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Specificity of Reflex Adaptation for Task-Relevant
Variability
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The motor system responds to perturbations with reflexes, such as the vestibulo-ocular reflex or stretch reflex, whose gains adapt in
response to novel and fixed changes in the environment, such as magnifying spectacles or standing on a tilting platform. Here we
demonstrate a reflex response to shifts in the hand’s visual location during reaching, which occurs before the onset of voluntary reaction
time, and investigate how its magnitude depends on statistical properties of the environment. We examine the change in reflex response
to two different distributions of visuomotor discrepancies, both of which have zero mean and equal variance across trials. Critically one
distribution is task relevant and the other task irrelevant. The task-relevant discrepancies are maintained to the end of the movement,
whereas the task-irrelevant discrepancies are transient such that no discrepancy exists at the end of the movement. The reflex magnitude
was assessed using identical probe trials under both distributions. We find opposite directions of adaptation of the reflex response under
these two distributions, with increased reflex magnitudes for task-relevant variability and decreased reflex magnitudes for task-
irrelevant variability. This demonstrates modulation of reflex magnitudes in the absence of a fixed change in the environment, and shows
that reflexes are sensitive to the statistics of tasks with modulation depending on whether the variability is task relevant or task irrelevant.
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Introduction
Previous studies examining reflex responses have found that the
gain of a reflex response can be adapted by the CNS. Examples
include, the vestibulo-ocular reflex under magnifying glasses
(Robinson, 1976; Miles and Eighmy, 1980), the H-reflex between
different locomotory activities (Capaday and Stein, 1986;
Llewellyn et al., 1990), and reflexes during postural tasks (Nash-
ner, 1976; Akazawa et al., 1983; Horak and Nashner, 1986; Do-
emges and Rack, 1992a,b), catching tasks (Lacquaniti and Maioli,
1987; Lacquaniti et al., 1991, 1992), unstable environments (De
Serres and Milner, 1991; Fitzpatrick et al., 1994; Franklin et al.,
2007), cyclical movements (Dufresne et al., 1980; Brown and
Kukulka, 1993; Johnson et al., 1993; Pearson and Misiaszek, 2000;
Zehr et al., 2003) or under different task instructions (Ham-
mond, 1956; Evarts and Tanji, 1974; Barr et al., 1976; Crago et al.,
1976; Rothwell et al., 1980; Pruszynski et al., 2008) or limb dy-
namics (Lacquaniti and Soechting, 1984, 1986a,b; Kurtzer et al.,
2008). However, in all these cases the change in the reflex re-
sponse is induced either by a fixed change in the environment,
e.g., magnifying glasses, or by task requirements linked to differ-
ent states of the body e.g., different stages of locomotion. Here we
investigate whether a change in the reflex magnitude occurs in

response to a varying environment in which the net disturbance is
zero. To do this we examine a visuomotor reflex that allows pre-
cise control over the statistics of the disturbance.

Rapid motor responses to visual signals occur in response to
the presentation of a visual stimulus (Corneil et al., 2004, 2008),
shifts in the target location (Soechting and Lacquaniti, 1983), the
entire background (Saijo et al., 2005) and in the representation of
the hand position (Sarlegna et al., 2003; Saunders and Knill, 2003,
2004, 2005). The visually induced corrective responses to target
jumps occur relatively quickly (150 ms) after the representation
of the hand or target moves and do not require subjects to con-
sciously perceive these movements (Goodale et al., 1986; Pra-
blanc and Martin, 1992). While this previous work has shown fast
visually induced motor reflexes to movements of the target (Day
and Lyon, 2000) or background (Saijo et al., 2005; Gomi et al.,
2006), it has not previously been clear that responses to the visual
movement of the hand location (visuomotor discrepancy) rely
on an involuntary reflex response. Here, we show that this re-
sponse is reflexive in nature and, moreover, we examine the
change in the magnitude of the visuomotor reflex induced by a
statistical distribution of discrepancies experienced over many
trials. The mean visuomotor discrepancy was chosen to be zero
with a fixed variance across trials. Therefore, this discrepancy
added visual uncertainty about the location of the hand position.
In one condition the visuomotor discrepancy was maintained
until the end of the movement while in a second condition the
discrepancy was transitory: the former represents task relevant
variability because it requires a corrective response to reach the
target while the latter is task irrelevant because no correction is
necessary for task achievement. We examine the effect of the
forms of variability on reflex adaptation.
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Materials and Methods
Ten subjects (six male and four female) with no
reported neurological disorders participated in
the main study (mean age: 26�5 years). A second
group of 10 subjects (eight male and two female)
(mean age: 31 � 5 years), one of whom also par-
ticipated in the main study, were recruited to par-
ticipate in a control experiment. All subjects were
right-handed according to the Edinburgh hand-
edness inventory (Oldfield, 1971). Subjects gave
informed consent and the experiments were ap-
proved by the institutional ethics committee.

Experimental setup. Movements investigated
in this study were right-handed forward reach-
ing movements in the horizontal plane at �10
cm below the subjects’ shoulder level. The fore-
arm was supported against gravity with an air
sled. The handle of the robotic manipulandum
(vBOT) used to generate the environmental dy-
namics was grasped by the subject (Fig. 1 A).
Position and force data were sampled at 1 kHz.
Endpoint forces at the handle were measured
using an ATI Nano 25 six-axis force-torque
transducer (ATI Industrial Automation). Vi-
sual feedback was provided using a computer
monitor mounted above the vBOT and pro-
jected veridically to the subject via a mirror.
This virtual reality system covers the manipu-
landum, arm and hand of the subject prevent-
ing any visual information of their location.
The delay of the computer monitor for presen-
tation of visual feedback was determined to be
16 ms. Results in this study are presented rela-
tive to the onset of the actual perturbation time.
This means that the monitor delay has been
taken into account such that delay times are
relative to the time at which the visual signal
was actually presented.

