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Abstract
Cognitive flexibility is a core component of executive function and supports the ability to ‘switch’ between different tasks. 
Our group has examined the cost associated with switching between a prosaccade (i.e., a standard task requiring a saccade 
to veridical target location) and an antisaccade (i.e., a non-standard task requiring a saccade mirror-symmetrical to veridi-
cal target) in predictable (i.e., AABB) and unpredictable (e.g., AABAB…) switching paradigms. Results have shown that 
reaction times (RTs) for a prosaccade preceded by an antisaccade (i.e., task-switch trial) are longer than when preceded by 
its same task-type (i.e., task-repeat trial), whereas RTs for antisaccade task-switch and task-repeat trials do not differ. The 
asymmetrical switch-cost has been attributed to an antisaccade task-set inertia that proactively delays a subsequent prosaccade 
(i.e., the unidirectional prosaccade switch-cost). A salient question arising from previous work is whether the antisaccade 
task-set inertia passively dissipates or persistently influences prosaccade RTs. Accordingly, participants completed separate 
AABB (i.e., A = prosaccade, B = antisaccade) task-switching conditions wherein the preparation interval for each trial was 
‘short’ (1000–2000 ms; i.e., the timeframe used in previous work), ‘medium’ (3000–4000 ms) and ‘long’ (5000–6000 ms). 
Results demonstrated a reliable prosaccade switch-cost for each condition (ps < 0.02) and two one-sided test statistics 
indicated that switch cost magnitudes were within an equivalence boundary (ps < 0.05). Hence, null and equivalence tests 
demonstrate that an antisaccade task-set inertia does not passively dissipate and represents a temporally persistent feature 
of oculomotor control.
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Introduction

The educational, occupational and sport-related activities 
that we perform require efficient and effective alteration, 
or switching, between tasks. For example, driving a car 
requires that the operator rapidly alternate between breaking, 

throttle, and steering inputs while avoiding contact with 
other drivers. These complex tasks, and the ability to switch 
between them, are – in part – supported via the cognitive 
flexibility component of executive function (Miyake et al. 
2000; Diamond 2013). An intriguing feature of cognitive 
flexibility is that the time required to switch between tasks 
can be asymmetrically influenced by the executive demands 
of the preceding task. In an initial demonstration of this 
phenomenon, Allport et al. (1994) had participants alter-
nate between word-naming (i.e., standard task) and colour-
naming (i.e., non-standard task) variants of the Stroop task 
using an AABB (i.e., A = word-naming, B = colour-naming) 
task-switching paradigm. Reaction times (RTs) for word-
naming trials preceded by colour-naming trials (i.e., task-
switch trials) were longer than word-naming trials preceded 
by their same task-type (i.e., task-repeat trial), whereas RTs 
for colour-naming task-switch and task-repeat trials did not 
differ. Allport et al. proposed that colour-naming required 
an executive mediated task-set that proactively delayed a 
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subsequent word-naming trial (i.e., a switch-cost). In con-
trast, it was proposed that a word-naming trial does not elicit 
a switch cost because it is planned independent of an execu-
tive-mediated task-set (i.e., task-set inertia hypothesis). Sub-
sequent functional magnetic resonance imaging and electro-
encephalographic studies have shown that RT switch-costs 
are related to increased and persistent task-related activity 
in the prefrontal cortex (PFC) (Evans et al. 2015; Brass and 
von Cramon 2004; Li et al. 2012; Yeung et al. 2006).

