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1. ABSTRACT & DEUTSCHE ZUSAMMENFASSUNG
1.1 Abstract (English)
Musical rhythm is composed of organized temporal patterns, and the processes
underlying rhythm perception are found to engage both auditory and motor systems. Despite
behavioral and neuroscience evidence converging to this audio-motor interaction, relatively
little is known about the effect of specific motor processes on auditory rhythm perception.
This doctoral thesis was devoted to investigating the influence of both external and internal
motor processes on the way we perceive an auditory rhythm. The first half of the thesis
intended to establish whether overt body movement had a facilitatory effect on our ability to
perceive the auditory rhythmic structure, and whether this effect was modulated by musical
training. To this end, musicians and non-musicians performed a pulse-finding task either
using natural body movement or through listening only, and produced their identified pulse by
finger tapping. The results showed that overt movement benefited rhythm (pulse) perception
especially for non-musicians, confirming the facilitatory role of external motor activities in
hearing the rhythm, as well as its interaction with musical training. The second half of the
thesis tested the idea that indirect, covert motor input, such as that transformed from the
visual stimuli, could influence our perceived structure of an auditory rhythm. Three
experiments examined the subjectively perceived tempo of an auditory sequence under
different visual motion stimulations, while the auditory and visual streams were presented
independently of each other. The results revealed that the perceived auditory tempo was
accordingly influenced by the concurrent visual motion conditions, and the effect was related
to the increment or decrement of visual motion speed. This supported the hypothesis that the
internal motor information extracted from the visuomotor stimulation could be incorporated
into the percept of an auditory rhythm. Taken together, the present thesis concludes that,
rather than as a mere reaction to the given auditory input, our motor system plays an
important role in contributing to the perceptual process of the auditory rhythm. This can occur
via both external and internal motor activities, and may not only influence how we hear a
rhythm but also under some circumstances improve our ability to hear the rhythm.
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1.2 Deutsche Zusammenfassung
Musikalische Rhythmen bestehen aus zeitlich strukturierten Mustern akustischer
Stimuli. Es konnte gezeigt werden, dass die Prozesse, welche der Rhythmuswahrnehmung
zugrunde liegen, sowohl motorische als auch auditive Systeme nutzen. Obwohl sich für diese
auditiv-motorischen Interaktionen sowohl in den Verhaltenswissenschaften als auch
Neurowissenschaften übereinstimmende Belege finden, weiß man bislang relativ wenig über
die Auswirkungen spezifischer motorischer Prozesse auf die auditive
Rhythmuswahrnehmung. Diese Doktorarbeit untersucht den Einfluss externaler und internaler
motorischer Prozesse auf die Art und Weise, wie auditive Rhythmen wahrgenommen werden.
Der erste Teil der Arbeit diente dem Ziel herauszufinden, ob körperliche Bewegungen es dem
Gehirn erleichtern können, die Struktur von auditiven Rhythmen zu erkennen, und, wenn ja,
ob dieser Effekt durch ein musikalisches Training beeinflusst wird. Um dies herauszufinden
wurde Musikern und Nichtmusikern die Aufgabe gegeben, innerhalb von präsentierten
auditiven Stimuli den Puls zu finden, wobei ein Teil der Probanden währenddessen
Körperbewegungen ausführen sollte und der andere Teil nur zuhören sollte. Anschließend
sollten die Probanden den gefundenen Puls durch Finger-Tapping ausführen, wobei die
Reizgaben sowie die Reaktionen mittels eines computerisierten Systems kontrolliert wurden.
Die Ergebnisse zeigen, dass offen ausgeführte Bewegungen die Wahrnehmung des Pulses vor
allem bei Nichtmusikern verbesserten. Diese Ergebnisse bestätigen, dass Bewegungen beim
Hören von Rhythmen unterstützend wirken. Außerdem zeigte sich, dass hier eine
Wechselwirkung mit dem musikalischen Training besteht. Der zweite Teil der Doktorarbeit
überprüfte die Idee, dass indirekte, verdeckte Bewegungsinformationen, wie sie z.B. in
visuellen Stimuli enthalten sind, die wahrgenommene Struktur von auditiven Rhythmen
beeinflussen können. Drei Experimente untersuchten, inwiefern das subjektiv
wahrgenommene Tempo einer akustischen Sequenz durch die Präsentation unterschiedlicher
visueller Bewegungsreize beeinflusst wird, wobei die akustischen und optischen

Stimuli

unabhängig voneinander präsentiert wurden. Die Ergebnisse zeigten, dass das
wahrgenommene auditive Tempo durch die visuellen Bewegungsinformationen beeinflusst
wird, und dass der Effekt in Verbindung mit der Zunahme oder Abnahme der visuellen
Geschwindigkeit steht. Dies unterstützt die Hypothese, dass internale
Bewegungsinformationen, welche aus visuomotorischen Reizen extrahiert werden, in die
Wahrnehmung eines auditiven Rhythmus integriert werden können. Zusammen genommen,
5

zeigt die vorgestellte Arbeit, dass unser motorisches System eine wichtige Rolle im
Wahrnehmungsprozess von auditiven Rhythmen spielt. Dies kann sowohl durch äußere als
auch durch internale motorische Aktivitäten geschehen, und beeinflusst nicht nur die Art, wie
wir Rhythmen hören, sondern verbessert unter bestimmten Bedingungen auch unsere
Fähigkeit Rhythmen zu identifizieren.
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2. GENERAL INTRODUCTION
2.1 Auditory rhythm perception
Human beings possess the ability to perceive auditory stimuli that are temporally
complex, such as music and speech. One aspect of the temporal information we obtain from
such input is its rhythm. The present work was derived mostly from the literature in the
musical rhythm domain, and will focus on aspects of rhythm perception in the non-verbal
and/or musical context. In the following subsections, theoretical definitions of (musical)
rhythm and behavioral findings of rhythm perception will be presented.

2.1.1 What is “rhythm”?
Musical rhythm unfolds along time and comprises a hierarchy of organized temporal
structures, of which three basic levels can be identified: pulse, meter, and rhythm (Cooper &
Meyer, 1960). Pulse refers to the most basic hierarchy, consisting of a series of stable and
undifferentiated psychological events arising endogenously in response to musical rhythms
(Cooper & Meyer, 1960; Large, 2008). It is defined as a psychological percept of isochrony in
the listener rather than a physical property of the stimuli. Individual pulses in the music are
often regularly accentuated to give alternating strong and weak beats, and the measure of the
regular beats gives rise to the percept of meter, such as the typical 4/4 (four beats per measure)
march meter or 3/4 (three beats per measure) waltz meter in the western music (Cooper &
Meyer, 1960; Lerdahl & Jackendoff, 1983; Large, 2008). The metrical grouping can be very
diverse across different cultures, but most of them are based on a regular pulse (Jackendoff &
Lerdahl, 2006; Arom, 1989; Humble, 2002). Rhythm, on the other hand, is the temporal
pattern which emerges as a result of grouping local events against the metrical grid or the
pulse, also defined as “the way in which one or more unaccented beats are grouped in relation
to an accentuated one” (Cooper & Meyer, 1960). A rhythm can be either metrical or nonmetrical, depending on the regularity of the accents it presents or induces in the listener
(Povel & Essens, 1985): metrical rhythms are those rhythmic patterns where regularly
alternating strong and weak beats can be perceived, while non-metrical rhythms do not
possess this quality.
Although these elements in musical rhythm are theoretically defined, they are
essentially perceptual phenomena in experience.
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2.1.2 How do we perceive rhythm?
Much research on rhythm perception is devoted to understanding the behavioral
mechanisms by which we as listeners process such nested temporal relations. The perception
of a rhythm, be it a rhythmic pattern or a sequence, is typically assessed by perceptual tasks –
such as the sensitivity to detect changes in a comparison pattern from a standard one
(Monahan & Hirsch, 1990; Drake & Botte, 1993; McAuley & Jones, 2003; Miller &
McAuley, 2005; Grahn & Brett, 2009), production tasks – such as producing or reproducing a
given rhythmic pattern (Povel & Essens, 1985; Essens & Povel, 1985; Drake, 1993; Repp,
Windsor, & Desain, 2002; Grahn & Brett, 2007), or sensorimotor synchronization tasks –
such as tapping on the (perceived or given) beat along a rhythmic sequence (Parncutt, 1994;
Repp, 2003; Patel et al., 2005; Keller & Repp, 2005; Repp & Doggett, 2006; Repp, Iversen, &
Patel, 2008).
As the auditory rhythm is built upon concatenated temporal structures, one essential
feature that makes it ‘perceivable’ is its embedded periodicity, a regularly occurring event or
pattern to which the listener can follow as the rhythm unfolds. This periodicity can be
perceived at different levels. It could be the regular pulse, for example, which constitutes the
basic principle of communication by which human can synchronize to the auditory stimuli,
often by means of motor behavior such as tapping the foot or clapping the hand along
(Parncutt, 1994; Merker, Madison, & Eckerdal, 2009). It could also be the metrical or beat
accents that are either physically present or induced by the interval relation in the temporal
pattern: specifically, metrical as compared to non-metrical rhythms lead to better temporal
representation in the listener (Grahn & Brett, 2009), are thus better reproduced (Povel &
Essens, 1985; Essens & Povel, 1985; Grahn & Brett, 2007), and are easier to synchronize to
by tapping their beat along (Keller & Repp, 2005; Patel et al., 2005; Repp, Iversen, & Patel,
2008).
Rhythm perception is essentially a process in the temporal domain. In time research,
there has been a long tradition of explaining time perception by an interval-based timing
mechanism, which works on a central pacemaker and pulse accumulator model (Buhusi &
Meck, 2005). However, because of the perceivable periodicity embedded in a rhythmic
pattern or sequence, the temporal representation of a rhythm may differ from that of a simple
interval: rather than as a mere sum of several successive intervals, it can be represented as an
organized temporal entity, in which each interval is represented as in relation to the perceived
8

pulse or beat structure. This is proposed to engage an entrainment, or beat-based timing
mechanism, as opposed to the interval-based mechanism (Jones & Boltz, 1989; Large &
Jones, 1999; McAuley & Jones, 2003). The entrainment mechanism is based on a model of a
self-sustained internal oscillator that can be tuned to the external stimulus frequency; in the
presence of several concurrent frequencies such as the different temporal hierarchies in the
rhythm, it may be tuned selectively to a favorable one (called the referent period), and may
also switch between different levels (Drake, Jones, & Baruch, 2000; Large & Palmer, 2002;
Large & Snyder, 2009). Supporting evidence from neurophysiological studies will be
presented in a later section (2.2.2).
One aspect of rhythm perception that is particularly relevant to the present work is the
interaction between the sensory (for now, auditory) and the motor processes. As mentioned
earlier in this section, the sensorimotor coupling has often been probed by synchronization
tasks where the motor output, typically finger tapping, is to be synchronized to the sensory
input (for a review, see Repp, 2005). However, more central to the understanding of rhythm
perception is the idea that the perceptual process of rhythm may necessarily entail the motor
component, as rhythm and movement seem to be intrinsically linked (Bolton, 1894; Todd,
1985; Merker, Madison, & Eckerdal, 2009). For example, when we hear music that is richly
rhythmic or has a strong emphasis on the beat (Madison et al., in press), the tendency to move
along with it by foot tapping, head nodding, or even dancing along, feels intuitive to many of
us. When we move naturally to the rhythm, we tend to move in a periodic manner which often
(but perhaps not always) corresponds to what we feel as the tempo of the music (Parncutt,
1994; Drake, Jones, & Baruch, 2000; Moelant, 2002; McKinny & Moelant, 2006; see
however London, 2011 and Repp, 2011). When the movement along the rhythm is instructed
to be finger tapping, as in the case of most experimental paradigms, a range of preferred
tapping rate has been reported at the inter-tap interval of 400 ms to 700 ms, with a peak
around 600 – 700 ms (Parncutt, 1994; London, 2002) or around 500 ms (van Noorden &
Moelants, 1999; Moelant, 2002). Interestingly, this movement frequency corresponds to the
preferred frequency of human locomotion, around 2 Hz (Macdougall & Moore, 2005).
Todd and colleagues proposed a sensorimotor theory of temporal tracking (Todd,
1999; Todd, Lee, & O’Boyle, 2002), where the experience of rhythm emerges from both the
sensory representation of the temporal information in the stimuli, as well as the motor
representation of the musculoskeletal system in the form of a motor image of the body.
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Quoted from the author (Todd, 1999, p.119), “... if the spatiotemporal form of certain stimuli
are matched to the dynamics of the motor system, then they may evoke a motion of an internal
representation or motor image of the corresponding synergetic elements of the
musculoskeletal system, even if the musculoskeletal system itself does not move.” This theory
appears to well capture the intrinsic – and likely obligatory – link between sensory and motor
processes in the rhythm domain. However, as far as rhythm perception is concerned, the
majority of studies demonstrate only how different parameters of sensory information can
affect the motor output differently. Little is known about the reverse: whether and how the
motor system could influence the sensory process in rhythm perception. Two studies came
closest to answering these questions: Phillips-Silver & Trainor (2005; 2007) showed in both
infants and adults that our metrical interpretation of an ambiguous rhythm could be shaped by
the different ways we bounce to it. This evidence serves as an encouraging precursor
especially for the first part of the present work (section 3.1: Su & Pöppel, 2012), and my
doctoral thesis as a whole intended to pursue the central idea of motor influences on auditory
perception. Before moving on to the present work, however, a survey of the neuroscience
literature in this domain will be presented in the following section, supplementing converging
arguments for the thesis.

2.2 Neural correlates of rhythm perception: audio-motor coupling
The link between sensory and motor components, as mentioned in 2.1.2, is not merely
a behavioral observation. The relevant neurophysiological evidence will be covered in the
following subsections.

