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Evoked Potential Correlates of Expected Stimulus Intensity

Abstract. The electrophysiological responses to a flash of medium intensity
have different wave shapes in trials in which the occurrence of bright stimuli or
dim stimuli is expected. When a bright or dim stimulus is signaled, the potentials
evoked by the medium stimulus resemble the responses evoked by a real bright

or dim flash.

The wave shape of a visual evoked
potential (VEP) is primarily deter-
mined by two factors: (i) the physical
parameters of the stimulus that can be
changed by the experimenter, and (ii)

~ the significance or meaning of the
stimulus that is dependent on subjective
experience. With regard to the first
factor, it has been demonstrated that
stimulus i_r_)tensity. (1), spectral com-
position (2), and frequency and dura-
tion (3) influence the VEP. Modifica-
tion of the VEP by the second factor
has been reported with regard to un-

certainty about the nature of the forth- .

coming stimulus (4). It has been shown
that affective meaning ‘can significantly

alter the response evoked by a visual

stimulus (5). We have reported on
changes in the VEP by classical con-
ditioning. We found that during ac-
quisition, changes in the significance

of the stimulus were accompanied by
modifications of the later activity of
the evoked potentials (6).

In the experiment reported here,
different wave shapes were obtained
for potentials evoked by visual stimuli
of constant intensity, whose perceived
intensities were modified by psycho-
logical set. All data were derived from
monopolar scalp recordings of 20 col-
lege students. One active electrode was
located on the midline, 2.5 cm above
the inion (Oz); the other was at the
vertex (Cz). The electrode at the left
earlobe was used as reference, and that
at the right earlobe as ground. Evoked
potentials were recorded by means of
a. Grass model 78 wide-band a-c elec-
troencephalograph amplifier, whose low-
frequency cutoff filter was set at 0.3
hertz. The high-frequency cutoff filter
of the driver amplifier was set at 100

hertz, and the gain at 5 uv/mm. The
evoked potentials were summed by a
Mnpemotron computer (CAT 1000)
and written out on a Moseley XY
plotter.

The subject was seated in an acous-
tically shielded enclosure, so that he
was looking directly into a viewing
hood which was flush against the one-
way mirror of the enclosure. On the
other side of the glass window a Grass
PS-2 photostimulator was mounted and
set at No. 2 intensity. The stimuli
were presented in front of the photo-
stimulator located 50 cm from the
subject’s eyes and subtended the central

"20° of the visual field.

The visual stimuli were flashes trans-
mitted through three different neutral
density filters, which were used to re-
duce the light intensity of the photo-
stimulator by a definite ratio. The dim
stimulus corresponded to 20 percent
transmittance and the bright stimulus

.to 80 percent transmittance. For the

stimulus of medium intensity, we used
a filter that allowed 50 percent trans-
mittance. All stimuli were 2-inch
(~ 5-cm) squares which were placed
in a random access projector.



Before the first group of trials (R;),
the subjects were told that they would
be presented with a bright flash and a
dim flash. They were instructed to press
one of two microswitches after each
stimulus to indicate whether they had
seen a bright or dim flash. The sub-
jects were also told that a specific tone
would precede the occurrence of a
bright flash, and that a different tone
would precede the dim flash. For half
of the subjects a 1500-hertz tone pre-
ceded the bright flash and a 2500-
hertz preceded the dim flash; for the
other subjects, this order was reversed.
The tones were discriminable by all
subjects and preceded the flashes by a
random interval of 2 to 4 seconds. In
R,;, the bright and dim flashes were
presented 25 times each, in. random
order.

Before the second group of trials
(R,), the subjects were informed that
four different flashes would be pre-
sented: two bright flashes and two dim
flashes. They were told that both bright
flashes would be preceded by the same

;
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Fig. 1. Visual evoked potentials obtained
at Cz for one typical subject. In R, the
top potential was evoked by a bright flash
and the bottom one by a dim flash. In R.
and Rs all the potentials were evoked by
a stimulus of medium intensity. The top
traces were obtained with a medium stim-
ulus preceded by a signal indicating the
onset of a bright stimulus. The bottom
traces represent the potentials evoked by
the same medium stimulus, but preceded
by a tone signaling the onset of a dim
stimulus. Negative deflections are up; the
time base is 500 msec. The calibration

pulse at the end of each wave form is
equal to 5 wv; A, amplitude.

tone that had previously preceded the
bright flash, while both dim flashes
would be preceded by the same tone
that had previously indicated the oc-
currence of the dim flash. In actuality,
we presented three different light in-
tensities—bright, dim, and medium—in
random order. The bright flash and
dim flash were presented 75 times each,
while the medium flash was presented
50 times. For 25 ftrails the medium
flash was preceded by the tone that
previously indicated a bright flash. For
the other 25 trials, the medium flash
was preceded by the tone that previ-
ously preceded the dim flash. All flashes
were presented with an interstimulus
interval of 3 to 6 seconds. The third
group of trials (R3) was an exact
duplication of the second, to examine
the possible effects of habituation.

