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Fear and anxiety are normal adaptive functions of the brain. However, millions of people suffer from excessive or inappropriate fear and anxiety. Research on the brain mechanisms of fear and anxiety gives us clues about how these normally function, what changes in the brain when they malfunction, and how specific malfunctions might be most effectively treated. Better control of inappropriate and excess fear and anxiety would improve health and well-being, both for individuals and societies. While some fears are innate, most of the things that threaten well-being in modern life are based on learning. Indeed, in dangerous situations we learn rapidly and form persistent memories. Specifically, associations are formed between painful or aversive stimuli and other stimuli present at the time. This form of learning is called Pavlovian fear conditioning. The neural system underlying fear conditioning crucially involves synaptic plasticity in the lateral nucleus of the amygdala (LA). The cellular and molecular signals that underlie the formation and storage of memory in the LA are well understood. As more is learned, it may be possible to apply this knowledge to the treatment and prevention of disorders related to fear and anxiety. Recent studies on individual differences in fear, the transition from reaction to action, and reconsolidation of fear memory will be emphasized.
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