2.2.1 Auditory timing in the brain
As rhythm perception entails timing of sensory input, a general understanding of the
cortico-subcortical neural pathways underpinning time perception seems relevant. In terms of
interval timing, two functionally distinct circuits have been proposed: The “automatic timing”
system, which is sometimes called ‘discrete event timing’, is in charge of intervals in the subsecond range, and is subserved by the cerebellum and the primary and secondary motor
cortices. The “cognitively-controlled timing” system, on the other hand, is responsible for
longer, supra-second interval range and may require attentional modulation, implicating basal
ganglia, parietal, and prefrontal areas (Lewis & Miall, 2003; Buhusi & Meck, 2005). Though
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supported at times, like most reported dissociations in functional neural mechanisms, the
distinction between these two systems are not always clear (Diedrichsen, Ivry, & Pressing,
2003). It may be expected that both systems are involved most of the time, albeit to different
extents.
Of more importance to the present work is the recent finding that interval-based timing
and entrainment (or beat-based) timing mechanism appear to implicate separate neural
circuitries (Teki et al., 2011; Grube et al., 2010). The former is deployed when no particular
beat or pulse structure is detected in a sequence, and it activates the olivocerebellar network.
The latter is concerned with timing sequential intervals where a regular beat can be perceived,
relying on the striato-thalamo-cortical system of basal ganglia, thalamus, premotor cortex
(PMC), supplementary motor area (SMA) and dorsal lateral prefrontal cortex (DLPFC). In
whichever way the distinctions are drawn to differentiate between timing systems, it is clear
that the subcortical and cortical motor systems are engaged in the process.

2.2.2 Rhythm / beat perception in the brain
The findings discussed in 2.1.2 are largely supported by the abundant neuroscience
studies in recent years. First of all, our brain does respond to the periodicity of the auditory
rhythm, evidenced by the cortical oscillatory activities. Neuronal oscillations are the high and
low excitability states of a local neuronal ensemble alternating at different frequency ranges,
e.g. alpha band: 8–12 Hz, beta band: 15–30 Hz, gamma band: > 30 Hz (Buzsáki & Draguhn,
2004). The different frequency ranges are hierarchically nested amongst each other, and the
phases of excitability underpin the optimal phases for stimuli processing in the primary
sensory cortices (Lakatos et al., 2005; Schroeder et al., 2008). Critically, the oscillations can
be tuned (i.e. entrained) to the rhythmicity of the external stimuli as a result of attentional
selection, thus optimizing the perceptual analysis of a given sensory input (Lakatos et al.,
2008; Schroeder et al., 2008). As such, when the participants listened to a rhythmic tone
sequence, their brainwaves in the gamma and sometimes beta bands are found to be phaselocked to the isochronous tone onset (Snyder & Large, 2005; Zanto et al., 2005; Zanto,
Snyder, & Large, 2006; Will & Berg, 2007). The gamma band entrained to the isochronous
tones would occur even at occasional tone omission, reflecting an internal temporal
expectation as a result of rhythmic entrainment (Snyder & Large, 2005). The beta band is
found to be modulated by metrical accents that are either physically present or mentally
11

imposed, showing that the brain responds to the felt periodicity at a metrical level (Iversen,
Repp, & Patel, 2009).
Single neuron recordings and imaging studies have also provided abundant
information supporting the audio-motor interaction. The sensorimotor coupling in the brain
had first been discovered in the visuomotor domain, using the classical grasping and reaching
paradigm, where the premotor and supplementary motor cortices are activated by watching a
learned action in the absence of action execution (Rizzolatti et al. 1996; Murata et al. 1997;
Fadiga et al. 2000). This action representation in the brain elicited by sensory input was later
observed in the audio-motor domain as well, where listening to the sound associated with a
learned action could activate the premotor areas (Kohler et al., 2002; Lahav, Saltzman, &
Schlaug, 2007). These findings support the idea that sensory and motor information – or, in
another word: perception and action – may be commonly coded in the brain (Prinz, 1997).
Now, suppose it was the case that auditory rhythm, as reviewed in 2.1.2, should be
intrinsically linked to movement and should elicit a motor representation in the listener, one
may expect to find corresponding evidence of audio-motor coupling in the brain activities.
This has indeed been found in many studies: when tapping to the beat of the rhythm, the
dorsal premotor cortex (dPMC) was modulated by the metrical structure of the rhythm even
when the motor output remained the same (Chen, Zatorre, & Penhune, 2006). When tapping a
rhythmic pattern itself, the activities in the motor areas such as pre-SMA, SMA, dPMC, and
cerebellum, as well as the connectivity within this network, also increased with increasing
metrical complexity of the rhythm, again under the same motor output (Chen, Penhune, &
Zatorre, 2008a). However, most interestingly, the motor activities have been observed in
purely perceptual tasks. When listening to rhythmic patterns without any motor task, the
commonly activated areas include pre-SMA, SMA, dPMC, basal ganglia (putamen),
cerebellum, and superior temporal gyrus (STG) (Grahn & Brett, 2007; Chen, Penhune, &
Zatorre, 2008b; Bengtsson et al., 2009). The activities in SMA and basal ganglia are
especially modulated by the beat structure of the rhythm: a higher beat saliency or a stronger
metrical accent leads to higher activations in these areas (Grahn & Brett, 2007), the putamen
being crucial for beat perception (Grahn & Brett, 2009). In addition, the connectivity between
putamen and the aforementioned auditory and motor areas is also modulated by the beat
saliency (Grahn & Rowe, 2009). These findings seem consistent with the idea of an automatic
audio-motor coupling necessary for perceiving auditory rhythm. Put in another word: the
12

motor system seems obligatorily engaged in processing auditory rhythm. Based on these
findings, as well as the anatomical connectivity between PMC and other auditory and motor
areas, PMC has been proposed as one plausible candidate to mediate the transformation
between auditory and motor information (Zatorre, Chen, & Penhune, 2007; Chen, Penhune, &
Zatorre, 2009). The proposed role of PMC as a platform for sensorimotor integration has also
been taken up by the present work, especially the part constituting the study of Su &
Jonikaitis (2011) (see section 3.2).
Lastly, a word should be mentioned concerning musical training and the audio-motor
coupling. Playing a musical instrument entails quite sophisticated skills of sensorimotor
transformation; it is thus reasonable to expect a greater degree of internal audio-motor binding
in musicians compared to non-musicians, which has been supported by several studies
(Bangert et al., 2006; Grahn & Brett, 2007; Grahn & Rowe, 2009; however, see also Chen,
Penhune, & Zatorre, 2008a). This information is relevant to the first part of the present work
(section 3.1: Su & Pöppel, 2012).

2.2.3 From motor to auditory processes?
Studies reviewed in 2.2.2 have augmented our understanding of rhythm perception and
its neural mechanisms. Nonetheless, as is lacking in the behavioral findings (2.1.2), the
causality and directionality of this audio-motor interaction at the cortical level is not yet clear.
Again, most aforementioned studies were interested in how different temporal structures of
the rhythm modulate the observed activities in the motor areas. However, as has been
proposed in speech research (Hickok & Poeppel, 2004; 2007) and borrowed to parallel nonverbal rhythm perception (Zatorre, Chen, & Penhune, 2007; Chen, Penhune, & Zatorre,
2009), the neural projections connecting cortical auditory, motor, and sensorimotor integration
areas appear to be bidirectional. There is evidence that the disruption of PMC can impair
speech perception (Meister et al., 2007), suggesting a causal link from PMC to auditory
perceptual analysis. The question thus remains: does the projection from the motor to the
auditory area influence the perceptual process of non-verbal rhythm?
Several studies on cortical oscillations are supportive of this idea: as briefly reviewed
in the beginning of 2.2.2, neuronal oscillations may underlie the mechanism of sensory
perception especially in the case of rhythmic stimuli. The authors have argued that, for
example, the oscillations in the primary auditory cortex can be reset by input from non13

auditory areas so that the (rhythmic) auditory stimuli can be processed in the optimal phase
(i.e. high excitability state) (Schroeder et al., 2008). They went further to propose that the
flow of motor cortical oscillatory rhythms to the sensory cortices may subserve our perceptual
selection, and that our perceptual experiences could be controlled by the motor sampling
routines – a plausible mechanism of ‘Active Sensing’ in human (Schroeder et al., 2010). From
this point of view, it seems reasonable to assume that cortical motor activities can entrain the
auditory oscillations. However, as the authors pointed out, the behavioral evidence derived
from speech research has not been consistent (Galantucci, Fowler, & Turvey, 2006; Meister et
al., 2007). Further investigation of this hypothesis seems warranted, and, taken from here, the
present work started out by testing a similar idea in the non-speech rhythm domain.

2.3 The present work
My doctoral research intended to answer a central question concerning the audiomotor interaction in rhythm perception: whether and how does the motor system influence the
perception of an auditory rhythm? The thesis is divided into two parts, each addressing the
effect of external (overt) and internal (covert) motor processes on rhythm perception,
respectively.

2.3.1 Brief introduction of the thesis: Part I.
The first part, published as Su & Pöppel (2012), was designed to answer two
questions: 1) Do overt, natural body movements – such as those we intuitively employ when
listening to music: e.g. foot tapping, head nodding – have a positive effect on our ability to
perceive the temporal structure of a rhythm? 2) If so, is the effect of body movement
modulated by musical training? To this end, I developed a behavioral pulse-finding task
where the participants were requested to listen to a sequence of tones occurring at pseudorandom intervals, and to search for their subjectively perceived pulse. The sequence was
constructed with an underlying nominal pulse tempo that was not obvious on the rhythmic
surface, and the pulse could thus be felt subjectively at different (sub)-harmonics of the
nominal tempo. The perceived pulse was measured subsequently by finger tapping along the
ongoing sequence. Twenty young, healthy, right-handed participants took part in this study
(age range 20–35 years, mean age 24, SD 3.8). Ten were amateur musicians with a minimal
training time of 8 years, and the other ten had never received any formal musical education.
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The participants were divided into four groups based on musical training and the instructed
task strategy: 1) musicians, movement, 2) non-musicians, movement, 3) musicians, no
movement, and 4) non-musicians, no movement. In the movement groups, they were
requested to search for the pulse by moving to the rhythm. In the no-movement groups, they
were requested to sit still and searched for the pulse only through listening. I analyzed the
data in terms of their response time, inter-tap intervals, produced pulse tempo, pulse stability,
and synchronization stability. The results demonstrated an obvious contrast in the nonmusicians between movement and no-movement groups, with movement yielding
significantly better task performance. Musicians performed the task equally well with and
without movement, though the produced pulse tempi differed between movement conditions.
Overall this study argues for the facilitatory effect of overt motor component in auditory
rhythm perception, and this effect is likely modulated by musical training.
Author contributions: Conceived and designed the experiment: Su & Pöppel.
Implemented and performed the experiment: Su. Analyzed the data: Su. Result discussion: Su
& Pöppel. Wrote the manuscript: Su.

2.3.2 Brief introduction of the thesis: Part II.
The second part of the thesis, published as Su & Jonikaitis (2011), is concerned with
the idea of an indirect, covert motor influence on auditory rhythm perception. Specifically, I
sought to find out whether the implicit motor information embedded in another independent
sensory input – from the visual modality – could be integrated to the percept of an auditory
tempo. The premise rested on the previous findings of sensorimotor representations in both
visual and auditory domains (see section 2.2.2, paragraph 2). As such, the question in this
study was: when presented concurrently, could the motor information transformed from the
visual stimulation be incorporated to affect the way we perceive an auditory tempo? To this
end, we designed an audiovisual paradigm where, in Experiment 1 and Experiment 2, the
participants listened to a standard auditory sequence under different conditions of visual
motion flow, and judged the comparison sequence tempo (presented without accompanying
visual stimuli) relative to the standard. Critically, between the auditory and visual
stimulations, there was no spatially or temporally corresponding event, thus ruling out any
simple spatial or temporal capture of one stream by the other. In Experiment 1 (twelve
participants, mean age 25, SD 3.1), the visual stimuli consisted of two conditions: 1)
15

accelerating motion, implemented as a coherent flow of dots moving towards the observer in
an accelerating manner, and 2) no motion, implemented as the same number of static dots,
each changing its luminance independently of the others in an accelerating manner. The
subjectively perceived auditory tempo was measured by the point of subjective equality (PSE)
derived from the psychometric function under each visual motion condition. As expected, we
found a faster perceived tempo when the sequence was accompanied by the accelerating
motion. In Experiment 2 (twelve participants, mean age 25, SD 4.5), we employed the same
auditory tempo judgement task under three visual motion conditions: 1) moving dots that
became stepwise faster, 2) moving dots that became stepwise slower, and 3) moving dots
without change of speed. A corresponding bias was found in the perceived auditory tempo:
faster than actual, slower than actual, and no bias. In Experiment 3 (twelve participants, mean
age 25, SD 3.5), we replicated the corresponding bias on auditory perception using a temporal
reproduction task, validating the perceptual nature of this bias. Overall, the results support our
hypothesis that the motor representation transformed from the visual motion can influence the
perceptual process of an auditory rhythm – in this case, its tempo. Furthermore, this effect is
related to the spatiotemporal properties of the visuomotor information. This study thus argues
for the effect of covert motor component on the perception of an auditory rhythm.
Author contributions: Conceived and designed the experiment: Su & Jonikaitis.
Implemented and performed the experiment: Su. Analyzed the data: Su. Wrote the
manuscript: Su & Jonikaitis (10%).

In sum, the present thesis demonstrates that both external (overt) and internal (covert)
motor activities can modulate the auditory perceptual process and influence the way we
perceive an auditory rhythm. This furthers our understanding of the human sensorimotor
interaction, which serves the basis not only for music cognition but also for other multimodal
functions such as language acquisition. The information gained in this domain may also
provide clinical implications for motor disorders such as Parkinson disease (e.g. Lim et al.,
2005) or speech disorders such as developmental dyslexia (e.g. Thomson & Goswami, 2008;
Corriveau & Goswami, 2009).

