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A rightward saccade to an 
unexpected stimulus as a marker 
for lateralised visuospatial 
attention
Masafumi Sanefuji   1,2, Hiroshi Yamashita3, Michiko Torio2, Daisuke Katsuki3, Satoshi Akamine2, 
Yoshito Ishizaki2, Junji Kishimoto4, Yasunari Sakai2, Hidetoshi Takada2, Keiko Yoshida3,5 &  
Shouichi Ohga2

The human brain is lateralised to the right for visuospatial attention, particularly when reorienting 
attention to unexpected stimuli. However, the developmental characteristics of lateralisation remain 
unclear. To address this question, we devised a saccade task applicable for both adults and children. 
To assess the utility of this system, we investigated the correlation between line bisection test 
performance and the saccade task for 54 healthy adult volunteers. Participants followed a visual target 
that jumped 10 times, alternating between two fixed positions across the midline with a constant pace. 
In both the rightward and leftward directions, saccadic reaction time (RT) to the target jump decreased 
and reached a plateau from the first to the tenth jumps. Furthermore, we obtained the time required 
for reorienting in the contralateral hemisphere using the corrected value of the first RT. We found that 
longer corrected RTs in the rightward saccade were associated with greater deviation to the left in 
the line bisection task. This correlation was not observed for leftward saccades. Thus, corrected RTs 
in rightward saccades reflected the strength of individual hemispheric lateralisation. In conclusion, 
the rightward saccade task provides a suitable marker for lateralised visuospatial attention, and for 
investigating the development of lateralisation.

Right hemispheric lateralisation in visuospatial attention has long been studied in both pathological and healthy 
conditions. Impairments in the detection of spatial stimuli in the contralesional hemifield, termed “hemispatial 
neglect”, is more common and severe following right compared with left hemisphere damage1–3. Functional neu-
roimaging studies revealed that neurologically intact individuals exhibit right lateralised activation of the ventral 
attention network during stimulus detection4. This lateralisation has been found to be particularly prominent 
when patients or healthy individuals reorient their attention to a stimulus that is unexpected and outside the focus 
of processing2,5. However, there is a high degree of individual variation in lateralisation6,7 when quantified with 
the line bisection test8. In healthy adults, line bisection is reported to be slightly biased towards the left, at a group 
level9. This leftward deviation has been interpreted as an overestimation of the left portion of the line, indicating 
right hemispheric dominance10,11. However, because the test is too difficult for young children to accomplish 
accurately, the developmental characteristics of this form of lateralisation remain unclear.

Saccades are rapid eye movements, and are easily detectable using an eye-tracking system in young chil-
dren, including infants. To investigate the lateralisation of visuospatial attention, several studies have examined 
asymmetry in response times (RTs) of reflexive saccades among healthy adults. In these studies, subjects made 
repetitive saccades to a stimulus that appears randomly at either of two fixed positions in the right and left visual 
fields. RTs of the saccades are then compared between the right and left visual fields. Based on right hemispheric 
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dominance, detection of the target would be expected to be faster in the left than the right visual field, meaning 
that RTs would be shorter for leftward saccades in general. However, several studies have not observed asymmet-
rical RTs12–14.

These incongruent results may be related to task designs, which typically involve hundreds of repeated trials. 
In these tasks, the position and timing of the target are initially unexpected, and thus elicit a reorienting process. 
Through the repetition of trials, however, subjects may learn the pattern of target presentation. This learning and 
practice effect may lead subjects to expect the target to appear in either of the fixed positions, potentially less-
ening the activity of the right-lateralised ventral network that subserves reorientation to unexpected stimuli2,15. 
Furthermore, long periods of repetitive trials could induce fatigue or low alertness, potentially diminishing the 
leftward shifts in attentional bias (time on task effect)16–18 and are too demanding for young children. We devised 
a square wave saccade task to behaviourally examine the development of the lateralisation of visuospatial atten-
tion, with a system specifically designed to be suitable for use with children. The task requires only 10 trials, and 
takes full advantage of the first trial, which is completely unexpected, and elicits the reorienting process most 
efficiently. A head-unrestrained eyetracker is used to measure saccadic RT and pupil size, reflecting the degree of 
unexpectedness. In addition, to assess the utility of this task, we examined its relationship with the line bisection 
test in neurologically intact adults.

