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      Affective modulation of eye-blink startle 

 

  Evidence for postural modulation of eye-blink startle: 

   - Effortful posture results in larger startle responses regardless of affective context (Wielgosz et al., 2012) 

   - Assuming a protective posture (shrugged shoulders) in threat context reduces startle amplitude;  

    assuming a protective posture in non-threatening context increases startle amplitude (Wielgosz et al., 2012) 

   - Leaning forward while watching appetitive pictures reduces startle amplitude as compared to reclining (Price et al., 2012) 

 

  A startle probe elicits a flexed body posture known as the whole body startle (Landis & Hunt, 1939, Yeomans et al., 2002) 

    → Current body posture affects the intensity of muscle activity in muscles involved in the whole body startle (Brown et al. 1991) 

 

 Research Question: 

Does a flexed body posture prior to (and during) startle probe administration affect the eye-blink startle amplitude? 

(compared to a neutral posture and its antagonistic, extended body posture) 

    If so, could this be mediated by (a) affective state  elicited by the postures, or 

                by (b) effort associated with the postures? 
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Order of postures in 1st series was completely counterbalanced between subjects 

(Order of postures in 2nd series was identical to 1st series) 

upright extended flexed 

(retracted) (protracted) 

Extended  
MEAN (SD) 

Upright 
MEAN (SD) 

Flexed 
MEAN (SD) 

VALENCE (1 = unpleasant; 9 = pleasant) 2.6a (1) 5.3b (1.7) 4.9b (1.8) 

AROUSAL (1 = calm; 9 = aroused) 4.8a (1.8) 3.8b (1.7) 3.4b (1.9) 

DOMINANCE (1 = not dominant; 9 = dominant) 4.2a (1.8) 5.6b (1.7) 5.3b (1.8) 

DISCOMFORT (0 = none; 10 = maximal) 6a (2.1) 2.8b (1.5) 3.3b (1.7) 

DIFFICULTY (0 = none; 10 = maximal) 5.3a (2) 2.6b (1.7) 3b (1.6) 

PANAS 

     NAS 

       NAS – item: ‘gespannen’ 
(Flemish version of the item nervous; however ‘gespannen’ can also mean feeling tense.) 

 

1.4a (0.4) 

  2.3a (1.1) 

 

1.3ab (0.4) 

  2b (1) 

 

1.2b (0.3) 

  1.8b (1) 

EYE-BLINK STARTLE MAGNITUDE 

(T-SCORES) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Means and standard deviations of self-reported valence, arousal, dominance, effort, comfort, difficulty, and negative affective state.  

Means per row that share a superscript are not significantly different from each other according to the Tukey post-hoc comparisons (p<0.05). 

The figure at the bottom shows mean startle amplitudes (T-scores) and 0.95 confidence intervals indicated by the length of each bar downwards. 

- Effect of posture on startle is non-significant 

- Main effect of posture series (p < 0.001), 

with smaller startle magnitudes during the 

second series of postures. 
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1st series of postures 

2nd series of postures 

The  reduction of startle amplitude during the second series of postures can be attributed to habituation to the acoustic startle probe. 

With regards to our research question, the results suggest that startle amplitude is not affected by body posture. This is puzzling 

given that the extended posture was subjectively rated as more aversive, arousing, and reducing dominance, and had higher ratings 

of  discomfort, was perceived as more difficult, and as feeling more tense as compared to the other two postures.  

The absence of an effect of posture on startle in our study is likely due to either or both: 

(1) insufficient arousal 

(2) the absence of an affective context during which the postures had to be assumed. 

Future studies investigating the effect of posture on startle are advised to incorporate emotional stimuli in their design. 0 None 

1 Really easy 

2 Easy 

3 Moderate 

4 Sort of hard 

5 Hard 
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7 Really hard 

8 

9 Really, really hard 

10 Maximum 

Modified Borg Scales for: 

- Discomfort 

- Difficulty 

Self-Assessment Manikin – SAM 
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computerized self-report 

(from Bradley and Lang, 1997) 
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