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search tasks. II. Letter discrimination

Richard F. Murray

MS 262-2, NASA Ames Research Center, Moffett Field, California 94035-1000, and Department of Psychology,
University of Toronto, Toronto, Ontario, Canada, M5S 3G3

Brent R. Beutter
MS 262-2, NASA Ames Research Center, Moffett Field, California 94035-1000

Miguel P. Eckstein

Department of Psychology, University of California at Santa Barbara, Santa Barbara, California 93106-9660

Leland S. Stone
MS 262-2, NASA Ames Research Center, Moffett Field, California 94035-1000

Received November 17, 2002; revised manuscript received March 10, 2003; accepted March 24, 2003

Can the oculomotor system use shape cues to guide search saccades? Observers searched for target letters (D,
U, or X) among distractors (the letter O in the discrimination task and blank locations in the detection task) in
Gaussian white noise. We measured the accuracy of first saccadic responses on each trial and perceptual (i.e.,
button-press) responses in separate trials with the stimulus duration chosen so that the saccadic and percep-
tual processing times were matched. We calculated the relative efficiency of saccadic decisions compared with
perceptual decisions, 7, = (ds’aC/d}’,er)Z. Relative efficiency was low but consistently greater than zero in dis-
crimination tasks (15% * 6%) and high in detection tasks (60% = 10%). We conclude that the saccadic tar-
geting system can use shape cues, but less efficiently than the perceptual system can. © 2003 Optical Society

of America

OCIS codes: 330.2210, 330.4060, 330.5000, 330.5510, 330.6100, 330.7310.

1. INTRODUCTION

Human observers make frequent saccades, both when
passively surveying a scene and when actively searching
for a known target, but it is not well understood how ob-
servers choose the locations to which they make saccades.
Here we investigate how well observers can use the shape
of a known target to guide saccades during visual search.

A. Absolute and Relative Efficiency of Saccadic
Responses

Previous studies of whether shape cues can guide sac-
cades have reached differing conclusions. Some have
concluded that shape cues have a strong influence on
saccades,'™ while others have concluded that they have
little or none.*® One way out of this impasse is sug-
gested by the finding that saccades are guided more
strongly by shape cues when target and distractor shapes
are highly discriminable.?>* In any meaningful attempt
to evaluate saccadic performance in a given task (or per-
ceptual performance, for that matter), we must take ac-
count of how much task-relevant information the stimu-
lus provides to the observer; i.e., we must take account of
the intrinsic difficulty of the task. This has not often
been done in studies of saccadic targeting. For instance,
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Williams® found that saccades were strongly guided by
color cues and not by shape cues, but he gave few details
as to what color or shape cues his stimuli provided. In
the limit, if the color cues were salient and informative
and if the shape cues were faint and unreliable, then such
results would say more about the stimuli than about sac-
cadic targeting. The same principle applies when differ-
ences between various cues are less extreme: To properly
evaluate how well an observer uses a cue to perform a
task, we must somehow take into account how much task-
relevant information the cue provides.

Eckstein et al.” and Beutter et al.® investigated how
well observers can use contrast cues to guide saccades
during visual search. They regarded observers’ first sac-
cade on each trial of a visual search task as a kind of sac-
cadic response, which indicated the oculomotor system’s
best initial guess as to where the target was located.
They considered the first saccade to be correct if it was di-
rected toward the correct target location, and using this
definition, they measured the proportion of correct first
saccadic responses in disk detection and contrast dis-
crimination tasks. To take account of the amount of in-
formation provided by the contrast cues in their tasks,
they compared the accuracy of observers’ first saccades
with two reference standards. First, they compared sac-
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cadic performance with the ideal observer’s performance
by calculating the absolute efficiency of saccades:
Mabs = (dfne/digen)”- (1

sac’ %ideal

Here d.,. is the observer’s saccadic performance, and
digear 18 the ideal observer’s performance, both measured
in terms of d’.° Second, they compared saccadic perfor-
mance with the same human observer’s perceptual perfor-
mance (i.e., button-press performance) in the same task
by calculating the relative efficiency of saccades:

Mrel = (d’ /d] )2~ (2)

sac’ “ per

Here d_,. is again the observer’s saccadic performance,
and d, is the observer’s perceptual performance.

