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Abstract 

 Cannabis use has increased since legalization in various states within the United States of 

America. Although much of the research on the neurological and psychological effects of 

cannabis has been on non-human animals, the current research suggests that it can have 

anxiolytic effects and also decrease some cognitive functioning (e.g. memory, emotional 

processing, etc.). Individuals with high anxiety have been suggested to have increased attentional 

bias towards threat-related stimuli. The current study measured event-related potential (ERP) 

during a dot-probe task with fearful and neutral facial expression to examine the residual effects 

of cannabis use on attentional bias. The results indicated that there was reduced attentional bias, 

as measured by the P1 component in cannabis users, which is similar to low anxious individuals. 

Additionally, there was no difference between users and non-users in N170, indicating that the 

residual effects of cannabis did not interfere with face processing. However, an exploratory 

correlation indicated that higher cannabis use was associated with reduced N170 towards fearful 

faces. Cannabis use was associated with enhanced N2pc, which would indicate greater spatial 

orientation of attention. These results suggest that cannabis use did have an effect on attentional 

bias towards fearful faces.   
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Residual effects of cannabis use on attentional bias towards fearful faces 

 Although Cannabis sativa (cannabis, marijuana, weed, etc.) is currently federally illegal 

in the United States of America, 29 states and the District of Columbia have legalized medical 

use and 8 states and District of Columbia have legalized cannabis for both recreational and 

medical use (National Conference of State Legislatures, 2018). Cannabis use among individuals 

older than 12 years old has increased from 6.2% in 2002 to 8.3% in 2015 (Substance Abuse and 

Mental Health Services Administration, 2016). Cannabis has been suggested to have negative 

effects on memory, attention, executive function, and emotional processing (Broyd et al., 2016; 

Lovell et al., 2018; Troup et al., 2017, 2016b), and has also been correlated with differences in 

grey matter volume in areas of the brain involved in attention, emotion, and memory (Lorenzetti 

et al., 2016). Although there are some deficits correlated with cannabis use, some researchers 

have suggested that cannabinoids have anxiolytic effects (Berrendero and Maldonado, 2002; 

Patel and Hillard, 2006; Rubino et al., 2007; Viveros et al., 2005). Additionally, previous 

research has found that many cannabis users use cannabis to self-medicate for anxiety, 

depression, and PTSD (Crippa et al., 2009; Troup et al., 2016a). Anxiety symptoms, particularly 

social anxiety, has been related to an over attentional bias towards threat-related stimuli (Bar-

Haim et al., 2007). Given the potential effect of cannabis on anxiety and that anxiety is 

associated with differences in attentional bias, this study examined attentional bias towards 

fearful faces in cannabis users using event-related potentials (ERPs).  

 The dot-probe task is a widely used method of studying attentional bias towards various 

stimuli (for review see van Rooijen et al., 2017) and examines differences between low and high 

anxiety (Bar-Haim et al., 2007). Typically, the dot-probe task displays a salient stimulus (fearful 

face) and a neutral stimulus (neutral face) simultaneously. Comparing the reaction time (RT) in 
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congruent trials (dot is spatially congruent with salient stimuli) and incongruent trials (dot is 

spatially incongruent with salient stimuli) allows an analysis of a general attentional bias. 

However, Posner, Snyder, and Davidson (1980) suggested that there are three facets of 

attentional bias: orienting, engaging, and disengaging, which led to subsequent research 

including a baseline trial (two neutral stimuli or two salient stimuli) to examine the differences 

between orienting and delayed disengagement (Carlson & Reinke, 2008; Carlson, Reinke, & 

Habib, 2009; Carlson et al., 2011). Torrence, Wylie, and Carlson (2017) suggested that attention 

towards fearful faces is rapid but fleeting. That is, there is a rapid orientation towards the fearful 

face, but engagement to that location does not last long (< 300 ms). Despite the plethora of dot-

probe research, current research has brought up serious and valid concerns of reliability of the 

dot-probe task when using RT (Price et al., 2015; Puls & Rothermund, 2017; Schmukle 2017; 

Staugaard, 2009); however, other research has suggested that alternative measures of attentional 

bias might be more reliable than RT such as eye-tracking (Price et al., 2015; Waechter, Nelson, 

Wright, Hyatt, & Oakman, 2014), functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) (White et al., 

2016), and ERPs (Kappenman et al., 2015).  

