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Negative BOLD fMRI Response in the Visual Cortex
Carries Precise Stimulus-Specific Information
David Bressler, Nicole Spotswood, David Whitney*

The Department of Psychology and The Center for Mind and Brain, University of California Davis, Davis, California, United States of America

Sustained positive BOLD (blood oxygen level-dependent) activity is employed extensively in functional magnetic resonance
imaging (fMRI) studies as evidence for task or stimulus-specific neural responses. However, the presence of sustained negative
BOLD activity (i.e., sustained responses that are lower than the fixation baseline) has remained more difficult to interpret.
Some studies suggest that it results from local ‘‘blood stealing’’ wherein blood is diverted to neurally active regions without
a concomitant change of neural activity in the negative BOLD regions. However, other evidence suggests that negative BOLD
is a result of local neural suppression. In both cases, regions of negative BOLD response are usually interpreted as carrying
relatively little, if any, stimulus-specific information (hence the predominant reliance on positive BOLD activity in fMRI). Here
we show that the negative BOLD response resulting from visual stimulation can carry high information content that is
stimulus-specific. Using a general linear model (GLM), we contrasted standard flickering stimuli to a fixation baseline and
found regions of the visual cortex that displayed a sustained negative BOLD response, consistent with several previous studies.
Within these negative BOLD regions, we compared patterns of fMRI activity generated by flickering Gabors that were
systematically shifted in position. As the Gabors were shifted further from each other, the correlation in the spatial pattern of
activity across a population of voxels (such as the population of V1 voxels that displayed a negative BOLD response) decreased
significantly. Despite the fact that the BOLD signal was significantly negative (lower than fixation baseline), these regions were
able to discriminate objects separated by less than 0.5 deg (at ,10 deg eccentricity). The results suggest that meaningful,
stimulus-specific processing occurs even in regions that display a strong negative BOLD response.

Citation: Bressler D, Spotswood N, Whitney D (2007) Negative BOLD fMRI Response in the Visual Cortex Carries Precise Stimulus-Specific
Information. PLoS ONE 2(5): e410. doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0000410

INTRODUCTION
In functional MRI (fMRI) experiments, the neural response to

visual stimulation is inferred from the change in the BOLD (blood

oxygenation level-dependent) signal. In a typical experiment,

subjects view a stimulus in the test condition and a blank screen in

the control condition. When these two conditions are contrasted in

data analysis, researchers attribute perceptual and cognitive

functions to regions that display a positive BOLD response

compared to baseline, since positive BOLD is closely coupled with

neuronal activity [1,2]. However, researchers routinely discount

regions that display a negative BOLD response (a lower level of

BOLD response for the stimulus than for the blank screen),

because negative BOLD has proven to be much harder to

characterize. In this paper, we show that patterns of negative

BOLD activity carry meaningful information about stimulus-

specific visual processing. Therefore, to understand the neural

correlates of visual perception, fMRI studies should consider the

negative BOLD signal as informative.

Much of the debate over the negative BOLD signal has

centered on whether its source is primarily vascular or neuronal.

However, neither explanation of the origin of negative BOLD

makes strong claims about its meaning. In fact, most research on the

negative BOLD signal downplays its relevance to the task or

stimulus. Numerous studies have characterized the negative

BOLD signal as stimulus-independent, spatially widespread and

diffuse, and varying little in position across a variety of tasks

[3,4,5,6]. Although a few show some change in the pattern of

negative BOLD activity when visual stimulation changes, it is not

clear to what extent these changes are precise [7,8,9]. In this study

we use a novel technique to show that patterns of negative BOLD

responses, far from being unrelated to the stimulus, are highly

informative and stimulus-specific.

Our goal was to determine the spatial selectivity of negative

BOLD responses. To do this, we presented stimuli in slightly

different positions, each of which produced a unique pattern of

positive and negative BOLD activity. Within the regions that

selectively displayed a negative BOLD response, we cross-

correlated patterns of fMRI activity produced by each stimulus.

If the information carried in the negative BOLD response is not

spatially precise, then there should be no difference in the pattern

of negative BOLD activity for objects in slightly different positions.

Our results will show that, on the contrary, as the stimuli were

shifted further from each other, the correlation in the spatial

pattern of activity decreased significantly. The results suggest that

meaningful, stimulus-specific processing occurs even in regions

that display a strong negative BOLD response.

RESULTS
The stimuli were four flickering Gabors arranged in one of five

locations (see Materials and Methods; Fig. 1). The eccentricity of

the peak contrast was identical across all 5 Gabor arrangements

(9.05 degrees), but the standard deviation of the contrast envelope

was skewed either toward or away from the fovea (by 0.38, 0.19, 0,
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20.19, or 20.38 deg relative to the symmetrical Gabor at 9.05

deg; Fig. 1). On each trial, subjects reported the magnitude of the

Gabor skew (5-alternative forced choice classification task, similar

to the method of single stimuli; [10]). Figure 2 shows the psycho-

physical results for each subject. With increasing separation

between the flickering Gabors, subjects were better able to accur-

ately classify the stimuli (e.g., discriminating between Fig. 1A and

1E is relatively easy). The overall ability varied between subjects,

but the trend was consistent across subjects and significant for each

subject (least significant log fit to the data was for subject MC,

F(1,18) = 9.67, P,0.01). Six of the seven subjects were able to

discriminate Gabors separated by 0.19 deg in eccentricity, and all

seven subjects were able to discriminate differences of 0.77 deg

eccentricity (lowest d9 was 1.2 for subject MC). The precision with

which subjects judged Gabor locations is consistent with several

previous studies on acuity in the periphery [11,12,13], even in

absence of references [14]. Further, these psychophysical data

confirm previous reports that the method of single stimuli can be

used to measure acuity even though subjects must rely on an

implicit standard when judging each stimulus [10,15,16].