These two comparisons are informative in different
ways. By comparing saccadic performance with ideal
performance, we learn how efficiently the saccadic system
uses all the information provided by the stimulus, and we
answer the question of how well the saccadic system per-
forms on an absolute scale. However, human perfor-
mance is invariably worse than ideal performance (often
much worse), and from a comparison of saccadic perfor-
mance with ideal performance, it may be difficult to gain
a sense of how well the saccadic system actually performs.
By comparing saccadic performance with perceptual per-
formance, we learn how well the saccadic system per-
forms compared with a more familiar system that shares
many early performance-limiting constraints with the
saccadic system, such as optical blur and retinal
sampling.!® For instance, learning that saccades are ap-
proximately as accurate as perceptual responses in a
given task may be more helpful than learning that they
have an absolute efficiency of 25%.

In the present experiments, we investigated how well
saccades are guided by shape cues during visual search
for letters. To take account of the intrinsic difficulty of
our search tasks, we followed the approach of Eckstein
et al.” and Beutter et al.:® We compared saccadic perfor-
mance with ideal performance, and with perceptual per-
formance in the same task with the stimulus duration ap-
proximately matched to the time required to make a
saccadic decision (~150 ms).

B. Shape Cues and Contrast Cues
Another important concern when evaluating how well ob-
servers use a given cue to perform a task is to ensure that
the stimulus does not provide alternative cues that the
observer could also use to perform the task. In previous
studies of saccadic targeting, shape cues have almost al-
ways been confounded with contrast cues. Most studies
have equated the peak Weber contrast of targets and dis-
tractors, but there are many other ways of measuring per-
ceptual salience,"™13 and in general it is difficult to know
which measure, if any, eliminates all contrast cues in a
given task. This is a serious confound because saccades
can be guided very effectively by contrast cues.”®

To evaluate how well observers use shape information
to guide saccades and to be certain that observers were
not also using contrast cues, in experiment 2 we com-
pared saccadic and perceptual performance during visual
search for a target letter among distractor letters, and we
independently randomized the contrasts of the target and
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the distractors on every trial. Under these conditions,
even an observer who made statistically optimal use of
simple contrast cues would perform very poorly. If sac-
cadic accuracy was much better than chance even under
these conditions, we could be certain that the saccadic
system was using shape cues to guide saccades, and not
contrast cues.

C. Stimulus Information Mediating Saccadic and
Perceptual Responses

If saccadic and perceptual responses are determined by
the same computations on the stimulus, then saccadic
and perceptual performance should be affected similarly
by a wide range of task and stimulus manipulations.
This would suggest that saccadic and perceptual perfor-
mance might be limited by the same neural mechanisms.
To investigate this possibility, we compared saccadic and
perceptual performance in three ways: first, in shape
discrimination versus contrast discrimination tasks; sec-
ond, in letter discrimination versus letter detection tasks;
and third, as a function of signal contrast.

D. Overview

In all three of the following experiments, we measured
saccadic performance during visual search for a target
letter in white Gaussian noise, and in separate trials we
measured perceptual performance in the same task, with
the stimulus duration matched to the time required to
make a saccadic decision. In the first experiment, the
goal was to compare saccadic and perceptual performance
over a range of signal contrasts, and to do this, we mea-
sured performance at four signal contrasts chosen to pro-
duce a range of perceptual performance from near chance
to nearly 100% correct. In the second experiment, we in-
dependently randomized the contrast of the target and
distractor letters to rule out the possibility that observers
were making saccades based on simple contrast cues
rather than on shape differences between the target and
the distractors. In the final experiment, we measured
performance in a detection task in which observers
searched for a target letter without distractors.

2. EXPERIMENT 1: LETTER
DISCRIMINATION
A. Methods

1. Participants

One author (RFM) and three other observers partici-
pated. All had normal Snellen acuity, all were experi-
enced at psychophysical tasks, and, other than the au-
thor, none was aware of the purpose of the experiment.

