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To examine the interaction of working memory (WM) type with emotional interference in
trait anxiety, event-related potentials were measured in a combined WM and emotional
task. Participants completed a delayed matching-to-sample task of WM, and emotional
pictures were presented during the maintenance interval. The results indicated that
negative affect interfered with spatial WM; task-related changes in amplitude were
observed in the late positive potential (LPP) and slow waves in both the high and low
anxiety groups. We also found an interaction among WM type, emotion, and trait anxiety
such that participants with high levels of trait anxiety showed an opposite neural response
to verbal and spatial WM tasks compared with individuals with low trait anxiety during
the sustained brain activity involved in processing negative or neutral pictures in the delay
phase. Our results increase our understanding of the influence of emotions on recognition
and the vulnerability of those with trait anxiety to emotional stimuli.
Keywords: emotion, working memory, ERP, LPP, trait anxiety

HIGHLIGHTS
◮ This study examined the effects of emotional distraction on working memory in individuals
with trait anxiety.
◮ Participants with high trait anxiety showed an opposite neural response to verbal and spatial
working memory tasks compared with participants with low trait anxiety.
◮ Negative distraction interfered with spatial working memory.

INTRODUCTION
Cognitive Control in Anxiety
Cognitive models of anxiety suggest that impaired cognitive control plays a critical role in the
development and maintenance of anxiety (Song et al., 2017). Cognitive control is the ability to
arrange thought and action in accordance with task-related goals and consists of a variety of distinct
executive processes that include attention control, maintenance of working memory (WM), and
inhibition control (Braver, 2012). In the process of cognition, the inhibition is defined as the
mechanism of preventing the irrelevant information from entering the WM or eliminating the
irrelevant information from the WM. A variety of studies demonstrated that individuals with trait
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information, the visuospatial sketchpad for processing
non-verbal visual and spatial information, and the central
executive for control. The central executive acts as more of an
attention system—particularly in maintaining task goals and
reducing interference from distraction (Moran, 2016). From the
perspective of evolutionary psychology, emotional information
is important for survival. Generally, in the context of emotional
interference and dual-task paradigms, task-independent
emotional disturbance injures task-relevant performance (Shafer
and Dolcos, 2012). It is not clear, however, how this initial
processing of task-irrelevant distracting emotional information
influences WM task in trait anxiety. The present study addressed
these questions.

anxiety tend to show attentional bias toward threatening
or negative information (MacLeod et al., 2019), potentially
leading to increased threat detection or anxious experiences.
This vulnerability increases the degree of interference from
threatening or negative information, which is unrelated to
ongoing task, and decreases the ability of inhibitory control
(Zhang et al., 2019). Such impaired cognitive control in traitanxious individuals may lead to the entering of threat-related
information into their WM, increasing their worry and other
anxiety-related cognitions that interfere with ongoing task.

Emotional Interference and WM in Anxiety
Within the context of cognitive control, emotional interference
is the emotionally salient stimuli that may potentially impair
cognitive task (e.g., perception and WM) and can compromise
the ability to complete tasks requiring cognitive control
(Song et al., 2017). Emotional interference impairs WM as
the emotional information tends to capture and reallocate
cognitive resources (Shafer and Dolcos, 2012). Empirical research
has provided strong evidence to support the existence that
negative stimuli are more difficult to ignore than non-affective
interference. Cognitive control mechanisms may be recruited to
mitigate the interfering effect of such distractors and improve
WM performance (Pacios et al., 2020). Interference from
distracting stimuli occurs when inhibition of it fails. To be
specific, in the trait-anxious group, this interference may reduce
the attentional resources used for the WM task, impairing the
WM task performance and maintaining the level of anxiety
(Zhang et al., 2019). While an emotional impairment effect on
WM performance has been shown in several studies at the
behavioral and the neural levels (Kennedy et al., 2018; Okruszek
et al., 2018; Zhang et al., 2019; Pacios et al., 2020), less is
known about how emotional interference influences WM in
trait-anxious individuals so far.
Anxiety is always accompanied by changes in cognitive
processing, and the effects of anxiety on cognitive performance
may be mediated by their effects on WM (Eysenck and Calvo,
1992; Owens et al., 2014). Increasing evidence indicates that the
performance of anxious individuals is more easily impaired by
threat-related interference than is that of individuals without
anxiety (Grosdemange et al., 2015). Anxiety is also associated
with inactivity of the neural circuit involved in cognitive control
(Sari et al., 2016), which has been described as a defect in
cognitive control. As attentional control is the key function
of the central executive (Eysenck et al., 2007; Berggren and
Derakshan, 2013), recognition of the impact of anxiety on
attention processing is crucial for understanding how anxiety
influences cognitive performance. According the attentional
control theory of anxiety, trait anxiety impairs the ability of
attentional control (Eysenck and Derakshan, 2011) and the
inhibition process of WM. Previous evidence has shown that an
inhibitory control deficit in individuals with anxiety interferes
with the inhibition process of WM (Zhang et al., 2019), causing
attention resources that are captured by the stimulus of emotional
significance, and the inhibition of irrelevant information fails.
WM system is composed of three advanced cognitive
operations: the phonological loop dealing with verbal
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THE PRIOR STUDY
Previous studies have examined the influence of emotional
interference on WM. Imaging studies with a delayed
matching-to-sample task demonstrated that negative emotional
disturbance presented during the delay period hindered
performance (Dolcos and McCarthy, 2006; Dolcos et al., 2006).
They found evidence that negative interference decreased the
active maintenance of goal-relevant information-related brain
activation in the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex (dlPFC), whereas
there was an increased emotional processing–related brain
activation in the ventrolateral PFC and amygdala (Dolcos and
McCarthy, 2006; Iordan and Dolcos, 2015). As one important
executive process, maintenance of WM task is the function of
cognitive control. Emotional interference signaling potential
danger can lead to cognitive conflict and impair the ability to
maintain WM task requiring cognitive control (Banich et al.,
2009). Recently, lots of studies have suggested a common neural
circuitry underlying cognitive–emotional conflict resolution
(Pessoa, 2008; Song et al., 2017). Some brain regions such
as dlPFC are related to cognitive control, as well as emotion
processes (Okon-Singer et al., 2015).
Prior research has demonstrated that distracting tasks may
reduce emotion-related physiological responses, such as the
event-related (ERP) components of late positive potential
(LPP) and slow waves, which are sensitive to affective stimuli.
Early components of LPP have been interpreted as responses
to attentional capture, recognition, and stimulus evaluation
(Donchin and Coles, 1988). With a dual task, Schupp and
colleagues (1997) found that the perceptual processes demanding
attentional resources can reduce the attentional resources usable
for subsequent processing, resulting in an attenuated magnitude
of the LPP to the latter probes (Schupp et al., 1997). However,
a dissociation between the affective modulation of the LPP and
attention (emotional interference) has been recently described
in previous studies on repeated exposure (Codispoti et al., 2016;
Micucci et al., 2020). It has been demonstrated that attentional
capture by emotion waned after only a few presentations of the
same distractor, whereas the LPP amplitude was still enhanced for
emotional, compared with neutral, distractors despite stimulus
repetition. Similarly, distractor frequency reduced attentional
capture by emotional distractors, whereas the frequency effect
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in mass screening to achieve gender balance in the LA group.
All participants were proficient in reading the Latin alphabet. All
participants were paid for their participation in the study.

