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Can Al Learn to Fear?

Not as a bug—Dbut as a feature of intelligent behavior.
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THE DATA

Participants who reported fear in response to threat cues

This figure reflects the robustness of fear as a human behavioral
response in experimental settings. The study demonstrates that fear
is not merely emotional but deeply rooted in neurocognitive
processing, including attentional bias and physiological arousal. For
Al in higher education, this means that simulating fear isn't about
replicating anxiety—it's about modeling a core mechanism of
survival cognition.

Source: University of Pennsylvania - Published October 26, 2026
https://penntoday.upenn.edu/news/sas-medicine-annenberg-what-research-tells-us-about-fear
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Fear is a learning signal

The Penn study shows fear is not an endpoint but a signal that triggers adaptive learning. When
participants experienced fear in response to threat cues, their subsequent decision-making improved
in risk assessment tasks. This suggests that Al systems trained to recognize and respond to fear-like
signals in data may develop more resilient and context-aware models. In higher education, this could

mean Al tutors that detect student cognitive strain and adjust learning pathways proactively, not
reactively.



Al must simulate fear, not
just detect it

Current Al models analyze fear in data—through facial
recognition or text sentiment—but do not simulate it as a
dynamic cognitive process. The Penn research reveals that
fear’s value lies in its role in shaping attention and memory
consolidation. For Al in higher education, this implies a need
to move beyond passive analysis toward generative models
that can simulate fear as a decision-making variable. Such
systems could help students and educators anticipate risks in

complex, high-stakes learning environments.
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