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Editorial on the Research Topic

Understanding the Role of the Time Dimension in the Brain Information Processing

An accurate representation of time-dimension in the neuronal circuits is required for a successful
interaction of the brain with the four-dimensional physical world. Time-dimension, unlike other
three dimensions of our physical universe, is never perceived as a novelty, but only reported as the
flow of time. As there are no known neurological or psychiatric disorders that are associated with
the loss of the sense of flow of time, this suggests that the functions of the brain involve processing
of temporal information (Merchant et al., 2013). Moreover, psychological flow of time is likely the
result of the perception of the physical nature of the time-dimension.

The information about a stimulus coded by neural circuits can be understood in terms of
Shannon information, which is the arrangement of spikes (an absence or presence) in time-
bins of specific size along the time-dimension (Gupta and Chen, 2016a,b). Thus, Shannon
information inherently incoporates time-bin as the time-dimension in information processing.
Encoded stimulus characteristic, can be decoded or utilized in brain circuits by processing this
information, referred as the temporal processing of information. Thus, it is implicit that the
information processing, underlying various cognitive functions of the brain, is coupled with the
invariant time-dimension.

Several novel findings are reported in this Special Issue, which bring us closer to understanding
the role of the time-dimension in the brain information processing. These include the
representation of the physical time in neural circuits, temporal processing of information, the role
of prior information in the internal representation of rhythmic time, and neural oscillations in
timing behavior and perception.

BRAIN OSCILLATIONS IN TIMING BEHAVIOR AND PERCEPTION

Brain oscillations are a key element on information processing and play a crucial role in the
communication between and within different cortical and subcortical areas (Buzsáki, 2006). Neural
oscillations have been linked to different high cognitive functions of which timing and time
perception constitute one of the most studied (Treisman, 1963; Matell and Meck, 2004; Gupta,
2014; Kononowicz and van Rijn, 2014; Merchant et al., 2015a).

Kononowicz and van Wassenhove in this issue, review different oscillatory models that explain
how the brain may subserve interval timing in millisecond range, but they focus mainly on the
Striatal Beat Frequency (SBF) model and the new evidence that supports it. In contrast to other
models, the SBF is more biologically plausible and implies the existence of cortical oscillators of
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various frequencies. At the onset of a timed interval, cortical
oscillators are phase-reset and, at the offset of the interval, the
state of these cortical oscillators is read by the medium spiny
neurons of the striatum. Due to the fact that spiny neurons
are coincidence detectors of the cortical input, the output of
these striatal neurons could in principle tell time. Now, the
authors suggest that the cortical input on the spiny neurons
could be any stable neural pattern including neural avalanches
(Crowe et al., 2014; Merchant et al., 2015b) or population state
activity (Merchant et al., 2014; Mello et al., 2015). The authors
also emphasize the notion that oscillation modulation for the
SBF should be phase-reset at the beginning of a time interval,
and that the frequency of the oscillation should be modulated
by dopaminergic agents. None of these properties have been
properly tested yet. In addition, this opinion letter underlines
the fact that recent studies have shown that beta not only alpha
oscillations are deeply involved in prediction of events during
rhythmic tasks. Last, this paper suggests that the coherence
between cortical and striatal signals is a fundamental element for
generating a realistic model that includes both structures.

The paper by Chang et al. investigates the changes in beta
oscillations induced by unpredicted changes in pitch, during
an oddball EEG experiment where human subjects passively
listened to isochronous auditory sequences with occasional
unpredicted deviant pitches. These researchers tested the notion
that if the induced beta power only reflects predictive timing,
the occasional unpredicted pitch changes should not affect the
ongoing beta entrainment behavior, given that the pitch deviants
are presented at the predicted rhythmic time points. In contrast,
their experimental results indicate that induced (non-phase
locked) beta power was modulated by the unpredicted deviant
pitches, suggesting that beta power is associated with predictive
perceptual processing for the stimuli what (the pitch) and when
(the tempo of the isochronous beat). The authors interpret these
findings as the evidence that predictions for what and when
are dynamically processed through attentional networks, and
that beta oscillations in auditory cortex reflect the functional
significance of sensory prediction and prediction error processes.