on the affective modulation of the LPP was not reduced
in either study, suggesting that emotional stimuli continued
to engage the motivational system even when the emotional
interference on the primary task was suppressed. Positive slow
potentials reflect increased sustained attention (Cuthbert et al.,
2000) and may have a role in memory storage (Donchin and
Coles, 1988). Ruchkin and colleagues (1988) have proposed
that positive slow waves vary with the amount of information
maintained in memory (Ruchkin et al., 1988). Thus, given the
functional sensitivity of LPPs and slow waves, as well as the
excellent temporal resolution of ERPs, LPPs and slow waves
may be ideal for studying the time course of the impact of
emotional interference on WM in anxious individuals during the
maintenance phase.

Stimulus Materials
The emotional stimuli were 120 pictures consisting of 60 aversive
pictures and 60 neutral pictures, which were selected from
the International Affective Picture System (Lang et al., 2005).
According to the independent affective ratings given by 20
undergraduate students using a nine-point scale, the aversive
pictures were significantly more negative in valence [1.7 ± 1.12
vs. 5.04 ± 1.26; t(58) = −68.43, P < 0.001] and more highly
arousing [7.25 ± 1.72 vs. 3.93 ± 1.81; t(58) = 46.12, P < 0.001]
than were the neutral pictures.
The WM materials were 24 letters from the Latin alphabet. To
ensure that the physical characteristics of the two types of stimuli
are completely identical, the stimulus sets for the verbal and
spatial task were the same (Li et al., 2010). The instructions for
them were different. Instruction for verbal task was to remember
the name of letter and then judge the consistency between the
preceding letter and the later letter, ignoring the letter’s location.
However, the instruction of spatial task required participants to
remember and judge only the location of the letter.

THE PRESENT STUDY
The aim of the present study was to examine the interaction of
WM type with emotional interference in trait anxiety subjects
with the ERP method. Based on existing research reviewed
above, we hypothesized that the effects of anxiety on the neural
correlates of WM are attributable to a specific component
function of WM. Second, the influence of anxiety on the neural
correlation of WM attributes to the different valences of the
emotional distractors.

Procedure
The participants were seated in an electronically isolated, soundand light-attenuated room and viewed a computer monitor from
a distance of 75 cm.
First, a white fixation point “+” appeared in the center of
the black background for 400–600 ms. Three uppercase letters
then appeared at anywhere around the “+” for 2,500 ms. The
letter stimuli occupied 3–5◦ of visual angle on the visual midline.
The participants were instructed to remember the three letters,
followed by a white “+” for 1,000 ms. After the presentation
of a picture (neutral or negative) for 750 ms, a white “+”
appeared for 1,000 ms. Finally, a small letter appeared at 1 of
the 12 points corresponding to the clock (Figure 1). Participants
were instructed to judge whether the small letter was the same
as the one of the preceding uppercase letters. To ensure that
the physical characteristics of the two types of stimuli were
completely identical, the stimulus sets for verbal and spatial tasks
are the same, but the difference lies in the guidance. In the verbal
task, participants were instructed to judge whether the name of
the letter in the probe phase was the same as or different from
that of the letter in the target phase and to ignore the letter’s
location. The spatial task required participants to remember and
judge only the location of the letter.
Participants completed a short training session consisted of
12 stimuli, followed by two formal sessions. Only one kind
of emotional picture appeared in one session. Sessions were
separated by a 5-min interval. In order to avoid emotional
disturbance, the neutral session appeared before the aversive
session. Each session was composed of two blocks, one verbal and
one spatial, appearing in random order. Each block included 60
trials, resulting in a total of 240 trials, which appeared completely
randomized. There was a brief rest when participants finished
30 trials.

METHODS
Ethics
Participants gave written informed consent to participate in the
study. And the written informed consent was approved by the
local ethics committee.