In the fMRI analysis, we contrasted the flickering Gabors with

the fixation baseline, which produced significant positive and

negative BOLD activity throughout the visual cortex (Fig. 3). Con-

sistent with previous studies [5,7], the negative BOLD response

surrounded the positive BOLD response in a manner reminiscent

of a Mexican-hat or difference-of-Gaussian operator. For each

subject, we selected separate non-overlapping regions of interest

(ROIs) of significant positive and negative BOLD activity in visual

area V1 (blue and orange activity circled with white dashed lines,

respectively, in Fig. 4B–C; see Materials and Methods). The negative

BOLD ROI was defined, for each subject, as the union of all regions

within V1 that displayed a significant negative BOLD response; the

positive BOLD ROI was defined similarly. Figure 4 shows the

corresponding BOLD time courses in the negative and positive

Figure 1. Stimuli used in the experiment. A–E. Four flickering Gabors were presented at one of five eccentricities; the standard deviation of each
Gabor’s contrast envelope was incrementally skewed by ,0.19 deg toward (A–B) or away (D–E) from the fovea. The Gabors in (E) are skewed away
from the Gabors in (A) by 0.77 deg (see Materials and Methods).
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0000410.g001

Figure 2. Psychophysical results for six subjects. While in the scanner,
subjects reported which condition they were viewing on each trial
(5AFC classification task). The abscissa on the graph shows the
difference in the eccentricity between any two of the five conditions
(e.g., the difference in skew between Fig. 1A and 1B was 0.19 deg, while
the difference between Fig. 1A and 1E was 0.77 deg). The ordinate
shows discrimination (d-prime, calculated from the 5AFC classification
data [54]). When two stimulus conditions were similar (e.g., Fig. 1A and
1B), subjects had difficulty classifying which condition they were
viewing, resulting in a lower d-prime. Conditions that were separated
by greater eccentricities yielded higher discrimination ability. For all
subjects, discrimination improved with an increasing difference in the
skew of the envelope. Overall ability varied between subjects, but the
trend was consistent across subjects, and was significant for each
subject (least significant log fit to the data was for subject MC,
F(1,18) = 9.67, P,0.01).
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0000410.g002

Figure 3. Cortical surface maps for three representative subjects showing regions of positive (yellow-red) and negative (blue-green) BOLD
activity. The maps were generated by fitting a general linear model to the data and contrasting all of the flickering Gabor stimuli (Fig. 1) to a fixation
baseline; the threshold for these maps was set at t = 5.6, P(Bonf),0.001.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0000410.g003

Negative BOLD fMRI Response
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BOLD ROIs for one representative subject and for the group of

seven subjects. In V1, the peak negative response in the negative

BOLD ROIs was 20.37% (t(6) = 6.0, P = 0.001), and the peak

positive response in the positive BOLD ROIs was +1.1% (t(6) = 13.4,

P,0.001). The results demonstrate that flickering stimuli generate

not only positive responses but significant negative responses as well,

confirming several previous studies [5,6,9,17,18].

Within each subject’s negative BOLD ROI in V1, we cross-

correlated the patterns of activity produced by each of the five

different stimulus conditions (see Materials and Methods and

Fig. 1), which produced a total of ten correlation coefficients for

each subject. Each correlation reflects the similarity in the pattern

of activity for a particular pair of conditions (i.e., Gabor positions).

For example, within each subject’s negative BOLD ROI in V1

Figure 4. Surface map for representative subject and time course of BOLD response for all subjects. A. Cortical surface for one subject showing
visual area V1 (outlined), measured in separate retinotopic mapping runs (see Materials and Methods). B. Negative BOLD ROI in V1 for the
representative subject. C. Positive BOLD ROI in V1 for the representative subject. D–E. Event-related average timecourses were measured separately
for positive and negative BOLD ROIs. Positive BOLD ROI (red line, squares) and the negative BOLD ROI (blue line, circles) for a representative subject
(D) and for the group of subjects (E). F–G. Positive and negative BOLD ROI responses averaged across visual areas V1, V2, V3, V3A, VP, and V4 for one
representative subject (F), and for the group of subjects (G). The gray filled region in each graph shows the stimulus presentation (10 s). Error bars,
6s.e.m.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0000410.g004
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(Fig. 5a), the correlation between the pattern of activity for Gabor

stimuli that were close to each other (Fig 5b) was much higher than

the correlation between the pattern of activity for two Gabor

locations that were farther apart (Fig 5c). We converted the

correlation coefficients to Fisher z-scores because these are linear

and can be directly compared [19]. If a given population of voxels

(an ROI) is sensitive to object position, we expect that the spatial

correlation in the responses across that ROI will decrease as the

distance between Gabor locations increases.

Figure 6 shows an analysis of the negative BOLD ROI of

a representative subject’s visual area V1. As the positions of the

Gabor stimuli were separated (abscissa), there was a decrease in

the spatial correlation of activity across the ROI (indicated by the

positive slope in the data; note that increasing values along the

ordinate of the graph indicate a decrease in the spatial correlation).

The slope of the linear regression is a measure of the ROI’s

sensitivity to minute shifts in the position of the Gabors; a higher

slope reflects greater selectivity to object position. Notice that if

a region demonstrated no selectivity for stimulus position, the

slope would be zero, because there would be no difference

between the spatial correlation of activity for nearby object

positions and the correlation for more distant positions. However,

if a region is highly selective for object position, there would be

a high correlation for nearby positions but a low correlation for

more distant positions, producing a steep position discrimination

slope. A linear regression of the data in Figure 6 revealed

a significant slope of 2.2 (F(1,8) = 43.6, P,0.001), which indicates

that skewing the positions of the Gabors by 1 deg visual angle

would produce a reduction in the spatial correlation of 2.2 Fisher z

units (0.976 r units).

Figure 7A shows the position discrimination slope in the

negative BOLD V1 ROIs for all seven subjects. A linear regression

revealed a significantly positive slope of 1.34 (F(1,26) = 52.9,

P,0.01). This indicates that shifting the Gabor stimuli by one

degree of visual angle resulted in a decrease in the spatial

correlation across the population of voxels of 1.34 Fisher z units.

