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Attention is believed to be biased toward threatening objects or faces. Therefore, we tested whether angry
face stimuli would capture attention even when they are irrelevant to the task. Observers searched for a
neutral face with a tilted nose. On some trials, the target was shown together with an irrelevant angry
or happy face and we measured the N2pc (an electrophysiological marker of attentional selectivity) to
the distractor expression. We found that angry distractors triggered an N2pc, whereas happy distractors
did not. Follow-up experiments explored the reliability of the N2pc to angry distractors using upright or
inverted angry faces, the eye or mouth region of angry faces and face-like stimuli. We conclude that a
threatening expression has a high attentional priority due to its emotional content and captures attention
despite being irrelevant for the task.

© 2016 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Facial expressions, especially threatening faces, are important
to our survival, and are assumed to be preferentially detected.
From an evolutionary perspective, preferential detection of threat-
ening stimuli is adaptively beneficial (Lang, Davis, & Ohman, 2000),
because a threat detection system would allow the attentional
system to uncover possible threats with minimal allocation of
attention to the surrounding environment (LeDoux, 1996). Some
models of early emotional and attentional processing have pro-
posed that threatening stimuli are processed prior to the operation
of selective attention, with a specialized “threat-detection sys-
tem” (Ohman & Mineka, 2001). Thus, the threat-capture hypothesis
predicts automatic attentional capture by threatening stimuli to
facilitate further processing.

Preferential attentional selection of threatening stimuli like
angry faces has been observed in visual search of facial expres-
sions and has been called the anger superiority effect (Hansen &
Hansen, 1988). When participants were required to detect the pres-
ence of an angry face among happy faces or the presence of a
happy face among angry faces, it was observed that participants
are faster to detect angry faces than happy faces. Interestingly, the
anger superiority effect persists with schematic faces (Eastwood,
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Smilek, & Merikle, 2001; Fox et al., 2000; Hansen & Hansen, 1988;
Ohman, Lundqvist, & Esteves, 2001; Sawada & Sato, 2015) that are
easily recognizable and are created with lines representing eye-
brows and mouth surrounded by a circle or an oval. Typically, they
share the same attributes as real faces, i.e. furrowed brows and
a compressed mouth (Darwin, 1872; Ekman & Friesen, 1976) and
receive similar evaluations in terms of valence and intensity (Calvo
& Nummenmaa, 2008; Coelho, Cloete, & Wallis, 2010).

However, the interpretation of the anger superiority effect is
controversial. A number of studies suggested that attentional cap-
ture by angry faces does not result from preferential attentional
selection of threatening expressions, but from salient perceptual
features associated with angry faces that vary strongly as a func-
tion of stimulus set (i.e. Horstmann, 2007; Horstmann, Lipp, &
Becker, 2012; Lipp, Price, & Tellegen, 2009; Savage, Becker, &
Lipp, 2016; Savage & Lipp, 2015; Savage, Lipp, Craig, Becker, &
Horstmann, 2013). In addition, intentions or working memory
have also been established as partially driving the anger superior-
ity effect because they promote an attentional set to threatening
content (Hahn & Gronlund, 2007; Moriya, Koster, & De Raedt,
2014; Todd, Cunningham, Anderson, & Thompson, 2012; Vogt,
De Houwer, Crombez, & Van Damme, 2013). Consequently, the
advantage of angry faces might be the consequence of goal-driven
attention more than involuntary attentional capture.

In fact, bottom-up attentional capture is typically observed in
response to irrelevant, but highly salient stimuli that compete with
task-relevant stimuli so that attention moves to the irrelevant dis-
tractor before it reaches the target (Theeuwes, 1992, 2010). At the
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level of simple features, it has been established that color, shape,
size, luminance and onsets may capture attention (Schreij, Owens,
& Theeuwes, 2008). However, evidence for the involuntary capture
of attention by complex features, like the human face and facial
expressions, has been relatively scarce.

Some have addressed the threat-capture hypothesis by ask-
ing participants to search for a singleton target in competition
with an irrelevant facial expression (Hodsoll, Viding, & Lavie, 2011;
Huang, Chang, & Chen, 2011). Despite establishing that irrele-
vant facial expressions resulted in longer RTs, these experiments
failed to establish a significant difference in paired comparisons
between angry and happy distractors. However, it may be that
behavioral measures (reaction times, RTs) are not sensitive enough
to detect stronger attentional capture by angry faces compared to
happy faces. In particular, the threat-capture hypothesis states that
threatening expressions are detected early in the visual processing
chain and lead to early attentional selection, but RTs are the result
of a multitude of processing stages. Thus, differences in RTs may
reflect early attentional selection or late response-related biases.
Also, it may be that RTs increase because displays with an emo-
tional distractor are visually more complex, which may lead to
spatially unspecific filtering costs (Kahneman, Treisman, & Burkell,
1983). To ascertain that facial expressions result in early atten-
tional capture (vs. late response-related biases), we measured an
electrophysiological correlate of attention, the N2pc, which occurs
only 200-300 ms after stimulus onset and indicates the attended
hemifield, which makes it a spatially specific measure (vs. spatially
unspecific filtering costs).

In general, attentional selectivity in visual search tasks has been
investigated using lateralized event-related potentials (ERPs). The
N2pc is a negative deflection in electrodes contralateral to the tar-
get at posterior sites in the N2 latency range, about 200-300 ms
after stimulus onset (Eimer, 1996; Luck & Hillyard, 1994). Function-
ally, the N2pc component is usually associated with the attentional
selection of task-relevant stimuli (Eimer, 1996) or with the inhi-
bition of distractors (Luck & Hillyard, 1994). More recent studies
suggest that the N2pc consists of two subcomponents, a target
negativity (Nt) that reflects enhancement of relevant information
and a distractor positivity (Pp) that reflects inhibition of distrac-
tors (e.g., Feldmann-Waiistefeld, Uengoer, & Schubd, 2015; Hickey,
Di Lollo, & McDonald, 2009; Kiss, Grubert, Petersen, & Eimer, 2012;
Sawaki & Luck, 2013). In addition, the N2pc component reflects
involuntary attentional capture when the distractor is shown at a
lateral position and the target is on the vertical midline, so that any
lateralized component has to be ascribed to the distractor (Burra
& Kerzel, 2013, 2014; Hickey, McDonald, & Theeuwes, 2006; Kiss
et al., 2012). Furthermore, the sensitivity of the N2pc to atten-
tional capture may be greater than the sensitivity of RTs (Ansorge,
Horstmann, & Worschech, 2010; Eimer & Kiss, 2008; Huber-Huber,
Grubert, Ansorge, & Eimer, 2015).

