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Handedness and space errors

SERGIO CESARE MASIN and ANNA AGOSTINI
University of Udine, Udine, Italy

Two groups of left- and right-handed subjects compared the lengths of two simultaneous lines
presented briefly, one on the left and one on the right of a fixation point. The subjects reported
left (right) longer lines in a pair by pressing a key on the left (right) with the left (right) hand.
Space errors were almost specular in the two groups. The hand shown to be less preferred accord
ing to a handedness test responded more often. Another group of right-handed subjects compared
the same lines by responding with crossed arms, so that longer left (right) lines in a pair were
now reported with the right (left) hand. Space errors seemed to depend on a motor-pathway prefer
ence and perhaps also on an intentional bias.

The comparison of two equal stimuli presented succes
sively or simultaneously involves constant errors (Fech
ner, 1860, 1882). Many explanations of these errors have
been proposed, none of which appears to be completely
satisfactory (Guilford, 1954; Hellstrom, 1985; Needham,
1934; Sandusky, 1974; Woodworth & Schlosberg, 1954).
It seems likely that constant errors are difficult to predict,
because they depend on multiple factors. We investigated
one of these possible factors for simultaneous stimuli.

Usually, constant errors are studied with the method
of constant stimuli or of paired comparisons. Let us first
review these methods and types of constant errors. In the
method of constant stimuli, a standard stimulus (S) is
paired with each one of a number of variable stimuli (Vs)
varying with respect to a single attribute. Usually, the S
is one of the Vs. For each S, V pair, the subject reports
which stimulus is greater. The point of subjective equal
ity (PSE) is defined as the value on the continuum of Vs
that has 50 % probability of being reported greater than
the value of the S. The PSE is thus estimated from the
proportions of the "greater" response.

A constant error is defined as the difference between
the PSE and the value of the S, and is called timeor space
errorwhen the S and V in a pair are successive or simul
taneous, respectively (Guilford, 1954; Woodworth &
Schlosberg, 1954).

When the method of constant stimuli is applied repeat
edly, and the S is set equal to a different V in each repeti
tion , the obtained PSEs vary as an almost linear function
of the value of the S, for both successive (Doughty, 1949;
Masin, 1987) and simultaneous (Masin, Fanton, &
Crestoni , 1988) stimuli. This function may be called the
PSE junction. Two PSE functions with different slopes
may be distinguished, one for the S preceding and one
for the S succeeding the V in a pair. The difference be
tween the slopes of these functions is due to the tenden-
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cies of PSEs to shift toward the center of the range of
Vs when the S precedes the V in a pair (Doughty, 1949)
and to shift in the opposite direction when the S succeeds
the V in the same pair (Fechner, 1860).

The method of paired comparisons allows us to obtain
the two PSE functions with a single application. This
method involves the use of two identical sets of Vs that
vary with respect to a single attribute. Let AI (i = 1, 2,
. . . , n) and Bj (j = 1, 2, ... , n) denote these Vs in the
two sets, where i andj increase with the varied attribute.
For i =j, AI = Bj. Each AI is paired with each Bj. For
each of the n1 ensuing pairs, subjects report whether
AI < Bj or AI '> Bj. Each AI or Bj may be taken as a
variable S. Therefore, two PSE functions may be distin
guished, one when AI is taken as an S (and BI to Bn are
the Vs), and one when Bj is taken as an S (and Al to An
are the Vs). In Figure 1, these functions are shown for
AI and Bjtaken as Ss (open and filled circles, respectively).
As is shown in Figure la, for pairs of successive lines
with AI appearing after Bj, the slope of the PSE function
when AI is taken as an S is greater than the slope of the
PSE function when Bj is taken as an S (Masin & Agostini,
1990). And, as is shown in Figure 1b, for pairs of simul
taneous lines with AI on the left and Bj on the right of
a fixation point , the slope of the PSE function when AI
is taken as an S is greater than the slope of the PSE func
tion when Bj is taken as an S (Masin & Agostini, 1991).
That is, the two PSE functions intersect for both time and
space errors.

