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found that the threatening levels of the pictures made a difference in terms of capturing partici-
pants� attention (Mogg et al., 2000). Pictures were presented in four consecutive blocks, and
the change of attentional bias to threatening pictures in these blocks was thus examined as a func-
tion of number of exposures.
2. Method

2.1. Participants

A total of 41 first year undergraduate students from a major university in Beijing, China, par-
ticipated in the experiment. One participant was excluded due to a high percentage of error re-
sponses (9% of the total trials while the average error was less than 1%). The remaining
participants were divided into high trait anxious (HTA) and low trait anxious (LTA) groups by
the median score (36) of the Chinese version of the state trait anxiety inventory (STAI, with
a = 0.87 for STAI-trait and a = 0.87 for STAI-state; Li & Qian, 1995; Spielberger, Gorsuch, Lush-
ene, Vagg, & Jacobs, 1983). The groups are similar in age and gender ratio (about 50% each), but
differed significantly in trait anxiety (45.1 versus 29.8, t(38) = 10.31, p < 0.001), and in state anxiety
(45.5 versus 30.3,



immediately by a probe target (a single illuminated dot) presented at the same location of one of
the pictures. Participants were told to press one of two mouse keys as quickly and as accurately as





t-test was used to compare the attentional bias in each block with zero, which representing no
attentional bias. The results showed a marginally significant attentional bias to high threatening
pictures in the first exposure occasion, t(19) = 1.78, p = 0.09, significant bias to high threatening
pictures in the second exposure occasion, t(19) = 2.48, p < 0.05, and the third exposure occasion,
t(19) = 2.87, p < 0.01. No significant difference was found at the fourth exposure occasion,
t(19) = �1.33, p > 0.1. As seen on Fig. 1, there was high attentional bias on the first three expo-
sures. However, this bias diminished at fourth exposure.

Since the HAT and the LAT groups were divided at the mid-point of their STAI-trait scores,
and the mid-point dividing might reduce the possibility to find significant difference in comparison



4.1. Initial capture of attention by threatening pictures

Previous studies using threatening pictures (Koster et al., 2005), emotional words (e.g. Ma-
cLeod et al., 1986), or participants� own names (Harris & Pashler, 2004) found strong effects of
salient (negative) stimuli in capturing attention in only one exposure. However, in the present
study, attentional bias for high threatening pictures was only marginal significance for the
HTA group in the first exposure. This was not completely consistent with the results of the above
studies. Several reasons may have contributed to this difference. One possibility is that the statis-
tical power was not high enough to reveal the difference when the effect size was small due to the
small number of participants. Another possible reason is that the pictures presented in the present



4.2. Variation of attentional bias over exposures

Most previous studies investigating the time course of attentional bias in the dot-probe para-
digm manipulated the exposure duration of threatening stimuli (Bradley et al., 1998; Koster
et al., 2005; Mogg et al., 1997; Mogg et al., 2004). Mogg et al. (2004) showed that after initial
selective attention to high threatening pictures at 500 ms, no subsequent attentional bias was
found at 1500 ms in HTA individuals. In addition, previous studies found attention avoidance
to threatening stimulus at longer duration, which is consistent with the ‘‘vigilance–avoidance’’
hypothesis (Mathews, 1990). In a recent study, HTA individuals showed a clear trend of avoid-
ance of threatening pictures at duration of 1250 ms after initial attention to these pictures at dura-
tion of 100 ms (Koster et al., 2005). The reason that this avoidance was not found in the present
study may relate to the way in which the threatening pictures were presented. Prolong presenta-
tion of the same picture may lead to a deeper processing of the information and hence avoidance.
In contrast, because the threatening pictures were presented very briefly in the present study, the
avoidance therefore had no time to develop.

The findings of the present study did not support the view of Beck (1976) and Bower (1981) that
an initial shift of attention to negative stimuli is followed by maintaining attention to those stimuli
in high anxious individuals. However, these findings are consisted with the findings of Harris and
Pashler (2004) in which participants are asked to make a speeded judgment about whether the
parity of the two digits surrounding a word were identical to each other or not. When the partic-
ipant�s own name was presented on two scattered trials among a total of 50 stimuli, the responses
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