Methods
Participants.  The sample size was determined based on the following findings. When the significance level 
and r-value were set at 0.05 and 0.5, respectively, the required sample size was 16 subjects or more, accord-
ing to the table of critical values for the Pearson’s correlation coefficient. Actually, in a study that examined the 
correlation between bisection performance and lateralisation of RT for a target presented in either the left or 
right hemifield, Thiebaut de Schotten et al. recruited 20 subjects and found a significant correlation (r = 0.495, 
p < 0.05; Fig. 2d in their paper)6. Thus, we set the desired sample size at 20 subjects for one task. As we expected 

Figure 1.  Saccade task. (a) Task presentation and calculation of gaze position. The target is now located in 
the right position on the grey background. Horizontal angles of gaze position (θ) were calculated from the 
coordinates of gaze position on the screen (xg, yg, 0) and eye position in space (xe, ye, ze). (b) A whole trace of 
gaze position (black) and pupil size (blue) for a representative participant in rightward task. Green vertical lines 
represent the onsets of target jump. (c) The extracted traces for the odd trials. The traces are presented 1000 ms 
before and 500 ms after the jump onsets. Red dots represent the initiation of saccades.
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a considerable number of subjects to be excluded, which was indeed the case, we recruited a total of 54 right-
handed healthy volunteers (32 females, aged 20–56 years) for two tasks (see 2.3.2.), with no reimbursement. All 
participants had normal or corrected-to-normal vision and no hearing difficulty. Their handedness was con-
firmed using the Edinburgh Handedness Inventory19. All participants were naïve to the task and the purpose 
of the experiment. The present study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the Graduate School of Medical 
Sciences, Kyushu University (#26–226). Written informed consent was obtained from all participants. All meth-
ods were performed in accordance with the relevant guidelines and regulations.

Instruments.  Eye movements were monitored using a remote infrared eye-tracking system (X120; Tobii, 
Sweden), which does not require head-mounted equipment, chin/head rests, or stickers placed on the fore-
head. During measurement, the subject is able to move their head freely, and remains trackable as long as the 
eyes are within a 3D virtual “box” at the correct distance from the system20. This system tracks both the eyes 
with a temporal resolution of 120 Hz and a spatial resolution of 0.5°. Visual and auditory stimuli were pre-
sented using a flat-screen display (E2311Hf; Dell, Japan) with a viewable screen size of 508 × 286 mm and a 
speaker (MM-SPSBA2; Sanwa Supply, Japan). The eyetracker was mounted below the presentation display 
(Supplementary Fig. S1). The positions of the display and eyetracker were adjustable to the level of each partici-
pant’s eyes using a special arm. Tobii Studio® software controlled calibration, stimuli presentation and recordings 
on a laptop computer (Precision M6800 Mobile Workstation; Dell, Japan). A web camera (HD Pro Webcam 
C920t; Logicool, Japan) was connected to the laptop for monitoring the general behaviour of the participants.

Experimental procedures.  Line bisection test.  A black line 20 cm long and 1-mm thick was centred on 
a horizontal white A4 sheet, with its centre aligned to the participant’s midline6. Participants were instructed to 
mark the subjective centre of the line with a pencil. Each performed 10 trials in total, five with the right hand and 
five with the left hand. The deviation from the objective centre was measured, and the average performance with 
both hands was used as the measure of individual deviation. Rightward deviations from the objective centre were 
coded as positive values while leftward deviations were coded as negative values.

Rightward and leftward saccade tasks.  Participants were seated in front of the centre of the screen at a distance 
of approximately 75 cm. Participants gaze was calibrated using the “Regular” calibration method provided by the 
manufacturer (https://www.tobiipro.com/siteassets/tobii-pro/user-manuals/tobii-pro-studio-user-manual.pdf). 
Briefly, a dot was presented successively in five different positions on the screen, and participants were instructed 
to fixate on it. Participants performed a speech task and the saccade task, and the latter was analysed in this study. 
Participants were instructed only to follow a target. The target was a red-filled circle 21 mm in diameter (approx-
imately 1.6° of visual angle) on a grey background. The luminance levels of the circle and the background were 
40 cd/m2. After 1.0 sec background presentation, the target appeared then jumped 10 times alternately between 
the two horizontal positions located 200 mm (around 15°) to the left and right from the centre of the screen 
(Fig. 1a). In the rightward task, the target emerged first in the left position, then jumped to the right position, 
producing the first saccade towards the right. In the leftward task, the sides were horizontally flipped, generat-
ing the first saccade towards the left. The jumps had relatively large visual angles (around 30°), which would be 
expected to enhance behavioural asymmetries of attention21. Each target lasted 1,500 ms, corresponding to a 
pacing frequency of 0.33 Hz. This frequency is known to elicit reactive saccades, typically with RTs over 100 ms, 
whereas higher frequencies (e.g., 0.9 Hz) elicit other processes of procedural learning22, encouraging predictive 
saccades, often with negative RTs23–25. To maintain vigilance among participants, a tone (1000 Hz, 65 dB, 500 ms) 
was presented in synchrony with each onset of the target. There were no temporal gaps or overlaps between the 

Figure 2.  RTs of all trials. Thin and thick lines represent RTs in leftward and rightward task groups, respectively. 
The error bars represent ± SD across participants.

https://www.tobiipro.com/siteassets/tobii-pro/user-manuals/tobii-pro-studio-user-manual.pdf
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offset of the target and the onset of the next target. The task finished in 17.5 sec. Half of the participants performed 
a rightward saccade task and the other half performed a leftward saccade task.

