ABSTRACT

Content-specificity hypothesis suggests that people with mood disorders tend to
attend to stimuli that are congruent with their emotional problems. In order to
investigate such an emotion-congruent attentional bias, a variety of experimental
paradigms has been applied to individuals with depression or anxiety. Nevertheless,
despite researchers’ endeavors, empirical results obtained are inconsistent and
contradicting. In the present study, a modified negative priming paradigm was
introduced to examine this content-specific attentional bias in individuals with
depression and/or anxiety. According to Milliken and colleagues’ (1998) temporal
discrimination hypothesis, negative priming effect is produced from an intermediate
match of the cognitive representation of the probe target with that of an unattended
prime of related identity. Meanwhile, such an effect can be reduced or eliminated by
attending to the prime stimulus. The aim of the present study was thus to demonstrate
emotion-congruent attentional bias in individuals with different emotional problems
via showing reduced negative priming effect of primes of the corresponding
emotional valences. A total of 134 participants (52 males, 82 females) were recruited
in the present study and separated into four groups (depression, anxiety, comorbid
depression/anxiety, and normal control) according to their scores on two scales, Beck
Depression Inventory-11 (BDI-11; Beck, Steer, & Brown, 1996) and Beck Anxiety
Inventory (BAI; Beck, Epstein, Brown, & Steer, 1988). Participants completed the
negative priming task on sad- and threat-related word stimuli. Results from repeated
measures analyses revealed reduced negative priming effect of sad words in the
depression and comorbid groups as expected, but not in the anxiety and normal

control groups, indicating that attentional bias occurred specifically in participants



with depression. However, positive priming effect of threat-related words was
generally found in all participants. Implication of the findings and the interaction

between emotional valence of stimuli and psychopathologies are discussed.
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