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Time perception plays a fundamental role in human perceptual and motor activities, and
can be influenced by various factors, such as selective attention and arousal. However,
little is known about the influence of individual alerting efficiency on perceived duration.
In this study, we explored this question by running two experiments. The Attentional
Networks Test was used to evaluate individual differences in alerting efficiency in each
experiment. Temporal bisection (Experiment 1) and time generalization task (Experiment
2) were used to explore the participants’ perception of duration. The results indicated
that subjects in the high alerting efficiency group overestimated interval durations
and estimated durations more accurately compared with subjects in the low alerting
efficiency group. The two experiments showed that the sensitivity of time was not
influenced by individual alerting efficiency. Based on previous studies and current
findings, we infer that individual differences in alerting efficiency may influence time
perception through modulating the latency of the attention-controlled switch and the
speed of the peacemaker within the framework of the internal clock model.

Keywords: attention, alerting efficiency, duration perception, temporal sensitivity, individual difference

Introduction

Perception of brief event durations is fundamental to a range of human perceptual and motor
activities that include motor control in walking, speaking, playing music, driving a car, and partic-
ipating in sports. Temporal illusions, in which the experience of time is not isomorphic to physical
time, have long been reported in daily life as well as in psychophysical studies (Wittmann et al.,
2010; Allman and Meck, 2012). For instance, emotionally aversive events are perceived to last
longer than their physical duration (Droit-Volet and Meck, 2007; Wittmann and vanWassenhove,
2009; Gil and Droit-Volet, 2011; Grommet et al., 2011). Studies have also documented that stimuli
with larger magnitudes, intensity, and complexity expanded perceived duration, whereas stimuli
that are repeated, have high probability, and non-salient compressed time (Eagleman, 2008; van
Wassenhove et al., 2008; Birngruber et al., 2014). Although the mechanisms of temporal illusions
are still under debate, attention, and arousal have consistently been proven to be key factors that
can influence time perception (Zakay, 1989; Block and Zakay, 1996; Zakay and Block, 1996, 1997;
Droit-Volet and Meck, 2007; Merchant et al., 2013).

Attention can be divided into two aspects: selective and non-selective alerting components. The
former represents the selection dimensions, i.e., focused and divided attention, whereas the latter
represents the intensity dimensions, i.e., alerting and sustained attention (Posner and Petersen,
1990; Robertson et al., 1998; Sturm and Willmes, 2001; Weinbach and Henik, 2011). Most studies
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focused on the effects of the selection aspects of attention on
time perception (Coull et al., 2004; Hemmes et al., 2004; Ulrich
et al., 2006; Liu et al., 2013b; Henry et al., 2015). The inter-
nal clock model states that the higher the amount of attention
focused on time, the more pulses accumulated. Empirically, peo-
ple judge a certain duration to be longer when they allocate
more attention to the target duration; whereas any attention
that shifts from the target duration leads to shorter estimates
(Treisman, 1963; Meck and Church, 1983; Church, 1984; Gibbon
et al., 1984; Coull et al., 2004, 2011; Buhusi and Meck, 2005; Shi
et al., 2013). However, little is known about the role of the non-
selective alerting component of attention in the processing of
time perception.

Alerting, a non-selective component of attention, refers to a
state of general readiness that enhances processing of a stimu-
lus and initiation of a response (Posner, 2008). There are two
types of alerting; i.e., phasic alerting, which is specific to a task,
and intrinsic alerting, which is general cognitive arousal (Raz and
Buhle, 2006). The alerting mentioned in this study is specified as
phasic alerting. This ability can maintain and increase response
readiness for a forthcoming stimulus without any specific prior
selection. Phasic alerting is considered as the basis for operations
such as orienting and selective attention (Sturm and Willmes,
2001; Husain and Rorden, 2003; Finke et al., 2012). The paradigm
often used to study phasic alerting is measuring how an infre-
quent, unpredictable warning signal preceding the presentation
of a stimulus affect subjects’ response time (RT). Participants can
maximize their alerting efficiency to prepare for the impending
stimulus because of the alert of the warning signal. Previous stud-
ies have showed that when a stimulus is presented followed by a
warning signal, the RT of participants is substantially faster com-
pared to when no such warning is given (Nebes and Brady, 1993;
Robertson et al., 1998; Fan et al., 2005).

Not only different alerting state has an impact on the per-
ceptual processing speed, visual conscious perception, and time
perception of children (Droit-Volet, 2003; Matthias et al., 2010;
Kusnir et al., 2011;Weinbach andHenik, 2011; Finke et al., 2012),
but also the different individual alerting efficiency influences
human behavior (Leproult et al., 2003; Posner, 2008; DeGutis
and VanVleet, 2010). For instance, individual differences in alert-
ing also impact the cognitive process (Liu et al., 2013a). Alerting
efficiency can serve as one of the indicators in the selection of
athletes, pilots, and bus drivers (Tafti et al., 1992; Brown et al.,
2007; Petróczi and Aidman, 2008). To the best of our knowl-
edge, no study has explored how individual differences in alerting
efficiency influence an individual’s time perception.

We used two experiments to investigate how alerting medi-
ated time perception, with each experiment including two tasks.
The Attentional Networks Test (ANT) allows assessment of the
efficiency of attentional networks involved in the distinct func-
tions of alerting, orienting, and executive attention (Posner and
Petersen, 1990; Fan et al., 2002, 2005). We evaluated the indi-
vidual differences in alerting efficiency through the ANT in two
experiments. In Experiment 1, the temporal bisection task was
used to explore the individual differences in alerting efficiency.
In Experiment 2, the time generalization task was used to further
validate the reliability of findings in Experiment 1.

Materials and Methods

Experiment 1
Ethics Statement
This research was approved by the Human Research Ethics
Committee of the Southwest University of China. All the partici-
pants signed an informed consent prior to the study.