Movements were made from a 1.0 cm diam-
eter start circle centered 28.0 cm in front of the
subject to a 2.0 cm diameter target circle cen-
tered 25 cm in front of the start circle. The sub-
jects’ arm was hidden from view by the virtual
reality visual system on which the start and tar-
get circles, as well as a 0.6 cm diameter cursor
used to track instantaneous hand position, were
projected. Subjects were instructed that they
were required to perform successful move-
ments to complete the experiment. Successful
movements were defined as those which en-
tered the target without overshooting and with
movement durations in the range 700 � 75 ms.
When subjects performed successful move-
ments, a counter increased, and subjects were
instructed that they needed to keep making suc-
cessful movements until the counter reached a
certain number (200 movements in each phase
of the experiment). When subjects performed
unsuccessful movements they were provided with
feedback as to why the movement was not considered successful (“too fast,”
“too slow,” “overshot target”). Trials were self paced; subjects initiated a trial
by moving the hand cursor into the start circle and holding it within the
target for 450 ms. A beep then indicated that the subjects could begin the
movement to the target. The duration of the movement was determined
from the time that the subjects exited the start target until the time that
subject’s entered the final target.

Electromyography. Surface electromyography (EMG) was recorded
from two monoarticular shoulder muscles: pectoralis major and poste-

rior deltoid; two biarticular muscles: biceps brachii and long head of the
triceps; and two monoarticular elbow muscles: brachioradialis, and lat-
eral head of the triceps. EMG was recorded using the Delsys Bagnoli
(DE-2.1 Single Differential Electrodes) electromyography system. The
electrode locations were chosen to maximize the signal from a particular
muscle while avoiding cross talk from other muscles. The skin was
cleansed with alcohol and prepared by rubbing an abrasive gel into the
skin. This was removed with a dry cloth and the gelled electrodes were
secured to the skin using double-sided tape. The EMG signals were ana-
log bandpass filtered between 20 and 450 Hz (in the Delsys Bagnoli EMG

Figure 1. The experimental setup. A, The subject grasps the robotic vBOT while seated. Visual feedback is presented veridically
using a top mounted computer screen viewed through a mirror. The subject’s forearm is fixed to and supported by an airsled. B,
The visual perturbations (probe trials) used to examine the magnitude of the visually induced motor response. While the hand was
mechanically constrained to a straight line trajectory to the target, the visual cursor representing the hand to the subject was
smoothly displaced using a ramp, hold and ramp back to the actual hand position. C, Voluntary response experiment. On random
trials the hand cursor is perturbed by the probe trials while the hand is constrained by a mechanical channel. Subjects are
instructed to move their hand as quickly as possible in the same direction as the perturbation. D, Visuomotor discrepancy
experiment. The visual cursor representing the subject’s hand was manipulated in one of three ways in the latter half of the
movements. In the normal condition (left) the cursor reproduced the hand trajectory exactly. In the task-relevant condition, the visual
cursorsmoothlymovedawayfromthehandtrajectorytooneofsevenamplitudesandremainedasthispointfortherestofthemovement.
In the task-irrelevant condition, the visual cursor smoothly moved away from the hand trajectory exactly as it did in the task-relevant
condition but then returned smoothly such that it agreed with the physical hand position at the end of the movement. The double-sized
task-irrelevant condition (right) was the same as the task-irrelevant condition but with amplitudes of twice the size.

14166 • J. Neurosci., December 24, 2008 • 28(52):14165–14175 Franklin and Wolpert • Reflex Adaptation to Task-Relevant Variability



system) and then sampled at 2.0 kHz. The muscle activity of one subject
was not included in the analysis due to the presence of noise in the signal

Probe trials. Visually induced motor responses were examined in all the
experiments by introducing a ramp and hold perturbations of the visual
system (Fig. 1 B). In the middle of the movements to the target, the cursor
representing the hand position was smoothly ramped away from the
current hand position �50 ms, held at a distance of 1.5 cm for 130 ms and
then smoothly returned to the actual hand position during the move-
ment. The entire visual perturbation lasted for 230 ms. During this trial,
the hand was physically constrained to the straight path between the start
and final targets (mechanical channel trial generated by the vBOT). By
constraining the physical hand location using the channel, no change in
the arm configuration will occur, potentially producing stretch reflex
responses or other physically induced motor responses that could con-
tribute to the force or muscle activity. Second, any force produced in
response to the visual perturbation can be measured against the channel
wall using the force sensor. The other main property of this visual per-
turbation is that it returns to the actual hand trajectory. This means that
the subjects do not need to respond to the visual perturbation to produce
a successful movement to the target. This is in contrast to previous stud-
ies examining the responses to visual perturbations of the hand location,
all of which required subjects to compensate for the visual disturbance
(Sarlegna et al., 2003, 2004; Saunders and Knill, 2003, 2004, 2005). These
visual perturbations were applied at two different points during the
movement (early: 10% of the movement distance; late: 45% of the move-
ment distance) either to the left or right. For comparison a zero pertur-
bation trial was also included in which the hand was held to a straight line
trajectory to the target but the visual cursor remained at the hand posi-
tion throughout the trial. The five perturbation trials were randomly
applied during movements in a blocked manner such that each of the five
perturbations was applied within a block of trials. All references within
this study to a visual perturbation refer to these fast changes in visual
feedback that occur on probe trials.

Experiment 1: timing of voluntary response. A shift in the visual location
of the hand produces a corrective motor response (Saunders and Knill,
2003, 2004). However, previous experiments have not confirmed
whether this motor response is voluntary or involuntary in nature. This
experiment was performed to determine the fastest time of voluntary
response to a shift in the visual location of the hand and whether the
motor response occurred before this time or not. In particular, we used a
technique similar to that of Day and Lyon (2000) where subjects were
asked to move in the same direction as a visual perturbation as quickly as
possible. Because the motor response to the visual perturbation produces
a force opposite to the perturbation direction, the main question is
whether this response would still be present under this condition. If this
response was voluntary in nature, we would expect that it would not
longer be present. However, if the response was involuntary in nature
then we would expect it to occur before the timing of the requested
voluntary response and in the direction opposite to the voluntary re-
sponse. Subjects were instructed to make reaching movements to the
target such that a total of 200 successful movements were performed. On
a random 40% of trials, a visual perturbation (probe trial) was applied in
one of the two directions (left or right) at one of the two timings (early or
late) as described previously under the heading “probe trials.” Subjects
were instructed to look for these visual perturbations and respond to
them by producing a movement as quickly as possible in the same direc-
tion as the visual perturbation (Fig. 1C). If a visual perturbation was
produced then subjects were automatically credited with a successful
trial.