2. Stimuli

Figure 1(a) shows a typical stimulus. Ten squares with
sides of length 2.4 degrees of visual angle (deg) were
evenly spaced around a circle of radius 5.9 deg, centered
on a fixation cross. The squares and the fixation cross
were drawn with gray lines that were 0.12 deg thick and
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Fig. 1. Typical stimuli from (a) experiment 1, (b) experiment 2, and (c) experiment 3. In (c), the contrast of the target has been in-
creased to 15% to make the figure clearer. Image (d) shows closeups of the target and distractor letters.

had a luminance of 0.40 cd/m?, on a gray background of
luminance 30 cd/m?.  One of three target letters (D, U, or
X) appeared in one of the squares, and the letter O ap-
peared in the other nine squares. The letter images were
40 X 40 pixels, created by blurring 41-pixel Arial-font let-
ters with a Gaussian kernel of standard deviation 0.75
pixel in order to smooth jagged edges [Fig. 1(d)]. The en-
tire 18-deg X 18-deg stimulus was covered by a square of
Gaussian white noise of root-mean-square contrast 16%
(power spectral density 8.9 X 107° deg?). The noise was
generated by adding a random luminance offset to each
pixel.

On each trial, the peak Weber contrast [defined as
cw = (L — Lyg)/Ly,, where L is the luminance of the
point of interest and L, is the background luminance] of
the target and distractor letters was randomly set to one
of four values chosen to span the observers’ psychometric
functions, based on performance in practice sessions.
That is, the contrasts of the target and the distractors
were the same on any given trial but varied from trial to
trial. Observers found some target letters more difficult
to locate than others, so we used different contrasts for
each target letter task. For observers AEK, KRB, and
RFM, the contrasts were as follows: target D, contrasts
8%, 12%, 16%, and 20%; target U, contrasts 6%, 8%, 12%,
and 16%; and target X, contrasts 4%, 6%, 8%, and 12%.
For observer STS, the contrasts were the following: tar-
get D, contrasts 10%, 15%, 20%, and 25%; target U, con-
trasts 7%, 10%, 15%, and 20%; and target X, contrasts
5%, 1%, 10%, and 15%.

Observers viewed the stimuli binocularly on a Philips

Brilliance 21A monitor (pixel size 0.59 mm, resolution
640 X 480, refresh rate 60 Hz) at a viewing distance of
0.57 m.

3. Eye-Tracking Methods

During all trials, the position of the left eye was measured
by using an infrared video-based eye tracker (ISCAN Inc.,
NASA prototype) sampling at 240 Hz and synchronized
with the 60-Hz screen refresh of the monitor. Head
movements were minimized by using a bite bar. The eye
tracker was calibrated by having observers sequentially
fixate nine crosses arranged in a 12 deg X 12 deg grid at
the beginning and the end of each block of 100 trials.
The eye position at the beginning of each trial, when ob-
servers looked at the fixation cross, was used to correct for
small head movements. The eye-tracker precision was
generally better than 0.15 deg, as estimated from the
standard deviation of eye position during a fixation. We
detected saccades by low-pass filtering the eye position
signal (—3 dB cutoff at 42 Hz) and marking a saccade
when eye velocity exceeded a threshold. The saccade’s
end point was defined to be the mean eye position during
the subsequent fixation. See Beutter et al.'* for more
information on our eye-tracking and saccade detection
methods.

4. Procedure

Each observer participated in 13 or 14 1-h sessions, of
which the first two were discarded as practice sessions.
Each session consisted of six 100-trial blocks: one eye-
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movement (EM) block and one fixation (FIX) block for
each of the three target letters (D, U, and X). Observers
searched for the same target letter on all trials within a
given block. The six blocks were run in random order.
Observers were told to locate the target letter and to in-
dicate its location by using the buttons on a mouse, as de-
scribed below.

At the beginning of each EM trial, the observer fove-
ated the fixation cross and clicked a mouse button to start
the trial. After a pause of 500 ms, during which time the
fixation cross remained on the screen, the stimulus ap-
peared [Fig. 1(a)]. The observer searched for the target
letter, typically making several saccades, and clicked the
mouse to indicate that he had found the target. After
this mouse click, or after 6 s, whichever came first, the
stimulus was replaced by a 200-ms white-noise postmask,
of root-mean-square contrast 67% (power spectral density
1.6 X 102 deg?). Immediately after the postmask, a
response screen was shown, containing ten empty
squares in the same locations as the stimulus squares,
with an arrow that the observer could rotate in either
direction by clicking buttons on the mouse, to point
at any of the ten squares. The observer rotated the
arrow to point at the location where he thought the target
letter had appeared and then pressed another mouse but-
ton to indicate that this location was his response. The
observer was not given feedback as to whether the re-
sponse was correct. In Subsection 2.B, we briefly discuss
the accuracy of button-press responses on EM trials, but
ultimately they were of secondary importance, because
we were mainly interested in the accuracy of observers’
first saccadic responses on EM trials. We assigned the
first saccade on each EM trial to whichever of the ten
stimulus locations was nearest to the saccade’s end point.
We ignored small initial saccades: We considered the
first saccade on each trial to be the first that ended more
than 1 deg from the fixation cross. We discarded trials
on which the first saccade began less than 100 ms after
stimulus onset or landed more than 9 deg from fixation.
Approximately 2% of EM trials were rejected by these cri-
teria.