 The amygdala is necessary for allocating attentional resources towards threat-related 

stimuli, as indicated by human lesion studies (Anderson & Phelps, 2001; Bach, Hurlemann, & 

Dolan, 2015). Similarly, fMRI research has indicated that amygdala is activated in attending 

towards positive and negative stimuli (Garavan, Pendergrass, Ross, Stein, & Risinger, 2001; 

Hamann & Mao, 2002; Yang, Dong, Chen, & Zheng, 2012). Attentional bias has been associated 

with a network of brain areas including the anterior cingulate cortex (ACC), medial prefrontal 

cortex (mPFC) and anterior insula (Carlson, Cha, & Mujica-parodi, 2013; Carlson, Reinke, & 

Habib, 2009; Fu, Taber-Thomas, & Pérez-Edgar, 2015; Liddell et al., 2005; Price et al., 2014; 
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White et al., 2016a). In the dot-probe task, amygdala activity has been correlated with activation 

in the visual cortex (Carlson et al., 2009) suggesting that the amygdala is involved in enhancing 

visual processing towards the salient stimuli. Previous research examining the neuroanatomical 

differences between cannabis users and non-users found alterations in grey matter in the 

amygdala, hippocampus, insula, orbital frontal cortex, and ACC (Hill et al., 2016; Lorenzetti et 

al., 2016). There is overlap in neural networks related to attentional bias and alterations in 

cannabis use.  

 To obtain timing information on attentional bias, researchers have used ERPs in the dot-

probe task. Although there were some inconsistencies in the results, research using facial 

expression in the dot-probe task found that ERP components can detect attentional bias towards 

emotional facial expressions (Torrence and Troup, 2017). There are different ways to design the 

dot-probe task for ERP research. One way is to examine ERP components time-locked to the dot 

onset and therefore, there is no need to delay the dot after face offset. The second way is to 

examine the ERP components time-locked to face onset and therefore delaying the dot after face 

offset as to avoid stimulus overlap in the ERP signal. This study used the latter and will discuss 

the ERP components time-locked to face onset.  

 The P1 component has a positive peak occurring around 80-120 ms after stimulus onset 

in lateral occipital electrodes. Previous research indicated that P1 was enhanced when viewing a 

negative facial expression and has been suggested to originate in the posterior fusiform gyrus 

(Mueller et al., 2009; Pourtois et al., 2005). Enhancement of the P1 is thought to indicate 

increased attention to threat (Vuilleumier and Pourtois, 2007). The N170 component has a 

negative peak around 170 ms from the lateral posterior electrodes (Bentin et al., 1996). It was 

previously thought that the N170 was more enhanced for face vs. non-face objects and emotional 
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expression did not influence the N170 amplitude. However, a recent meta-analysis found that the 

N170 was more enhanced for emotional facial expressions than for neutral facial expressions 

(Hinojosa et al., 2015). Dot-probe studies have found that posterior-contralateral electrode to the 

negative facial expression had more negative N170 than the electrode ipsilateral to the negative 

face (Carlson and Reinke, 2010; Rossignol et al., 2013). Given that the N170 might reflect 

activation of the superior temporal sulcus (STS), occipital face area (OFA), and the fusiform face 

area (FFA) (Deffke et al., 2007; Herrmann et al., 2005; Itier and Taylor, 2004), the enhancement 

posterior-contralateral would indicate increased facial processing in that visual field. The N2 

posterior-contralateral (N2pc) is a negative component peaking around 150-250 ms after 

stimulus onset in electrodes posterior-contralateral to the salient stimulus. Previous research 

suggested that the N2pc reflects initial orientation of spatial attention (Diao et al., 2017; Dowdall 

et al., 2012; Luck and Hillyard, 1994a, 1994b; Tan and Wyble, 2015).  

 ERP methods have been used in the dot-probe task to study differences between various 

forms of high anxiety and low anxiety (i.e. trait, social, and panic). Participants with high social 

anxiety had greater overall P1 amplitudes compared to participants with low social anxiety 

(Helfinstein et al., 2008). Additionally, Mueller et al. (2009) found that participants with social 

anxiety disorder had increased P1 amplitudes for angry-neutral trials compared to happy-neutral 

trials, which was not significant in low social anxiety participants. Another study found no group 

differences between high and low social anxiety in the N170 (Rossignol et al., 2013). However, 

enhanced N2pc towards angry faces was found in high social anxiety (Reutter et al., 2017) and 

trait anxiety (Fox et al., 2008).  