Experiment 2: visuomotor discrepancy. This experiment was performed
to examine whether the magnitude of the visually induced motor re-
sponse can be controlled by the CNS and whether it is sensitive to the
statistics of the physical world. Subjects performed reaching movements
in several environments with various degrees of visuomotor discrepan-
cies. Within each environment, the visually induced motor response
magnitude was assessed on random trials by the use of probe trials (de-
scribed in detail above). As the same probe trials were used in each of the
environments, any changes in the magnitude of the motor response
could be attributed to the influence of the surrounding trials. On all trials

except for those containing probe trials, the hand was free to move within
the plane. On the probe trials, the physical location of the hand was
laterally constrained to move within the mechanical channel to the target
as described previously.

As the probe trials were presented on random trials throughout the
experiments in all of the fields, the time course of any adaptation from
one environment to the next, or throughout the trials within an environ-
ment, could be assessed. In particular, subjects always started making
movements in the normal environment (pre-normal), then either in the
task-relevant or task-irrelevant environments, and finally back in the
normal environment (post-normal). In this way any effects of the envi-
ronments containing the visual discrepancies could be assessed against
both the pre-exposure and post-exposure results in the normal
environment.

Visual environments. Subjects made movements in one of three visual
environments: normal, task-relevant and task-irrelevant (Fig. 1 D). In the
normal condition there was no discrepancy between the visual path of the
hand and the actual physical path of the hand. Subjects made straight
movements to the target directly in front of them. In the task-relevant
condition, at a point in the trajectory that was 40% of the distance to the
target (10 cm from the start), the visual cursor representing the hand
position underwent a smooth (minimum jerk) movement laterally to the
movement direction to a distance from the set [�3, �2, �1, 0, 1, 2, 3] cm
in 7.5 cm of the forward movement distance and remained at this loca-
tion. Subjects were required to determine the appropriate response to
bring the hand cursor back in to the target and be credited with a suc-
cessful trial. In this condition, while the lateral change in the visual loca-
tion of the hand position produces a visuomotor discrepancy, the visual
signal provides reliable information about the amount of compensation
that the subjects will need to produce to successfully complete the move-
ment. In the task-irrelevant condition, 40% of the distance to the final
target (10 cm from the start), the visual cursor representing the hand
position underwent a smooth movement laterally (minimum jerk) to a
distance from the set [�3, �2, �1, 0, 1, 2, 3] cm in 7.5 cm of forward
movement and then returned to the actual hand position in the next 7.5
cm of forward movement in the same manner such that at the final target
the hand position and cursor position were matched. While this condi-
tion initially produces an identical visuomotor discrepancy to the task-
relevant condition, the visual signal does not provide reliable informa-
tion about the location of the hand at the end of the trial. Subjects
returned their own hand to the start position, however no visual feedback
of the hand position was provided until the subject’s hand was within the
final 5 cm of the start position. In such a manner, any mismatch between
the subject’s hand position and the target position due to the visuomotor
discrepancy that might exist at the end of the movements was not obvi-
ous to the subjects.

Assessment of reflex magnitude. In all three environments the five dif-
ferent visual perturbation trials or probe trials (Fig. 1 B) (as described in
the section entitled probe trials) were presented on one third of the trials
(5 probe trials within every 15 trials) to assess the reflex response. The
first possible probe trial in a new environment occurred on the fifth trial
such that subjects always experienced at least four trials in the environ-
ment before the first measurement of the reflex response. While lateral
movement in the random probe trials was constrained by the mechanical
channel, the subjects were free to move in any manner during all of the
other trials.

Visual discrepancies and visual perturbations. These two terms are used
within this manuscript to refer to two distinct visual manipulations.
Visual discrepancies refer to the slow and smooth minimum jerk changes
in the visual location of the hand which are applied to create the task-
relevant and task-irrelevant environments (Fig. 1 D). In contrast, the
term visual perturbation refers to the fast 230 ms shift in the visual
feedback of the hand location which occurs on the probe trials (Fig. 1 B)
contained within all environments. All measurements of the reflex mag-
nitude were made using these visual perturbations on the probe trials.

Protocol. To examine the effects of each of the two changed conditions
(task-relevant or task-irrelevant) the responses were contrasted with the
normal condition to get an appropriate baseline for both conditions.
Subjects were randomly split into two groups. The first group experi-
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enced the task-relevant condition on day 1 and the task-irrelevant con-
dition on day 2, whereas the second group experienced the conditions in
the opposite order. On each day subjects first performed 200 successful
movements in the normal condition (prenormal condition). After a
short break the subjects performed 200 successful movements in either
the task-relevant condition or task-irrelevant condition, followed again
by a short break and 200 successful movements in the normal condition
(postnormal condition).

Control condition. The visuomotor discrepancies (task-relevant and
task-irrelevant) were matched in their amplitudes. However, the inte-
grated signal size (over time or distance) would be smaller in the task-
irrelevant environment. To demonstrate that any difference in the re-
sponses was not due to simply to differences in the integrated size, 10
subjects were recruited to perform a control condition in a task-
irrelevant environment with amplitudes of double the original size (Fig.
1 D). The peak amplitudes for the visual discrepancies came from the set
[�6, �4, �2, 0, 2, 4, 6] cm. Subjects first made movements in the null
environment, followed by movements in the double-sized task-
irrelevant environment after a short break. Finally after a second break,
subjects again performed movements in the null environment. In con-
trast to the first set of experiments, subjects were required to make 300
successful movements in each phase of the experiment. All other param-
eters of the experimental design were kept constant.

Analysis. Analysis of the experimental data were performed using Mat-
lab R14. EMG data were highpass filtered at 30Hz (fifth order Butter-
worth) to remove any movement artifact or offset. Individual trials were
aligned on visual perturbation onset and averaged across repetitions. The
response to the right visual perturbation was subtracted from the re-
sponse to the left perturbation to provide a single estimate of the motor
response to the visual perturbation. ANOVAs were examined in SPSS
16.0 using the general linear model. If a significant main effect was found,
Tukey’s honest significant difference (HSD) post hoc test was used to
examine differences. Statistical significance was considered at the p �
0.05 level for all statistical tests.

