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Bennett-Levy and Marteau Model Answers 

 

Aims and Context 

Bennett-Levy and Marteau’s aim was to find out whether we are born with a ‘preparedness’ (readiness) to 

be afraid of, and avoid, animals that look very different from us as humans and move quickly and suddenly. 

 

A great deal of research had been done before to make BL & M want to do this. Seligman thought phobias 

and fear of animals were due to evolution. This means that our ancestors had to be scared of certain 

threatening animals to survive and this has been passed down to us. He called this a preparedness to fear 

certain animals. We are instinctively ready to be scared of certain animals without even thinking 

sometimes. 

 

Other researchers showed that not all animals are equally likely to cause phobias. This means that many 

people are afraid of spiders, for example, but not many people are scared of a fluffy rabbit. More research 

showed that someone can have a phobia of an animal without having had a negative experience, so you 

can be scared of a snake for example, without being bitten by one. Research has shown we can also be 

scared of an animal even if we know it is harmless. 

 

Mineka et al showed how wild monkeys displayed fear of real, model and toy snakes, whereas laboratory-

reared monkeys showed only a mild response, showing lab monkeys had an innate preparedness to fear 

certain characteristics of the snakes, e.g. their movement. If the ‘snakes’ were moving the lab monkeys 

showed fear.  

 

More research showed that fear of animals is not related so much to the animal itself but its 

characteristics. If the animal looks strange to us, such as having no legs, many legs or antennae we will 

instinctively be scared of it. Also, if the animal moves very differently from a human, for example if it 

slithers or scurries, we will also instinctively be frightened and not want to go near it. 

 

This led to BL & M wanting to test this out - to see if it is this theory and not whether we feel the animal 

will harm us that makes us scared. 
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Procedures 

Bennett-Levy and Marteau’s sample was 113 participants attending a health centre. An opportunity 

sampling method was used, and participants were asked to fill in one of two questionnaires. Both provided 

quantitative data and they were distributed randomly. 

 

Group 1 completed questionnaire 1, and there were 64 participants altogether (34 females and 30 males) 

with the mean age of 35.5 years. Group 2 completed questionnaire 2, and there was 49 participants 

altogether for this group (25 females and 24 males) with a mean age of 35.1 years. Both questionnaires 

asked about the same 29 species of animal. 

 

Participants were instructed that they should imagine that although some animals are hard to pick up in 

reality, they should assume the animal has been injured so is easier to pick up. They were also told that all 

animals were not harmful, even though some included were seen as dangerous (jellyfish for example). 

 

Questionnaire 1 assessed participants fear and avoidance of the 29 animals. Fear was measured on a 3-

point Likert scale ranging from 1-not afraid to 3-very afraid, and avoidance was rated on a 5-point scale 

from 1-enjoy picking it up to 5-move further than 6 feet away. This questionnaire therefore measured 

phobias. 

 

Questionnaire 2 asked about characteristics of the species. A 3-point Likert scale was used; 1-not 2-quite 3-

very. They were asked to rate each species on ugliness, sliminess, speediness and suddenness of 

movement. 

 

After the questionnaires, the participants took part in an informal interview to obtain detailed qualitative 

data to see what the pt’s thoughts and feelings were.   
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Findings and Conclusions 

Bennett-Levy and Marteau’s first calculated the mean ratings from both questionnaires on phobias 

(questionnaire 1) and characteristics (questionnaire 2). The questionnaires were asking about the same 29 

animal species. 

 

They then calculated various correlations and the most significant relationships were found between 

nearness and ugliness and nearness and sliminess. This shows that ugly and slimy animals were less likely 

to want to be approached by the participants. Also, significant correlations were found for fear and 

ugliness and fear and sliminess. This shows that ugly and slimy animals elicited more fear. Although these 

were the most significant findings, correlations were found for phobia and all four characteristics e.g. 

moves quickly and suddenly. 

 

They also found that rats were the most feared animal. During the interviews they found that the reason 

for this was that the pts perceived the rat to be harmful, despite being told that it wasn’t. This may be due 

to rats spreading the plague. They also found gender differences where males were more likely to want to 

approach ten of the species than the females. This was measured by the characteristic ‘nearness’. No other 

gender differences were found. 

 

From this they concluded that the findings suggest that we do have an innate preparedness for certain 

phobias, however, rather than having a ‘preparedness to fear’ specific animals themselves, it is likely we 

are born with a readiness to fear certain characteristics of the animal instead. This could be the 

strangeness of appearance, for instance the pts were scared of spiders perhaps because they had 8 legs 

and looked very different to the human form. Another characteristic is the animal’s threatening properties 

such as moving quickly or suddenly. However this study did not account for individual differences for 

instance we don’t fear all animals that have these characteristics. An example would be a lizard which had 

threatening properties such as moving fast, but is not feared. These findings can however be used to help 

people overcome their phobias and deal with characteristics, for example.   
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Evaluation of the Methodology 

Bennett-Levy and Marteau’s used two questionnaires and informal interviews to obtain quantitative and 

qualitative data. There are many advantages and disadvantages to using these research methods. A 

strength of using a questionnaire is quantitative data gathered can be easily analysed, which is a strength 

because it saves time and more focus can be spent elsewhere. However, there are also disadvantages, for 

example due to the self-report nature of the questionnaire, people may not be truthful in their answers 

decreasing the validity. The questionnaire also ignores thoughts and feelings, which is bad because it 

doesn’t give any reasoning for why pts have a phobia of certain animals. A strength of using an informal 

interview is it is qualitative data which takes into account feelings and opinions. It allows the researchers to 

establish what the root cause of the phobia may be. However, a weakness is interviews are time 

consuming and hard to analyse. There may be some bias in the analysis towards supporting the hypothesis, 

and this is a weakness as it means the validity decreases. 