Participants
Three hundred nineteen undergraduate students completed the
Chinese version of the Trait Anxiety Inventory (TAI) (Spielberger
et al., 1983) approximately 6 weeks prior to the study. The
319 participants never participated in any research run by
our laboratory before. Following previous studies (Ansari and
Derakshan, 2011), we selected participants with high scores
(ranged from 44 to 62) and low scores (ranged from 28 to 34)
on trait anxiety to further consideration. We used the method
of random sampling, that is, from the high-score and low-score
subjects, randomly selected eligible subjects, and called them to
ask if they would like to participate in the experiment. From these
groups, we randomly invited 43 volunteers (aged 19–23 years,
all right-handed, with normal or corrected-to-normal vision) to
participate in the experiment. In order to match for sex, we try
to keep gender balance in each group. Two participants were
excluded from the experiment because they did not finish the
task seriously. There were 41 effective participants in the two
groups. Among them, 21 participants (11 females, mean TAI
score = 46.38, SD = 6.26) were in the high trait anxiety group
(HA group), and 20 participants (13 females, mean TAI score =
31.35, SD = 6.27) were in the low trait anxiety group (LA group).
Although we want to control the sex ratio, most of the students in
our university are female students, not enough male participants
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Electroencephalogram Recording and
Analysis

RESULTS

Electroencephalograms (EEGs) were recorded from 64 scalp
electrodes located in standard 10/20 electrode positions
embedded in an elastic cap recording device (NeuroScan version
4.3 system). All electrodes were referenced to the M2 (right
mastoid) and then re-referenced offline to the average of M1
(left mastoid) and M2. EEGs were recorded with a 0.01–100Hz bandpass filter and 1,000-Hz sampling rate. Electrode
impedances were always kept below 5 kΩ. Vertical electrooculogram (EOG) recording electrodes were positioned above
and below the left eye, and horizontal EOG recording electrodes
were positioned at the outer canthi of both eyes. Each epoch was
filtered with a 24-Hz low-pass filter. Trials with various artifacts
were rejected using a criterion of ±100 µV. The ERPs were
averaged for trials with correct responses.
The EEG was segmented for each trial beginning 100 ms
before to 1,000 ms after the picture onset. Based on previous
studies (Hajcak et al., 2009; MacNamara et al., 2011), the
ERP components were scored by averaging the amplitudes
of the three time windows following picture onset, including
the early LPP (296–356 ms), late LPP (452–512 ms), and slow
waves (600–760 ms).
Mean error rates and reaction times (RTs) were entered into
a 2 × 2× 2 mixed analysis of variance (ANOVA), with task
type (spatial/verbal) and valence (negative/neutral) as withinsubject factors and group (LA/HA) as between-subject factor.
Besides, all electrophysiological data were analyzed by repeatedmeasures ANOVA also including electrode (FC/CP/P/PO)
and laterality (left/midline/right) as within-subject factors.
Greenhouse–Geisser adjustments to the degrees of freedom
were performed.

Accuracy

Behavioral Results
ANOVA results revealed a main effect of emotion [F(1, 39) =
17.3, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.31]; the accuracy (ACC) under the
negative-emotion condition (91.5 ± 0.6%) was higher than that
under the neutral-emotion condition (86 ± 1.5%). The task type
× emotion interaction was significant, F(1, 39) = 4.74, p < 0.05,
η2 = 0.11. A further simple-effect test reflected that verbal WM
(85.58 ± 0.7%) was significantly more accurate than was spatial
WM (82.34 ± 0.9%) under the negative-emotion condition [F(1,
39) = 23.47, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.38]. Additionally, the accuracy of
verbal WM was higher under the neutral-emotion condition (94
± 0.7%) than it was under the negative-emotion condition (85.6
± 2.3%). ACC values for each condition in each group are shown
in Table 1.

Reaction Times
ANOVA results revealed a main effect of task type [F(1, 39) =
47.48, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.55]; the RTs for spatial WM tasks (786.13
± 15 ms) were longer than those for verbal WM tasks (714.11 ±
14.83 ms). The main effect of emotion was significant [F(1, 39)
= 26.2, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.4], with the RTs under the negativeemotion condition (774.81 ± 16.25 ms) being longer than those
under the neutral-emotion condition (725.43 ± 13.15 ms). RT
values for each condition in each group are shown in Table 1.

ERP Results
Early LPP
The ANOVA conducted on early LPP (Figure 2) showed a main
effect of emotion [F(1, 39) = 104.95, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.73]
and electrode [F(3, 117) = 119.3, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.75], with

FIGURE 1 | The sequence of events in a trial. The picture was neutral or negative.

TABLE 1 | Basic descriptive statistics of ACC and reaction time (RT) in both groups.
Task type

Verbal
Spatial

Interference type

Neutral

ACC

RT

LA

HA

LA

HA
821.34 ± 114.95

86.35 ± 13.39%

84.81 ± 15.91%

803.98 ± 125

Negative

94.2 ± 4.4%

93.76 ± 4.36%

759.54 ± 98.37

759.67 ± 74.06

Neutral

86.8 ± 9.62%

86.1 ± 6.2%

717.56 ± 101.85

756.33 ± 112.77

Negative

89.85 ± 6.27%

88.24 ± 5.16%

679.01 ± 83.6

703.51 ± 100.03
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FIGURE 2 | Grand-average waveforms in the LA and HA groups under the four conditions.

The task type × emotion× group interaction was significant,
F(1, 39) = 14.03, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.27. The simple effect of group
for neutral emotion × spatial WM interaction was significant,
and the HA group showed larger early LPP (1.65 ± 0.59 µV)
amplitude than did the LA group (−0.17 ± 0.61 µV). The simple
effect of task type was significant for the HA group under the
neutral [F(1, 39) = 8.23, p < 0.01, η2 = 0.17] and negativeemotion [F (1, 39) = 5.96, p < 0.05, η2 = 0.13]. When the HA
group viewed neutral pictures during the maintenance phase, the
pictures elicited higher early LPP amplitude during spatial WM
task (1.65 ± 0.59 µV) than the verbal WM task (0.45 ± 0.64
µV). In contrast, after the HA group viewed negative pictures,
the pictures elicited higher early LPP amplitude during the verbal
WM task (6.01 ± 0.95 µV) than the spatial WM task (4.8 ±
0.89 µV). No significant differences were found for these other
group comparisons.