With respect to the detection of angry target faces, some stud-
ies report facilitated detection of angry target faces compared to
happy faces using RTs and the N2pc, that is, a larger N2pc for angry
than happy target faces (Feldmann-Wiistefeld, Schmidt-Daffy, &
Schubé, 2011; Weymar, Léw, Ohman, & Hamm, 2011; Yao, Ding, Qi,
& Yang, 2013, Yao, Ding, Qi, & Yang, 2014), but studies investigat-
ing the electrophysiological correlates of angry or happy distractor
faces are missing. Attentional capture by threatening face distrac-
tors would support the initial assumption of preferential threat
detection that operates independently of the observer’s volition.

In the present research, we investigate attentional capture by
an irrelevant distractor in visual search. That is, we used an array of
neutral expressions and a single distractor expression (Eastwood
et al.,, 2001). Participants were asked to indicate the orientation
of a tilted bar (the nose) inside a neutral face in an array of six
faces (see Fig. 1). The N2pc as a marker of attentional selectivity
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Fig. 1. Visual search task and spatial configurations. Six faces were presented on
a virtual circle at 6° from the center. Panel A shows that participants had to press
one of two buttons according to the orientation of the line representing the nose of
the target. The spatial configurations in Experiment 1 are shown in panel B. In the
no distractor condition, the target was on a lateral position and the distractor was
absent (1/3 of trials). In the lateral distractor condition, the target was on the vertical
midline and the distractor was on a lateral position (1/3 of trials). In the contralateral
distractor condition, the target was on a lateral position and the distractor was on
the opposite side (1/6 of trials). In the ipsilateral distractor condition, the target
was lateral and the distractor was on the same side (1/6 of trials). The lateralized
event-related potential was only analyzed for the lateral distractor condition.

(Burra & Kerzel, 2013, 2014; Hickey et al., 2006; Kiss et al., 2012)
only picks up responses to lateralized stimuli. Therefore, we were
particularly interested in a spatial configuration where the dis-
tractor was on a lateral position, whereas the target was on the
vertical midline, above or below fixation. Importantly, this spatial
configuration allows us to compare attentional capture by lateral
positive (happy) and threatening (angry) distractor expressions. To
control for low-level differences among our stimuli that might oth-
erwise compromise lateralized ERPs, we used schematic faces. At
the behavioral level, we expect a delay in RTs when comparing the
distractor-present and distractor-absent conditions without any
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difference between facial expressions (Hodsoll et al., 2011; Huang
etal, 2011).

2. Experiment 1a
2.1. Method

2.1.1. Participants

Twenty-one students of the University of Geneva (8 male)
without any neurological or psychiatric indications participated
in this experiment for class credit. Participants were naive as to
the purpose of the experiment. The local ethics committee had
approved the study and informed consent was obtained from
participants prior to the experiment. The data of three partici-
pants were removed because less than 60% of the trials remained
after artifact rejection. The data of two further participants were
removed because of mean EOG traces outside the acceptable range
(see below). Thus, the following analyses were conducted on the
sixteen remaining participants (7 male).

2.1.2. Stimuli

We wused the Cogent toolbox (www.vislab.ucl.ac.uk/
Cogent2000) for Matlab to display the stimuli. Six stimuli were
presented at 6° of eccentricity on a flat-panel screen. The gray used
to draw the outlines had an approximate luminance of 11.6 cd/m?
and the background was black. Luminance was measured with a
ColorCAL MKII Colorimeter (Cambridge Research Systems) that
was placed directly on a central rectangle filled with the same
gray used for the outlines of the schematic faces. An oval of 1.8°
horizontal by 2° vertical was shown as the contour of the faces.
Inside each oval, a schematic face was created (see Fig. 1A) with
two dots representing the eyes. Moreover, for the neutral faces, two
horizontal bars were shown as eyebrows and a single horizontal
bar as mouth. To create happy and angry facial expressions, the
eyebrows were tilted at+40° from horizontal and a curved line,
upright for happy and inverted for angry, replaced the horizontal
line for the mouth. The size of the lines was scrupulously controlled
to be equal among facial expressions, particularly for the mouth,
in order to avoid any low-level confound. The target consisted of
a bar, the nose, in the center of the face and tilted at+45° from
vertical while the remaining noses consisted of a vertical bar. In
1/3 of the trials, no distractor expression was shown (see Fig. 1B).
Consistent with our previous studies (Burra & Kerzel, 2013, 2014),
the main condition to isolate the distractor-related N2pc was a
display with the target on the vertical midline and the distractor
on a lateral position (1/3 of trials), which elicited an N2pc to the
distractor, but not to the target. To make target and distractor
positions unpredictable, the distractor also occurred ipsilateral
(1/6 of trials) and contralateral (1/6 of trials) to the target. As the
latter conditions do not directly test our experimental hypothesis,
they will not be analyzed any further. The distractor expression
was randomly happy or angry. Furthermore, the schematic faces
were validated by a group of 18 independent participants (see
supplementary Figure A). Results were consistent with the valence
and intensity of other picture sets (Ohman et al., 2001; Coelho
et al., 2010; Weymar et al,, 2011). Angry stimuli were rated as
more negative and intense than happy stimuli.