This is equivalent to a decrease of 0.87 Pearson r units—a dramatic

decorrelation in the spatial pattern of activity, despite a tiny

change in the position of the objects. An analysis of variance

(ANOVA) confirmed a significant effect of Gabor position

(F(3,24) = 17.9, P,0.01). Finally, the difference in Fisher z-scores

(spatial correlations) between the smallest Gabor separation (0.19

vs. 0.38 deg) was significant (t(6) = 8.0, P,0.01). The fact that the

slope was significantly positive, with very little variation, shows

Figure 5. Measuring position discrimination in the visual cortex. A. A representative subject’s negative BOLD ROI (circled with dashed white line),
composed of 2084 voxels. B. The response of each of the 2084 voxels in the negative BOLD ROI is plotted for two of the conditions (Fig. 1A and 1B).
The abscissa shows the response to the stimulus in Fig. 1A (t score generated by a general linear model contrast relative to fixation baseline, see
Materials and Methods). The ordinate shows the response to the stimulus in Fig. 1B. Across the population of voxels, there was a strong correlation in
the responses to the two stimuli (r = 0.94, P,0.001). This is not surprising, given how similar the two conditions were. C. Within the same ROI, the
response to the stimulus in Fig. 1A was compared to the response to the stimulus in Fig. 1E (a condition in which the Gabors were positionally
skewed by 0.77 deg). Across the population of 2084 voxels, the correlation was r = 0.47. There was a significantly stronger correlation in (B) than in (C)
(Fisher z difference = 1.7520.51 = 1.24, Z = 44.2, P,0.001). That is, the Gabors that were close to each other produced a higher correlation than the
Gabors that were separated by a greater distance.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0000410.g005
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that this method is able to reveal position coding on an

extraordinarily precise scale.

Although the regions that display a negative BOLD response

clearly have patterns of activity that are capable of discriminating

object position (Fig. 7A), how does this compare to regions that

display a positive BOLD response? To address this, we repeated

the analysis on the regions of significant positive BOLD in V1. As

expected, subjects’ positive BOLD activity was also highly sensitive

to shifts in stimulus position (Fig. 7B). A linear regression on the

within-subjects averaged z-scores revealed a significantly positive

slope of 2.15 (F(1,26) = 202.1, P,0.001). Position discrimination in

the positive ROIs in V1 was significantly better than in the

negative ROIs (F(1,6) = 49.3, P,0.01).

The results above show that regions of V1 that display a negative

(and a positive) BOLD response to a particular object contain

patterns of responses that are highly selective for the object’s

position; objects in slightly shifted positions produce increasingly

different patterns of activity. To determine if the precise

discrimination of object position was restricted to V1, we repeated

the analysis above separately in visual areas V1 through V4.

Figure 8A shows a representative subject’s positive and negative

BOLD activity on an inflated cortical surface, showing visual areas

V1 through V4. Within each visual area, we selected separate

ROIs of significant positive and negative BOLD and performed

the linear regression analysis (as in Fig. 7). For the representative

subject (Fig. 8B), and for all seven subjects together (Fig. 8C), there

was a significantly positive position discrimination slope across all

visual areas V1–V4 for both positive and negative BOLD ROIs.

The least significant position discrimination was in the negative

BOLD ROI in area V3A (t(5) = 3.2, P,0.05). Interestingly, the

patterns of negative and positive BOLD responses in visual areas

V2, V3, VP, and V4 discriminated minute shifts in object position

about as well as V1 (there was no significant difference in the

position discrimination slope across these visual areas). Overall,

the positive BOLD ROIs were better able to discriminate object

position (F(1,5) = 9.64, P,0.05). Nevertheless, the regions that

displayed a negative BOLD response discriminated object position

with great precision. Therefore, the pattern of negative responses

carries meaningful and precise information about object position.

The position discrimination slopes within both positive and

negative BOLD regions were comparable to the psychophysical

results in Figure 2. Subjects were able to correctly classify objects

separated by greater than 0.19 deg, and the slope of the position

discrimination functions in Figures 7 and 8 indicates that the

pattern of positive and negative BOLD activity was also able to

discriminate objects shifted by this amount. The consistency

between the psychophysical and the BOLD data indicates that our

statistical technique is not limited by fMRI methodology or the

coarse resolution of BOLD sampling. Future studies could extend

this technique to reveal the physiological mechanisms of other fine

scale processes.

Figure 6. Position discrimination within the negative BOLD ROI of
one representative subject’s visual area V1. Within the negative BOLD
ROI (circled in white dashed line), the pattern of responses to each of
the five stimulus conditions (Fig. 1) were cross-correlated (the analysis
from Fig. 5 was repeated for every pair of stimulus conditions). All
correlations were converted to Fisher z scores and normalized to
(subtracted from) the highest correlation (ordinate). Zero on the
ordinate therefore indicates a high spatial correlation. The abscissa
shows the difference in the eccentricity of any pair of conditions
(ranging from 0.19 deg to 0.77 deg, as in Fig. 1). The graph indicates
that as the eccentricity of the Gabor conditions is increasingly
separated, the correlation across the spatial pattern of activity
decreased (indicated by a positive slope in the data). A linear regression
revealed a significant effect of Gabor separation on the spatial
correlation (f(x) = 2.2x20.08; F(1,8) = 43.6, P,0.001).
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0000410.g006

Figure 7. Position discrimination in V1. A. Position discrimination in
the negative BOLD ROI across all seven subjects. A linear regression
revealed a significantly positive position discrimination slope (slope of
1.34; F(1,26) = 52.9, p,0.01). B. Within each subject’s V1, the same
analysis was applied to the positive BOLD ROIs (open circles). The slope
of the position discrimination function in the positive BOLD ROI in V1
was 2.15 (F(1,26) = 202.1, P,0.001). Although the regions that display
a positive BOLD response are better able to discriminate object position
(F(1,6) = 49.3, P,0.01), the regions that display a negative BOLD
response are still able to discriminate object position with remarkable
precision.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0000410.g007
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The pattern of activity in each ROI we tested above displayed