Participants
Forty four right-handed undergraduate and graduate students
(eight males; age range = 17–24 years, mean age= 21 years) took
part in the study. They all had normal or corrected-to-normal
vision.

Stimuli and Tasks
The ANT and temporal bisection task were presented using
E-Prime software (Psychological Software Tools, Pittsburgh,
PA, USA). The standard procedures for ANT were fol-
lowed (https://www.sacklerinstitute.org/cornell/assays_and_tools
/ant/jin.fan/). A fixation point of randomly determined duration
(400–1600 ms) was presented at the beginning of each trial
and a cue was then presented for 100 ms. There were four cue
conditions; i.e., no-cue, center-cue, double-cue, and spatial-cue.
The fixation point alone was presented for a randomly deter-
mined duration of 350–650 ms in the no-cue condition. Two
asterisks were simultaneously presented at two points during
the double-cue condition. An asterisk was presented at a target
position for 100 ms in the spatial-cue condition. After the cue
was presented, the fixation point was presented again for 400 ms.
The target was then subsequently presented at a visual angle
of 0.096◦ either below or above the fixation point. The target
location varied in each condition except for the spatial-cue
condition. The participants were instructed to maintain fixation
on the centrally located fixation point throughout a task until
the stimulus appeared. When the stimulus appeared, they were
told to respond as quickly and accurately as possible. All stimuli
were composed of five arrows. Response consisted of pressing
the left mouse button using the left thumb when the central
arrow pointed to the left. If the central arrow point to the right,
they were instructed to use the right thumb to push the right
mouse button. A stimulus was presented until a participant
pressed a button. If the participant did not present a button
within 1700 ms, the stimulus was extinguished. The stimulus
disappeared immediately after a subject response, and a target
fixation point was then displayed for a variable duration. The
duration of the post-response target fixation point was 3500 ms
minus the duration of the first fixation minus the reaction time.
The participant completed practice trials before the formal tests
were initiated. A total of 24 practice trials with full feedback
were performed before the formal tests. The ANT formal testing
protocol consisted of 96 trials. Each of the four cue conditions
were performed with two target locations plus two flanker
conditions plus two central letters with three repetitions.

The temporal bisection task was the second part of
Experiment 1. The temporal bisection task started with a train-
ing phase that consisted of “short” (700 ms) and “long” (1300 ms)
anchor probe durations and a test phase that included seven
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probe durations (700, 800, 900, 1000, 1100, 1200, and 1300 ms).
The short and long anchor duration stimuli were white squares
(135 pixels wide and 133 pixels high) on a blank screen with
the short and long durations counterbalanced. The task for the
participant was to press a button that indicated they perceived
either the short or long duration. Each session comprised 10
trials with a random presentation of five short and five long
durations. The response keys were changed for different partici-
pants and were ultimately counter-balanced. A fixation point was
presented in the center of the screen at the beginning of each
trial for all temporal tasks. The fixation point was presented for
500 ms and then the target square was presented. This was fol-
lowed by a blank screen for a randomly determined duration of
50–1050 ms (Figure 1). The participants pressed the response
key when the screen was blank. The blank screen was presented
for 3000 ms if the participants did not respond. The response
indicated whether the duration of the stimulus was more simi-
lar to the short standard duration or the long standard duration.
Participants received no feedback during the trials.

The next trial commenced following another 1000 ms blank
screen (Figure 1). A total of 112 randomly presented trials (each
of the seven durations were presented 16 times) were completed
by each participant.

Results
Three attentional functions were calculated following the stan-
dard algorithm of Fan et al. (2002). The three attentional func-
tions included the alerting effect, the orienting effect, and the
executive control effect. To calculate the alerting effect, the mean
RT of the double-cue condition was subtracted from the mean RT
of the no-cue condition. A higher score indicated a larger alert-
ing effect, which was considered to be due to the presentation of
cues warning the participants of an upcoming target presentation.
To calculate the orienting effect, the mean RT of the spatial-
cue condition was subtracted from the mean RT of the center
cue. A higher score indicated a larger orienting effect, which was
considered to be due to exact spatial predictive information. To
calculate the executive control effect (EC), the mean RT of the
congruent flanking conditions, including all cue types, was sub-
tracted from the mean RT of the incongruent flanking condition.
A higher score indicated larger conflict interference and reduced
efficiency. All data were submitted to a Pearson correlation test
with analysis of the bootstrapping correlation confidence interval
considering all three types of effects to assess the independence
of the three attentional networks. The analysis indicated that the
efficiencies of the three attentional networks were uncorrelated

and therefore the scores of each network were used in subsequent
analyses (Table 1).

The temporal bisection task was analyzed by computing the
proportion of long duration responses for each stimulus dura-
tion. If the stimulus duration is represented as t, the proportion
of long duration responses is designated as P(long| t). A plot of
the proportions formed a psychometric function that is described
as a sigmoid (S) curve. The start of the resulting S curve was
at approximately zero, representing the shortest durations, and
the end of the S curve was approximately 1, representing the
longest durations. The resulting curves were fitted with a cumu-
lative Gaussian function with a mean (μ) corresponding to the
“Point of Subject Equality” and the SD (σ) corresponding to the
temporal sensitivity. The Point of Subject Equality is the duration
that yielded no difference between long and short responses; i.e.,
P(long| t = μ) = 0.5. A smaller σ value indicated a steeper curve
and higher temporal sensitivity (Kroger-Costa et al., 2013).

We calculated the correlation of interest and established the
correlation between the attentional effects and time perception
by performing a Pearson correlation test with bootstrapping
correlation confidence interval analysis. The results indicated
a significant correlation (p < 0.05, two-tailed) between alert-
ing and PSE; that is, either the lower end or upper end of
the bootstrapping correlation confidence interval was either
above zero or below zero, respectively. No significant corre-
lations were found for comparisons between alerting and SD,

TABLE 1 | Correlations between the three functions of attentional
networks in Experiment 1.

