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Abstract 
The force-matching task integrates haptic technology and electrical engineering to determine an individual’s level of sensory 
attenuation to somatic stimuli. The task requires a detailed methodology to facilitate reliable and replicable estimates, and 
there has been a distinct lack of re-evaluation of the methodological processes related to this paradigm. In this task, partici-
pants are asked to match a force delivered to their finger, either by pressing directly on their own finger with their other hand 
(known as the direct condition) or by controlling the device using an external potentiometer to control the force indirectly 
through a torque motor (known as the slider condition). We analysed 138 participants to determine 1) the optimal number 
of replications (2, 4, 6, or 8 replications) of the target force, 2) the optimal time window (1–1.5 s, 1.5–2 s, 2–2.5 s and 2.5–3 
s) to extract the estimate of sensory attenuation, 3) if participants’ performance during the task improved, worsened or was 
stable across the experimental period regardless of condition, and 4) if learning effects were related to psychological traits. 
Results showed that the number of replications of the target forces may be reduced from 8 without compromising the esti-
mate of sensory attenuation, the optimal time window for the extraction of the matched force is 2.5–3 s, the performance is 
stable over the duration of the experiment and not impacted by the measured psychological traits. In conclusion, we present 
a number of methodological considerations which improve the efficiency and reliability of the force-matching task.
Highlights   
• The force-matching task determines an individual’s level of sensory attenuation
• The optimal number of replications of the target force may be reduced from 8
• The optimal time window to extract the matched force is 2.5–3.0 s
• The estimate of sensory attenuation is stable across the duration of the task
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Introduction

It is important for the human somatosensory system to 
effectively distinguish, and attend to, sensory information 
that carries greater evolutionary importance (Brown et al., 
2013). One neural process by which this occurs is during the 
prediction of sensory consequences of self-generated action 
(Wolpert & Flanagan, 2001). An example of this is during 
human movement, where internal models predict the sensory 
outcome of actions via a copy of the motor command. An 
important component of this process is that the predicted 
sensory information associated with movement is compared 

with the actual sensory feedback, and this partially cancels 
out sensory consequences of self-generated movement (Bays 
et al., 2005). This process is termed perceptual sensory 
attenuation and is defined as a reduction in the perception 
of the afferent input of a self-produced tactile sensation due 
to the central cancellation of the reafferent signal by the 
efference copy of the motor command to produce the action 
(Palmer et al., 2016).

Sensory attenuation can be measured via an experimental 
paradigm known as the force matching task (Shergill et al., 
2005). In this task, participants are asked to match a force 
delivered to their finger, either by pressing on their own fin-
ger, via the device lever with their opposite hand (known 
as the direct condition) or by controlling the device using 
an external potentiometer to control the force indirectly 
through a torque motor (known as the slider condition). In 
both conditions, the force produced is known as the matched 
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force. In previous research, it has been shown that healthy 
people consistently generate a greater matched force and 
tend to overestimate the force in the direct condition when 
compared to the slider condition (Wolpe et al., 2016). The 
excess force produced in the direct condition reflects the 
sensory attenuation phenomenon. Deficits in sensory attenu-
ation measured via the force-matching has been identified 
in individuals with schizophrenia (Shergill et al., 2005) and 
functional motor syndromes (Parees et al., 2014). This has 
been theoretically related to altered predictive mechanisms 
leading to a loss of agency (Brown et al., 2013).

The force-matching task requires a device which inte-
grates haptic technology and complex electrical engineering. 
A number of research teams have designed their own custom 
made devices (Shergill et al., 2005; Valles & Reed, 2013; 
Walsh et al., 2011) or recommissioned existing haptic tech-
nology (Parees et al., 2014). A challenge for this research 
paradigm, then, has been consistency across different groups 
in terms of force delivery and measurement of force applied 
by participants. Previous work by our group has published 
the blueprints and software necessary to build such a device, 
in an effort to improve the diversity of research in this area 
(McNaughton et al., 2021). Although the principles of the 
paradigm are straightforward, the force-matching paradigm 
requires a detailed and transparent methodology to facilitate 
a reliable and replicable estimate of an individual’s level of 
sensory attenuation.

There has been a distinct lack of re-evaluation of the 
methodological processes related to this paradigm. The key 
outcome variable of paradigm is the mean force error, which 
is calculated as the matched force minus the target force. 
This estimate is aggregated across several replications of 
the target forces and extracted from a 500-ms time interval 
while the participant attempts to reproduce the target force. 
Due to the cognitively demanding nature of the paradigm, 
learning effects over the course of the experimental are pos-
sible but have not been studied. Therefore, it is the purpose 
of the current study was to investigate these methodological 
research questions to improve the efficiency and reliability 
of the force-matching task.

It has been proposed that it is necessary to replicate each 
target force a minimum of eight times in each condition in 
order to gain a reliable estimate (Parees et al., 2014; Wolpe 
et al., 2016). This results in 64 trials (4 forces x 8 replica-
tions x 2 conditions). However, while eight replications has 
been argued for, the optimal number of replications of the 
matched force has not been empirically studied to our knowl-
edge. If the number of replications of the target force could 
be reduced without compromising our estimates of sensory 
attenuation, this would lead to a more efficient paradigm and 
consequently less fatigue in participants.

Another key methodological question arises from the spe-
cific time window for the extraction of the matched force. This 

time window has differed between research groups, with some 
using 2.0–2.5 s after presentation of the target force (Shergill 
et al., 2005; Teufel et al., 2010; Voss et al., 2007), and others 
between 2.5–3.0 s (Palmer et al., 2016; Parees et al., 2014). It 
is critical to determine the time window that experiences the 
least amount of fluctuation in the matched force.

