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Abstract: Attending to the spatial location or to nonspatial features of a stimulus modulates neural ac-
tivity in cortical areas that process its perceptual attributes. The feature-based attentional selection of
the direction of a moving stimulus is associated with increased firing of individual neurons tuned to
the direction of the movement in area V5/MT, while responses of neurons tuned to opposite direction-
sare suppressed. However, it is not known how these multiplicatively scaled responses of individual
neurons tuned to different motion-directions are integrated at the population level, in order to facilitate
the processing of stimuli that match the perceptual goals. Using functional magnetic resonance
imaging (fMRI) the present study revealed that attending to the movement direction of a dot field
enhances the response in a number of areas including the human MT region (hMT) as a function of
the coherence of the stimulus. Attending the opposite direction, however, lead to a suppressed
response in hMT that was inversely correlated with stimulus-coherence. These findings demonstrate
that the multiplicative scaling of single-neuron responses by feature-based attention results in an
enhanced direction-selective population response within those cortical modules that processes the
physical attributes of the attended stimuli. Our results provide strong support for the validity of the
‘‘feature similarity gain model’’ on the integrated population response as quantified by parametric
fMRI in humans. Hum Brain Mapp 32:2183–2192, 2011. VC 2011 Wiley Periodicals, Inc.
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INTRODUCTION

The detection of a moving object, indicative of the
appearance of another living and perhaps dangerous
being, is of vital importance to survival. Psychophysical
performance in motion-detection tasks has been directly
linked to the responses of direction-selective neurons
within the visual area V5/MT [Britten et al., 1992, 1996;
Newsome et al., 1989]. These neurophysiological investiga-
tions in primates revealed a nearly linear correlation
between the motion-coherence of a stimulus and the firing
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rate of individual V5/MT neurons tuned to that direction.
A similar relationship has also been observed at the popu-
lation-level in human studies using functional magnetic
resonance imaging (fMRI) and magnetoencephalography
(MEG), [Handel et al., 2007; Nakamura et al., 2003; Rees
et al., 2000; Siegel et al., 2007].

In addition to the physical characteristics of the stimuli,
the detection performance can also be markedly affected
by attention, resulting in a concurrent modulation of the
firing-rate of direction-selective neurons within area V5/
MT [Cook and Maunsell, 2002a,b, 2004]. These attentional
modulations have been shown to modify the response pro-
file of direction-selective neurons within V5/MT in a mul-
tiplicative manner: neurons whose feature-preference
closely matches the attended motion-direction increase
their firing rate, while the firing of neurons tuned to oppo-
site directions is suppressed [Martinez-Trujillo and Treue,
2004; Treue and Martinez Trujillo, 1999]. These findings
gave rise to the ‘‘feature-similarity gain model’’ that postu-
lates that an individual neuron’s response depends on the
feature-similarity between a current behaviorally relevant
target and the feature-preference of that neuron. This mul-
tiplicative attentional modulation at the individual-neuron
level has been proposed to result in an improved selectiv-
ity for the attended feature at the population level.

Similar feature-based attentional modulations have also
been demonstrated using fMRI in humans for moving
stimuli presented within or outside the focus of spatial
attention [O’Craven et al., 1997; Saenz et al., 2002] and
even in absence of direct visual stimulation [Chawla et al.,
1999]. However, direction-selective attentional modulations
throughout multiple stages of the human visual cortex
thus far have only been demonstrated using pattern classi-
fication methods for fMRI data analysis [Kamitani and
Tong, 2006; Serences and Boynton, 2007]. In these studies,
direction-selective information could be decoded from
multiple areas across the visual hierarchy, which, how-
ever, does not necessarily imply the existence of direction-
selective neuronal populations within all of these regions
[Serences and Boynton, 2007]. The response profile of a
given voxel within these regions also could reflect feedfor-
ward and/or feedback activations instead of true direc-
tion-selective population-activity [Sillito et al., 2006].