Changes in the evoked potentials ob-
tained at Oz were assessed by measure-
ments of the peak-to-peak amplitude
of the late component (negative peak
at 145 to 165 msec). At Cz, peak-to-
peak measurements were determined
for amplitude, as shown in Fig 1.
Statistical comparisons of the data ob-
tained during the three groups of frials
were made by an analysis of variance
(7).

Figure 1 shows the evoked potentials
of a typical subject through the three
blocks of trials. The amplitude differ-
ences in the evoked potentials obtained
to the bright and dim stimuli are large
for Ry. The averaged evoked responses
during R, and Ry were obtained to the
medium stimulus, and also show am-
plitude differences.

The presentation of a bright flash
and a dim flash during R; results in
amplitude differences at Oz and Cz
(Fig. 2). For R, and R, differences
in amplitude appear only at Cz. An
analysis of variance for the data ob-
tained at Oz did not yield a significant
main effect. However, the interaction
between intensity and trial group was
significant at P < .05 (F =3.13). The
analysis of variance for the data ob-
tained at Cz yielded a significant main
effect at P < .05 (F = 4.80). Compari-
sons of the three pairs of means were
all significant at P <.01. The inter-
action was not statistically significant.
When the medium flash was preceded
by the tone indicating the occurrence
of a bright flash, the subjects pressed
the “bright” switch on 97 percent of
the trials. They pressed the “dim”
switch on 90 percent of the trials, when
the medium flash was preceded by the

tone signaling the onset of the dim
flash.

The data show that the potentials
evoked by the same physical stimulus
undergo a modification leading to the
appearance of markedly different
waves shapes in trials in which the oc-
currence of a different stimulus is
signaled. When the medium stimulus
intensity is preceded by a signal in-
dicating the occurrence of a bright
flash, the resulting evoked potential is
more similar to the VEP obtained to
a bright flash. The potentials evoked
by the medium flash when a dim flash
is expected closely resemble the VEP’s
elicited- by the dim flash.

Of particular interest is the fact that
our results were significant only at the
vertex and not at the occipital. The
occipital visual evoked Tresponse is
often regarded as related to, or con-
comitant with, the specific processing
of visual information and differs con-
siderably from the responses recorded
at the vertex, which are somewhat
nonspecific and reflect a more advanced
stage of information processing.

Our results demonstrate that the
wave shape of the electrophysiological
response to a sensory stimulus is not
solely determined by the physical
stimulus, but reflects the activation of
endogenous neural processes related
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Fig. 2. Differences in amplitude of the
visual evoked potentials obtained at Oz
and Cz. During R;, when the subject is
presented with bright and dim stimuli, the
amplitudes are different at both Oz and
Cz. During R. and Rs, only stimuli of
medium intensity are presented and the
differences in amplitude are still apparent
for Cz, but are no longer present at Oz.



to the past experience and present
state of the organism.

It has been proposed that these
endogenous patterns of neural activity
may reflect previous experiences and
are in that sense released from mem-
ory rather than evoked (8). We have
observed changes in visual evoked po-
tentials to a positive . discriminative
stimulus during sensory conditioning
and extinction (6). These changes
suggested that in addition to the neu-
ronal activity evoked by the flash, the
wave shapc of the evoked potential re-
flects the release of neuronal activity
which is related to the past experience
of the organism. Additional support for
this approach comes from studies
which show that ‘when an expected
event does not occur, a brain potential
appears at a latency similar to that of

potentials usually evoked by the ex-
pected stimulus. These brain events,

-called “emitted potentials,” have been

interpreted as reflecting memory proc-
esses corresponding to past stimuli (9).
A possible implication of our observa-
tion is that the experience of a specific
stimulus image is dependent on the
establishment of those neurophysiologi-
cal processes originally involved in the
registration and coding of the stimulus.
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