Finally, considering the length of time necessary to conduct 
to the minimum replications and time window for the extrac-
tion of the matched forces, it is unknown whether any learn-
ing or fatigue effects occur. This would be evident through 
signs of improvement, stability in performance, or declining 
performance over the course of the experiment. Further, there 
is evidence to suggest an individual’s level of sensory attenua-
tion may be correlated with psychological constructs, such as 
delusional ideology (Teufel et al., 2010). Therefore, a related 
aim is to determine any moderating impacts on participant 
learning or fatigue by psychological traits.

In summary, the aims of the current paper are to 1) deter-
mine the stability of the mean force error across different 
replications of the target force, 2) determine the optimal time 
window for the extraction of the mean force error, 3) identify 
whether learning or fatigue effects associated with matching 
a force over the course of the experiment, and 4) whether 
learning or fatigue effects are moderated by any psychologi-
cal traits of the participant.

Methods

Participants and setting

A total of138 right-handed participants took part in a single 
experimental session which incorporated the force-matching 
task and completion of a questionnaire determining demo-
graphic and self-reported psychological functioning. The 
study was approved by the Macquarie University Human 
Sciences Research Ethics Subcommittee (approval number: 
52019574612789).

Force‑matching task

A detailed description of the force-matching device design, 
functionality and task can be found in McNaughton et al. 
(2021).

The force-matching task consisted of two conditions: a) 
The direct condition, in which participants match a target 
force by pressing directly on top of a lever, mechanically 
transmitting the force to the right index finger; and b) the 
slider condition, in which participants match the force 
using their left index finger by moving a slider (potenti-
ometer), which controls the torque motor. Each participant 
was asked to reproduce four separate forces (1, 1.5, 2, 
and 2.5 N) on eight separate trials in a randomised order 
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under both direct and slider conditions. The order of con-
dition (total block of 32 trials) was counterbalanced across 
participants and short 1-min pause was provided to par-
ticipants after every 16 trials. In the direct condition, the 
device exerted one of the four constant target forces in 
each trial for 3 s. After 2 s of rest, an auditory “go” sig-
nal instructed the participants to start matching the target 
force by directly pressing with their left index finger for 4 
s onto the force transducer resting on the right index fin-
ger. A “stop” auditory signal marked the end of the trial. 
In the slider condition, the device exerted one of the four 
constant target forces in each trial for 3 s. After 2 s of rest, 
an auditory “go” signal indicated the participant to start 
matching the target force by moving the external poten-
tiometer with their left finger. This controlled the output 
of the torque motor that applied a force to the right index 
finger. A force sensor at the end of the lever measured both 
the target and matched forces applied to the right finger.

Self‑reported psychological health measures

Four dimensions of psychological health of participants 
were evaluated: depression, anxiety, state affect and delu-
sional ideology. These measures were used to determine 
whether learning or fatigue effects were moderated by 
psychological traits of the participants. Depressive symp-
tomology was measured with the nine-item Patient Health 
Questionnaire (PHQ-9) (Kroenke et al., 2001). Each item 
on the PHQ-9 is scored from 0 to 3, with a total score 
ranging from 0 (no depressive symptomology) to 27 
(high levels of depressive symptomology). Anxiety was 
measured with the seven-item Generalized Anxiety Dis-
order Questionnaire (GAD-7). Each item on the GAD-7 is 
scored from 0 to 3, with a total score ranging from 0 (no 
anxiety) to 21 (high levels of anxiety). Acceptable psy-
chometric properties of the PHQ-9 (Kroenke et al., 2001) 
and GAD-7 (Kroenke et al., 2016) are well established. 
Negative and positive affect were measured with the Posi-
tive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS), a reliable 
and well validated instrument (Crawford & Henry, 2004) 
consisting of ten positive and ten negative statements 
(Watson et al., 1988). Participants were asked to indicate 
the extent their feelings corresponded to the words in the 
past week on a five-point scale, with a total score ranging 
from 10 (low negative or positive affect) to 50 (high nega-
tive or positive affect). Delusional ideology was measured 
using the Delusion Inventory (Peters et al., 2004). This 
consisted of 21 statements in which participants had to 
respond using a “yes/no” binary scale. This was designed 
to quantify delusion-like ideas in the general population. A 
total score was calculated (0–21) with high scores reflect-
ing high levels of delusional ideology.

Statistical analyses

The mean force error was calculated as mean matched 
force minus the target force. We separately calculated 
composites scores by aggregating the error values across 
target forces. This gives a single error value in each 
condition. We investigated if there was any difference 
between the direct and slider conditions by using Wil-
coxon rank-sum tests. These analyses provided context to 
the overall performance of the task by participants and 
the same data have been reported on a smaller sample size 
in McNaughton et al. (2021). Reliability estimates of the 
mean force error were calculated via the Spearman–Brown 
formula in both the direct and slider conditions. All analy-
ses were performed using STATA v16 (StataCorp, 2017). 
The associated data and analyses code can be obtained 
here: https://​doi.​org/​10.​25949/​19694​998.​v1.

Statistical significance testing reported in this manuscript 
is a combination of tests of a priori hypotheses concerning 
variation in outcome with experimental methodology-related 
factors and exploratory analyses concerning variation in out-
come with individual difference factors. Where necessary 
statistical significance was determined using the Bonfer-
roni approach for a priori hypothesis testing to maintain an 
overall type I error rate of 0.05, although as it transpired 
this was not necessary. A p value < 0.05 was considered 
statistically significant for the exploratory analyses and we 
acknowledge that these findings need replication in future, 
independent samples.