In the present study direction-selective attention and
stimulus-coherence were simultaneously manipulated to
investigate direction-selective population activity in the
human brain using fMRI. To this end, we parametrically
manipulated the coherence of dots within an aperture
while attention was either directed to the main direction
of the dots (left or right) or to the opposite direction. This
experimental setup permitted to test predictions from the
feature similarity-gain model [Martinez-Trujillo and Treue,
2004] at the population level in human motion-responsive
areas. The highest responses were expected when the
properties of the presented stimulus perfectly match the
attended feature, e.g., at 100% coherence in the attended
direction. When the opposite direction is attended, the

responses were expected to correlate inversely with stimu-
lus coherence, i.e., to decrease with rising coherence.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Subjects

Twelve healthy right-handed subjects (nine females), all
with normal or corrected-to-normal vision, participated as
paid volunteers in the study [mean age: 25.0 � 0.8 (SEM)
years]. All participants gave informed consent, were paid
for participation and the local ethics committee of the Uni-
versity of Magdeburg approved the study.

Stimuli and Experimental Design

Stimuli were presented against a dark background (45
cd m�2) within a square region (8� � 8�) that was pre-
sented above a central fixation cross (4� to the lower edge
of the square) and centered on the vertical meridian.
Within this square, one hundred stationary white dots
(brightness 200 cd m�2) were present continuously during
the inter-trial intervals (see Fig. 1). The mean contrast of
the stimulus within the squared aperture was 30.4 cd m�2

(the stimulus contrast was quantified as the SD of local
luminance values [Moulden et al., 1990], and computed as
previously described for comparable stimulus-configura-
tions [Martinez-Trujillo and Treue, 2002]). In each trial a
certain proportion (100, 85, and 70%) of the dots moved
coherently in the same direction (either to the left or to the

Figure 1.

Schematic illustration of the experimental design. At the begin-

ning of each block an arrow indicated which direction of motion

had to be attended (left- or rightward motion). The dots

remained stationary during the inter-stimulus interval and at the

beginning of each trial moved either left- or rightwards for

300 ms. There were three alternative coherence-levels for both

motion-directions (100, 85, and 70%). On some trials, the dots

moved with a higher velocity, and subjects responded to those

in the attended direction as targets independent of the motion-

coherence of the dots.

r Stoppel et al. r

r 2184 r



right) for 300 ms and thus was perceived as a transparent
surface. The motion velocity of the transparent surface
could either be slow (4� s�1) or fast (6� s�1) predefined on
a pseudo-random basis. All remaining dots were ran-
domly displaced with the same motion speed as the trans-
parent surface. The inter-trial interval varied randomly
between 1 and 7 s following a gamma function to allow
trial separation in an event-related analysis [Hinrichs
et al., 2000]. Subjects received six scanning runs of 8 min,
which consisted of 10 blocks of 20 trials, resulting in 212–
233 trials per condition. Before each block, a central cue (a
white arrow pointing to the left or right) replacing the fix-
ation cross for 2 s indicated which direction of motion the
subjects had to attend. Subjects were required to make a
speeded button-press response after detecting a fast move-
ment of the transparent surface into the attended direction.
Such fast movements (targets) occurred in 20% of the cases
while in 80% of the trials the movements were slow
(standards). Thus we were able to compare the neuronal
modulations elicited by moving transparent surfaces of
variable coherence (100, 85, and 70%) while their motion
direction was attended or opposite to the attended direction.

fMRI Data Acquisition

fMRI data acquisition was performed on a 3-Tesla MR
scanner (Siemens Magnetom Trio, Erlangen, Germany)
using an eight-channel head coil. An LCD projector back-
projected the stimuli onto a screen positioned behind the
head coil, while subjects viewed the stimuli via a mirror
attached to the coil reflecting the images displayed on the
screen. Thirty slices (thickness ¼ 4 mm, in plane resolution
64 � 64 mm2, FoV 224 � 224 mm2, no gap, resulting voxel
size ¼ 3.5 � 3.5 � 4 mm3, AC-PC oriented) were acquired
with a T2*-weighted echo planar imaging (EPI) gradient
sequence (TR ¼ 2,000 ms, TE ¼ 30 ms, flip angle ¼ 80�) in
an odd-even interleaved sequence. Each scanning session
consisted of 205 vol. In a structural session, sagittal whole-
head T1-weighted images were collected (48 slices, thick-
ness ¼ 4 mm, 64 � 64 matrix, FoV 224 � 224 mm2, gap ¼
0.8 mm, spatial resolution ¼ 0.9 � 0.9 � 4 mm3, TE ¼ 4.9
ms, TR ¼ 15,000 ms).