The majority of the task-switching literature has employed 
paradigms requiring concurrent executive and non-executive 
processes such as the Stroop task (i.e., language processing), 
face perception (i.e., emotive processing), target location/
orientation (i.e., obligatory perception), and parity and con-
sonant/vowel judgments (i.e., numerical and language pro-
cessing). In contrast, our group (Weiler and Heath 2012a, b; 
2014a, b) and others (Barton et al. 2006; Chan and DeSouza 
2013; Manoach et al. 2007) have examined asymmetrical 
switch-costs via standard (i.e., prosaccade) and non-standard 
(i.e., antisaccade) oculomotor responses. The oculomotor 
paradigm provides a framework to examine switch-costs 
specific to top-down executive control (see details below) 
and provides the added benefit of examining task-switching 
for a response requiring concurrent spatiotemporal demands 
germane to goal-directed activities of daily living. In par-
ticular, prosaccades require that an individual “look” to a 
veridical target location and are mediated largely independ-
ent of top-down executive control (Pierrot-Deseilligny et al. 
1995) via retinotopic projections from the superior collicu-
lus (Wurtz and Albano 1980). In contrast, antisaccades are a 
non-standard task requiring a response mirror-symmetrical 
to a target. Antisaccades produce longer RTs (Hallett 1978) 
and less accurate and more variable endpoints (Dafoe et al. 
2007; Gillen and Heath 2014a) than prosaccades and these 
behavioural ‘costs’ have been shown to reflect the execu-
tive demands of response suppression and vector inversion 
(i.e., 180º spatial transformation) (for reviews see Munoz 
and Everling 2004; Everling and Johnston 2013). More 
specifically, Everling and Johnston proposed that the PFC 
implements and maintains the neural activity and task rules, 
or task-set, governing antisaccade executive demands. Pro- 
and antisaccades performed in predictable (i.e., AABB; 
A = prosaccades, B = antisaccades) or unpredictable (e.g., 
ABBAAB…) trial sets exhibit a unidirectional prosaccade 
switch-cost wherein RTs for prosaccade task-switch trials 
are longer than their task-repeat counterparts, whereas RTs 
for antisaccades do not vary across task-switch and task-
repeat trials (Weiler and Heath 2012a, b). The switch-cost 
is independent of the number of preceding antisaccades 
(Weiler et al. 2015), and the amplitude of the P300 event-
related brain potential (ERP) for prosaccade task-switch tri-
als is larger than counterpart task-repeat trials and equal in 
magnitude to antisaccade task-switch and task-repeat trials 

(Weiler et al. 2015). Hence, the unidirectional prosaccade 
switch-cost has been proposed to reflect an antisaccade task-
set inertia that proactively delays a subsequent prosaccade.

A salient question in the task-switching literature is the 
persistence of a task-set inertia. One possibility is that an 
oculomotor task-set inertia is evanescent; that is, it pas-
sively decays and exerts a decreasing influence on response 
planning as the interval between iterative trials is increased. 
Indeed, Allport et al.’s (1994) original formulation asserted 
that proactive interference gradually decays to provide an 
automatic and necessary process to prevent the buildup of 
inefficient neural activity (see also Altmann 2002; Altmann 
and Gray 2008). To our knowledge, however, no direct evi-
dence has been presented to support this view. An alterna-
tive account asserts that a switch-cost is composed of an 
active preparation and residual component. Active prepara-
tion refers to the cost that is reduced when participants are 
provided sufficient time to prepare for a new task, whereas 
a residual component is thought to reflect proactive interfer-
ence that persists until a competing response is activated 
(i.e., task-set reconfiguration) (Meiran 1996; Rogers and 
Monsell 1995; see also Norman and Shallice 1986). In sup-
port of this view, Rogers and Monsell (1995) employed a 
predictable parity and vowel/consonant judgment switching 
task and reported a large switch-cost reduction (~ 100 ms) 
as the planning interval between task-switch trials increased 
from 150 to 600 ms, with no further reduction observed 
thereafter. Moreover, other parity and vowel/consonant 
switching studies have reported that a residual switch-costs 
persists for up to 3500 ms (Sohn et al. 2000; see also Schmit-
ter-Edgecombe and Langill 2006). It is, however, unclear 
whether an evanescent or two-component decay influences 
the magnitude of an asymmetrical switch-cost (i.e., standard 
vs. non-standard tasks) and it is entirely unknown as to how 
long a task-set inertia persists in an oculomotor paradigm 
requiring selective executive control (i.e., pro- vs. antisac-
cades). To that end, we employed an AABB pro- and anti-
saccade paradigm in conditions (i.e., short, medium, and 
long) that manipulated the preparation interval between fixa-
tion onset and the cue signalling movement onset. In the 
‘short’ preparation interval, a colour-coded fixation cross 
specifying the nature of an upcoming response (i.e., pro- vs. 
antisaccade) was presented for between 1000 and 2000 ms 
(i.e., the interval used in previous work by our group: e.g., 
Weiler and Heath 2012a, b, 2014a, b) prior to response cue-
ing, whereas in the ‘medium’ and ‘long’ preparation inter-
vals the fixation cross was presented between 3000–4000 ms 
and 5000–6000 ms prior to response cuing, respectively. 
In terms of research predictions, if the magnitude of the 
unidirectional prosaccade switch-cost decreases in relation 
to the length of the preparation interval then results would 
support the assertion of a passively decaying oculomotor 
task-set inertia. As a second possibility, if the switch-cost 
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magnitude is largest for the short preparation interval fol-
lowed by equivalent switch-costs for the medium and long 
preparation intervals then results would support the assertion 
that a rapidly dissipating active preparation and temporally 
durable residual component contributes to an oculomotor 
task-set inertia. As a third possibility, if the magnitude of the 
switch-costs is equivalent across each preparation interval 
then results would suggest that an oculomotor task-set inertia 
persists until a task-set reconfiguration.