Aim 1 – Determine the stability of the mean force error 
across different replications of the target force

Each participant matched a target force eight times, for four 
different forces (1, 1.5, 2 and 2.5 N) and in two conditions 
(direct or slider). Thus, a total of 64 trials (8×4×2 = 64) per 
participant were conducted. The mean force error estimates 
were calculated from the first 2, 4, 6, and 8 trial replications, 
respectively, for each force and condition. Within-subject 
analysis of variance (ANOVA) were conducted to contrast 
the mean force error (as the dependant variable) and num-
ber of replications (as the independent variable). A total of 
eight analyses were conducted which included an omnibus 
test of simultaneous equality of all number of replications 
of the target force, as well as specific contrasts of eight 
replications with each of the 2, 4, and 6 replications. These 
contrasts were conducted for each condition and target force 
separately. Finally, reliability estimates of the mean force 
error were calculated via the Spearman–Brown formula in 
both the direct and slider conditions for 2, 4, and 6 replica-
tions of the target force. This was done to allow comparison 
of reliability estimates with the standard eight replications.

https://doi.org/10.25949/19694998.v1
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Aim 2 – Determine the optimal time window 
for the extraction of the mean force error estimates

To determine the optimal time window to extract the match 
force, each participant had the average force applied to the sen-
sor recorded over four different intervals following the go signal: 
1–1.5s, 1.5–2s, 2–2.5s and 2.5–3s. The initial 1s of matched 
force was not included in the analysis as previous literature (and 
our own experience) has identified this time-period to be highly 
variant within and between participants (Voss et al., 2007), thus 
not relevant when determining the most optimal and stable time 
window for extraction. Mean force error estimates were calcu-
lated for each time window, for each target force and condition. 
Within-subject repeated measure ANOVA were conducted to 
contrast the mean force error (as the dependent variable) against 
time window (as the independent variable). A total of 8 analyses 
were conducted which included an omnibus test of simultaneous 
equality of all time windows, as well as specific contrasts of the 
2.5–3.0-s time window with each 1–1.5-s, 1.5–2-s and 2–2.5-s 
time windows. These contrasts were conducted for each condi-
tion and target force.

Aim 3 – Determine learning effects associated 
with matching a force over the course of the experiment

To determine learning effects or fatigue throughout the task, 
we calculated the mean force error in each of the 64 trials. A 
coefficient representing the slope of the mean force error of 
these trials was then calculated via a linear regression analysis 
for each subject. This is termed the mean force error coefficient 
(also represented as the slope). We presented the mean force 
error coefficient and the distribution of this coefficient showing 
the extent of individual variation. We considered the magni-
tude and statistical significance of the individuals’ coefficients 
and deemed the statistical significance as not relevant to the 
study aim, and thus only reported the magnitude.

Aim 4 – Determine whether learning or fatigue effects are 
moderated by any psychological traits of the participant

To determine whether learning/fatigue effects were moder-
ated by psychological traits, spearman correlations evaluated 
the relationship between psychological constructs of anxiety, 
depression, affect (positive and negative), and delusion idea-
tion with the mean force error coefficient.

Results

Table 1 displays the sample demographics. The sample 
was slightly more female and were considered normal on 
all self-reported psychological measures. Of the 138 par-
ticipants, the mean force error in the direct condition was 

0.47 N (SD = 0.76) and was statistically significantly greater 
than zero (z = 7.22, p < 0.001). Within the slider condition 
the mean force error was smaller – 0.27 N (SD = 0.38) and 
this was statistically significantly less than zero z = – 8.08, 
p < 0.001. The overall mean difference between the direct 
and slider with respect to the error was 0.76 N (SD = 0.67) 
and this was statistically significantly different (z = 10.40, 
p < 0.001), indicating that a greater force was applied in 
the direct condition denoting a clear difference in sensory 
attenuation and perception of the target forces. Figure 1 dis-
plays box plots of the mean force error by condition, high-
lighting this difference. Split-half reliability estimates for the 
mean force error in both the direct and slider conditions were 
obtained. Reliability estimates (Spearman–Brown corrected) 
were Direct: rSB = 0.94 and Slider: rSB = 0.86.

Determine the stability of the mean force error 
across different replications of the target force

Table 2 displays the mean force error and standard devia-
tions by target force, condition, and number of force rep-
lications. The mean force error values are invariant across 
the 8, 6, 4, and 2 replications of the target force. Table 3 
displays the formal contrast of the mean force error with 
differing target force replication (contrast column), as well 
as direct comparison of the reference replication (8 repli-
cations per force) with the reduced replications (2, 4 and 
6 replications). No significant differences were observed, 
indicating that a reduction of the trial replications would 
not compromise our estimate of sensory attenuation in the 
force-matching task.

Split-half reliability estimates (Spearman–Brown cor-
rected) for the mean force error in both the direct and slider 
conditions and each number of replications were obtained. 
While all reliability estimates across differing replications 
are acceptable, there is a general increase in reliability with 
higher replications of the target force: two replications; 

Table 1   Participant demographics and self-reported psychological 
measures

Gender presented as count and percentage. Continuous variables pre-
sented as means and standard deviations. Anxiety = GAD-7 (0–21), 
Depression = PHQ-9 (0–27), Delusional ideation. = PDI-21 Scale-21 
(0–21), and Positive/negative affect = PANAS (10–50)

Mean (SD) or N / %

Age 24.51 (8.71)
Female gender 95 / 69%
Anxiety 5.41 (5.02)
Depression 6.32 (5.86)
Positive affect 29.25 (8.26)
Negative affect 19.97 (7.85)
Delusional ideation 5.14 (3.73)
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Direct: rSB = 0.88 and Slider: rSB = 0.74, four replications; 
Direct: rSB = 0.91 and Slider: rSB = 0.81 and six replications; 
Direct: rSB = 0.92 and Slider: rSB = 0.84.