 Attentional bias towards threat-related stimuli has been suggested to be enhanced in high 

anxiety participants (Bar-Haim et al., 2007). A recent review found that ERP components can be 



CANNABIS ATTENTIONAL BIAS 7 

used to measure the increased attentional bias (Torrence and Troup, 2017). In addition, previous 

research suggested that cannabis use may be associated with self-medicating for anxiety (Crippa 

et al., 2009; Rubino et al., 2007), and might have anxiolytic effects (Berrendero and Maldonado, 

2002; Patel and Hillard, 2006), but has also been associated with anxiogenic effects (Genn et al., 

2004; Viveros et al., 2005). The purpose of this study was to examine if the residual effects of 

cannabis use was associated with a reduced attentional bias to fearful facial expressions using 

ERP. We predicted that cannabis users would exhibit reduced biases to fearful faces as measured 

by the P1, N170, and N2pc ERP components. A reduction in attentional bias could potentially be 

a mechanism of the anxiolytic effects of cannabis use or increased attentional bias as a 

mechanism for anxiogenic effects.  

Method 

Participants 

 Forty undergraduate students (24 females; ages 18 – 27, M = 19.66, SD = 2.18) from 

Colorado State University participated in this study. The participants were recruited from the 

psychology subject pool, which contains students enrolled in introduction to psychology and 

research methods. The participants received course credit for their participation. Thirty-nine 

participants were right handed. All had normal or corrected to normal vision in both eyes with no 

history of neurological or developmental disorders. The experiment was approved by Colorado 

State University Institutional Review Board.  

Questionnaires 

A personal inventory was used to determine age, vision, history of disorders, history of 

medicines used, etc. The Recreational Cannabis Use Questionnaire (RCUE; Troup et al., 2016) 

was used to measure cannabis use. The RCUE was developed to better understand cannabis use 
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among residents of Colorado and contains questions related to type of use (medical or 

recreational), method of use (inhalants, edibles, concentrates, transdermal, etc.), duration of use, 

frequency of use, and past use. The participants were divided into two groups: 20 users and 20 

non-users. Previous research examined ERP related differences between social anxiety and 

controls using 16 and 18 participants, respectively (Mueller et al., 2009). Non-users were defined 

as having never used, whereas cannabis users were defined as using cannabis at least monthly for 

more than one year. We used this definition to remove participants that tried cannabis once or 

twice. Additionally, participants that used cannabis in the last 8 hours prior to the study were 

removed to examine residual rather than acute effects. The 8 hour cut off was based on previous 

research that defined the residual effects of cannabis (Blest-hopley et al., 2018). The RCUE was 

given to the participants after giving consent but before the task. This was to screen out 

participants that did not fall into user or non-user groups. The participants also completed the 

Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression (CESD; Radloff, 1997), the state portion of the 

State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI; Spielberger er al., 1983), and PTSD Checklist for DSM-5 

(PCL-5; Weathers et al., 2013).  

Dot-probe task 

 The task was programmed in Stim2 (Compumedics USA, Inc., Charlotte, NC, USA). The 

stimuli were displayed on a 20-inch PC monitor with a refresh rate of 60 Hz and a screen 

resolution of 1600 × 900. The stimuli used in the dot-probe task were obtained from Gur et al. 

(2002): two female faces and two male faces. Each face had a fearful expression and a neutral 

expression. The facial expressions were grey scaled and a custom cropping tool was used to 

remove non-face stimuli (e.g. hair, background, etc.). The facial expressions were displayed on 

the left and right side of the computer screen. The faces subtended 5º x 7º and were separated by 
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14º of the visual angle (7º from center of monitor) at 59 cm from the screen. The task was 

programmed for the presentation of faces at 50 ms, a delay of 500 ms, and the dot (1 cm in 

diameter) appearing until response (see Figure 1). There was a 2,000 ms inter-trial interval 

(Figure 1). The task consisted of three trial types: congruent (dot on same side of fearful face), 

incongruent (dot on opposite side of fearful face), and neutral-neutral (two neutral faces). There 

was a total of five blocks with 144 trials in each block (48 trials of each trial type), for a total of 

720 trials (240 trials of each trial type). Previous ERP research have used similar total trial types 

(Mueller et al., 2009; Pourtois et al., 2004; Santesso et al., 2008). All trials were randomly 

presented within each block.  

