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A relatively common outcome of unilateral brain
damage in humans is the syndrome of hemispatial ne-
glect. Hemispatial neglect can occur following damage
to a variety of brain regions but is chiefly associated
with damage to the inferior parietal lobule, most fre-
quently involving the occipito-temporo-parietal junc-
tion of the right hemisphere [1]. Neglect patients fail
to respond appropriately to stimuli or events occurring
within their contralesional hemispace, and may restrict
eye and hand movements to objects or events located
within ipsilesional space. Such behaviours are gener-
ally thought to result from an impairment in the abil-
ity to construct an appropriate representation of corpo-
real and extrapersonal space, or, as a consequence of
an attentional bias which favours the processing of ip-
silesional stimuli. However, neglect patients may also
suffer from a disorder of ‘intention’, experiencing dif-
ficulty initiating movements towards targets presented
within their neglected hemispace. It is the nature of any
motor impairments associated with hemispatial neglect
that is the focus of this special issue of Behavioural
Neurology.

While it is generally accepted that the syndrome of
hemispatial neglect may reflect several underlying im-
pairments, there has been a longstanding and influen-
tial view that a substantial number of neglect patients
present with some form of motor bias. Right hemi-
sphere patients presenting with left neglect have been
shown to be slow in initiating leftward compared to
rightward movements [e.g., 2,3], however, such stud-
ies have proven difficult to interpret as the movements
in these studies are invariably cued by visual targets.
Thus, it remains highly plausible that much of the mo-
tor impairment observed in hemispatial neglect has a

perceptual basis, resulting in an impairment in the rep-
resentation of space used to guide action [4].

If it is indeed the case that some aspects of hemis-
patial neglect may be attributable to a distorted repre-
sentation of corporeal and extrapersonal space, then a
critical question is whether such distorted perceptions
lead to erroneous visuomotor behaviour. According to
Milner and Goodale’s influential ‘two visual systems’
account [5], such perceptual distortions should affect
perceptual judgments (e.g., explicit judgments of ob-
ject size), but would be expected to have minimal ef-
fect on visuomotor actions directed to these same ob-
jects. This issue is explored further in the papers by
McIntosh et al., Harvey et al., and Gore et al. which
each examine the effects of egocentric location on the
kinematics of reach-to-grasp movements and report the
relative sparing of visuomotor performance.

A related aspect of motor bias in hemispatial neglect
concerns the paucity of leftward movements exhibited
by neglect patients during spatial search tasks [6,7].
Thus, during both visual [6] and tactile [7] search tasks,
the centres of exploration of space are shifted towards
the right in neglect patients for both exploratory eye
and hand movements. This issue is re-examined in the
papers by Behrmann et al., and di Pelligrino et al.

Behrmann et al., investigate whether the paucity
shown by neglect patients in executing leftward sac-
cades during spatial search tasks reflects a deficit in
perception, in saccade planning, or in saccade execu-
tion. They report that patients with left neglect are
impaired in planning but not in executing the contrale-
sional saccades, and suggest that parietal cortex may
play a specific role in directing action to different sides
of space. The topic of ocular exploration of space is
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also addressed in the paper of di Pelligrino et al., who
investigate the effects of hemispatial neglect on the al-
location of spatial attention over letter strings during
reading. di Pelligrino et al. report a single case study
of a patient (F.C.) who presents with a severe left ne-
glect dyslexia who was required to read isolated word
and non-word stimuli. They report that their patient’s
ocular exploration of orthographic stimuli is sensitive
to the lexical status of the letter string. Specifically,
their patient spends more time fixating the contrale-
sional side of word than non-word strings. They also
demonstrate that patient F.C. shows a dissociation be-
tween conscious access to orthographic stimuli and his
eye movement responses.

di Pelligrino et al. propose that multiple interactions
between lexico-semantic, attentional and motor sys-
tems may influence the presentation of neglect during
search tasks. This suggestion finds additional support
in the case study reported by Humphreys and Riddoch.
These authors examined visual search in a patient (MP)
presenting with left hemineglect. They varied how tar-
get items were defined – i.e., whether a target was de-
fined by a description of its action or its name – along
with the number of targets and distractors presented,
and whether search was for multiple or single targets.
Humphreys and Riddoch report that search was sub-
stantially improved when targets were defined by a de-
scription of their action rather than their name. The
authors propose that search may be based on action-

defined templates of targets, which may be activated by
the action affordances.

The collection of papers presented within this spe-
cial issue is not intended to be an exhaustive overview
of the range of deficits associated with ‘motor’ aspects
of hemispatial neglect. Instead the collection provides
illustrative examples of current research within this
rapidly changing field of enquiry.
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