Each FIX trial also began with the observer foveating
the fixation cross and clicking a mouse button to proceed.
On FIX trials, the observer maintained fixation for the en-
tire trial. The stimulus was displayed for a much shorter
duration, chosen to match the processing time required by
each observer to select the target location for the first sac-
cade on EM trials. Specifically, the stimulus duration on
FIX trials was set to each observer’s median saccadic la-
tency over the EM trials of the two practice sessions, mi-
nus the 90 ms required to program a saccadic eye
movement,'® rounded to the nearest display time possible
on the 60-Hz monitor. The stimulus duration was 150
ms for observers AEK, RFM, and STS and 250 ms for
KRB. As on EM trials, the stimulus was followed by a
high-contrast postmask and a response screen on which
the observer rotated an arrow to indicate his response.
We monitored eye movements on FIX trials in order to
discard trials where the observer’s eye position deviated
by more than 1 deg from the fixation cross while the
stimulus was shown, but this never happened, as the
stimulus duration was shorter than the saccadic latency.
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B. Results

1. Saccadic and Perceptual Decision Accuracy

The main goal of this study was to measure human sac-
cadic performance during visual search for a target letter
among distractor letters and to compare saccadic perfor-
mance with perceptual performance under matched con-
ditions. Figure 2 shows each observer’s oculometric and
psychometric functions, plotted as proportion correct ver-
sus signal contrast. The oculometric functions (left col-
umn) show the accuracy of observers’ first saccades on EM
trials, and the psychometric functions (right column)
show the accuracy of observers’ perceptual (i.e., button-
press) responses on FIX trials. We will discuss the fitted
curves in Subsection 2.B.4. The figure shows the main
findings of this experiment very clearly: First, saccadic
performance was better than chance (10% correct), mean-
ing that within 200 ms of stimulus onset, shape cues were
available to guide saccades; and second, saccadic perfor-
mance was markedly worse than perceptual performance,
as shown by the fact that proportion correct for saccadic
responses for each target letter at each signal contrast
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Fig. 2. Oculometric and psychometric functions from experi-
ment 1, plotted as proportion correct versus signal contrast.
The error bars show standard errors and are often smaller than
the data points. The curves show maximum-likelihood fits of
two-parameter functions derived from Eckstein et al.’s’
efficiency-and-uncertainty model. Table 1 below reports the fit-
ted parameters.
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Fig. 3. Oculometric and psychometric functions from experi-
ment 1. These are the same data as those shown in Fig. 2, re-
plotted as human observers’d’ versus ideal observer’s d’ (which
we call the SNR). The thin black curves show individual
maximum-likelihood fits of two-parameter functions derived
from Eckstein et al.’s’ efficiency-and-uncertainty model. The
thick gray curves show simultaneous fits of the same type of
function to performance in all three letter tasks. Table 1 below
reports the fitted parameters.

was generally much lower than the corresponding propor-
tion correct for perceptual responses.16

A plot of proportion correct versus signal contrast helps
to give an intuition as to how well observers performed
with various stimuli, but it is also informative to plot the
human observers’ saccadic and perceptual d’ versus the
ideal observer’s d'. It is useful to plot performance in
terms of d’, because relative efficiency is the squared ra-
tio of saccadic and perceptual d’, whereas the difference
or the ratio of two proportions correct has no theoretical
significance.” It is useful to plot human performance as a
function of the ideal observer’s performance, because
ideal performance indicates the intrinsic difficulty of a
task, whereas signal contrast by itself tells us nothing
about how much task-relevant information a stimulus
provides to the observer. For instance, Fig. 2 shows that
observers performed best with target letter X, worse with
U, and worst with D, which suggests that much of the
performance difference across target letter tasks was sim-
ply due to the difference in how similar the target letters
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were to the distractor letter, which was always O. Plot-
ting human performance as a function of ideal perfor-
mance takes account of such differences in intrinsic task
difficulty and shows whether there truly are differences
in how efficiently observers use stimuli in different tasks.