2.1.3. Procedure

Condition order was randomized within blocks of 48 trials that
took about 2 min to complete. Each trial began with a gray fixation
cross on a black background for a random interval between 600 and
1600 ms. The stimulus remained on the screen until a response was
given. Participants were asked to perform a 2-AFC task based on
line orientation. They judged whether the only nose that was not
vertical was tilted to the left or right. Participants were asked to

respond as quickly as possible while maintaining accuracy above
90%. Responses were given with the right hand, using two keys of
a standard keyboard. Incorrect responses were indicated by a mes-
sage displayed at the center of the screen. Before the experiment,
participants completed 48 trials of the task in which they were
trained to avoid moving their eyes in direction of the target. Each
participant performed 24 blocks of 48 experimental trials, each for
a total of 1152 trials.

2.1.4. Electrophysiological recording and analysis

A Biosemi (Amsterdam, The Netherlands) ActiveTwo ampli-
fier system AD-Box with 64 active AG/AgCL electrodes sampled at
1024 Hz was used. We used the voltage difference of two horizon-
tal electro-oculogram (HEOG) electrodes, fixed at the outer canthi
of the eyes, to detect horizontal and vertical eye movements. The
two earlobes were used as online and offline References.

Data were filtered online with a 0.01Hz high pass filter
and a 100Hz low-pass filter. Using BrainVision Analyzer 2.1
(Brain Products GmbH., Munich, Germany), we filtered the data
with a zero-phase-shift, low-pass Butterworth filter (40 Hz with
24 dB/oct.). In order to remove ocular artifacts (blinks or saccades),
we used independent component analysis. Trials corresponding to
incorrect behavioral performance, trials with response time shorter
than 200 ms and longer than 2000 ms were eliminated from the
analysis. Then, a baseline correction (—100 ms to stimulus onset)
was performed before the artifact exclusion. We excluded blinks
(VEOG £ 60 V), vertical or horizontal ocular movements (HEOG
or VEOG +40 V) and all other artifacts (all electrodes + 100 V).
If in doubt about the signal, epochs were manually checked. Then,
according to the procedure described by Luck (2005), in order to be
sure that our participant did not move their eyes, we computed the
average HEOG for left and right target conditions separately and
rejected two subjects whose HEOG from 0 to 350 ms was larger
than + 3 V. Thereby, participants did not move their eyes more
than ~0.4° from the fixation point throughout the artifact free tri-
als.On average, 18% of the trials were removed. The same procedure
of artifact rejection was used in all of the following experiments.

Epochs started at 100 ms before the onset of the display and
ended at 350 ms after, for a total time window of 450 ms. When
necessary, we corrected for the non-sphericity of our data by using
the Greenhouse-Geisser correction of the degrees of freedom. To
maximize the amplitude of the N2pc and the differences between
conditions, we measured the N2pc from 230 to 300 ms! at the P7/P8
electrodes, rather than at the most common PO7/PO8 electrodes.

Behavioral analyses were conducted on median RTs for each
condition and participant. We compared distractor-absent and
distractor-present trials across spatial configurations of target and
distractor. The results did not differ significantly when we only
analyzed RTs from distractor-present displays with the target at
amidline position and the distractor at a lateral position. The same
procedure of artifact rejection was used in all of the following
experiments. The t-tests were always two-tailed.

2.2. Results

2.2.1. Behavior

A one-way repeated-measure ANOVA (distractor type: absent,
happy, angry) revealed that RTs increased with happy (631 ms)
and angry (633 ms) distractors compared to distractor absent tri-
als (606 ms), F(2,30)=9.31, p<0.001, p? = 0.39. The two distractor

1 This time window matches other studies using the additional singleton
paradigm: 230-290ms in Hickey et al. (2006); 200-280ms in Burra and Kerzel
(2013, 2014); 225-325ms in McDonald et al. (2013); 220-300ms in Kiss et al.
(2012).
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Table 1

Mean reaction times (in ms) and between-subject standard deviations (in parenthesis) from Experiments 1-4. There was either no distractor (absent), a happy, or an angry
distractor expression. In Experiment 2, the faces were either upright or inverted and in Experiment 3, either the eyes or the mouth region was shown. In Experiment 4,

face-like stimuli were used.

Absent Happy Angry
Exp. 1a 606 (71) 631 (78) 633 (81)
Exp. 1b 676 (129) 728 (168) 754 (158)
Upright Inverted Upright Inverted
Exp. 2 622 (89) 624 (100) 669 (112) 664 (119)
Eyes Mouth Eyes Mouth
Exp. 3 578 (47) 569 (47) 603 (48) 594 (50)
Exp. 4 592 (81) 613 (86) 621(82)

conditions were not significantly different (p =0.82). We subjected
proportion correct to the same ANOVA, but no significant effect was
observed. Overall, the proportion of correct responses was 0.97 (see
Table 1).

2.2.2. ERPs to lateralized distractors

Average contra- and ipsilateral ERPs to happy and angry distrac-
tors are shown in Fig. 2. A paired-samples t-test showed that the
voltage difference to angry distractors (-0.62 wV) was significantly
more negative than the voltage difference to happy distractors
(0.18 V), t(15)=3.72, p=0.002, d=0.92. Moreover, one-sample
t-tests against zero confirmed a significant N2pc to the angry dis-
tractor, t(15)=3.23, p=0.006, d=0.83, but the lateralized ERP to
happy distractors did not reach the level of significance, p=0.3.

3. Experiment 1b

In Experiment 1a, we did not observe behavioral differences
between angry and happy distractor faces while the N2pc com-
ponents were different. Possibly, the difference between angry and
happy was lost in processing stages succeeding the N2pc-interval.
To isolate early processing stages, we masked the stimuli after
200 ms and measured RTs.