16

3. PUBLISHED SCIENTIFIC WORKS
3.1

Body movement enhances the extraction of temporal structures in auditory

sequences.
Yi-Huang Su a & Ernst Pöppel a,b
Psychological Research, 2012, volume: 76, 373–382
Accepted: 23 May, 2011
Published online: 22 Jun, 2011 (DOI: 10.1007/s00426-011-0346-3)
Published in print: 21 April, 2012

a. Institute of Medical Psychology, Ludwig-Maximilians-University Munich, Goethestr. 31,
80336 Munich, Germany
b. Human Science Center, Ludwig-Maximilians-University Munich

17

Psychological Research (2012) 76:373–382
DOI 10.1007/s00426-011-0346-3

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Body movement enhances the extraction of temporal structures
in auditory sequences
Yi-Huang Su • Ernst Pöppel
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Abstract Auditory and motor systems interact in processing auditory rhythms. This study investigated the effect
of intuitive body movement, such as head nodding or foot
tapping, on listeners’ ability to entrain to the pulse of an
auditory sequence. A pulse-finding task was employed
using an isochronous sequence of tones in which tones
were omitted at pseudorandom positions. Musicians and
non-musicians identified their subjectively fitting pulse
either using periodic body movement or through listening
only. The identified pulse was measured subsequently by
finger tapping. Movement appeared to assist pulse extraction especially for non-musicians. The chosen pulse tempi
tended to be faster with movement. Additionally, movement led to higher synchronization stabilities of the produced pulse along the sequence, regardless of musical
training. These findings demonstrated the facilitatory role
of body movement in entraining to auditory rhythms and its
interaction with musical training.
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Introduction
Imagine sitting in a live jazz concert: the listeners feel
immersed in the music and start intuitively to move along
with different parts of their body. The same is seen in the
musicians: they automatically move their head or tap their
feet in a periodic manner while playing some rhythmically
engaging passages. Even in a classical concert where
excessive gestures are not encouraged by convention, we
often observe musicians rhythmically moving some parts
of their body that are not engaged in playing the instruments, along with the music. Moving one’s body periodically to the music, be it foot tapping or head nodding, is a
frequent manifestation in listeners as well as in performing
musicians. It presents a common example of audio–motor
crosstalk in experiencing musical rhythms, and poses an
interesting question about the nature of rhythm perception:
do we move only because we react to the rhythm we hear,
or does the movement itself contribute to the process of
hearing the rhythm?
Perception and action are believed to share common
representational mechanisms through which they interact
(Prinz, 1997). Neurophysiological studies on rhythm perception have also concurred that processing auditory
rhythms engages both auditory and motor areas of the brain
(Chen, Penhune, & Zatorre, 2008b; Grahn & Brett, 2007;
Bengtsson et al., 2009), and the motor system can be crucial in this act (Grahn & Brett, 2009). A direct behavioral
link between ‘hearing the rhythm’ and ‘moving the body’
has been established in two studies where the interpretation
of the same auditory rhythm was shaped by different patterns in which the listeners bounced their body (PhillipsSilver & Trainor, 2005, 2007). Given this audio–motor
interplay, the present study further pursued the hypothesis
that the use of body movement is not merely a reaction to
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hearing rhythmic input, but could actively assist the processing of temporal structures in the auditory events.
The temporal structure of interest is the pulse.1 In music,
pulse is defined as a series of stable and undifferentiated
psychological events arising endogenously in response to
musical rhythms (Cooper & Meyer, 1960). Rather than a
physical property of the stimuli, the pulse is a subjectively
experienced isochrony. We chose to target this process
because perceiving such isochrony is the basic principle of
human entrainment to auditory stimuli (Merker, Madison,
& Eckerdal, 2009). It serves as the subjective referent by
which we experience complex temporal relations in musical rhythms (Large, 2008), and corresponds to the felt
tempo. A relevant sensorimotor theory of temporal tracking has been proposed by Todd and colleagues (Todd,
1999; Todd, Lee, & O’Boyle, 2002). It incorporates
importantly an internal motor representation of the body
along with the sensory input and the motor output as
coordinated mechanisms of tracking and synchronizing to
an isochronous pulse. This theory emphasizes the relation
between the embodied motor process and the percept of
isochronous structure in the rhythm, which constitutes the
central idea of the present study.
This idea is further supported by several complementary
findings: human’s ability to perceive a regular pulse seems
innate (Winkler, Háden, Ladinig, Sziller, & Honing, 2009)
and is proposed to arise from an endogenous neural
oscillation entraining to rhythmic stimuli (Large & Snyder,
2009). Interestingly, such oscillations are also associated
with motor tasks (Fujioka, Trainor, Large, & Ross, 2009;
Salenius & Hari, 2003). Consistently, the premotor activation in the brain is enhanced by listening to rhythms at
one’s preferred tempo (Kornysheva, von Cramon, Jacobsen, & Schubotz, 2010), and human listeners’ preferred
tempo in music (Moelants, 2002) corresponds to the preferred frequency (*2 Hz) in locomotion (Macdougall &
Moore, 2005). These findings seem to suggest that the
percept of regular pulse, which also defines the tempo,
could entail a motor component: forming a pulse by means
of entrainment may require a motor process, at least
internally (Grahn & Rowe, 2009).
In light of the audio–motor interaction, this study investigated whether an external motor process such as moving
one’s body to the rhythm—an intuitive behavior for many
1

The terms pulse and beat are often used interchangeably in a
musical context. However, beat implies a defined metrical organization based on the alternating strong and weak accentuation (Cooper &
Meyer, 1960), which involves the perceptual grouping of pulse, e.g.
groups of two or four as in a duple meter, or groups of three as in a
waltz meter. Pulse itself, on the other hand, is not confined by
metrical specifications; it exists as long as the isochrony is felt by the
listener, and is generalizable in processing rhythms across different
cultures and musical genres. Therefore, we prefer to use the term
pulse here.
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people—could actually assist the extraction of its pulse by
means of facilitated entrainment. A pulse-finding task was
employed where a tone sequence of no particular metrical or
accent structure was presented continuously. The structure
of the sequence could be seen as underlyingly isochronous
(based on the nominal stimulus tempo) with tones omitted at
pseudorandomly chosen positions, similar to one of the
sequence types employed in the study of Patel, Iversen,
Chen, and Repp (2005, sequence type 7: I-WM). The listeners first established their subjectively fitting pulse either
using preferred periodic body movement or through listening only, and then produced their identified pulse by finger
tapping. Critically, in establishing the pulse, the engagement
of body movement was expected to initiate an overt motor
activity while the listener searched for the regular pulse to
which to entrain. Rather than a mere manifestation of the
already established pulse, the movement should be adopted
from the beginning of the entrainment process in order to
assist finding a stable pulse. That is, the movement could be
initially out of synchrony with any pulse period, but would
gradually (or quickly, as we hypothesized the presence of
movement to be facilitatory for the process) synchronize to
the pulse of the sequence. Without movement, such
entrainment process would have to be internally generated
and might require more a cognitive strategy to analyze the
temporal structure of the sequence.
As such, movement was expected to assist the listeners
to more easily ‘tune in’ to the temporal information and to
establish their pulse at one of several possible (sub)-harmonic frequencies (Large & Snyder, 2009). The stability of
one’s tapped pulse, preceded and accompanied by movement, was also expected to be higher as a result of
enhanced sensorimotor integration (Chen, Penhune, &
Zatorre, 2009). In addition, the movement effect was
compared between musicians and non-musicians. Musicians were expected to be able to analyze the structure of
the sequence (Chen, Penhune, & Zatorre, 2008a) and to
generate the pulse internally (Grahn & Rowe, 2009) even
in the absence of body movement, while non-musicians
were expected to depend more on such overt motor activity
to discover and entrain to the pulse.

Method
Participants
20 young, healthy, right-handed participants (range
20–35 years, mean age 24, SD 3.8) participated in the
experiment via on-campus recruitment, and received payment in return. Ten were musically-trained (amateurs with
at least 8 years training, 6 pianists and 4 violinists, 3 of
whom were amateur orchestra members); the other ten had
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never received formal musical training. All reported music
listening as leisure activities.
Stimuli and materials
Auditory stimuli were generated as wave files by the music
software Logic 8 Express (Apple Inc. California) using a
synthesized woodblock sound (as the instrument ‘‘clave’’),
with 42 ms tone duration. Each wave file was a ‘building
block’ consisting of five isochronous time points; each
point could be either occupied by a tone or not, resulting in
31 possible building blocks, excluding the block with no
tone. The blocks were generated at six tempi: 60, 90, 120,
150, 180, and 210 beats per minute (BPM), corresponding
to the shortest inter-onset interval (IOI) of 1000, 666.7,
500, 400, 333.3, and 285.7 ms. The experiment was carried
out in Matlab! 2009a (Mathworks) using Psychophysics
Toolbox extensions version 3 (Brainard, 1997), running on
a MacBook Pro laptop computer. Participants sat in a
comfortably-lit sound-proof room. The sound was delivered via headphones (Philips SBC HS900).
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prior to the experiment. The demonstration differed between
movement and no-movement groups as follows.
For the movement groups, the experimenter played an
example tone sequence (as would be played in a real
experimental trial) and demonstrated behaviorally with
foot tapping where the pulse should be temporally. The
experimenter demonstrated two different possibilities of
the fitting pulse, one being the subharmonic of the other
(i.e. twice as slow), which exemplified the notion of ‘different pulse levels’.
For the no-movement groups, the experimenter played
an example tone sequence which was accompanied by an
additional sequence of low tones illustrating pulse. Two
examples of such a combined sequence were played, the
low tones in each example demonstrating a different (but
fitting) pulse level. Crucially, there was no mention of the
link between the present task and the everyday behavior
such as ‘tapping one’s feet to the music’.
Experiment

Pulse in the task was explained as (translated from German)
‘the successive time points with equal intervals which are
subjectively fitting tactus to the ongoing tone sequence. It
should be as stable as possible throughout the trial and should
not alternate between different levels.’ Besides the verbal
explanation, in order to ensure the same understanding of the
task from both musicians and non-musicians, an instructional demonstration was carried out for each participant

In the beginning of each trial, 31 building blocks of one
tempo were strung up in a randomized order, with the rule
that all blocks were selected once, and the very first time
point was occupied by a tone. The 31 concatenated blocks
made up a long sequence that was looped within a trial.
Each trial consisted of two consecutive phases: (a) pulse
extraction, and (b) pulse production (Fig. 1).
Prior to the instruction, each participant in the movement
groups had been asked to report their preferred means of
body movement when they listened to music. In the extraction phase, they were requested to use their reported preferred movement (e.g. foot tapping, head nodding) from the
start of the sequence to assist finding the pulse. As they
started moving, their movement were usually not immediately in synchrony with any pulse of the sequence, but should
be tuned to a subjectively fitting pulse level before they
proceeded to the production phase. For the no-movement
groups during the extraction phase, the participants were
requested to try finding the pulse only by listening, strictly

Fig. 1 Illustration of the trial procedure. The upper panel depicts an
example of the stimulus sequence. The number 0s and 1s denote the
theoretical positions of the isochronous pulse according to the

nominal stimulus tempo, where (in the sequence) 1 is occupied by a
tone, and 0 is not. The lower panel depicts an example of a pulse
identified at the 1:2 subharmonic of the stimulus tempo

Design and procedure
The participants were divided into four groups based on the
instructed task strategy and musical training: (1) movement, musicians, (2) movement, non-musicians, (3) nomovement, musicians; and (4) no-movement, non-musicians. There were five participants in each group.
Instruction
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without any movement, until they felt a fitting stable pulse
was found. The phase of pulse extraction was not speeded.
When the participants felt sure of their identified pulse, they
(in all groups) were requested to start the production phase by
tapping their pulse on the computer key ‘‘B’’ along with the
sequence in a synchronized manner. Participants in the nomovement groups were instructed to restrict the movement
during the production phase to only the index finger, while
those in the movement groups were not particularly
requested to stop movement during tapping. This was meant
to maximize the contrast between movement and no-movement groups throughout the task. 16 consecutive taps were
recorded per trial (inter-tap intervals representing the identified inter-pulse intervals) before the next trial commenced.
The time needed for pulse extraction (henceforth referred to
as response time, RT)—the time between the start of stimulus presentation and the first pulse tap—was also recorded
in each trial to index the subjective task difficulty.
The stimuli were presented in 6 tempi and 30 trials each,
randomly assigned to 4 blocks. The whole experiment
lasted 2.5–3 h depending on the individual speed, with
breaks after each block. Before starting the experimental
session, each participant underwent at least five practice
trials and more if they did not show enough understanding
of the task. One basic sign of the participant’s understanding of the task was that, during practice, he or she did
not produce taps that were simply time-locked (i.e. as a
response) to the tones, but instead taps that exhibited certain degree of periodicity.