To examine how quickly subjects were able to adapt to the visual
discrepancies, two measures were examined. The first was the time it took
subjects to place the cursor into the target measured from the onset of the
discrepancy (or from the time at which the hand was at 10 cm from the
start position for the normal condition). The second was the maximum
perpendicular distance to the straight line joining the start and end target
after the visual discrepancy onset. This was a measure of the amount to
which subjects responded to the sudden shift in the visual cursor.

The time course of the force response during the visuomotor discrep-
ancy experiment was examined for each day of experiment 2. Each of the
five perturbations or probe trials was applied randomly within each block
of 15 trials during the experiments. Therefore an estimate of the force
response magnitude can be made for each block of 15 trials. The speed at
which these visually induced motor response magnitudes adapt as sub-
jects proceeded from the normal environment (prenormal) to either the
task-relevant or task-irrelevant environment and then again back to the
normal environment (postnormal) can then be determined. The differ-
ence in the force response between the left and right visual perturbations
was determined for each block of 15 trials where one of each type of visual
perturbation was applied. These were determined for each subject sepa-
rately for each block of trials. For the main study, the first 14 blocks (the
first 215 trials), where data for all subjects existed, was used. For the
control condition, the first 20 blocks (305 trials) were used. To examine
whether the magnitude of the response was affected by learning within a
condition, and to see whether the response was immediately changed as
subjects went from one condition to another, the force response on the
first block and the last three blocks for each condition within a single day
were examined (except for the first block in the prenormal condition)
with an ANOVA. If a significant main effect of block (five levels) was
found, a Tukey’s HSD post hoc test was used to examine whether signif-
icant differences existed between different blocks.

Results
Subjects performed reaching movements while holding the han-
dle of a robotic manipulandum (Fig. 1A). On random trials dur-

ing normal reaching movements subjects were presented with a
visual perturbation of the hand cursor while the hand itself was
mechanically constrained to move within a channel to the target.
These perturbations occurred either to the left or right of the
hand trajectory early or late in the movement (Fig. 1B). On these
trials the response to the visual perturbation (Fig. 2A) was mea-
sured by the force exerted against the channel wall (Fig. 2B). A
rightward visual perturbation of the hand led to subjects gener-
ating a force into the leftward wall of the channel. This response is
oriented in the appropriate direction to compensate for the
movement of the hand had it been physically moved. The oppo-
site response was seen in response to a leftwards visual perturba-
tion. To quantify these responses, the differences between the
force response to leftward and rightward visual perturbations
were calculated, showing a clear motor response to the visuomo-
tor perturbation (Fig. 2C).

To examine the onset time of this response, the difference in
the response (force and EMG) between the right and left visual
perturbations was determined for all trials. By averaging across all
trials, the onset time for each subject was estimated. The onset
time (averaged across early and late perturbations) of the re-
sponse � SD was 151.5 � 8.0 ms in the force (Fig. 3A), 108.3 �
12.8 ms in the pectoralis major (Fig. 3B) and 112.7 � 13.7 ms in
the posterior deltoid (Fig. 3C).

Experiment 1: timing of voluntary response
To examine whether this response is reflex or voluntary in nature
we performed a voluntary response experiment. Subjects were
asked to make reaching movements with visual perturbations
interspersed randomly on 40% of the trials. Subjects were in-
structed that if they saw a visual perturbation they should react as
fast as possible by producing a movement in the same direction as
the perturbation (Fig. 1C). However, before the voluntary re-
sponse, subjects produced an initial force in the opposite direc-
tion (Fig. 4A,B). This is the direction which would act to restore
the hand back toward the original trajectory. Similar responses
were seen in both the pectoralis major (Fig. 4C) and Posterior
deltoid (Fig. 4D) muscles with an earlier onset. The time of the
voluntary response was estimated for each subject. The mean
response times (� SD) were 324 � 76 ms from the onset of the
visual perturbation in the force and 232 � 38 ms from the onset
of the visual perturbation in the EMG. Across all subjects no
voluntary response was seen before 185 ms in the EMG and 232
ms in the force from the onset of the visual perturbation.

To confirm that the early response was consistently seen
across all subjects, the mean response was estimated between 130
and 230 ms (force) and between 90 and 180 ms (EMG) after the
onset of the perturbation. These responses were compared with
the baseline measure estimated over another 100 ms interval oc-
curring before any response in the signals (�50 –50 ms) using a
one tailed paired t test. For both the early and late visual pertur-
bations there was a significant force response occurring before
the voluntary response and in the opposite direction (early: t(9) �
3.8, p � 0.004; late: t(9) � 7.0, p � 0.001). Similar changes in the
muscle activity relative to baseline were also seen in the pectoralis
major (early: t(8) � 2.0, p � 0.041; late: t(8) � 2.2, p � 0.031) and
the posterior deltoid (early: t(8) � 3.9, p � 0.002; late: t(8) � 3.9,
p � 0.002).

Experiment 2: effect of visual environment on visually
induced motor response
To examine if the magnitude of the visually induced motor re-
sponse could be modulated by the statistics of the task, subjects
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performed movements in two different distributions of visuomo-
tor discrepancies (Fig. 1D). In one condition subjects experi-
enced a task-relevant set of discrepancies (Fig. 1D, middle) in
which a visuomotor discrepancy of random size was introduced
midway through the movement and maintained until the end of
the movement. This required subjects to adapt their trajectory to
reach the target. In a second condition (Fig. 1D, right), a visuo-
motor discrepancy of random size was introduced midway
through the movement. This discrepancy was transitory; there-
fore subjects could ignore the discrepancy and still reach the tar-
get. Both before and after these discrepancies, subjects made
reaching movements under veridical visual feedback where their
hand path was roughly straight (Fig. 5A,B, left).

