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High trait anxiety is a vulnerability factor for the development of stress-related psychopathologies, such as 
anxiety disorders and depression. However, its behavioral and cognitive manifestations, as well as the 
neurobiological underpinnings, remain rather unclear. In our lab, we have developed a range of tasks and 
approaches, including virtual reality (VR), to reveal behavioral manifestations and cognitive computations 
underlying variation in general and social anxiety. Using VR coupled to machine learning, we can now 
predict individuals’ trait anxiety as well as heart rate variability in response to stressful challenges. Magnetic 
resonance spectroscopy (MRS) analyses are starting to point at specific metabolites in motivational brain 
areas, such as the nucleus accumbens / ventral striatum, in the prediction of subsequent behavior. Our 
goal is to extend these powerful approaches from our current emphasis on normal variation to better 
understand, predict and potentially treat psychopathologies. 
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