Figure 3 replots the oculometric and psychometric
functions as the human observers’ d’ versus the ideal ob-
server’s d’.1771% [Sometimes, as on the x axis of this plot,
we call the ideal observer’s d’ the task’s signal-to-noise
ratio (SNR), because the ideal observer’s d’ is defined as
the SNR available to an observer who uses the stimulus
as efficiently as possible.] First, note that in Fig. 3 both
the oculometric and psychometric functions from the
three target letter tasks overlap much more than in Fig.
2, confirming that much of the performance difference
across letter tasks was due to the difference in the intrin-
sic difficulty of the tasks. However, the functions do not
overlap entirely, indicating a genuine difference in how ef-
ficiently observers used the stimuli in the three letter
tasks. Second, note that both saccadic and perceptual
performance were much worse than ideal performance.
This comparison is easy to make in Fig. 3, as the ideal ob-
server’s d’ is simply the SNR, i.e., the units of the x axis.
A convenient way of comparing human and ideal perfor-
mance is by calculating absolute efficiency, defined as
Naps = (d'/d}3.a)?.  Over all observers, target letters,
and SNRs, saccadic absolute efficiency covered a range of
0%—-3% and had a mean of 0.56% = 0.11%, and percep-
tual absolute efficiency covered a range of 0%—-9% and
had a mean of 2.38% * 0.33%. These values of percep-
tual absolute efficiency are lower than those reported in
some previous studies of letter identification, but the dis-
crepancy can be explained by differences in stimuli and
tasks. For example, Solomon and Pelli?° reported abso-
lute efficiencies of approximately 10%, but their stimuli
were viewed foveally and were bandpass filtered, and
both of these factors tend to increase efficiency, so the
fourfold difference between our measurements of effi-
ciency and theirs is not surprising.

2. Relative Efficiency

As we discussed in Section 1, it is also informative to com-
pare saccadic performance with perceptual performance.
To make this comparison, we calculated the relative effi-
ciency of the first saccade on EM trials with respect to
perceptual decisions on FIX trials, defined as 7,4
= (dly/d}e)?. Figure 4 shows the relative efficiency of
each observer’s first saccadic decisions at each SNR, cal-
culated from the oculometric and psychometric data in
Fig. 3. Mean relative efficiency, averaged across target
letters and signal contrasts, was as follows: observer
AEK, 11.1% * 1.3%; KRB, 23.8% = 1.6%; RFM, 25.0%
+ 1.7%; and STS, 1.5% = 0.7%. The error values are
standard errors, obtained by assuming Bernoulli variabil-
ity in observers’ responses, and propagating errors.?! Al-
though saccadic performance was better than chance,
each observer’s relative efficiency was much less than
100%, meaning that observers used the stimuli much less
efficiently when making saccadic decisions than when
making perceptual decisions. We emphasize that rela-
tive efficiency compares saccadic performance on EM tri-
als with perceptual performance on FIX trials and that
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Fig. 4. Efficiency of first saccades on EM trials of experiment 1
relative to perceptual responses on FIX trials. Estimates of
relative efficiency at low contrasts are ratios of two noisy, near-
zero numbers and so are extremely noisy. The error bars show

standard errors. Points with standard errors larger than 0.5
have been omitted from the plots.
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the stimulus duration on FIX trials was approximately
equal to the time that the observer took to make saccadic
decisions on EM trials. Thus saccadic and perceptual de-
cisions were based on approximately equally informative
stimuli, and yet saccadic performance was consistently
worse than perceptual performance.

Finally, with just four observers, it is difficult to inter-
pret individual differences with any confidence. How-
ever, perhaps it is worth noting that of the two observers
with the highest relative saccadic efficiency, one (KRB)
had an unusually long saccadic latency, and the other
(RFM) was an author and so knew that saccadic accuracy
was being monitored.

