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Arachnophobic  
Entomologists

When Two More Legs Makes a Big Difference
RiCHARD S. veTTeR

In a previous issue of American Ento-
mologist, an article requested infor-
mation from entomologists who 

have negative views toward spiders 
(Vetter 2012). These negative feelings 
could range from merely minor dis-
gust or distaste to full-blown arach-
nophobia. In order to participate, 
the respondents had to meet three 
qualifications: they must 1) consid-
er themselves to be entomologists; 
2) at some point in their duties, 
handle whole-bodied arthropods 
that are alive; and 3) have negative 
feelings toward spiders. Qualified 
participants were asked to com-
plete the Fear of Spiders Ques-
tionnaire (FSQ), a standardized 
psychology test (Szymanski and 

O’Donahue 1995); rate their dis-
gust and fear of spiders; answer 
questions about whether they had 
negative experiences with spiders 
or if a family member might have 
influenced their feelings; designate 
which aspects of spiders they find 
negative (ranging from physical, 
behavioral, medical, and aesthetic); 
and give a like/dislike score for 30 
different animals.

The audience was drawn from 
several pools. The American Ento-
mologist article reached out to the 
Entomological Society of America 
membership. When this article was 
published, I sent an e-mail through 
the American Arachnological Soci-
ety electronic bulletin board, which 
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yielded one response, but the respondent then for-
warded the information regarding the study to an insect 
monitoring listserv, which reached additional entomol-
ogists. Several respondents were eliminated from the 
study because it was obvious from their extremely low 
scores (often corroborated with a follow-up email) that 
they had misinterpreted the questionnaire as a survey 
of general entomologists, rather than one specifically 
designed for arachnophobic folks. Forty-one entomol-
ogists qualified for inclusion in the survey. Because 
most of the respondents had low scores, indicating a 
mild reaction to spiders, it is most accurate to refer to 
them as arachno-adverse rather than arachnophobic, 
though a few scored in the arachnophobic range. The 
results are presented here.

Fear of Spiders Questionnaire (FSQ)
The FSQ consists of 18 statements to which participants 
respond with scores from 0 (totally disagree) to 7 (totally 
agree) (Szymanski and O’Donahue 1995). An individ-
ual’s FSQ score is calculated by merely summing the 

numerical answers; the maximum possible score is 126 
(i.e., 7 times 18 statements). There is no official clinical 
threshold point that determines whether a diagnosis of 
arachnophobia is given. However, in one study, partic-
ipants who were determined to be arachnophobic by 
another standard psychological test averaged a score of 
89.1 ± 19.6 on the FSQ (Muris and Merckelbach 1996). 
The FSQ is also a relative measure that allows improve-
ment to be assessed by comparing scores before and 
after desensitization therapy.

Before proceeding, I would like to point out two 
observations about the FSQ, whether they are signifi-
cant or not. First, the FSQ is reported to have a 7-point 
Likert scale (Szymanski and O’Donahue 1995) with a 
range of cumulative scores of 0 to 126. However, 0 to 
7 is an 8-point scale that does not allow for a neutral 
response by choosing the middle of an odd-numbered 
scale. Instead, the participant is forced to either indicate 
“slightly agree” or “slightly disagree” to a statement. 
This may not matter overall because the extreme high 
scores are of greatest interest, but it seems that a neu-
tral score choice should be available. Second, although 
the test is designed to ferret out arachnophobia, when 
I (or other arachnologists with no spider fear) take the 
questionnaire, our score is 14 as opposed to the expect-
ed score of zero because we give the highest “totally 
agree” response to two statements (“Currently, I am 
sometimes on the lookout for spiders,” “I now think a 
lot about spiders”), but for completely opposite reasons 
than those of an arachnophobe. Personally, I probably 
think about spiders every waking hour of the day and 
considerably more often than arachnophobes.