Aim 2 – Determine the optimal time window 
for the extraction of the mean force error estimates

Table 4 displays the mean force error and standard deviation 
across the four time windows extracted from the period of time 
the participants matched the target force after the go signals 
(1–1.5 s, 1.5–2 s, 2–2.5 s, and 2.5–3 s). In the direct condition, 
the mean force error increased, and participants became less 
accurate as the time window increased. In the slider condition, 

the mean force error increased, and participants become more 
accurate as the time window increased. Figures 2 and 3 illus-
trate this trend via confidence interval plots. Statistically signif-
icant differences between the time windows were observed in 
both conditions (Table 5). In the direct condition, comparisons 
with the reference time window (2.5–3 s) identified consist-
ent and statistically significant differences with the 1–1.5-s 
and 1.5–2-s intervals (expect for one model regarding the 1N 
target force), while no statistically significant differences were 
noted between the models comparing 2.0–2.5- and 2.5–3-s 
time windows. This indicates in the direct condition, either 
the 2–2.5- or 2.5–3-s time windows would be suitable for the 
extraction of the mean force error. In the slider condition, the 

Fig. 1   Standard box plots showing the distribution of mean force error values across participants in the direct and slider conditions. A statisti-
cally significant difference was determined between the direct and slider conditions

Table 2   Mean force error by condition, target force and number of replications

Values presented as means (standard deviations). 8 replications are standard for the paradigm

8 Replications 6 Replications 4 Replications 2 Replications

Direct: 1 N 0.49 (0.62) 0.49 (0.60) 0.49 (0.61) 0.50 (0.70)
Direct: 1.5 N 0.52 (0.76) 0.53 (0.74) 0.52 (0.75) 0.51 (0.84)
Direct: 2 N 0.53 (0.87) 0.53 (0.85) 0.55 (0.86) 0.53 (0.92)
Direct: 2.5 N 0.39 (0.92) 0.41 (0.88) 0.40 (0.92) 0.36 (1.03)
Slider: 1 N – 0.12 (0.27) – 0.12 (0.24) – 0.12 (0.28) – 0.11 (0.31)
Slider: 1.5 N – 0.20 (0.34) – 0.19 (0.31) – 0.20 (0.34) – 0.21 (0.40)
Slider: 2 N – 0.31 (0.41) – 0.31 (0.39) – 0.31 (0.40) – 0.32 (0.48)
Slider: 2.5 N – 0.49 (0.48) – 0.49 (0.46) – 0.50 (0.45) – 0.48 (0.54)
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comparisons with the reference time window identified statisti-
cally significant differences in all models.

Aim 3 ‑ Evaluate learning or fatigue effects 
associated with matching a force over the course 
of the experiment

There was minimal change in the mean force error across 
all 64 trials. The mean force error coefficient was 0.0004 

(SD = 0.02) and the average statistical significance level 
for the coefficient was p = 0.08 (SD = 0.19). Figure 4 dis-
plays a confidence interval plot of the mean force error of 
all 64 trials and highlighted no trend: participants, on aver-
age, did not improve or worsen in performance. Further, 
Fig. 5 displays a histogram of the mean force error coef-
ficient, which was largely centred around 0. Specifically, 
95% of the coefficients lie between – 0.05 and 0.05. As this 
represents approximately 10% of the overall average mean 
force error, the number of individuals with error coefficients 
greater than 0.05 or less than –0.05 would be considered of 
minimal practical relevance to the task.

Table 3   ANOVA of mean force error by condition, target force and number of replications

Within-subject repeated measure ANOVA, using the mean error as the dependant variable with number of replications as the independent vari-
able. A total of 8 analyses were conducted which included an omnibus test of simultaneous equality of all number of replications of the target 
force, as well as specific contrasts of 8 replications with each of the 2, 4, and 6 replications. These contrasts were conducted for each condition 
and target force