Data analyses and results
Percentages of stable and unstable pulse
For each trial, the mean inter-tap interval (ITI, in milliseconds) and the coefficient of variation (CV = withintrial standard deviation divided by mean ITI 9 100%)
were calculated, excluding always the first four taps. To
index the task performance, each trial was first categorized
as being stable or unstable by the following criteria:
Stable trials A criterion of CV B10% was first applied
to identify trials with stable pulse series.2 In order to
2

A criterion of ITI stability for constituting a ‘pulse’ has not been
established in the literature, as it would depend on the task condition
and the given stimuli. A study on the perceptual threshold of pulse
attribution (Madison & Merker, 2002) found an average 8.6%
deviation of the inter-tone intervals in the sequence, beyond which the
participants were unable to identify the pulse. Considering the higher
difficulty in the present task as the tones in a sequence did not appear
regularly, and that the pulse was measured by production, a criterion
of 10% was used. This, together with the criterion on inter-pulse
interval, appeared to reflect the interaction between musical training
and movement well (Fig. 2).
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reliably identify trials in which a pulse had really been
found, as opposed to trials with stable taps around a mean
ITI that was irrelevant to the correct pulse period, we
applied an additional criterion on the mean ITI of every
stable trial regarding its identified pulse period, within
which the pulse was considered to be successfully found:
(N 9 IOI) ± (N 9 IOI) 9 10%, N = 0.25, 0.5, 1, 2, 3, 4,
etc. N represented the chosen pulse level in each trial (i.e.
the mean ITI being around N times of the shortest stimulus
IOI). This criterion filtered out the stable trials with a mean
ITI that exceeded 10% deviation from the correct interpulse interval. As such, the stable trials were further divided into two sub-types: (1) stable pulse, and (2) stable, but
not considered pulse.
Unstable trials Trials produced with CV [10% were
labeled as unstable trials. Each unstable trial was further
categorized as reflecting one of the three behaviors which
most often cause a large within-trial CV3: (1) Type 1—
constantly irregular and unstable ITIs, (2) Type 2—pulse
switching between different (sub)-harmonic levels, and (3)
Type 3—rarely occurring missing taps or a pause within an
otherwise stable tap series.
The occurrence of unstable Type 2 was generally very
low (average frequency \0.1%), so we excluded it from
further analyses. Of the four analyzed pulse types—stable
pulse, stable no pulse, unstable Type 1, and unstable Type
3—only the first one (stable pulse) represented the successful trials. The percentages of these four types were
submitted to a mixed-model ANOVA with one withinsubject factor: produced pulse type (4 levels), and two
between-subject factors: movement (2 levels) and musical
training (2 levels). It revealed a significant pulse
type 9 movement 9 musical training interaction, F(3,
48) = 4.85, p \ 0.01, g2p = 0.23 (Fig. 2). Follow-up partial
ANOVAs revealed that the three-way interaction resulted
from a significant interaction between musical training and
pulse types in the no-movement groups, F(3, 24) = 6.73,
p \ 0.01, g2p = 0.46, but not in the movement groups, F(3,
24) = 1.91, p [ 0.15. Post-hoc comparison (two-sample
t test) revealed that for the no-movement groups, the percentage of stable pulse was different between musicians and
non-musicians (78 vs. 29%), p \ 0.05, t(8) = 2.95, and the
percentage of Type 1 unstable pulse also differed between
these two groups (11 vs. 60%), p \ 0.05, t(8) = 2.54. For
the movement groups, a main effect of pulse type was significant F(2, 16) = 930, p \ 0.001, g2p = 0.99, and the
post-hoc comparisons (Tukey HSD) showed that the percentage of stable pulse was significantly higher than any of
the three unsuccessful types (all ps \ 0.001), while the
percentages amongst these three types did not differ (all
3

For detailed classification criteria, see Figure S1 and the described
procedure in the supplementary material.
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(especially at slower subharmonics such as 1:2, 1:3, and
1:4) and the given stimulus tempo can be more clearly
shown. Results from each participant group were plotted
together, each cross representing a single trial (Fig. 3). It
shows the tendency from each participant group to select
certain pulse levels under each stimulus tempo. For the
exact frequency of each cluster, see Figure S2 in the supporting information for detailed histogram distributions.
As seen in the scatterplot, in establishing pulse, the
movement groups showed more focused tuning to the
stimulus tempo and its 1:2 subharmonic (0.5 ratio). The nomovement groups tended more to scatter and shifted toward
the 1:4 subharmonic (0.25 ratio) as the tempo increased.
Musicians produced better-tuned tempi especially with
movement. Non-musicians using movement could tune to
similar pulse tempi as musicians with movement.
Time needed for pulse extraction

Fig. 2 Mean percentages of the four produced pulse types—stable
pulse, stable but no pulse, unstable Type 1, and unstable Type3—
from each of the four participant groups. Error bars represent
standard errors of the mean

ps [ 0.5). In short, non-musicians without movement produced a significantly higher percentage of unstable pulse
than musicians without movement, and their unstable pulse
mostly resulted from high variabilities of within-trial ITIs
(Type 1). Between moving musicians and moving nonmusicians, however, the distribution of produced pulse
types did not differ, and they produced mostly stable pulse
(88 and 79% in musicians and non-musicians.).
Similarly, the partial ANOVA between the two musician
groups yielded no significant interaction between movement and pulse type, F(3, 24) = 0.95, p [ 0.4, suggesting
similar type distributions from musicians with and without
movement. The partial ANOVA between the two nonmusician groups, however, yielded a significant interaction
between movement and pulse type, F(3, 24) = 8.78,
p \ 0.001, g2p = 0.52. Post-hoc comparison (two-sample
t test) revealed that non-musicians with movement produced a higher percentage of stable pulse than non-musicians without movement, p \ 0.01, t(8) = 3.44 (79 vs.
29%, movement vs. no-movement).
Identified pulse tempo
The mean ITI from every stable pulse trial was transformed
into the corresponding tempo (BPM) and then scaled as the
ratio to the nominal stimulus tempo. Each resultant ratio
was then logarithmically transformed before being plotted
against the stimulus tempo. In this way the (sub)-harmonic
relationship between the subjectively tuned-in pulse tempo

RTs were submitted to a mixed-model ANOVA with one
within-subject factor, tempo (6 levels), and two betweensubject factors, movement (2 levels) and musical training
(2 levels). A main effect was found only for tempo, F(5,
80) = 25.25, p \ 0.001, g2p = 0.61, with longer RTs at
slower tempi (Fig. 4a). Post-hoc comparisons (Tukey
HSD) found significant differences between 60 BPM and
all the other tempi (all ps \ 0.001), and between 90 BPM
and all the other tempi (all ps \ 0.05). RTs appeared to
decrease with increasing tempo until 120 BPM, above
which they were not significantly differentiated by tempo.
Interaction of movement 9 musical training was close to
significant, F(1, 16) = 3.55, p = 0.07, g2p = 0.18. As
Fig. 4a shows, while both movement groups behaved
similarly, non-musicians without movement seemed to
need longer time than musicians without movement.
As an alternative, the RT data were also plotted not as
the measured time but as the number of underlying pulse
cycles (=RT/stimulus inter-pulse interval). The ANOVA
naturally yielded the same between-group results as for RT,
but the number of needed pulse cycles increased with the
tempo (see Figure S3 in supplementary material).
Degree of synchronization
To measure the pulse stability by degrees of synchrony
between the produced pulse and the sequence, the asynchrony was calculated between each tap and its theoretically correct position (based on the chosen pulse tempo).
The variability was indexed as the within-trial standard
deviation (SD) of the asynchronies—higher SD indicating
lower stability—and submitted to a mixed-model ANOVA
with one within-subject factor, tempo, and two betweensubject factors, movement and musical training. Main
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Fig. 3 Scatterplot of the
produced pulse tempi as the
ratio to the stimulus tempi, for
each participant group
separately. Each ratio was
plotted as its logarithmic
transformation for better
viewing of pulse at slower
subharmonics. X axis depicts
each stimulus tempo condition.
Y axis depicts the (sub)harmonics of the stimulus
tempo (1 = stimulus tempo,
2 = twice the stimulus tempo,
1/2, 1/3, and 1/4 = 0.5, 0.33,
and 0.25 of the stimulus tempo).
Only the tempi from stable
pulse trials are plotted in this
chart. Each cross represents a
single trial. The number in each
chart denotes the total
percentage of stable pulse from
this participant group

Fig. 4 a Mean RT as a function
of the stimulus tempo, for each
participant group. Error bars
represent standard errors of the
mean. b Mean standard
deviation of asynchronies as a
function of the stimulus tempo,
for each participant group.
Error bars represent standard
errors of the mean
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effects were found for movement F(1, 16) = 10.11,
p \ 0.01, g2p = 0.39 (mean SD 53 vs. 97 ms, movement vs.
no-movement), musical training F(1, 16) = 7.51,
p \ 0.05, g2p = 0.32 (56 vs. 97 ms, musicians vs. nonmusicians), and tempo F(5, 80) = 44.42, p \ 0.001,
g2p = 0.74, without interactions (Fig. 4b). Post-hoc comparisons (Tukey HSD) found significant differences
between the following tempi: 60 BPM versus all the other
tempi; 90 versus 120, 180 and 210 BPM; 120 versus
210 BPM; 150 versus 180 and 210 BPM. The results
showed that movement led to higher stability of synchronization in both musicians and non-musicians.
Discussion
Effect of movement on pulse extraction
and entrainment
Our results highlight that moving one’s body to an auditory
sequence could indeed facilitate the extraction of the temporal structure such as the subjective pulse in a sequence.
The extent of this facilitation depended on musical
training. Musicians are rhythmically trained and typically
perform better in sensorimotor tasks (Chen et al., 2008a;
Repp & Doggett, 2006; Franek, Mates, Radil, Beck, &
Pöppel, 1994) and cross-modal timing tasks (Wöllner &
Cañal-Bruland, 2010; Pecenka & Keller, 2009). It was not
surprising that their training enabled them to analyze the
temporal structure and establish stable pulse overall, even
in the absence of movement. This proved to be much more
challenging for non-musicians. With the assistance of body
movement, however, non-musicians could find their pulse
to a similar extent as the musicians.
What role does body movement play in this case, and
what could account for its benefit? The use of body
movement has been postulated as an intrinsic part of
human entrainment to isochronous stimuli (Madison &
Merker, 2002; Bolton 1894). Here, however, we tested the
role of body movement in entraining to stimuli where the
isochrony was implied but not explicitly or regularly given,
and the pulse was thus more difficult to discover. Moreover, the movement we investigated was not a mere
manifestation of the already extracted pulse such that the
participants would first find the pulse internally and then
start to move according to it. Instead, they started moving
as soon as the sequence began, using the overt motor
activities to facilitate the tuning to the pulse periodicity. In
doing so, the exhibited movement for each sequence (as
observed during the experimental session4) mostly did not
4

Every participant was observed for around 20–30 min during the
first experimental block, and also for a shorter while in the beginning
of each successive block.
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start as being immediately in synchrony with the pulse, but
rather went through a bit of adjustment before tuning to one
of the fitting pulse levels. An interactive dynamic might be
taking place during this process: the self-initiated movement frequency, which is not tuned-in at first, could be
attracted to one of the underlying periodicities of the
sequence (Repp, 2006), and in doing so leads the listener to
start ‘hearing’ the pulse at that level, forming a positive
audio–motor feedback loop. In the absence of overt
movement, by contrast, this tuning process must then rely
on the internal motor entrainment and/or the ability to
analyze the sequence. Our results show that, unlike musicians, non-musician seemed to be lacking an effective
internal motor simulation that entrained to the pulse when
it was not regularly present at the rhythmic surface; nor did
they possess additional musical knowledge as a compensatory strategy. They thus appeared to benefit much from
the external motor process in order to entrain to the
structure of the rhythm. This parallels the finding of Grahn
and Rowe (2009) where, compared to non-musicians,
musicians more often perceived the beat when it was less
explicitly presented, and this was accompanied by higher
connectivities between auditory and motor cortical areas,
suggesting a higher level of internal audio–motor coupling.
Notably, our task required the search for a subjective
temporal referent while no particular metrical accent was
given, contrary to most people’s experience of music listening. Meter has been defined as ‘the measurement of the
number of pulses between more or less regularly occurring
accents’ (Cooper & Meyer, 1960). While there are many
cultural differences in meter, music from most cultures is
pulse-based (Large, 2008; Arom, 1989; Humble, 2002). By
not giving any metrical cues, we aimed to link body
movement to a temporal process that was not strongly
constrained by the previously-shaped listening experiences
(e.g. Iversen, Patel, & Ohgushi, 2008). Namely, one did not
necessarily need to recognize a particular meter (such as
2/4 or 3/4) before identifying the pulse. Although humans
exhibit a preference for culturally familiar meters (Trehub
& Hannon, 2009; Soley & Hannon, 2010) and might find it
more difficult to follow some ‘exotic’ meters, our study
demonstrated an approach that relied solely on the search
for a pulse, regardless of metrical preferences. This search
was found to be facilitated by the accompanying body
movement—a potentially useful ‘hearing by moving’
strategy.
Effect of movement on pulse tempo
The presence and absence of movement as a pulse-search
strategy seemed to lead to different preferred pulse levels.
Movement was expected to predispose the chosen pulse
tempi to a range of comfortable movement frequencies
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(London, 2002; Macdougall & Moore, 2005), which
appeared to be the case: with movement, the pulse was
more often tuned to the nominal stimulus tempo, or to its
1:2 subharmonic when the stimulus tempo increased. The
1:4 subharmonic was rarely chosen, as it would have been
too slow for continuous periodic movement. Without
movement, they tended more to correspond to the slower
subharmonics and especially more often to the 1:4 subharmonic as the stimulus tempo increased. We speculate
that, in the absence of movement, the participants resorted
more to a cognitive strategy to analyze the temporal
structure of the sequence, especially in the case of musicians. Quite likely they would group the pulse automatically by imposing mental accents (Bolton, 1894; Repp,
Iversen, & Patel, 2008), thus rendering the sequence to be
heard as metrical in different ways. This would allow them
to flexibly tune to different referent levels (Drake, Jones, &
Baruch, 2000), though in the end they tended to opt for the
slower subharmonics, as observed, because their internal
pulse at a higher metrical level could be kept more stable
against the irregular tones (Patel et al., 2005).
Therefore, complementary to the finding that different
patterns of body bouncing can bias the metrical interpretation of a rhythm (Phillips-Silver & Trainor, 2005, 2007),
the results here further demonstrate the differentiating role
of the presence/absence of body movement in perceiving
different pulse levels in an auditory sequence.
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movement groups exhibited higher stability of synchronization than those in the no-movement groups. Since
movement was present in the extraction phase and as
observed also often in the production phase, it would be
difficult to distinguish whether the pulse stability (as
measured by the variability of asynchronies) benefited
from the movement in either phase alone. Though the
overall facilitatory effect on pulse entrainment should have
derived from the movement prior to tapping, it seems
reasonable to assume that concurrent body movement
during tapping might play a positive role in tapping stability. It has been found that simultaneous bimanual tapping reduces the within-hand variabilities compared to
tapping with only one hand, and this advantage is
accounted for by the decreased variability in the central
timing process (Wing & Kristofferson, 1973; Helmuth &
Ivry, 1996) or the increased sensory reafference (Drewing
& Aschersleben, 2003; Prinz, 1997). In this view, our result
of reduced (single-handed) tapping variability could also
be attributed to the concomitant larger-scale body movement. Further investigation is needed to elucidate whether
different kinds of body movement leads to the same stabilization in finger tapping, and whether the improvement
can be accommodated in the same theoretical framework.
Our findings provide empirical support for the idea that
musicians can indeed benefit from such natural body
movement while playing the instrument, in keeping up a
stable tempo.