Alerting Orienting EC

Orienting Pearson correlation −0.138 —

Bootstrapc

95% CI
Lower −0.408
Upper 0.170

EC Pearson correlation −0.099 0.077 —

Bootstrapc

95% CI
Lower −0.337 −0.183
Upper 0.177 0.358

PSE (μ) Pearson correlation −0.379∗ 0.220 0.027

Bootstrapc

95% CI
Lower −0.559 −0.091 −0.250
Upper −0.195 0.516 0.322

SD (σ) Pearson correlation −0.208 0.210 0.225

Bootstrapc

95% CI
Lower −0.341 −0.109 −0.060
Upper 0.125 0.498 0.503

∗Correlation is significant (p < 0.05, two-tailed).
cBootstrap results are based on 5000 bootstrap samples.
NB: PSE, point of subjective equality; EC, executive control; SD, standard deviation;
CI, confidence interval, respectively.

FIGURE 1 | Trial sequence of the test phase in the temporal bisection task.
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orienting and PSE, orienting and SD, and executive control and
SD (Table 1). Pearson correlation results were consistent with
the bootstrapping correlation results. Our results suggested that
alerting influenced PSE but orienting and control factors did not
influence PSE.

Individual Differences Based on the Alerting
Efficiency
To test whether individual differences in alerting efficiency influ-
enced time perception, the participants of this study were divided
into two groups; i.e., the high alerting efficiency group and the
low alerting efficiency group. The median of the alerting scores
(range = 0.12-98.63 ms, Median = 37.40 ms, SD = 18.93) was
used to establish the two groups. We used an independent sam-
ples t-test to examine the differences in attentional functions
between the two groups. Results of the t-test revealed a signifi-
cant difference in alerting between the two groups [t(42)= −7.61,
p< 0.001], whereas the differences between the two groups in ori-
enting and executive control were not significant (| ts| < 1). The
only significant difference between the two groups in attentional
functions was in the efficiency of phasic alerting.

The individual differences of time perception based on alerting
efficiency were explored by comparing the estimated parame-
ters and coefficient of determination (R2) of the psychometric
functions from the low alerting efficiency and high alerting effi-
ciency groups. The SD (σ values) ranged from 109.51 to 405.90ms
(M = 193.31, SD= 77.22) in the low alerting efficiency group and
from 11.20 to 288.37 ms (M = 175.35, SD = 78.94) in the high
alerting efficiency group. One-way ANOVA comparing the SDs
of the two groups revealed no significant effect (F < 1, p > 0.45;
Figure 2A). The R2 values ranged from 0.75 to 1.0 (M = 0.94,
SD = 0.06) in the low alerting efficiency group and from 0.68 to
1.0 (M = 0.93, SD = 0.08) in the high alerting efficiency group.
One-way ANOVA comparing the R2 values revealed no signif-
icant effect for the two groups (F < 1, p > 0.69). Individual
PSEs (μ values) ranged from 939.41 to 1164.47 ms (M = 1050.65,
SD = 67.62) in the low alerting efficiency group and from 860.72

to 1069.48 ms (M = 986.39, SD = 47.08) in the high alerting effi-
ciency group. One-way ANOVA comparing the PSEs revealed
significant effect for both groups [F(1,42) = 13.38, p < 0.01,
η2 = 0.24; Figure 2B]. These results indicated that the alert-
ing function of the participants could modulate subjective time
but not sensitivity of time. The participants in the high alert-
ing efficiency group tended to overestimate the physical interval
whereas participants in the low alerting efficiency group tended
to underestimate the physical interval.

To examine the individual differences of temporal estima-
tion accurately based on the alerting efficiency in the temporal
bisection task, we obtained a relatively accurate index of tempo-
ral estimation. The index was calculated by using the difference
between PSE of estimated time and the corresponding physical
time (1000 ms in current experiment), divided by the corre-
sponding physical time. Accurate time estimates were indicated
by scores close to zero. Overestimation of the target duration was
indicated by positive scores and underestimation of the target
duration was indicated by negative scores (Gil and Droit-Volet,
2011). The scores ranged from −0.06 to 0.16 ms (M = 0.05,
SD = 0.07) in the low alerting efficiency group and from −0.14
to 0.07 ms (M = −0.01, SD = 0.05) in the high alerting effi-
ciency group. One-way ANOVA comparing the absolute value of
this score revealed significant effect [F(1,42) = 4.92, p < 0.05,
η2 = 0.12]. These results indicated that the temporal estimations
of participants in the high alerting efficiency group were more
accurate than that of participants in the low alerting efficiency
group.

Experiment 2
Although previous studies have found that the results of differ-
ent temporal tasks exhibited high levels of correlation (Wearden
and Lejeune, 2008), cognitive processes and results of tempo-
ral judgments in the bisection and generalization task might be
inconsistent (Droit-Volet and Rattat, 2007; Gil and Droit-Volet,
2011). It is necessary to verify whether the effect of alerting
on time perception was stable in the generalization task. Thus,

FIGURE 2 | Difference between the high alerting efficiency and low alerting efficiency groups in the temporal bisection task. (A) Proportion of “Long”
responses plotted as a function of stimulus duration for two groups. The lines are the best-fit cumulative Gaussian with two parameters. (B) Difference of the point of
subjective equality between two groups.
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in Experiment 2, we ran the ANT and generalization tasks to
investigate the influence of alerting on time perception.

Participants
Forty eight right-handed undergraduate and graduate students
(eight males; age range = 18–25 years, mean age= 21 years) took
part in the study. They all had normal or corrected-to-normal
vision. All the participants signed an informed consent prior to
study.