3.1. Methods

Twenty participants (4 male) participated. This experiment was
similar to Experiment 1a except that the mouth, the eyes, and
the eyebrows disappeared and were replaced by a mask 200 ms
after the onset of the visual search display. The mask consisted of
250 dots that were spread inside the face contour without cover-
ing the nose. Mask and nose were displayed until a response was
given. Thus, the central bars (i.e., the noses), including the response-
relevant tilted nose, remained visible until a response was given,
which made sure that the response requirements did not change
with respect to Experiment 1a. There was a total of 192 trials.

3.2. Results

A one-way repeated-measure ANOVA (distractor type: absent,
happy, angry) revealed that RTs increased with happy (728 ms)
and angry (754 ms) distractors compared to distractor absent tri-
als (676 ms), F(2,38)=23.96, p<0.001, mp2 =0.55. Importantly, the
two distractor conditions were significantly different, £(19)=2.36,
p=0.029, d=0.56. These behavioral effects are consistent with the
electrophysiological evidence for attentional capture by angry, but
not happy distractor expressions. The mask may have isolated early
processing stages because the information about facial features was
only available for 200 ms. Further, we subjected proportion correct
to the same ANOVA, but no significant effect was observed. Overall,
the proportion of correct responses was 0.97 (see Table 1).

3.3. Discussion

In Experiment 1a, we established behavioral interference from
both angry and happy distractors. However, we observed an N2pc
only to angry, but not to happy distractor expressions. Similarly,
the N2pc to face targets was found to be larger for angry than
happy expressions, suggesting a preferential selection of angry
faces (Feldmann-Wiistefeld et al., 2011; Weymar et al., 2011;
Yao et al., 2013). As in prior studies, Experiment 1a confirmed
increased RTs for emotional expressions without significant differ-
ences between angry and happy faces (Hodsoll et al., 2011; Huang
et al,, 2011). However, when we reduced the presentation time
by masking the facial features after 200 ms in Experiment 1b, we
observed stronger interference from angry than happy distractors.
Thus, processes occurring after 200 ms may obscure the initial dif-
ference between angry and happy distractors that is visible in the
ERPs. We have no precise idea of what these processes may be,
but we suspect that response selection and top-down scanning
strategies may play a role.

Thus, we have demonstrated that a task-irrelevant angry dis-
tractor produced electrophysiological evidence for attentional
capture. That is, when searching for a tilted bar inside a neutral
face, only angry faces resulted in an N2pc. Interestingly, the N2pc
toward the irrelevant facial distractor was different between angry
and happy expressions despite the similar RTs. In sum, ERPs reflect
involuntary attentional selection of threatening but not happy dis-
tractor expressions despite equal RTs when faces were shown until
response.

Unfortunately, the anger superiority effect may be affected by a
perceptual confound (Horstmann, 2007). According to this account,
facilitated detection of angry faces might be strongly associated
with the interaction of internal facial features (i.e. the mouth and
eyebrows) and the contour of the face. Particularly, angry expres-
sions may be preferentially detected due to closure (eyebrows and
upper outline of the face, mouth and lower outline of the face).
In order to rule out this possibility, we ran three additional experi-
ments. In Experiment 2, we investigated the effect of presenting the
angry face upside-down. In Experiment 3, we examined the role of
internal facial features (eye/mouth) of the angry distractor expres-
sion in the capture effect. Finally, in Experiment 4, we quantified
the impact of pure saliency-driven capture by using face-like stim-
uli that share features with facial expressions (Coelho et al., 2010).
We predict that the N2pc will be present and significantly larger
for upright than inverted angry expressions and for the eye than
the mouth region. Finally, we expect the difference between angry
and happy facial expressions to be absent for face-like stimuli.

4. Experiment 2

The face literature suggests that faces are processed holistically.
Thus, they are perceived and characterized as a whole, rather than
based on the sum of the individual features (Tanaka & Farah, 1993).
In recognition of facial expressions, features are important (Tanaka,
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Fig. 2. Top: Sample displays from Experiment 1. Bottom: Results from Experiment 1. We evaluated the N2pc in the interval from 230 to 290 ms. Note: **=p < 0.01 and

n.s.=not significant.

Kaiser, Butler, & Le Grand, 2012), but holistic processing permits
integration of facial features into a meaningful coherent represen-
tation of a facial expression (Calder & Jansen, 2005; Calder, Young,
Keane, & Dean, 2000).

Moreover, holistic processing is central to the emergence of the
anger superiority effect. Consequently, the anger superiority effect
does not occur in visual search with upside-down faces (Fox et al.,
2000; but see Ohman et al., 2001 for other results). In fact, inversion
of faces disrupts the integration of configural relationships among
facial features (Farah, Tanaka, & Drain, 1995; Tanaka & Sengco,
1997; Valentine, 1988; Yin, 1969), but at the same time, inversion
allows keeping the individual perceptual features unchanged.

Using the inversion effect to our benefit, we presented only
angry distractor expressions that were either upright or upside-
down. Thus, inversion enables us to rule out that the N2pc toward
the angry distractor expression is related to low-level percep-
tual confounds, like a preferential detection of tilted bars that are
present in the eyebrows of both happy and angry expression, but
which might be more perceptible in angry expressions. If low-level
accounts were true, we should obtain an N2pc to the angry distrac-
tor of the same amplitude in upright and inverted orientations. If
the N2pc occurred only to the upright angry distractor, this would
show that attentional capture was related to the holistic processing
of angry faces and their emotional content.

4.1. Method

4.1.1. Participants

Twenty-three new participants (10 male) from the same pool
as above took part. The data of five participants were removed
because less than 60% of the trials remained after artifact rejec-
tion. The data from one further participant was removed because
the mean EOG traces were outside the acceptable range, leaving
seventeen participants (8 male) in the final sample.

4.1.2. Stimuli

The present experiment was similar to Experiment 1a except for
the distractors. Only the angry face was kept and it was presented
in an upright or inverted condition.

4.1.3. Procedure

The procedure was similar to Experiment 1a. However, in half
of the trials (512 trials) the stimuli were upright and in the other
half, inverted. Their appearance was randomly mixed.

