Prompting patterns: Anxiety markers in LLM output
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This study investigates how systematic variations in prompt structure and phrasing
shape language patterns in large language model (LLM) output. In the study,
prompts are utilised as instruments for generating language patterns and are
examined as variables that impact the variation and distribution of linguistic
constructions. Using anxiety-related language markers as a case study, the impact
of prompt structure and phrasing on the variation of linguistic patterns in LLM-
generated output is examined.

Data were collected from gpt-40-mini-2024-07-18 (GPT-40 mini) through prompts
that varied in condition (scenario-based vs. persona-based) and phrasing (neutral
vs. anxious). To increase output diversity, multiple temperature settings (0.30,
0.50, 0.80, and 1.00) were used. Based on pilot studies, prompts were sent
consecutively to improve adherence to complex instructions, even on sensitive
topics such as parenthood, work, or death.

Quantitative analysis using Lasso multinomial regression and complementary
topic modelling revealed that prompt design impacts the frequency and type of
linguistic features generated. First, persona-building prompts and scenario-style
prompts differed in anxiety-related language use. Second, introducing the same
topic but using neutral words decreased the amplification of anxiety-related
language patterns. Prompt structure also shaped the linguistic categories GPT-40
mini preferred: Anxious persona-building prompts increased the use of personal
pronouns and anxiety-related words, while neutral persona and scenario outputs
contained fewer negative emotion words.

These findings highlight that prompt structure is a linguistic variable in its own
right. Subtle yet impactful variations in prompt structure and phrasing show
measurable effects on generated patterns, structural variations, and feature
amplification. The findings further demonstrate that linguistic units do not remain
stable across contexts and vary by elicitation conditions, which necessitates careful
and task-oriented prompt design in studies analysing LLM-generated language.
This reflexive use of prompts contributes to our understanding of how LLMs
distribute and amplify linguistic features.