fMRI Data Analysis

Data analysis was performed using SPM5 software
(Wellcome Department of Cognitive Neurology, University
College London, UK) and MATLAB 7.4 (The Mathwork).
Following correction for differences in slice acquisition
time, EPI volumes were realigned to the first volume and
spatially normalized to an EPI template in standard MNI
space with sub-sampling to a resultant voxel size of 2 � 2
� 2 mm3. The normalized images were spatially smoothed
using an 8-mm full-width at half-maximum isotropic
Gaussian kernel. Statistical analysis of the data was per-
formed employing the standard hemodynamic-response
function implemented in SPM5 in an event-related design

for each subject that additionally included the movement
parameters derived from the realignment procedure as
covariates. Contrasts of parameter estimates comparing trials
of different motion coherence levels vs. baseline were calcu-
lated for both attention conditions and the corresponding
contrast images were subsequently entered into a random
effects analysis. Stereotactic coordinates for voxels with maxi-
mal F-values within activation clusters are reported in the
MNI standard space (significance threshold at a whole-brain
corrected false discovery rate (FDR) of P < 0.01 with a mini-
mum cluster extent of k ¼ 20 contiguous voxels). For visual-
ization of the data, activation maps were superimposed on a
semitransparent surface-based representation of the MNI ca-
nonical brain using the SPM surfrend toolbox (http://
spmsurfrend.sourceforge.net) and NeuroLens (http://
www.neurolens.org/NeuroLens/Home.html).

For direct comparison of the magnitude of hemody-
namic modulations induced by the different conditions a
region of interest (ROI) analysis was performed using the
MarsBar toolbox in SPM5 [Brett et al., 2002]. The ROIs
were functionally defined based on the local activation
maxima given by the overall effects of interest F-contrast
of a second-level 2 � 3 factorial ANOVA including all six
condition of interest (2 attention � 3 motion coherence lev-
els; see Table I for the activation-maxima of the main effect
and Table II for coordinates of the ROIs), treating inter-
subject variability as a random effect to account for inter-
individual variance. For all ROIs [anterior cingulated cor-
tex (ACC), fundus of the intraparietal sulcus (fIPS), human
analogue of the middle temporal area (hMT), lateral parie-
tal cortex, superior frontal gyrus (SFG), superior parietal
lobe (SPL), thalamus, and V3a] mean beta values were
extracted from the individual subjects’ data. These data
were subjected to a repeated-measures analysis of variance
(repeated-measures ANOVA) with the factors region,
hemisphere (left vs. right), attention condition (direction
attended vs. anti-direction attended), and motion coher-
ence (100, 85, and 70%). The significance threshold was set
to P < 0.05 following Greenhouse-Geisser correction for
nonsphericity if necessary. Because no significant main
effect or interactions were observed for the factor hemi-
sphere, data were collapsed over both hemispheres for
analysis of each individual ROI. The data for each ROI
were separately subjected to repeated measures ANOVAs
with the factors attention condition and motion coherence.

RESULTS

Behavioral Results

Mean reaction times (mean � standard error of the
mean (SEM): 701 � 46 ms) and the percentage of correct
responses (mean � SEM: 73.1% � 6.3%) were separately
submitted to a repeated-measures ANOVA with the factor
motion coherence (100, 85, and 70% coherence). These
analyses revealed a significant main effect of motion co-
herence on the hit rate (F(2,22) ¼ 8.7, P < 0.005) but not
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on the reaction times (F(2,22) ¼ 1.6, P > 0.2), consistent
with a speed-accuracy trade-off under increased percep-
tual demands (low coherence-levels). The main effect of
motion coherence on the percentage of correct responses

resulted from a significantly higher hit rate on full coherent
stimuli in comparison to 70% coherent motion (P < 0.01)
and an almost significantly higher hit rate on 85% coherent
stimuli in comparison to 70% coherent motion (P ¼ 0.07).