In the task-relevant environment, subjects compensated for
the shifts in visual trajectory by moving the hand to the left or
right so that the cursor was correctly positioned within the target
(Fig. 5A,B, middle). In the task-irrelevant condition, subjects
learned to ignore the visual discrepancy and make smooth
straight movements to the target similar to those performed in
the normal condition (Fig. 5A,B, right). To examine how quickly

subjects were able to adapt to the visual
discrepancies, two measures were exam-
ined. The first was the time, from the onset
of the discrepancy, that it took subjects to
reach the target. The second was the max-
imum perpendicular distance that the
hand deviated from the line joining start-
ing and target location. In the task-
relevant condition subjects quickly re-
sponded to the visual discrepancy (Fig.
5C,E) thereby reducing the time taken to
move the cursor into the target. In the
task-irrelevant condition, both measures
demonstrate that subjects initially re-
sponded to the shift in the cursor (in the
first block of six movements) but quickly
learned to ignore the shift in the cursor
trajectory and move directly to the target
(Fig. 5D,F).

While subjects performed reaching
movements, probe trials containing a
quick visual perturbation were randomly
interspersed to elicit the visually induced
motor response and determine whether
the magnitude of the response varied de-
pending on the visual environment. The
difference in the force response to these
visual perturbations to the left and right of
the trajectory was calculated for both the
early and late perturbations (Fig. 6). To
examine whether the size of the reflex re-
sponse in the task-relevant environment
(Fig. 6A) had been modified, the mean
force response over the early interval be-
fore the possible onset of voluntary activity
(180 –230 ms from the onset of the visual
perturbation) was calculated for all condi-
tions (Fig. 6D). A one-way repeated
measure ANOVA was performed with 6
levels (3 visual environments (pre normal,
task-relevant, post normal) � 2 perturba-
tion times (early, late)) was performed to
examine if different responses were pro-

duced in the different environments. After a significant main
effect (F(5,49.9) � 14.405; p � 0.001) was found, post hoc tests
(Tukey’s HSD) were used to examine differences between the
visual environments and perturbation times. For the early per-
turbation, the force response in the task-relevant visual environ-
ment was larger than the responses in either the pre (normal)
condition ( p � 0.001) or the post (normal) condition ( p �
0.001). However, the response in the pre and post conditions
were not significantly different from each other ( p � 0.97). The
early perturbation occurred before the onset of the visual discrep-
ancies in the modified visual environments; however the re-
sponse in the task-relevant environment was still enhanced with
respect to the preceding normal condition. A similar response
was seen during the late perturbation. The task-relevant condi-
tion was found to have a significantly greater response than the
pre ( p � 0.001) or post ( p � 0.001) visual conditions which were
not significantly different from each other ( p � 0.98). The post
hoc tests were also used to contrast the force response to the early
and late perturbations for each visual environment. The response
to the late perturbation was significantly larger than that to the
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Figure 2. A motor response at the hand induced by a visual shift in the hand position during movement. Responses are shown
for a single representative subject during movements in the normal condition. A, The visual hand cursor perturbation in the x-axis
is shown for both the early (left) and late (right) perturbations. B, The force traces recorded against the channel wall with the force
sensor. Forces in response to each visual perturbation are directly opposite to the visual perturbation. C, The difference between
the left and the right perturbations is determined to quantify the overall response to the visual perturbations.
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early perturbation in the task-relevant en-
vironment ( p � 0.001), but no differences
in the responses between the early and late
perturbations were found in either the pre
( p � 0.97) or post ( p � 0.98) environ-
ments. This demonstrates that the reflex
response to the visual perturbations was
modified with spatial specificity such that
the response during the latter half of the
movement, where the task-relevant dis-
crepancies were present, was larger than
that in the first half of the movement.

In contrast to the task-relevant condi-
tion, the force response during the task-
irrelevant condition did not increase rela-
tive to the normal condition responses
(Fig. 6B). The mean response over an early
interval before any voluntary response
(180 –230 ms from the onset of the visual
perturbation) was examined using a one-
way repeated measure ANOVA with 6 lev-
els (3 visual environments (pre normal,
task irrelevant, post normal) � 2 pertur-
bation times (early, late)) (Fig. 6E). After a
significant main effect (F(5,46.9) � 4.671;
p � 0.002), post hoc tests (Tukey’s HSD)
were used to examine differences between
the visual environments and perturbation
times. The only difference in the reflex re-
sponses between any of the three visual en-
vironments in the early perturbations was
a significant decrease between the pre and
post normal environments ( p � 0.01).
However, for the late perturbation, no sig-
nificant differences were found for any of
the three environments ( p � 0.53). There
were also no significant differences be-
tween the reflex responses to the early and late perturbations in
the pre ( p � 0.76), task-irrelevant ( p � 0.055), or post ( p �
0.055) environments.

The same analysis was also performed for the responses in the
double sized task irrelevant condition (Fig. 6C,F). After a signif-
icant main effect (F(5,45.2) � 11.155; p � 0.001), post hoc tests
(Tukey’s HSD) were used to examine differences between the
visual environments and perturbation times. The force response
in the double sized task-irrelevant visual environment was
smaller than the responses in either the pre (normal) condition or
the post (normal) conditions for both the early ( p � 0.001) and
late perturbations ( p � 0.001). Similarly, there was a significant
decrease between the pre and post normal conditions for both the
early ( p � 0.008) and late perturbations ( p � 0.008). The post
hoc tests were also used to contrast the force response to the early
and late perturbations for each visual environment. The response
to the late perturbation was significantly larger than that to the
early perturbation in the pre (normal) environment ( p � 0.048)
and post normal environment ( p � 0.048), but no differences in
the response between the early and late perturbations were found
in the double-sized task-irrelevant environment ( p � 0.37).
Overall, these results indicate that the involuntary response to the
visual perturbation was suppressed during movements in the
task-irrelevant condition when the visual discrepancies were
large enough.

Finally, we examined the time course of the changes in the

response. The mean force response across all subjects was calcu-
lated block by block throughout the experiment. This was per-
formed either for the first 14 blocks of perturbation trials in the
main study or for the first 20 blocks in the control condition
(double-sized task-irrelevant condition) (Fig. 7) where data ex-
isted for all subjects. For each of the three experimental days
(task-relevant, task-irrelevant, or double-sized task irrelevant),
we compared the size of the force responses in the first and last
three blocks (12th, 13th, and 14th blocks) of each of the three
conditions (with the exception of the first block in the initial
prenormal condition). These were contrasted using a repeated
measures ANOVA with a main factor of block (five levels) for the
response before the onset of voluntary reaction.