Procedure and Design
The ANT in Experiment 2 was similar to that in Experiment 1.
The procedure for the time generalization task was similar to
the bisection task (Figure 1). A white square on a blank screen
was presented with the standard duration (1000 ms) five times.
During the testing period, randomly determined durations (700,
800, 900, 1100, 1200, and 1300 ms) of the white square were pre-
sented for comparisons. The task consisted of 60 trials of standard
duration and 60 trials of comparison durations (10 trials of each
comparison duration), or a total of 120 trials. Each trial had sim-
ilar structures as in the bisection task. The trial was initiated by
presenting a fixation for 500ms. Following the fixation point pre-
sentation, a white square target was presented in the center of
the screen and then the screen went blank for a randomly deter-
mined duration of 50–1050 ms. Subsequently, the participants
were instructed to estimate whether the stimulus duration was
the same or not the same as the standard duration by pressing a
response button. There was no feedback in these trails. The next
trial commenced after another 1000 ms of blank screen. The key
responses were counterbalanced between participants.

Results
Similar to the procedure of Experiment 1, calculations were per-
formed to determine the alerting effect, the orienting effect, and
the executive control effect. Pearson correlation and bootstrap-
ping correlation confidence interval analyses were performed to
determine the independence of the three attentional networks.
This analysis showed that the efficiencies of the three attentional
networks were uncorrelated (Table 2). Therefore, the scores for
each of the three attentional networks were included in subse-
quent analyses.

The generalization gradients related to the proportion of
“Equal” responses to stimulus duration were fitted by truncated
Gaussian functions with the equation

y = min{1, a × exp[(−(x − μ)2/(2σ 2)]}

where y is the proportion of “Equal” responses, σ is the amplitude,
μ is the mean (PSE), σ is the SD of the Gaussian function, and the
min function, which yields an upper bound of 1, evenwhen a> 1.

We also calculated the correlation of interest and established
the correlation between the attentional effects and time percep-
tion by performing a Pearson correlation test with bootstrap-
ping correlation confidence interval analysis. Results indicated
no significant correlation between the data. Pearson correlation
results were consistent with the bootstrapping correlation results
(Table 2). However, the negative correlation between alerting

TABLE 2 | Correlations between the three functions of attentional
networks in Experiment 2.

Alerting Orienting EC

Orienting Pearson correlation −0.137 —

Bootstrapc

95% CI
Lower −0.409
Upper 0.191

EC Pearson correlation 0.128 −0.093 —

Bootstrapc

95% CI
Lower −0.160 −0.379
Upper 0.378 0.176

PSE (μ) Pearson correlation −0.252 0.181 −0.216

Bootstrapc

95% CI
Lower −0.487 −0.180 −0.436
Upper 0.031 0.481 0.053

SD (σ) Pearson correlation −0.090 −0.109 0.103

Bootstrapc

95% CI
Lower −0.400 −0.531 −0.150
Upper 0.277 0.281 0.406

cBootstrap results are based on 5000 bootstrap samples.
NB: PSE, point of subjective equality; EC, executive control; SD, standard deviation;
CI, confidence interval, respectively.

and PSE was marginally significant (r = 0.252, p = 0.084) in
Experiment 2. Our results indicated that alerting influenced PSE
but orienting and control factors did not influence PSE.

Individual Differences Based on Alerting Efficiency
To test whether individual differences in alerting efficiency influ-
enced time perception in Experiment 2, the participants were
divided into two groups; i.e., the low efficiency alerting group
and the high efficiency alerting group. The median split of the
alerting scores (range = 5.02–80.11 ms, Median = 37.40 ms,
SD = 17.30) was again used to divide the two groups. An
independent samples t-test was used to examine the differences
in attentional functions between the two groups. These results
showed that the differences in alerting of the two groups were
significant [t(46) = −7.58, p < 0.001], but no significant differ-
ences were observed in the orienting and executive control of
the two groups (| ts| < 1). The results revealed that only the
alerting efficiency differed in the attentional functions of the two
groups.

The estimated parameters and R2 of the psychometric func-
tions of the low alerting efficiency and high alerting efficiency
groups were compared to explore individual differences in time
perception based on alerting efficiency. The SD (σ values) ranged
from 119.03 to 443.48 ms (M = 216.19, SD = 69.87) in the
low alerting efficiency group and from 119.18 to 335.94 ms
(M = 206.25, SD = 46.39) in the high alerting efficiency group.
One-way ANOVA comparing the SD revealed no significant
effect (F < 1, p > 0.56; Figure 3A). The R2 values ranged from
0.73 to 0.98 (M = 0.89, SE = 0.07) in the low alerting effi-
ciency group and from 0.72 to 0.98 (M = 0.89, SE = 0.07)
in the high alerting efficiency group. One-way ANOVA com-
paring the R2 revealed no significant effect (F < 1, p > 0.80).
Individual PSEs (μ values) ranged from 772.97 to 1475.83 ms
(M = 1079.22, SD = 168.29) in the low alerting efficiency group
and from 700.21 to 1302.99 ms (M = 960.82, SD = 162.55) in the
high alerting efficiency group. One-way ANOVA comparing the
PSEs revealed significant effects in both groups [F(1,46) = 6.18,
p < 0.05, η2 = 0.12; Figure 3B]. The results were similar to

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 5 April 2015 | Volume 6 | Article 386

http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/
http://www.frontiersin.org/
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/archive


Liu et al. Alertness and time perception

FIGURE 3 | Difference between the high alerting efficiency and low alerting efficiency groups in the time generalization task. (A) Proportion of “equal”
responses plotted as a function of stimulus duration for two groups. The lines are fitted by truncated Gaussian functions. (B) Difference of the point of subjective
equality between two groups.

those obtained in Experiment 1 and indicated that subjective time
was modulated by the alerting efficiency of participants but the
temporal sensitivity was not. The participants in the high alert-
ing efficiency group tended to overestimate the physical interval
whereas the participants in the low alerting efficiency tended to
underestimate the physical interval.