Analyses of saccade task.  Calculation of saccadic RT and pupil dilation.  All data processing was per-
formed offline under MATLAB (MathWorks, USA). The eyetracker provided the coordinates of gaze point on the 
screen and eye location in space and pupil size for each eye. The data for both eyes were averaged, but data from 
a single eye were used when only one eye was detected. Eye data were recorded as null when no eye was detected. 
From the coordinates, we calculated the angles of horizontal gaze position using trigonometric function (Fig. 1a). 
All traces of gaze position, as well as pupil size, were previewed in MATLAB using a custom-designed graphic 
interface (Fig. 1b,c). The velocity of gaze position was obtained by differentiating the gaze position with respect 
to time. Initiation of a saccade was detected using the criterion that three consecutive velocity values were above 
30°/s (Fig. 1c). It should be noted that this head-unrestrained eyetracking system measures saccadic gaze shift, 
which includes eye movements in the head plus head movement in space (i.e., changes of the visual axis in space). 
Monitoring of gaze shifts may be advantageous because the activity of saccade-related neurons in the superior 
colliculus encode gaze shift, rather than eye movements per se26,27. Saccadic RT was measured as the temporal 
interval between the onset of the target and the initiation of the saccade. Saccade data were included in the analy-
sis when the RTs were between 0 and 500 ms. Pupil dilation was analysed as an indicator of saccadic motor prepa-
ration28,29 for expected target appearance. Because pupil size often exhibited a continuous decreasing-increasing 
pattern without any clear floor within a short inter-trial interval of 1,500 ms (Fig. 1b,c), a definite time point for 
a baseline could not be determined. Thus, the pupil size baseline was defined as the minimum value within the 
time window between 1000 ms and 0 ms before the target onset, during which gaze was fixated on the target. Pupil 
dilation was then defined as the change of the pupil size from the baseline to the target onset for each trial.

Extraction of reorienting process.  When executing a saccade in response to an unexpected stimulus, people reor-
ient their attention to it and thereafter generate a motor command to move the eyes. To extract the reorienting 
process from the task more precisely, we made the following assumptions. In the first jump, we assumed that 
participants had no information about the position and the timing of the target. Thus, the appearance of the target 
would be unexpected, requiring considerable time for reorienting. Within several subsequent jumps, however, 
participants could learn the sequence, meaning that the appearance of the target would become expected, so 
reorientation would take less time. Thus, when the RT of the first saccade is subtracted by the RT of the following 
saccades, the time required for the motor command is cancelled out, and the time for the reorienting process is 
extracted. Further, the data of the subsequent saccades were limited to odd trials (trial 3, 5, 7, 9), which had the 
same direction as the first saccade, because motor commands for ocular movement might be individually lateral-
ised towards the right or left30. Data from the subsequent odd trials were averaged and named “subsequent trials”. 
Subtracted RTs of the first-minus-subsequent trial were then calculated. In short, subtracted RTs in a hemi-space 
may represent reorienting time in the contralateral hemisphere.

Statistical analyses.  To examine whether properties of the following saccades were differentiated from 
those of the first saccade, RTs were assessed using a mixed analysis of variance (ANOVA) with task (rightward 
vs leftward) as a between-subjects factor, and trial (trial 1, 3, 5, 7, 9) as a within-subjects factor. For this statistical 
analysis, missing RT values were replaced by the mean values of the previous and next trials. To evaluate the 
relationship between this task and the line bisection test, we conducted correlation analysis between the bisection 
performance and subtracted RTs for the rightward and leftward tasks. Statistical analyses were performed using 
SPSS version 23 (IBM, Japan).

Results
Line bisection performance.  Data from 13 participants were excluded from the analysis because of detec-
tion failure of the first saccade (n = 11, one exhibited an RT of 516 ms for the first saccade) or any following 
odd saccades (n = 1, the subject had RTs below 0 ms in all of the following saccades) and unsaved data (n = 1). 
Additionally, two participants were removed because their eyes were positioned too far from the screen because 
of the lack of head restraint, producing smaller visual angles below 25° between the two target positions. We then 
analysed the remaining 39 participants (19 and 20 for the leftward and rightward tasks, respectively), who were 
all right-handed (mean [SD]: +92 [12]). Consistent with previous studies8, line bisection was deviated slightly 
toward the left at the group level for the leftward task group (−1.51 ± 2.36 mm; t18 = −2.79, r = 0.55, p = 0.012) 
and the rightward task group (−1.70 ± 2.13 mm; t19 = −3.55, r = 0.63, p = 0.002). There were no significant differ-
ences in age, handedness or line bisection deviation between the leftward and rightward tasks (Table 1).