Kumar et al. report findings from a study of the McGurk
effect, in which semantically-incongruent visual information
modulates auditory perception. Authors employed incongruent
audio-visual (AV) pair (audio/pa/ superimposed on the video of
the face articulating /ka/) to induce the cross-modal percept/ta/.
They find that for asynchronous AV (audio-visual) stimuli,
a broadband enhancement, in the global coherence at theta,
alpha, beta, and gamma bands, aids the cross-modal perception
(percept/ta/). Long-range oscillations (alpha and beta bands)
aid in the multidimensional processing of information of
asynchronous AV stimuli by providing temporal window of
integration, which is a specific phase of long-range oscillations
(Gupta and Chen, 2016a). Asynchronous AV stimuli can be
integrated in the same phase—temporal window of integration –
of a long-range oscillation, which is possible due to the difference
in the delays prior to their arrival at respective processing circuits
(Gupta and Chen, 2016a). This difference in delays helps to
eliminate the difference in the time of the initial presentation
of asynchronous AV stimuli. In contrast to asynchronous AV

stimuli, the processing of synchronous AV stimuli is temporally
coupled to same coordinates on the time-axis, and therefore,
it does not require the coupling to the same phase of a long-
range oscillation to achieve simultaneous processing. Consistent
with this argument, Kumar et al. observed desynchronization
at alpha and beta- bands for AV stimuli. However, long-range
oscillations may interfere with the integration of synchronous
AV stimuli. This study highlights the important differences in the
multisensory integration of synchronous and asynchronous AV
stimuli.

The next paper by Chen and Huang studied alpha and
beta modulations in a temporal version of n-back working
memory task. Their findings reveal that while posterior alpha
band reflects inhibition of task-irrelevant information, temporal
region-distributed beta band activity is important for the active
maintenance of temporal duration in the working memory.

Finally, Emmons et al. investigated the LFP oscillatory changes
in the medial prefrontal cortex and the striatum during an
interval timing task, where rats produced a 3 or 12 s interval. The
results showed significant changes in delta and/or theta bands in
the two areas during the following epochs of the task: after the cue
that signaled the beginning of the time interval, throughout the
interval, prior to the response that define the end of the interval,
and after reward delivery. These findings support the notion
that oscillatory activity between both areas of the motor cortico-
basal-ganglia-thalamo-cortical circuit (Merchant et al., 2015a) is
engaged in the temporal control of action in rodents.

MISMATCH NEGATIVITY (MMN):

REPRESENTS MECHANISMS FOR

EXTRACTING PHYSICAL TIME

INFORMATION

MMN is an event-related potential (ERP) wave, which reflects
neuronal processes underlying the brain’s automatic reaction to
novel or deviant as well as unattended sensory stimuli (Näätanen
et al., 2007). In a work submitted to this Research Topic, Wang
et al. extracted and correlated several different parameters—
temporal parameters (onset, offset, and peak latency) and
wave shape parameters (amplitude, average amplitude, upslope,
downslope)—characterizing the MMN waves produced by
deviant sound. Their results revealed only one important
correlation: a positive correlation between the MMN amplitude
and the slope of decaying phase, also called downslope (Wang
et al.). The authors argue that this represents an efficient feedback
process, which allows MMN to return to the baseline within a
predefined time-window. This also suggests a coupling between
the neuronal processes associated with deviant stimuli and
a representation of the physical time-axis in the brain. This
coupling may subserve the mechanism to input the physical
time information into brain circuits, which would calibrate
endogenous oscillators in a distributed modular clock model
(Gupta, 2014).