3. Effect of Task Difficulty

One of our goals in this study was to see whether saccadic
and perceptual performance were affected similarly by
various task manipulations. To see whether saccadic
and perceptual performance depended similarly on task
difficulty, we examined relative efficiency as a function of
SNR. Within-subject analyses of covariance (ANCOVAs)
showed significant effects of SNR on relative efficiency for
all observers [F(2,8) = 9.33,p < 0.02]. All observers
had higher relative efficiency at higher SNRs: Observer
AEK’s maximum-likelihood regression slope was 2% effi-
ciency per unit SNR, KRB’s slope was 3%, RFM’s was 3%,
and STS’s was 1%. The SNRs covered a range of approxi-
mately 4-12, so, on average, relative efficiency increased
by approximately 18% over the range of SNRs studied.
This is a large effect, given that mean relative efficiency
across observers was only 15%. Thus saccadic and per-
ceptual performance did not show a similar dependence
on SNR: Not only was saccadic performance generally
worse than perceptual performance, but it was differen-
tially worse at low SNRs. The ANCOVAs also showed a
significant effect of target letter on relative efficiency for
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observers AEK, KRB, and RFM [F(2,8) = 9.33,
p < 0.02]. The effect of target letter was idiosyncratic,
with different observers showing higher relative effi-
ciency with different target letters.

4. Model Fits

The curves that we fitted to the psychometric and oculo-
metric functions in Figs. 2 and 3 are based on a two-
parameter model of target localization that has been de-
veloped within signal detection theory?? The model
describes an observer’s performance in terms of two pa-
rameters: (1) a slope parameter « that measures the
steepness of the psychometric function and indicates how
well the observer estimates the likelihood of the target
having appeared at each stimulus location and (2) the in-
trinsic uncertainty parameter U that indicates the num-
ber of irrelevant stimulus locations that the observer
monitors (i.e., locations where the target could never ap-
pear). Table 1 reports the fits of the parameters a« and U
to the oculometric and psychometric functions in Figs. 2
and 3.

To see whether the difference between saccadic and
perceptual performance was due to a difference in how
well observers estimated the likelihood of the target hav-
ing appeared at each stimulus location or due to a differ-
ence in intrinsic uncertainty, we compared the param-
eters @ and U of the fitted oculometric and psychometric
functions for each observer in each letter task. These pa-
rameters had non-Gaussian distributions, so instead of
using the means and the standard errors of the param-
eters in ¢ tests, we assumed Bernoulli variability in ob-
servers’ responses and compared the parameters by non-
parametric bootstrapping.2> The slope parameter a was
generally lower for saccadic responses than for perceptual
responses (p < 0.01), with the following exceptions:
Saccadic and perceptual values of @ were not significantly
different (p > 0.05) for observers AEK or RFM in the tar-
get X task or for STS in the target D and U tasks. Un-
certainty was not significantly different (p > 0.05) for
saccadic and perceptual responses, with one exception:
Observer RFM had higher uncertainty for saccades in the
target X task (p < 0.01). The significant differences in
the slope parameters suggest that the perceptual system
either uses templates that are better matched to the rel-
evant stimulus information than the saccadic system’s
templates or has less internal noise than the saccadic
system.22

The fitted values of @ and U were similar across target
letters for each observer, so we also made pooled fits, fit-
ting a single function to each observer’s saccadic perfor-
mance in all three letter tasks and a single function to
each observer’s perceptual performance in all three letter
tasks. These fits are shown in Fig. 3 as thick gray
curves, and the fitted parameters are reported in Table 1.
Clearly there were differences in the oculometric and
psychometric functions across letter tasks, but neverthe-
less the pooled fits gave a reasonably good description of
the data because the oculometric and psychometric func-
tions from the three target letter tasks mostly overlapped
when plotted as a function of SNR. We compared the pa-
rameters « and U for each observer’s pooled oculometric
and psychometric functions, and the results were largely
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Table 1. Parameters of Psychometric Functions in Experiment 1¢