 

BL & M’s methodology can also be evaluated in terms of ethics. The weakness is there was a lack of 

protection of participants, as they may become distressed and anxious during the interview and answering 

the questionnaire because they are talking about a phobia they have that they may be finding hard to deal 

with. This is a weakness because it breaches an ethical guideline. However, a strength is the pts gave 

informed consent to take part, so they were not deceived in any way. This is a strength because the ethical 

guideline was not broken and the pts knew exactly what was going to happen, which stopped them 

becoming angry or anxious over their answers being used for psychological research.   

   

The reliability of BL & M’s research has its strengths and weaknesses. A strength is pts only had one 

questionnaire to answer, which prevented demand characteristics (changing behaviour to please the 

researcher as the aim has been guessed) from occurring. This is a strength, because pts gave genuine 

answers and did not change them to suit the researcher’s aim.  

 

The validity of BL & M’s research is questionable as not all characteristics of animals were used e.g. 

hairiness, aggressiveness etc. and perceived harmfulness influenced the results, especially for the rat which 

was the most feared animal. This is a weakness because it didn’t take into account what other physical 

factors affect phobias.  

 

The sample was 113 pts, male and female, using an opportunity sample at a health centre. A strength of 

this is it is representative as there are fairly equal numbers of men and women, but a weakness is an 

opportunity sample can be biased as researchers may only approach people they think will do well in the 

study. 
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Alternative Evidence 

 

Bennett-Levy and Marteau’s used two questionnaires and informal interviews to investigate whether we 

have an innate preparedness to fear certain animal’s characteristics. They found that there were significant 

correlations between sliminess and ugliness to fear and nearness, which means that people are more likely 

to be scared of something that is slimy/ugly and not go near an animal that is slimy/ugly. 

 

They concluded that humans do have an innate preparedness (born ready to fear certain species), but to 

fear certain characteristics of animals, as opposed to the animal itself, particularly strange appearance (e.g. 

spiders having eight legs) and unfamiliar movement (e.g. a snake slithering) which can be interpreted as 

threatening properties. 

 

Other studies have been done within this area of research. One such study is Cook and Mineka, where 

monkeys were shown animals showing fear of fear-relevant objects (an object it is normal to be afraid of) 

e.g. snakes, and animals showing fear of fear-irrelevant objects (an object it is unusual to be afraid of) e.g. 

a toy rabbit. This study found that monkeys could only learn fear of fear-relevant and not fear-irrelevant 

objects, i.e. they only had an innate preparedness to fear fear-relevant objects. 

 

This study supports the idea of innate preparedness but not specifically Bennett et al’s study which showed 

preparedness to fear certain characteristics of species, as characteristics were not taken into account with 

Mineka et al’s study. 

 

A disadvantage of this study over Bennett et al’s is it was carried out using monkeys, not humans. Monkeys 

are genetically very different to humans and so it is difficult to relate findings from animal studies to 

humans. Another disadvantage of this study is it doesn’t account for individual differences, specifically 

people with phobias of fear-irrelevant objects (e.g. buttons). 

 

Another study is Nesse and Williams, where lab-reared chimps were put into two groups and one group 

was shown a video of a chimp being scared of a snake, and the other group were shown a video of a chimp 

being scared of a flower. They found that the chimps became scared of the fear-relevant object (snake) 

and not the fea-irrelevant object (flower). 

 

This study supports Bennett et al. Findings can be explained by innate preparedness as the chimps were 

ready to fear the snake but not the flower. As no conditioning took place prior to showing the video, 

results cannot be explained by Social Learning Theory alone. As the study took place again using animals, it 

is hard to generalise results to humans. Bennett et al’s study is much easier to generalise as humans were 

used and they can relate to other humans. Both studies however do not account for individual differences. 

 

One final study is Watson and Raynor, who conducted a study with Little Albert where he was shown a 

white rat, white rabbit and other white fluffy animals/objects, showing no fear. The white rat was shown 

again and a loud noise was also made. Little Albert then developed a fear of white rats via classical 

conditioning. Other white fluffy things were shown to Little Albert, and he showed fear towards them too. 

He had generalised and learned to become fearful of fear-irrelevant objects such as Santa’s beard or white 

rabbits. 
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This study doesn’t support Bennett et al’s study because Little Albert had learned to become afraid of fear-

irrelevant objects via classical conditioning and generalisation. It showed humans can learn to fear any 

object, not just ones we have an innate preparedness to fear. 

 

A weakness of this study is it was carried out on only one human. This is a weakness because it means 

results can be difficult to generalise as Little Albert may have been particularly susceptible to fearing 

animals and others may not do this. A strength of Bennett et al’s study was the sample was much larger, 

making generalisation much easier to relate to the general population. A strength over Bennett et al’s 

study however is Watson and Raynor’s study accounts for individual differences and can provide an 

explanation for why people develop phobias of fear-irrelevant objects. 
   

 