4.1.4. EEG recording and analysis
Using the same criteria as in Experiment 1a, 29% of the trials
were removed.

4.2. Results

4.2.1. Behavior

A2 (distractor: absence, presence) x 2 (face orientation: upright,
inverted) repeated-measure ANOVA revealed that the presence of a
distractor increased RTs (623 vs. 667 ms), F(1,16)=33.58, p<0.001,
Mp2 =0.21. Inversion had no effect (p=0.779), but the interaction
approached significance, F(1,16)=4.25, p=0.056, mp? =0.21, show-
ing that the distractor effect was slightly stronger in upright (47 ms)
thanininverted orientation (40 ms). The analysis of proportion cor-
rect did not yield any significant results. Overall, the proportion of
correct responses was 0.97 (see Table 1).

4.2.2. ERPs to lateralized distractors

Average contra- and ipsilateral ERPs to inverted and upright
distractors are shown in Fig. 3. A paired-samples t-test revealed
a larger N2pc for upright (-0.38 wV) than inverted threatening
distractors (0.17 pV), t(16)=2.63, p=0.018, d=0.66. One-sample
t-tests showed that the N2pc to the lateral angry distractor was
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Fig. 3. Top: Sample displays from Experiment 2 with inverted faces. Bottom:

significant when the face was upright, t(16)=3.31, p=0.004,
d=0.80, but not when it was inverted, p=0.351.

4.3. Discussion

The results confirmed an N2pc to an angry distractor expression
when it was upright, but not when it was inverted. Thus, attentional
capture by an angry distractor cannot be due to better detection
of oblique lines in schematic angry eyebrows, because these lines
are similar in upright and inverted orientations. We think that the
holistic processing of faces, which typically facilitates the accurate
recognition of facial expressions, precedes attentional capture by
upright faces. Consequently, the attentional priority of the threat-
ening stimulus after recognition and appreciation of its emotional
content is likely to explain attentional capture.

5. Experiment 3

Another possible confound is the “closure” feature (Wolfe &
Horowitz, 2004) caused by the angry mouth neighboring the lower
edge of the schematic face, which may pop out in visual search
(Elder & Zucker, 1993, 1994; Wolfe & Horowitz, 2004). This feature
is part of an angry expression, but not present in neutral or happy
faces. Thus, during visual search for an angry target expression, the
presence of closure may confer both speed and efficiency advan-
tages (Mak-Fan, Thompson, & Green, 2011). While this effect has
notbeeninvestigated with angry faces as distractors, one may argue
that closure explains the capture by angry distractors. To isolate the
closure feature, we split our stimuli into mouth and eye region, but
kept the outline of the face. If closure explains the N2pc toward
angry face distractors, an N2pc is expected to the mouth region,
but not to the eye region.

Moreover, this manipulation allowed us to test whether the eye
region has a larger importance than the mouth region. It has been
claimed that the upper part of the face is more important than the
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lower part, due to the presence of the eyes (Haxby, Hoffman, &
Gobbini, 2000; Schyns, Bonnar, & Gosselin, 2002; Schyns & Oliva,
1999) and preferentially triggers shifts of attention compared to the
lower part of the face, especially for threatening faces (Fox et al.,
2000; Tipples, Atkinson, & Young, 2002). Moreover, the greater
importance of the upper features of the face relative to the lower
features has been demonstrated in recognition of facial expressions
(Baron-Cohen, 1997). The eyes seem to be crucial for recognizing
angry or fearful faces but less so for happy faces (Bombari et al.,
2013; Fox et al., 2000; Schyns, Petro, & Smith, 2007; Tanaka et al.,
2012). In sum, if the eye region was sufficient to capture attention,
we should obtain an N2pc to the eye region, but not to the mouth
region.

5.1. Method

5.1.1. Participants

Twenty students of the University of Geneva (8 male) partici-
pated. The data from three participants were removed because less
than 60% of the trials remained after artifact rejection. The data
from one further participant were removed because of mean EOGs
outside the acceptable range, leaving sixteen participants (6 male)
for analysis.

5.1.2. Stimuli

The experiment was similar to Experiment 1a with the following
exceptions. We divided the faces in mouth region (lower part) and
eye region (upper part). Only angry faces were used.

5.1.3. Procedure
The procedure was similar to Experiment 1a. Mouth and eye
displays were randomly mixed.
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5.1.4. EEG recording and analysis
We used the same settings as in Experiment 1a. On average, 16%
of the trials were removed.

5.2. Results

5.2.1. Behavior

A 2 (distractor: absence, presence) x 2 (face region: eye, mouth)
ANOVA revealed that the presence of a distractor increased RTs
(573 vs. 599 ms), F(1,15)=63.44, p<0.001, np? =0.80. The distrac-
tor effect was similar for both face regions, as evident in the
non-significant interaction, p=0.96. No significant effects were
observed in the analysis of proportion correct. Overall, proportion
correct was 0.97 (see Table 1).

5.2.2. ERPs to lateralized distractors

Average contra- and ipsilateral ERPs to the mouth and eye
region of angry distractors are shown in Fig. 4. A paired-samples
t-tests showed that the N2pc was more negative to lateral distrac-
tors showing the eye region (-0.40 wV) than to lateral distractors
showing the mouth region (0.19 wV), t(15)=2.26,p=0.039,d=0.57.
One-sample t-tests against zero revealed a significant N2pc for the
eye region, t(15)=2.32, p=0.035, d=0.58, but not for the mouth
region, p=0.37.

