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Why We Love Scary Movies: The Science of Fear and Fun
Name Date Class

Reading
1 The lights go down. On screen, a floorboard creaks, and a character walks slowly toward the one door she should

leave alone. Your heart is pounding, your palms are damp, and yet you are having a wonderful time. Nobody would
choose to be chased through a dark forest in real life, but millions of people happily buy tickets to be frightened. It is
a paradox that researchers are still working to explain.

2 Start with the body, because it does not know the film is fiction. A sudden noise or a leaping monster can startle you,
and a small region deep in the brain called the amygdala sounds the alarm before you have time to think. Stress
hormones such as adrenaline flood your system, your heart beats faster, your breathing quickens, and your senses
become heightened. This is the classic fight-or-flight response, the same one that would help you run from a real
danger. For most healthy adults, the surge in heart rate is not a problem, although anyone with a heart condition
should ask a doctor first.

3 So why does fear turn into fun? Part of the answer is that a second system is watching. Knowing that the danger is
fictional, the thinking part of your brain reminds you that you chose to be here and can leave at any time. With that
safety net in place, a pounding heart can feel like excitement rather than terror, much as it does on a roller coaster. A
slow build of suspense adds to the effect. Finnish researchers who scanned viewers' brains during horror films
found that creeping dread and sudden shocks involve different brain systems. Some psychologists also argue that the
relief when the tension finally breaks makes the whole experience more enjoyable, although the evidence for this is
mixed.

4 Enjoyment, however, has limits. Fitted with heart monitors, visitors to a haunted house in Denmark later rated their
fear and enjoyment at each scare. The more frightened people said they were, the higher their heart rates went.
Enjoyment followed a different pattern: it rose with fear up to a point and then fell, forming an upside-down U. Too
little fear is dull, and too much leaves you overwhelmed. Everyone's sweet spot sits in a different place, which may
explain why one friend laughs through a film that keeps another awake all night. One of the researchers is convinced
that fans actively manage their fear to stay near that point.

5 Who are these fans? The obvious guess is thrill-seekers, and people who score high in thrill-seeking do tend to
enjoy horror more, although the link is weaker than you might expect. Surveys of fans have also found three broad
types. “Adrenaline junkies” simply love the rush. “White-knucklers” often find the experience stressful but come
away feeling that they have learned something about themselves. “Dark copers” report both a better mood and a
sense of personal growth. A related trait, morbid curiosity, a pull toward dark and dangerous subjects, has also
been linked to an interest in horror.

6 Some researchers go further and suggest that scary stories let us rehearse for real life. In a safe setting, you can
practice staying calm, noticing your own reactions, and learning how to cope with fear. Looking at survey responses
collected early in the COVID-19 pandemic, researchers found that horror fans reported lower distress and greater
psychological resilience. That shows a link, not a cause. People who are already hardy may simply be more likely to
choose horror. Still, the idea that frightening fiction works as a kind of practice is worth testing.

7 None of this means everyone should push their limits. Fear can linger long after the credits roll, and many adults
looking back on their childhoods remember frightening films that disturbed their sleep for weeks or even months.
Parents are right to be wary of letting young children watch them, because the younger the viewer, the longer such
effects tend to last. For adults, the sensible approach is to gauge your own limit: notice how you feel during and after
a film, and stop if the thrill turns into distress. Researchers who have reviewed the evidence see little sign that
horror films damage most adults' mental health, but if fear keeps you awake for days, or you already struggle with
anxiety, a doctor or counselor can help. Next time a floorboard creaks on screen, notice what you do. Do you grin,
grip the armrest, or reach for the remote?
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Vocabulary Matching
Match each word from the reading with its meaning. Write the letter on the line.

1 paradox

2 startle

3 heightened

4 surge

5 suspense

6 overwhelmed

7 sweet spot

8 thrill-seeking

9 morbid curiosity

10 rehearse

11 cope with

12 resilience

13 linger

14 wary

15 gauge

A to surprise someone so that they jump

B to last or stay for longer than expected

C careful because something may be dangerous

D a strong interest in dark or disturbing things

E a liking for exciting and risky experiences

F to judge how strong or large something is

G the tense feeling of waiting to see what happens

H stronger or more intense than usual

I the level at which something works best

J to manage something difficult

K the ability to recover from difficulty

L a sudden rush or increase in something

M feeling that something is too much to handle

N something that seems to contradict itself

O to practice something before it really happens

Fill in the Blank
Choose a word from the box to complete each sentence. Use each word once. The words are already in the correct form.

cope with gauge heightened linger morbid curiosity overwhelmed paradox rehearse resilience

startle surge suspense sweet spot wary

1 Wanting to feel afraid for fun is a famous  of human behavior.

2 A sudden loud noise can  even the calmest person.

3 Fear makes your senses , so you notice every tiny sound.

4 A  of adrenaline made her heart race.

5 The director builds  slowly, so you never know when the shock will come.

6 After three exams in one day, she felt completely .

7 Every viewer has a different  where fear is fun but not too much.

8 Slowing down to look at an accident is often driven by .

9 Actors  a play for weeks before opening night.

10 Children often show great  after a difficult move.

11 How do you  a stressful job?

12 The smell of smoke can  in a room for days.

13 Parents are  of letting small children watch frightening films.

14 A short quiz helps teachers  how much students understand.
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Comprehension Questions
Answer in your notebook or discuss with a partner. Questions 10 to 12 are IELTS-style.