the amplitudes of early LPPs higher under the negative-emotion
(5.17 ± 0.64 µV) than the neutral-emotion (0.5 ± 0.41 µV), and
the amplitude of the parietal–occipital electrodes highest (6.43 ±
0.72 µV) and that of the frontal–central electrodes lowest (−3.74
± 0.53 µV). The main effect of laterality was significant, F(2, 78)
= 66.85, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.63. According to the amplitude from
large to small: left side (3.93 ± 0.52 µV) > right side (3.72 ± 0.47
µV) > middle line position (0.86 ± 0.55 µV).
The task type × emotion interaction, F(1, 39) =
6.23, p < 0.05, η2 = 0.14, was followed by simple effect
analysis for verbal WM and spatial WM, and then neutralemotion and negative-emotion, respectively. The negative
pictures elicited larger early LPPs compared to the neutral
pictures in both the verbal [(5.41 ± 0.69) vs. (0.26 ±
0.46) µV] and the spatial [(4.93 ± 0.64) vs. (0.74 ± 0.42)
µV] tasks.
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Late LPP

amplitudes in the spatial (1.57 ± 0.59 µV) than in the verbal
tasks (0.45 ± 0.66 µV).
The task type ×emotion interaction was marginally
significant, F(1, 39) = 3.55, p < 0.05, η2 = 0.08. The comparisons
of the effects of emotional state for each task type revealed
that negative emotion elicited higher amplitudes than neutral
emotion in both the verbal and spatial tasks [F(1, 39) = 144.43,
p < 0.001, η2 = 0.79; F(1, 39) = 142.02, p < 0.001, η2 =0.79]
(Figure 2). During verbal WM task, the negative pictures
elicited higher late LPP amplitude (5.77 ± 0.66 µV) than the
neutral pictures (−1.7 ± 0.4 µV). Similarly, during spatial WM
task, the negative pictures elicited higher late LPP amplitude
(5.46 ± 0.68 µV) than the neutral pictures (−1.03 ± 0.35 µV).

Regarding late LPP amplitude (Figure 2), analysis showed a main
effect of emotion, F(1, 39) = 149.6, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.8, the
negative emotion elicited a higher amplitude of the late LPP (4.34
± 0.64 µV) compared to the neutral emotion (−1.69 ± 0.38 µV).
The task type × emotion × group interaction was significant,
F(1, 39) = 6.45, p < 0.05, η2 = 0.14. The interaction effect was
examined by comparing the effect of group for each combination
of task type and emotional condition. Under both of the two
WM task conditions, the late LPP elicited under the negativeemotion was larger than the neutral-emotion in the HA group in
comparison to the LA group. The simple main effect of emotion
was significant for the HA group under the verbal [F(1, 39) =
82.27, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.68] and spatial WM tasks [F (1, 39) =
44.31, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.53]. During verbal WM task, the negative
pictures elicited higher late LPP amplitude (4.99 ± 0.95 µV)
than the neutral pictures (−1.87 ± 0.64 µV). Similarly, during
spatial WM task, the negative pictures elicited higher late LPP
amplitude (3.84 ± 0.92 µV) than the neutral pictures (−1.37 ±
0.53 µV). No significant differences were found for these other
group comparisons.
The main effect of laterality was significant, F(2, 38) = 37.53,
p < 0.001, η2 = 0.66. According to the amplitude from large to
small: left side (1.88 ± 0.47 µV) > right side (1.71 ± 0.44 µV) >
middle line position (0.38 ± 0.52 µV).
The interaction effect of task type ×laterality × group was
significant, F(2, 38) = 4.51, p < 0.05, η2 = 0.19. Further simple
effect test showed that the simple main effect of laterality was
significant in verbal [F(2, 38) = 18.71, p < 0.001, η2 = 0. 5] and
spatial [F(2, 38) = 20.48, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.52] in the LA group. In
the low anxiety group, the amplitude of LPP in the left side of the
brain was the largest both in verbal (2.03 ± 0.76 µV) and spatial
(1.61 ± 0.44 µV) tasks. In the HA group, The simple main effect
of laterality was significant both in the verbal [F(2, 38) = 17.36, p
< 0.001, η2 = 0.48] and spatial[F(2, 38) = 12.99, p < 0.001, η2 =
0.41, respectively] WM tasks in the HA group. In the HA group,
the LPP amplitude in the left side of the brain (2.31 ± 0.74 µV)
was the largest in verbal tasks, similar to the low anxiety group.
In contrast to the LA group, the LPP amplitude in the right side
of the brain was the largest (1.71 ± 0.62 µV) in spatial tasks in
the HA group.

Topographies of Difference Waves
Figure 3 illustrates the topography of difference waves
(subtracting spatial trial ERPs from verbal trials) during
296–356, 452–512, and 660–760 ms following picture onset.
Under negative conditions in the HA group, the topographies of
difference waves were almost all red, indicating that the difference
wave was almost positive, but under neutral conditions in the
HA group, the topographies of difference waves were almost all
blue, indicating that the difference wave was almost all negative.
Combined with the calculation method of differential wave
and Figure 3, we can know that, under the negative emotional
interference, verbal WM induced a greater amplitude than
spatial WM in the HA group; on the contrary, under the neutral
emotional interference, the spatial WM induced a greater
amplitude than the verbal WM amplitude. Compared with the
LA group, the opposite neural pattern appeared only in the HA
group. These results are consistent with the previous ERP results
on early LPP. Thus, topography of difference waves reflected
opposite neural response patterns in the HA group under the
neutral and negative emotion conditions.

DISCUSSION
This study examined the effect of emotional interference on
visual WM. The main aim was the interaction of WM type with
emotional interference in trait anxiety.
Our findings demonstrate differential modulation of
emotional interference in WM in trait anxiety. We report that
participants with high trait anxiety showed a different neural
response to verbal and spatial WM tasks. Compared with the
low anxiety group, this reaction pattern appeared only in the
high anxiety group. This provides direct electrophysiological
measures of the disruptive effects of negative emotions and
anxiety on WM. In other words, anxiety combined with emotion
has an effect on WM. It is not only emotions that affect WM.
This modulation depends not only on WM type but also on the
value of emotional disturbance. Interestingly, the interference
effect of emotional pictures on spatial WM in high trait anxiety
shows opposite pattern.
We initially tested for the interference effect and found greater
susceptibility to distraction due to interference by negative
stimuli in spatial than in verbal WM. All participants made more
errors and had longer RTs to the probe for spatial compared