To examine the individual differences of temporal estimation
accurately based on the alerting efficiency in the generalization
task, we also obtained a relatively accurate index of temporal
estimation. The index was calculated using the same process
as in Experiment 1. The scores ranged from −0.23 to 0.48 ms
(M = 0.08, SD = 0.17) in the low alerting efficiency group and
from −0.30 to 0.21 ms (M = −0.04, SD = 0.15) in the high
alerting efficiency group. One-way ANOVA comparing the abso-
lute value of this score revealed a marginally significant effect
on the groups [F (1,46) = 3.47, p = 0.07, η2 = 0.08]. These
results indicated that the temporal estimation of participants in
the high alerting efficiency group might be more accurate than
participants in the low alerting efficiency group.

Discussion

This study used two kinds of time perception paradigms and
found a significant negative correlation between alerting and
PSE in the temporal bisection task as well as a marginally neg-
ative correlation between alerting and PSE in the generalization
task. In the two experiments, participants with high alerting
efficiency tended to overestimate the physical interval and esti-
mate the duration more accurately compared with participants
with low alerting efficiency. No difference in temporal sensitiv-
ity was observed between the two groups. Our study indicated
that individual differences in alerting influenced time perception.
We will discuss the implications of these results in the following
paragraphs.

Time distortion usually results from the influence of atten-
tion and arousal in the framework of the clock model (Treisman,
1963; Meck and Church, 1983; Church, 1984; Gibbon et al., 1984;

Zakay, 1989; Block and Zakay, 1996; Zakay and Block, 1996, 1997;
Buhusi and Meck, 2005; Droit-Volet and Meck, 2007; Merchant
et al., 2013; Shi et al., 2013). The analogical internal clock models
consist of a pacemaker and an accumulator, with a switch con-
necting the pacemaker to the accumulator. When attention was
focused on the time dimension of the stimulus, the attention-
controlled switch closed, and the accumulator received the pulses
from the pacemaker. The number of pulses that were accumu-
lated determined the temporal estimation. The more pulses accu-
mulated, the longer the subjective time was judged (Treisman,
1963; Gibbon et al., 1984).

How do the differences in alerting efficiency influence time
perception through clock-like encoding? Phasic alerting is the
ability which can maintain and enhance response readiness for
a forthcoming stimulus through alerting events (for example,
warning signals; Robertson et al., 1998; Raz et al., 2001; Raz and
Buhle, 2006). Arousal is a state of general readiness (Raz and
Buhle, 2006) and which can modulate the pulse speed of the
pacemaker (Maricq et al., 1981; Meck, 1983). Phasic alerting can
phasically increase and maintain arousal state through alerting
events (Robertson et al., 1998). In all temporal tasks used in the
present study, a fixation point was presented in the center of
the screen at the beginning of each trial. The fixation point was
presented for 500 ms and then the target square was presented.
This was followed by a blank screen for a randomly determined
duration of 50–1050 ms (Figure 1). The fixation plays a role of
warning signal and prompts a temporal target to appear sequen-
tially. Therefore, the participants with high alerting efficiency
can increase and maintain higher arousal than the participants
with low alerting efficiency before the temporal targets was pre-
sented. Thus, high alerting efficiency may speed up the central
internal pacemaker by increasing the arousal level, which led par-
ticipants to overestimate interval durations. Phasic alerting has
been considered the basis for operations such as selective atten-
tion and orienting, whereas selective attention can modulate the
latency of the switch that connects the pacemaker to the accumu-
lator (Maricq et al., 1981; Meck, 1983; Droit-Volet, 2003; Husain
and Rorden, 2003; Raz and Buhle, 2006; Posner, 2008). Thus,
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participants with high alerting efficiency may be able to open
the attention-controlled switch more easily and may have shorter
latency for the switch to open or close, leading to overestima-
tion of the interval duration and a more accurate estimation of
the duration compare to participants with low alerting efficiency.
Therefore, based on previous studies and current findings, we can
conclude that alerting efficiencymay influence time perception by
modulating arousal and selective attention.

Attention and arousal have different influences on the num-
ber of pulses accumulated. The attention produces an additive
effect, which is a lengthening effect that remains constant regard-
less of the duration of the stimulus (Maricq et al., 1981; Meck,
1983). This switch latency can lead participants to overestimate
interval durations and make the temporal estimation more accu-
rately (Gil and Droit-Volet, 2011; Grommet et al., 2011). Arousal
produces a multiplicative effect that can speed up the central
internal pacemaker and lead to a lengthening effect. This length-
ening effect is greater in longer than in shorter stimulus durations
(Maricq et al., 1981; Meck, 1983). We try to dissociate the mech-
anisms (attention vs. arousal) underlying time performance in
the current study. The results showed that participants in the
high alerting efficiency group tended to overestimate the physi-
cal interval and estimate duration more accurately compared to
participants in the low alerting efficiency group, whereas no sig-
nificant differences were observed in the SD (steeper curves and
higher temporal sensitivities are associated with smaller σ values)
between the two groups. These findings appear to result from the
effect of the attention-controlled switch. However, we admit that
we encountered conflicts on whether to use one but not several
sets of time durations to distinguish the effects of attention or
arousal. For example, some issues may be encountered when sub-
mitting data on the proportion of “Long” responses to calculate
the difference in the slope of the fitted curve, because the propor-
tion of “Long” responses in some durations may have a ceiling
effect. Thus, to distinguish between effects of attention or arousal,
future studies should use not only one but several sets of time
durations to dissociate the mechanisms. However, according to
previous alerting-related studies as well as related studies on time
distortion, we infer that alerting efficiency can influence temporal
estimation by modulating the arousal and selective attention.