1 What does the writer mean by calling the enjoyment of horror a paradox?

2 What happens in the body when a sudden shock in a film startles you?

3 Why can a pounding heart feel like excitement instead of terror when you are watching a film?

4 What did the Finnish brain-scan researchers find about creeping dread and sudden shocks?

5 What is the sweet spot of fear, and how did the Danish haunted house study show it?

6 Why might two friends react very differently to the same film?

7 Describe the three types of horror fans mentioned in the reading.

8 Why does the writer say the pandemic finding shows “a link, not a cause”?

9 What advice does the writer give about finding your own limit with scary films, and why are young children treated
differently?

IELTS-Style Questions
10 True, False, or Not Given: “Researchers have proved that watching horror films makes people better at coping with

real crises.” Explain your answer using evidence from the reading.

11 Yes, No, or Not Given: “The writer believes that everyone should watch horror films to build resilience.” Explain your
answer using evidence from the reading.

12 Author's purpose: Why does the writer end the reading with questions about what you do when a floorboard creaks
on screen? Is the aim to give a medical warning, to prove a theory, or something else?

True or False
Circle T (true) or F (false) according to the reading. Write a correction for each false statement on the dotted line.

1 T  /  F The writer says that people would happily choose to be chased through a dark forest in real life.

2 T  /  F The amygdala sounds the alarm before a person has time to think.

3 T  /  F Finnish researchers scanned viewers' brains during horror films.

4 T  /  F The reading says it has been proved that relief after tension makes horror more enjoyable.

5 T  /  F Visitors to the Danish haunted house wore heart monitors.

6 T  /  F The Danish study found that enjoyment kept rising the more frightened people felt.

7 T  /  F The reading says all horror fans are thrill-seekers.

8 T  /  F “Dark copers” report both a better mood and a sense of personal growth.

9 T  /  F The reading says watching horror films causes people to cope better with real crises.

10 T  /  F The reading says that the younger the viewer, the longer fear effects tend to last.
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Discussion Questions
Talk with a partner or in a small group. The questions move from personal to more abstract.

1 Do you enjoy scary movies, haunted houses, or ghost stories? Why or why not?

2 What is the scariest film, story, or ride you have ever experienced, and how did you feel afterward?

3 Do you prefer to watch scary films alone or with other people? What changes?

4 Think about the last time something startled you. What did your body do before you had time to think?

5 Imagine a friend who hates horror and will not watch scary films with you. What would you say, and what would you do
together instead?

6 The reading says everyone has a different sweet spot for fear. Where is yours, and what moves it up or down?

7 Ghost stories and tales of monsters exist in many cultures. What scary stories do people tell where you live, and who
tells them?

8 Which is scarier to you: something you can see clearly, or something that is only hinted at? Why?

9 Horror fans seem to cope better with stress, but the evidence shows only a link. Can you think of another habit that is
linked to something good but may not cause it?

10 At what age do you think children should be allowed to watch frightening films? Who should decide?

11 People also seek out roller coasters, spicy food, extreme sports, and true-crime stories. What do these experiences
have in common?

12 If people can practice fear safely through fiction, should parents or teachers use scary stories on purpose to help young
people? Why or why not?

13 What kind of evidence would convince you that frightening entertainment is harmful, or harmless?

14 Is it a good thing that humans enjoy feeling afraid? What might this say about human nature?

Language Focus: Participle Clauses
A participle clause begins with an -ing or -ed form of a verb. It adds information about
time, reason, or result without a separate subject and verb, and it shares the subject of the
main clause.
In the reading:

“Knowing that the danger is fictional, the thinking part of your brain reminds you that
you chose to be here and can leave at any time.”
“Fitted with heart monitors, visitors to a haunted house in Denmark later rated their
fear and enjoyment at each scare.”
“Looking at survey responses collected early in the COVID-19 pandemic, researchers
found that horror fans reported lower distress…”

Practice: Combine these two sentences into one by starting with a participle clause: “The
viewers were frightened by the sudden noise. They screamed and dropped their popcorn.”

Activities and speed challenge
englishbridges.com/lessons/

scary-movie-science

Notes
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