The FSQ scores of the entomologists averaged 28.2 
± 27.0, with several respondents being obvious arach-
nophobes (Fig. 1). Females had higher average scores 
(34.5 ± 31.1, N = 20) compared to males (22.3 ± 21.6, N 
= 21), although these differences were not significant 
(t = 1.45, df = 39, p = 0.15, two-tailed t test). There were 
several single-digit FSQ scores, indicating a complete 
lack of fear of spiders; however, respondents added 
comments indicating that they still react differently to 
spiders than insects (e.g., an insect crawling on one’s 
forearm is tolerated, but a spider is flicked off ). In 
regard to statement #16 (“Spiders are one of my worst 
fears”), five entomologists gave the highest “totally 
agree” score of 7, two gave a score of 6, and three a 
score of 5 (Fig. 2).

Taxa Studied
The taxa that respondents worked on were highly varied, 
so it was not possible to envision a pattern. Although 
disgust-inducing invertebrates are more disliked by 
arachnophobes in the general public (Davey 1992, 1994), 
some of the arachno-adverse entomologists worked 
with cockroaches and flies, and one person (FSQ = 
87) dissected maggots as part of her lab duties. There 
were several hymenopterists among the respondents, 
but this was because the questionnaire was circulated 
to a hymenopteran monitoring group. There was even 
one arachnologist (FSQ = 0) who stated that spiders 

Fig. 2. Respondents’ reactions to the statement “Spiders are one of my worst fears.” 
Totally agree = 7, totally disagree = 0.

Fig. 1. Respondents’ scores on the Fear of Spiders Questionnaire. The maximum 
score is 126. Arachnophobes typically score over 90, although there is no actual 
numerical threshold.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ae/article/59/3/168/6813 by guest on 16 M

ay 2023



American Entomologist • Volume 59, Number 3 171

only bother him if they show up unexpectedly, and 
another (FSQ = 27) said that even though he works with 
spiders professionally, they still “creep me out.” Two 
entomologists are collection managers, and regardless 
the diversity of insects they process, they still have a 
different reaction to spiders than insects.

Disgust and Fear Ratings
When asked to score their feelings toward spiders 
(1 = minimal, 5 = maximal), arachno-adverse entomol-
ogists averaged 2.38 ± 1.22 for fear and 2.28 ± 1.45 for 
disgust. Although there were greater numbers of low 
scores, still some respondents gave maximal scores (Fig. 
3). There was no correlation between fear and disgust 
of respondents (r = 0.21). In Fig. 4, I plotted the differ-
ential between the scores for each person. Although ten 
respondents gave equal scores, the disparity between 
the two emotions evoked by spiders for some is evi-
dent: some had high fear of spiders but low disgust, 
and vice versa. One respondent (FSQ = 21), a forensic 
entomologist who routinely handles maggots, gave 
spiders a maximum disgust score of 5, and replied “I 
would rather pick up a handful of maggots than have 
to get close enough to a spider to kill it.” 

negative encounters with Spiders
Nineteen of the 41 respondents replied that they had 
had negative incidents with spiders. These happened 
both in youth and in adulthood. Respondents listed 
exposure to spiders crawling on them (N = 10), bites or 
presumed bites (5), seeing large orb weavers in webs or 
running into them (3), having nightmares about them 
(2) and being tormented by family members or peers 
(2); some people listed more than one incident and are 
represented in multiple categories. Three respondents 
specifically mentioned exposure to black widow spiders 
as part of their negative experiences. One respondent 
(FSQ = 36) had a recurring childhood nightmare (from 
age 4 to 8) of running around her house into the large 
web of a human-sized spider and waking up just before 
being eaten. More detailed incidents are included in 
the highlighted specific cases listed below.

