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A B S T R A C T

Background and objectives: Biased attention to threat is likely to play a crucial role in the dysfunctional emotion-
related information processing in borderline personality disorder (BPD). However, the role of comorbid post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) has not yet been fully disentangled.
Methods: BPD patients with (n=24) and without (n=46) PTSD, 35 patients with Cluster-C personality disorder
and 52 non-patients participated in the facial dot-probe task with angry, happy and neutral faces during au-
tomatic (100ms), controlled (600ms), and later (1200ms) stages of information processing.
Results: BPD patients showed a greater congruency effect to angry faces during the controlled stage of processing
than controls. Specifically, in BPD with PTSD compared to controls, this effect was due to difficulties disengaging
from threat, indicated by slower reaction times to incongruent angry targets compared to neutral trials.
Regarding automatic and later stages of information processing, there was no attentional bias (AB) in BPD. None
of the groups revealed biased attention for happy faces at any stages of information processing.
Limitations: We did not include a control group of PTSD patients without BPD. Therefore, we cannot rule out that
the present AB in BPD is mainly due to PTSD-specific psychopathology.
Conclusions: These findings provide first evidence for an AB towards angry faces and difficulties disengaging
from these threat-related social cues in adult BPD patients. Although BPD patients in general demonstrated an
AB when compared with controls, this effect was especially pronounced for BPD with PTSD, suggesting a sig-
nificant effect of trauma-related psychopathology on social attention in BPD.

1. Introduction

Maladaptive emotion-related information processing is one of the
core features of borderline personality disorder (BPD) psychopathology
(Baer, Peters, Eisenlohr-Moul, Geiger, & Sauer, 2012). Biased attention
towards emotional, especially threat-related stimuli is assumed to
contribute to the onset, development and maintenance of emotional
disorders (Mathews & MacLeod, 2005; Williams, Mathews, & MacLeod,
1996). Increased or biased attention towards threat-signaling stimuli
may occur in the presence of acute threat or danger (Öhman & Mineka,
2001; Rosen & Schulkin, 1998). However, in absence of acute threat,
biased attention can be maladaptive, interfering with the adequate

processing of other relevant or even corrective information (e.g. signs of
safety) (Cisler & Koster, 2010; Eysenck, Derakshan, Santos, & Calvo,
2007). There is clear evidence for a threat-related attentional bias (AB)
in anxious individuals and in patients with anxiety disorders at both
automatic and more elaborate, conscious stages of information pro-
cessing (Bar-Haim, Lamy, Pergamin, Bakermans-Kranenburg, & van
Ijzendoorn, 2007).

Studies investigating biased attention in BPD mainly employed
three experimental paradigms: the emotional Stroop task (EST;
Williams et al., 1996), the visual search task (VST; Treisman & Gelade,
1980) and the visual dot-probe task (VDPT; MacLeod, Mathews, & Tata,
1986). On the whole, EST studies using verbal stimuli revealed that
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