In another study Schirmer et al., using MMN paradigm,
deviant stimulus was created by subjecting one surprised and
one neutrally spoken “Ah” to a speech manipulation procedure
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creating a 378 ms (short) and a 600 ms (long) exemplar.
In both emotional conditions, short or long exemplars were
used as standard or deviant stimuli. When short exemplar
served as the standard, long exemplar was used as the deviant
stimulus, and the vice versa. Authors observed a MMN-like
negativity—climbing negativity that plateaued. Greater negativity
for deviants than standards emerged shortly after the deviant
onset, before the standard or deviant duration had lapsed.
This suggested that listeners implicitly tracked sound speed and
detected speed changes (Schirmer et al.). Continuous detection
of the changes in the speed of unattended sounds would play a
role in the calibration of endogenous oscillators in modular clock
mechanisms (Gupta, 2014), including those that play a role in
speech production.

SIMULTANEITY JUDGMENT OF

TEMPORAL EVENTS

The paper by Yarrow et al. tested different paradigms to optimally
determine the relative judgment of two or more simultaneous
events. Specifically, they argue that the dual presentation
simultaneity judgment (2 x SJ) task is the most desirable. In
this tasks subjects are asked to discriminate which of two pairs
of stimuli presented consecutively was the most synchronous.
They develop an appropriate signal detection theory model to
analyze the 2xSJ data, and finally, they compare the data from the
novel task with more conventional simultaneity tasks. Compared
to classical tasks such as the temporal order judgment task, the
2 x SJ provides more constrained estimates of sensory noise,
which indicates a more straightforward decision process. In
fact, the 2 x SJ requires explicitly to decide which alternative
timing relationship is most synchronous on any given trial,
rather than revealing what range of relationships are perceived
as synchronous. Consequently, 2 x SJ will serve as a crucial
complement to existing methods for investigating subjective
timing.

MONKEYS AND HUMANS SHARE THE

ABILITY TO INTERNALLY MAINTAIN A

TEMPORAL RHYTHM

García-Garibay et al. demonstrate the ability of the rhesus
monkeys and humans to perceive and maintain rhythms of
different pace in the absence of sensory cues or motor actions.
They use a visuospatial task in which subjects observe and
then internally track a visual stimulus that periodically changed
its location along a circular path. The proportion of trials in
which subjects correctly estimated the position of the stimulus,
along with other variables were determined in this study. Both
species showed variability, consistent with Weber Law, where
time independent variability increased as a function of timed
duration (Zarco et al., 2009). In a different version of this task
tested in humans, which reveals patterns of timing errors, shows
that subjects tend to lag in fast rhythms and to get ahead in
slow ones. The authors argue that a mean tempo might be
incorporated as prior information, helping to reduce the effect of

noise in time estimation and production tasks (García-Garibay
et al.).

ABNORMAL TEMPORAL PROCESSING OF

INFORMATION: IN SCHIZOPHRENIA AND

PSILOCYBIN-INDUCED STATES

A meta-analysis of functional MRI studies in schizophrenia,
comparing brain structures, activated or inactivated by time
perception task and increasing levels of cognitive difficulty,
revealed bilateral overlapping of cortical and subcortical regions,
particularly frontal areas (mainly right BA 6), as well as parietal
regions and the basal ganglia (Alústiza et al.). The overlapping
regions, which are primarily in the right hemisphere, showed
reduced rather than increased activity in schizophrenic patients
relative to control subjects, not only by time perception tasks
but also by an increase in the level of difficulty of non-
temporal tasks (Alústiza et al.). Reduced activity of various
brain structures is consistent with the prevailing view that
there is an impaired functional connectivity of brain regions
in schizophrenia (Hutchison et al., 2013). Thus, dysconnectivity
affects common networks in schizophrenia, which are engaged by
both the increasing task difficulty and time perception tasks.

In a commentary, Shebloski and Broadway discuss a paper
by Wittmann et al. (2007). The study by Wittmann et al.
(2007) showed a decreased ability to accurately produce intervals
longer than 3 s and synchronize finger-tapping to auditory beats
separated by more than 2 s under the influence of psilocybin
(Wittmann et al., 2007). The effects on timing performance
were accompanied by working-memory deficits and subjective
changes in conscious state. Shebloski and Broadway also noted
that schizophrenia, which is associated with similar changes in
subjective state, such as hallucinations, is also associated with
timing deficits in sub- and supra-second range. They further
point out that slowing of perceived time induced by psilocybin
and schizophrenia may share certain commonmechanisms, such
as 5-HT2A receptor activities. Thus, Shebloski and Broadway
propose that commonalities across pharmacological treatments
and psychiatric disorders should be explored within a common
experimental paradigm.