Differential properties of the following saccade from the first saccade.  Because the head was not 
fixed by a head or chin rest, the distances between the eyes and the screen were variable, and therefore the visual 
angles of the target jumps varied across 38 participants (30.1 ± 2.2°). However, the jump angles were not signifi-
cantly different between the first and subsequent trials (30.3° vs 30.1°; t38 = 1.52, r = 0.24, p = 0.138, paired t-test), 
and between the leftward and rightward tasks (29.4 vs 30.8°; t37 = −2.00, r = 0.31, p = 0.053, t-test).

RTs rapidly decreased and reached a plateau from trial 1 through 10, for both leftward and rightward tasks 
(Fig. 2). For each task, we analysed the data of odd trials (trial 1, 3, 5, 7 and 9), which had the same saccade direc-
tion (Figs 1c and 3). Among a total of 195 values of RT in five odd trials for 39 participants, 35 values (18%) were 
missing. In the ANOVA, 16 out of the 35 values were replaced. There was a significant main effect of trial on RT 
(F4,92 = 32.78, ηp

2 = 0.59, p = 5.59 × 10−17). There was no significant main effect of task (F1,23 = 1.90, ηp
2 = 0.08, 

p = 0.182) and no significant interaction between task and trial (F4,92 = 0.75, ηp
2 = 0.03, p = 0.558), indicating 

that participants exhibited a similar pattern of RT change in the two tasks. Further pairwise comparisons with 



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

5SCientifiC RepOrTS |  (2018) 8:7562  | DOI:10.1038/s41598-018-25890-y

Bonferroni correction revealed shorter RTs in all of the following trials compared with those in the first trial 
(adjusted p values < 5 × 10−5) and no significant differences between each pair of all following trials. This indi-
cated that the properties of the following saccades were similar to one another, but were clearly differentiated 
from those of the first saccade.

RTs in the subsequent trial were shorter than those in the first trial for leftward (t18 = −8.73, r = 0.90, 
p = 6.87 × 10−8, paired t-test) and rightward tasks (t19 = −7.61, r = 0.87, p = 3.50 × 10−7; Table 1, Fig. 3). 
Meanwhile, pupil dilations in the subsequent trial were larger than those in the first trial for leftward (t16 = 2.94, 
r = 0.59, p = 0.00971) and rightward tasks (t19 = 3.51, r = 0.63, p = 0.00236, paired t-test). None of the RT or pupil 
data were significantly different between the two tasks. As shown in Fig. 2, participants had not completely learnt 
the pattern of target appearance by the second trial. Thus, we also compared the second trial versus the subse-
quent even trials (trials 4, 6, 8 and 10). In both directions, RTs in the subsequent even trials were still shorter than 
those in the second trial, whereas pupil dilations showed no differences (Supplementary Fig. S2 for details).

Correlations between subtracted RT and line bisection performance.  To examine the relation-
ship between the saccade task and the line bisection test, we conducted a correlation analysis between bisec-
tion performance and the odd subtracted RT for leftward and rightward tasks (Fig. 4). For the rightward task, 
the results revealed a significant negative correlation, in which a larger left deviation in line bisection corre-
sponded to a longer subtracted RT (r = −0.62, p = 0.003), while this correlation was absent in the leftward task 
(r = −0.12, p = 0.631). Conversely, the same analyses on the even trials revealed no correlations in either direction 
(Supplementary Fig. S3 for details).

Discussion
Using a novel square wave saccade task, we investigated whether measuring saccades could detect lateral-
ised visuospatial attention in neurologically intact adults. We found that subsequent saccades showed shorter 
RTs and greater pupil dilation than the first saccade. This finding indicates that the target was perceived as 

Leftward task 
(n = 19)

Rightward task 
(n = 20)

t-value 
(df = 37)

Effect size 
(r) p-value

Age [years] 36.0 (6.3) 37.5 (8.9) −0.61 0.01 0.546

Handedness 92 (11) 92 (12) −0.01 0.00 0.991

Line bisection 
deviation [mm] −1.51 (2.36) −1.70 (2.13) 0.26 0.04 0.779

RT [ms]

 First 328.8 (69.4) 304.0 (53.2) 1.26 0.20 0.216

 Subsequent 227.4 (33.8) 211.6 (38.9) 1.35 0.22 0.184

 Subtraction 101.5 (50.6) 92.4 (54.3) 0.54 0.09 0.596

Pupil dilation [mm]

 First 0.079 (0.078)# 0.079 (0.063) 0.00$ 0.00 0.999

 Subsequent 0.131 (0.076)# 0.166 (0.091) −1.28$ 0.21 0.207

Table 1.  Demographics, RT and pupil dilation for analysed participants. Mean (S.D.), #n = 17 for detection 
failure, $df = 35.