extremely precise selectivity for object position. However, if the

activity in V1 produced by an object is retinotopically localized,

then we would only expect precise discrimination of that object’s

position to be possible in regions near the retinotopic represen-

tation of that object. Therefore, we should only find our steep

position discrimination functions (like Figs. 7 and 8) in select

locations, not everywhere in the visual cortex. Moreover, if the

negative BOLD response to an object is capable of coding that

object’s position, it should be directly related to the retinotopically

precise positive BOLD response to the object [7]. To address this,

we separately defined every possible 56565 cube of voxels in the

entire occipital lobe (creating thousands of ROIs), performed the

analysis above to obtain a position discrimination slope value for

each ROI, and then created a new surface map that shows clusters

of voxels that are best able to discriminate object position (see

Materials and Methods). Figure 9A shows this map of peak

position discriminability for a representative subject. Figure 9B

shows this region of peak discriminability superimposed on the

map of the subject’s positive and negative BOLD. Notice that the

regions of peak discriminability (the clusters of voxels, circled with

a white dashed line, that display the steepest position discrimina-

tion slope, as in Fig. 7) always occur near the subject’s peak

positive and negative BOLD responses. More importantly, there is

little or no discriminability of object position in the anterior

regions of the visual cortex. Therefore, the regions of the visual

Figure 8. Position discrimination across visual areas V1, V2, V3, V3A, VP, and V4. A. Representative cortical surface map for one subject. B. The
position discrimination slope for the negative (blue) and positive (red) BOLD ROIs within each visual area for the representative subject shown in (A).
The position discrimination slope for each ROI was calculated as in Fig. 6. C. The position discrimination slope averaged across all seven subjects. For
the positive BOLD ROIs (red bars), there was a significantly positive position discrimination slope across visual areas V1 through V4, indicating that all
of these visual areas are topographically precise (i.e., they can detect 0.19 deg shifts in the position of an object at 9 deg eccentricity). The same was
true for the negative BOLD ROIs as well. Of all the areas tested here, the least significant position discrimination was in the negative BOLD ROI in V3A
(t(5) = 3.2, P,0.05). Error bars, 61 s.e.m.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0000410.g008
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cortex that are far from the representations of the stimuli do not

carry precise information about the positions of the stimuli, just as

we would expect.

DISCUSSION
The results of the experiment here demonstrate that the negative

BOLD response in visual areas V1 through V4 carries surprisingly

precise information about object position. We found that as the

positions of flickering Gabor stimuli were incrementally shifted,

the spatial correlation in the pattern of activity decreased. The

slope of this decrease was an indicator of the selectivity for object

position. Surprisingly, this position selectivity was nearly as precise

in the regions that displayed a negative BOLD response as in those

that displayed a positive BOLD response; regions that display

either a positive or a negative BOLD response discriminated

objects separated by 0.19 deg. Stimulus-specific processing

therefore occurs in areas that display a strong negative BOLD

response, indicating that the negative BOLD response may be very

important for understanding the mechanism of visual localization.

Although our results indicate that patterns of negative BOLD

responses can be highly stimulus-selective, the physiological origin

of the negative BOLD signal remains unclear. Hemodynamic

explanations (‘‘blood stealing’’ or ‘‘blood sharing’’) posit that

decreases in blood flow result from changes in the need for

vascular resources elsewhere in the brain, without a necessary

decrease in neuronal activity in the negative regions. In ‘‘blood

stealing,’’ negative BOLD results from reduced local blood

pressure arising from nearby capillary dilation caused by a positive

BOLD response; the active regions automatically steal vascular

resources from nearby inactive regions [18,20]. In the ‘‘blood

sharing’’ explanation, a neural system for controlling blood flow

actively directs vascular resources to nearby or remote regions [6].

The results of Shmuel, et al., (2002) reveal a strong correlation in

the amplitude and time course of BOLD activity between a positive

stimulus-related region and surrounding negative regions. Al-

though these authors reject ‘‘blood stealing’’ as the main

explanation for negative BOLD, their results suggest that there

is a link and perhaps a spatial dependency between the negative

and positive BOLD responses in adjacent regions of the cortex.

Other support for a hemodynamic origin of negative BOLD

activity comes from two studies that demonstrate that negative

BOLD can occur without a concomitant decrease in neuronal

activity [21,22].

None of these vascular explanations of the negative BOLD

signal predict our results. It is conceivable that different patterns of

positive BOLD activity could uniquely steal blood from the

surrounding regions, creating patterns of negative BOLD similar

to ours. However, we reject this hypothesis because of the

precision of our results. All of our flickering Gabor stimuli were

nearly superimposed. Further, because the patterns of positive

BOLD share the same surrounding vasculature, vascular demands

are spread diffusely in the surrounding regions and should not

produce the very specific changes in negative BOLD activity we

found. Likewise, it is difficult to see why a long-range ‘‘blood

sharing’’ mechanism would need such specific spatial selectivity in

its diversions of vascular resources. Furthermore, recent findings

that vascular explanations play a limited role in negative BOLD

activity in visual cortex [6,18,23] required us to search elsewhere

for an explanation of our results.

Recent research has suggested that hemodynamic explanations

are incomplete, and that the negative BOLD signal depends

primarily on a decrease in neuronal activity (much as positive

BOLD reflects an increase in neuronal activity). Smith and

colleagues [6] presented visual stimuli to one hemisphere of the

visual cortex and found sustained negative BOLD in the opposite

hemisphere; since the two hemispheres have largely independent

blood supplies, local blood stealing cannot explain the negative

BOLD. Shmuel and colleagues [23] demonstrated that negative

BOLD is correlated with decreased neuronal activity by simulta-

neously measuring electrical recordings and fMRI activity of visual

cortex. They also show that the local decrease in neuronal activity

is better than adjacent positive BOLD activity at predicting the

spatial and temporal pattern of negative BOLD. Nevertheless,

most research that primarily supports a neuronal explanation still

allows for a hemodynamic contribution to negative BOLD

[6,18,23].

If neuronal suppression primarily underlies the negative BOLD

response, what is the purpose of this suppression? The most

common explanation for this activity is based on attentional

processes. It is well known that when attention is directed to

a location, information processing is facilitated at that location and

suppressed at nonattended locations [24,25,26,27,28]. In terms of

neuronal activity, many studies have demonstrated an increase in

neuronal activity at the attended region, even in the absence of

visual stimulation, and a reduction in neuronal and BOLD activity

at unattended regions [7,9,25,29,30,31,32,33,34,35]. Although

there are many variations on attentional explanations with respect

to the BOLD response [5], in general it is thought that attention

improves accuracy by increasing the neuronal activity at the

attended site and decreasing activity in unattended regions,

thereby boosting the relevant signals and mitigating contributions

of noise. It is worth noting that this explanation incorporates the

negative BOLD signal as an active contributor to the attentional

process; accuracy is increased by the inhibition of noise signals.