Time for pulse extraction
Presence versus absence of movement
Though the time needed for pulse extraction—as measured in the experiment—may have been a function of
both task difficulty and subjective readiness, it nevertheless revealed the between-group differences. That nonmusicians without movement needed overall longer time
than the other groups indicated the felt task difficulty,
which paralleled the outcome of their pulse production.
With movement, non-musicians needed similar amount of
time as musicians with movement, arguing for the facilitatory effect of movement in the absence of compensating musical skills. In addition, RT decreased as the tempo
increased up to about 120 BPM. The observation that RT
did not decrease systematically above 120 BPM seems to
reflect the relation between stimulus tempo and human’s
maximal pulse saliency around 80–100 BPM (London,
2002), outside of which it could be more difficult to feel
the pulse.
Pulse synchronization
The degree of synchrony between the produced pulse and
the sequence was also influenced by movement and
musical training. Both musicians and non-musicians in the
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In interpreting our results as demonstrating the effect of
body movement and musical training on pulse finding, two
questions may arise: (1) Was the poor performance of nonmusicians in the no-movement group attributable to the
lack of understanding of the task, because no explanation
linked to movement was given? (2) Did musicians in the
no-movement condition perform better because of some
micro-movements they used secretly though they were not
supposed to?
The first question can be dismissed because of our
instruction with the auditory demonstration, showing what
the pulse was and where it should be temporally in relation
to the tone sequence. The participants did not have to
possess specific musical knowledge to understand the
temporal nature of the task. They went through practice
trials, and received feedback and explanations during
practice until they showed sufficient understanding of the
task. This ensured that the outcome of their performance
was not due to lower understanding, but rather due to the
task difficulty under the appointed experimental condition.
Regarding the second question, it is possible that
musicians could potentially carry out some micro-
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movement, perhaps without being aware of it. If they had
indeed moved secretly and constantly though they were not
supposed to, the pattern of their results should have been
very similar to that produced by musicians in the movement group. This was, however, not supported by our data:
(1) without movement, musicians produced a rather different range of the chosen pulse tempi from musicians with
movement (Fig. 3), which tended to be slower than would
be naturally carried out by continuous movement; and (2)
the stability of their produced pulse was also lower than
that of the musicians with movement (Fig. 4b), signifying
the absence of concurrent body movement to help stabilize
the taps. Therefore, granted a higher tendency in musicians
to carry out micro-movement in no-movement condition,
our observed results suggested that this possibility either
did not occur, or even if it had, its effect was both qualitatively and quantitatively different from that of the natural
overt movement, and more similar to that of the nomovement condition. Two points may distinguish such
potential micro-movement from the overt body movement
in terms of its effect on pulse entrainment: it may have
occurred not in a continuously periodic manner, or may
have involved less motor activation in the brain, or both. If
we were to explain the observed data from musicians
without movement as a result of using secret micromovement, it would still suggest that such micro-movement must function differently and less effectively as overt
movement. As opposed to the external motor entrainment
initiated by overt body movement, micro-movement might
be a natural manifestation of the internal motor engagement. This explanation would not contradict our interpretation of facilitation by overt body movement and its
interaction with musical training, but would rather point
out the unique advantage of overt natural movements
compared to less intuitive and much smaller-scale ones
during the entrainment process.

finger tapping was also a movement, though a smaller one
and not so commonly observed as a natural listening habit.
In order to register the pulse, it had to be performed by all
participants including those in the no-movement groups.
However, since none of the participants reported nor chose
to use finger tapping itself during pulse extraction phase,
the result was not confounded with a ‘practice effect’ of
finger tapping. We can, therefore, attribute the observed
effects to the opted larger body movements during the
pulse discovery/entrainment process, which possibly also
stabilized pulse tapping. Future studies might attempt to
reveal whether different scales of movement, e.g., larger
body movement versus smaller one such as finger tapping,
would lead to different effects of motor simulation for
entraining to the rhythm.
Overall our study demonstrated that overt body movement assisted the extraction of the underlying pulse in a
non-isochronous sequence. It also led to better tuning to the
sequence tempo and better synchronization to the
sequence. The results provide empirical evidence of body
movement as being a useful strategy especially for
untrained listeners to approach auditory rhythms, and when
musicians intuitively move their head or tap their feet
while playing an instrument, it could help them keep up a
stable tempo.

What kind of movement?
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Abstract The coupling between sensory and motor processes has been established in various scenarios: for example, the perception of auditory rhythm entails an audiomotor
representation of the sounds. Similarly, visual action patterns can also be represented via a visuomotor transformation. In this study, we tested the hypothesis that the visual
motor information, such as embedded in a coherent motion
flow, can interact with the perception of a motor-related
aspect in auditory rhythm: the tempo. In the first two
experiments, we employed an auditory tempo judgment task
where participants listened to a standard auditory sequence
while concurrently watching visual stimuli of different
motion information, after which they judged the tempo of a
comparison sequence related to the standard. In Experiment
1, we found that the same auditory tempo was perceived as
faster when it was accompanied by accelerating visual
motion than by non-motion luminance change. In Experiment 2, we compared the perceived auditory tempo among
three visual motion conditions, increase in speed, decrease
in speed, and no speed change, and found the corresponding
bias in judgment of auditory tempo: faster than it was, slower
than it was, and no bias. In Experiment 3, the perceptual bias
induced by the change in motion speed was consistently
reflected in the tempo reproduction task. Taken together,
these results indicate that between a visual spatiotemporal
and an auditory temporal stimulation, the embedded motor
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representations from each can interact across modalities,
leading to a spatial-to-temporal bias. This suggests that the
perceptual process in one modality can incorporate concurrent motor information from cross-modal sensory inputs
to form a coherent experience.
Keywords Sensory-motor coupling ! Audiovisual
interaction ! Visual motion ! Auditory rhythm perception !
Cross-modal interaction

Introduction
Integrating concurrent information across sensory modalities is important in how we experience our environment as
a continuous and coherent entity. In many cases, information reaching different modalities comes from the same
source: moving sounds of the forthcoming car or words
spoken by the person we see. Sometimes, however, we
receive inputs in different modalities that do not originate
from the same source of action, but we habitually incorporate them together as one perceptual experience: for
example, we listen to the music accompanying a scene in
the movie, or we watch the video accompanying a song. It
seems in this case that two streams of information—coming from different sources and processed by two sensory
modalities—might interact. This study was concerned with
the latter scenario, and we investigated which particular
aspects of visual and auditory information lead to the
interaction between the two modalities.
An extensive body of literature has investigated how our
perceptual system combines or reconciles inputs from
different modalities. When visual and auditory stimuli are
presented in temporal or spatial proximity, the modalityappropriateness hypothesis (Welch and Warren 1980)
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predicts that the more competent modality for the taskrelevant property wins over the other. This typically means
when the task entails judgments of a spatial nature, such as
localizing concurrent visual items and sounds, vision tends
to bias audition as in the common example of ventriloquism (Warren et al. 1981; Kitagawa and Ichihara 2002;
Soto-Faraco et al. 2002; Alais and Burr 2004; Alink et al.
2008). On the other hand, when the task requires temporal
judgment of the rate of the events or the time of the event
occurrence, audition appears to be more sensitive and
dominant, and it often biases the judgment of the concurrent visual items (Shipley 1964; Shams et al. 2000; Fendrich and Corballis 2001; Recanzone 2003; Morein-Zamir
et al. 2003; Guttman et al. 2005; Burr et al. 2009).
The temporal dominance of audition over vision is further documented in another scenario: rhythm perception.
Rhythm commonly refers to the ‘organization of events in
time’ (Large 2008) or how the discrete events are grouped
by the stimulus structure or by the listener’s percept. The
rhythm tasks are essentially of a temporal nature; they
require not merely simple interval timing but rather forming
an organized representation of successive intervals (Guttman et al. 2005; Grondin and McAuley 2009), perceiving
the regular beat based on the given or implied meter (Patel
et al. 2005; McAuley and Henry 2010) or synchronizing to a
metronomic sequence (Repp and Penel 2002; Repp 2003).
Findings from these studies generally point to the relative
ease of rhythm perception in audition compared to in vision,
yielding further evidence of the auditory advantage in
processing complex temporal relations.
The auditory dominance over vision in the rhythm
domain could be explained by the mechanism that rhythm
perception entails: a sensory-motor coupling. It has been
demonstrated that hearing sounds associated with an action
activates the motor network of the frontoparietal and premotor cortex even in the absence of action execution
(Kohler et al. 2002; Lahav et al. 2007). This audiomotor
representation of sounds seems important in processing
auditory rhythms, as the relevant premotor and supplementary motor areas are activated by simply listening to
rhythmic stimuli or performing auditory perceptual tasks
(Chen et al. 2008, 2009; Bengtsson et al. 2009). Other
motor areas such as basal ganglia and cerebellum are also
recruited when the temporal structure of the auditory
rhythm is processed (Grahn and Brett 2007; Grahn and
Rowe 2009), further confirming the audiomotor coupling in
rhythm-related processes. On the other hand, these neural
correlates are not exclusively found in auditory tasks: both
auditory and visual rhythms—presented as successive
discrete events in time—seem to engage the same network
encompassing posterior superior temporal gyri, premotor
cortex, and supplementary motor area (Karabanov et al.
2009). Despite the shared neural basis for processing
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auditory and visual rhythms, it has been proposed that the
visual events should be first recoded into an audiomotor
representation in order to be processed as ‘rhythm’ in the
relevant neural network (Guttman et al. 2005; Karabanov
et al. 2009). Following this argument, the consistently
observed lower performance in visual rhythm tasks seems
to suggest that the sensory-motor recoding of discrete
visual events is not as effective as the direct sensory-motor
coding in audition. This is further supported by the finding
that the same rhythm task leads to higher activities in
relevant brain areas, such as superior temporal gyri and
basal ganglia, when it is presented in the auditory than in
the visual modality (Grahn et al. 2010). In addition, the
same study demonstrates that a visual rhythm following an
auditory one elicits higher activity in putamen (a structure
associated with beat perception) than when it is not preceded by an auditory rhythm; on the contrary, activity
elicited by an auditory rhythm is unaffected by the preceding visual rhythm. This is taken to indicate that the
internal rhythm representation is primed by auditory
rhythmic events, but not by visual ones. To sum up, the
visual analog of auditory rhythm appears to be inefficient
in terms of sensory-motor coupling.
However, people become more sensitive to the rhythmic
properties when the visual rhythms are presented with
visual motion (Hove et al. 2010; Brandon and Saffran
2011): motion information seems to enhance the visual
‘rhythm salience’. Besides, similar to the audiomotor
association of sounds, visuomotor information such as the
association between the observed movement and its action
is also represented in the premotor area (Rizzolatti et al.
1996; Murata et al. 1997; Fadiga et al. 2000). It leads to the
idea that, despite the typical auditory dominance in the
temporal domain, certain aspects of visual stimulation
related to its movement information might interact with
auditory rhythms at the level of sensory-motor representation. This idea is further encouraged by the finding that
an optic flow moving in space with coherent and perceivable direction activates dorsal premotor cortex (van der
Hoorn et al. 2010), an area that is tightly associated with
rhythm perception. It seems such visual motion can be
readily transformed into action patterns which may suitably
interact with the motor aspect of auditory rhythm. In
addition, it has been observed that a single auditory interval
is perceived to be longer when it is accompanied by an
expanding disk that appears as moving toward the observer, compared to that accompanied by a static disk (van
Wassenhove et al. 2008). This finding further supports that
a vision-to-audition bias in the temporal domain can be
induced by visual stimuli containing motion.
Taken from here, the present study investigated whether
visual motor information embedded in a coherent
motion flow could influence concurrent auditory rhythm
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perception, specifically the tempo. Auditory tempo, as part
of the rhythmic percept, also entails premotor cortical
activities (Kornysheva et al. 2010), and we expected it to
be susceptible to the influence of visual motion information. To this end, we employed first an auditory tempo
judgment task (Drake and Botte 1993; Miller and McAuley
2005) in two experiments and measured the subjectively
perceived auditory tempo under different visual motion
conditions. In Experiment 1, we investigated whether a
visual array containing motion influenced auditory tempo
perception, compared with an array containing no visual
motion. We hypothesized that the same auditory tempo
accompanied by accelerating visual motion would be perceived as faster than that accompanied by temporally
changing stimuli which contained no motion information. In
Experiment 2, we further tested whether the influence of
visual motion on auditory tempo was directly related to the
change of motion speed. Here, the visual motion started at
the same baseline speed and then increased, decreased, or
did not change, and we predicted a corresponding bias in
auditory tempo: faster, slower, and no bias. In Experiment 3,
we further validated the perceptual bias using a reproduction
task. Here, in two-thirds of the trials, the speed started as
faster or slower and changed to the same baseline speed, and
in one-third of the trials, the speed did not change. We
predicted that the tempo reproduction would again reflect
the perceptual bias induced by the speed change.