Methods

Participants

Twenty participants were recruited from the University of 
Western Ontario community with sample size determined a 
priori based on the effect size derived from a paired-samples 
t-test contrasting task-switch and task-repeat prosaccade 
RTs (α = 0.05, power = 0.80, dz = 0.56) (Weiler and Heath 
2012a). One participant was excluded from data analysis 
due to excessive signal loss (i.e., blinking due to dry eyes). 
Hence, the demographics for the 19 participants included 
in our analyses were 8 female and 11 male participants 
(18–26 years of age).

Participants self-reported normal or corrected-to-normal 
vision, right-hand dominance and indicated no previous 
neurological (including concussion) or neuropsychiatric 
conditions and indicated that they were free of current or 
previous diagnosis of SARS-CoV-2. Participants read a let-
ter of information and gave informed written consent via 
a protocol approved by the Non-Medical Research Ethics 
Board, University of Western Ontario (ID: 114,975). This 
study was conducted according to the most recent iteration 
of the Declaration of Helsinki with the exception that par-
ticipants were not registered in a database.

Apparatus and procedure

Participants sat on a height-adjustable chair in front of a 
table on which an LCD monitor (60 Hz, 8-ms response rate, 
1280 × 960 pixels; Dell 3007WFP, Round Rock, TX) was 
located 550 mm from the table’s front edge. Participants 
placed their head in a head-chin rest, and the gaze location of 
their left eye was tracked via a video-based eye tracking sys-
tem (EyeLink 1000 Plus; SR Research, Ottawa, ON, Canada) 
sampling at 1000 Hz. Prior to data collection, a nine-point 
calibration and validation of the viewing space was com-
pleted (i.e., < 1° of error). All visual events were controlled 
via MATLAB (R2018a; The MathWorks, Natick, MA) and 
the Psychophysics Toolbox extension (v. 3.0) (Brainard 
1997; Kleiner et al. 2007) including the EyeLink Toolbox 
(Cornelissen et al. 2002). During data collection, the lights 
in the experimental suite were extinguished.

Visual stimuli were presented on a black screen (0.1 cd/
m2) and included a midline-located red or green fixation 
cross (1° and luminance matched at 42 cd/m2) presented at 
participants’ eye level and targets (i.e., open white circle; 
2.5° in diameter: 127 cd/m2) presented 13° (i.e., proximal 
target) and 17° (i.e., distal target) to the left and right of 
fixation and in the same horizontal plane. Fixation onset 
signalled participants to direct their gaze to its location 
and the colour of the fixation cross indicated the nature of 
an upcoming trial. For half of the participants, the green 
and red fixation cross indicated a pro- (i.e., saccade to 
veridical target location) or antisaccade (i.e., saccade to 
the target’s mirror-symmetrical location) response, respec-
tively. For the other half of participants, the converse fix-
ation-task colour mapping was used. Figure 1 shows that 
once a stable gaze was achieved (i.e., ± 1.5° for 450 ms) 
participants completed their response in each of three 
preparation intervals. In the first condition (i.e., short 
preparation interval), the attainment of a stable fixation 
gaze was followed by a uniformly distributed randomized 

Fig. 1   Schematic of the timeline of visual and movement events for 
the short (top panel), medium (middle panel), and long movement 
preparation intervals. For each condition a fixation cross was pre-
sented and following a stable gaze a movement preparation interval 
of short (1000–2000 ms), medium (3000–4000 ms) and long (5000–