Attentional explanations of the negative BOLD signal provide

a better account of our results than the hemodynamic explanations

Figure 9. Regions of the visual cortex that were most sensitive to
stimulus position. A. The positive (red-orange) and negative (green-
blue) BOLD response to the flickering Gabors for a representative
subject. B. Position discrimination slopes (as in Fig. 7) were measured
for every possible 5 mm3 ROI in the occipital lobe (see Materials and
methods). Those overlapping ROIs that showed the steepest position
discrimination slopes are shown in dark blue and outlined with a dashed
white line. Notice that the region of the visual cortex that is most
sensitive to stimulus position (within the white dashed line) falls
between the positive and negative BOLD regions in (A). This supports
the idea that the edges of the object representation, where the BOLD
response changes from positive to negative, are especially important
for object localization [37,48].
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0000410.g009
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above because they propose a meaningful role for neuronal

suppression (and the resulting negative BOLD). However, these

explanations do not entirely predict our results because they

maintain that attentional suppression occurs broadly, over a wide

region of visual space [5,7,9,34,35]. The corresponding negative

BOLD activity either occurs at all other retinotopic locations [5]

or demonstrates relatively weak spatial specificity [7,9,34,35]. No

studies have reported the extremely high spatial selectivity of

negative BOLD, nor have they theorized a need for such

specificity. Our results, however, showed that the negative BOLD

response surrounded the positive BOLD response to the target

object in a systematic and precise manner. This sort of center-

surround response [7,36] could serve to improve the resolution of

position coding [37].

One of the strengths of the attentional mechanism above is that

it also explains why we found such precise discrimination in later

visual areas (e.g., V4). Previous research has established that

retinotopic organization is most precise in V1 and less so in later

visual areas such as V3 and V4 [38,39,40,41,42,43]. It is therefore

surprising that in our study the position discrimination slopes for

positive BOLD activity in later visual areas are almost as high as

the slope for V1 (Fig. 7C). However, several studies have found that

attention has greater modulatory effects in visual areas beyond V1

and V2 (such as V4, [31,44]), so it is possible that the sustained

attention inherent in our task increased the discriminability in these

regions. That attention improved the sensitivity of these regions,

nearly equaling the ability of V1, is evidence of the potential

importance of attentional mechanisms in object localization.

The implication of our study for fMRI research on attention

and perception is that what is suppressed may be as important as

what is activated. Other studies [45,46] have demonstrated that

neuronal suppression (and the concomitant negative BOLD) may

be a main component of a top-down attentional system, and that

the failure to suppress information may be central to selective

performance deficits. Although these studies do not involve spatial

attention, they emphasize the potential importance of neuronal

suppression for cognitive functions. Given the precision of the

negative BOLD responses we found, our study raises the possibility

that the suppressive annulus surrounding an attended area may

contribute substantially to the resulting percept. Consistent with

this suggestion, Figure 9 demonstrated that the peak discrimina-

tion of object position occurred near or between the regions of

peak positive and negative BOLD response—near the edges of the

object. This makes sense, as the mechanism responsible for

perceptual localization may depend on the precision with which

the edges of the object are coded [37,47,48]. Our study indicates

that the negative BOLD signal, far from being an unrelated

artifact of perceptual processing, is highly informative of the spatial

characteristics of visual stimuli.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Stimuli
Stimuli in the main experiment consisted of four Gabor patterns

(sine wave luminance modulations with a Gaussian contrast

envelope, Fig. 1). The peak contrast of each Gabor (87%

Michelson) was always centered at 9.05 deg eccentricity. The

spatial frequency of the luminance sine wave was 0.38 cyc/deg.

The Gaussian contrast envelope of each Gabor was defined as

L x,yð Þ~A exp {r2
.

sMÞ2
�h in o

, where A is the peak contrast

amplitude, r is the distance of (x,y) from the center of the Gaussian,

s is standard deviation, and M is the maximum radius. Each

Gabor was flickered in counterphase at 7.5 Hz. The phase of each

Gabor was randomized on each trial.

There were six conditions in the experiment. One of these

conditions was a fixation baseline (nothing was visible but the

fixation point). In the other five conditions, the Gabor stimuli were

skewed either toward or away from the fixation point by varying

amounts. In one of these conditions, the Gabors had a symmetrical

Gaussian contrast envelope (Fig. 1C) with a standard deviation of

1.66 degrees. In the other four conditions (Fig. 1A, B, D, E), the

contrast envelope was skewed toward or away from fixation by an

additional 0.19 or 0.38 degrees, for a total of 5 test conditions

(0.38, 0.19, 0, 20.19, and 20.38 deg skew in the standard devia-

tion of the contrast envelope; negative values indicate a skew

toward the fovea). To achieve an asymmetrical skew in each

Gabor, the Gabor was divided in half (one half closer to fixation

and one half more eccentric), and the standard deviation of the

Gaussian envelope was independently determined for the two

halves of the Gabor (similar to the method of Whitaker and

colleagues [49,50]). That is, the half of the Gaussian envelope

closer to fixation had a different standard deviation than the half

further away from fixation. We have chosen to express the Gabor

positions in terms of the standard deviation of their contrast

envelopes, but one could express Gabor location in terms of

stimulus centroid [51], in which case the five Gabor centroids in

Fig. 1 were 8.5, 8.75, 9.04, 9.32, and 9.6 deg. Using either

standard deviation of contrast envelope or stimulus centroid to

express the Gabor positions does not change the pattern of our

results, or the significance tests. The peak contrast in the position

of the Gabors remained fixed in all conditions at 9.05 deg.

Skewing the contrast envelope rather than shifting the overall

position of the Gabors is a better method of isolating visual

mechanisms that code object positions [49,50,51,52].

In each functional imaging run, the six conditions were

randomly interleaved in 36 ten-second blocks (360 sec runs). Each

subject participated in a minimum of five functional runs (except

for subject DB, who participated in four runs). Subjects

maintained fixation at a central point (0.39 deg diameter)

throughout the entire experiment.

