thrill of fear, terror, and dread; others are clearly at their limit and
just want to make it through the experience in one piece and without major psychological damage.
Supposedly, all audience members get some pleasure from the experience, but people seem to approach
the genre in different ways and for different reasons. We suggest that there are two overarching
approaches or stances toward horror entertainment: A thrill-seeking stance and a fear-avoidance stance.
These two stances correspond to Robinson et al.’s distinction between “adrenaline junkies” and “whiteknucklers” among horror film viewers (Robinson, Callahan and Evans, 2014). The adrenaline junkie
wants to maximize emotional arousal, whereas the white-knuckler wants to keep emotional arousal at a
minimal level.
Presumably, but beyond the scope of the study, these stances reflect individual differences in
personality traits and motivational profiles. Indeed, previous research has found that Openness to
Experience and sensation-seeking predict liking of horror media and frequency of use (Lang et al., 2017;
Clasen, Kjeldgaard-Christiansen and Johnson, 2018). However, existing research says little about the
distribution of consumers across the two stances. Robinson et al.’s findings suggest a fairly even
distribution with slightly more adrenaline junkies than white-knucklers, but they work with a small
sample (n=38). More importantly, research into the strategies that white-knucklers and, in particular,
adrenaline junkies actively employ to manage fear levels is currently lacking.

Strategies for managing fear
Fear is an unpleasant emotion that most people seek to minimize in their everyday lives. Fear-inducing
stimuli, however, are impossible to avoid entirely, so people use a range of coping strategies for
managing fear (Folkman and Lazarus, 1988). A useful distinction for our purposes is that between
antecedent and response-focused strategies (Gross, 1998; 2015). Antecedent strategies are aimed to keep
unpleasant emotions from activating in the first place, whereas response-focused strategies are employed
when the unpleasant emotion is already active. To take an example from the domain of horror
entertainment, reminding oneself that the zombies are just actors and closing one’s eyes to avoid jump
scares are examples of antecedent strategies to keep fear down. To perceive the attacking zombies as
scarily real, in a fear-struck way, and then try to ‘man up’ or ‘calm down’ would be examples of
response-focused strategies to keep fear down. Generally, antecedent strategies seem to work better than

response-focused ones because, once activated, fear responses mediated by the amygdala cascade
throughout the body’s autonomous nervous system and are difficult to control (Öhman and Mineka,
2001).
But what about people who intentionally seek out the fear experience, in particular those who
seek maximal fear stimulation (the adrenaline junkies)? Do they also employ deliberate strategies to
support and maximize their fear experience? Do adrenaline junkies use antecedent strategies to
deliberately amplify their fear experience? And how may response-focused strategies work, if the aim is
to sustain the thrill of fear? If adrenaline junkies actively use antecedent and response-focused strategies
to up-regulate and to control their arousal, corresponding feelings of mastery may explain why this group
finds fear-inducing stimuli to be both tolerable and enjoyable. Yet no studies, to our knowledge, have
described how adrenaline junkies up-regulate emotional arousal to optimize their desired horror
experience.
In particular, if adrenaline junkies truly aim to immerse themselves in fear, the ability to become
immersed in situations more generally could be fundamental for their consumer experience. Immersion,
or the sense of being “present” in a mediated world (Thompson et al., 2018), does appear to be crucial to
the horror experience. Lynch and Martins (2015), in their empirical study of frightening video games,
found that “presence” (via interactivity) increased fear in response to such games. If one is invested—
cognitively, emotionally, and imaginatively—in the mediated world, one is likely to experience the
intended emotions more strongly and find the experience more enjoyable (Green, Brock and Kaufman,
2014). Conversely, trying to watch a horror film while finishing one’s homework in arithmetic, say, is
unlikely to produce strong emotional engagement. While the phenomenon of being immersed in a
mediated world is probably universal, the cognitive mechanisms underlying the process are poorly
understood (Thompson et al., 2018). Moreover, researchers use a variety of terms to describe
conceptually similar phenomena: “transportation,” “immersion,” “absorption,” “narrative engagement,”
and “the literary illusion” (Thompson et al., 2018, p. 211).
The potential relationship between the individual’s ability to become absorbed in a situation (trait
absorption) and horror experiences has not been investigated. Individuals differ in their tendency for
seeking absorbing and self-altering experiences, and in the ease with which they achieve absorption
(Tellegen and Atkinson, 1974). For some consumers the fear experience may come almost automatically,
while others may struggle to become absorbed and use quite elaborate strategies to achieve immersion.
Indeed, some evidence suggests that trait absorption may play an important role in immersion in mediated
environments (Weibel, Wissmath and Mast, 2010).
The fear management strategies employed by people in response to media remain only partially
understood, even as psychologists have found unpleasant film scenes useful as stimuli in the study of