Slow Wave
The ANOVA conducted on slow wave showed a main effect
of emotional state [F(1, 39) = 178.23, p < 0.001, η2 =
0.82], with slow-wave amplitude under the negative emotion
(4.67 ± 0.31 µV) higher than the neutral emotion (1.89 ± 0.32
µV). The main effect of laterality was also significant [F(2, 78) =
13.66, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.26], and the amplitude of the left lateral
electrodes was the highest (2.56 ± 0.42 µV).
We found a marginally significant task type × electrode ×
group interaction effect, F(3, 117) = 2.62, p = 0.055, η2 = 0.06.
We observed a significant difference [F(1, 39) = 8. 08, p < 0.01,
η2 = 0.17] between the amplitudes elicited by the interference
pictures during the verbal and spatial tasks in the HA group over
only the parietal–occipital electrodes in comparison to the LA
group, and the interference pictures elicited higher slow-wave
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FIGURE 3 | Topographies of difference waves formed by subtracting spatial trial ERPs from verbal trial ERPs during 296–356, 452–512, and 660–760 ms after picture
onset.

with verbal material during the maintenance delay under the
negative-emotion conditions. The behavioral data showed that
interference by negative emotions impaired spatial WM. A
number of studies have found poorer spatial WM performance
during interference by negative affect (Dolcos and McCarthy,
2006; Okruszek et al., 2018). The authors suggested that this effect
is due to competition for limited visuospatial attention resources
(Lavric et al., 2003; Shackman et al., 2006).
Also, task performance was no different between the LA and
HA groups. Previous similar study also observed no impaired
performance in the HA group (Zhang et al., 2019). We suggest
that this lack of impairment in the group may be due to
the following reasons: first, university students are likely high
achieving and less representative of general population; second,
HA participants may take strategies to complete the task (Espuny
et al., 2018; Zhang et al., 2019) and avoid loss when the task
performance may be affected by the interference.
The findings suggest that the neural responses involved in
the processes underpinning sustained brain activation during the
delay phase of verbal and spatial WM tasks may be opposite in
individuals with high trait anxiety, depending on whether they
are responding to negative or to neutral pictures. In contrast,
individuals with LA may not have opposite neural responses.
Specifically, participants with high trait anxiety had higher early
LPP amplitudes in response to neutral pictures during the
maintenance phase of the spatial WM task relative to the verbal
WM task. In contrast, participants with high trait anxiety had
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higher earlier LPP amplitudes in response to negative pictures
during the maintenance phase of the verbal WM task relative to
the spatial WM task.
Why was HA associated with opposite neural responses
during sustained brain activation during the delay phase of
verbal and spatial WM tasks involving negative vs. neutral
affective pictures? This question can be answered in terms of
LPP and the processing mechanisms underpinning spatial WM.
The early components of LPPs represented attentional capture,
recognition, and stimulus evaluation (Donchin and Coles, 1988).
From the perspective of survival, threat-related negative pictures
elicited larger deflections in early LPPs (Böcker et al., 2001).
The competition for limited visuospatial attention resources
between spatial WM and negative pictures (Erk et al., 2007)
leads to the preceding negative pictures during the maintenance
phase capture more attention resources, results in less attention
resources left for the process of spatial WM. As mentioned
previously, several studies support a two-process account of
the LPP modulation during affective picture viewing, in which
the resistant core reflects a mandatory process implied in
the detection of stimulus motivational significance, whereas
attentional allocation to emotional stimuli wanes with stimulus
repetition (Ferrari et al., 2013, 2016, 2020; Codispoti et al., 2016;
Micucci et al., 2020).
Our ERP results indicated that the amplitudes of the early
LPPs elicited by the spatial WM task were larger than those
elicited by the verbal WM task in the HA group during the
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2003), which typically reduces attention to a current task.
Thus, the probability that processing resources shifts from
task-related WM to task-unrelated emotional stimuli increases.
Additionally, anxiety is associated with reduced influence of
the goal-directed attentional system (Corbetta and Shulman,
2002) involved in the top-down control of attention as well as
increased influence of the stimulus-driven attentional system
(Corbetta and Shulman, 2002) involved in the bottom-up
control of attention. This causes a reduction in attentional
control and dysfunction related to inhibition and shifting.
As a result, when interference stimuli appear, the WM of
individuals with HA is impaired because such stimuli cannot
be effectively inhibited.
Our behavioral and ERP results show HA individuals
demonstrating disparate neural processing yet equivalent
performance to LA individuals, indicating that impaired task
performance is not a characteristic of HA individuals. Instead,
HA individuals tend to be “strategic” in that they avoid mistakes
in completing the task. The real-world implications of our results
are that impaired task performance is not the only evidence to
judge whether an individual is highly anxious, and EEG data
should also be combined to judge.
Our findings may contribute to the comprehension of WM
in trait anxiety. On the one hand, our findings demonstrate the
generality of impaired cognitive control in HA individuals, not
only in attentional control, but also in the inhibition of negative
interference from WM. Our results extend prior observations of
inhibition control failures at the stage of maintenance (Qi et al.,
2014; Zhang et al., 2019) and add to previous indications that
deficits in inhibitory control of task-irrelevant interference are
present in HA individuals. On the other hand, our results provide
electrophysiological evidence of the interaction between WM
and emotional interference, and the interaction is modulated by
anxiety level. The previous study by Zhang et al. (2019) showed
that HA individuals is linked to deficits of inhibitory control that
can consume attentional resources, and emotional interference
additionally affects the late processing stage and increases the
required cognitive control. Our findings, together with previous
investigation (Song et al., 2017; Okruszek et al., 2018; Pacios et al.,
2020), point to the failure of cognitive control in trait anxiety.
The present study has some limitations. A limitation of the
WM task was the use of letters for both the spatial and verbal
WM conditions. This is because during the spatial condition
it would have been more difficult to inhibit the automatic
human nature of reading the visual stimuli than it would be to
inhibit spatial location (and this extra cognitive load/attentional
resources may partially explain the difference in RTs between
the two conditions) and the higher early LPP amplitude
during spatial WM task compared to the verbal WM task in
the HA group.
In conclusion, our findings demonstrate that negative
emotional distractors have differential effects on neural
attentional processing for individuals with high vs. low
trait anxiety, suggestive of possible compensatory/resilience
mechanisms at work to allow comparative task scores in
individuals with high trait anxiety. Our results suggest that
such mechanisms have important effects on the performance