Combined 2 vs. 8 replications 4 vs. 8 replications 6 vs. 8 replications

Direct: 1 N F(3, 411) = 0.12,
p = 0.95

F(3, 411) = 0.13,
p = 0.72

F(3, 411) = 0.01,
p = 0.90

F(3, 411) = 0.04,
p = 0.84

Direct: 1.5 N F(3, 411) = 0.24
p = 0.87

F(3, 411) = 0.51,
p = 0.48

F(3, 411) = 0.03,
p = 0.86

F(3, 411) = 0,
p = 0.98

Direct: 2 N F(3, 411) = 0.2,
p = 0.90

F(3, 411) = 0,
p = 0.96

F(3, 411) = 0.47,
p = 0.49

F(3, 411) = 0.09,
p = 0.77

Direct: 2.5 N F(3, 411) = 1.09,
p = 0.35

F(3, 411) = 1.95,
p = 0.16

F(3, 411) = 0.04,
p = 0.85

F(3, 411) = 0.08,
p = 0.78

Slider: 1 N F(3, 411) = 0.31,
p = 0.82

F(3, 411) = 0.05,
p = 0.83

F(3, 411) = 0.34,
p = 0.56

F(3, 411) = 0.27,
p = 0.61

Slider: 1.5 N F(3, 411) = 1.07,
p = 0.36

F(3, 411) = 1.44,
p = 0.23

F(3, 411) = 0.1,
p = 0.75

F(3, 411) = 0.3,
p = 0.58

Slider: 2 N F(3, 411) = 0.19,
p = 0.90

F(3, 411) = 0.54,
p = 0.46

F(3, 411) = 0.09,
p = 0.76

F(3, 411) = 0.2,
p = 0.65

Slider: 2.5 N F(3, 411) = 0.4,
p = 0.75

F(3, 411) = 0.02,
p = 0.90

F(3, 411) = 0.77,
p = 0.38

F(3, 411) = 0.07,
p = 0.79

Table 4   Mean force error by condition, target force, and time window

Values presented as means (standard deviations). 2.5–3.0 s is consist-
ent for the paradigm

1.0–1.5 s 1.5–2.0 s 2.0–2.5 s 2.5–3.0 s

Direct: 1 N 0.23 (0.53) 0.45 (0.58) 0.50 (0.60) 0.48 (0.59)
Direct: 1.5 

N
0.50 (0.64) 0.43 (0.67) 0.53 (0.69) 0.50 (0.70)

Direct: 2 N – 0.08 
(0.79)

0.40 (0.78) 0.53 (0.81) 0.49 (0.83)

Direct: 2.5 
N

– 0.26 
(0.87)

0.27 (0.86) 0.39 (0.85) 0.38 (0.88)

Slider: 1 N – 0.55 
(0.20)

– 0.32 
(0.21)

– 0.18 
(0.23)

– 0.14 (0.24)

Slider: 1.5 
N

– 0.91 
(0.25)

– 0.54 
(0.28)

– 0.31 
(0.29)

– 0.22 (0.32)

Slider: 2 N – 1.24 
(0.33)

– 0.76 
(0.37)

– 0.45 
(0.37)

– 0.34 (0.40)

Slider: 2.5 
N

– 1.67 
(0.36)

– 1.08 
(0.43)

– 0.68 
(0.44)

– 0.54 (0.49) Fig. 2   Confidence interval plot of mean force error and 95% confi-
dence intervals across different time windows in the direct condition
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Aim 4 – Determine whether learning or fatigue 
effects are moderated by any psychological traits 
of the participant

Spearman’s correlations were conducted to determine 
whether trends during the experimental process were asso-
ciated with psychological traits. All correlations were negli-
gible and non-statistically significant indicating no evidence 
of a relationship between the mean force error coefficient 
and psychological measures: Depression (rho = 0.08, p = 
0.32), anxiety (rho = 0.03, p = 0.69), negative effect (rho = 

0.002, p = 0.98), positive effect (rho = 0.003, p = 0.97) and 
delusional ideation (rho = – 0.03, p = 0.73).

Discussion

In this paper, we sought to evaluate a number of key points 
of methodology in the experimental protocol of force-
matching paradigm. These details are crucial to facilitating 
reliable and replicable estimates of an individual’s level of 
sensory attenuation. We identified three main findings from 
this work. Firstly, the number of replications of the target 
forces may be reduced from eight to two without compro-
mising the estimate of sensory attenuation. Secondly, the 
optimal time window for the extraction of the matched force 
measurements is 2.5–3 s. Finally, there was no evidence of 
learning or fatigue effects over the course of the experimen-
tal protocol.

Consistent to previous research using our labs force-
matching device (McNaughton et al., 2021; McNaughton 
et al., 2022) and others (Palmer et al., 2016; Shergill et al., 
2014; Teufel et al., 2010; Walsh et al., 2011; Wolpe et al., 
2016), we identified an overestimation of the matched force 
in the direct condition. This indicates the fundamental sen-
sorimotor attenuation phenomenon, whereby attenuation of 
sensations arising from one’s own action depends on the 
integration of predictive signals and sensory feedback (Bays 
et al., 2006). This is in comparison to a more accurate esti-
mation of the target force in the slider condition, which is 

Fig. 3   Confidence interval plot of mean force error and 95% confi-
dence intervals across different time windows in the slider condition

Table 5   ANOVA of mean force error by condition, target force and time window

Within-subject repeated measure ANOVA, using the mean error as the dependant variable with timeframe windows as the independent variable. 
A total of 8 analyses were conducted which included an omnibus test of simultaneous equality of all time windows, as well as specific contrasts 
of the 2.5–3.0s time window with each 1–1.5s, 1.5–2s and 2–2.5s time windows. These contrasts were conducted for each condition and target 
force