emotion regulation (Hofer and Allemand, 2017). Media psychological research suggests that young
viewers of frightening media habitually use deliberate strategies for reducing fear levels (Cantor and
Wilson, 1988; Hoffner, 1995). However, this research has focused on children and young adults (Wilson,
Hoffner and Cantor, 1987; Cantor and Wilson, 1988; Hoffner, 1995; Harrison and Cantor, 1999; Cantor,
2002). There is very little research on the use of fear management strategies across individual traits,
gender, and age, even though adults of both sexes are clearly major consumers of horror (Clasen,
Kjeldgaard-Christiansen and Johnson, 2018). Previous research has found that males are slightly more
likely to report enjoyment of horror (Clasen, Kjeldgaard-Christiansen and Johnson, 2018), and has
suggested a curvilinear relationship between age and horror liking, with an increase in childhood, a peak
in adolescence, and a slow decrease throughout adulthood (Hoffner and Levine, 2005). Yet many horror
films are restricted to adult audiences, and many haunted attractions are open only to adults. Empirical
research on adults’ fear management in response to horror media is needed.
Most research on fear management in response to media, then, has focused on children and young
adults and has used clips from frightening films as stimuli. The emerging consensus suggests two
overarching types of coping strategies: cognitive and behavioral (Cantor and Wilson, 1988; Hoffner,
1995). Cognitive coping strategies involve self-directed mental regulation, such as distracting oneself
from the fear-inducing media or reminding oneself about the fictional nature of the presentation, e.g.
reassuring oneself that “it’s just a movie.” Behavioral strategies involve removing oneself physically from
the frightening stimulus or covering one’s eyes. Harrison and Cantor (1999) found that younger viewers
(preschool children) tend to use behavioral strategies in response to frightening visual media. In contrast,
older children are more likely to use cognitive strategies (see also Cantor and Wilson, 1988; Cantor,
2002).
Existing research on fear regulation in response to frightening media is fascinating but not
without methodological and theoretical limitations. Apart from the lopsided focus on young consumers,
an important point of criticism is the relatively poor context for intense immersion in the settings applied
in previous research. Except for Lin’s (2017) study on coping in response to horror in virtual reality, the
research focuses on consumers responding to so-called flat-screen media. Although Lin’s use of VR is
innovative and the rapidly evolving technology offers unique opportunities for examining immersion, VR
tends to be a solitary experience and fails to capture the inherently social nature of most other recreational
fear settings, and thus, misses the opportunity to study social strategies in groups. People rarely watch
horror movies by themselves, and the vast majority of haunted house visitors come in small groups.
A major issue in the study of deliberate strategies for managing fear in horror entertainment,
which may explain the pronounced lack of research on the strategies employed by adrenaline junkies, is
the fact that most previous research has been concerned with the deleterious psychological effects of

frightening media presentations on children, and so has focused on coping strategies for reducing fear
levels (Cantor, 2002). Another reason is that such strategies are very difficult to investigate. It is difficult
to design a good context for a sufficiently immersive and controlled research environment in which
adrenaline junkies can achieve a high degree of immersion. We suggest that haunted attractions offer a
solution to this problem.