EEG collection 

The EEG data were acquired using Curry 7 using 33 Ag/AgCl electrodes from a 

SynAmpsRT 64-channel QuickCap (Compumedics USA, Inc., Charlotte, NC, USA) using the 

10-20 system. Ground was located between FZ and FPZ on the midline. The right mastoid was a 

reference during acquisition and the following electrodes were used for recording: FP1, FP2, F7, 

F3, FZ, F4, F8, FC5, FC1, FC2, FC6, T7, C3, CZ, C4, T8, CP5, CP1, CP2, CP6, P7, P3, PZ, P4, 

P8, PO7, PO3, POZ, PO4, PO8, O1, and O2. We used 32 scalp electrodes to adequately re-

reference to an average reference. Horizontal electro-oculogram (HEO) electrodes were placed 

on the outer canthi of the left and right eye to detect saccades and eye blinks. Impedances were 

kept below 10 kΩ using electrolyte gel. Sampling rate was 500 Hz. The default recording 

bandwidth was from DC to 250 Hz.   

ERP analysis 

The EEG data was converted from Curry 7 format to EEGLAB format using the 

EEGLAB toolbox (Delorme and Makeig, 2004). ERPLAB (Lopez-Calderon and Luck, 2014) 
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was used for preprocessing and analyzing the data. The EEG data was re-referenced to the 

common average reference. The data was filtered with a bandpass of 0.1 to 40 Hz and epochs 

were extracted from -200 ms to 1000 ms (0 ms being face onset). A simple voltage threshold of -

100 and 100 µV were used to remove artifacts. The data were also visually inspected for motion 

artifacts. Participants were removed if more than 40% of one or more trial type were rejected. 

Mean amplitudes were analyzed for C1 (50 – 80 ms) and P1 (80 – 120 ms) (Suway et al., 2013) 

using O1 and O2 electrodes. Posterior-contralateral N170 (150 – 190 ms) (Carlson & Reinke, 

2010) and N2pc (250 – 320 ms) (Holmes et al., 2014) components were analyzed from the P7 

and P8 electrodes. All components were time-locked to face onset.  

Data analysis 

 C1 and P1 amplitudes for trials that included fearful faces were analyzed between groups 

using an independent t-test. Electrodes O1 and O2 were averaged for analyses using independent 

t-tests. For posterior-contralateral N170 and N2pc, contralateral was defined as P7 fear right 

trials and P8 fear left trials averaged together and ipsilateral P7 fear left and P8 fear right trials 

averaged together. For the N170 and N2pc components, a mixed-factor ANOVA, 2 (users and 

non-users) × 2 (contralateral and ipsilateral) was used to determine differences in mean 

amplitude between groups and conditions. Bonferroni corrections were used when appropriate 

and for planned within group differences. All relevant measures, data, conditions, and exclusions 

are reported in this manuscript. 

Results 

 One participant was removed because of too many rejected trials (70% rejected), leaving 

39 participants. There were 20 non-users (15 females) and 19 users (9 females) (Table 1). There 

were no differences between groups in age, STAI, CES-D, or the PCL-5. The PCL-5 difference 
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approached significance, however, t(36) = -1.67, p = .104, d = .459. Cannabis users (one 

cannabis user did not complete the PCL-5) had a mean PCL-5 of 21.22 (SD = 17.12) and the 

non-users had a mean of 13.2 (SD = 12.37). None of the cannabis users indicated that they used 

cannabis in any form eight hours prior to the study. Four, however, indicated cannabis use 24 

hours prior.  

C1 

 There was no significant difference between users (M = -0.23, SD = 0.81) and non-users 

(M = -0.11, SD = 0.97) in C1, t(37) = 0.40, p = .69, d = .134 (Figure 2). 

P1 

 There was a significant difference in P1 amplitude between cannabis users and non-users, 

t(37) = 2.08, p = .044, d = .672. Non-users (M = 2.71, SE = 0.55) had significantly greater P1 

amplitude than cannabis users (M = 1.36, SE = 0.33) (Figure 2).   

N170 

 There was a significant main effect for condition, F(1, 37) = 17.11, p = .000, η𝑝𝑝
2  = .316. 