Combined 1.0–1.5 vs. 2.5–3.0 1.5–2.0 vs. 2.5–3.0 2.0–2.5 vs. 2.5–3.0

Direct: 1 N F(3, 411) = 78.99,
p < 0.001

F(3, 411) = 153.51,
p < 0.001

F(3, 411) = 1.32,
p = 0.25

F(3, 411) = 1.52,
p = 0.21

Direct: 1.5 N F(3, 411) = 144.77
p < 0.001

F(3, 411) = 300.56,
p < 0.001

F(3, 411) = 7.62,
p = 0.01

F(3, 411) = 0.86,
p = 0.36

Direct: 2 N F(3, 411) = 130.61,
p < 0.001

F(3, 411) = 266.35,
p < 0.001

F(3, 411) = 5.95,
p = 0.02

F(3, 411) = 1.29,
p = 0.26

Direct: 2.5 N F(3, 411) = 156.35,
p <.001

F(3, 411) = 335.00,
p < 0.001

F(3, 411) = 10.37,
p =.001

F(3, 411) = 0.20,
p = 0.65

Slider: 1 N F(3, 411) = 393.40,
p < 0.001

F(3, 411) = 963.86,
p < 0.001

F(3, 411) = 183.65,
p < 0.001

F(3, 411) = 9.01,
p = 0.003

Slider: 1.5 N F(3, 411) = 618.91,
p < 0.001

F(3, 411) = 1541.54,
p < 0.001

F(3, 411) = 331.76,
p < 0.001

F(3, 411) = 22.32,
p < 0.001

Slider: 2 N F(3, 411) = 774.97,
p < 0.001

F(3, 411) = 1936.89,
p < 0.001

F(3, 411) = 419.91,
p < 0.001

F(3, 411) = 30.04,
p < 0.001

Slider: 2.5 N F(3, 411) = 858.21,
p < 0.001

F(3, 411) = 2152.46,
p < 0.001

F(3, 411) = 493.67,
p < 0.001

F(3, 411) = 37.45,
p < 0.001
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hypothesised to be related to reduced efference copy signals 
used in the sensorimotor perception of external forces.

Determining the optimal number of target force replica-
tions necessary for a reliable estimate of sensory attenua-
tion has a direct influence on the future of this task. Previ-
ous research has consistently proposed eight replications 
for any measure of sensory attenuation (Parees et al., 2014; 
Shergill et al., 2014; Teufel et al., 2010; Wolpe et al., 
2016) leading to a total of 64 trials per participant in the 
experimental protocol. This results in a task which can 
take up to 45 mins and is cognitively demanding, from 
both the perspective of the investigator manually control-
ling the device, as well as by participants to feel the target 

force, remember that feeling, and reproduce the force in a 
timely manner. Our results suggest that reducing the num-
ber of replications of the target force to 4 or 6 may reduce 
the overall time of the paradigm and cognitive load of the 
participants and the investigators, without compromising 
the sensory attenuation estimate.

Regarding the optimal time window to extract the 
matched force, previous research has reported both the 
2–2.5-s (Shergill et al., 2014; Wolpe et al., 2016) and 2.5–3-s 
windows (McNaughton et al., 2021; Palmer et al., 2016; 
Parees et al., 2014). Regarding our findings, in the direct 
condition, as the time window increased, participants’ mean 
force error increased until the 2–2.5-s time window and then 
plateaued, suggesting extraction from 2 s after the go signal 
would be suitable. This is reflective of the time to react to 
the go signal and begin to apply pressure through the trans-
ducer, before intrinsically maintaining a force which was 
perceived to be similar to the target force. These findings are 
consistent with those described in Voss et al. (2007), show-
ing a similar matched force profile over time. In the slider 
condition, as the time window increased, the participants’ 
mean force error continued to become more accurate, sug-
gesting the 2.5–3-s time window as the most suitable. Thus, 
in order to maintain consistency of the time-interval across 
both conditions, our estimate of sensory attenuation is opti-
mally taken from the 2.5–3-s time window. Why this trend 
difference between conditions occurs may be due to subtle 
lag time between moving the slider and the corresponding 
downward force sensed by participants. This may be related 
to an added linearising function of the potentiometer output, 
which converts the potentiometer output to the correspond-
ing change of position of the lever. The resulting coefficient 
of the fourth-degree polynomial are the basis of this lin-
earising function. This is in comparison to more immediate 
and forceful sensory feedback when participants use their 
opposite finger in the direct condition.

Finally, it was of interest to determine if any learning 
effects or fatigue occurred over the course of the experi-
ment, thus compromising the estimate of sensory attenuation 
towards the end of the task. We identified limited evidence 
of worsening or improving performance over the course of 
the 64 trials, suggesting a stable estimate of sensory attenu-
ation. Specifically, we identified very few individuals (< 
5%) who had a slope greater than 0.05 or less than –0.05, 
which is less than 10% of the average mean force error. We 
determined the magnitude and frequency of these findings to 
be practically irrelevant to the overall task. Finally, psycho-
logical measures (depression, anxiety, positive and negative 
effect, and delusional ideation) were unrelated to any trend.

A limitation of this work is that the sensory attenuation 
estimates derived from the mean force error are only appli-
cable to our device. We have previously shown differences 
in force error estimates between devices (McNaughton et al., 

Fig. 4   Confidence interval plot of mean force error and 95% confi-
dence intervals across trial sessions (1–64). Conditions were counter-
balanced across participants. No observable trend or learning effects 
are identified

Fig. 5   Histogram of the error coefficient showing the individual vari-
ation between participants. The error coefficient represents the slope 
of the mean force error of 64 trails, calculated via a linear regression 
analysis for each subject
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2021) and this should be taken into account when planning 
future experiments utilising this task.

The current study systematically evaluated the methodol-
ogy underling the force-matching task, providing positive 
results that make the running of this experimental paradigm 
more efficient and speak to the reliability of the task. The 
number of replications of the target force may be reduced 
without compromising the estimate of sensory attenuation, 
the optimal time window to extract the matched force is 
2.5–3 s after the go signal, and performance throughout 
the task is stable. These results should be considered when 
developing future research that incorporates the force-
matching task.