Haunted house attractions as testing ground
Haunted house attractions have roots in the American Halloween tradition but have recently appeared in
other nations (Morton, 2012). Many of the fright-inducing elements in haunted attractions overlap with
the elements employed by other horror media, but whereas horror film and horror literature have enjoyed
substantial scholarly interest, there is very little research on haunted house attractions (Clasen, 2017;
Dezecache, Grèzes and Dahl, 2017; Hoedt, 2009; Kerr, 2015; Kerr, Siegle and Jahala, 2018). Such
attractions come in different shapes and cater to different audiences. Some promise family-friendly fun,
others potentially traumatizing “extreme” experiences.
Haunted house attractions provide a unique setting for investigating the range of cognitive,
behavioral, and social strategies employed by adrenaline junkies and white-knucklers to manage fear
responses. They are live-action experiences where visitors buy entrance to a set, often a building, which is
designed to induce feelings of fear, anxiety, disgust, and disquiet. Scare actors populate the set and use a
variety of scare tactics, from make-up that suggests bodily damage or distortion to threatening behavior
(see Fig. 1). By situating the visitor in an empirical environment replete with cues of danger, haunted
attractions may be closer to horror video games and virtual reality than to observational media such as
movies. Like horror video games, most haunted attractions use a combination of scripted narrative
sequences and interactive elements, but with the difference that a visitor is physically present in the
threatening world, while aggressive survival responses are prohibited (i.e., there is no way of fighting
back without being evicted from the attraction).
In the present study, we use questionnaires and open-ended interviews to examine the strategies
employed by adrenaline junkies and white-knucklers to manage their fear as they go through a haunted
house attraction in Denmark.

[INSERT Fig. 1. AROUND HERE. CAPTION: Fig. 1. One of the scare actors encountered by guests in
the haunted attraction. This muscular individual terrifies guests through a behavioral display of violent
hostility and the dissonance-inducing mask. Photo: Andrés Baldursson, Baldursson Photography.
Reproduced with permission.]

METHODS
Study context
The study was conducted at the Dystopia Haunted House, a commercial haunted house attraction in Vejle,
Denmark. Dystopia Haunted House, which is mainly run by volunteers, attracts approximately 6,000
visitors every Halloween, and is located in an old worn-down factory building. In terms of fright level, it
is a mid-range attraction, promising genuinely frightening but not “extreme” entertainment. No customers
under the age of 13 are allowed entry. Visitors are led through 30 different rooms which are designed to
target different fears, such as the fear of confinement in small, dark rooms and the fear of infection in
rooms with cues of disease, such as actors in zombie make-up (see Fig. 2). Visitors walk through in
groups of typically four or five individuals, and a complete walk-through takes about 30-35 minutes.
Visitors can at any time abort their visit by raising their arms over their head, in which situation they are
escorted out by a guard (according to Dystopia Haunted House, about 5% of visitors abort their visit).

[INSERT FIG. 2 AROUND HERE. CAPTION: Fig. 2. Scare actors in zombie make-up, exhibiting cues
of hostility and contagion. Photo: Henriette Klausen. Reproduced with permission.]

Participants
280 visitors participated in the study (135 female, 144 males (1 participant did not indicate gender); mean
age = 26.6, ranging from 13 to 70 years). 149 participants (75 females, 74 males; age: mean = 26.6, range
= 14-64) chose the ‘thrill-seeking stance’ condition, and 131 participants (60 females, 70 males, 1
missing; age: mean = 26.5, range = 13-70) chose the ‘fear-avoidance stance’ condition. Participants from
both conditions were asked about horror preference and frequency of use and reported similar patterns.1

Procedures
Visitors were recruited for the study upon arrival at the Dystopia site. Assuming that free choice would
reflect a preference for either the thrill-seeking stance or the fear-avoidance stance, we invited the
participants to freely choose between focusing on maximizing or minimizing their fear in the haunt. In

Participants were asked about the extent to which they agreed with the statement: “I like being scared by horror
entertainment” on a 9-point likert scale ranging from -4 to 4. On average, the participants in the maximize fear
condition reported 1.8 points (SD = 2.6) while the participants in the minimize fear condition reported 1.3 points
(SD = 2.8). They were also asked how often they had used horror entertainment within the last year. In the maximize
fear group, 3.4% reported “almost daily”, 6.7% reported “several times a week”, 6.0% reported “once a week”,
17.4% reported “several times a month”, 11.4% reported “once a month”, 16.8% reported “several times a year”,
13.4% reported “once a year” and 14.8% reported “never”. 10.1% did not answer the question. In the minimize fear
group, 3.1% reported “almost daily”, 8.4% reported “several times a week”, 8.4% reported “once a week”, 21.4%
reported “several times a month”, 8.4% reported “once a month”, 16.0% reported “several times a year”, 10.7%
reported “once a year” and 21.4% reported “never”. 2.3% did not answer the question.
1