maintenance phase following the neutral pictures. This supports
the assumption that attentional resources are required for spatial
WM but not necessarily for verbal WM (Li et al., 2010).
Additionally, according to attentional control theory (Eysenck
et al., 2007), maintenance of a low level of anxiety requires HA
individuals to invest more attentional resources in spatial WM.
Thus, the amplitude of LPP during the maintaining phase of the
spatial WM task was much higher than it was during the verbal
WM task under the neutral-emotion condition.
In contrast, after seeing negative pictures, the amplitude of the
early LPP of the HA group was higher for the verbal compared
with the spatial WM task. Donchin and Coles (1988) interpreted
the early components of LPP as attentional capture, recognition,
and stimulus evaluation. This supports the assumption that
the spatial WM task consumes such a large portion of the
visuospatial attentional resources that less neural activity remains
for attentional capture by negative pictures in the context of
negative interference. Thus, because of the limited attentional
resources available for processing negative interference pictures,
the amplitudes of the LPP evoked by negative pictures were
lower during the spatial WM compared with the verbal WM task
during the maintenance phase.
The results revealed such an effect in that the late LPP
and slow-wave components also showed task-related amplitude
changes in the HA and LA groups. The LPP extends throughout
the entire duration of picture presentation, indexing increased
sustained attention to emotional stimuli (Foti et al., 2009; Hajcak
et al., 2009). We also found a prominent interaction effect of
group and unilateral brain region during WM-related brain
activation. During the verbal WM task, both groups showed the
highest LPP amplitudes in the left brain region. However, the
HA group showed opposite patterns of brain activation during
different WM tasks. In the HA group, the LPP amplitude in
the left brain region was highest during the verbal WM task,
whereas the LPP amplitude in the right brain region was highest
during the spatial WM task. As LPP is modulated by the dynamic
allocation of attention, and spatial WM involving perceptual
processing needs more attention in the right hemisphere (SimonThomas et al., 2005), this pattern suggests enhanced attention
to interference pictures during the maintenance phase (Hajcak
et al., 2010) of spatial WM task in the HA group in comparison
to the LA group. Furthermore, the higher amplitude of a slowwave pattern reflects the allocation of a particular type of
additional resources as well as additional effort to a task (Rosler
et al., 1997). Because some of the resources of HA participants
are already allocated to anxiety person, these participants
must exert additional effort in the presence of an interference
stimulus (i.e., the amplitude of their slow waves is higher).
Overall, because the HA group devoted excessive attentional
resources to emotional pictures, the resources available in the
right hemisphere were limited, detracting from the attentional
resources available for spatial WM (Schupp et al., 1997).
As a result, when interference stimuli appear, the WM of
individuals with HA is impaired because such stimuli cannot be
effectively inhibited.
Individuals with high trait anxiety demonstrate affective bias
toward aversive or threat-related stimuli (Wilson and MacLeod,

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

8

March 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 570552

Yang et al.

Different Interference in Trait Anxiety

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

of cognitive tasks and that the kind of effect depends on
the type of the task (verbal or spatial), on the level of trait
anxiety (higher levels of trait anxiety are associated with more
interference), and on the type of emotional interference (neutral
or negative). Our results contribute to our understanding of
the influence of emotions on recognition performance and trait
anxiety, which are associated with increased susceptibility to
emotional disruptions.

HY: experiment design. JL: data collection. XZ: major revision
of the manuscript. All authors contributed to the article and
approved the submitted version.

FUNDING
This research was Supported by the National Natural Science
Foundation of China (31771218, 31970996), the Philosophy and
social science program of Guangdong Province (GD19CJY18),
Guangdong Provincial Key Laboratory of Development and
Education for Special Needs Children, the Key Laboratory of
Psychological Assessment and Rehabilitation for Exceptional
Children in Guangdong (2017SYSZD03), Guangdong Province
Collaborative Innovation Platform–Guangdong and Taiwan
teacher Education Collaborative Innovation Development
Center (YTXY1712), 2018 key Scientific Research Project at the
School level of Lingnan Normal University (WZ1806).

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT
The datasets presented in this article are not readily available
because the data also forms part of the ongoing study. Requests
to access the datasets should be directed to Huifang yang,
954147041@qq.com.

ETHICS STATEMENT
The studies involving human participants were reviewed
and approved by the Ethics Committee of Lingnan Normal
University. The patients/participants provided their written
informed consent to participate in this study. Written informed
consent was obtained from all participants for the publication of
any potentially identifiable data included in this article.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL
The Supplementary Material for this article can be found
online at: https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.
2021.570552/full#supplementary-material