Experiment 1: Visual static versus visual motion
In this experiment, we investigated whether the presence of
visual motion information, such as dots moving coherently
with accelerating speed, would influence the concurrent
auditory tempo perception. This condition was compared to
that in which temporal information without concurrent
motion was presented, implemented by static dots with
incoherently accelerating changes of luminance. We predicted a bias on auditory tempo perception toward the
faster side when it was accompanied by accelerating
moving dots.
Method
Participants
Eleven young, healthy participants and the first author
participated in this experiment (mean age 25 years, SD
3.1). The participants registered via on-campus recruitment
and received payment in return for their participation.
Musical training ranged from none to 8 years (amateur).
Informed consent was obtained from all participants prior
to the experiment.
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Stimuli and materials
Auditory stimuli The auditory stimuli consisted of five
tones in an isochronous sequence. The tones were generated by the music software Logic 8 Express (Apple Inc.
California) using a synthesized woodblock sound (the
instrument ‘‘clave’’), with 42-ms tone duration. Two kinds
of sequences were presented in the experiment: a standard
sequence and a comparison sequence. The standard
sequence was generated in two different tempi: 100 beats
per minute (BPM) and 150 BPM, corresponding to the
inter-onset interval (IOI) of 600 and 400 ms, respectively.
The comparison sequence consisted also of five isochronous tones, and their IOIs were ±4, ±8, or ±12% of the
respective standard IOI. The sound was delivered via
headphones (Philips SBC HS900).
Visual stimuli The visual stimuli were generated by
Matlab! 2009a (Mathworks) using Psychophysics Toolbox
extensions version 3 (Brainard 1997) and presented on a
MacBook Pro laptop computer, with a display resolution of
1,280 9 800 pixels. The display carried a frame frequency
of 61 Hz. Two conditions were presented: a motion condition and a static condition.
Motion condition. Fifty white dots (size 0.15" of visual
angle) moved against a black background in an area
defined by an invisible 15" radius circle. Dots moved from
the fixation point in the center of the screen along the
radius of the circle, and all the dots on the screen moved
with the same speed at any given time, forming a percept of
coherent optic flow in the direction of the observer. A dot
disappeared when it reached the edge of the circle, and a
new dot started moving from the center. The dots were
moving in a constantly accelerated manner, and the final
speed was always twice the starting speed. When presented
concurrently with the auditory sequence at 150 and
100 BPM, respectively, the starting speed was 35 and
23.33 deg/s, at a constant acceleration of 0.23 and 0.2 deg/
frame. The ratio between the slower and the faster conditions was thus the same for the auditory tempo and for the
dot speed.
Static condition. Fifty dots (size 0.15") were presented
against a black background in random locations within 15"
of the radius from the screen center. Every dot changed its
luminance continuously throughout a trial presentation.
The change in luminance was programmed along a gradual
scale between white (255 255 255 in RGB color) and black
(0 0 0 in RGB color), in 8 steps. For each single dot, the
starting luminance was randomly chosen from one of the 8
steps along the scale, and the luminance changed systematically toward black and then backwards to white and
again toward black and so on. The speed of the luminance
change was controlled by the time interval between two
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luminance steps, Dtlum (i.e., the duration for which each dot
luminance stayed on the screen before it changed to the
next). To be comparable to the acceleration in the motion
condition, the luminance also changed in an accelerating
manner. The acceleration was implemented by shortening
each successive Dtlum by the same amount, till the last
Dtlum was half of the initial Dtlum. The initial Dtlum was 200
and 133 ms when presented concurrently with the auditory
sequence at 100 and 150 BPM, respectively. As each dot
had a randomly chosen luminance in the beginning and was
changing luminance independently of the others, there was
no particular perceptual coherency from the visual stimulation as a whole.
Design and procedure
Participants sat in a dimly lit room with 60 cm viewing
distance from the screen while listening to sounds delivered via headphones. Figure 1 depicts the trial procedure.
In each trial, participants were instructed to listen to the
auditory standard sequence and to pay attention to its
tempo while watching concurrent visual stimuli on the
screen.1 They were requested to fixate at the center of the
screen. The visual stimuli stopped one IOI later than
the onset of the last tone, so that the cessation of visual
stimulation was felt less abrupt in relation to the auditory
sequence. Following that, the auditory comparison
sequence was presented without accompanying visual
stimuli. After the end of the comparison sequence, the
participants were requested to make a two-alternative
forced-choice (TAFC) judgment whether the tempo of the
comparison sequence was ‘faster’ or ‘slower’ than the
tempo of the standard sequence. The response was made by
pressing one of the two designated keys. A short interval
was inserted between the end of the standard and the
beginning of the comparison sequence, which varied randomly from trial to trial between 1,000 and 1,500 ms in
steps of 10 ms. This was meant to prevent the participants
from hearing the two sequences as a whole and making
their judgment based on the within-sequence tempo
change. The next trial commenced 2.5 s after the response
was collected.
The experiment followed a 2 (auditory tempo in standard sequence) 9 2 (motion vs. static visual stimuli)
design. Within each condition, there were six variations of
the comparison sequence (see ‘‘Stimuli and Material’’),
each with 20 repetitions. The resultant 480 trials were
1

In order to facilitate the percept of forward motion, during
instruction the experimenter mentioned that the appearance of motion
condition might resemble that of the situation while they were sitting
in a forward-moving car, with the scenes outside moving towards
them. All participants were able to relate to this sensation while
watching visual motion stimuli.
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Fig. 1 Illustration of the trial procedure in Experiment 1. The
auditory standard sequence (at 100 or 150 BPM) and the visual
stimuli (acceleratingly moving dots or dots changing luminance)
started at the same time, after which the visual stimuli stopped and the
auditory comparison sequence was presented. A two-alternative
forced-choice (TAFC) response was requested in the end to judge
whether the comparison sequence was faster or slower than the
standard sequence. Arrows on the visual dot display represent the
invisible radii along which the dots moved (the invisible circle itself
is not drawn here)

randomly assigned to 5 blocks, and all the conditions
balanced across the blocks. The participants underwent a
practice block of at least 8 trials prior to the experiment and
received a break after each block. The whole experiment
lasted between 1.5 and 2 h.
Data analysis and results
Perceived tempo measured by point of subjective equality
Data from one participant were excluded from the analysis
due to low auditory discrimination. For the other 11 participants, the data were first computed individually: under
each of the four (2 auditory 9 2 visual) conditions, the
percentages of responding ‘faster’ were plotted on the
Y-axis against the six measurement points, ±4, ±8, and
±12%, (i.e., the comparison conditions) on the X-axis. The
data were then fitted to a Weibull distribution, yielding four
psychometric curves for each individual participant. The
goodness of the fit was indexed by R2, and we used the
criterion of R2 [ 0.8 as determining that the fit described
the data well enough. All the R2 values ranged between 0.8
and 0.99. Figure 2 shows the fitted curves of the mean data
points across all participants.
The point of subjective equality (PSE) was calculated,
for each participant in each experimental condition, as the
point on the X-axis corresponding to 50% probability on
the Y-axis of the individually fitted curve. The PSE here
was a relative PSE, representing the percent of deviation of
the perceived IOI from the standard IOI, under the
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biased by the visual condition in our predicted fashion: the
same auditory tempo accompanied by acceleratingly moving dots was perceived as faster than that accompanied by
static dots with changing luminance. Results showed that
the visual motion information influenced the auditory
tempo perception, and the direction of auditory bias was in
accord with the increase in visual spatial frequencies.
Tempo sensitivity measured by just noticeable difference

Fig. 2 Data plotted across all participants in Experiment 1, showing
the mean observed response probabilities as the scattered triangles
and circles, and the fitted psychometric curve under each visual and
auditory tempo condition. Error bars represent standard error of the
means. Note that while the fitted curves of mean data points are
shown here, the PSEs were calculated for every participant separately
by individually fitted curves, PSE determined by the point on the
X-axis corresponding to 50% on the Y-axis. Obs observed; Est
estimated

accompanying visual condition.2 A positive PSE shift
suggested the perceived tempo of the standard sequence to
be slower than it actually was, while a negative shift suggested the perceived tempo to be faster than actual.
The resultant PSEs were submitted to a 2 (auditory
tempo) 9 2 (visual condition) within-subject ANOVA. A
main effect was found for tempo, F(1,10) = 58.51,
P \ 0.001, g2p = 0.85 (100 vs. 150 BPM: -6.35% vs.
3.38%), and for visual condition, F(1,10) = 6.38, P \ 0.05,
g2p = 0.40 (motion vs. static: -2.82% vs. -0.15%). The
interaction between auditory tempo and visual condition
was not significant, P [ 0.6 (Fig. 3). In summary, two
findings were shown here: first, the standard tempo at
100 BPM was generally perceived as faster than it was,
while the standard tempo at 150 BPM was perceived as
slower than it was. This could be explained by Vierordt’s
law (1868), which predicts that, when presented in the same
experiment, shorter intervals tend to be overestimated and
longer intervals underestimated. This is also in accord with
the effect of global temporal context on tempo judgment
(Jones and McAuley 2005; McAuley and Miller 2007).
Secondly, and more importantly, even under the influence
of a global pace, the subjective tempo was still consistently
2

Our PSE as percent of deviation from standard IOI is the same
index as the relative constant error (CE) in the studies of Miller and
McAuley (2005) and McAuley and Miller (2007).

To assess the sensitivity to the auditory tempo under our
experimental conditions, the just noticeable difference
(JND) in each condition for each participant was calculated
as half of the distance between the points on X-axis corresponding to the 25th and 75th percentiles on the Y-axis.
The yielded JNDs were submitted to a 2 (auditory
tempo) 9 2 (visual condition) within-subject ANOVA. No
significant effect was found, suggesting that the sensitivity
to the auditory tempo did not differ among conditions. The
overall mean JND across conditions was 5.2%. The result
showed that the two kinds of visual stimuli did not impose
different levels of sensory interference on the sensitivity to
the auditory tempo.
Discussion
Experiment 1 attempted to verify whether concurrent
visual motion information could interact with auditory
tempo perception. The results confirmed our prediction
that, compared to visual stimulation with temporally
changing but non-motion information, accelerating visual
motion led to a faster subjective auditory tempo. This
serves as a first evidence that the accompanying visual
motion can influence the judgment of auditory tempo, and

Fig. 3 The mean percentage of deviation in the point of subjective
equality (PSE) under each visual and tempo condition in Experiment
1. Error bars represent standard error of the means
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the bias seems in accord with the increasing motion speed.
Since the visual information was not presented as discrete
rhythmic events, the observed visual influence on auditory
rhythm could not have resulted from a recoding of visual
rhythm into an audiomotor pattern (Guttman et al. 2005;
Karabanov et al. 2009). Furthermore, there was no direct
parameter-specific relation between the stimulation in two
modalities—it was not both temporal or both spatial; the
result was therefore not easily explainable by a ‘visual
driving’ in spatial or motion processes (e.g., Kitagawa and
Ichihara 2002; Alais and Burr 2004; Alink et al. 2008), nor
by a visual temporal capture of audition (Fendrich and
Corballis 2001, Experiment 2). It is more likely, as in our
interpretation, that another aspect of the stimulus property
was shared between the two modalities: the motor representation derived from the sensory input. Findings on the
neural correlates of the audiomotor (Lahav et al. 2007;
Kohler et al. 2002; Chen et al. 2009) and visuomotor
representation (Murata et al. 1997; Fadiga et al. 2000; Lee
and van Donkelaar 2006; van der Hoorn et al. 2010) support the idea that both the auditory and visual transformations into action patterns are coded in the premotor
cortical area, making it a plausible platform for our
investigated interaction.
Alternatively, since tempo discrimination may entail a
similar mechanism to basic interval timing (Fraisse 1963),
the observed cross-modal interaction could be explained in
terms of the timing mechanism related to a common
internal clock (e.g., Buhusi and Meck 2005). Within the
visual modality, it was found that motion stimuli lead to a
dilated time estimation, and the influence was best
described by the temporal frequency instead of speed,
spatial frequency, or motion coherency (Kanai et al. 2006).
This would have led to the opposite result between our
conditions: the moving and accelerating dots should have
led to greater time dilation. This would in turn have
resulted in a slower perceived tempo in the motion than in
the no-motion condition, which was not the case. Therefore, a cross-modal time dilation by dynamic visual stimuli
cannot account for the inter-sensory interaction in our
scenario. We postulate that the bias should be attributed to
an integrated representation of the comparable information
from both modalities: motion in visual movement and
motion in auditory tempo.
The results here were, however, affected by the global
temporal context, which drew the general perception of two
standard tempi toward their arithmetic mean (Jones and
McAuley 2005). In addition, compared to the static condition with temporal information, the motion condition
contained not only additional spatial information but also a
constant increase in the spatial frequency (i.e., the acceleration of speed). This was meant to maximize the difference between the two conditions but might make it

123

Exp Brain Res (2011) 214:357–371

somewhat difficult to interpret whether the bias in the
motion condition resulted from the mere presence of
motion or from the increasing speed. Furthermore, if an
increase in speed was needed to induce the observed bias,
did it necessarily require a constant acceleration? In the
following experiment, we addressed these questions by
manipulating the speed of the motion and testing the effect
of different motion speed changes on the perception of one
auditory tempo.

Experiment 2: Visual motion: changing speed
versus constant speed
In Experiment 2, we specifically tested the effect of speed
properties of visual motion on auditory tempo perception;
meanwhile, we intended to suppress the global context
effect by presenting mainly one auditory tempo. Three
visual motion conditions were employed: moving dots that
increased, decreased, or did not change their speed. We
assumed that the bias in Experiment 1 was caused by the
speed increase instead of the mere presence of motion,
which we intended to validate here. As such, we predicted
that the perceived auditory tempo in Experiment 2 would
be accordingly biased by the change in the visual motion
speed (to be faster or slower than actual) in the conditions
where the speed changed, but not when the speed did not
change. In this way, we could reveal whether the mere
presence of visual motion information would suffice or
whether a change of speed was necessary to introduce the
auditory bias. In addition, the increase or decrease in speed
was implemented as a step-up change instead of constant
acceleration or deceleration. This would tell us whether
other forms of speed change could also impose the bias.
Method
Participants
Eleven young, healthy participants and the first author
participated in this experiment (mean age 25 years, SD
4.5). The participants registered via on-campus recruitment
and received payment in return for their participation.
Except for the first author, none of them had participated in
the first experiment, and the majority (9 out of 11) had no
formal musical training. Informed consent was obtained
from all participants prior to the experiment.
Stimuli and materials
Auditory stimuli The same auditory sequences as used in
Experiment 1 were employed here. The only difference
was that both the standard and the comparison sequences
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consisted now of four tones instead of five. This was done
to reduce the duration of the experiment, while reducing
the number of IOIs in both standard and comparison
sequences from four to three should not alter the tempo
sensitivity significantly (Drake and Botte 1993; Miller and
McAuley 2005). The sequences at 150 BPM constituted
the main auditory condition in this experiment; the
sequences at 100 BPM occurred only in 20% of the trials,
serving as sparse distractors to prevent the participants
from memorizing the standard tempo during the session.
Visual stimuli The visual stimuli were generated by
Matlab! 2009a (Mathworks) using Psychophysics Toolbox
extensions version 3 (Brainard 1997) and presented on a
21-inch CRT monitor (Sony GDM-F500R) with a frame
frequency of 85 Hz, at a spatial resolution of 1,024 9 768
pixels.
Three visual motion conditions were presented in this
experiment: (1) increase in speed, (2) decrease in speed,
and (3) no speed change. The stimuli in all three conditions
resembled generally the moving dots presented in the
‘motion condition’ of Experiment 1: 50 dots of the same
size moved radially from the screen center toward the
observer. As in Experiment 1, two auditory tempi—100
and 150 BPM—were employed (though the latter was
presented much more frequently), and we manipulated the
accompanying visual motion speed for each auditory
tempo separately. In the increasing-speed condition, dots
accompanying 150 BMP auditory tempo moved at 35 deg/s
for 1,600 ms (corresponding to 4 9 IOI) and then switched
to a speed which was 40% faster and moved for another