return we offered to reimburse their admission. Those who accepted signed a participant consent form and
completed a short pre-questionnaire. Before entering the haunt, each group of participants (ranging from 3
to 6 individuals) was given further instructions by a research leader to ensure that participants would
focus on their task. Adrenaline junkies—participants who had chosen to focus on maximizing their fear—
were given the following verbal instructions (translated from Danish):
Thank you for participating in our study. Our research interest is how people handle fear. We are
interested in how people avoid being scared, but we are also interested in what people do to
become maximally scared. You have chosen to focus on becoming maximally scared. It is
important that you take this task seriously during the entire walkthrough. We are recording your
behavior and facial expressions with night vision cameras inside the haunt, which will be subject
to analysis. When you exit the haunt, we will ask you what you did to get maximally scared. This
is our research interest. You are allowed to think about how you will get scared before you enter
the haunt. Any questions? Good luck!
The ‘minimize fear’ groups—the white-knucklers—were given the following instructions:
Thank you for participating in our study. Our research interest is how people handle fear. We are
interested in how people avoid being scared, but we are also interested in how people manage to
become maximally scared. You have chosen to not get scared. It is important that you take this
task seriously during the entire walkthrough. We are recording your behavior and facial
expressions with night vision cameras inside the haunt, which will be subject to analysis. When
you exit the haunt, we will ask you what you did to not get scared. This is our research interest.
You are allowed to think about how you will not get scared before you enter the haunt. Any
questions? Good luck!
These verbal instructions were given approximately verbatim to every group of each challenge (maximize
and minimize groups, respectively), but the research leader adapted the instruction if participants had
questions or seemed to not understand the instruction, or judged participants to not take the challenge
seriously, in which case he further emphasized the importance of taking the challenge seriously in return
for the ticket reimbursement. As indicated in the instructions, we recorded video footage of participants
inside the haunt (this was also accepted by participants in the consent form), but the low image quality of
these video recordings did not allow further analysis. Emphasizing the video recording in the instruction
acted to further ensure that participants would focus on their task.
Participants were then taken through the Dystopia haunt like regular guests, and after exiting the
haunt, participants were immediately interviewed by research assistants. All participants were asked the
same set of questions and given the chance to elaborate on their replies. Research assistants simply asked
what the participants had done to reach the targeted states in the haunt. Vague answers were followed up

by a prompt to supply concrete examples. The brief interviews were recorded for verbatim transcription.
Finally, participants completed the post-haunt questionnaire before their tickets were reimbursed.

Data and materials: questionnaires, scales, and interviews
The pre-haunt questionnaire included basic demographic information (e.g. gender, age), a Danish
translation of the Tellegen Absorption Scale (TAS, full scale with yes/no responses, Tellegen and
Atkinson, 1974), and a ten-point expectancy measure of how scared participants expected to be inside the
haunt (0-9). The post-haunt questionnaire included items relating to participants’ experience in Dystopia,
including ten-point scales asking how scared they had been (fear level) and the degree to which they liked
the experience (consumer satisfaction). Open-ended interviews with participants asked about the
strategies they used inside the haunt to maximize or minimize their fear. Some questionnaire items were
included for exploratory purposes and were not included in the final data analysis (but see ‘Data
Availability’ below).
Content analysis of open-ended interviews
The transcribed interviews were initially coded bottom-up by the research leaders, which produced a
coding sheet that included an array of conceptual categories pertaining to cognitive, behavioral, and social
strategies. The coding sheet generated by this inductive coding procedure was then used by an
independent coder to code the transcribed interviews once more, adjusting the list in the process. Finally,
a second independent coder used the finalized coding sheet to categorize the strategies observed in the
interviews. The inter-coder reliability between the two independent coders was assessed using Cohen’s
kappa (Cohen, 1960) and the level of agreement was assessed using the Landis and Koch scale (Landis
and Koch, 1977). To perform the analysis, we used ‘irr,’ version 0.84 (Gamer, Lemon and Singh, 2012)
and the statistical software R (R Core team, 2012).