REFERENCES

Donchin, E., and Coles, M. G. (1988). Is the P300 component a
manifestation of context updating? Behav. Brain Sci. 11, 357–374.
doi: 10.1017/S0140525X00058027
Erk, S., Kleczar, A., and Walter, H. (2007). Valence-specific regulation effects in
a working memory task with emotional context. NeuroImage 37, 623–632.
doi: 10.1016/j.neuroimage.2007.05.006
Espuny, J., Jiménez-Ortega, L., Hernández-Gutiérrez, D., Muñoz, F., Fondevila,
S., Casado, P., et al. (2018). Isolating the effects of word’s emotional valence
on subsequent morphosyntactic processing: an event-related brain potentials
study. Front. Psychol. 9:2291. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2018.02291
Eysenck, M. W., and Calvo, M. G. (1992). Anxiety and performance: the processing
efficiency theory. Cogn. Emot. 6, 409–434. doi: 10.1080/02699939208409696
Eysenck, M. W., and Derakshan, N. (2011). New perspectives in attentional control
theory. Pers. Individ. Differ. 50, 955–960. doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2010.08.019
Eysenck, M. W., Derakshan, N., Santos, R., and Calvo, M. G. (2007). Anxiety
and cognitive performance: attentional control theory. Emotion 7, 336–353.
doi: 10.1037/1528-3542.7.2.336
Ferrari, V., Bradley, M. M., Codispoti, M., Karlsson, M., and Lang, P. J.
(2013). Repetition and brain potentials when recognizing natural scenes:
task and emotion differences. Soc. Cogn. Affect. Neurosci. 8, 847–854.
doi: 10.1093/scan/nss081
Ferrari, V., De Cesarei, A., Mastria, S., Lugli, L., Baroni, G., Nicoletti,
R., et al. (2016). Novelty and emotion: pupillary and cortical
responses during viewing of natural scenes. Biol. Psychol. 113, 75–82.
doi: 10.1016/j.biopsycho.2015.11.008
Ferrari, V., Mastria, S., and Codispoti, M. (2020). The interplay between attention
and long-term memory in affective habituation. Psychophysiology 57:e13572.
doi: 10.1111/psyp.13572
Foti, D., Hajcak, G., and Dien, J. (2009). Differentiating neural responses to
emotional pictures: evidence from temporal-spatial PCA. Psychophysiology 46,
521–530. doi: 10.1111/j.1469-8986.2009.00796.x
Grosdemange, A., Monfort, V., Richard, S., Toniolo, A.-M., Ducrocq, X., and
Bolmont, B. (2015). Impact of anxiety on verbal and visuospatial working
memory in patients with acute stroke without severe cognitive impairment. J.
Neurol. Neurosurg. Psychiatry 86, 513–519. doi: 10.1136/jnnp-2014-308232

Ansari, T. L., and Derakshan, N. (2011). The neural correlates of cognitive
effort in anxiety: effects on processing efficiency. Biol. Psychol. 86, 337–348.
doi: 10.1016/j.biopsycho.2010.12.013
Banich, M. T., Mackiewicz, K. L., Depue, B. E., Whitmer, A. J., Miller, G. A.,
and Heller, W. (2009). Cognitive control mechanisms, emotion and memory: a
neural perspective with implications for psychopathology. Neurosci. Biobehav.
Rev. 33, 613–630. doi: 10.1016/j.neubiorev.2008.09.010
Berggren, N., and Derakshan, N. (2013). Attentional control deficits in trait
anxiety: why you see them and why you don’t. Biol. Psychol. 92, 440–446.
doi: 10.1016/j.biopsycho.2012.03.007
Böcker, K., Baas, J., Kenemans, J., and Verbaten, M. (2001). Stimulus-preceding
negativity induced by fear: a manifestation of affective anticipation. Int. J.
Psychophysiol. 43, 77–90. doi: 10.1016/S0167-8760(01)00180-5
Braver, T. S. (2012). The variable nature of cognitive control: a dual
mechanisms framework. Trends Cogn. Sci. 16, 106–113. doi: 10.1016/j.tics.
2011.12.010
Codispoti, M., De Cesarei, A., Biondi, S., and Ferrari, V. (2016). The fate
of unattended stimuli and emotional habituation: behavioral interference
and cortical changes. Cogn. Affect. Behav. Neurosci. 16, 1063–1073.
doi: 10.3758/s13415-016-0453-0
Corbetta, M., and Shulman, G. L. (2002). Control of goal-directed and
stimulus-driven attention in the brain. Nat. Rev. Neurosci. 3, 201–215.
doi: 10.1038/nrn755
Cuthbert, B. N., Schupp, H. T., Bradley, M. M., Birbaumer, N., and Lang,
P. J. (2000). Brain potentials in affective picture processing: covariation
with autonomic arousal and affective report. Biol. Psychol. 52, 95–111.
doi: 10.1016/S0301-0511(99)00044-7
Dolcos, F., Kragel, P., Wang, L., and McCarthy, G. (2006). Role of the inferior
frontal cortex in coping with distracting emotions. Neuroreport 17, 1591–1594.
doi: 10.1097/01.wnr.0000236860.24081.be
Dolcos, F., and McCarthy, G. (2006). Brain systems mediating cognitive
interference by emotional distraction. J. Neurosci. 26, 2072–2079.
doi: 10.1523/JNEUROSCI.5042-05.2006

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

9

March 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 570552

Yang et al.