Fig. 4 Trial procedure in Experiment 2. The visual motion started
first at a baseline speed (V1) and changed to speed V2, shortly after
which the standard tone sequence was presented (at 150 BPM in 80%
of all the trials and at 100 BPM in the rest), accompanied by visual
motion at speed V2. The comparison sequence followed without
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2,400 ms (6 9 IOI). Dots accompanying 100 BPM auditory tempo moved at a constant speed of 23.33 deg/s for
2,400 ms and then switched to a speed which was 40%
faster and lasted for 3,600 ms. In the decreasing-speed
condition, the initial speed and all the corresponding
durations were the same, except that after the switch, the
speed changed to 40% slower than the initial. In the no
speed change condition, the parameters were the same as
above, except that the speed remained constant (as the
initial speed) throughout the presentation. In all conditions,
the visual stimulation initially preceded the auditory
sequence (for details, see Procedure below and Fig. 4).
The speed change in all cases was introduced as an
easily perceivable step-up change, not a gradually accelerating process as in Experiment 1. This was meant to
present the observer with an obvious percept of the motion
speed change from a ‘baseline’ speed, and in doing so, we
would be able to attribute the differential bias on audition,
if any, to the difference between the two visual speeds. No
participant reported difficulty in perceiving the speed
change during practice.
Design and procedure
Participants sat in a dimly lit room with 80-cm viewing
distance from the screen while listening to sounds delivered via headphones. The head position was fixed by a chin
rest. Besides the auditory tempo judgment task as in
Experiment 1, we introduced here a simple secondary task
of detecting visual motion change, with the purpose of
keeping the participants attending to both visual and

accompanying motion, after which the auditory and visual task
responses were collected in succession. Arrows on the visual dot
display represent the invisible radius along which the dots moved (the
invisible circle itself is not drawn here)
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auditory stimulations throughout the presentation. Figure 4
depicts the trial procedure. In each trial, the dots first
appeared on the screen and started moving at a constant
speed V1 for 4 9 IOI amount of time, after which they
immediately switched to moving at a constant speed V2 for
6 9 IOI amount of time. After a lag of 2 9 IOI from the
onset of V2, the standard auditory sequence started playing, accompanied by the dots moving at the speed V2. This
lag was introduced to provide enough time for participants
to have been aware of the visual speed change before
concentrating on the auditory tempo. As in Experiment 1,
the visual stimuli stopped one IOI later than the onset of the
last tone. After an interval varying (in steps of 10 ms)
between 1,000 and 1,500 ms, the comparison sequence was
presented without concurrent visual stimuli. The participants had to give two responses in succession in the end of
a trial: (1) first, whether the second auditory tempo was
slower or faster than the first one (by pressing one of the
two keys corresponding to ‘faster’ or ‘slower’) and then,
(2) whether the visual motion had changed during the
presentation or not (by pressing one of the two keys corresponding to ‘yes’ or ‘no’). An error feedback was given
for an incorrect response in the visual task in order to
facilitate learning and to maintain concentration on the
visual modality. The next trial commenced 2.5 s after the
last response or the error feedback (when present).
For 150 BPM, 20 repetitions were included for each
comparison sequence and each visual condition, yielding
360 trials. For 100 BPM, there were 5 repetitions each, so
they occurred in only 20% of all the trials. The resultant
450 trials were randomly assigned to 5 blocks, and all the
conditions balanced across the blocks. The participants
underwent a practice block of at least 8 trials prior to the
experiment and received a break after each block. The
whole experiment lasted about 2–2.5 h.
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Fig. 5 Data plotted across all participants in Experiment 2, showing
the scattered triangles as the mean observed response probabilities,
and the fitted psychometric curve for each motion condition at tempo
150 BPM. Error bars represent standard error of the means. Obs
observed; Est estimated

Data analysis and results
Perceived tempo measured by PSE
We analyzed data from 150 BPM under three visual
motion conditions. The same procedure of psychometric
curve fitting as in Experiment 1 was applied to individual
data, yielding three (relative) PSEs for each participant.
The R2 values ranged between 0.9 and 1.0. Figure 5 shows
the fitted curves of the mean data points across all participants. The individual PSEs (also as percents of deviation
from the standard IOI) were submitted to a one-way
within-subject ANOVA with the variable of visual condition (3 levels: increasing speed, decreasing speed, and no
speed change). A significant effect was found, F(2,
22) = 17.5, P \ 0.001, g2p = 0.78. Post hoc comparisons
(Tukey HSD) revealed the PSEs between ‘increasing
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Fig. 6 The mean PSE (as percent of deviation from the standard IOI)
under each visual motion condition in Experiment 2. Error bars
represent standard error of the means

speed’ and ‘decreasing speed’ to be significantly different,
P \ 0.01 (increasing speed vs. decreasing speed: -1.3%
vs. 1.5%). As shown in Fig. 6, a negative shift of PSE was
observed when the visual motion increased in speed, suggesting the concurrent tempo was perceived as faster than it
was. The opposite was observed in the ‘decreasing-speed’
condition, with a positive shift of PSE, suggesting the
perceived tempo to be slower than it was. One-sample t test
confirmed that the PSE shift in the ‘no speed change’
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condition was not significantly different from 0,
t(11) = 1.0, P = 0.34. Results here demonstrated the differential influence of visual speed change on auditory
tempo perception: when the motion was perceived to have
become faster or slower, the tempo of the concurrent
auditory sequence was perceived as faster or slower than it
actually was. When the motion speed remained constant, it
did not impose any particular bias on the auditory tempo.
Tempo sensitivity measured by JND
The tempo sensitivity in each condition for each participant
was also computed as in Experiment 1, indexed by the JND.
The one-way ANOVA of JNDs yielded no significant effect
of visual condition, P [ 0.6, suggesting again the auditory
tempo sensitivity was comparable among three visual conditions. The overall mean JND across conditions was 4.6%.
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accompanying the standard sound sequence? (2) Might the
observed bias have occurred at a post-perceptual, semantic
level? That is, when an auditory sequence was accompanied
by faster/slower visual speed, did the participants hear it as
faster/slower, or did they simply label it as ‘faster/slower’,
thus rendering the decision at the response stage to be
semantically biased? First and notably, regarding response
bias, it was not the case that participants simply responded
‘faster’ (or ‘slower’) for the auditory task when the visual
stimuli moved faster (or slower). Rather, they tended to
answer ‘slower’ for the auditory task under faster visual
motion condition, and vice versa, as the task was to judge
the comparison sequence relative to the standard. Nevertheless, the question of semantic bias involving verbal
judgment remains when making such a comparison. Before
accepting and discussing the observed effect, we designed a
third experiment to answer these questions.

Auditory and visual task accuracy
To assess the potential trade-off between the auditory and
visual task performance, the correlation between the
overall accuracy of the two tasks was computed across
participants, which was not significant, r = 0.51,
P = 0.09. A multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA), using Wilk’s k, with one independent variable—
visual condition—and two dependent variables—accuracy
of auditory task and accuracy of visual task—yielded no
significant effect of visual conditions on the two task
accuracies, P = 0.19. The mean accuracy was 83% for the
auditory task and 86% for the visual task. We concluded
that (1) the auditory and visual response accuracy was
equal across three motion conditions and (2) the response
accuracies in auditory and in visual task were rather
independent of each other, as no interaction of the dependent variables was found. On a side note, the accuracy in
the visual task was not close to 100%, though the change in
speed was made rather obvious. This may have been due to
the fact that participants sometimes forgot the answer to the
visual task after they responded to the auditory task first.
Discussion
Results of Experiment 2 further demonstrated the influence
of visual motion information on the perception of auditory
tempo, which depended on the direction of the speed change
in the former. Critically, it showed that visual motion was
necessary but not sufficient: a change in the spatial frequency, the speed, was a prerequisite for eliciting a bias in
the auditory tempo, as no bias was observed in the constant
speed condition. However, two questions may arise from
here: (1) Did the bias indeed result from the change in
visual speed and not from the different visual speeds

Experiment 3: Auditory tempo reproduction in three
visual motion conditions
In this experiment, we aimed to further validate two specifics
of the observed motion-to-tempo bias in Experiment 2: (1)
The bias on auditory tempo should result from the ‘change’
in the visual speed, not from the speed itself that accompanies the auditory sequence. (2) The bias should occur at a
perceptual level, not as a result of semantic labeling being
transferred from the visual stimulation. To this end, we
modified the experimental design of Experiment 2 as follows: (1) The speed change in each motion condition was
reversed: it could increase or decrease to the same speed, or
the speed did not change. In this way, the visual stimuli
moved at identical speed during the single auditory sequence
in all conditions. (2) The subjectively perceived auditory
tempo was measured by a tapping reproduction task instead
of a perceptual judgment task. This way, we could rule out
the potential semantic bias at the stage of response selection.
Besides, tapping reproduction of a tone sequence has been
found to reflect the subjectively perceived tempo (Repp
2008; Repp and Bruttomesso 2009). We predicted that the
reproduced tempo—reflecting the perceived tempo—would
again be accordingly biased by the change of visual speed,
despite the same speed that always accompanied the auditory sequence.
Method
Participants
Twelve young, healthy participants took part in this
experiment (ten volunteers and the two authors, mean age
25 years, SD 3.5). The volunteers registered via on-campus
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recruitment and received payment in return for their participation. Musical training varied widely, ranging from
none to 10 years (amateur). Except for the first author,
none of them had participated in the previous experiments.
Informed consent was obtained from all participants prior
to the experiment.
Stimuli and materials
Auditory stimuli The auditory stimuli were generated by
the same programs as previously, and each stimulus consisted of a four-tone sequence at one of seven possible IOIs
corresponding to ±4, ±8, ±12, and 0% deviation from
400 ms (i.e., 352, 368, 384, 400, 416, 432, and 448 ms).
The range of sequence tempo here was thus comparable to
the standard (at 150 BPM) and comparison tempi in
Experiment 2.
Visual stimuli The visual stimuli were generated by the
same program as in Experiment 2. Similarly, three motion
conditions were included: (1) increase in speed, (2)
decrease in speed, and (3) no speed change. As in Experiment 2, the baseline speed was 35 deg/s. A major difference was introduced here: in the increasing-speed
condition, dots started moving at a speed which was 40%
slower than the baseline speed for an amount of time
(corresponding to 4 9 IOI of the respective auditory
sequence in each trial) and then switched to the baseline
speed and moved for 6 9 IOI amount of time. This was in
contrast to Experiment 2 where baseline speed was presented first and then the speed increased. In the decreasingspeed condition, dots started moving at a speed that was
40% faster than the baseline speed and then switched to the
baseline speed. In the no speed change condition, dots
moved constantly at the baseline speed throughout the
presentation. In all conditions, the visual stimulation initially preceded the auditory sequence.
Design and procedure
The same setup as in Experiment 2 was employed, and
there were two tasks within each trial: first, the reproduction of the auditory tempo by finger tapping and then as a
secondary task, the detection of motion speed change. The
participants started every trial by pressing the space key
whenever they were ready. The time course of visual and
auditory stimuli was similar to that in Experiment 2, except
that now there was only one auditory sequence (which
appeared at the same position as the standard sequence in
Experiment 2). In each trial, the dots first appeared on the
screen and started moving at a constant speed V1 for
4 9 IOI amount of time, after which they immediately
switched to moving at a constant speed V2 for 6 9 IOI
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amount of time. V1 could be either 40% faster or 40%
slower or the same as V2. After a lag of 2 9 IOI from the
onset of V2, the auditory sequence started playing,
accompanied by the dots moving at the speed V2. The
visual stimuli stopped one IOI later than the onset of the
last tone. The participants were first requested to reproduce
the exact auditory sequence tempo they had just heard by
tapping on the key ‘B’ (four taps per trial). If the coefficient
of variation (CV) of a tap series exceeded 15% or the mean
inter-tap interval (ITI) deviated more than 20% from the
IOI, the trial was repeated. Following the taps, the participants were requested to answer whether the visual motion
had changed or not during the presentation by pressing one
of the two keys. An error feedback was given for an
incorrect response in the visual task. During the instruction,
the participants were especially reminded that the two tasks
were independent of each other and that they should perform each as accurately as possible.
The experiment followed a 7 (auditory tempo) 9 3
(visual motion) design, each with 10 repetitions. The
resultant 210 trials were randomly assigned to 2 blocks,
with all conditions balanced. The whole session lasted
around 1 h.
Data analysis and results
Reproduced auditory tempi
For each participant, the mean was calculated for all the
within-trial mean ITIs3 under each auditory tempo and
visual motion condition. The resultant mean ITIs were
transformed into percentages of deviation from the
respective IOI and were submitted to a 7 (auditory
tempo) 9 3 (visual condition) within-subject ANOVA. A
significant main effect was found only for visual condition,
F(2, 22) = 5.64, P = 0.01, g2p = 0.34. Post hoc comparisons (Tukey HSD) revealed that the mean ITI (as deviation
from IOI) was different between the ‘increasing-speed’ and
the ‘decreasing-speed’ conditions (-3.7% vs. -2.0%),
P = 0.03, while the mean reproduction in the ‘no-change’
condition (-2.5%) did not differ significantly from that in
the ‘increasing-speed’ (P = 0.2) or in the ‘decreasingspeed’ condition (P = 0.8). The interaction between
auditory tempo and visual condition was not significant,
P [ 0.1. Figure 7 shows the reproduction result under each
condition. Notably, all the auditory sequences were
reproduced somewhat faster than their actual tempo, a
phenomenon that has been observed in other studies with
3