Bonferroni post hoc comparisons indicated that contralateral electrodes (M = -1.99, SE = 0.70) 

had more negative amplitude than ipsilateral electrodes (M = -1.71, SE = 0.70, p = .000). There 

was not a significant interaction, F(1, 37) = 0.68, p = .417, η𝑝𝑝
2  = .018, indicating that there were 

no significant differences between users and non-users in contralateral and ipsilateral (p > .200). 

However, Bonferroni corrected planned comparisons within both groups suggested that in non-

users, contralateral (M = -1.53, SE = 0.54) was more negative compared to ipsilateral (M = -1.30, 

SE = 0.50, p = .023). Within cannabis users, contralateral (M = -2.46, SE = 0.55) was also more 

negative compared to ipsilateral (M = -2.11, SE = 0.51. p = .001) (Figure 3).   

N2pc 
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 There was a significant main effect for condition, F(1, 37) = 8.17, p = .007, η𝑝𝑝
2  = .181. 

Bonferroni post hoc comparisons indicated that contralateral (M = 0.94, SE = 0.28) was more 

negative than ipsilateral (M = 1.23, SE = 0.28. p = .007). There was no significant interaction 

between groups and conditions, F(1, 37) = 0.36, p = .553, η𝑝𝑝
2  = .01, suggesting the neither 

condition was different between users and non-users. Within group, Bonferroni corrected 

planned analysis suggested that there was no significant difference between contralateral (M = 

0.81, SE = 0.39) and ipsilateral (M = 1.05, SE = 0.35, p = .114) in non-users; however, 

contralateral (M = 1.07, SE = 0.40) was more negative than ipsilateral (M = 1.45, SE = 0.36, p = 

.021) in cannabis users (Figure 3).An independent t-test was used to explore group differences in 

difference score (contralateral – ipsilateral). Cannabis users (M = -0.36, SD = 0.47) were not 

different than non-users (M = -0.23, SD = 0.77), t(37) = 0.60, p = .553, d  = .204.  

Exploratory Analysis 

 An exploratory correlation analysis was conducted examining the relationship between 

N170 difference (contralateral minus ipsilateral) and reported monthly use. There was a 

significant positive correlation between N170 difference and monthly use, R2 = .236, F(1, 17) = 

5.26, p = .035 (Figure 3). No other ERP component was correlated with monthly use. The 

correlations for each component were not corrected for multiple comparisons and should be 

taken with caution. Additionally, uncorrected for multiple comparisons, STAI was neither 

correlated with monthly use nor the ERP components (within groups and overall). We also 

conducted an exploratory analysis to examine sex differences. The same analyses for cannabis 

use was used between males and females (ignoring cannabis use) and the results yielded no 

significant differences between sex in the ERP components. 

Discussion 
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 The ERP results indicated that there were differences between cannabis user and non-

users in their response to fearful faces in the dot probe task. Specifically, non-users had greater 

P1 amplitudes than users in response to fearful faces. Greater P1 amplitude towards threat-

related facial expressions has been associated with anxiety (Mueller et al., 2009). Both groups 

had differences in between contralateral and ipsilateral N170, indicating that both groups had 

enhanced face processing to the fearful facial expression. However, there was a correlation 

between monthly cannabis use and N170 difference. That is, the more frequent cannabis users 

had reduced difference between the contralateral and ipsilateral N170. Only cannabis users had 

differences in N2pc, which would suggest cannabis users had greater orientation towards the 

fearful facial expression.  

 Although N2pc showed an attentional bias towards fearful faces, the P1 data suggested 

that cannabis users had reduced attention towards fearful faces compared to non-users. Previous 

research found that individuals with low social anxiety had reduced P1 amplitudes when a 

negative facial expression was present as compared to high social anxiety individuals 

(Helfinstein et al., 2008). Enhanced P1 amplitude towards threat-related facial expressions is 

thought to reflect increased processing in the visual cortex modulated by the amygdala (Carlson 

et al., 2009; Pourtois et al., 2004). Even though this study found no correlations with state 

anxiety, the results did suggest that residual effects of cannabis were related to decreases in 

initial attention to fearful faces. This could suggest a mechanism of how cannabis can have 

anxiolytic effects via early attention modulation.  