A factor suggested as a base for time errors is the ten
dency to favor one verbal comparative response over
another (Restle, 1961, pp. 156-159). A verbal response
preference has a negligible effect on time errors because
a change in mode of judgment leaves the intersection of
the PSE functions substantially unaltered (Masin & Fan
ton, 1989, Experiment 2). However, it may be that one
comparative response becomes favored when there is a
preference for one motor pathway, as, for example, when
the responses are one verbal and one manual or when both
are manual . When both hands are engaged in spatial non
verbal tasks, a shift in hand use seems to occur (Hamp-
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sion, with a 1- to 2-min rest period between the second and third , and
the fourth and fifth, presentations of25 pairs . The subjects did not know
that the lines in a pair were to be named A or B.

The subjects were asked to fixate the fixation point at the acoustic
signal . It was convincingly explained to them that to avoid eye move
ments during fixation would optimize performance, because it would
permit equal visibility of the lines in a pair . The subjects were asked
to report manually which line in a pair was longer. They had the left
thumb on the leftmost key and the right thumb on the rightmost key
of a row of keys on the computer keyboard, which was placed between
the subject and the display. The rightmost (leftmost) key hadto be pressed
with the right (left) thumb when the longer line on the display screen
was on the subject's right (left). The "equal" or " don't know" responses
were forbidden. Each subject gave 150 responses in total .

Results
For i = j, Ai = Bj. Consequently, there is one PSE for

each Ai taken as an S and one PSE for each Bj taken as
an S.

In Figure 2, the mean PSEs are shown as a function
of i or j, for left (Ai, open circles) and right (B], filled
circles) Ss, for left-handed (left diagram) and right-handed
(right diagram) subjects. These mean PSEs are means of
120 individual PSEs (six replicates) computed by the
method of transitions, and correspond substantially to the
mean PSEs obtained with the weighted least squares pro
cedure (Masin, 1989). The arrows indicate the Vs. A 2
(preferred hand) X 2 (position of S) X 5 (value ofS) anal
ysis of variance (ANOVA) with six replicates showed that
the main effects due to preferred hand and position of S
were nonsignificant [F(1,38) = .70 and .82 , respec
tively]. The interactions between preferred hand and po
sition of S [F(1,38) = 146], preferred hand and value of
S [F(4,152) = 20.2] , position of S and value of S
[F(4,152) = 19.3], and preferred hand, position of S, and
value of S [F(4 ,152) = 8.85] were all significant at the
0.0001 level. This ANOVA indicates (1) that, in agree
ment with Hampson and Kimura's (1984) and Wiinscher
et al. 's (1990) data, the two PSE functions following an
application of the method of paired comparisons are sepa
rated and almost specular in left- and right-handed sub-

Figure 2. Mean point of subjective equality (PSE) as a function
of tbe standard appearing on tbe left (A,) or right (BJ) of a fixation
point (Experiment 1: left- and right-handed subjects).
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son & Kimura, 1984; Wiinscher, Jordan, Gille, & Roth,
1990). Thus, for visual comparisons reported manually,
there should be a higher response frequency of the left
and right hands in right- and left-handed subjects, respec
tively . A manual response preference predicts a vertical
relative displacement of the PSE functions, in opposite
directions for subjects with different hand preferences.
In Experiment 1, these predictions were tested with simul
taneous stimuli, and with two groups of left- and right
handed subjects.

Figure 1. Mean point of subjective equality (PSE) as a function
(a) of tbe standard appearing first (BJ) or second (A,) in a pair, or
(b) appearing on tbe left (A,) or right (BJ) ola flXlltionpoint (Masin
& Agostini, 1990, 1991).

EXPERIMENT 1

Method
Subjects. There were 20 left-handed and 20 right-handed subjects.

Handedness was assessed by having subjects report which hand they
used for each of 12 common manual activities (Oldfield, 1971) . The
right-handed subjects were 3 male and 17 female students from the
Faculty of Foreign Languages and Literature at the University of Udine .
The left-handed subjects were 10 students from the same faculty and
10 individuals of various professions from outside the university-7 males
and 13 females in total. Their declared vision was either normal or cor
rected to normal.