5.3. Discussion

This experiment establishes an N2pc to the eye region of irrel-
evant angry faces, but not to the mouth region, ruling out the
possibility that the N2pc to angry distractor expressions was driven
by the mouth region, which may be reduced to the low-level effect
of closure. Moreover, the results are in line with previous research
showing that the eye region contains the elements of a threatening
face that capture attention (Fox & Damjanovic, 2006). It is likely
that a “face” contour might enhance holistic processing and might
lead to a filling-in effect (Bentin, Sagiv, Mecklinger, Friederici, &
von Cramon, 2002; Righart, Burra, & Vuilleumier, 2011), so that
the eye region in isolation might be sufficient to result in the per-
ception of a whole schematic face, whereas the mouth region is
insufficient. However, when the contour of the face is removed,
the N2pc to angry eyes or eyebrows in isolation does not reach the
level of significance (Weymar et al., 2011; Experiment 2 and 3),
underlining the importance of the face outline and the face con-
text in the anger superiority effect (Schubo, Gendolla, Meinecke, &
Abele, 2006). Thus, our data support the idea that the eye region
is preferentially processed in the perception of angry faces (Schyns
et al., 2007; Vinette, Gosselin, & Schyns, 2004) and might therefore
drive attentional capture to angry faces.

6. Experiment 4

Finally, even if schematic faces reduce the likelihood of low-
level confounds, different studies have established that they do not
completely rule them out (Horstmann & Bauland, 2006; Purcell &
Stewart, 2010). Besides the closure effect, lines crossing the face
outline have been suggested as a possible explanation for the anger
superiority effect. Indeed, when the face outline is removed or
manipulated in the display, the anger superiority effect disappears
(Horstmann & Bauland, 2006; Schubé et al., 2006). Furthermore,
it has been demonstrated that even meaningless face-like stim-
uli can generate an anger superiority effect (Coelho et al., 2010).
In the same vein, geometrical shapes, such as inverted triangles,
might be seen as emotional (Larson, Aronoff, & Stearns, 2007;
Watson, Blagrove, & Selwood, 2011) and were found to activate the
amygdala (Larson, Aronoff, Sarinopoulos, & Zhu, 2009) and increase
peripheral physiological responses (Armbruster, Suchert, Gartner,

& Strobel, 2014), which has been linked to affective processing.
Consequently, we wondered whether geometrical shapes would
produce a capture effect similar to the one we observed for angry
faces.

Therefore, we replicated the procedure of Experiment 1a, but
used face-like stimuli similar to Coelho et al. (2010). If low-level
features explain the N2pc toward threatening distractors, a larger
N2pc to face-like threatening than to face-like happy stimuli is
expected. If only the emotional content of angry faces explains the
attentional capture by angry distractor faces, the N2pc to face-like
threatening and face-like happy stimuli is not expected to differ.

6.1. Participants

Seventeen students of the University of Geneva (6 male) partici-
pated. Data of one female participant was rejected because less than
60% of the trials remained after artifact rejection, leaving sixteen
participants in the final analyses.

6.2. Stimuli

We used shapes sharing internal features with faces, but which
were not faces (Coelho et al., 2010). These stimuli were created by
replacing the mouth by inverted eyebrows. In addition to the two
pairs of eyebrows, the nose was shown (see Fig. 5).

6.3. Procedure

The procedure was similar to Experiment 1a. We avoided con-
textual effects by not speaking about faces. Thereby, participants
would not be encouraged to see these stimuli as faces. As in the
preceding experiments, participants were required to search for
the tilted bar.

6.4. EEG recording and analysis

We used the same settings and statistics as in Experiment 1a.
On average, 13% of the trials were removed from the EEG data.

6.5. Results

6.5.1. Behavior

A one-way repeated-measures ANOVA (distractor type: absent,
face-like happy, face-like angry) revealed that the presence of a
distractor increased RTs from 592 ms without distractor to 613 ms
with a face-like happy and 621 ms with a face-like angry distrac-
tor, F(2,30)=11.27, p<0.001, mp%=0.42. However, the distractor
conditions were not significantly different (p =0.23). No significant
effects were observed in the accuracy analysis. Overall accuracy
was 0.97 (see Table 1).

6.5.2. ERPs to lateralized distractors

Average contra- and ipsilateral ERPs to happy-like and angry-
like distractors are shown in Fig. 5. A paired-samples t-test showed
that the N2pc components in the two distractor conditions did
not differ, p=0.77. One-sample t-tests against zero showed that
the N2pc was neither significant for face-like happy (—0.3 wV),
t(15)=1.55,p=0.141, nor for face-like angry distractors (—0.23 V),
t(15)=1.54, p=0.144.

6.6. Discussion

Face-like angry and happy distractors sharing basic features
with facial expressions did not capture attention differen-
tially, as indexed by the non-significant difference in the N2pc.
Therefore, we conclude that the contribution of low-level factors
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Fig. 5. Top: Sample displays from Experiment 4 that were face-like figures composed of the same lines as in the previous experiments. Bottom: Results from Experiment 3.
Note: n.s.=not significant.
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to the difference in attentional capture between angry and happy
faces that we observed in Experiment 1a is rather minor. Con-
sequently, we claim that the emotional content of angry faces
underlies attentional capture and not the associated low-level fea-
tures.

7. General discussion

We investigated attentional capture by threatening distractors.
In a visual search task, we used schematic facial expressions not as
a target but as an irrelevant distractor that competed for selection.
To our knowledge, previous electrophysiological research has only
confirmed facilitated attentional selection of angry target faces.
For instance, when facial expressions were used as search targets
(Eastwood et al., 2001; Fox et al., 2000; Hansen & Hansen, 1988;
Sawada & Sato, 2015), there was no competition between relevant
and salient-but-irrelevant elements. Therefore, we pitted search
for a relevant facial feature (the nose) against distraction from
irrelevant facial features (the eyes and mouth). We demonstrated
that attention was captured by angry distractor expressions, but
not by happy distractor expressions. This result supports the view
that threatening stimuli override current attentional control set-
tings by a specialized “threat-detection system” (Ohman & Mineka,
2001). Attentional capture was indexed by an electrophysiological
marker of attentional selection, the N2pc component. As shown
in Fig. 6, attentional capture by angry distractors occurred with
upright faces, but not with inverted faces (Experiment 2). Addi-
tionally, when angry faces were split in eye and mouth regions,
attentional capture was only observed for the eye region (Exper-
iment 3). Finally, shapes that shared the basic internal features
of emotional facial expressions did not result in differential atten-
tional capture for angry-like faces (Experiment 4).