Author Contributions  David McNaughton: Conceptualisation: Data 
curation; Formal analysis; Funding acquisition; Writing - original draft

Rhys Hope: Analyses assistance, Writing – review and editing
Emily Gray: Analyses assistance, Writing – review and editing
Freya Xavier: Analyses assistance, Writing – review and editing
Alissa Beath: Conceptualisation; Study supervision; Writing – 

review and editing
Michael Jones: Conceptualisation: Data curation; Formal analysis; 

Study supervision; Funding acquisition, Writing – review and editing

Funding  Open Access funding enabled and organized by CAUL and its 
Member Institutions David McNaughton was the recipient of the Chi-
ropractic Australia PhD scholarship grant. A portion of the funds were 
used to commission the construction of the device from Maxon group.

Data availability  Data and analysis code is available from the Mac-
quarie University data repository. https://​doi.​org/​10.​25949/​19694​998.​
v1.

Code availability  Device related code is available and reported 
elsewhere.

Declarations 

Ethics  The study was approved by the Macquarie University 
Human Sciences Research Ethics Subcommittee (Approval number: 
52019574612789).

Consent to participate  All participants consented to participation in 
this study

Consent for publication  We confirm that this work is original and has 
not been published elsewhere, nor is it currently under consideration 
for publication elsewhere.

Conflicts of interest/Competing interests  All authors report no con-
flict of interests

Open Access  This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attri-
bution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing, adapta-
tion, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long 
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, 
provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes 
were made. The images or other third party material in this article are 
included in the article's Creative Commons licence, unless indicated 

otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in 
the article's Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not 
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will 
need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a 
copy of this licence, visit http://​creat​iveco​mmons.​org/​licen​ses/​by/4.​0/.

References

Bays, P. M., Wolpert, D. M., & Flanagan, J. R. (2005). Perception 
of the consequences of self-action is temporally tuned and event 
driven. Current Biology, 15(12), 1125–1128. https://​doi.​org/​10.​
1016/j.​cub.​2005.​05.​023

Bays, P., Flanagan, J., & Wolpert, D. (2006). Attenuation of Self-
Generated Tactile Sensations Is Predictive, not Postdictive. 
PLoS Biology, 4, e28. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1371/​journ​al.​pbio.​
00400​28

Brown, H., Adams, R. A., Parees, I., Edwards, M., & Friston, K. 
(2013). Active inference, sensory attenuation and illusions. 
Cognitive Processing, 14(4), 411–427. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​
s10339-​013-​0571-3

Crawford, J. R., & Henry, J. D. (2004). The Positive and Negative 
Affect Schedule (PANAS): Construct validity, measurement 
properties and normative data in a large non-clinical sample. 
British Journal of Clinical Psychology, 43(3), 245–265. https://​
doi.​org/​10.​1348/​01446​65031​752934

Kroenke, K., Spitzer, R. L., & Williams, J. B. (2001). The PHQ-
9: Validity of a brief depression severity measure. Journal of 
General Internal Medicine, 16(9), 606–613.

Kroenke, K., Wu, J., Yu, Z., Bair, M. J., Kean, J., Stump, T., & 
Monahan, P. O. (2016). The Patient Health Questionnaire Anx-
iety and Depression Scale (PHQ-ADS): Initial Validation in 
Three Clinical Trials. Psychosomatic Medicine, 78(6), 716–727. 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​1097/​PSY.​00000​00000​000322

McNaughton, D., Bacigalupo, C., Georghiades, A., Beath, A., Hush, 
J., & Jones, M. (2021). Design, Development and Functional-
ity of a Haptic Force-Matching Device for Measuring Sensory 
Attenuation. Behavior Research Methods. https://​doi.​org/​10.​
3758/​s13428-​021-​01605-6

McNaughton, D., Beath, A., Hush, J., & Jones, M. (2022). Perceptual 
sensory attenuation in chronic pain subjects and healthy con-
trols. Scientific Reports, 12(1), 8958. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1038/​
s41598-​022-​13175-4

Palmer, C. E., Davare, M., & Kilner, J. M. (2016). Physiological 
and Perceptual Sensory Attenuation Have Different Underlying 
Neurophysiological Correlates. The Journal of Neuroscience, 
36(42), 10803–10812. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1523/​jneur​osci.​1694-​
16.​2016

Parees, I., Brown, H., Nuruki, A., Adams, R. A., Davare, M., Bha-
tia, K. P., Friston, K., & Edwards, M. J. (2014). Loss of sensory 
attenuation in patients with functional (psychogenic) movement 
disorders. Brain, 137(Pt 11), 2916–2921. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1093/​
brain/​awu237

Peters, E., Joseph, S., Day, S., & Garety, P. (2004). Measuring delu-
sional ideation: the 21-item Peters et al. Delusions Inventory 
(PDI). Schizophrenia Bulletin, 30(4), 1005–1022. https://​doi.​org/​
10.​1093/​oxfor​djour​nals.​schbul.​a0071​16

Shergill, S. S., Samson, G., Bays, P. M., Frith, C. D., & Wolpert, D. M. 
(2005). Evidence for sensory prediction deficits in schizophrenia. 
The American Journal of Psychiatry, 162(12), 2384–2386. https://​
doi.​org/​10.​1176/​appi.​ajp.​162.​12.​2384

