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a simple associative learning situation in which 
the stimulus did not matter, then you would 
expect the young monkeys to acquire a fear of 
flowers. This was not the case. From this and a 
variety of other studies, it appears that fear can 
be learned through observation, but only fear of 
evolutionarily important objects.

Jaak Panksepp (2004) suggested that fear 
can be evoked in at least four different ways. 
The first is by painful stimuli. Research studies 
have used the experience of shock as a way to 
induce fear. The second way to induce fear is to 
pair cues with aversive stimuli. In this way, the 
cue alone will produce fear. The third way is to 
present evolutionarily important cues that have 
survival value for the species. For example, the 
smell of a cat will produce fear reactions in rats. 
The fourth way is to create a frustrating situa-
tion. For example, if an organism is expecting a 
reward that is delayed, fear and apprehension will result. This model suggests that anxiety can be 
produced by expectations that either negative events will happen or that positive events will not 
happen.

Thus, the brain predicts the future. Part of the way we predict the future is based on past infor-
mation. As noted in Chapter 5, if a child does not experience his or her world as safe and secure, 
then anxiety can become part of the attachment pattern. Globally, these children expect the 
world not to take care of them. As humans, we also make predictions based on specific situations. 
As we listen to a person speak or as we drive down the road, we are constantly predicting what 
will happen next. This prediction is demonstrated by the research indicating that if something 
happens that is different from what we expect, we show electroencephalogram (EEG) changes in 
the brain. Generally, we predict that our drive down the road will be fine. However, individuals 
with anxiety disorders see negative alternatives and worry that things will not work out.

Cognitive Processes in Anxiety
Regarding our evolutionary history, it has been suggested that fear mechanisms evolved to aid 
our ability to disengage from the task at hand so as to pay attention to threats or potential danger 
(Öhman & Mineka, 2001). An unexpected loud noise will cause us to jump and focus our atten-
tion in its direction. Although this process occurs with all individuals, what is becoming apparent 
is that individuals with anxiety are even more sensitive than others to the possibility of poten-
tial threat (Bishop, 2007; MacLeod & Mathews, 2012). What is interesting is that in lab studies, 
images that are threat-related or seen as emotionally negative will attract the attention of those 
with anxiety disorders even if presented very quickly. People with depression, on the other hand, 
require a presentation of over half a second before the image captures their attention (Huys, Daw, 
& Dayan, 2015). This sensitivity is referred to as cognitive bias.

Cognitive bias has been studied in a number of ways. One is to use a modified Stroop test. 
The traditional Stroop test has color names in ink of a different color. That is, the word green 
would be shown in red ink. When asked to name the color of the ink, individuals are slower when 
the name and color do not match as compared with when the ink and color name are the same 
(see Figure 8.2). When using a “threat” Stroop, the name of the color is replaced by a threat word 
(see Figure 8.3). Another research procedure is to use a dot-probe task. One version of the task 
asks individuals to focus on an X in the middle of the computer screen. On each side of the X are 
words. The person is to press a computer key whenever a word is replaced by a dot. In anxiety 

cognitive bias: the tendency to 
pay attention to certain aspects 
of the situation differently from 
the norm. Those with anxiety 
disorders show more sensitivity 
than others to the possibility of 
potential threat

Stroop test: a psychological test 
used to study cognitive bias; the 
traditional Stroop test has color 
names in ink of a different color. 
A variant of this procedures uses 
threat words rather than color 
names

Anxiety affects everyone as they become concerned about the future. However, when 
that anxiety is unusually strong, recurrent, and interferes with your life, it may be 
evidence of an anxiety disorder.
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