7.1. Attentional capture by threatening distractors and holistic
processing

We have demonstrated that attentional capture by threaten-
ing faces occurs when faces are upright. Previously, it has been
reported that target discrimination was delayed by facial expres-
sions that were irrelevant for the task without a difference between
angry and happy distractors (Hodsoll et al., 2011; Huang et al,,
2011). However, previous studies beg the question whether the
effect originated at an early perceptual/attentional stage or at a late
response-related stage. In fact, some authors concluded that angry
faces misguide attention rather than capture attention (Horstmann
& Becker, 2008). Whereas the initial shift of involuntary attention is
directed to a distractor in attentional capture, voluntary attention
is supposed to be biased toward the salient distractor in attentional
misguidance. That is, an affective singleton face may receive some
attentional priority and weakly attract attention to the target (Todd
& Kramer, 1994).

Nevertheless, our results confirm an N2pc to angry facial expres-
sions, showing that threatening stimuli attract attention at an
early stage of visual processing. In contrast, no N2pc occurred to
happy facial expressions. Therefore, the present results support
the attentional capture hypothesis. When processing time was lim-
ited by a mask to only 200 ms, stronger distraction by angry than
happy expressions was also visible in RTs (see Experiment 1b).
With unlimited viewing time, however, RTs did not differ between
angry and happy distractor expressions, suggesting that attentional
capture by angry expressions was lost in late processing stages.
Another interpretation may be that both angry and happy dis-
tractors induced similar non-spatial filtering costs that resulted in
similar RTs, but that a spatial measure of attentional selectivity,
the N2pc, brought differences to the fore (Folk & Remington, 1998;

Wykowska & Schubg, 2011). In conclusion, our results are in line
with a “threat-detection system”, implying that threatening stimuli
affect attentional selection (Ohman & Mineka, 2001).
Furthermore, attentional capture by angry distractor expres-
sions only occurred when faces were shown in an upright
orientation, which shows that the effect was largely due to the
emotional content of angry faces rather than to low-level factors
contributing to their saliency (Horstmann, 2007) or to top-down
attentional sets for angry faces (Mohanty & Sussman, 2013; Moriya
et al., 2014; Todd et al., 2012). Thus, holistic processing (i.e., the
perception and characterization of a face as a whole) rather than
processing the sum of its individual features is at the core of atten-
tional capture by angry distractor faces in our study. In fact, holistic
processing of faces may occur before attentional selection (Towler,
Kelly, & Eimer, 2015). Thus, we think that an angry facial expression
results in attentional capture because of its emotional content.

7.2. Importance of the eye area in attentional capture by
threatening stimuli

Interestingly, the eye region of angry faces is essential to pro-
duce attentional capture. This claim is supported by the presence of
an N2pc to the eye region and its absence to the mouth region. It has
been reported that the eye region (or eyebrows) without the con-
tour of the face does not lead to preferential attentional selection
(Weymar et al., 2011). Thus, the anger superiority effect disap-
peared when faces lack external contours (Schubd et al., 2006).
We showed in Experiment 4 that capture by the eye region does
not result from low-level features, such as specific orientations or
angles, because face-like versions of threatening faces did not show
more attentional capture with face-like angry compared to face-
like happy stimuli. Experiment 3 suggests that top-down processes
enable the perceptual system to perceive the eye area as contained
within a whole face (Bentin et al., 2002; Righart et al., 2011). Thus,
the angry eyes in a face context trigger attention. Taken together,
our data suggest that the eye region underlies attentional capture
by angry distractor expressions.

7.3. Face-like stimuli are not sufficient to capture attention

Finally, stimuli created with features sharing their basic organi-
zation with facial expressions did not provide evidence for stronger
attentional capture by angry compared to happy faces. Some pre-
vious results questioned the anger superiority effect by suggesting
that the anger superiority effect was mainly the consequence
of a low-level difference between stimuli (Becker, Horstmann, &
Remington, 2011; Horstmann & Bauland, 2006; Koster, Crombez,
Van Damme, Verschuere, & De Houwer, 2004), such as the clo-
sure of the mouth region or the eyebrows with the contour. Indeed,
the anger superiority effect has recently been observed using sim-
ilar face-like stimuli (Coelho et al., 2010; Dickins & Lipp, 2014).
Moreover, face-like stimuli are processed in the same way as facial
expressions (Armbruster et al., 2014; Larson et al., 2007; Larson
et al.,, 2009; Watson et al., 2011). Overall, these results suggest
that low-level perceptual factors account for the anger superior-
ity effect. While our results do not question the validity of previous
studies, they nonetheless show that angry expressions may cap-
ture attention more strongly even when perceptual factors are
controlled for.

Importantly, we demonstrated that face-like angry stimuli do
not trigger attentional capture more strongly than face-like happy
faces, suggesting a lack of attentional capture by meaningless stim-
uli despite their similarity with angry faces. Therefore, only facial
features seen in the context of faces (whole faces or segmented
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Fig. 6. Summary of distractor N2pc amplitudes (Experiment 1-4). Note: *=p < 0.05, **=p < 0.01, and n.s. =not significant.

faces) permit angry faces to gain their emotional content, which
contributes crucially to their attentional priority.