Figure 3.  RTs of odd trials for leftward (a) and rightward tasks (b). Line charts (left) represent RT changes 
for each participant. The bar (middle) and column (right) charts show the mean RTs and pupil dilations, 
respectively, in the first and subsequent trials. The error bars represent ± SD across participants. “Subseq” means 
subsequent, that is, averaged data across the following trials (trial 3, 5, 7 and 9). **p < 1 × 10−7, *p < 0.01.
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“unexpected” in the first saccade but became “expected” in the subsequent saccades and the subtracted RT of the 
first-minus-subsequent saccades could represent the time required for the reorienting process. The current find-
ings also revealed that a longer subtracted RT for rightward saccades corresponded to greater deviation towards 
the left in the line bisection test. Because this correlation was absent in leftward saccades, the correlation between 
the subtracted RT and line bisection performance appears to be a hemispheric-specific finding.

The present results revealed no asymmetry in the subtracted RT between the rightward and leftward task 
groups. This result is seemingly contradictory to the group-level leftward bisection bias for the two task groups 
because the leftward bias indicates the superiority of the right hemisphere in visuospatial attention. However, 
the result is in accord with the findings of a seminal study by Thiebaut de Schotten et al.6. This previous study 
examined how quickly subjects detected a target that appeared in either the left or right hemifield and investigated 
the correlation between the lateralisation of RT and line bisection deviation. The researchers demonstrated that 
faster RTs in the left compared with the right hemifield corresponded to greater deviation toward the left in the 
bisection test (Fig. 2d in their paper). As shown in the figure, the bisection was significantly left-biased at the 
group level (−1.53 mm on average; 14 subjects exhibited leftward deviation and five exhibited rightward devia-
tion) whereas RTs showed no asymmetry (eight subjects exhibited faster RTs in the left hemifield and 11 exhibited 
faster RTs in the right hemifield). Overall, it is possible that biological mechanisms are involved in correcting the 
asymmetries of target detection as a population, while individual variability could have remained present after 
this correction process, and was able to be detected using the present task paradigm.

The correspondence between greater left bisection deviation and longer subtracted RTs for rightward sac-
cades may reflect individual abilities of the left hemisphere in visuospatial function. Greater left deviation has 
been interpreted as an overestimation of the left portion of the line compared with the right portion and can be 
attributed to greater involvement of the right than the left hemisphere10,11. In light of the relationship between 
the right and left hemispheres31,32, these findings could alternatively be interpreted as an underestimation of the 
right portion of the line and attributable to a lesser engagement of the left hemisphere. In contrast, the longer 
subtracted RT for rightward saccades suggests a slower reorienting process in the right hemi-space, indicating 
slower processing in the left hemisphere. Thus, if left hemisphere ability is inferior, participants would be expected 
to reorient their attention to a right-sided target slowly, and would tend to underestimate the right portion of a 
line, bisecting it towards the left.

The lack of the correlation for leftward saccades can be accounted for by a classical model in which the right 
hemisphere can shift attention to any region of space, whereas the left hemisphere only controls attention to the 
right side1,3. The model provides an explanation for the phenomenon of neglect, in which right hemispheric dam-
age impairs attention to the left hemi-space while left hemispheric damage can be largely compensated. When the 
line bisection test is interpreted in terms of the model, the right hemisphere is thought to estimate both sides of 
a line, whereas the left hemisphere is involved in estimating the right side only. Therefore, line bisection perfor-
mance may depend more directly on left than right hemisphere function. This may explain the lack of correlation 
in the leftward task in the current study.

Our separate analyses of each hemi-space provided a measure of the distinct characteristics of left hemi-
sphere function in visuospatial processing. To assess hemispheric lateralisation, most previous studies have 
compared behaviours, functions and structures of the brain between the left and right hemi-spaces and/or hemi-
spheres6,21,33–36. For example, Thiebaut de Schotten et al. demonstrated that individual asymmetry of line bisection 
performance and target detection time can be predicted by the lateralised volume of the superior longitudinal 
fasciculus II6. They found that subjects with smaller fasciculus volumes in the left hemisphere exhibited longer 
detection times in the right hemi-field, indicating slower processing speed in the left hemisphere. Whereas this 
previous study revealed individual variability in the processing speed of the left relative to the right hemisphere, 
the current study demonstrated variability in the left hemisphere per se.