6000 ms) duration was initiated (see grey rectangles). Following the 
preparation interval, the fixation cross was extinguished and a target 
was presented 200 ms thereafter (i.e., gap paradigm). The onset of the 
target (small light grey square) served as the cue to pro- or antisac-
cade and target presentation was 50 ms in duration
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foreperiod between 1000 and 2000 ms wherein the fixation 
cross remained visible to minimize memory load (Spector 
and Biederman 1976). Following the foreperiod, the fixa-
tion was extinguished and 200 ms thereafter a target was 
presented for 50 ms and cued participants to complete their 
response “quickly and accurately” (i.e., gap paradigm). 
The brief target presentation was used so that retinal feed-
back was unavailable in both pro- and antisaccade trials 
(Weiler and Heath 2012a, b). Following a trial, partici-
pants were instructed to move back to the perceived centre 
of a monitor after which time a new trial sequence (i.e., 
onset of the fixation cross) was initiated by the experi-
menter. In the other two conditions, the length of the prep-
aration interval was increased to between 3000–4000 ms 
(i.e., medium preparation interval) and 5000–6000 ms 
(i.e., long preparation interval), respectively. The short 
preparation interval entails the same protocol as previous 
work by our group (Weiler and Heath 2012a, b; Weiler 
and Heath 2014a, b; Weiler et al. 2015; see also Tari et al. 
2019; Tari and Heath 2019; Shukla et al. 2020; Shukla 
and Heath 2021), whereas the medium preparation inter-
val reflects that used in a previous parity and consonant/
vowel switching task (Meiran et al. 2000). In turn, the long 
preparation interval was used based on neuroimaging work 
demonstrating that the neural activity of an antisaccade 
persists for up to 6000 ms (Duschek et al. 2018). The range 
associated with each preparation interval (i.e., 1000 ms 
between lower- and upper-bound values) was necessary 
to prevent anticipation of response cueing. As well, it is 
important to recognize that the time between the end of 
a trial and onset of a subsequent trial could not be held 
constant due to individual, and trial-to-trial, differences 
in the time required to attain a stable gaze on the fixation 
cross. Instead, the current paradigm provided a framework 
for examining how the length of the preparation interval 
for a given trial influenced the unidirectional prosaccade 
switch-cost.

For each preparation interval condition, pro- and anti-
saccades were arranged in an AABB paradigm (e.g., 
A = prosaccade, B = antisaccade) such that 40 prosaccade 
task-switch (i.e., prosaccade on trial N and an antisaccade 
on trial N-1) and 40 prosaccade task-repeat (e.g., prosac-
cade on trial N and N-1) trials were completed with an 
equivalent number of antisaccade task-switch and task-
repeat trials (i.e., 160 trials/condition). As well, each con-
dition contained an equal number of trials directed to each 
target location (i.e., left proximal, left distal, right proxi-
mal and right distal) ordered pseudo-randomly. The order 
of preparation interval conditions was randomized and 
completed in a single experimental session lasting approx-
imately 70 min. Participants were provided a 10-min rest 
break between conditions. The first trial (i.e., pro- or anti-
saccade) in each condition was randomized and because 

such trials are neither a task-switch nor task-repeat trial, 
they were excluded from data analysis.

Data reduction, dependent variables, and statistical 
analysis

Gaze position data were filtered offline using a dual-pass 
Butterworth filter with a low-pass cut-off frequency of 
15 Hz. A five-point central-finite difference algorithm was 
used to compute instantaneous velocities and acceleration. 
Saccade onset was determined when velocity and accel-
eration exceeded 30°/s and 8000°/s2, respectively. Saccade 
offset was determined when velocity fell below 30°/s for 
40 ms. Trials involving a signal loss (e.g., an eye blink) 
were removed as were RTs less than 50 ms (Wenban-Smith 
and Findlay 1991) or greater than 2.5 standard deviations 
of a participant- and task-specific mean (Gillen and Heath 
2014b). Less than 8% of total trials for any participant were 
omitted. Trials involving a directional error (i.e., a prosac-
cade instead of an instructed antisaccade or vice versa) 
were excluded from subsequent analysis because they are 
associated with planning mechanisms distinct from their 
directionally correct counterparts (DeSimone et al. 2014) 
and accounted for less than 8% of trials (i.e., 4% prosaccade 
and 12% antisaccades) and we note that the largest antisac-
cade error rate for any participant was 38%. Accordingly, 
our post-processed data-set provided a sufficient corpus to 
examine putative differences between pro- and antisaccade 
task-switch and task-repeat trials.

Dependent variables included RT (i.e., time from 
response cueing to saccade onset), interquartile range of RT 
(i.e., IQR of RT), saccade duration (i.e., time from saccade 
onset to saccade offset) and saccade gain variability (i.e., 
within-participant standard deviation of saccade amplitude/
veridical target location). We report results for the IQR of 
RT to quantify whether between-condition differences in 
RT relate to condition-specific differences in the variability 
of saccade planning times. As well, the use of medians is 
advocated given a Fisher–Pearson coefficient (g1) greater 
than 0.75 (Doane and Seward 2011). In the present investi-
gation the g1 value for RT was 1.07, whereas values for sac-
cade duration and gain were less than 0.75. For that reason, 
median RT and mean saccade duration and gain variability 
were examined via 3 (condition: short, medium, and long 
movement preparation intervals) by 2 (task: pro-, antisac-
cade) by 2 (task-transition: task-switch, task-repeat) fully 
repeated measures ANOVA (α = 0.05). Where appropriate, 
Huynh–Feldt corrections for violations of sphericity are 
reported (i.e., degrees of freedom adjusted to one decimal 
place), and two one-sided test (TOST) statistics were used 
to determine whether means were within an equivalence 
boundary (Lakens 2017). Main effects and interactions were 
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examined via power-polynomials (i.e., trend analysis) (Ped-
hazur 1997) or simple-effects (i.e., paired-samples t test).