Familial influence
Only seven of the 41 arachno-adverse entomologists 
stated that there was negative familial influence in their 
lives, with an additional person saying that influence 
was possible. Several respondents stated that family 
members tormented them with spiders and may have 
aided in the development of arachnophobia, although 
it is possible that arachnophobia was already neuro-
logically established and the torment just exposed the 
condition rather than caused it. (Several entomologists 
listed familial torment under Negative Encounters, but 
did not list these under Familial Influence.) One respon-
dent was told by parents that spiders were dangerous, 
which triggered her fears (FSQ =87, see respondent #2 
below), whereas another’s (FSQ = 9) parental influence 
was the opposite, in that they tried to educate that spi-
ders were good and useful constituents of the animal 

fauna. A sister was blamed for causing or reinforcing 
arachnophobia by chasing the respondent (at age 6) 
around the house with dead spiders in tissues (FSQ 
= 66, see respondent #4 below). The person with the 
possible influence (FSQ = 55) had many arachno- and 
entomophobic relatives.

Finally, familial tormenting manifested in creative 
ways. One entomologist (FSQ = 12) mentioned that 
while her dislike of spiders is minor, her brother is highly 
arachnophobic, which “comes in handy sometimes,” 
and another (FSQ = 23) was tormented with spiders 
by a brother, but turned the tables on him when she 
found out that he was highly afraid of mushrooms. 

Spider Traits that evoke negative Feelings
The aspects that respondents do not like about spiders 
are grouped in Fig. 5 and color-coded by physical traits, 
behaviors, medical aspects, and aesthetics. With regard 
to physical traits, 54% of the respondents registered 
that the fact that spiders have many legs was a negative 
aspect. Although this is also a common response from 

Fig. 3. Respondents’ scores for disgust and fear of spiders. 

Fig. 4. The differential between respondents’ disgust and fear scores for spiders. 
Minimum = 1; maximum = 5. Example, if a respondent gave a “fear” score of 4 
and a “disgust” score of 1, indicating more fear than disgust, their score would be 
+3 on the right-hand (fear) side of this figure.
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the general public, who are more accustomed to bipeds 
and quadrupeds, it is curious that entomologists, who 
work with hexapods, would find the additional pair 
of legs in spiders to be a significant negative feature, 
instead of just assimilating spiders into the same broad 
arthropod morphological scheme.

The fact that spiders run fast and show up unexpect-
edly and their general pattern of movement were list-
ed by over 60% of the respondents. One could make a 
case that insects also move quickly and do not always 
announce their arrival, yet this may not be negatively 
perceived. However, the manner in which spiders move 
may be an important feature in what causes distress in 
arachno-adverse entomologists. One respondent (FSQ 
= 98, see respondent #3 below) is freaked out by the 
slow, deliberate leg movements of poor-sighted taran-
tulas as they feel their way over their environment.

The possibility that spiders may bite weighed suf-
ficiently for 56% of the respondents. One intriguing 
observation for the entomologists’ response is that 
the dislike of spiders was greater because they may be 
dangerous, rather than the consideration that they are 
dangerous. Paradoxically, several of the respondents 

work with hymenoptera and at least one person men-
tioned that despite the fact that he finds stings painful, 
bees and wasps still do not evoke the negative response 
he has to spiders.

Despite the fact that spiders share many morphologi-
cal features that define arthropods, 22% of the entomol-
ogists felt that spiders were ugly and disgusting. One 
reassuring aspect is that no entomologist considered 
spiders to be filthy, so there was probably awareness 
that there is no association of spiders as vectors of dis-
ease. Although it was not listed in the questionnaire, 
several respondents mentioned in e-mails or elsewhere 
that running into a web or feeling spider silk against 
their skin was upsetting.

Like/Dislike of 30 Animals
Respondents were asked to rate their feelings toward a 
variety of animals. Vertebrates and invertebrates were 
represented equally within each group. I tried to provide 
five each of 1) harmless and non-disgust-evoking, 2) 
harmless and disgust-evoking, and 3) dangerous with 
varying levels of disgust-evoking. (Admittedly, my esti-
mation of “disgust-evoking” was somewhat arbitrary, 
as I based the list on my best judgments about how the 
general public would categorize the animals.)