Statistical analysis of questionnaire data
To explore the effects of condition (thrill-seeking stance vs. fear-avoidance stance), gender, age, and
absorption on self-reported fear experience, we performed an ordinal regression on the relationship
between condition, gender, age, absorption, and fear scores, using the ‘ordinal,’ version 2015.6-28
(Christensen, 2015) and the statistical software R (R Core team, 2012). The same procedure was used to
investigate the effects of condition (thrill-seeking vs. fear-avoidance), gender, age, and absorption scores
on consumer satisfaction.

Data availability
The data generated and analyzed during the current study are available through the Open Science
Framework (link: https://osf.io/wpu7r/) ([Dataset] Clasen, Andersen and Schjoedt, 2019).

RESULTS
Content analysis of interviews
Inter-coder reliability: The two independent coders of the transcribed interviews agreed in 96.4% of the
identified categories (K = 0.70), which corresponds to a substantial strength of agreement according to a
widely used reference paper (Landis and Koch, 1977).

Strategies employed by adrenaline junkies
For an overview of the fear management strategies reported by adrenaline junkies, see Table 1.
Adrenaline junkies mainly employ cognitive strategies. 55% report that they sustained immersion by
maintaining focus on the fear-inducing stimuli (in contrast to white-knucklers’ efforts to divert attention
away from scary events). 19.5% say they focused on a dangerous framing (telling themselves that the
stimuli are real and/or dangerous) to achieve the desired state. 14.1% attempted to engage in the scary
narrative provided by the Dystopia actors, e.g. by paying close attention to the unfolding story. 8.1% of
adrenaline junkies allowed themselves to scream, and 4% attempted to keep their eyes open to visually
attend to the scariest parts. 6% of adrenaline junkies allowed themselves to actively seek bodily contact
with other group members, presumably to feel the fears of others, while 4% reported staying close to the
other group members in order to experience fear vicariously (for examples, se Table 1.).
A significant number of adrenaline junkies report achieving their desired state ‘automatically.’
21.5% explained that it ‘just happened.’ While this may speak to the quality of the Dystopia setting,
which is explicitly designed to evoke fearful responses in paying customers, it may also indicate that
some people have the ability to become immersed more easily than others (trait absorption). This
potential link was the reason why we included the Tellegen Absorption Scale in the study. However,
comparing the average TAS scores of those 21.5% (M=17.25, SD=5.79) with the average of those who
reported using explicit strategies for immersion (M=16.53, SD=4.66), we found no significant
differences.

TOP TEN STRATEGIES EMPLOYED BY ADRENALINE JUNKIES
Strategy (Code)*

Type

Frequency in

Examples

reports (%)
Cognitive (C2)

Focus on situation

55.0%

“I tried to ‘be in it’.”

Cognitive (C3)

Dangerous framing

19.5%

“I tried to remind myself that it was
real.”

Cognitive (C6)

Engage in narrative

14.1%

“I tried to follow what [the actors] said
and get into my role.”

Behavioral (B5)

Produce fearful

8.1%

possible.”

vocalization
Cognitive (C5)

Boost emotional

6.0%

Seeking bodily

“I tried to become afraid … I whipped
myself up.”

responsiveness
Social (S2)

“I let myself scream as much as

6.0%

“We held each others’ hands a lot.”

contact with others
Cognitive (C1)

Active immersion

5.4%

“I just immersed myself.”

Cognitive (C9)

Take events

4.0%

“I tried not to use humor … to distance
myself from what was happening.”

seriously
Behavioral (B1)

Keep visual

4.0%

“I would normally close my eyes. But
I didn’t. I forced myself to keep my

attention

eyes open all the time.”
Social (S5)

Talk of dangerous

4.0%

“We psyched each other.”

21.5%

“[I did] nothing. It just happens

framing
No explicit strategies

automatically.”
Table 1: Strategies employed by embracers. See online supplementary material for complete list of coded
categories of strategies and their frequencies.