Figure 4.  Correlations between line bisection deviation and subtracted RT for leftward (a) and rightward tasks 
(b) Linear regression lines are shown in the diagrams. *p < 0.05.
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The present square wave task might be regarded as a very short version of other types of cued response time 
paradigm, such as Posner’s task37 and the lateralised attentional network test35. In these paradigms, subjects are 
asked to detect a visual target presented in either the left or right visual field and make a manual response. The 
target is preceded by a cue that is likely (valid condition) or unlikely (invalid condition) to indicate the position 
at which the target will emerge. The appearance of a target is expected in the valid condition, leading to shorter 
RTs. Conversely, target appearance is unexpected in the invalid condition, resulting in longer RTs. Therefore, the 
targets in the invalid and valid condition have properties similar to those in the unexpected first and expected 
subsequent trials in the current study, respectively. Moreover, RTs in the valid condition subtracted from those 
in the invalid condition are considered to reflect reorienting processes21,33, like the subtracted RT in our study.

Pupil dilation could be a critical indicator of expectation regarding an upcoming stimulus. As shown in Fig. 1c, 
pupil size began to increase before the onset of the next target in subsequent saccades. A saccade is generally con-
sidered to be a specific kind of motor response28. Several studies have shown that pupil dilation begins before the 
time of a manual response or a saccade and is linked to the preparation of motor responses28,29,38,39. One previous 
study reported an association between greater pupil dilation and shorter RTs in pro-saccade tasks28. The current 
results suggested that smaller pupil dilation in the first trial may reflect unexpectedness of the target, related to 
longer RTs and evidence of the involvement of the reorienting process. This finding was supported by the analysis 
of the even trials, in which the bisection-subtracted RT correlation was not observed when longer RTs were not 
associated with smaller pupil dilation. Monitoring of pupil dilation may be valuable for verifying whether the task 
elicited the reorienting process, potentially elucidating the asymmetry of RT for visuospatial attentional function.

The current study involved several limitations that should be considered. First, the number of trials was rel-
atively limited, particularly because we relied on the single first trial. In contrast, previous studies have almost 
always used averaged data from multiple repeated trials. This small trial number may have compromised the 
reliability of the data, and did result in the exclusion of 11 participants (20%) whose first saccade was not detected. 
However, the target at the first trial in the present paradigm was completely unexpected and therefore elicited 
the reorienting process more effectively than repeated targets. Although the data of the first trial are particularly 
important, previous studies have generally not differentiated it from data on subsequent trials, or have even 
removed first trial data from analyses as an outlier23,24,40. Next, the present paradigm measured the reorienting 
function only of either the right or left hemisphere, not both hemispheres, for each participant, meaning that the 
interaction between the two hemispheres could not be tested. To examine the interaction in future studies, we 
plan to develop a modified paradigm that keeps the horizontal location constant but varies the vertical location 
of the target, creating unexpectedness in both directions. Finally, the accuracies of the measured gaze position 
and pupil size may have been compromised by the calculation methodology41,42 and the lack of head restraint20. 
Previous studies have reported that gaze position can be affected by pupil size41,42 and vice versa20 in infrared 
eyetrackers. However, we measured pupil size at the same position of the target only in odd trials within each par-
ticipant, and gaze position was not influenced by pupil size with visual inspection (Fig. 1c) for any participants. 
Further, the accuracy of gaze position was not crucial in our analyses because only the initiation times of saccades 
were needed for calculation of RT.

In conclusion, we demonstrated that the rightward saccades in the square wave paradigm can be used as a 
marker for lateralised visuospatial attention. The present task can be used as the basis for future research to fur-
ther elucidate when and how lateralisation emerges and develops during childhood.

References
	 1.	 Mesulam, M. M. A cortical network for directed attention and unilateral neglect. Ann. Neurol. 10, 309–325 (1981).
	 2.	 Corbetta, M. & Shulman, G. L. Control of goal-directed and stimulus-driven attention in the brain. Nat. Rev. Neurosci. 3, 201–215 

(2002).
	 3.	 Corbetta, M. & Shulman, G. L. Spatial neglect and attention networks. Annu. Rev. Neurosci. 34, 569–599 (2011).
	 4.	 Corbetta, M., Kincade, J. M., Ollinger, J. M., McAvoy, M. P. & Shulman, G. L. Voluntary orienting is dissociated from target detection 

in human posterior parietal cortex. Nat. Neurosci. 3, 292–297 (2000).
	 5.	 Hopfinger, J. B., Buonocore, M. H. & Mangun, G. R. The neural mechanisms of top-down attentional control. Nat. Neurosci. 3, 

284–291 (2000).
	 6.	 Thiebaut de Schotten, M. et al. A lateralized brain network for visuospatial attention. Nat. Neurosci. 14, 1245–1246 (2011).
	 7.	 Chechlacz, M., Gillebert, C. R., Vangkilde, S. A., Petersen, A. & Humphreys, G. W. Structural variability within frontoparietal 

networks and individual differences in attentional functions: an approach using the theory of visual attention. J. Neurosci. 35 (2015).
	 8.	 Jewell, G. & McCourt, M. E. Pseudoneglect: A review and meta-analysis of performance factors in line bisection tasks. 