Insects took five of the top six favorite spots, with 
the butterfly garnering the top score (Fig. 6). The only 
non-insect in the top six was a surprise: a non-fuzzy 
porpoise. Many of the cute, hairy vertebrates that often 
occupy our lives as companion pets (cats, dogs) and 
recreational partners (horse) or even potentially danger-
ous wildlife (lion, tiger) filled out most of the remainder 
of the top 15. This insect bias is interesting from the 
standpoint that in another in-progress arachnophobia 
study that I am conducting involving several hundred 
undergraduates throughout the United States, the top 
half of the preference list is almost uniformly occupied 
by vertebrates, with mostly fuzzy and cute mammals 
such as the dog, horse, and cat garnering the top spots 
and invertebrates filling the bottom half. The most 
favorable invertebrate (caterpillar) of the non-ento-
mologists doesn’t register until around the middle 
of the group, although that group received a slightly 
different list of animals that did not include butterfly 
(Vetter et al. in prep).

However, similar to general public opinion, even 
though many are insects, creatures that evoke dis-
gust in the general public (rat, snake, mouse, earwig, 
maggot, scorpion, slug, cockroach) are found at the 
bottom of the entomologists’ list. The spider came in 
at the 29th position, only beating out the tick as the 
least-liked creature.

Specific Cases
Below are several individual cases that are illuminating, 
presented with their FSQ score (max = 126), ratings of 
disgust and fear of spiders (1 = low, 5 = high), and the 
taxa with which the respondents work. The first three 
respondents highlighted here are interesting from the 
standpoint that they work with or gave high “like” 

Fig. 5. Spider traits that survey respondents dislike. Within each color-coded group, 
spider traits are presented in decreasing frequency for aspects of their physical 
appearance (red), behaviors (yellow), medical capabilities (green), and aesthetic 
nature (blue). 
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ratings to animals usually disdained by the general 
public (roaches, maggots, etc.), which runs counter to 
the general premise of a connection between arachno-
phobia and feelings of disgust toward animals perceived 
as dirty or associated with repulsion (Davey 1994).

Respondent #1 (FSQ = 76, disgust = 5, fear = 3, works 
with Lepidoptera): This entomologist’s high score had 
more to do with disgust toward spiders than fear. Of 
interest, one of her parents is an entomologist, which 
resulted in ample exposure to insects in childhood. 
Indeed, she has a Madagascar hissing cockroach as a 
pet and gave a rating of 1 (the greatest “like” value) to 
insects such as the cockroach, maggot, and mosquito. 
The spider and its ordinal mate, the tick, received the 
greatest dislike score of 7.

Respondent #2 (FSQ = 87, disgust = 4, fear = 4, works 
with dipteran maggots): As a small child, this ento-
mologist was offered the chance to hold a tarantula 
at an exhibit, but was prevented from doing so by her 
parents, who warned her that spiders were dangerous. 
Within a week’s time, she encountered a daddy long-
legs (Opiliones) and made the assumption that it was 
equally dangerous. Despite parental assurance that 
the opilionid was harmless, the notion of its malev-
olence had already taken hold. The FSQ score of 87 
is within the range of clinical arachnophobia, but the 
respondent’s research involves maggot dissection and 
she awarded maggots the highest “like” score of 1. This 
respondent is fully aware of the paradox of this spi-
der-hating, maggot-friendly situation, but concluded 
an e-mail with “maggots don’t sneak up on you and 
jump in your hair.”