In separate localizer runs, we presented flickering bowtie stimuli

to identify the borders of visual areas V1 through V4. The bowties

consisted of radial sine wave patterns that were 11.79 deg radius

and subtended an arc of 8.16 deg. The bowties flickered in

counterphase at 7.5 Hz. There were three conditions in these

retinotopy runs; in two conditions the bowties were centered on

the vertical or horizontal meridians, and the third condition was

a fixation baseline. Conditions were randomized in 36 ten-second

blocks.

Task and attention control in the main experiment
At a randomly chosen time during the first 8 seconds of each

10 second block, a small texture pattern (either circular or radial

grating, chosen randomly; 1.09 degrees diameter) was flashed for

500 ms superimposed on one of the 4 Gabors (chosen randomly)

at an eccentricity of 9.05 deg (center to center) from fixation. The

flashed texture was presented during every condition, including

the fixation baseline. During the last 2 seconds of each 10 second

block, a second flashed texture was presented superimposed on the

Gabors for 500 ms and a white annulus (0.98 deg diameter) was

presented continuously around the fixation point, indicating that

subjects should make a response. The second textured flash

matched the first one with a probability of 50%.

Subjects were instructed to maintain fixation at all times and

make two judgments. First, subjects discriminated the eccentricity

of the Gabors (the degree of skew in their envelopes) in a 5

alternative-forced-choice task (by pressing one of five keys on

a button box). Subjects also needed to continuously monitor the 4
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Gabors for the texture flashes. If the two textures matched,

subjects pressed the position selection button once; if the two

flashes did not match in texture, subjects pressed the position

selection button twice. For example, if the Gabors appeared to be

skewed to the most eccentric position and the two textured flashes

did not match, the subject would press the appropriate key twice.

This task was designed to focus subjects’ attention on the

surrounding Gabors. Notice that to successfully complete the task,

subjects needed to maintain their attention on the cued locations

throughout the length of each block.

A small textured annulus (either circular or radial grating,

chosen randomly; 0.98 deg diameter) was flashed (500 ms)

surrounding the fixation point at least 7 times but no more than

11 times, and one texture was always presented once more than

the other. These flashes were uncorrelated with the textured flash

superimposed on the Gabors and were therefore uninformative.

Subjects were instructed to ignore the flashes at the fixation point

and to attend entirely at the position of the Gabors.

fMRI data collection and analysis
Seven subjects participated in the experiment. Scanning protocols

were approved by the University of California, Davis, Human

Subject Review Board. Imaging was conducted on a 3-Tesla

Siemens TRIO scanner located at the UC Davis Imaging

Research Center. Each participant’s head was rested in a Siemens

eight-channel phased-array head coil. Braces and padding on the

side and forehead of the participant restricted head motion and

provided feedback to the subject about any potential body

movements. Stimuli were back-projected with a Digital Projection

Mercury 5000HD projector (75 Hz) onto a semi-transparent

screen from outside the bore. A mirror angled at 45 deg, located

9.5 cm directly above the subject, provided a reflected view of the

stimuli. Functional images were acquired with a gradient-recalled

echo EPI sequence. Whole-brain structural images were collected

with a high resolution (1 mm3) Turbo Spin Echo scan that was

used to align functional images. The acquisition parameters were:

TR = 2000 ms, TE = 26 ms, FA = 90 deg, FOV = 22622 cm2,

voxel size = 1.52861.52862.5 mm3, 20 slices per volume. The

imaging volume was parallel to and centered on the calcarine

sulcus, covering the occipital lobe (Fig. 3).

All preprocessing, including linear trend removal and 3D

motion correction, as well as GLM analyses, were conducted with

Brain Voyager QX (Brain Innovation B.V., Maastricht, The

Netherlands). The images were not spatially smoothed and no

mean image normalization was applied. A correction for serial

correlations (removal of first-order autocorrelation) was used prior

to all GLM analyses. Each subject’s high resolution anatomical

image was transformed to Talaraich coordinates, and the data for

each functional run was individually aligned to the subject’s

Talairach-transformed anatomical image. Performing individual

alignments for each functional run, within each subject, mitigated

any effect of subject movement between functional runs.

We performed general linear model (GLM) analyses on the data

in the retinotopy runs to define visual areas V1 through V4.

Bowties along the vertical meridians were contrasted with those on

the horizontal meridians, which yielded a striated map of activity

across early visual areas; the boundaries of each visual area V1

through V4 were defined by the mirror reversals in the

representations of the horizontal and vertical meridians.

In the main experiment, for each functional run, a GLM was fit

to the data with five predictors (corresponding to the five Gabor

positions). These five Gabors were separately contrasted against

a sixth predictor (the fixation baseline) to discover areas of peak

activity for each Gabor position. Separate activation maps based

on the GLM were created for each of the five Gabor positions. In

these three-dimensional maps, every voxel had a statistical value

associated with it (there was no threshold—each voxel had a t

value, though many were very close to zero).

In separate GLM analyses, we contrasted all five Gabor

conditions to the fixation baseline. In addition to the substantial

positive BOLD response throughout the visual cortex, this GLM

also revealed large regions of negative BOLD activity. Within each

visual area (V1 through V4), we defined separate regions-of-

interest (ROIs) for the negative and positive BOLD response for

each subject. The threshold for inclusion in the ROI was t.65.6,

P,0.05, Bonferroni corrected. However, three subjects had a weak

negative BOLD response, and therefore did not display negative

BOLD in every visual region at this threshold. For these subjects

we dropped the threshold for inclusion in each ROI to t.62.9,

P,0.05. In a separate analysis, we constructed a single ROI of the

negative BOLD activity in all visual regions. For the subjects with

the lower threshold, there was no difference in the position

discrimination slope between the overall ROI at the higher

threshold and the overall ROI at the lower threshold.