Neuropsychologia 38, 93–110 (2000).
	 9.	 Bowers, D. & Heilman, K. M. Pseudoneglect: effects of hemispace on a tactile line bisection task. Neuropsychologia 18, 491–498 

(1980).
	10.	 Scarisbrick, D. J., Tweedy, J. R. & Kuslansky, G. Hand preference and performance effects on line bisection. Neuropsychologia 25, 

695–699 (1987).
	11.	 Bradshaw, J. L., Nathan, G., Nettleton, N. C., Wilson, L. & Pierson, J. Why is there a left side underestimation in rod bisection? 

Neuropsychologia 25, 735–738 (1987).
	12.	 Beydagi, H., Yilmaz, A. & Suer, C. The effect of direction on saccadic eye movement parameters. J. Basic Clin. Physiol. Pharmacol. 

10, 73–77 (1999).
	13.	 Constantinidis, T. S. et al. Effects of direction on saccadic performance in relation to lateral preferences. Exp. Brain Res. 150, 443–448 

(2003).
	14.	 Vergilino-Perez, D. et al. Are there any left-right asymmetries in saccade parameters? Examination of latency, gain, and peak 

velocity. Invest. Ophthalmol. Vis. Sci. 53, 3340–3348 (2012).
	15.	 Corbetta, M., Patel, G. & Shulman, G. L. The reorienting system of the human brain: from environment to theory of mind. Neuron 

58, 306–324 (2008).
	16.	 Newman, D. P., O’Connell, R. G. & Bellgrove, M. A. Linking time-on-task, spatial bias and hemispheric activation asymmetry: a 

neural correlate of rightward attention drift. Neuropsychologia 51, 1215–1223 (2013).
	17.	 Manly, T., Dobler, V. B., Dodds, C. M. & George, M. A. Rightward shift in spatial awareness with declining alertness. 

Neuropsychologia 43, 1721–1728 (2005).



www.nature.com/scientificreports/

8SCientifiC RepOrTS |  (2018) 8:7562  | DOI:10.1038/s41598-018-25890-y

	18.	 Dobler, V. B. et al. Asymmetric deterioration of spatial awareness with diminishing levels of alertness in normal children and 
children with ADHD. J. Child Psychol. Psychiatry 46, 1230–1248 (2005).

	19.	 Oldfield, R. C. The assessment and analysis of handedness: the Edinburgh inventory. Neuropsychologia 9, 97–113 (1971).
	20.	 Brisson, J. et al. Pupil diameter measurement errors as a function of gaze direction in corneal reflection eyetrackers. Behav. Res. 

Methods 45, 1322–1331 (2013).
	21.	 Asanowicz, D., Marzecova, A., Jaskowski, P. & Wolski, P. Hemispheric asymmetry in the efficiency of attentional networks. Brain 

Cogn. 79, 117–128 (2012).
	22.	 Simo, L. S., Krisky, C. M. & Sweeney, J. A. Functional neuroanatomy of anticipatory behavior: dissociation between sensory-driven 

and memory-driven systems. Cereb. Cortex 15, 1982–1991 (2005).
	23.	 Shelhamer, M. & Joiner, W. M. Saccades exhibit abrupt transition between reactive and predictive; predictive saccade sequences have 

long-term correlations. J. Neurophysiol. 90, 2763–2769 (2003).
	24.	 Isotalo, E., Lasker, A. G. & Zee, D. S. Cognitive influences on predictive saccadic tracking. Exp. Brain Res. 165, 461–469 (2005).
	25.	 Joiner, W. M. & Shelhamer, M. An internal clock generates repetitive predictive saccades. Exp. Brain Res. 175, 305–320 (2006).
	26.	 Freedman, E. G. & Sparks, D. L. Activity of cells in the deeper layers of the superior colliculus of the rhesus monkey: evidence for a 

gaze displacement command. J. Neurophysiol. 78, 1669–1690 (1997).
	27.	 Choi, W. Y. & Guitton, D. Firing patterns in superior colliculus of head-unrestrained monkey during normal and perturbed gaze 

saccades reveal short-latency feedback and a sluggish rostral shift in activity. J. Neurosci. 29, 7166–7180 (2009).
	28.	 Jainta, S., Vernet, M., Yang, Q. & Kapoula, Z. The pupil reflects motor preparation for saccades - even before the eye starts to move. 

