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COVID-19-related distress predicts analog PTSD symptoms 

after exposure to an analog stressor  

 

Experimental procedure of the differential associative fear learning task 

Preparation 

At the beginning of the procedure, the participants were instructed to put on their 
headphones and adjust the volume to a level that should be noisy but not painful. The 
transmitted volume was individually set by presenting a neutral test tone, which was matched 
to the loudness of the aversive film clip. 

Presentation of film clip 

Afterwards, participants were introduced to the female protagonist of the film clip. Then, the 
film clip showing an accident in a kitchen during which the victim sustains severe burns was 
presented for 10 seconds.  

Instructions regarding learning phase 

Thereafter, participants were informed that a short version of the film clip would follow some 
(but not all) everyday objects that were to be presented on the screen and to pay attention 
which objects were associated with the clip.  

Habituation phase 

During the habituation phase, three objects (brush, cellphone, and glasses) were presented 
three times for 7 seconds with an inter-stimulus interval of 1 second. The order of objects was 
randomized and all objects were presented in a wooden box. During object presentation, 
subjects were asked to rate their expectation of seeing the aversive film clip after the objects. 
Ratings were made on a visual analog scale below the object (0 = very low US expectancy, 100 
= very high US expectancy).  

Prerating phase 

Prior to the learning phase, all objects were presented without the wooden box. Participants 
were asked to provide valence (0 = highly unpleasant, 100 = highly pleasant), arousal (0 = 
absolutely non-arousing, 100 = very arousing), and fear (0 = no fear at all, 100 = maximal fear) 
ratings on visual analog scales below the objects.  

Learning phase 

During the learning phase, one of the three objects was presented as the CS-  whereas the 
other two objects were presented as CS+1 and CS+2. The two different CS+s were used to 
implement two separate learning procedures, which was necessary for further manipulations 
that took place after the assessment of analog symptoms. Hence, the learning procedure was 



divided in two halves. In one half of the learning procedure, participants saw eight CS- trials 
and eight CS+1 trials, six of which were followed by the US. In the other half of the procedure, 
participants saw eight CS- trials and eight CS+2 trials, six of which were followed by the US. 
Both halves were presented without interruption and the order of presentation was 
counterbalanced across participants. During each trial, participants first saw an empty 
wooden box, serving as the learning context (10 seconds). Subsequently, the objects (CS) 
appeared in the wooden box (7 seconds) and participants were asked to provide a US 
expectancy rating. During reinforced trials, the US (6 seconds) was presented immediately 
after CS offset. During unreinforced trials, the trial ended after CS offset. 

Postrating phase 

After the learning procedure, valence, arousal, and fear ratings for each CS were re-assessed 
as described for the prerating phase. 



Figure 1. Experimental procedure of the differential associative fear learning task. Arrows mark the procedure’s sequence; the order of the two halves of the associative 
learning task was counterbalanced across subjects. US = unconditioned stimulus; US-E = US-expectancy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure 2. Trial procedure during the learning phase. US = unconditioned stimulus; US-E = US-expectancy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