Our goal was to correlate the spatial pattern of activity produced

by each of the Gabor stimulus conditions with the others, within

each ROI. All correlational analyses (c.f., [53]) were conducted with

Matlab 7.1 (The Mathworks, Natick, Massachusetts). Within each

ROI, we cross-correlated the volumetric statistical maps (statistical t

values) produced by each of the five Gabor positions (for a total of ten

correlations). We converted these r values to Fisher z scores because

equal distances between these scores are equally probable [19], and

Fisher z scores can be directly compared, unlike r values. The highest

z-score was identified within each ROI, and the differences between

the highest z-score and all 10 z-scores was computed, for a total of 10

normalized Fisher z-score differences. Larger Fisher z score

differences indicate a lower spatial correlation between the two

stimulus conditions being compared.

The 5 positions of the Gabor stimuli (i.e., the five degrees of skew

in the standard deviation of the Gabors’ contrast envelopes) were

0.38, 0.19, 0, 20.19, and 20.38 deg. Thus, the greatest distance

between any two positions was 0.77 (between a skew of 0.38 deg

outward and a skew of 0.38 deg inward), and the slightest difference

in the position of any two conditions was 0.19 deg. The differences in

each pair of Fisher z scores (above) were plotted as a function of the

difference in the skew between each pair of conditions, and the slope

of a linear regression fit to the data was computed.

The slope of the linear regression is a measure of the selected

ROI’s ability to discriminate position shifts (i.e., Gabor skew). Note

that if the pattern of activity in the ROI showed no selectivity for

object position, the slope of the linear regression should be zero.

However, if the ROI can discriminate object position, then the

spatial correlation of activity produced by two Gabor stimuli

should be higher when the two Gabors are nearer to each other.

Therefore, the linear regression slope within a given ROI is an

indicator of that region’s ability to discriminate changes in position.

In a separate analysis, we defined every possible 56565 cube of

voxels in the entire brain, creating thousands of ROIs. Because

many of these ROIs overlapped, each voxel in the brain was

covered by 125 ROIs. We performed the above analysis to obtain

a position discrimination slope value for each ROI. Because any

particular voxel was covered by 125 ROIs, we assigned the

average slope of those 125 ROIs to that particular voxel. Each

voxel therefore represents the average position discrimination

ability of the overlapping ROIs that surround it. With these

average position discrimination values, we created a new map

revealing clusters of voxels that are best able to discriminate the

Gabor positions.

Negative BOLD fMRI Response

PLoS ONE | www.plosone.org 9 May 2007 | Issue 5 | e410



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
Thanks to Elizabeth Louie.

Author Contributions

Conceived and designed the experiments: DW. Performed the experi-

ments: DB. Analyzed the data: DW DB NS. Wrote the paper: DW DB.

REFERENCES
1. Logothetis NK, Pauls J, Augath M, Trinath T, Oeltermann A (2001)

Neurophysiological investigation of the basis of the fMRI signal. Nature 412:
150–157.

2. Ogawa S, Lee TM, Stepnoski R, Chen W, Zhu XH, et al. (2000) An approach
to probe some neural systems interaction by functional MRI at neural time scale

down to milliseconds. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A 97: 11026–11031.
3. Raichle ME, MacLeod AM, Snyder AZ, Powers WJ, Gusnard DA, et al. (2001)

A default mode of brain function. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A 98: 676–682.

4. Shulman GL (1997) Common Blood Flow Changes across Visual Tasks: II.
Decreases in Cerebral Cortex. Journal of Cognitive Neuroscience 9: 648–663.

5. Smith AT, Singh KD, Greenlee MW (2000) Attentional suppression of activity
in the human visual cortex. Neuroreport 11: 271–277.

6. Smith AT, Williams AL, Singh KD (2004) Negative BOLD in the visual cortex:

evidence against blood stealing. Hum Brain Mapp 21: 213–220.
7. Muller NG, Kleinschmidt A (2004) The attentional ‘spotlight’s’ penumbra:

center-surround modulation in striate cortex. Neuroreport 15: 977–980.
8. Shmuel A, Yacoub E, Pfeuffer J, Van de Moortele PF, Adriany G, et al. (2002)

Sustained negative BOLD, blood flow and oxygen consumption response and its
coupling to the positive response in the human brain. Neuron 36: 1195–1210.

9. Tootell RB, Hadjikhani N, Hall EK, Marrett S, Vanduffel W, et al. (1998) The

retinotopy of visual spatial attention. Neuron 21: 1409–1422.
10. McKee SP, Silverman GH, Nakayama K (1986) Precise velocity discrimination

despite random variations in temporal frequency and contrast. Vision Res 26:
609–619.

11. Beck J, Halloran T (1985) Effects of spatial separation and retinal eccentricity on

two-dot vernier acuity. Vision Res 25: 1105–1111.
12. Levi DM, Klein SA, Yap YL (1988) ‘‘Weber’s law’’ for position: unconfounding

the role of separation and eccentricity. Vision Res 28: 597–603.
13. Yap YL, Levi DM, Klein SA (1989) Peripheral positional acuity: retinal and

cortical constraints on 2-dot separation discrimination under photopic and
scotopic conditions. Vision Res 29: 789–802.

14. White JM, Levi DM, Aitsebaomo AP (1992) Spatial localization without visual

references. Vision Res 32: 513–526.
15. McKee SP (1981) A local mechanism for differential velocity detection. Vision

Res 21: 491–500.
16. McKee SP, Nakayama K (1984) The detection of motion in the peripheral visual

field. Vision Res 24: 25–32.

17. Chen CC, Tyler CW, Liu CL, Wang YH (2005) Lateral modulation of BOLD
activation in unstimulated regions of the human visual cortex. Neuroimage 24:

802–809.
18. Shmuel A, Yacoub E, Pfeuffer J, Van de Moortele PF, Adriany G, et al. (2002)

Sustained negative BOLD, blood flow and oxygen consumption response and its
coupling to the positive response in the human brain. Neuron 36: 1195–1210.

19. Cohen J (1988) Statistical Power Analysis for the Behavioral Sciences. Hillsdale,

N.J.: Erlbaum.
20. Woolsey TA, Rovainen CM, Cox SB, Henegar MH, Liang GE, et al. (1996)

Neuronal units linked to microvascular modules in cerebral cortex: response
elements for imaging the brain. Cereb Cortex 6: 647–660.