Within the first block of perturbations in the task-relevant
condition, the force response increased, relative to the level in the
pre normal condition, and remained at a high level throughout
the entire condition. When subjects returned back to the normal
(post) condition, the force response in the first block of trials was
similar to the level in the task-relevant condition but gradually
returned to baseline levels. After a significant main effect (F(4,95)

� 18.255; p � 0.001), Tukey’s HSD post hoc test indicated two
homogeneous groups. The first contained the final blocks in the
pre and post normal conditions which were not significantly dif-
ferent from each other ( p � 0.981). The second contained the
first and final three blocks in the task-relevant condition as well as
the first block in the final normal condition (post). These three
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Figure 3. Onset of the involuntary visually induced motor response. A, The mean � SEM (dark shaded region) of the force
difference (left perturbation–right perturbation) across all subjects and all experiments relative to the onset of the visual pertur-
bation (time � 0 ms). The responses to the early perturbations (left) and late perturbations (right) are shown separately. The
dotted vertical line indicates the mean � SD (light shaded region) onset of the force response as determined from each subject
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muscle. C, The mean � SEM of the difference between the left and right visual perturbations in the posterior deltoid muscle.
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blocks were not significantly different from each other ( p �
0.995) but significantly different from the other two blocks ( p �
0.001). These results indicate two interesting findings. First, that
on the first block of trials within the task-relevant condition,
subjects had already adapted the response and no further learning
effects are seen. Second, that when subjects were moved back in to
the normal condition, the response in the first block of trials was
not significantly different from that within the task-relevant con-

dition. The reduction in the response oc-
curs slower than the increase in the
response.

In the task-irrelevant condition there
was no change in the response to the visual
perturbation (Fig. 7B). Instead, through-
out the entire experiment, the force re-
sponse appeared to gradually decrease. We
compared the size of the force responses in
the first and final three blocks (12th, 13th,
and 14th blocks) of the conditions using
an ANOVA with a main factor of block
(five levels). We found no significant main
effect of block (F(4,92) � 0.779; p � 0.54)
indicating that there were no significant
changes across the conditions.

When subjects made movements in the
double sized task-irrelevant environment,
the response to the visual perturbation
gradually decreased (Fig. 7C). Upon the
removal of the visual discrepancy, when
subjects moved again in the (post) normal
condition, the force response gradually in-
creases. We compared the size of the force
responses in the first and final three blocks
(12 th, 13 th, and 14th blocks) of the condi-
tions using an ANOVA with a main factor
of block (5 levels). After a significant main
effect was found (F(4,96) � 5.197; p �
0.001), Tukey’s HSD post hoc test indicated
two significantly different groups. The first
contained the final blocks in the pre and
post normal conditions, which were not
significantly different from each other
( p � 0.61). The second contained the final
three blocks in the double-sized task-
irrelevant condition, which was signifi-
cantly different from both the final blocks
in the pre normal condition ( p � 0.044)
and from the final blocks in the post nor-
mal condition ( p � 0.001). These results
illustrate that in the large amplitude task-
irrelevant conditions the force response to
the visual perturbations is gradually sup-
pressed. However when the visual discrep-
ancies are removed, the force response
gradually increases back to the original
levels.

Discussion
The results of this study provide clear evi-
dence that the brain responds to shifts in
the visual location of the hand during
movement by producing a reflexive motor
response to restore the hand back toward
the original trajectory. This reflexive re-

sponse occurs with a 110 ms delay in the muscle activation and a
150 ms delay in the force at the hand. We also demonstrate that
the magnitude of this reflex response is affected by the statistical
properties of the visual environment in which subjects move.
When the visual motor discrepancies were task-relevant, the
magnitude of the reflex response was enhanced. Moreover, the
response increased in a spatially localized way to the region in
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Figure 4. Timing of voluntary responses to visual perturbations. Responses to the early perturbation (left) and the late per-
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direction of response based on the voluntary instruction. A, The force responses against the channel wall plotted as a function of
the time relative to the onset of the visual perturbation. Before the voluntary response at �350 ms, the opposite response,
producing a force in opposition to the visual perturbation is seen. B, The difference between the left and right force traces. The
response, determined over a 100 ms interval from 130 ms to 230 ms after the onset of the perturbation, was compared with the
baseline, determined using a 100 ms interval from �50 to 50 ms as shown by the shaded regions. The mean response � SD (error
bars) across all subjects are shown to the right in the bar graph. The p values for any significant effects using a one tailed t test are
indicated. C, The difference in the activity of the pectoralis major muscle between the visual perturbations to the left and right.
Mean responses compared the response in the interval 90 –180 ms to the baseline interval from �50 to 50 ms. The averaged
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which task-relevant variability was intro-
duced. In contrast, when faced with task-
irrelevant variability, the size of the visu-
ally induced motor reflex was suppressed.

The perturbation of the hand represen-
tation in these experiments produced a
motor response with similar latency to
previous studies: 160 ms (Saunders and
Knill, 2003) and 117 ms (Saunders
and Knill, 2005) to changes in position and
�125 ms to changes in velocity (Brenner
and Smeets, 2003). Similar latencies were
also found in response to shifts of the tar-
get: 150 ms (Brenner and Smeets, 2003),
110 ms (Brenner and Smeets, 1997), 115
ms (Prablanc and Martin, 1992), and shifts
of the background: 126 ms (Saijo et al.,
2005). These latencies are generally faster
than what would be associated with a vol-
untary response to the stimuli. By using a
task, similar to one used previously (Day
and Lyon, 2000), where subjects are asked
to respond in the opposite direction to the
normal response to the stimuli we deter-
mined the fastest possible voluntary re-
sponse to the visual perturbation. The ear-
liest distinguishable response in any of the
10 subjects occurred at 185 ms in the EMG
and 232 ms in the force relative to the on-
set of the visual perturbation. Before this
time, the early corrective responses to the
visual perturbation opposing the pertur-
bation were not suppressed. Similar re-
sponses for perturbations of the target
during the reaching movement have been
found (Day and Lyon, 2000), although the
onset of the voluntary response to the tar-
get displacement occurred earlier than we
found for the hand representation, with an
average delay of 200 ms following the shift
in target. It has been shown that subjects
tend to focus their vision on the target or
features of the environment coming up in
the movement, rather than focusing upon
the hand itself during the movement
(Abrams et al., 1990; Johansson et al.,
2001), which could explain the longer de-
lay before voluntary responses were seen
to shifts in the hand representation com-
pared with shifts in the target. Overall, these results suggest that
the visually induced motor response to the shift in the hand po-
sition is a fast involuntary response of the motor system acting to
correct for errors in limb movements. This is the first demonstra-
tion that the fast motor responses to perturbations of the visual
representation of the hand are involuntary in nature.