Different Interference in Trait Anxiety

Qi, S., Ding, C., and Li, H. (2014). Neural correlates of inefficient filtering of
emotionally neutral distractors from working memory in trait anxiety. Cogn.
Affect. Behav. Neurosci. 14, 253–265. doi: 10.3758/s13415-013-0203-5
Rosler, F., Heil, M., and Roder, B. (1997). Slow negative brain potentials as
reflections of specific modular resources of cognition. Biol. Psychol. 45,
109–141. doi: 10.1016/S0301-0511(96)05225-8
Ruchkin, D. S., Johnson Jr, R., Mahaffey, D., and Sutton, S. (1988). Toward
a functional categorization of slow waves. Psychophysiology 25, 339–353.
doi: 10.1111/j.1469-8986.1988.tb01253.x
Sari, B. A., Koster, E. H., Pourtois, G., and Derakshan, N. (2016). Training working
memory to improve attentional control in anxiety: a proof-of-principle study
using behavioral and electrophysiological measures. Biol. Psychol. 121, 203–212.
doi: 10.1016/j.biopsycho.2015.09.008
Schupp, H. T., Cuthbert, B. N., Bradley, M. M., Birbaumer, N., and Lang, P.
J. (1997). Probe P3 and blinks: two measures of affective startle modulation.
Psychophysiology 34, 1–6. doi: 10.1111/j.1469-8986.1997.tb02409.x
Shackman, A. J., Sarinopoulos, I., Maxwell, J. S., Pizzagalli, D. A., Lavric, A.,
and Davidson, R. J. (2006). Anxiety selectively disrupts visuospatial working
memory. Emotion 6, 40–61. doi: 10.1037/1528-3542.6.1.40
Shafer, A. T., and Dolcos, F. (2012). Neural correlates of opposing effects of
emotional distraction on perception and episodic memory: an event-related
fMRI investigation. Front. Integr. Neurosci. 6:70. doi: 10.3389/fnint.2012.00070
Simon-Thomas, E. R., Role, K. O., and Knight, R. T. (2005). Behavioral and
electrophysiological evidence of a right hemisphere bias for the influence
of negative emotion on higher cognition. J. Cogn. Neurosci. 17, 518–529.
doi: 10.1162/0898929053279504
Song, S., Zilverstand, A., Song, H., d’Oleire Uquillas, F., Wang, Y.,
Xie C., et al. (2017). The influence of emotional interference on
cognitive control: a meta-analysis of neuroimaging studies using the
emotional Stroop task. Sci. Rep. 7, 1–9. doi: 10.1038/s41598-01702266-2
Spielberger, C., Gorsuch, R., Lushene, R., Vagg, P., and Jacobs, G., (1983).
Manual for the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory. Palo Alto, CA: Consulting
Psychologists’ Press.
Wilson, E., and MacLeod, C. (2003). Contrasting two accounts of anxiety-linked
attentional bias: selective attention to varying levels of stimulus threat intensity.
J. Abnorm. Psychol. 112, 212–218. doi: 10.1037/0021-843X.112.2.212
Zhang, W., Beuckelaer, A. D., Chen, L., and Zhou, R. (2019). ERP Evidence for
inhibitory control deficits in test-anxious individuals. Front. Psychiatry 10:645.
doi: 10.3389/fpsyt.2019.00645

Hajcak, G., Dunning, J. P., and Foti, D. (2009). Motivated and controlled attention
to emotion: time-course of the late positive potential. Clin. Neurophysiol. 120,
505–510. doi: 10.1016/j.clinph.2008.11.028
Hajcak, G., MacNamara, A., and Olvet, D. M. (2010). Event-related potentials,
emotion, and emotion regulation: an integrative review. Dev. Neuropsychol. 35,
129–155. doi: 10.1080/87565640903526504
Iordan, A., and Dolcos, F. (2015). Brain activity and network interactions linked to
valence-related differences in the impact of emotional distraction. Cereb. Cortex
1:19. doi: 10.1093/cercor/bhv242
Kennedy, B. L., Pearson, D., Sutton, D. J., Beesley, T., and Most, S. B.
(2018). Spatiotemporal competition and task-relevance shape the spatial
distribution of emotional interference during rapid visual processing: evidence
from gaze-contingent eye-tracking. Atten. Percept. Psychophys. 80, 426–438.
doi: 10.3758/s13414-017-1448-9
Lang, P. J., Bradley, M. M., and Cuthbert, B. N. (2005). International Affective
Picture System (IAPS): Affective Ratings of Pictures and Instruction Manual.
Tech Rep A-8. NIMH, Center for the Study of Emotion and Attention.
Lavric, A., Rippon, G., and Gray, J. R. (2003). Threat-evoked anxiety disrupts
spatial working memory performance: an attentional account. Cogn. Ther. Res.
27, 489–504. doi: 10.1023/A:1026300619569
Li, X., Chan, R. C., and Luo, Y.-,j. (2010). Stage effects of negative
emotion on spatial and verbal working memory. BMC Neurosci. 11:60.
doi: 10.1186/1471-2202-11-60
MacLeod, C., Grafton, B., and Notebaert, L. (2019). Anxiety-linked
attentional bias: is it reliable? Annu. Rev. Clin. Psychol. 15, 529–554.
doi: 10.1146/annurev-clinpsy-050718-095505
MacNamara, A., Ferri, J., and Hajcak, G. (2011). Working memory load reduces
the late positive potential and this effect is attenuated with increasing anxiety.
Cogn. Affect. Behav. Neurosci. 11, 321–331. doi: 10.3758/s13415-011-0036-z
Micucci, A., Ferrari, V., De Cesarei, A., and Codispoti, M. (2020). Contextual
modulation of emotional distraction: attentional capture and motivational
significance. J. Cogn. Neurosci. 32, 621–633. doi: 10.1162/jocn_a_01505
Moran, T. P. (2016). Anxiety and working memory capacity: a meta-analysis and
narrative review. Psychol. Bull. 142, 831–864. doi: 10.1037/bul0000051
Okon-Singer, H., Hendler, T., Pessoa, L., and Shackman, A. J. (2015).
The neurobiology of emotion–cognition interactions: fundamental
questions and strategies for future research. Front. Hum. Neurosci. 9:58.
doi: 10.3389/fnhum.2015.00058
Okruszek, U., Jarkiewicz, M., Gola, M., Cella, M., and Łojek, E. (2018).
Using ERPs to explore the impact of affective distraction on working
memory stages in schizophrenia. Cogn. Affect. Behav. Neurosci. 18, 437–446.
doi: 10.3758/s13415-018-0578-4
Owens, M., Stevenson, J., Hadwin, J. A., and Norgate, R. (2014). When does
anxiety help or hinder cognitive test performance? the role of working memory
capacity. Br. J. Psychol. 105, 92–101. doi: 10.1111/bjop.12009
Pacios, J., Caperos, J. M., Del Río, D., and Maest,ú, F. (2020). Emotional
distraction in working memory: bayesian-based evidence of the equivalent
effect of positive and neutral interference. Cogn. Emot. 35, 1–9.
doi: 10.1080/02699931.2020.1839382
Pessoa, L. (2008). On the relationship between emotion and cognition. Nat. Rev.
Neurosci. 9, 148–158. doi: 10.1038/nrn2317

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

Conflict of Interest: The authors declare that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a
potential conflict of interest.
Copyright © 2021 Yang, Li and Zheng. This is an open-access article distributed
under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use,
distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original
author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication
in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use,
distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

10

March 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 570552