Results

Reaction time

The main panels of Fig. 2a provide RT precent frequency 
histograms for pro- and antisaccade task-switch and task-
repeat trials separately for each movement preparation con-
dition. For each panel, the light and darker grey rectangles 

Fig. 2   Panel A depicts reaction time (RT: ms) percent frequency 
distribution histograms for pro- and antisaccade task-switch and 
task-repeat trials in the short, medium and long movement prepara-
tion intervals. The light and dark grey rectangles denote anticipatory 
(i.e., < 100 ms) and short-latency (i.e., 100–150 ms) saccades, respec-
tively. The histograms include trials involving inhibition failures and 
trials with RTs that exceeded 2.5 SDs of a participant- or task-spe-
cific mean. Only trials involving a directional error (i.e., a prosaccade 
instead of an instructed antisaccade or vice versa) or signal loss are 
excluded from the histograms. The presented mean  depict RTs cal-
culated before subsequent data post-processing. Panel B depicts 

post-processed participant-specific median RTs for pro- and antisac-
cade task-switch and task-repeat trials. Connecting lines emphasize 
the RT difference between task-switch and task-repeat trials for each 
participant. Black lines and error bars represent task-specific group 
means and associated 95% within-participant confidence intervals. 
Last, the inset panels depict group difference scores (i.e., task-switch 
minus task-repeat) for each task-type with error bars representing 
95% between-participant confidence intervals. The absence of overlap 
between an error bar and zero indicates a reliable difference between 
task-switch and task-repeat trials
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highlight anticipatory (i.e., < 100 ms) and short-latency (i.e., 
100–150 ms) responses, respectively. As expected, prosac-
cades were associated with a greater percentage of anticipa-
tory (3%) and short-latency (34%) responses than antisac-
cades (anticipatory: 3%; short-latency: 4%), and the main 
panels of Fig. 2a show that the percentage of anticipatory 
and short-latency prosaccades decreased across the short, 
medium, and long movement preparation intervals condi-
tions. In addition, we contrasted task-switch and task-repeat 
trial RT distributions separately for pro- and antisaccade 
trials and separately for each preparation interval via the 
non-parametric Kolmogorov–Smirnov test. For prosaccades, 
RTs for task-switch and task-repeat trials were associated 
with different distributions for short (D = 2.11, p < 0.001), 
medium (D = 1.78, p = 0.004), and long (D = 1.95, p = 0.001) 
preparation intervals, whereas antisaccade task-switch and 
task-repeat trials were associated with comparable distribu-
tions (D = 0.63, 0.92, and 0.97 for short, medium, and long 
preparation intervals, respectively, ps = 0.82, 0.37, 0.31).

Parametric analysis of RT produced main effects of 
condition, F(1.2, 22.3) = 8.96, p = 0.004, ηp

2 = 0.33, task, 
F(1, 18) = 38.74, p < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.68, and task-transition, 
F(1, 18) = 9.83, p = 0.006, ηp

2 = 0.35, as well as a task 
by task-transition interaction, F(1, 18) = 4.66, p = 0.045, 
ηp

2 = 0.21. RTs increased as a function of the short (256 ms, 
SD = 54), medium (275 ms, SD = 67) and long (307 ms, 
SD = 96) preparation intervals (significant linear effect: F(1, 
18) = 9.64, p = 0.006, ηp

2 = 0.35), and as expected, values 
for prosaccades (248 ms, SD = 65) were less than antisac-
cades (311 ms, SD = 76). In terms of the task by task-tran-
sition interaction, the inset panels of Fig. 2b show that RTs 
for prosaccade task-switch trials (259 ms, SD = 76) were 
longer than their task-repeat (238 ms, SD = 56) counterparts 
(t(18) = 3.54, p = 0.002, dz = 0.81), whereas RTs for antisac-
cade task-switch (312 ms, SD = 73) and task-repeat (309 ms, 
SD = 81) trials did not reliably differ (t(18) = 0.52, p = 0.61, 
dz = 0.12). Given the nature of our research objective, we 
note that the condition by task by task-transition interaction 
did not approach a conventional level of statistical signifi-
cance, F(1.6, 29.0) = 0.18, p = 0.79, ηp