From another perspective, previous studies demonstrated that
subjective time dilation was a global visual experience (New and
Scholl, 2009). Phasic alerting can enhance global processing of
visual items and increase attention to perceptual stimuli in the
circumstances, allowing participants with high alerting efficiency
to better use the alert signal (Weinbach and Henik, 2011). These

participants were also better at global processing, thereby leading
to time dilation. Thus, we speculate that the individual alerting
efficiency could also influence time perception by enhancing the
global processing.

Most importantly, the neuroimaging studies have revealed
that neural correlates of phasic alerting were important in the
pre-supplementary motor area (pre-SMA). Phasic alerting can
be modulated by the potentiation of the pre-SMA through
the midbrain–thalamus–anterior cingulate cortex (ACC) alerting
network (Yanaka et al., 2010; Yoshida et al., 2013). A wealth of
evidence suggests that pre-SMA plays a key role in time pro-
cessing, and can be a neural substrate of the accumulator to
support accumulation and maintenance of temporal information
(Coull et al., 2004; Casini and Vidal, 2011; Schwartze et al., 2012;
Merchant et al., 2013; Tipples et al., 2013; Herrmann et al., 2014).
Therefore, the significant correlation between alerting and tem-
poral estimation may be due to sharing common processes with
related mechanisms of pre-SMA.

Conclusion

This study used the ANT task and two kinds of time perception
paradigms to explore the influence of alerting on time percep-
tion. The results showed that participants with high alerting
efficiency tended to overestimate the physical interval and esti-
mated the duration more accurately compared with participants
with low alerting efficiency. No differences in the sensitivity of
time were observed between the two groups. According to pre-
vious studies and the current findings, we infer that individual
differences in alerting might influence time perception through
the attention-controlled switch and the speed of the pacemaker.
Actually, both high alerting efficiency and temporal overesti-
mation enable individuals to adapt to events efficiently in their
environment.

Acknowledgments

This study was funded by a grant from the Mechanism and
Application of Temporal Range/Synthetic Model (TR201201-
1) and the key research base for the Humanities and Social
Sciences in Chongqing (14SKB008), the Fundamental Research
Funds for the Central Universities (SWU1509343) and the Key
Fund Project of Sichuan Provincial Department of Education
(15SA0003).

References

Allman, M. J., and Meck, W. H. (2012). Pathophysiological distortions in
time perception and timed performance. Brain 135(Pt 3), 656–677. doi:
10.1093/brain/awr210

Birngruber, T., Schroter, H., and Ulrich, R. (2014). Duration perception of visual
and auditory oddball stimuli: does judgment task modulate the temporal
oddball effect? Atten. Percept. Psychophys. 76, 814–828. doi: 10.3758/s13414-
013-0602-2

Block, R. A., and Zakay, D. (1996). Models of psychological time revisited. Time
Mind 33, 171–195.

Brown, C. N., Guskiewicz, K.M., and Bleiberg, J. (2007). Athlete characteristics and
outcome scores for computerized neuropsychological assessment: a preliminary
analysis. J. Athl. Train. 42, 515.

Buhusi, C. V., and Meck, W. H. (2005). What makes us tick? functional and
neural mechanisms of interval timing. Nat. Rev. Neurosci. 6, 755–765. doi:
10.1038/nrn1764

Casini, L., and Vidal, F. (2011). The SMAs: neural substrate of the tem-
poral accumulator? Front. Integr. Neurosci. 5:35. doi: 10.3389/fnint.2011.
00035

Church, R. M. (1984). Properties of the internal clock. Ann. N. Y. Acad. Sci. 423,
566–582. doi: 10.1111/j.1749-6632.1984.tb23459.x

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 7 April 2015 | Volume 6 | Article 386

http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/
http://www.frontiersin.org/
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/archive


Liu et al. Alertness and time perception

Coull, J. T., Cheng, R. K., and Meck, W. H. (2011). Neuroanatomical and
neurochemical substrates of timing. Neuropsychopharmacology 36, 3–25. doi:
10.1038/npp.2010.113

Coull, J. T., Vidal, F., Nazarian, B., and Macar, F. (2004). Functional anatomy of
the attentional modulation of time estimation. Science 303, 1506–1508. doi:
10.1126/science.1091573

DeGutis, J. M., and Van Vleet, T. M. (2010). Tonic and phasic alertness train-
ing: a novel behavioral therapy to improve spatial and non-spatial atten-
tion in patients with hemispatial neglect. Front. Hum. Neurosci. 4:60. doi:
10.3389/fnhum.2010.00060

Droit-Volet, S. (2003). Alerting attention and time perception in children. J. Exp.
Child Psychol. 85, 372–384. doi: 10.1016/S0022-0965(03)00103-6

Droit-Volet, S., and Meck, W. H. (2007). How emotions colour our perception of
time. Trends Cogn. Sci. 11, 504–513. doi: 10.1016/j.tics.2007.09.008

Droit-Volet, S., and Rattat, A.-C. (2007). A further analysis of time bisection behav-
ior in children with and without reference memory: the similarity and the parti-
tion task. Acta Psychol. (Amst) 125, 240–256. doi: 10.1016/j.actpsy.2006.08.003

Eagleman, D. M. (2008). Human time perception and its illusions. Curr. Opin.
Neurobiol. 18, 131–136. doi: 10.1016/j.conb.2008.06.002

Fan, J., McCandliss, B. D., Fossella, J., Flombaum, J. I., and Posner, M. I.
(2005). The activation of attentional networks. Neuroimage 26, 471–479. doi:
10.1016/j.neuroimage.2005.02.004