TABLE II. MNI-coordinates of the regions of interest (ROIs)

MNI coordinates (left hemisphere) MNI coordinates (right hemisphere)

x y z x y z

ACC �10� 4 40 � 4 32 � 4 4 � 4 38 � 4 38 � 4
fIPS �24 � 4 �70 � 6 39 � 5 27 � 5 �72 � 6 38 � 6
hMT �43 � 5 �73 � 5 21 � 5 45 � 5 �71 � 7 15 � 5
Lateral parietal �46 � 4 �66 � 4 52 � 4 46 � 4 �62 � 4 42 � 4
SFG �14 � 4 36 � 4 52 � 4 16 � 4 22 � 4 60 � 4
SPL �22 � 4 �38 � 4 70 � 4 22 � 4 �40 � 4 72 � 4
Thalamus �10 � 4 �15 � 7 3 � 5 15 � 3 �15 � 3 2 � 4
V3a �20 � 4 �82 � 4 32 � 4 12 � 4 �92 � 4 24 � 4

Abbreviations: ACC, anterior cingulated cortex; fIPS, fundus of the intraparietal sulcus; SFG, superior frontal gyrus; SPL, superior parie-
tal lobe; hMT, human analogue of the middle temporal area.

TABLE I. Peak activation foci to motion-stimuli in the group random-effects analysis

Anatomical structure cluster-size (voxels) FDR-corrected P-value Hemisphere Maximum F-value
MNI coordinates

(x,y,z)

ACC 143 <0.01 L 15.13 �10 40 32
274 <0.01 R 18.10 4 38 38

Cuneus 213 <0.001 L 32.20 �10 �78 2
231 <0.001 R 36.66 16 �76 4

Dorsolateral PFC 96 <0.005 L 22.86 �42 10 30
185 <0.005 R 22.89 42 4 30

FEF 148 <0.001 L 38.60 �48 �4 58
173 <0.001 R 27.12 36 �4 54

FG 476 <0.001 L 92.21 �44 �70 �4
498 <0.001 R 95.33 34 �76 �2

fIPS 36 <0.005 L 24.64 �24 �70 42
215 <0.001 R 32.14 26 �72 42

hMT 512 <0.001 L 261.33 �42 �74 22
514 <0.001 R 437.43 42 �68 18

Inferior frontal gyrus 229 <0.001 L 38.24 �48 40 10
Lateral parietal cortex 283 <0.001 L 28.55 �38 �66 54

178 <0.001 R 29.78 52 �70 40
SFG 102 <0.01 L 17.45 �14 36 52

265 <0.001 R 34.60 16 22 60
SMA 156 <0.005 L 24.43 �10 12 44

71 <0.001 R 26.56 8 14 52
SMG 229 <0.001 L 35.61 �54 �30 26

311 <0.001 R 56.35 50 �26 28
SPL 143 <0.001 L 38.75 �22 �38 70

397 <0.001 R 84.34 22 �40 72
Thalamus 240 <0.001 L 32.93 �10 �14 2

158 <0.001 R 39.86 16 �14 6
V3a 439 <0.001 L 73.46 �10 �90 30

417 <0.001 R 62.74 10 �90 26

FDR-corrected cluster P-value <0.01; extent threshold k ¼ 25; distance for main submaxima > 16 mm.
Abbreviations: ACC, anterior cingulate cortex; FEF, frontal eye field; FG, fusiform gyrus; fIPS, fundus of the intraparietal sulcus; PFC,
prefrontal cortex; SFG, superior frontal gyrus; SMA, supplementary motor area; SMG, supramarginal gyrus; SPL, superior parietal lobe;
hMT, human analogue of the middle temporal area.

r Stoppel et al. r

r 2186 r



fMRI Results

The effects of interest contrast from the 2 � 3 factorial
ANOVA group analysis identified clusters of significant
attention and/or coherency-dependent activations in
fronto-parietal [anterior cingulated cortex (ACC), frontal
eye field (FEF), lateral parietal cortex, superior parietal
lobe (SPL), superior frontal gyrus (SFG), and supplemen-
tary motor area (SMA)], extrastriate visual [fusiform gyrus
(FG), human analogue of the middle temporal area (hMT),
fundus of the intraparietal sulcus (fIPS), and V3a] and tha-
lamic regions (see Fig. 2 and Table I for MNI coordinates
and F-values). To directly assess the influence of feature-
based attention on the magnitude of neural modulations
induced by stimuli of varying signal-to-noise characteris-
tics (different coherence-levels), a region of interest (ROI)
analysis was performed within fronto-parietal and extras-
triate regions identified by the group analysis (see Table II
for the corresponding MNI coordinates of the ROIs).