Respondent #3 (FSQ =98, disgust =3, fear = 5, works 
with parasitic hymenoptera): With a score nearing 100, 
this entomologist has strong arachnophobia—to the 
extent that counseling was considered, but avoided due 
to fear that she might have to encounter live spiders 
as part of therapy. When she was seven years old, her 
father teasingly threatened her with a large spider in a 
container. At age 19, she witnessed an egg sac hatching 
on her mattress; the large number of liberated spider-
lings “made [her] skin crawl.” A specimen deemed by a 
parent to be “the largest spider in California” instigated 
a 15-minute panic attack at age 20. In college, due to 
the serendipitous conflict of a work schedule, her only 
workable option for an elective was an entomology class, 
and though the first week (topic: relatives of insects) 
was difficult, “as soon as the cockroaches were brought 
out, [she] was hooked.” As an adult entomologist, she 
avoids looking at spider pictures unless it is necessary, 
and she has tried not to walk past a spider poster in her 
entomology class. To this day, family members, none 
of whom are arachnophobic, continue the tormenting 
by mimicking the movements of a tarantula with their 
hands: she finds the mechanics of the slow, cautious, 
malevolent-looking mygalomorphine gait “unsettling,” 
more so than quick movement. Fig. 6. Respondents’ scores toward a variety of animals. Like = 1; dislike = 7.
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Respondent #4 (FSQ = 66, disgust = 3, fear = 5, works 
with a variety of arthropods as a collections manager): 
This entomologist is a museum manager in charge of a 
diverse collection of arthropods, including spiders; as a 
child, she was tormented by an older sister. According 
to the respondent, dead spiders are tolerated, live spi-
ders are not. She reported, “even filling out the survey 
creeped me out.” Walking into the room with the spider 
collection elicits a heightened sense of anxiety, which 
does not occur when walking into the insect collection. 
Even though she realizes that the spiders are dead, she 
commented, “They still give me the jeebies.”

Respondent #5 (FSQ = 37, disgust = 1, fear = 4, works 
with Hymenoptera, Coleoptera, and urban pests): This 
entomologist has had a lifelong fear of spiders that 
appears to be waning with age. He states that he appre-
ciates spiders from the biological and morphological 
standpoint, but their unexpected appearance and sud-
den jumping behavior induces “the willies.” The loca-
tion of the interaction (indoors vs. outdoors) also plays 
a role in the intensity of the response.

He provided a personal “spider alarm index” with 
extended comments as follows:

1. (Least Offensive): average “hoppy spider” which 
is “really cute”; orbweavers from a distance if 
colorful or if webs are dew-covered; and even 
tarantulas, which are “way too large in most 
cases to be considered real spiders.” 

2. (Worrisome): most outdoor spiders, particularly 
large, “sub-tarantula sized” and hairy ones (i.e., 
wolf spiders).

3. (Alarming): most spiders indoors or dangling 
from a single thread, those that run fast or have 
the capability of ending up in clothes, with exam-
ples given of yellow sac spiders (Cheiracanthi-
um), sac spiders (Trachelas), funnel weavers 
(Agelenopsis), and the huntsman spider family 
(Sparassidae); “these examples epitomize every-
thing that is wrong with spiders.”

4. (Terrifying): any spider on the respondent, in 
his car, or encountered unexpectedly at very 
close range.

The following is best presented in his own words 
(with locations concealed to protect confidentiality):

Finally, my two worst spider encounters involved 
totally different circumstances. The first is the tra-
ditional running full tilt into a large, occupied orb 
web at face level, when I was a little kid (I was 
already arachnophobic, it certainly didn’t start 
with that incident). This was in [the eastern U.S.] 
and I was probably around age 5 to 7 or so. The 
second took place in [the eastern U.S.], when I was 
about 40, and involved a Cheiracanthium running 
around on the inside windshield of a van I was 
driving at night. This was a common occurrence 
with this vehicle, due to its worn door seals and 

the prevalence of yellow sac spiders in that neigh-
borhood, but almost always the intruder would 
stay on the glass long enough for me to pull over 
and crush it with a wadded up paper towel (from 
a roll I kept by the driver’s seat specifically for that 
purpose). This time it disappeared, and, in a few 
seconds of utter, shocking horror for me, began 
running over my face and into one of my nostrils. 
Somehow maintaining control of the vehicle, I 
snorted out with all my force, and dislodged it. 
After finding a place to park and collect my wits, I 
searched the van in vain for almost an hour, before 
giving up and getting back on the road. That was 
not a good day.

He has since recovered from these incidents and 
indignations and has actually published articles on 
spiders as part of his professional duties, although he 
still doesn’t like them.