Fan, J., McCandliss, B. D., Sommer, T., Raz, A., and Posner, M. I. (2002). Testing
the efficiency and independence of attentional networks. J. Cogn. Neurosci. 14,
340–347. doi: 10.1162/089892902317361886

Finke, K., Matthias, E., Keller, I., Muller, H. J., Schneider, W. X., and Bublak,
P. (2012). How does phasic alerting improve performance in patients with
unilateral neglect? A systematic analysis of attentional processing capac-
ity and spatial weighting mechanisms. Neuropsychologia 50, 1178–1189. doi:
10.1016/j.neuropsychologia.2012.02.008

Gibbon, J., Church, R. M., andMeck, W. H. (1984). Scalar timing inmemory. Ann.
N. Y. Acad. Sci. 423, 52–77. doi: 10.1111/j.1749-6632.1984.tb23417.x

Gil, S., and Droit-Volet, S. (2011). “Time flies in the presence of angry faces”...
depending on the temporal task used! Acta Psychol. (Amst) 136, 354–362. doi:
10.1016/j.actpsy.2010.12.010

Grommet, E. K., Droit-Volet, S., Gil, S., Hemmes, N. S., Baker, A. H., and Brown,
B. L. (2011). Time estimation of fear cues in human observers. Behav. Processes
86, 88–93. doi: 10.1016/j.beproc.2010.10.003

Hemmes, N. S., Brown, B. L., and Kladopoulos, C. N. (2004). Time perception with
and without a concurrent nontemporal task. Percept. Psychophys. 66, 328–341.
doi: 10.3758/BF03194882

Henry, M. J., Herrmann, B., and Obleser, J. (2015). Selective attention to temporal
features on nested time scales. Cereb. Cortex 25, 450–459. doi: 10.1093/cer-
cor/bht240

Herrmann, B., Henry, M. J., Scharinger, M., and Obleser, J. (2014). Supplementary
motor area activations predict individual differences in temporal-change
sensitivity and its illusory distortions. Neuroimage 101, 370–379. doi:
10.1016/j.neuroimage.2014.07.026

Husain, M., and Rorden, C. (2003). Non-spatially lateralized mechanisms in
hemispatial neglect. Nat. Rev. Neurosci. 4, 26–36. doi: 10.1038/nrn1005

Kroger-Costa, A., Machado, A., and Santos, J. A. (2013). Effects of motion on time
perception. Behav. Processes 95, 50–59. doi: 10.1016/j.beproc.2013.02.002

Kusnir, F., Chica, A. B., Mitsumasu, M. A., and Bartolomeo, P. (2011). Phasic
auditory alerting improves visual conscious perception. Conscious Cogn. 20,
1201–1210. doi: 10.1016/j.concog.2011.01.012

Leproult, R., Colecchia, E. F., Berardi, A. M., Stickgold, R., Kosslyn, S. M., and Van
Cauter, E. (2003). Individual differences in subjective and objective alertness
during sleep deprivation are stable and unrelated. Am. J. Physiol. Regul. Integr.
Comp. Physiol. 284, R280–R290. doi: 10.1152/ajpregu.00197.2002

Liu, P., Yang, W., Chen, J., Huang, X., and Chen, A. (2013a). Alertness Modulates
Conflict Adaptation and Feature Integration in an Opposite Way. PLoS ONE
8:e79146. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0079146

Liu, Y., Zhang, D., Ma, J., Li, D., Yin, H., and Luo, Y. (2013b). The attention mod-
ulation on timing: an event-related potential study. PLoS ONE 8:e66190. doi:
10.1371/journal.pone.0066190

Maricq, A. V., Roberts, S., and Church, R. M. (1981). Methamphetamine and time
estimation. J. Exp. Psychol. Anim. Behav. Process 7, 18–30. doi: 10.1037/0097-
7403.7.1.18

Matthias, E., Bublak, P., Müller, H. J., Schneider, W. X., Krummenacher, J., and
Finke, K. (2010). The influence of alertness on spatial and nonspatial compo-
nents of visual attention. J. Exp. Psychol. Hum. Percept. Perform. 36, 38–56. doi:
10.1037/a0017602

Meck, W. H. (1983). Selective adjustment of the speed of internal clock and
memory processes. J. Exp. Psychol. Anim. Behav. Process. 9, 171–201. doi:
10.1037/0097-7403.9.2.171

Meck, W. H., and Church, R. M. (1983). A mode control model of counting
and timing processes. J. Exp. Psychol. Anim. Behav. Process. 9, 320–334. doi:
10.1037/0097-7403.9.3.320

Merchant, H., Harrington, D. L., and Meck, W. H. (2013). Neural basis of the
perception and estimation of time. Annu. Rev. Neurosci. 36, 313–336. doi:
10.1146/annurev-neuro-062012-170349

Nebes, R. D., and Brady, C. B. (1993). Phasic and tonic alertness in Alzheimer’s
disease. Cortex 29, 77–90. doi: 10.1016/S0010-9452(13)80213-4

New, J. J., and Scholl, B. J. (2009). Subjective time dilation: spatially local, object-
based, or a global visual experience? J. Vis. 9, 1–11. doi: 10.1167/9.2.4

Petróczi, A., and Aidman, E. (2008). Psychological drivers in doping: the life-cycle
model of performance enhancement. Subst. Abuse Treat. Prev. Policy 3, 7. doi:
10.1186/1747-597X-3-7

Posner, M. I. (2008). Measuring alertness. Ann. N. Y. Acad. Sci. 1129, 193–199. doi:
10.1196/annals.1417.011

Posner, M. I., and Petersen, S. E. (1990). The attention system of the human brain.
Annu. Rev. Neurosci. 13, 25–42. doi: 10.1146/annurev.ne.13.030190.000325