Region of Interest Analyses

The ROI-data were analyzed by a repeated measures
ANOVA with the factors region (ACC, fIPS, lateral parietal
cortex, SFG, SPL, thalamus, V3a, hMT), hemisphere (left
vs. right), coherence (100, 85, and 70% coherence) and
attention condition (direction attended vs. anti-direction
attended). This analysis showed significant main effects
for the factors region (F(7,77) ¼ 66.9, P < 0.001) and atten-
tion (F(1,11) ¼ 6.1, P < 0.05), as well as a significant three-
way (region � attention � coherence) interaction between
factors (F(6,66) ¼ 4.9, P < 0.005). Because neither a signifi-
cant main effect, nor a significant interaction could be
observed for the factor hemisphere, data were collapsed
over hemispheres before further analysis. For direct com-
parison of attention- and coherence-dependent effects the
data for each ROI were separately subjected to repeated
measures ANOVA with the factors attention condition and
motion coherence.

These analyses revealed remarkable differences in the
activation pattern between lower-tier regions of the visual
cortex (fIPS, thalamus, V3a, and hMT; see Fig. 2) and
higher-tier attentional control structures (ACC, lateral pari-
etal cortex, SPL, and SFG; see Fig. 3). The intraparietal and
thalamic ROIs showed a nearly linear relationship between
the magnitude of the hemodynamic response and the co-
herence of the moving transparent surface. This was
reflected by a significant main effect for the factor motion
coherence (F(2,22) ¼ 7.2, P < 0.005 for the fIPS and F(2,22)
¼ 10.1, P < 0.001 for the thalamus) in absence of a main
effect of attention or an interaction between both factors.
For V3a the analysis of the ROI-data showed no significant
main effects or interactions for the factors attention and
motion coherence. In contrast, hMT showed a significant
main effect for the factor attention (F(1,11) ¼ 28.9, P <
0.001) and a significant attention x motion coherence inter-
action (F(2,22) ¼ 5.5, P < 0.05), which was due to an oppo-

site near-linear coherence-dependency for the attended
and unattended motion direction, respectively. When the
direction of the moving transparent surface was attended,
the hemodynamic modulation in hMT showed a positive
linear relationship with motion coherence, while it was
inversely correlated with the coherence of the stimuli
when their motion direction had to be ignored (see Fig.
2B).

Analyses of the ROI-data from frontal and parietal atten-
tional control regions revealed an entirely different pat-
tern: the SPL showed main effects of attention (F(1,11) ¼
16.3, P < 0.005) and motion coherence (F(2,22) ¼ 16.5, P <
0.001) but no attention x motion coherence interaction. The
attentional main effect was due to higher modulations to
unattended than attended stimulus motion, whereas the
main effect of motion coherence was reflected by an
inverse linear dependency of the modulation magnitude
on the coherence of the stimuli irrespective of attention. In
contrast, the ACC, the SFG and the lateral parietal ROIs
showed no main effects for the factors attention and
motion coherence but a significant interaction between
both factors (F(2,22) ¼ 24.1, P < 0.001 for the ACC; F(2,22)
¼ 9.3 P < 0.001 for the SFG and F(2,22) ¼ 4.5, P < 0.05 for
the lateral parietal cortex). The hemodynamic modulations
within these regions were opposed to the pattern observed
for area hMT: when the direction was attended, the high-
est modulations occurred for the least coherent stimuli,
while for stimuli moving opposed to the attended direc-
tion the magnitude of the modulation showed a positive
linear relationship with stimulus-coherence (see Fig. 3B).
The pattern observed in fronto-parietal areas is consistent
with previous reports demonstrating higher activation
magnitudes within attentional control regions [Culham
et al., 2001; Jovicich et al., 2001; Lavie, 2005] under condi-
tions of increased perceptual demands (e.g., low coher-
ence-levels).