When a mean ITI exceeded three standard deviations from the
average of mean ITIs under the same condition, the trial was excluded
from the analysis. The occurrence of exclusion was generally very
low, never exceeding 2% in any participant.
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found between these two measurements of difference,
r = 0.02, P = 0.9. It seems the perceived saliency of speed
change, as reflected in the response accuracy, did not have
any direct influence on the reproduced auditory tempi.
Discussion

Fig. 7 Mean reproduced ITI (as percent of deviation from IOI) as a
function of presented auditory IOI in each visual condition of
Experiment 3. Error bars represent standard error of the means. Each
line represents the linear regression of the data points under the
corresponding visual condition. The dotted horizontal line represents
zero deviation from presented IOI

reproduction of empty-interval sequences especially in the
case of non-musicians (Repp 2008; Repp and Bruttomesso
2009). Despite this general tendency, the bias in the
reproduced tempi remained between the two visual conditions with speed change. More importantly, and consistent with Experiment 2, the bias was in accord with the
direction of the speed change, while the accompanying
speed itself was the same in all conditions.
Visual task accuracy
The visual task accuracy was submitted to a one-way
within-subject ANOVA with the variable of visual condition (3 levels: increasing speed, decreasing speed, and no
speed change). A main effect was found of visual condition, F(2, 22) = 14.44, P \ 0.001, g2p = 0.57, and post hoc
comparisons (Tukey HSD) identified only that the mean
accuracy was significantly higher in the increasing-speed
(97%) than in the decreasing-speed (82%) and the constant-speed conditions (83%), both Ps \ 0.001. Indeed,
after the experiment, several participants commented on
the relative ease to notice the speed change when it sped up
than when it slowed down (although the magnitude of
speed change was the same from the stimulus parameters).
To reveal whether the effect on the reproduced tempo
paralleled the subjective saliency of visual speed change,
we computed the correlation between the following two
measurements at the individual level: (1) the difference in
the deviation of the reproduced tempo between increasingand decreasing-speed conditions and (2) the difference in
visual response accuracy between increasing- and
decreasing-speed conditions. No significant correlation was

Experiments 2 and 3 further confirmed the bias in auditory
tempo perception according to the direction of speed
change in visual motion: speed that changed to faster led
the auditory tempo to be perceived as faster than it actually
was, and speed that changed to slower led to a slower
perceived tempo than it was. This argues for a vision-toaudition bias that is qualitatively related to the motion
information in the visual display.
While in Experiment 2, the observed bias could have
been interpreted as resulting from the accompanying visual
speed itself that differed across conditions, in Experiment 3,
we provided data that argued against this interpretation,
showing a bias consistent with the speed change while the
auditory sequence was always accompanied by the same
visual speed. Besides, the perceived tempo was measured
by reproduction, thus ruling out the possibility of a semantic
bias. Due to the overall underestimation in reproducing
empty-interval sequences (Repp 2008; Repp and Bruttomesso 2009), it is difficult to prove in Experiment 3 whether
there was indeed no bias in the constant speed condition.
Nevertheless, in comparison to this condition, we did find
again a bias differentiated by the preceding speed.
Overall, the results reveal several specifics of this visualspatiotemporal to auditory temporal influence. First, we
discovered that for visual motion to bias auditory tempo, a
constant acceleration is not a prerequisite. The bias can
occur also when the auditory sequence itself is accompanied
by visual motion at a constant speed, provided that a slower
or faster motion immediately precedes the auditory visual
pair. Secondly, a constant speed without change would not
suffice either, as the no-change condition did not seem to
lead to such bias. That is, the observed cross-modal effect of
slower or faster subjective auditory tempo seems to come
from a perceived visual speed in relation to its preceding
speed. Among several possible mechanisms of intersensory integration, the temporal proximity within which
information from various modalities is received should
play a determining role in the likelihood of the integration
(Lewald and Guski 2003). Since the preceding speed in our
case was rather temporally close to the paired audiovisual
stimulation, the visual motion seemed to be integrated with
auditory tempo as result of its relative rather than absolute
speed. An interesting aspect for further research would be to
elucidate the effective temporal distance between the speed
change and the onset of the auditory sequence in order to
induce this bias.
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Regarding the possibility of time dilation in a dynamic
visual display involving motion and speed, Kaneko and
Murakami (2009) found that the time interval dilation
increases with the speed of visual motion stimuli. Similarly, time dilation has been visually induced by the object
appearing as moving toward the observer (Wittmann et al.
2010). In addition, the speedup of the ‘internal clock’ under
higher arousal state has been documented, which leads to
overestimation of time intervals (Treisman et al. 1990;
Droit-Volet and Wearden 2002). Arguably, viewing
increasing motion speed would potentially elicit higher
arousal state in the observer. If any of these explanations
applied to our study, then one would expect the same
auditory IOI to be judged as longer when the visual speed
is higher—meaning a slower perceived tempo—and as
shorter when visual speed is lower—meaning a faster
perceived tempo. However, we have observed the opposite
in the results, suggesting that the inter-sensory interaction
here does not originate from a general clock quickening.
Even if the visual time dilation had indeed occurred and
had been systematically transferred to audition (van Wassenhove et al. 2008), the resultant bias in the perceived
auditory tempo would have to be attributed to a different
cross-modal influence, which we propose to be based on
the integrated motor information.

General discussion
From visual motion to auditory tempo
Our findings present a somewhat complicated inter-sensory
interaction across modalities and parameters. Indeed, one
could intuitively associate the idea of ‘speed’, as the speed
of visually moving objects, with the speed of a passage of
sounds: tempo in the context of music is often referred to as
‘fast’ or ‘slow’. Seen in this light, the inputs from two
modalities can possibly be integrated in terms of their
‘speed’. However, it is not clear how the brain merges the
percept of visual spatiotemporal speed and auditory temporal speed, especially in the absence of corresponding
events from each modality. The human perceptual system
can combine signals across modalities in an optimal fashion to form a fused percept (Alais and Burr 2004; Shams
et al. 2005). In our case, though, the observed bias indicates
that relevant and comparable signals have to be extracted
from the spatiotemporal and temporal properties of the
visual and auditory stimulation, respectively. This suggests
a cross-modal spatiotemporal mapping, which we assume
to occur not at the lower level of spatial or temporal
properties per se, but more likely via the action pattern
embedded in the visual motion and in the auditory tempo.
A common platform for sensory-motor representation may
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exist (Prinz 1997) that is not necessarily sensory-modality
specific, where spatial and temporal dynamics of all present
information could interact. As mentioned before, both audiomotor and visuomotor transformations are found to
implicate the premotor areas (Kohler et al. 2002; Lahav
et al. 2007; Chen et al. 2009; Rizzolatti et al. 1996; Murata
et al. 1997; Fadiga et al. 2000). Specifically, rather than
direct mapping of sensory input onto executed action, the
dorsal premotor area codes abstract, higher-order information as sensory cues for potential action planning
without immediate indication of action (Chen et al. 2009):
for example, it reacts to the metrical organization of an
auditory sequence during passive listening (the premotor
activities reflecting the extent of auditory information that
could be potentially used to facilitate motor synchronization), or it conditionally associates certain visual cues with
motor planning (Hoshi and Tanji 2006). Along this line,
dorsal premotor area is also involved in forward motion
perception, a manifest of visuomotor transformation in
human locomotion (van der Hoorn et al. 2010) which was
likely induced by our visual motion stimuli as well. We
thus find it a plausible neural correlate here for integrating
concurrent (albeit possibly abstract) motor information that
can be extracted from different sensory modalities.
In addition, our interpretation of cross-modal interaction
based on motor representations, at least in the rhythm
domain, is consistent with the audiovisuomotor mechanism
in rhythm perception proposed by Todd and colleagues
(Todd et al. 2002). Quoted from Todd (1999, pp. 119), ‘‘…
if the spatiotemporal forms of certain stimuli are matched
to the dynamics of the motor system, then they may evoke
a motion of an internal representation or motor image of
the corresponding synergetic elements of the musculoskeletal system, even if the musculoskeletal system itself
does not move’’. Our findings provide empirical evidence
that visual input containing motion information can indeed
elicit effective (internal) motor patterns that may be shared
with the auditory rhythm, and it proved to affect the
judgment of auditory tempo even in a simple isochronous
sequence.
Concurrent entrainment to visual motion and auditory
tempo
Although several studies have investigated the subjective
time distortion in different visual motion conditions (Kanai
et al. 2006; Kaneko and Murakami 2009; van Wassenhove
et al. 2008; Wittmann et al. 2010) and reported consistently
overestimation of time intervals presented by moving
visual stimuli, we observed the opposite influence of visual
motion speed on subjective auditory tempo. Another study
on duration perception of different visual speeds (Matthews
2011) did find that the same interval occupied by
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accelerating visual objects was judged to last shorter than
by decelerating ones, which seems to agree with our
results. However, both accelerating and decelerating
objects there were judged to last shorter than constantspeed ones, which was not observed here. Furthermore, the
perceptual difference between acceleration and deceleration was not observed in subsequent reproduction tasks in
the same study, while we found consistent bias across
perceptual and reproduction tasks.
A critical difference exists between the present study
and the aforementioned ones: while they targeted how
different visual information affected the perception of a
single duration, we were interested in the motion influence
on the perceived tempo of an auditory sequence. Temporal
perception in a rhythmic context may be explained not only
by a simple interval timing mechanism but also by
entrainment processes (McAuley and Jones 2003). Hearing
the tempo of a simple isochronous sequence, as in our task,
is an example of entraining to a given auditory pulse frequency (Merker et al. 2009). The neural oscillations
underlying auditory entrainment, such as gamma and beta
bands, have been indicated to link auditory and motor
cortical activities in response to rhythmic stimuli (Large
and Snyder 2009; Iversen et al. 2009). Similar oscillations
have also been found as an attentional mechanism in visual
perception (Fries et al. 2001; Lakatos et al. 2008). While
auditory entrainment entails temporal periodicities in the
stimuli, visual entrainment might be based on spatially
defined periodicities: for example, a visual stimulus moving in an oscillatory manner (sinusoidally moving leftwards and rightwards) is found to entrain concurrent limb
movement (Schmidt et al. 2007), providing evidence of
sensory-motor coupling through visual entrainment to
moving objects. Our visual motion did not possess oscillatory movement but nevertheless carried an underlying
spatiotemporal regularity (the speed). We speculate that in
our case, the entrainment to the auditory rhythm and the
entrainment to the visual motion could be both linked to
the neural resonance in the internal motor system, and the
visually induced motor information—as relatively faster or
slower speed—might reciprocally modulate the auditory
temporal process (Iversen et al. 2009, p. 70), leading to the
biased tempo perception.
Motion properties in visual stimuli
We presented stimuli of coherent global motion, which
should engage a later stage (MT/V5) of visual motion
processing (e.g., Kanai et al. 2004), where audiovisual
motion integration is also found to take place (Alink et al.
2008; Scheef et al. 2009). However, the auditory motion in
those studies consisted of sounds moving in space, and the
(in)congruency with visual motion was mostly spatially
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based. As our auditory stimuli contained temporal instead
of spatial properties, we find it unlikely (though not
impossible) that the interaction should occur within the
multimodal motion-specific area. This would still have to
be verified with relevant imaging techniques.
Our motion stimuli did not resemble strictly those in the
studies in which observers’ forward motion and distinct
percept of depth was induced by the enlarging objects
moving along the radius (Kovács et al. 2008; van der
Hoorn et al. 2010), which critically led to cortical activation in the dorsal premotor area. We did, however, intentionally ‘prime’ the participants during instruction that the
motion stimuli they were going to receive might bring out a
similar sensation as what they experience when sitting in a
forward-moving car. All the participants reported immediately they could relate to this feeling while watching the
stimuli. An internal viewpoint in the observer can enhance
the dorsal premotor activity during action observation
(Pilgramm et al. 2010). We believe our visual stimulation,
by means of its motion properties and the observer’s
intention, has the potential to go through the premotor
network of interest. Our result of bias in auditory tempo
further supports this premise.
Attention allocation to auditory and visual stimulation
The temporal judgment of visual and auditory stimuli can
be influenced by the differently weighted attention orientating to the presented events (Tse et al. 2004), which is
also found in the context of rhythmic attending to the
tempo (Dynamic Attending Theory: Jones and Boltz 1989;
Drake et al. 2000). A recent study (Chapin et al. 2010)
shows that, when presented with concurrent auditory and
visual stimulation, the activities in motor areas of the brain
that respond to the auditory rhythmic structure are
enhanced by selective attention to the auditory stimuli.
Possibly, in our case, the attention to the tones was to some
extent diverted to the concurrent visual stimuli, leading to a
lesser degree of motor activation in response to the auditory tempo and thus a ‘capture’ of auditory tempo by visual
motion. However, it does not appear to accommodate the
whole picture: in Experiment 1, although we asked the
participants to attend to both visual and auditory stimuli,
the task was only auditory. The listeners could have well
chosen to ignore the task-irrelevant visual stimuli; yet there
was an effect. Furthermore, the effect was specific to
motion stimuli, and not to stimuli changing luminance. The
visual influence here seems rather obligatory, and the
resultant bias seems more attributable to a forced fusion of
inter-sensory signals (van Wassenhove et al. 2008) rather
than to an attentional strategy. In Experiment 2, though we
did include a secondary task of visual judgment in addition
to the auditory task, we did not find a trade-off between
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auditory and visual task performances; both tasks seemed
equally attended to. Furthermore, the measured JND
(4.6%) was even slightly lower than that found in Experiment 1 (5.2%), arguing against the possibility of interference (or lower attentional sources) due to the secondary
task. Future studies differentially targeting the attentional
source and the direction of the visual influence (faster or
slower) will be needed to elucidate the role of attentional
modulation in our investigated scenario.
In summary, the present study proved that dynamic
visual-spatiotemporal information, such as in the speed of
the motion flow, can influence the perception of concurrent
non-spatial auditory tempo. The observed effect of ‘visual
spatial speed’ on ‘auditory temporal speed’ reflects a crossmodal spatial–temporal integration, which likely occurs
through the motor representation embedded in each stimulation. The findings suggest that the perceptual process in
at least the auditory modality can incorporate relevant
motor information from various sensory inputs to form a
coherent experience.
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