Strategies employed by white-knucklers
For an overview of strategies reported by white-knucklers, see Table 2. 48.1% of the white-knucklers
report using the time-honored strategy of reminding oneself of the fictional, non-dangerous nature of the
stimulus (non-dangerous framing). 23.7% tried to keep ‘cool’ and suppress arousal. 19.1% took a
humorous approach to the scary events. 11.5% report breaking visual attention by closing one’s eyes or

looking down. White-knucklers generally reported more behavioral strategies for managing fear levels
through obstruction of the senses than did adrenaline junkies. Social strategies were also more common
among white-knucklers. 12.2% actively pursued bodily contact with other group members, e.g. holding
hands, while 9.9% simply attempted to stay close to the other group members. 6,9% thought about
something else to avoid immersion, and 6.9% focused on completing the haunt. Another 6.9% attempted
to suppress tendencies to express fear behaviorally. It is worth noting that 9.2% report achieving the
desired no-fear state effortlessly.

TOP TEN STRATEGIES EMPLOYED BY WHITE-KNUCKLERS
Strategy (Code)*

Type

Frequency in

Examples

reports (%)
Cognitive (C3)

Non-dangerous framing

48.1%

“I tried to imagine that it wasn’t real.”

Cognitive (C5)

Emotional suppression

23.7%

“I tried to put a damper on [my
emotions].”

Cognitive (C9)

Humorous approach

19.1%

“I made fun of it … tried to see the
funniness of it.”

Social (S2)

Bodily contact with

12.2%

you sort of felt safe.”

others
Behavioral (B1)

Break visual attention

“[I] held my friend’s hand because then

11.5%

“I looked down. Didn’t look at any of the
actors. At all.”

(look down/away/close
eyes)
Social (S1)

Stay close to others

9.9%

“I kept the others close to me at all
times.”

Cognitive (C1)

Active counter-

7.6%

“I tried not to get immersed.”

6.9%

“Thought about vacation, and what we’ve

immersion
Cognitive (C2)

Think about something

been doing today.”

else
Cognitive (C4)

Focus on completion

6.9%

“I kept thinking that I just had to get
through this.”

Behavioral (B7)

Suppress fear behavior

6.9%

“I just sort of walked and kept my hands
in my pockets.”

No explicit
strategies

9.2%

“I didn’t do anything … it’s not real so
I don’t get affected.”

Table 2: Strategies employed by white-knucklers. *See electronic supplementary material for complete
list of coded categories of strategies and their frequencies.

Regression analyses of questionnaire data: fear experience and consumer satisfaction
Fear experience: the questionnaire data reveal significantly higher fear-scores in the adrenaline junkies
(Mean = 7.63, SD = 1.66) compared to the white-knucklers (Mean = 4.28, SD = 2.82) (BETA = 2.5899,
SE = 0.2643, p < 0.00001). Results also reveal a significant effect of gender on reported fear scores,
indicating that female participants (Mean = 6.80, SD = 2.56) on average had a 1.43 points higher fear
score compared to male participants (Mean = 5.37, SD = 2.91) (BETA = 1.1487, SE = 0.2351, p <
0.00001). We also observe a significant effect of age on reported fear: older participants reported less fear
(BETA = -0.0539, SE = 0.0107, p < 0.00001). No significant effect of trait absorption scores was
observed on reported fear (BETA = 0.0256, SE = 0.0193, p = 0.18606).
Consumer satisfaction: Results reveal a small but significant effect of the ‘fear condition’ on
consumer satisfaction, with a 0.67 points higher satisfaction score in the adrenaline junkies (Mean = 7.30,
SD = 1.43) compared to the white-knucklers (Mean = 6.63, SD = 2.02) (BETA = 0.7528, SE = 0.2525, p
= 0.00286). No significant effect of trait absorption scores was observed on consumer satisfaction (BETA
= 0.0302, SE = 0.0213, p = 0.15703). Similarly, results revealed no significant effect of gender on
consumer satisfaction (BETA = 0.0016, SE = 0.2567, p = 0.99513633). Results did reveal a trend toward
less consumer satisfaction in older participants (BETA = -0.0224, SE = 0.0119, p = 0.05935).

Figure 3: Participant fear score and satisfaction score as a function of experimental. Error bars
represent SD. Please note the different y-axes.