It is not yet clear whether this rapid motor response to the
visual location of the hand is produced by the same neural circuits
responsible for rapid motor responses to the target (Goodale et
al., 1986; Day and Lyon, 2000), background (Saijo et al., 2005;
Gomi et al., 2006) or even visual targets (Corneil et al., 2004,
2008). However, several studies have suggested that the motor
response to a shift in the target is produced by a comparison of the
current target location to the expected location of the hand

(Goodale et al., 1986; Pélisson et al., 1986; Prablanc et al., 1986;
Prablanc and Martin, 1992), where the prediction would be based
upon either visio-kinesthetic feedback loops, forward models of
the hand based on efference copy, or combinations of these pro-
cesses. If responses to the shift in target are produced by a com-
parison of the expected hand position with the target position,
then it could be expected that the current reflex response to a shift
in the visual location of the hand uses the same neural circuits.

We investigated whether the motor system controls the mag-
nitude of this involuntary response based on the statistical prop-
erties of the environment. Previous research has shown that the
CNS integrates sensory information from different sensory mo-
dalities in an optimal manner weighting each modality depend-
ing on its reliability (van Beers et al., 2002; Sober and Sabes, 2003;
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Körding and Wolpert, 2004). This suggests that the CNS has
some measure of the reliability of the sensory information which
it is processing. In addition, optimal feedback control predicts
that feedback is controlled to correct for disturbances that affect
task success (Todorov and Jordan, 2002; Todorov, 2004; Liu and
Todorov, 2007; Scott, 2008). We show that the reflex response
under task-relevant variability exhibits a greater magnitude com-
pared with the normal movements. Conversely under the larger
task-irrelevant variability, the reflex response was decreased
compared with the normal environments.

In the task-relevant condition, the reflex response to the late
perturbation was significantly larger than that to the early pertur-
bation. However, there were no differences in the response to
these perturbations in the normal visual condition. This suggests
that the increase for the late perturbation in the task-relevant
condition does not simply reflect a nonspecific increase in the

feedback gain throughout the movement but a spatially selective
increase. The task-relevant visual discrepancies were applied only
through the latter half of the movement, and it appears that the
visuomotor reflex response was increased to a larger degree for
this portion.

While the second experiment demonstrated that the reflex
magnitude is adapted depending upon the task, the reflex re-
sponse was still present during the first experiment where sub-
jects were asked to respond in the same direction as the visual
perturbation. However during these probe trials the lateral posi-
tion of the hand was constrained by the mechanical channel.
Previous work has shown that de-adaptation to force fields is
slowed during these channel trials (Scheidt et al., 2000) and it
appears that the mechanical channel may have also limited any
adaptation of the reflex in these trials. During the second exper-
iment where adaptation was found, the hand was free to move on

Figure 6. Steady state motor responses to the visual perturbation. A, The mean force response to the early (right) and late (left) visual perturbations in the normal and task-relevant visual
environments across all subjects. Responses in the first five blocks in each condition were not included. The response in the initial normal environment (pre; solid green line), task-relevant visual
environment (red line), and the final normal environment (post; dotted green line) are shown as a function of time from the onset of the visual perturbation. B, The mean force response to the early
(right) and late (left) visual perturbations in the normal (green lines) and task-irrelevant (cyan line) visual environments. C, The mean force response to the early (right) and late (left) visual
perturbations in the normal (green lines) and double sized task-irrelevant (blue line) visual environments. D, The mean force response�SD over an early interval (180 –230 ms) for the task-relevant
day. Statistical significant differences between the conditions were tested using Tukey’s HSD post hoc test (*p � 0.05; **p � 0.001). E, The mean force response � SD over an early interval
(180 –230 ms) for the task-irrelevant day. F, The mean force response � SD over an early interval (180 –230 ms) for the doubled sized task-irrelevant day.
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the majority of trials so that the any corrections assisted by or
errors induced by the visuomotor response could be detectable
and attributable. This may indicate that the gain of the feedback
response is trained by the errors in the hand position at the end of
trials.

The rate of adaptation of the reflex magnitude showed a strik-
ing asymmetry. On the introduction of task-relevant variability
the magnitude of the reflex response plateaued within the first
block of trials. However, on the removal of task-relevant variabil-
ity the change in magnitude took several blocks to return to base-
line. We can interpret this asymmetry in terms of the CNS detect-
ing changes in the environment. For example, it has been
suggested that the CNS has different mechanism for determining
expected and unexpected uncertainty (Yu and Dayan, 2005).
There is natural variation in the perceived location of the hand
due to noise in the visual and proprioceptive system and such
variability is expected. However, on the introduction of our task-
relevant variability, the visual location of the hand would fall
outside the normal statistical range thus reflecting unexpected
uncertainty triggering an increase in reflex magnitude. Similar
fast changes to variations in the statistics of the external world
have previously been reported in the fly visual system (Brenner et
al., 2000; Fairhall et al., 2001). However, on the removal of the
discrepancies, the trials fall within the variability expected during
the task-relevant discrepancy trials and therefore reflect expected
uncertainty. Only over time will the CNS be able to realize that
the variance of the visuomotor discrepancy has reduced thereby
leading to a reduced response. Similar asymmetry has been seen
in learning task distributions (Körding et al., 2004; Miyazaki et
al., 2005). Therefore we expect, as we find, a quick adaptation
from low to high variance conditions but a slow adaptation from
high to low variance conditions.