DISCUSSION

In the present study we manipulated the direction and
the coherence of moving dots within a squared aperture
under two different attention conditions, in which either
the direction or the opposite direction of the stimulus was
attended. This approach permitted us to investigate activ-
ity changes in motion responsive regions as a function of
attention and motion coherence under identical physical
stimulus properties. We found the hemodynamic activity
within area hMT to be strongly and specifically modulated
by the attended direction of motion and the coherence of
the stimulus. Similar to the behavioral performance, the
activity in hMT was positively correlated with the stimu-
lus coherence when its direction was attended. Impor-
tantly, when the opposite direction was attended we
observed a relative suppression of the response, with a
reversed relationship in which the hMT activation was
inversely correlated with stimulus coherence. Strikingly,
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Figure 2.

(A) Group random-effects analysis showing regions more active

during (non-target) motion-trials than during presentation of sta-

tionary dots. The activation map displays activations from the

effects of interest F-contrast from the 2 � 3 ANOVA group

analysis. The threshold for significance was set at a (corrected)

family-wise error level of P < 0.05. (B) Attentional modulation

of neural activations to visual motion coherence within extras-

triate and thalamic regions. The mean beta values to each level

of motion-coherence are depicted for both attention conditions.

Activity profiles are averaged over all subjects (n ¼ 12) and

both hemispheres for each ROI. Note that in contrast to all

other regions, hMT displays an inverse linear relationship

between motion-coherence and the magnitude of the signal esti-

mate for attended and unattended conditions. Abbreviations:

fIPS, fundus of the intraparietal sulcus; hMT, human analogue of

the middle temporal area.

Figure 3.

(A) Group random-effects analysis showing regions more active

during presentation of attended incoherent (70% coherence)

than attended coherent (100% coherence) motion-trials. The

threshold for significance was set at a P < 0.001 (uncorrected).

(B) Attentional modulation of neural activations to visual motion

coherence within frontal and parietal attentional control struc-

tures. The mean beta values to each level of motion-coherence

are depicted for both attention conditions. Activity profiles are

averaged over all subjects (n ¼ 12) and both hemispheres for

each ROI. Abbreviations: ACC, anterior cingulated cortex; SFG,

superior frontal gyrus; SPL, superior parietal lobe.



out of all activated areas, hMT was the only to exhibit
such a specific pattern of responses.

In agreement with neurophysiological investigations in
primates, previous fMRI studies in humans have also dem-
onstrated feature-based attentional modulations in hMT.
These modulations were observed when a moving transpar-
ent surface was attended as opposed to an overlapping sta-
tionary stimulus [O’Craven et al., 1997], or even in absence
of direct visual stimulation [Chawla et al., 1999]. Further-
more, feature-based attention can spread to moving stimuli
outside the focus of spatial attention if they match the
attended feature [Saenz et al., 2002]. These neuroimaging
studies have repeatedly demonstrated attention-related
changes of activity in area hMT; nevertheless none of the
studies specifically investigated attentional modulations as a
function of individual changes within a single feature dimen-
sion. To date, with the exception of two studies that
employed classifiers [Kamitani and Tong, 2006; Serences and
Boynton, 2007], fMRI studies have failed to show direction
selectivity, a hallmark of MT neurons in neurophysiological
measurements. The most plausible explanation is that the
native responses of hMT neurons to different motion-direc-
tions are too small in view of the spatial and temporal resolu-
tion of the employed methods. The two recent fMRI studies
that used pattern-classification algorithms could show that
attention influences direction-selective activity within multi-
ple stages of the visual cortex [Kamitani and Tong, 2006;
Serences and Boynton, 2007]. The interpretation of these
results, however, requires some caution because the neural
processes underlying classification accuracy are not entirely
understood [Bartels et al., 2008]. It has to be kept in mind
that although direction-selective information could be
decoded from multiple stages throughout the visual hierar-
chy, the results do not necessarily imply the existence of
direction-selective neuronal populations within all of these
visual areas [Serences and Boynton, 2007]. The response pro-
file across a population within a given voxel could also
reflect feedback activity from higher order visual areas [Sil-
lito et al., 2006] instead of true direction-selective population-
responses within a particular region.