Raz, A., and Buhle, J. (2006). Typologies of attentional networks. Nat. Rev.
Neurosci. 7, 367–379. doi: 10.1038/nrn1903

Raz, A., Deouell, L. Y., and Bentin, S. (2001). Is pre-attentive processing com-
promised by prolonged wakefulness? Effects of total sleep deprivation on
the mismatch negativity. Psychophysiology 38, 787–795. doi: 10.1111/1469-
8986.3850787

Robertson, I. H., Mattingley, J. B., Rorden, C., and Driver, J. (1998). Phasic alerting
of neglect patients overcomes their spatial deficit in visual awareness. Nature
395, 169–172. doi: 10.1038/25993

Schwartze, M., Rothermich, K., and Kotz, S. A. (2012). Functional dissociation of
pre-SMA and SMA-proper in temporal processing. Neuroimage 60, 290–298.
doi: 10.1016/j.neuroimage.2011.11.089

Shi, Z., Church, R. M., and Meck, W. H. (2013). Bayesian optimization of time
perception. Trends Cogn. Sci. 17, 556–564. doi: 10.1016/j.tics.2013.09.009

Sturm, W., and Willmes, K. (2001). On the functional neuroanatomy of intrinsic
and phasic alertness. Neuroimage 14, S76–S84. doi: 10.1006/nimg.2001.0839

Tafti, M., Besset, A., and Billiard, M. (1992). Effects of zopiclone on subjective
evaluation of sleep and daytime alertness and on psychomotor and physical
performance tests in athletes. Prog. Neuropsychopharmacol. Biol. Psychiatry 16,
55–63. doi: 10.1016/0278-5846(92)90008-3

Tipples, J., Brattan, V., and Johnston, P. (2013). Neural bases for individual differ-
ences in the subjective experience of short durations (less than 2 seconds). PLoS
ONE 8:e54669. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0054669

Treisman, M. (1963). Temporal discrimination and the indifference interval.
Implications for a model of the “internal clock.” Psychol. Monogr. 77, 1–31. doi:
10.1037/h0093864

Ulrich, R., Nitschke, J., and Rammsayer, T. (2006). Perceived duration of expected
and unexpected stimuli. Psychol. Res. 70, 77–87. doi: 10.1007/s00426-004-
0195-4

van Wassenhove, V., Buonomano, D. V., Shimojo, S., and Shams, L. (2008).
Distortions of Subjective Time PerceptionWithin and Across Senses.PLoS ONE
3:e1437. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0001437

Wearden, J. H., and Lejeune, H. (2008). Scalar properties in human tim-
ing: conformity and violations. Q. J. Exp. Psychol. (Hove) 61, 569–587. doi:
10.1080/17470210701282576

Weinbach, N., and Henik, A. (2011). Phasic alertness can modulate executive con-
trol by enhancing global processing of visual stimuli. Cognition 121, 454–458.
doi: 10.1016/j.cognition.2011.08.010

Wittmann, M., and van Wassenhove, V. (2009). The experience of time: neural
mechanisms and the interplay of emotion, cognition and embodiment. Philos.
Trans. R. Soc. Lond. B Biol. Sci. 364, 1809–1813. doi: 10.1098/rstb.2009.0025

Wittmann, M., Van Wassenhove, V., Craig, B., and Paulus, M. P. (2010). The
neural substrates of subjective time dilation. Front. Hum. Neurosci. 4:2. doi:
10.3389/neuro.09.002.2010

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 8 April 2015 | Volume 6 | Article 386

http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/
http://www.frontiersin.org/
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/archive


Liu et al. Alertness and time perception

Yanaka, H. T., Saito, D. N., Uchiyama, Y., and Sadato, N. (2010). Neural substrates
of phasic alertness: a functional magnetic resonance imaging study. Neurosci.
Res. 68, 51–58. doi: 10.1016/j.neures.2010.05.005

Yoshida, Y., Tanabe, H. C., Hayashi, M. J., Kawamichi, H.,
Kochiyama, T., and Sadato, N. (2013). The neural substrates
of the warning effect: a functional magnetic resonance imag-
ing study. Neurosci. Res. 76, 230–239. doi: 10.1016/j.neures.2013.
05.008

Zakay, D. (1989). “Subjective time and attentional resourceal loca-
tion: an integrated model of time estimation,” in Time and Human
Cognition: A Life-Span Perspective, eds I. Levin and D. Zakay
(Amsterdam: Elsevier), 365–397. doi: 10.1016/S0166-4115(08)6
1047-X

Zakay, D., and Block, R. A. (1996). “The role of attention in time estima-
tion processes,” in Time, Internal Clocks and Movement, eds M. A. Pastor

and J. Artieda (Amsterdam: Elsevier), 143–164. doi: 10.1016/S0166-4115(96)
80057-4

Zakay, D., and Block, R. A. (1997). Temporal Cognition. Curr. Dir. Psychol. Sci. 6,
12–16. doi: 10.1111/1467-8721.ep11512604

Conflict of Interest Statement: The authors declare that the research was con-
ducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be
construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Copyright © 2015 Liu, Yang, Yuan, Bi, Chen and Huang. This is an open-access
article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License
(CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided
the original author(s) or licensor are credited and that the original publication in this
journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution
or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 9 April 2015 | Volume 6 | Article 386

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/
http://www.frontiersin.org/
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/archive

	Individual alerting efficiency modulates time perception
	Introduction
	Materials and Methods
	Experiment 1
	Ethics Statement
	Participants
	Stimuli and Tasks

	Results
	Individual Differences Based on the Alerting Efficiency

	Experiment 2
	Participants
	Procedure and Design

	Results
	Individual Differences Based on Alerting Efficiency


	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	References