Arachnophobia in the General Public and 
Comparison to entomologists 
Arachnophobia in the general public has been the 
subject of much study. It typically starts in childhood, 
although average onset varies dependent upon the 
experimental group (4.7 years of age in girls when onset 
was reported by parents [Merckelbach and Muris 1997] 
and 9.4 ± 4.8 years when onset was self-reported by 
women [Fredrikson et al. 1997]). Many arachnophobes 
cannot pinpoint when their condition originated, but 
have “always been afraid” of spiders (Jones and Menzies 
1995, Merckelbach et al. 1996). Some arachnophobes 
can describe a galvanizing incident that initiated their 
fears (Merckelbach et al. 1996), but other studies claim 
that arachnophobes have no direct conditioning event 
(Davey 1992, Jones and Menzies 1995). Women are 
more likely to be arachnophobes than men (Corne-
lius and Averill 1983, Davey 1992, 1994) and greater 
intensity of arachnophobia occurs in younger than 
older subjects (Fredrikson et al. 1996). A familial com-
ponent plays a role in that spider fear is greater in 
children with arachnophobic parents (Merckelbach 
and Muris 1997), especially in the mother-to-daugh-
ter same-sex modeling pathway (de Jong et al. 1997). 
Many arachnophobes have high disgust sensitivity 
(Davey et al. 1993, Mulkens et al. 1996), with females 
having higher disgust sensitivity than men (Davey 1994, 
de Jong et al. 1997). Several roots of arachnophobia 
are proposed, including disease-avoidance (Mulkens 
et al. 1996), which ties into disgust sensitivity, but a 
link to preparedness theory has also been proposed, 
suggesting that there is a survivalist component that 
animals such as snakes and spiders are more easily 
feared due to the harmful nature of some of these ani-
mals to humans (Merckelbach and Muris 1997, LoBue 
et al. 2010). The aspects of spiders that arachnophobes 
dislike include such things as lack of control over them 
(unpredictability), their behaviors (fast, jerky move-
ment) or physical constitution (many legs, hairiness) 
(Davey 1992, Arntz et al. 1993).

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ae/article/59/3/168/6813 by guest on 16 M

ay 2023



American Entomologist • Volume 59, Number 3 175

The entomologists who responded to this survey 
exhibit many of the typical backgrounds and emo-
tions toward spiders that are shared by the general 
public. For many, onset of arachnophobia occurred 
in childhood, probably many years before entomolo-
gy was considered as a potential career. Although the 
FSQ scores between the genders were not statistically 
significant, female entomologists scored higher than 
males, and females garnered five of the top six scores 
in this study. However, one must also consider that 
this was not a random sampling of all entomologists, 
but a biased sampling of those who willingly self-re-
ported arachno-adverse feelings. The aspects of spi-
ders that are considered negative are similar to the 
arachnophobes in the general public, although it is not 
surprising that the disgust levels are not as prevalent 
as those exhibited by the non-entomological general 
public that I have encountered in over 30 years as an 
arachnologist. One difference from general arachno-
phobes that may have been present but not specifical-
ly documented in the classic literature is that several 
entomologists mentioned being tormented by family 
members who capitalized on the respondents’ fear of 
spiders. Another difference is that arachnophobes in 
the general public assign anthropomorphic cognitive 
behaviors to spiders, such as vengefulness or purpose-
ful surveillance (Arntz et al. 1993), whereas the gen-
eral impression I received from the arachno-adverse 
entomologists was that they realized that their fears 
or dislikes were paradoxical, even though they could 
not explain the reasoning behind them.

Conclusions 
Arachno-adverse entomologists appear to share many 
traits with arachnophobes in the general public. Two 
observations have emerged from this study: 1) arach-
no-adverse reactions, which often started at a young 
age, were generally not overcome through habitua-
tion even after decades of exposure to insects; and 
2) although arachnophobia and negative reaction to 
disgust-evoking animals are correlated in the general 
public, arachno-adverse reactions among entomologists 
still were extant even though the latter group works 
with non-charismatic insects. Despite the assumption 
that entomologists would extend warm feelings toward 
spiders because of their habituation to arthropods in 
general, arachnophobia does occur in some members 
of our profession. For these people, two more legs 
makes a big difference.
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