Observer Response Parameter Target D Target U Target X Pooled
AEK
saccade a 0.24 (0.11, 0.27) 0.17 (0.10, 0.26) 0.24 (0.18, 0.29) 0.22 (0.18, 0.28)
U 3000 (18, ») 14 (1, 280) 590 (43, ») 311 (62, )
percept a 0.33 (0.28, 0.39) 0.36 (0.32, 0.41) 0.29 (0.26, 0.33) 0.31 (0.29, 0.34)
U 398 (70, 5200) 40 (14, 181) 100 (31, 523) 65 (32, 186)
KRB
saccade a 0.17 (0.11, 0.25) 0.28 (0.24, 0.34) 0.23 (0.19, 0.27) 0.22 (0.20, 0.25)
U 16 (2, 332) 37 (10, 279) 14 (4, 50) 19 (9, 52)
percept a 0.35 (0.31, 0.40) 0.45 (0.41, 0.51) 0.31 (0.28, 0.35) 0.36 (0.34, 0.39)
U 221 (51, 1800) 114 (36, 578) 7 (3, 23) 35 (20, 88)
RFM
saccade a 0.19 (0.14, 0.25) 0.29 (0.25, 0.34) 0.29 (0.22, 0.32) 0.20 (0.18, 0.23)
U 16 (3, 154) 26 (9, 126) 2200 (170, =) 14 (7, 38)
percept a 0.33 (0.29, 0.38) 0.45 (0.41, 0.51) 0.27 (0.24, 0.31) 0.36 (0.34, 0.39)
U 105 (31, 616) 100 (36, 487) 17 (6, 57) 55 (30, 148)
STS
saccade a 0.06 (0.01, 0.18) 0.13 (0.03, 0.23) 0.19 (0.10, 0.20) 0.13 (0.07, 0.19)
U 18 (0, ) 56 (0, ) o (28, ») 220 (13, =)
percept a 0.15 (0.11, 0.19) 0.20 (0.17, 0.24) 0.24 (0.21, 0.28) 0.19 (0.17, 0.21)
U 10 (2, 61) 9 (3, 39) 471 (87, 6800) 26 (13, 69)

“HEach cell reports the maximum-likelihood value and, in parentheses, the 95% confidence interval.

The symbol « represents an uncertainty value

greater than 10,000. The first three columns report individual fits for the three target letter tasks, and the fourth column reports a single simultaneous fit

to all three target letter tasks. See Figs. 2 and 3 for plots.
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Fig. 5. Median saccadic latency in experiment 1. The error
bars show standard errors and are smaller than the data points.

the same as those when we made separate fits for each
target letter task: Saccadic @ was significantly lower
than perceptual « for all observers (p < 0.05), but sac-
cadic U was lower than perceptual U for only observer
RFM (p < 0.01).%*

5. Matching Processing Times for Saccadic and
Perceptual Decisions

To compare saccadic and perceptual performance prop-
erly, it is important for the effective stimulus duration to
be matched in the saccadic and perceptual tasks. How-
ever, all observers’ saccadic latencies turned out to be
longer in the main experiment than in the practice ses-

sions that we used to determine the stimulus duration on
FIX trials. Figure 5 shows each observer’s mean sac-
cadic latency in each target letter task at each signal con-
trast. Median saccadic latency on EM trials, across all
letter tasks and signal contrasts, was 183 ms for observer
AEK, 213 ms for RFM, and 217 ms for STS, and for these
observers the FIX stimulus duration was 150 ms. Me-
dian saccadic latency was 275 ms for observer KRB, and
for this observer the FIX stimulus duration was 250 ms.
Standard errors of the medians were approximately *+2
ms. We have assumed that the time available for sac-
cadic processing is the saccadic latency minus 90 ms,'®
which means that in this experiment the effective stimu-
lus duration was approximately 40 ms shorter for sac-
cadic decisions than for perceptual decisions. This dis-
crepancy may have led us to underestimate the efficiency
of saccadic responses relative to perceptual responses.
To address this problem, we calculated each observer’s
median saccadic latency over all EM trials, and we reran
all FIX trials with the stimulus duration adjusted to re-
flect these more accurate measurements of saccadic la-
tency. We then recalculated each observer’s relative effi-
ciency, comparing saccadic performance on the original
EM trials with perceptual performance in this second set
of FIX trials, which we will call FIX2 trials when we need
to distinguish them from the first set of FIX trials. The
revised stimulus duration was 83 ms for observer AEK,
167 ms for KRB, and 117 ms for RFM and STS. The re-
sults of this follow-up experiment were practically identi-
cal to the results of the main experiment. Mean relative
efficiency, averaged across target letters and signal con-
trasts, was as follows: observer AEK, 16.9% * 2.3%;
KRB, 21.9% = 1.9%; RFM, 21.3% * 2.0%; and STS,
0.4% * 0.4%. Thus our results were not strongly biased
by the error in our original estimates of saccadic latency.?®
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6. Speed—Accuracy Trade-Off

We also examined saccadic latencies to see whether the
differences in saccadic accuracy across target letter tasks
or signal contrasts might be due to differences in saccadic
processing time, i.e., due to a speed—accuracy trade-off.
Figure 5 shows that median latency was almost constant
across target letters and signal contrasts, typically vary-
ing by only a few milliseconds. This impression was con-
firmed by within-observer ANCOVAs, which found no ef-
fect of saccadic accuracy (measured in terms of d’) on
median latency and found an effect of target letter on me-
dian latency for only observer KRB [F(2,8) = 11.70,
p < 0.01]. Thus the differences in saccadic accuracy
were not due to a speed—accuracy trade-off.