21. Devor A, Ulbert I, Dunn AK, Narayanan SN, Jones SR, et al. (2005) Coupling

of the cortical hemodynamic response to cortical and thalamic neuronal activity.
Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A 102: 3822–3827.

22. Harel N, Lee SP, Nagaoka T, Kim DS, Kim SG (2002) Origin of negative blood
oxygenation level-dependent fMRI signals. J Cereb Blood Flow Metab 22:

908–917.

23. Shmuel A, Augath M, Oeltermann A, Logothetis NK (2006) Negative functional
MRI response correlates with decreases in neuronal activity in monkey visual

area V1. Nat Neurosci 9: 569–577.
24. Driver J, Baylis GC (1989) Movement and visual attention: the spotlight

metaphor breaks down. J Exp Psychol Hum Percept Perform 15: 448–456.
25. Kastner S, Pinsk MA, De Weerd P, Desimone R, Ungerleider LG (1999)

Increased activity in human visual cortex during directed attention in the

absence of visual stimulation. Neuron 22: 751–761.
26. Posner MI, Snyder CR, Davidson BJ (1980) Attention and the detection of

signals. J Exp Psychol 109: 160–174.
27. Treisman AM (1969) Strategies and models of selective attention. Psychol Rev

76: 282–299.

28. Yeshurun Y, Carrasco M (1998) Attention improves or impairs visual

performance by enhancing spatial resolution. Nature 396: 72–75.
29. Brefczynski JA, DeYoe EA (1999) A physiological correlate of the ‘spotlight’ of

visual attention. Nat Neurosci 2: 370.
30. Desimone R, Duncan J (1995) Neural mechanisms of selective visual attention.

Annu Rev Neurosci 18: 193–222.
31. Luck SJ, Chelazzi L, Hillyard SA, Desimone R (1997) Neural mechanisms of

spatial selective attention in areas V1, V2, and V4 of macaque visual cortex.

J Neurophysiol 77: 24–42.
32. Maunsell JH, Cook EP (2002) The role of attention in visual processing. Philos

Trans R Soc Lond B Biol Sci 357: 1063–1072.
33. Moran J, Desimone R (1985) Selective attention gates visual processing in the

extrastriate cortex. Science 229: 782–784.

34. Slotnick SD, Schwarzbach J, Yantis S (2003) Attentional inhibition of visual
processing in human striate and extrastriate cortex. Neuroimage 19: 1602–1611.

35. Somers DC, Dale AM, Seiffert AE, Tootell RB (1999) Functional MRI reveals
spatially specific attentional modulation in human primary visual cortex. Proc

Natl Acad Sci U S A 96: 1663–1668.
36. Muller NG, Mollenhauer M, Rosler A, Kleinschmidt A (2005) The attentional

field has a Mexican hat distribution. Vision Res 45: 1129–1137.

37. Regan D (2000) Human perception of objects : early visual processing of spatial
form defined by luminance, color, texture, motion, and binocular disparity.

Sunderland, Mass.: Sinauer Associates, xxix, 577 p., [574] p. of plates p.
38. DeYoe EA, Carman GJ, Bandettini P, Glickman S, Wieser J, et al. (1996)

Mapping striate and extrastriate visual areas in human cerebral cortex. Proc

Natl Acad Sci U S A 93: 2382–2386.
39. Sereno MI, Dale AM, Reppas JB, Kwong KK, Belliveau JW, et al. (1995)

Borders of multiple visual areas in humans revealed by functional magnetic
resonance imaging. Science 268: 889–893.

40. Tootell RB, Hadjikhani NK, Vanduffel W, Liu AK, Mendola JD, et al. (1998)
Functional analysis of primary visual cortex (V1) in humans. Proc Natl Acad

Sci U S A 95: 811–817.

41. Tootell RB, Mendola JD, Hadjikhani NK, Ledden PJ, Liu AK, et al. (1997)
Functional analysis of V3A and related areas in human visual cortex. J Neurosci

17: 7060–7078.
42. Tootell RB, Mendola JD, Hadjikhani NK, Liu AK, Dale AM (1998) The

representation of the ipsilateral visual field in human cerebral cortex. Proc Natl

Acad Sci U S A 95: 818–824.
43. Wandell BA, Brewer AA, Dougherty RF (2005) Visual field map clusters in

human cortex. Philos Trans R Soc Lond B Biol Sci 360: 693–707.
44. Reynolds JH, Chelazzi L (2004) Attentional modulation of visual processing.

Annu Rev Neurosci 27: 611–647.
45. Gazzaley A, Cooney JW, Rissman J, D’Esposito M (2005) Top-down

suppression deficit underlies working memory impairment in normal aging.

Nat Neurosci 8: 1298–1300.
46. Gazzaley A, Cooney JW, McEvoy K, Knight RT, D’Esposito M (2005) Top-

down enhancement and suppression of the magnitude and speed of neural
activity. J Cogn Neurosci 17: 507–517.

47. Watt RJ, Morgan MJ (1985) A theory of the primitive spatial code in human

vision. Vision Res 25: 1661–1674.
48. Whitney D, Bressler DW (2006) Spatially asymmetric response to moving

patterns in the visual cortex: Re-examining the local sign hypothesis. Vision Res.
49. Whitaker D, McGraw PV, Levi DM (1997) The influence of adaptation on

perceived visual location. Vision Res 37: 2207–2216.

50. Whitaker D, McGraw PV, Pacey I, Barrett BT (1996) Centroid analysis predicts
visual localization of first- and second-order stimuli. Vision Res 36: 2957–2970.

51. Whitaker D, McGraw PV (1998) The effect of suprathreshold contrast on
stimulus centroid and its implications for the perceived location of objects.

Vision Res 38: 3591–3599.
52. Westheimer G, McKee SP (1977) Integration regions for visual hyperacuity.

Vision Res 17: 89–93.

53. Haxby JV, Gobbini MI, Furey ML, Ishai A, Schouten JL, et al. (2001)
Distributed and overlapping representations of faces and objects in ventral

temporal cortex. Science 293: 2425–2430.
54. MacMillan NA, Creelman CD (2004) Detection Theory: A User’s Guide:

Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Negative BOLD fMRI Response

PLoS ONE | www.plosone.org 10 May 2007 | Issue 5 | e410