The results of the present study are consistent with cur-
rent theories on feature-based attention like the ‘‘feature-
similarity gain’’ [Martinez-Trujillo and Treue, 2004] model.
This model posits that attention modulates an individual
neuron’s response according to the similarity between a
currently attended feature and the feature-preference of
that neuron. This multiplicative attentional modulation has
in fact been demonstrated using single-cell recordings in
non-human primates [Martinez-Trujillo and Treue, 2004;
Treue and Martinez Trujillo, 1999] and may as recently
shown vary in dependence of the contrast of the presented
stimuli [Khayat et al., 2010a]. It is important to note that
such feature-based attentional modulations in the motion-
domain have recently been also demonstrated using
recordings of LFP power in the c-band [Khayat et al.,
2010b], suggestive of an improved selectivity for the
attended feature also at the population-level. Our results

strongly support this notion by demonstrating that feature-
based attention enhances direction-selective responses
within cortical area hMT as assessed by fMRI. Notably,
responses to stimuli in the attended direction are enhanced
while those to stimuli in the opposite direction are sup-
pressed (see Fig. 2). In this way the difference between a
stimulus in the attended and a stimulus in the opposite
direction is much higher than the native hMT responses to
such stimuli when no direction is specifically attended. As
a consequence of the multiplicative attentional modulation
the direction selectivity in hMT becomes observable not
only with pattern classifiers but also with classical analysis
approaches. Moreover our results emphasize the notion
that the integration of these direction-selective responses
(multiplicatively scaled by feature-based attention) occurs
in cortical area hMT in dependence of the signal-to-noise
characteristics of the presented stimuli, thereby enhancing
their neural representations according to the current per-
ceptual goal of the observer.

In contrast to hMT, the area V3a displayed a robust
response to the stimulation that did not vary much as a
function of attention or stimulus coherence. This at first
glance surprising result is most likely due to the task of
attending a specific motion direction and to the less preva-
lent direction sensitivity of this area [Galletti et al., 1990;
Gaska et al., 1988; Vanduffel et al., 2001; Zeki, 1978]. Most of
the studies that found strong attentional modulations in
area V3a have either employed spatial attention [Tootell
et al., 1997] or directed attention to global motion [Buchel
et al., 1998; Chawla et al., 1999]. An earlier study did also
report coherence-dependent modulations in V3a [Rees et al.,
2000]. However, the coherence-dependency reported there
followed a nonlinear U-shaped function, which for high co-
herence-levels was only determined by virtue of two meas-
uring points at 100 and 50% coherence. The stimulus
material employed in the current study only encompassed a
range of 70–100% motion coherence. Therefore, it is most
likely that the previously observed second-order coherence-
dependency is more pronounced at lower coherence levels.
The previous studies that used full coherent stimuli are well
in line with the current results. Directing feature-based
attention to a specific motion direction under full coherence
conditions elicits either small [Stoppel et al., 2007] or no
modulations at all in area V3a [Schoenfeld et al., 2003, 2007].

We also observed coherence-dependent activations of
the fIPS and the thalamus that did not vary as a function
of attention. This does not necessarily mean that these
areas are not at all under the influence of feature-based
attention. It is rather plausible that attention-related modu-
lations were relatively small, and therefore not detected by
our analysis. Importantly, the activity in these regions var-
ied as a function of stimulus coherence with higher values
for higher coherence levels, indexing the involvement of
these areas in the qualitative processing of motion. In con-
trast to the activation pattern observed in hMT, hemody-
namic activity in the fIPS and thalamus was positively
correlated with motion-coherence for movements both into
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the attended and the unattended direction. Previous fMRI
studies have shown that moving stimuli robustly activate
the IPS [Liu et al., 2003; Shulman et al., 1999], and a recent
single-unit study demonstrated that the majority of IPS
neurons display direction-selective tuning [Fanini and
Assad, 2009]. Visual thalamic nuclei also encode direction-
selective information [Casanova et al., 2001; Kastner et al.,
2006] and integrate the global motion-direction of trans-
parent surfaces composed of incoherently moving ele-
ments [Dumbrava et al., 2001]. Beyond this rough
direction-selectivity both regions are modulated by spatial
attention [Corbetta and Shulman, 2002; Kastner et al.,
2006; Stoner et al., 2005; Van Essen, 2005], but only sparse
evidence suggests an involvement of these regions in fea-
ture-based attentional selection [Liu et al., 2003; Schen-
kluhn et al., 2008; Vanduffel et al., 2000]. Our present data
are in line with previous results, by showing that hemody-
namic activity within the fIPS and the thalamus depend
on the coherence of the motion signal, without being
strongly modulated when attention is directed to an indi-
vidual aspect of the feature motion such as its direction.