7.4. Caveats

The main goal when creating our stimuli was to remove physical
differences between schematic faces. To this end, we basically only
mirrored the eyebrows and the mouth to create happy and angry
faces. Therefore, low-level visual differences cannot account for the
larger N2pc to angry distractors. On the flip side, the control of
visual stimulus properties may have induced differences in judged
valence and intensity (see Appendix A). Thus, the current study is
certainly limited in that we cannot entirely rule out confounding
effects of intensity. However, an important point is that the valence
and intensity of our stimuli were comparable to Coelho et al. (2010)
who claimed that low-level features probably underlie the better
detection of angry faces. In contrast, we provide evidence that even
perceptually balanced stimuli show an “anger superiority” effect.
In future studies, valence and intensity should be better controlled,
possibly by using natural stimuli. However, this would necessarily
come at the cost of re-introducing physical differences between
stimuli. The purpose of the present study, however, was to find
evidence for stronger attentional capture by angry expressions with
perceptually balanced stimuli.

Additionally, we have implied that our task relied on config-
ural face processing. Alternatively, participants may have used
a feature-based strategy without processing individual face con-
figurations. Possibly, participants scanned the faces from top to
bottom to find the response-relevant feature (the nose), which
would explain why the eyes play such a dominant role. In fact, the
eyes would be encountered first whereas they are encountered last
when the faces are turned upside-down. Consequently, attentional
capture would be reduced with upside-down faces, as observed in
Experiment 2. However, if the upper parts are crucial and the rest is
not, we should have observed an anger superiority effect also with
face-like geometrical figures in Experiment 4. The fact that we did
not observe a difference between angry-like and happy-like faces

speaks against the scanning hypothesis. However, more research is
clearly needed to confirm this conclusion.

7.5. Summary

In sum, we propose that the emotional content associated with
angry distractor expressions may cause attentional capture. Indeed,
angry schematic faces were associated with negative emotional
valence, while happy schematic faces were associated with positive
valence (see Appendix A). In studies on reward, it has been shown
that increasing the intrinsic value of a stimulus leads to an increase
of attentional capture (Hickey, Chelazzi, & Theeuwes, 2010; Mine
& Saiki, 2015), which modulates the N2pc (Qi, Zeng, Ding, & Li,
2013). Further, angry faces are more relevant for our survival than
happy faces because they indicate potentially harmful encounters.
Consequently, the threatening and negative emotional content of
angry faces might explain attentional deployment to angry expres-
sions even when they are irrelevant. However, the preferential
attentional selection of angry distractors might be attenuated after
conditioning, which changes the negative valence associated with
the facial expression (Yao et al., 2014). In general, we think that the
attentional priority of a stimulus in terms of its intrinsic reward- or
task-related value (Awh, Belopolsky, & Theeuwes, 2012) is essen-
tial to elicit attentional capture and might extend the hypothesis of
a “threat-detection system” (Ohman & Mineka, 2001).

Taken together, our experiments demonstrate that irrelevant
angry expressions capture spatial attention when competing with
the target. In a series of control experiments, we ruled out alter-
native explanations in terms of low-level factors that have been
shown to render angry expressions salient. We conclude that the
emotional content of angry expressions may overrule the current
task set, resulting in involuntary attentional capture.

Acknowledgements
The authors were supported by the Swiss National Foundation

100014.152684. We thank Laure Freydefont for her constructive
comments.



N. Burra et al. / Biological Psychology 120 (2016) 69-80 79

Appendix A
Stimulus Validation

A methodological concernin experiments measuring the N2pcis
to equalize the luminance between the visual hemi-fields. Because
it is difficult to assure equal luminance with pictures of real faces,
we decided to use schematic faces (Ohman et al., 2001; Eastwood
et al.,, 2001; Fox et al., 2000; Lundqvist & Ohman, 2005).

Subsequently, we asked 18 participants to evaluate the
schematic facial expressions used in the present and previous stud-
ies (Ohman et al., 2001; Coelho et al., 2010; Weymar et al., 2011).
Participants were asked to judge the valence (positive — negative)
and the intensity (low — high) of these three sets of stimuli on a
scale from 1 (positive/low) to 8 (negative/high). The stimuli were
presented in printed form and stimulus order was randomized by
using three different versions of the questionnaire. We used three
different configurations of facial expressions (neutral, angry and
happy) and three picture sets. The mean ratings are shown in sup-
plementary Figure A.

Valence

A 3 (picture set: present study, Ohman’s, Coelho’s) x 3 (facial
expression: neutral, angry and happy) repeated-measure ANOVA
showed that happy faces were rated as more positive (5.8) than
neutral (3.9) and angry (1.3) faces, F(2,34)=213.59, p<0.001. Addi-
tionally, our picture set (3.6) and Coelho’s (3.37) were judged as less
negative than Ohman’s (4.1), F(2,34)=15.35, p<0.001. Because the
interaction was significant, F(4,68)=2.87, p=0.029, we evaluated
effects of picture set separately for each expression (angry, happy,
neutral) by one-way ANOVA. Neutral faces were rated more neg-
ative in Coehlo’s (3.5) than in Ohman'’s or our picture set (4.1 and
4.2, respectively), F(2,34)=6.92, p=0.003. In contrast, there was no
main effect of picture set for angry and happy faces, ps >0.98.

Intensity

The same ANOVA as above revealed that angry faces were
rated as more intense (6.7) than happy (5.1) and neutral (3.5)
faces, F(2,34)=7.98, p<0.005. Additionally, our picture set (5.2)
and Coelho’s (5.42) were judged as more intense than Ohman'’s
dataset (4.7), F(2,34)=37.99, p <0.001. Finally, an interaction effect,
F(4,68)=5.67, p<0.005, was obtained. Again, we ran separate
one-way ANOVAs (picture set: ours, Ohman’s, Coelho’s) for each
expression and found a significant result only for angry expressions.
The intensity of angry faces was lower in Ohman’s picture set (5.7)
than in ours (7.16) and Coelho’s (7.33), F(2,34)=15.46, p<0.001.

Discussion

Taken together, our stimuli are similar to stimulus sets used in
previous studies concerning their valence and intensity. In contrast,
asymmetries between angry and happy faces are apparent, but can-
not be removed without introducing physical differences between
the stimuli.

Appendix B. Supplementary data
Supplementary data associated with this article can be found, in

the online version, at http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.biopsycho.2016.
08.008.
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