It should be also noted that in contrast to the effects
of psilocybin administration, which are pharmacological, the
pathophysiology underlying schizophrenia involves defects at
many levels, such as circuit, molecular and morphological levels.
Therefore, to interpret the results of experiments in terms of
underlying pathophysiology will involve many challenges.

STUDY OF MODULAR INTERACTIONS

BETWEEN BRAIN REGIONS USING

ARTIFICIAL SYSTEMS

Maniadakis and Trahanias test a model of artificial cognitive
system, which has the ability to sense when events have occurred
and how long they have lasted. Authors employ a set of neural
networks in their model, to synthesize modules, similar to the
modular parts of the human brain. Inspired by the striatal
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beat frequency model of interval timing (Matell and Meck,
2004; Meck et al., 2008), authors incorporated a module in
their artificial system, which transforms oscillatory inputs into a
composite time flow representation.

Authors used a coevolutionary scheme (Maniadakis and
Trahanias, 2008) to train the model, and improve the
collaboration between component neural networks, forming
modules. The coevolutionary procedure, after 500 generations,
produced a modular system that memorizes the duration and
time of occurrence of events. Such methods can be a useful
computational tool for the study of modular interactions in brain
networks.

Various papers in this special issue describe that modulations
of beta-range oscillations play an important role in the
timing behavior. Beta power increased as working memory
load increased in a temporal version of n-back working
memory task (Chen and Huang), which suggests that beta
oscillations play an important role in the functioning of

brain networks serving the levels of cognitive effort and time
perception that is likely affected in schizophrenia (Alustiza et al.)
Future studies should look more closely at the role of the
representation of the time-dimension in the temporal processing
of information in the brain, which may be affected in psychiatric
illnesses.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS

All authors listed, have made substantial, direct and intellectual
contribution to the work, and approved it for publication.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

We DG and HM, are grateful to the authors for their excellent
contributions to this Frontiers Research Topic. This work was
supported by CONACYT: 236836, CONACYT: 196, and PAPIIT:
IN202317 grants to HM.

REFERENCES

Buzsáki, G. (2006). Rhythms of the Brain. Oxford; New York, NY: Oxford

University Press.

Crowe, D. A., Zarco, W., Bartolo, R., and Merchant, H. (2014). Dynamic

representation of the temporal and sequential structure of rhythmic

movements in the primate medial premotor cortex. J. Neurosci. 34,

11972–11983. doi: 10.1523/JNEUROSCI.2177-14.2014

Gupta, D. S. (2014). Processing of sub- and supra-second intervals in the primate

brain results from the calibration of neuronal oscillators via sensory, motor, and

feedback processes. Front. Psychol. 5:816. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00816

Gupta, D. S., and Chen, L. (2016a). Brain oscillations in perception, timing and

action. Curr. Opin. Behav. Sci. 8, 161–166. doi: 10.1016/j.cobeha.2016.02.021

Gupta, D. S., and Chen, L. (2016b). Brain Oscillations in Perception, Timing and

Action. San Diego, CA: Society for Neuroscience.

Hutchison, R. M., Womelsdorf, T., Allen, E. A., Bandettini, P. A.,

Calhoun, V. D., Corbetta, M., et al. (2013). Dynamic functional

connectivity: promise, issues, and interpretations. Neuroimage 80, 360–378.

doi: 10.1016/j.neuroimage.2013.05.079

Kononowicz, T. W., and van Rijn, H. (2014). Decoupling interval timing and

climbing neural activity: a dissociation between CNV and N1P2 amplitudes.