DISCUSSION
In this study, we investigated approaches to horror entertainment from two common consumer stances:
the thrill-seeking stance, in which individuals seek maximum fear arousal, and the fear-avoidance stance,
in which individuals seek to keep fear at a minimal level. The participants were allowed to freely choose
to either maximize fear arousal (adrenaline junkies) or minimize fear arousal (white-knucklers), which
produced two quite equal groups in terms of size and gender composition. Contrary to a stereotypical
assumption that men tend to go for the thrill-seeking stance and women for the fear-avoidance stance, we
find an equal distribution of the genders in the two conditions.
We find that both adrenaline junkies and white-knucklers employ a variety of cognitive,
behavioral, and social strategies to achieve their desired states, which include both antecedent strategies
and response-focused strategies. As expected, most of the strategies reported are antecedent strategies.
White-knucklers in the fear-avoidance stance mainly report regulating their fear through the use
of cognitive strategies such as non-dangerous framing or by adopting a humorous perspective on the
situation. Behaviorally, they also use antecedent strategies to avoid fearful stimuli by closing their eyes
and by looking down (see Fig. 4). However, the white-knucklers also use response-focused strategies, e.g.
by attempting to keep calm and by suppressing fear responses. Socially, white-knucklers attempt to
inhibit fear by staying close to other group members and by keeping physical contact, e.g. holding hands.

[INSERT FIG. 4 AROUND HERE. CAPTION: Fig. 4. Haunt visitors respond strongly to confrontation
with scare actor. The visitor closest to the actor employs a behavioral (B1) coping strategy to manage
fear. Photo: Andrés Baldursson, Baldursson Photography. Reproduced with permission.]

The thrill-seeking stance has been much less studied. Like the white-knucklers, adrenaline junkies
report using both antecedent and response-focused strategies. Cognitively, they mainly seek immersion by
actively focusing on scary events, by placing the events in a dangerous framing, and by engaging with the
narrative provided by the actors. Behaviorally, adrenaline junkies allow themselves to respond to the
scary events, e.g. by screaming, and to force the uptake of fearful stimuli, e.g. by keeping their eyes open
despite impulses to the contrary. Socially, they stay close to other group members, presumably, to enjoy
fear vicariously, and they collaborate through verbal negotiation to make the entire setting and framing of
the haunt feel more dangerous.
Although the adrenaline junkies seem to use fewer deliberate strategies than the white-knucklers,
the observation that this group uses cognitive, behavioral and social strategies to achieve maximum fear

underscores the important point that humans seem capable of both up- and down-regulating emotional
arousal through conscious control.
The finding that adrenaline junkies use both antecedent strategies and response-focused strategies
to support and amplify emotional arousal may help solve the paradox of horror—the peculiar fact that
many people seek out fear-inducing entertainment. Even though the adrenaline junkies seek out fearinducing stimuli, they do so with a high degree of control. By actively imagining fearful scenarios and
outcomes, for example, they deliberately prepare themselves for fearful stimuli which in turn become
expected and predictable (or predictably unpredictable). They are ready to scream when the zombie
comes roaring at them. For the adrenaline junkies, even response-focused strategies such as forcing
oneself to keep one’s eyes open, despite impulses to the contrary, will support a sense of mastery of the
situation because they maintain control of the situation. Conceivably, this feeling of mastery and control
is what makes the fearful experience tolerable and even enjoyable for the adrenaline junkie. It may be the
ingredient that converts fear into thrill.
The efficacy of the adrenaline junkies’ efforts in the haunt may be reflected by the observation
that adopting the thrill-seeking stance is the strongest predictor of fear intensity in the haunt (see Figure
3). Of course, it is impossible to determine if this effect is driven by these efforts or if it derives from the
contrast to the white-knucklers’ efforts, or if it is caused by a third variable which has not been taken into
account in our analyses. It would require a controlled experiment to determine this.
Beyond the effect of the two stances, we find effects of gender and age. Females report higher
levels of fear, and fear decreases with age. Indeed, even though the sexes seem to be evenly distributed
among horror consumers (Clasen, Kjeldgaard-Christiansen and Johnson, 2018), females tend to
experience higher levels of fear than males (Campbell, 2013), and males tend to be socialized to avoid
public displays of fear (Zillmann and Weaver, 1996). Males, then, seem to have less fear to suppress and
more experience with fear suppression. Regarding age, evidence suggests that young horror viewers have
difficulties coping with frightening media presentations (Cantor and Oliver, 1996) and that people
improve coping skills with experience (Lynch and Martins, 2015) and age (Hofer and Allemand, 2017).
Contrary to our expectations, individual trait absorption scores did not predict fear in the haunt
for either of the groups. The general ability to become immersed in situations does not seem relevant for
the extent to which adrenaline junkies or white-knucklers experience fear. It is possible that the TAS scale
is somehow unsuitable for this particular research question, or, as some researchers have suggested, that it
is an unsuitable measure altogether (Council et al., 1986).
Interestingly, despite a statistically significant difference, we find that consumer satisfaction
scores are similar for adrenaline junkies and white-knucklers, which indicates that adopting the thrillseeking stance and the fear-avoidance stance can both lead to satisfying consumer experiences. Perhaps