Numerous studies have revealed a positive linear corre-
lation between motion coherence and the magnitude of
evoked neural signals within extrastriate visual areas as
assessed by single-cell electrophysiology in monkeys [Brit-
ten et al., 1992; Newsome et al., 1989; Shadlen et al., 1996]
as well as MEG [Aspell et al., 2005; Handel et al., 2007,
2008; Siegel et al., 2007] and fMRI [Rees et al., 2000] in
humans. The present data are fully consistent with these
findings, by showing a linear relationship between the
strength of the visual motion signal and hemodynamic
modulations within the fIPS, hMT and—beyond previous
reports—in bilateral thalamic regions. Importantly, the
modulations of fIPS and the thalamus activity as a func-
tion of coherence were independent of the attended direc-
tion of motion. In contrast, the activity in area hMT was
highly dependent on the attended direction of motion.
While activity to attended stimuli was positively correlated
with motion coherence, the inverse pattern (a negative cor-
relation) was observed for stimuli moving into the unat-
tended direction. This is a perfect match with the
predictions from the feature-similarity gain model, sug-
gesting neural population-responses to reflect changes in
the signal-to-noise characteristics of the stimuli [Martinez-
Trujillo and Treue, 2004]. In addition to the modulations
within extrastriate visual cortex, activations were also
observed within attentional control structures including
the anterior cingulate, superior frontal, superior parietal
and the lateral parietal cortex (see Fig. 3B). These regions
exhibited an activation pattern different from the one
observed within area hMT: hemodynamic activations cor-
related negatively with motion-coherency when the
motion-direction of the stimulus was attended (all fronto-
parietal regions depicted in Fig. 3B) and the ACC also
showed a positive correlation with motion-coherence
when the stimuli moved into the opposite direction (see
Fig. 3B). From a signal detection point of view stimuli of

lower coherence contain noise resulting in a higher ambi-
guity therefore requiring more attention to identify the
prominent direction of movement. Within this framework,
the patterns observed in superior frontal, superior parietal
and lateral parietal cortex fit well to earlier observations that
activity within attentional control structures varies as a func-
tion of the attentional requirements of the task [Culham et al.,
2001; Jovicich et al., 2001; Lavie, 2005]. Thereby endogenous
signals about the subjects’ current goals (e.g., the attended
motion-direction) are complemented with information about
the current stimulus contingencies to provide optimal top-
down signals to bias the processing of appropriate stimulus
features and locations in early visual regions [Corbetta et al.,
2008]. Thus, increased processing resources (e.g., through
modulation of superior frontal, superior parietal, and lateral
parietal activity) are recruited when stimulus-ambiguity is
high. However, the pattern of hemodynamic activity within
the ACC only is compatible with this notion if the motion-
direction of the stimulus was attended, while it displayed an
inverse relationship when the stimulus moved into the oppo-
site direction (see Fig. 3B). It has to be kept in mind that the
appearance of an opposite movement when attending a cer-
tain movement direction represents a perceptual conflict. The
observed pattern of activation within the ACC is consistent
with its role in the detection of perceptual conflicts [Weiss-
man et al., 2003, 2005; Zimmer et al., 2010] and provides evi-
dence for the interplay between higher-tier regions and
perceptual lower-tier regions during top-down attention.

In conclusion, the present results demonstrate that fea-
ture-based attention modulates hemodynamic activity
within hMT in a direction-selective manner. These atten-
tional modulations and the corresponding behavioral per-
formance were positively correlated with the coherence of
the motion signal, whereas activity within the fIPS and the
thalamus occurred irrespective of feature-based attention.
In contrast, attentional control regions displayed an activa-
tion pattern opposed to the one observed within hMT,
matching the predictions drawn from a signal-detection
theory perspective. These results provide strong support
for models of feature-based attention [Martinez-Trujillo
and Treue, 2004], suggesting that attention improves be-
havioral performance by modulation of direction-selective
population-activity within cortical area hMT.
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