Stimuli. The stimuli were pairs of simultaneous vertical black lines
displayed for 125 msec on a light gray 30 x 22 cm ffiM 8514 color
display screen controlled by an ffiM 80 computer. The pairs were com
binations of five Vs that were 8.38, 8.50, 8.62, 8.74, or 8.86 em long .
The viewing distance was 65 em . One line in a pair appeared on the
left and one on the right of a fixation point, which was a yellow pixel
always present in the middle of the screen. Both lines in a pair were
8 cm (7°) from this pixel. The fixation point and the centers of the two
lines lay on an ideal horizontal line. Each pair of linesappeared 2.7 sec
after a response was typed and was signaled 1.4 sec before its appear
ance by a very brief sound .

D1umination level at the screen was 185 lx. So that reflections off the
screen could be avoided, the subject viewed the stimuli through a 14.5 x
8.5 em rectangular cutout in a black 100 x 70 cm cardboard placed
49 em from the screen. Eye level was adjusted with a chin- and headrest.

Procedure. The method of paired comparisons was used . Let the Vs
on the left and right of the fixation point be A, and B), respectively,
with the integers i andj increasing from I to 5 with the length of Vs.
Each A; was paired with each B). To each subject, the ensuing 25 A"B)
pairs were presented randomly, six times consecutively in a single ses-



FIKUre 3. Mean point of subjective equality (PSE) as a function
of the standard appeariDl on the left (A,) or right (BJ) of a fixation
point (Experiment 2: right-handed subjects responding with crossed
arms).
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p < .()()() I J, thus confirming the corresponding interac
tion in Experiment I .

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Since the results in Figures 2 and 3 differ, the interpretationof a motor
pathway preference as a source of space errors is corroborated. If this
preference is real, some other factor must also be operative . In fact,
the relative vertical displacements of the PSE functions in Figure 2 may
be interpreted as the effect of two concurrent factors: a motor-pathway
preference and an intentional bias toward one visual hemifield. For ex
ample, in right-handed subjects, the response frequency of the left hand
would be increased due to both a left motor-pathway preference and
an intentional bias to respond toward the left visual hemifield. When
right-handed subjects cross their arms , the effects of these two factors
would balance (Figure 3).

At this stage of research, we can conclude with confidence only that
the base for space errors is in the response system. Further research
is especially needed to ascertain the role of intention and its possible
bias in space errors .

jects, and (2) that, contrary to the results in Figure Ib,
the PSE functions for the Ss on the right have a greater
slope.

This .second result suggests a new factor in space er
rors. No attempt at explaining this factor will be made
here , considering the complex and partly unknown re
ciprocal influences of the attentional and intentional sys
tems (Verfaellie & Heilman, 1990).

Discussion
The results in Figures Ib and 2 were obtained from two experiments

carried out with the same stimuli, comparat ive responses, and proce
dures, but with different motor pathways: verbal and manual, respec
tively. Thus , it seems likely that the base for space errors is in the
response system. Presumably, the results in Figure 2 are due to a motor
pathway preference .

Experiment I was repeated with right-handed subjects now required
to respond with crossed arms . If space errors are caused by a motor
pathway preference, the results for the right-handed subjects in Experi
ments I and 2 should differ .

EXPERIMENT 2

Method
Subjects. Subjects were 20 new right-handed students-4 males and

16 females recruited as in Experiment I.
StimulI. The stimuli were the same as those in Experiment I.
Procedure. The same keyboard keys as those in Experiment I were

used for responding . The procedure was the same as that in Experi
ment I, except that now the subjects had to cross their arms so that the
right (left) index finger was placed on the leftmost (rightmost) key. Dur
ing the experiment, half the subjects had the right arm on the left arm.
and the other half had the left arm on the right arm. The task was to
press the left (right) key with the right (left) index finger when the longer
line on the display screen was on the subject's left (right) .

Results
In Figure 3, the means of 120 individual PSEs are

shown as a function of i or i . for left (Ai, open circles)
and right (Bj , filled circles) Ss. A 2 (position of S) X 5
(value of S) ANOVA with six replicates showed that the
main effects due to position of S were nonsignificant
[F(l,I9) = .12]. The interaction between position of S
and value of S was significant [F(4,76) = 53.5,
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