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What is Generalized Anxiety Disorder 
(GAD)? 

v  GAD (definition) = extreme, uncontrollable, and persistent worry and 
anxiety, which increases in intensity with age 

v  Assumed to affect 8.9 million people in the European Union, with major 
repercussions on social and occupational functioning 

v  Behavioral symptoms and mechanisms are poorly understood (difficult 
to recognize) 



Research questions 

v  Can GAD be predicted from the linguistic characteristics of expressive 
writings? 

v  Does GAD prediction accuracy increase if we also account for 
individual differences in avoidance and approach motivation?  



Theoretical agreement on GAD 

v  People suffering from GAD struggle with emotional cues, and seek to 
avoid them --> 

v  This is a maladaptive coping response, which triggers periodic episodes 
of excessive worrying behavior that are difficult to control  

v  This (worrying) is a verbal linguistic phenomenon 
  



The unique characteristics of the individual 

v  The intensity of GAD in an individual (self-reported via GAD-7; Spitzer 
et al., 2006--> What is the amount of anxiety you experienced in the 
previous weeks? (4-point scale) 

v  Individual differences in avoidance (or approach) motivation (self-
reported via the BIS/BAS Scales; Carver & White, 1994) 

v  High scorers on BIS are more vulnerable to anxiety disorders, incl. GAD 
(Maack et al., 2012; Vervoort et al., 2010) 



Linguistic nature of GAD expression 

v  The way in which a threat is perceived should influence how anxiety/
worry is expressed in words 

v  To find out, people could be invited to write vividly about a stressful or 
traumatic autobiographical event (the “expressive writing paradigm” 
from social & health psychology; Pennebaker, 1997) 

v  Those texts could be assessed on (psycho)linguistic properties (among 
others via LIWC; Pennebaker et al., 2015)  



Method 

 
 
v Pre-survey:  Administered the GAD-7 and BIS/BAS Scales  

v Task:   Expressive writing exercise: “Recollect an anxious  
  experience in your university life” 

v Post-survey:  Assessed demographics and debriefing  



Sample and descriptives 



Correlations I 



Correlations II 



GAD prediction 
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Feature importance for GAD classification 



Main conclusion 

v  GAD can, indeed, be predicted from the linguistic characteristics of 
expressive writings: 

q  Negatively valenced emotion words and text entries on social 
processes suffice for GAD recognition from written text, 
especially when also the writer’s BIS is accounted for 

 
v  GAD prediction accuracy increases if we also account for individual 

differences in avoidance (not approach) motivation 

 



Future work 

v  Is BAS sensitivity needed for accurate GAD prediction models?  

q  Our linguistic analysis suggests not vs. GAD classification 
results suggest it to be an important feature --> the BAS-GAD 
linkage could be better explained via comorbidity with 
depression scores 

v  How trustworthy are diary entries from people with high GAD scores – 
especially during episodes of emotion dysregulation? 

q  --> affective computing applications for tracing emotion 
 regulation journeys during a sequence of expressive writing 
 exercises 



Thank you!  