Shergill, S. S., White, T. P., Joyce, D. W., Bays, P. M., Wolpert, D. M., 
& Frith, C. D. (2014). Functional magnetic resonance imaging of 

https://doi.org/10.25949/19694998.v1
https://doi.org/10.25949/19694998.v1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cub.2005.05.023
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cub.2005.05.023
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pbio.0040028
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pbio.0040028
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10339-013-0571-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10339-013-0571-3
https://doi.org/10.1348/0144665031752934
https://doi.org/10.1348/0144665031752934
https://doi.org/10.1097/PSY.0000000000000322
https://doi.org/10.3758/s13428-021-01605-6
https://doi.org/10.3758/s13428-021-01605-6
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-13175-4
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-13175-4
https://doi.org/10.1523/jneurosci.1694-16.2016
https://doi.org/10.1523/jneurosci.1694-16.2016
https://doi.org/10.1093/brain/awu237
https://doi.org/10.1093/brain/awu237
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordjournals.schbul.a007116
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordjournals.schbul.a007116
https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ajp.162.12.2384
https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ajp.162.12.2384


2988	 Behavior Research Methods (2023) 55:2979–2988

1 3

impaired sensory prediction in schizophrenia. JAMA Psychiatry, 
71(1), 28–35. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1001/​jamap​sychi​atry.​2013.​2974

StataCorp. (2017). Stata Statistical Software: Release 15. StataCorp 
LLC.

Teufel, C., Kingdon, A., Ingram, J. N., Wolpert, D. M., & Fletcher, P. 
C. (2010). Deficits in sensory prediction are related to delusional 
ideation in healthy individuals. Neuropsychologia, 48(14), 4169–
4172. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/j.​neuro​psych​ologia.​2010.​10.​024

Valles, N. L., & Reed, K. B. (2013). To know your own strength: over-
riding natural force attenuation. IEEE Transactions on Haptics, 
7(2), 264–269.

Voss, M., Bays, P. M., Rothwell, J. C., & Wolpert, D. M. (2007). An 
improvement inperception of self-generated tactile stimuli follow-
ing theta-burst stimulation of primary motor cortex. Neuropsycho-
logia, 45(12), 2712–2717. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/j.​neuro​psych​
ologia.​2007.​04.​008

Walsh, L. D., Taylor, J. L., & Gandevia, S. C. (2011). Overestimation of 
force during matching of externally generated forces. The Journal 
of Physiology, 589(3), 547–557.

Watson, D., Clark, L. A., & Tellegen, A. (1988). Development and 
validation of brief measures of positive and negative affect: the 
PANAS scales. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 
54(6), 1063–1070.

Wolpe, N., Ingram, J. N., Tsvetanov, K. A., Geerligs, L., Kievit, R. 
A., Henson, R. N., Wolpert, D. M., Cam, C. A. N., Tyler, L. K., 
Brayne, C., Bullmore, E., Calder, A., Cusack, R., Dalgleish, T., 

Duncan, J., Matthews, F. E., Marslen-Wilson, W., Shafto, M. A., 
Campbell, K., Cheung, T., Davis, S., McCarrey, A., Mustafa, A., 
Price, D., Samu, D., Taylor, J. R., Treder, M., van Belle, J., Wil-
liams, N., Bates, L., Emery, T., Erzinçlioglu, S., Gadie, A., Ger-
base, S., Georgieva, S., Hanley, C., Parkin, B., Troy, D., Auer, 
T., Correia, M., Gao, L., Green, E., Henriques, R., Allen, J., 
Amery, G., Amunts, L., Barcroft, A., Castle, A., Dias, C., Dow-
rick, J., Fair, M., Fisher, H., Goulding, A., Grewal, A., Hale, G., 
Hilton, A., Johnson, F., Johnston, P., Kavanagh-Williamson, T., 
Kwasniewska, M., McMinn, A., Norman, K., Penrose, J., Roby, 
F., Rowland, D., Sargeant, J., Squire, M., Stevens, B., Stoddart, 
A., Stone, C., Thompson, T., Yazlik, O., Barnes, D., Dixon, M., 
Hillman, J., Mitchell, J., Villis, L., & Rowe, J. B. (2016). Ageing 
increases reliance on sensorimotor prediction through structural 
and functional differences in frontostriatal circuits. Nature Com-
munications, 7, 13034. 10.1038/ncomms13034. https://​www.​
nature.​com/​artic​les/​ncomm​s13034#​suppl​ement​ary-​infor​mation

Wolpert, D. M., & Flanagan, J. R. (2001). Motor prediction. Current 
Biology, 11(18), R729–R732. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/​s0960-​
9822(01)​00432-8

The data and materials for all experiments are available. None of the 
experiments were preregistered.

Publisher’s note  Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to 
jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapsychiatry.2013.2974
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuropsychologia.2010.10.024
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuropsychologia.2007.04.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuropsychologia.2007.04.008
https://www.nature.com/articles/ncomms13034#supplementary-information
https://www.nature.com/articles/ncomms13034#supplementary-information
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0960-9822(01)00432-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/s0960-9822(01)00432-8

	Methodological considerations for the force-matching task
	Abstract 
	Highlights 
	Introduction
	Methods
	Participants and setting
	Force-matching task
	Self-reported psychological health measures
	Statistical analyses
	Aim 1 – Determine the stability of the mean force error across different replications of the target force
	Aim 2 – Determine the optimal time window for the extraction of the mean force error estimates
	Aim 3 – Determine learning effects associated with matching a force over the course of the experiment
	Aim 4 – Determine whether learning or fatigue effects are moderated by any psychological traits of the participant


	Results
	Determine the stability of the mean force error across different replications of the target force
	Aim 2 – Determine the optimal time window for the extraction of the mean force error estimates
	Aim 3 - Evaluate learning or fatigue effects associated with matching a force over the course of the experiment
	Aim 4 – Determine whether learning or fatigue effects are moderated by any psychological traits of the participant

	Discussion
	References