 The significant main effect of condition is consistent with previous research that 

suggested enhanced N170 amplitudes posterior-contralateral to the threat-related facial 

expression (Carlson and Reinke, 2010; Rossignol et al., 2013). There were no group differences 
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in N170 amplitude, but each group had differences between contralateral and ipsilateral response 

amplitude. The group differences in N170 could be driven by the difference in P1. Given that 

both groups had attentional bias towards the fearful face, this may indicate that there were no 

differences between cannabis users and non-users in processing the fearful facial expression. 

However, a within cannabis group correlation revealed that more cannabis used per month was 

associated with reduced differences in contralateral and ipsilateral N170 amplitude. That is, 

heavier users had reduced processing of the fearful facial expressions compared to neutral 

expressions.  A recent review suggested that the N170 was not different between patients with 

social anxiety and controls when the participants viewed emotional facial expressions (Harrewijn 

et al., 2017). Similarly, in the dot-probe task, Rossignol et al. (2013) suggested that fear of 

negative evaluation, a component of social anxiety, had no effect on N170 amplitude in 

contralateral electrodes. The enhanced contralateral N170 may reflect increased processing of the 

fearful facial expression in the contralateral STS but may not reflect the hypervigilance seen in 

anxiety (Harrewijn et al., 2017).  

 Since the N170 may not be related to increased attentional bias in anxiety, an alternative 

explanation is that increased cannabis use is associated with decreased emotional processing of 

facial expression. A recent study by Brooks and Brenner (2017) suggested non-users had 

enhanced N170 amplitudes to faces compared to heavy cannabis users (more than once a week) 

and moderate users (once or twice a month), but there were no statistical differences between 

cannabis groups. Additionally, these researchers found that the attenuated N170 in cannabis 

users was similar to individuals with high schizotypal personality traits in that there was reduced 

N170 amplitudes to faces compared to controls. The results of this study builds upon the results 
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of Brooks and Brenner (2017) that heavy cannabis use is associated with attenuated N170 

towards fearful facial expressions.  

 Unlike posterior-contralateral N170, this study only found differences in N2pc within 

cannabis users, although there was a trend in non-users. The N2pc is thought to reflect an initial 

shift in orientation towards a salient stimuli (Diao et al., 2017; Dowdall et al., 2012; Luck and 

Hillyard, 1994a, 1994b; Tan and Wyble, 2015). Furthermore, the N2pc has been correlated with 

increased theta oscillations towards angry facial expressions in a dot-probe task (Diao et al., 

2017). Maratos, Mogg, Bradley, Rippon, and Senior (2009) used magnetoencephalography 

(MEG) to study theta oscillations in the amygdala while the participants examined blurry and 

normal emotional facial expression. The researchers suggested that there were increased theta 

oscillations in the amygdala in blurry threat-related faces compared to neutral. Additionally, 

theta oscillations were found in the primary visual cortex and frontal cortex 50 to 250 ms after 

stimulus onset. Reutter et al. (2017) found enhanced N2pc correlated with increased social 

anxiety. Assuming the N2pc reflects theta oscillations in the visual cortex, which is mediated by 

theta oscillations in the amygdala, it is no surprise that fMRI research has found hyperactivation 

of the amygdala when viewing negative facial expressions in patients with generalized social 

phobia (Phan et al., 2006). In this current study, only cannabis users had enhanced N2pc 

amplitudes towards fearful faces, suggesting that unlike P1, cannabis users had increased 

attentional bias which resembles the finding in anxiety disorders (Bar-Haim et al. 2007). 

However, frequency of use had no relationship with N2pc difference scores (contralateral minus 

ipsilateral).   

Alterations in attentional bias may be a mechanism of how cannabis can have anxiolytic 

effects. Previous research suggested that individuals with low anxiety have less attentional bias 
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towards threat-related stimuli compared to individuals with high anxiety (Bar-Haim et al., 2007). 

Attention bias modification training (training attention away from threat) could be a potential 

route to reducing anxiety related symptoms (Mogg, Waters, & Bradley, 2017). Cannabis may 

also reduce initial attentional response and face processing, but it does not affect spatial 

orientation of attention. Although selecting anxiety groups within cannabis users and non-users 

was outside the scope of this study, future research could select individuals with high or low 

anxiety that use cannabis to determine if a reduction in attentional bias is associated with reduced 

anxiety.  