the stances reflect two modes of experience that everyone can adopt if properly motivated. People who
are genuinely scared of entering the haunt—such as visitors who, under social pressure, visit on a dare—
may be likely to automatically adopt the fear-avoidance stance, while consumers who either struggle with
taking such attractions seriously or enjoy the rush of fear may seek enjoyment through the thrill-seeking
stance. Presumably, both stances allow people to gain experience with fear in a safe context and to
develop skills in fear management.
Intriguingly, for white-knucklers who genuinely fear the haunt, undergoing the frightening
scenarios may be more akin to participating in dysphoric rituals than to passively observe other horror
media. Extreme rituals often demand considerable emotion suppression from participants undergoing
truly frightening scenarios (Schjoedt et al., 2013). Participation in such rituals has important social
consequences for the members of the group, e.g. in terms of social status and social cohesion (Durkheim,
1912; Xygalatas et al., 2013a). Truly frightened visitors who boldly enter haunted attractions in small
groups may demonstrate similar social effects after completion. Such effects could help explain why
white-knucklers choose to visit haunted attractions despite their aversion toward fear.
Our study paves the way for future investigations into the psychological underpinnings of
recreational fear. Future research might, for example, investigate relationships between preferred stance
toward frightening media and personality characteristics, such as trait motivational reactivity (Lang et al.,
2017). Moreover, the present analyses rely on questionnaire data and qualitative interviews. Such selfreport data may be confounded by the social psychological mechanisms of social desirability, demand
characteristics, conformity bias, and poor personal judgement. Moreover, we partly rely on participants’
recollection of events inside the haunted attraction. Such recollections may be faulty, especially given the
high-intensity nature of the Dystopia Haunted House. Evidence from other high-arousal events, like
participation in dysphoric collective rituals, suggests that participants may encode very few details during
such events (Xygalatas et al., 2013b). Future studies should include behavioral and physiological
measures to obtain more accurate and robust measures of fear management inside haunted attractions.
Lastly, our study was not designed to demonstrate a causal relationship between stance and fear
experience because the participants self-selected to either maximize or minimize fear. We have mapped
the strategies employed in the two stances but future studies will have to use randomized allocation to
determine if thrill-seeking and fear-avoidance strategies work effectively independent of individual
preferences, e.g. if people who prefer one stance can successfully adopt the opposite stance.

Conclusion
The haunted house industry is rapidly expanding, raising questions about the appeals, functions, and
psychological mechanisms of recreational fear. Our data show that consumers employ a range of

cognitive, behavioral, and social strategies for managing fear. White-knucklers obstruct sensory
immersion and inhibit natural fear responses in order to keep fear at a minimal level, while adrenaline
junkies attempt to become frightened through role-playing and by actively seeking exposure to scary
stimuli. Notably, our study reveals hitherto unknown strategies employed by adrenaline junkies to support
and maximize emotional arousal. We believe these strategies may be crucial for understanding the
paradox of horror. By actively supporting fear arousal, the adrenaline junkie makes the fear experience
predictable and puts it under control. This feeling of mastery may be instrumental in turning otherwise
frightening scenarios into enjoyable thrills. For the white-knucklers, who report similar satisfaction levels,
the pleasure may reside primarily in the feeling of overcoming a challenge in fear-suppression.
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