7. Free-Viewing Perceptual Responses

Up to now, we have compared saccadic performance on
EM trials with perceptual performance on FIX trials.
Observers also made button-press responses on EM trials,
and one would certainly expect these responses to be
more accurate than the button-press responses on FIX tri-
als, because on EM trials observers were free to make sac-
cades and had a much longer viewing time. To quantify
how much observers benefited from free-viewing condi-
tions, we calculated the relative efficiency of perceptual
responses on FIX trials with respect to perceptual re-
sponses on EM trials. As expected, relative efficiency
was low. Observer AEK’s mean relative efficiency was
15%, KRB’s was 21%, RFM’s was 17%, and STS’s was 5%.
Standard errors were approximately *3%. Another way
of making the same point is to note that absolute effi-
ciency of free-viewing perceptual responses covered a
range of 4%—-21% and had a mean of 11% *= 4% over all
observers, target letters, and SNRs. These values of ab-
solute efficiency are much higher than those that we re-
ported above for short-duration perceptual responses on
FIX trials. Using similar methods, Beutter et al.® found
that observers also benefited greatly from free-viewing
conditions in visual search tasks involving disk detection
and contrast discrimination.

C. Discussion
The main results of this experiment can be seen clearly in
Figs. 2 and 3: Saccadic performance was better than
chance but much worse than perceptual performance un-
der matched conditions. All the subsequent analyses in
Subsection 2.B are elaborations of this basic finding. A
methodologically important elaboration, though, is our
comparison of saccadic and perceptual performance in
terms of relative efficiency. This comparison allowed us
to quantify how well saccadic decisions made use of shape
cues, compared with perceptual decisions. We found
that, on average, the relative efficiency of saccadic re-
sponses compared with perceptual responses was 15%.
This result should be contrasted with Beutter et al.’s®
finding that in visual search tasks involving disk detec-
tion and contrast discrimination, saccadic performance
was similar to perceptual performance, with relative effi-
ciency ranging from 80% to 100%. Taken together, our
experiments and those of Beutter et al. show that sac-
cadic and perceptual performance do not vary similarly
from task to task: Saccadic performance compared with
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perceptual performance was differentially better at letter
discrimination than at disk detection and contrast dis-
crimination. This demonstrates that, in general, sac-
cadic and perceptual decisions do not make similar use of
stimulus information.

Similarly, our analysis of relative efficiency as a func-
tion of SNR showed that saccadic and perceptual perfor-
mance did not depend in the same way on task difficulty:
Not only was saccadic performance generally worse than
perceptual performance, but it was especially poor at low
SNRs, compared with perceptual performance. Again,
this shows that the computations underlying saccadic and
perceptual decisions are not the same.

3. EXPERIMENT 2: CONTRAST-
RANDOMIZED LETTER DISCRIMINATION

Earlier studies have shown that saccades can be guided
very efficiently by contrast differences between targets
and distractors,”® so to be certain that saccades were
guided by shape cues in experiment 1, we must rule out
the possibility that observers used simple contrast cues to
locate the target letter. In experiment 1, the targets and
the distractors had equal peak Weber contrasts, but there
may have been useful contrast cues nevertheless, as there
are several other ways of measuring perceptual salience
that might be more appropriate than Weber contrast,
such as contrast energy,”! Michelson contrast,'? or con-
trast in a narrow band of spatial frequencies.'®> Further-
more, for each of these contrast measures, we must decide
whether to equate the contrast of the targets and the dis-
tractors as they appear on the monitor, or as they appear
on the retina, or as they appear when adjusted by the ob-
server’s contrast sensitivity function, and so on. Finally,
no matter which contrast cue we equate in the targets
and the distractors, observers might be able to switch to a
different contrast cue.

To avoid these difficulties, we carried out a control ex-
periment in which we rendered all simple contrast cues
uninformative by independently randomizing the con-
trasts of the target and d