Previous studies examining reflex responses have found that
the gain of a reflex response is adapted by the CNS. However, in
all previous cases the change in the reflex gain was seen either
under a fixed change in the environment (Hammond, 1956;
Nashner, 1976; Robinson, 1976; Miles and Eighmy, 1980; Duf-
resne et al., 1980; Rothwell et al., 1980; Akazawa et al., 1983;
Horak and Nashner, 1986; Lacquaniti and Maioli, 1987;
Llewellyn et al., 1990; De Serres and Milner, 1991; Lacquaniti et
al., 1991, 1992; Doemges and Rack, 1992a,b; Johnson et al., 1993;
Fitzpatrick et al., 1994; Pearson and Misiaszek, 2000; Franklin et
al., 2007) or for a different state of the body (Lacquaniti and
Soechting, 1984, 1986a,b; Brown and Kukulka, 1993; Zehr et al.,
2003; Kurtzer et al., 2008). Our task, however, did not have a fixed
change in the environment or a change in the state of the body.
For both the task-relevant and task-irrelevant conditions, there
were discrepancies between the actual hand position and the rep-
resentation of the hand position, both with a mean of zero. How-
ever, in the task-relevant condition, the visual information is a
reliable estimate of the final error whereas in the task-irrelevant
condition the visual discrepancy simply increases the unreliabil-
ity of the visual signal. This is the first demonstration that the
CNS modulates the reflex magnitude depending on statistical
properties of the environment when such changes are task
relevant.

References
Abrams RA, Meyer DE, Kornblum S (1990) Eye-hand coordination: oculo-

motor control in rapid aimed limb movements. J Exp Psychol Hum Per-
cept Perform 16:248 –267.

Akazawa K, Milner TE, Stein RB (1983) Modulation of reflex EMG and stiffness
in response to stretch of human finger muscle. J Neurophysiol 49:16–27.

Figure 7. Time course of the adaptation to the statistical distributions. A, The mean (solid
line) � SD (shaded region) force difference between right and left visual perturbations in the
pre normal, task-relevant and post normal conditions across subjects. The force difference was
determined for each block of 15 trials in which one of each perturbation direction was included.
The mean force response was estimated over the period from 180 to 230 ms after the onset of
the perturbation, before the timing of a voluntary response. The symbols, † and §, indicate
membership in homogeneous groups which were significantly different from each other ( p �
0.05) as determined by the Tukey’s HSD post hoc test. B, The mean force difference between the
right and left visual perturbations during the pre normal, task-irrelevant and post normal visual
conditions. Responses have been quantified over the interval 180 –230 ms relative to the onset
of the visual perturbation. C, The mean force difference between the right and left visual per-
turbations during the pre normal, double sized task-irrelevant and post normal visual condi-
tions over the interval 180 –230 ms after the onset of the visual perturbation.

14174 • J. Neurosci., December 24, 2008 • 28(52):14165–14175 Franklin and Wolpert • Reflex Adaptation to Task-Relevant Variability



Barr CC, Schultheis LW, Robinson DA (1976) Voluntary, non-visual con-
trol of the human vestibulo-ocular reflex. Acta Otolaryngol 81:365–375.

Brenner E, Smeets JB (1997) Fast responses of the human hand to changes in
target position. J Mot Behav 29:297–310.

Brenner E, Smeets JB (2003) Fast corrections of movements with a com-
puter mouse. Spat Vis 16:365–376.

Brenner N, Bialek W, de Ruyter van Steveninck R (2000) Adaptive rescaling
maximizes information transmission. Neuron 26:695–702.

Brown DA, Kukulka CG (1993) Human flexor reflex modulation during
cycling. J Neurophysiol 69:1212–1224.

Capaday C, Stein RB (1986) Amplitude modulation of the soleus H-reflex in
the human during walking and standing. J Neurosci 6:1308 –1313.

Corneil BD, Olivier E, Munoz DP (2004) Visual responses on neck muscles
reveal selective gating that prevents express saccades. Neuron 42:831–841.

Corneil BD, Munoz DP, Chapman BB, Admans T, Cushing SL (2008) Neuro-
muscular consequences of reflexive covert orienting. Nat Neurosci 11:13–15.

Crago PE, Houk JC, Hasan Z (1976) Regulatory actions of human stretch
reflex. J Neurophysiol 39:925–935.

Day BL, Lyon IN (2000) Voluntary modification of automatic arm move-
ments evoked by motion of a visual target. Exp Brain Res 130:159 –168.

De Serres SJ, Milner TE (1991) Wrist muscle activation patterns and stiff-
ness associated with stable and unstable mechanical loads. Exp Brain Res
86:451– 458.

Doemges F, Rack PM (1992a) Task-dependent changes in the response of
human wrist joints to mechanical disturbance. J Physiol 447:575–585.

Doemges F, Rack PM (1992b) Changes in the stretch reflex of the human first
dorsal interosseous muscle during different tasks. J Physiol 447:563–573.

Dufresne JR, Soechting JF, Terzuolo CA (1980) Modulation of the myotatic
reflex gain in man during intentional movements. Brain Res 193:67– 84.

Evarts EV, Tanji J (1974) Gating of motor cortex reflexes by prior instruc-
tion. Brain Res 71:479 – 494.

Fairhall AL, Lewen GD, Bialek W, de Ruyter Van Steveninck RR (2001)
Efficiency and ambiguity in an adaptive neural code. Nature 412:787–792.

Fitzpatrick R, Burke D, Gandevia SC (1994) Task-dependent reflex re-
sponses and movement illusions evoked by galvanic vestibular stimula-
tion in standing humans. J Physiol 478:363–372.

Franklin DW, Liaw G, Milner TE, Osu R, Burdet E, Kawato M (2007) End-
point stiffness of the arm is directionally tuned to instability in the envi-
ronment. J Neurosci 27:7705–7716.

Gomi H, Abekawa N, Nishida S (2006) Spatiotemporal tuning of rapid in-
teractions between visual-motion analysis and reaching movement.
J Neurosci 26:5301–5308.

Goodale MA, Pelisson D, Prablanc C (1986) Large adjustments in visually
guided reaching do not depend on vision of the hand or perception of
target displacement. Nature 320:748 –750.

Hammond PH (1956) The influence of prior instruction to the subject on an
apparently involuntary neuro-muscular response. J Physiol 132:17P–18P.

Horak FB, Nashner LM (1986) Central programming of postural move-
ments: adaptation to altered support-surface configurations. J Neuro-
physiol 55:1369 –1381.
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