2 = 0.01. Moreover, for 
prosaccades we computed participant-specific RT switch-
costs (i.e., task-switch minus task-repeat) separately for each 
condition and compared each via TOST statistics. Results 
showed that difference scores for the short (18 ms, SD = 21), 
medium (20 ms, SD = 36) and long (24 ms, SD = 37) prepa-
ration intervals were within an equivalence boundary (all 
ts(18)  < 1.70, ps < 0.05). In other words, the magnitude 
of the switch-cost was equivalent across each preparation 
interval.

RT IQR yielded a main effect of task-transition, F(1, 
18) = 7.68, p = 0.01, ηp

2 = 0.30, and a task by task-transi-
tion interaction, F(1, 18) = 5.81, p = 0.03, ηp

2 = 0.24. IQRs 
for prosaccade task-switch trials (109 ms, SD = 68) were 

larger than their task-repeat counterparts (78 ms, SD = 35) 
(t(18) = 3.37, p = 0.003, dz = 0.77), whereas values for 
antisaccade task-switch (94 ms, SD = 57) and task-repeat 
(88 ms, SD = 49) trials did not reliably differ (t(18) = 0.73, 
p = 0.48, dz = 0.17). RT IQR did not yield a reliable main 
effect of condition, F(1.5, 26.1) = 0.10, p = 0.85, dz = 0.005, 
nor any high-order interaction involving condition, all F(2, 
36) < 0.51, p > 0.61, ηp

2 < 0.03.
Saccade duration and gain variability produced main 

effects of task, F(1, 18) = 8.45 and 86.32, p = 0.009 
and < 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.32 and 0.83: prosaccades were shorter 
in duration (MT: 71 ms, SD = 6) and less variable (0.11, 
SD = 0.05) than antisaccades (MT: 81 ms, SD = 14, gain var-
iability: 0.21, SD = 0.05) (Fig. 3). Neither saccade duration 
nor gain variability produced a main effect for condition nor 
any higher-order interaction involving condition, all F(1.4, 
24.3 and 2, 36) < 3.14 and < 2.57, ps > 0.08 and > 0.09, all 
ηp

2 < 0.15 and < 0.13.

Discussion

We employed a predictable AABB pro- and antisaccade 
task-switching paradigm across conditions that manipulated 
the preparation interval between fixation onset and response 
cueing to determine whether an antisaccade task-set inertia 
exhibits a monotonic or non-monotonic decay or persists 
until the activation of a prosaccade. Before outlining our pri-
mary research objective, we first discuss the general impact 
of task-type (i.e., pro- and antisaccades) and movement plan-
ning intervals.

Pro‑ and antisaccades: the executive demands 
of response suppression and vector inversion 
increase RT

Prosaccade RTs and saccade durations were shorter, and 
endpoints less variable than antisaccades, and was a find-
ing independent of task-transition (i.e., task-switch and 
task-repeat trials) and movement preparation intervals. 
The RT findings evince prosaccade mediation largely 
independent of top-down executive control via direct reti-
notopic projections within the superior colliculus (Wurtz 
and Albano 1980). The longer antisaccade RTs reflect the 
executive demands of implementing a non-standard task-
set supporting the inhibition of a prosaccade (i.e., response 
suppression) and decoupling the spatial relations between 
stimulus and response (i.e., vector inversion) (for reviews 
see, Everling and Johnston 2013; Munoz and Everling 
2004). As well, that antisaccades produced longer saccade 
durations and more variable endpoints has been shown 
to reflect that the absence of a visual target at the move-
ment goal decreases saccade burst neuron activity in the 
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superior colliculus and frontal eye fields (Edelman and 
Goldberg 2001; Edelman et al. 2006) and renders move-
ment planning via visual information (i.e., relative) func-
tionally distinct from the absolute retinotopic coordinates 
supporting prosaccades (Dafoe et al. 2007; Gillen and 
Heath 2014a, b).