Front. Hum. Neurosci. 5, 97, https://doi.org/10.3389/fnhum.2011.00097 (2011).
	29.	 Wang, C. A., Brien, D. C. & Munoz, D. P. Pupil size reveals preparatory processes in the generation of pro-saccades and anti-

saccades. Eur. J. Neurosci. 41, 1102–1110 (2015).
	30.	 Honda, H. Idiosyncratic left-right asymmetries of saccadic latencies: examination in a gap paradigm. Vision Res. 42, 1437–1445 

(2002).
	31.	 Corbetta, M. Hemispatial neglect: clinic, pathogenesis, and treatment. Semin. Neurol. 34, 514–523 (2014).
	32.	 Heilman, K. M., Watson, R. T. & Valenstein, E. Neglect and related disorders in Clinical neuropsyhology, fifth edition (eds Heilman, 

K. M. & Valenstein, E.) 296–348 (Oxford University Press, 2011).
	33.	 Spagna, A., Martella, D., Fuentes, L. J., Marotta, A. & Casagrande, M. Hemispheric modulations of the attentional networks. Brain 

Cogn. 108, 73–80 (2016).
	34.	 Verfaellie, M., Bowers, D. & Heilman, K. M. Hemispheric asymmetries in mediating intention, but not selective attention. 

Neuropsychologia 26, 521–531 (1988).
	35.	 Greene, D. J. et al. Measuring attention in the hemispheres: the lateralized attention network test (LANT). Brain Cogn. 66, 21–31 

(2008).
	36.	 O’Connell, R. G., Schneider, D., Hester, R., Mattingley, J. B. & Bellgrove, M. A. Attentional load asymmetrically affects early 

electrophysiological indices of visual orienting. Cereb. Cortex 21, 1056–1065 (2011).
	37.	 Posner, M. I., Walker, J. A., Friedrich, F. J. & Rafal, R. D. Effects of parietal injury on covert orienting of attention. J. Neurosci. 4, 

1863–1874 (1984).
	38.	 Moresi, S. et al. Pupil dilation in response preparation. Int. J. Psychophysiol. 67, 124–130 (2008).
	39.	 Hupe, J. M., Lamirel, C. & Lorenceau, J. Pupil dynamics during bistable motion perception. J. Vis. 9, 10 (2009).
	40.	 D’Cruz, A. M. et al. Lateralized response timing deficits in autism. Biol. Psychiatry 66, 393–397 (2009).
	41.	 Wyatt, H. J. The human pupil and the use of video-based eyetrackers. Vision Res. 50, 1982–1988 (2010).
	42.	 Choe, K. W., Blake, R. & Lee, S. H. Pupil size dynamics during fixation impact the accuracy and precision of video-based gaze 

estimation. Vision Res. 118, 48–59 (2016).

Acknowledgements
We thank the students and graduate students, staff, and colleagues for participating as volunteers in the study. 
We also thank Yoshiyuki Shiotsuka and Dr. Keiji Iramina for data analysis. This work was supported in part by 
JSPS KAKENHI Grant numbers JP16K09991 (MS), JP17K16301 (MT), JP15K09624 (YS), Grant of Morinaga 
Houshikai for Research Promotion Foundation (MS) and Grant of Eisai for Research Promotion Foundation 
(MS). We thank Benjamin Knight, MSc., from Edanz Group (www.edanzediting.com/ac) for editing a draft of 
this manuscript.

Author Contributions
M.S. conceived and carried out most parts of the experiments. M.S., Y.S. and K.Y. wrote the manuscript. H.Y., 
M.T., D.K., S.A., Y.I. and H.T. assisted experiments and data analyses. J.K. supported statistical analyses. H.T., K.Y. 
and S.O. directed this study. All authors reviewed the manuscript.

Additional Information
Supplementary information accompanies this paper at https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-018-25890-y.
Competing Interests: The authors declare no competing interests.
Publisher's note: Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Cre-
ative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not per-
mitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the 
copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.
 
© The Author(s) 2018

http://dx.doi.org/10.3389/fnhum.2011.00097
http://www.edanzediting.com/ac
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/s41598-018-25890-y
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	A rightward saccade to an unexpected stimulus as a marker for lateralised visuospatial attention

	Methods

	Participants. 
	Instruments. 
	Experimental procedures. 
	Line bisection test. 
	Rightward and leftward saccade tasks. 

	Analyses of saccade task. 
	Calculation of saccadic RT and pupil dilation. 
	Extraction of reorienting process. 

	Statistical analyses. 

	Results

	Line bisection performance. 
	Differential properties of the following saccade from the first saccade. 
	Correlations between subtracted RT and line bisection performance. 

	Discussion

	Acknowledgements

	Figure 1 Saccade task.
	Figure 2 RTs of all trials.
	Figure 3 RTs of odd trials for leftward (a) and rightward tasks (b).
	Figure 4 Correlations between line bisection deviation and subtracted RT for leftward (a) and rightward tasks (b) Linear regression lines are shown in the diagrams.
	Table 1 Demographics, RT and pupil dilation for analysed participants.