Although this study found that cannabis use was associated with reduced attention 

towards fearful facial expression, there were limitations. Examining ERPs time-locked to the 

probe would not have been reliable since there was a 500 ms delay from face offset to dot onset. 

Behavioral research has suggested that 300 ms after face onset, attention is no longer allocated to 

the location of the fearful face (Torrence et al., 2017). P1 time-locked to the probe has been used 

to examine engagement to an attended location. In congruent trials, the amplitude for P1 is more 

than for incongruent. Pourtois et al. (2005) conducted a source analysis for P1 and they 

suggested that for congruent trials, P1 was associated with posterior pariatal and inferior 

temporal cortecies, whereas incongent trials were associated with anterior cingulate cortex. 

Given that some research has suggested anxiety is also related to a delayed disengagement and 

rapid orientation (Fox et al., 2002), examining P1 time-locked to the probe would add to these 

current findings. Additionally, we did not find a wide range of frequency of cannabis use in our 

sample. Furture research could select different groups of heavy, moderate, and seldome cannabis 

users. Given that high cannabis use frequencey has been associated with CB1 desensitization and 

downregulation (Lazenka and Selley, 2013), it is possible that heavy, longterm users would 
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expreience more anxiety and have greater attentional bias towards threat-related stimuli.  

Another limitation was that the ratio of men to women were different between cannabis users 

and non-users in our sample. Previous research has suggested that there are behavioral and ERP 

related differences in attentional bias between males and females (see Torrence & Troup, 2017).  

A final caution in interpretation of the current results is the inability to eliminate the 

possibility that other unmeasured factors that differ between non-users and users could mediate 

the findings. For example, mood and anxiety disorders may be higher among those who use, and 

may independently be related to attentional bias changes (e.g., Bar-Haim et al. 2007). Although 

we did not observe differences between the two groups in the STAI or CES-D measures, we did 

not comprehensively screen for the presence of all mental illness in the participants. Future 

research could address this problem by using structured clinical interviews and/or a more 

comprehensive set of symptom rating scales.  

This study was the first to examine the effects of residual cannabis use on attentional bias 

towards facial expressions using ERPs. The results suggested that there was a reduction in early 

attentional response to fearful faces, as measured by P1, in cannabis users. Frequency of 

cannabis use was also associated with reduced processing of fearful faces, measured by N170. 

However, cannabis use was associated with increased attentional bias towards fearful facial 

expression in N2pc, whereas non-users exhibited no differences. Given that neuroanatomical 

differences within the attentional bias network have been correlated with cannabis use in users 

(Lorenzetti et al., 2016), our results are suggestive of functional differences in attentional bias 

towards threat-related stimuli. 
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Figure 1: Dot-probe task 
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Figure 1: The dot-probe task used in this experiment. This is an example of a fear right, 

incongruent trial.   
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Table 1 

Mean scores and standard deviations of age, STAI, CES-D, PCL-5, age of 

onset, and monthly use 

 Cannabis users (n = 19) Non-users (n = 20) 

  M SD M SD 

Age  19.84 2.34 19.5 2.06 

STAI-State 40.78 7.99 37.68 11.25 

CES-D 19.26 9.52 18 11.26 

PCL-5 21.22 17.12 13.2 12.37 

Age Onset 15.84 1.98 - - 

Monthly use 12.79 17.11 - - 

Note: There were no statistical significances between groups in age and questionnaires. PCL-5 

was approaching significance, p = .104.   
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Figure 1: Event-related potentials waveform displaying C1 and P1 components. There was a 

significant difference in P1 between users and non-users, time window represented in the black 

box. There was no difference in C1 (grey box).   
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Figure 3: Event-related potentials waveforms elicited by fearful and neutral facial expressions. 

The P7 and P8 electrodes were used to obtain contralateral and ipsilateral (contralateral means 

the electrode contralateral to the fearful face). Grey box represents area for the mean amplitude 

for N170 and the black box represents N2pc. UC = user contralateral, UI = user ipsilateral, NC = 

non-user contralateral, and NI = non-user ipsilateral.  
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Figure 4: Scatter plot displaying the positive correlation between difference scores of N170 

(contralateral – ipsilateral) and average monthly use. Participants that reported more monthly use 

had less of a difference between contralateral and ipsilateral N170, indicating less attentional 

bias towards fearful faces. 
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