Fixation to response cueing interval influences 
saccade RTs

The intervals between fixation onset and response cueing 
(i.e., preparation interval) were short (i.e., 1000–2000 ms), 
medium (i.e., 3000–4000 ms) and long (i.e., 5000–6000 ms) 

Fig. 3   Panels A and B present 
group mean saccade dura-
tion (ms) and gain variability, 
respectively, for pro- and 
antisaccade task-switch and 
task-repeat trials. Error bars rep-
resent 95% between-participant 
confidence intervals
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in duration. Results showed that RTs increased linearly in 
relation to increasing preparation interval and was a find-
ing independent of task and task-transition. In accounting 
for this finding, Posner and Boies (1971) reported that peak 
alertness in responding to a stimulus occurs approximately 
500 ms following a preparatory cue and an extensive litera-
ture reports that task-based vigilance, and the ability to rap-
idly respond to an exogenous stimulus, decreases in relation 
to the length of a sustained attention interval (for reviews 
see, Fortenbaugh et al. 2017; Sarter et al. 2001). From a 
behavioural perspective, the resource-control theory asserts 
that a default network of self-generated thought (so-called 
mind wandering) outcompetes task-based vigilance and 
increases RT in relation to the length of a sustained attention 
interval (Thomson et al. 2015; Smallwood 2013). Moreover, 
in the oculomotor control literature, single-cell recordings 
in non-human primates have shown that extended discharge 
activity of fixation neurons in the superior colliculus delays 
the accumulation (for review see, Krauzlis et al. 2017; see 
also Pouget et al. 2011) of saccade burst neuron activity 
(Khanna et al. 2019; Zhou and Constantinidis 2017) – a pro-
cess that gives rise to an increase in RT. Hence, the resource-
control theory combined with the electrophysiological oper-
ating principles of the oculomotor system can account for 
the observed finding that RTs increased with the length of 
the movement preparation interval. Alternatively, recent 
work has proposed that theta-dependent shifts in the visuo-
attentive system result in alternating periods of enhanced 
or diminished perceptual sensitivity that can influence ocu-
lomotor reactivity (Fiebelkorn and Kastner 2019; Senoussi 
et al. 2019). Given such oscillations (i.e., 4 Hz), it is possible 
that the increase in RT across the short, medium and long 
movement preparation intervals reflect that an increasing 
preparation interval results in an increased opportunity for 
“attentional shifts” away from a task-dependent goal and 
thus increases saccade planning times.

Short, medium and long preparation 
intervals do not influence the magnitude 
of the unidirectional prosaccade switch‑cost

RTs for prosaccade task-switch trials were on average 22 ms 
(SD = 25) longer than their task-repeat counterparts, whereas 
values for antisaccade task-switch and task-repeat trials 
did not reliably differ, a result consistent across the short, 
medium, and long preparation intervals. The magnitude of 
this unidirectional prosaccade switch-cost is comparable to 
the pooled average switch-cost (24 ms, CI95% = 11) reported 
elsewhere (Chan and DeSouza 2013; Heath et al. 2015; 
Manoach et a. 2007; Weiler and Heath 2012a, b, 2014a, 
b; Weiler et al. 2015). In accounting for this finding, some 
work has proposed that an AABB paradigm does not pro-
vide a valid framework for evaluating switch-costs given 

that the second of two consecutively completed tasks may 
produce a repetition benefit (Wylie and Allport 2000); that 
is, the observed difference between prosaccade task-switch 
and task-repetition trials may reflect a RT facilitation for 
the latter trial-type. Notably, however, RTs for task-repeat 
prosaccades are equivalent to counterparts completed in a 
separate block of trials (Weiler and Heath 2014b; Tari et al. 
2019), and Stroop (Allport and Wylie 1999) and parity and 
consonant/vowel judgment (Schmidt and Liefooghe 2016; 
Schmitz and Voss 2014) paradigms concluded that RT dif-
ferences between task-switch and task-repeat trials reflects a 
switch cost for the former trial-type. Accordingly, and as per 
previous work, we propose that a task-set inertia – and not 
repetition priming– accounts for the unidirectional prosac-
cade switch-cost.

The unidirectional prosaccade switch-cost was compara-
ble across short (19 ms, SD = 21), medium (20 ms, SD = 36) 
and long (24 ms, SD = 37) preparation intervals and is a 
conclusion supported by null hypothesis and equivalence 
testing. This finding indicates that an antisaccade task-
set does not passively decay with time (e.g., Allport et al. 
1994). If that were the case, then an increase in the move-
ment preparation interval would be expected to produce a 
monotonic decrease in the magnitude of the unidirectional 
prosaccade switch-cost. In addition, the present results pro-
vide no evidence that the switch-cost is composed of a short-
lasting movement preparation component and longer lasting 
residual component. As indicated in the Introduction, a two-
component decay account would produce a non-monotonic 
switch-cost reduction such that a large switch-cost reduction 
would be observed between the short and medium prepara-
tion intervals with a smaller (or null) reduction between the 
medium and long preparation intervals. The absence of a 
non-monotonic account cannot be related to a movement 
preparation interval of insufficient length as the long prepa-
ration interval (i.e., 5000–6000 ms) is greater than that used 
in task-switching studies (maximum 3500 ms) involving 
alternating parity and consonant/vowel judgments (Meiran 
1996; Rogers and Monsell 1995). Hence, an important ques-
tion to address is why the present work reported an equiva-
lent magnitude switch cost for each movement preparation 
interval. A parsimonious account is that previous work con-
trasted tasks that did not differ in terms of difficulty (i.e., 
parity and consonant/vowel judgments) and hence did not 
elicit asymmetrical switch-costs (e.g., Meiran 1996; Rog-
ers and Monsell 1995; Sohn et al. 2000). Indeed, it may 
be the case that the computational demands of evoking a 
non-standard task renders a temporally persistent task-set 
inertia than paradigms that involve alternating between tasks 
of comparable complexity. This view is bolstered by evi-
dence that antisaccades are computationally more complex 
than prosaccades and require an extensive frontoparietal net-
work to instantiate an executive-mediated task-set (Everling 
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and Johnston 2013; Munoz and Everling 2004). Moreover, 
Duschek et al. (2018) examined cerebral blood flow modu-
lation during the preparatory and post-movement intervals 
of pro- and antisaccades via functional transcranial Dop-
pler sonography (fTCD). fTCD is an ultrasonic technique 
that measures fast and continuous changes in cerebral artery 
blood flow velocities with an increase in velocity attributed 
to a task-dependent increase in neural activity. Duschek et al. 
noted that the preparatory interval of antisaccades produced 
an increase in blood flow velocity through the middle cer-
ebral artery and that this change persisted for up to 6000 ms 
following antisaccade completion. Given that the PFC is 
within the perfusion territory of the middle cerebral artery 
it was concluded that the increase in cerebral blood flow rep-
resents “[…] the complexity of the upcoming task demands 
as well as proactive interference” (p. 65). A more recent 
fTCD study contrasting stimulus-driven (i.e., saccade at tar-
get onset) and minimally delayed (i.e., saccade when a target 
is extinguished, and a task requiring response suppression) 
saccades provides parallel evidence that a non-standard ocu-
lomotor task-set results in a persistent increase in perfusion 
to the PFC (Tari et al. 2021). As such, we propose that the 
equivalent magnitude unidirectional prosaccade switch-cost 
across short, medium and long preparation intervals reflects 
proactive inhibition arising from a temporally persistent 
antisaccade task-set inertia.

An important issue to address is the environment required 
to “release” the proactive inhibition of an antisaccade task-
set inertia (e.g., release of proactive interference; see Brown 
1958; Peterson and Peterson 1959). Kliegl and Bäuml’s 
(2021) recent review acknowledges that no imaging stud-
ies have directly examined the neural underpinnings asso-
ciated with a release of proactive inhibition/interference 
across increasing movement preparation intervals. That 
said, Rogers and Monsell’s (1995) task-set reconfiguration 
hypothesis asserts that the completion of a non-standard 
task increases top-down executive control and that the 
goal-state for this non-standard response may persist until a 
response is adopted entailing exogenous (or standard) stimu-
lus–response relations (e.g., prosaccade). In other words, the 
executive-mediated activity associated with an antisaccade 
task-set may persist – within a reasonable timeframe – until 
a task-set reconfiguration via the evocation of prosaccade 
(see also Mayr 2002). Future work by our group seeks to 
directly examine this issue via examining the event-related 
amplitude of the P300 as a function of increasing move-
ment preparation intervals. Addressing this issue in future 
work would provide theoretical predictions for the persis-
tence of the task-set inertia documented in Stroop word- and 
colour-naming tasks (e.g., Allport et al. 1994) and provide 
a basis for understanding asymmetrical task-switch costs 
in educational, occupational and sport domains. As a more 
practical example, a better understanding of asymmetrical 

switch-costs could support driving management and allow 
motor vehicle operators to better understand the costs and 
consequences of switching between a non-standard driving 
task (e.g., managing an instrument warning light) with a 
highly frequent and standard one (e.g., providing steering 
wheel input).

Conclusions

The unidirectional prosaccade switch-cost did not exhibit a 
monotonic or non-monotonic reduction across movement 
preparation intervals ranging from 1000 to 6000 ms. We 
believe that such results add importantly to the literature 
insomuch as they demonstrate that an antisaccade task-set 
persists inertially for up to 6000 ms and actively interferes 
with the planning of a prosaccade.
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