J. Neurosci. 34, 2931–2939. doi: 10.1523/JNEUROSCI.2523-13.2014

Maniadakis, M., and Trahanias, P. (2008). Hierarchical co-evolution of

cooperating agents acting in the brain-arena. Adapt. Behav. 16, 221–245.

doi: 10.1177/1059712308087285

Matell, M. S., andMeck,W. H. (2004). Cortico-striatal circuits and interval timing:

coincidence detection of oscillatory processes. Brain Res. Cogn. Brain Res. 21,

139–170. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2016.01558

Meck,W. H., Penney, T. B., and Pouthas, V. (2008). Cortico-striatal representation

of time in animals and humans. Curr. Opin. Neurobiol. 18, 145–152.

doi: 10.1016/j.conb.2008.08.002

Mello, G. B., Soares, S., and Paton, J. J. (2015). A scalable population code for time

in the striatum. Curr. Biol. 25, 1113–1122. doi: 10.1016/j.cub.2015.02.036

Merchant, H., Bartolo, R., Pérez, O., Méndez, J. C., Mendoza, G., Gámez, J., et al.

(2014). Neurophysiology of timing in the hundreds of milliseconds: multiple

layers of neuronal clocks in the medial premotor areas. Adv. Exp. Med. Biol.

829, 143–154. doi: 10.1007/978-1-4939-1782-2_8

Merchant, H., Grahn, J., Trainor, L., Rohrmeier, M., and Fitch, W. T.

(2015a). Finding the beat: a neural perspective across humans and non-

human primates. Philos. Trans. R. Soc. Lond. B Biol. Sci. 370:20140093.

doi: 10.1098/rstb.2014.0093

Merchant, H., Harrington, D. L., and Meck, W. H. (2013). Neural basis of

the perception and estimation of time. Annu. Rev. Neurosci. 36, 313–336.

doi: 10.1146/annurev-neuro-062012-170349

Merchant, H., Pérez, O., Bartolo, R., Méndez, J. C., Mendoza, G., Gamez, J.,

et al. (2015b). Sensorimotor neural dynamics during isochronous tapping in

the medial premotor cortex of the macaque. Eur. J. Neurosci. 41, 586–602.

doi: 10.1111/ejn.12811

Näätanen, R., Paavilainen, P., Rinne, T., and Alho, K. (2007). The mismatch

negativity (MMN) in basic research of central auditory processing: a

review. Clin. Neurophysiol. 118, 2544–2590. doi: 10.1016/j.clinph.2007.

04.026

Treisman, M. (1963). Temporal discrimination and the indifference interval.

Implications for a model of the “internal clock.” Psychol. Monogr. 77, 1–31.

doi: 10.1037/h0093864

Wittmann, M., Carter, O., Hasler, F., Cahn, B. R., Grimberg, U., Spring,

P., et al. (2007). Effects of psilocybin on time perception and temporal

control of behaviour in humans. J. Psychopharmacol. 21, 50–64.

doi: 10.1177/0269881106065859

Zarco, W., Merchant, H., Prado, L., and Mendez, J. C. (2009). Subsecond timing

in primates: comparison of interval production between human subjects

and rhesus monkeys. J. Neurophysiol. 102, 3191–3202. doi: 10.1152/jn.0006

6.2009

Conflict of Interest Statement: The authors declare that the research was

conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could

be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Copyright © 2017 Gupta and Merchant. This is an open-access article distributed

under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use,

distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original

author(s) or licensor are credited and that the original publication in this journal

is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or

reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 4 February 2017 | Volume 8 | Article 240

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.02031
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.00192
https://doi.org/10.1523/JNEUROSCI.2177-14.2014
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00816
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cobeha.2016.02.021
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuroimage.2013.05.079
https://doi.org/10.1523/JNEUROSCI.2523-13.2014
https://doi.org/10.1177/1059712308087285
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.01558
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.conb.2008.08.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cub.2015.02.036
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4939-1782-2_8
https://doi.org/10.1098/rstb.2014.0093
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-neuro-062012-170349
https://doi.org/10.1111/ejn.12811
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.clinph.2007.04.026
https://doi.org/10.1037/h0093864
https://doi.org/10.1177/0269881106065859
https://doi.org/10.1152/jn.00066.2009
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology
http://www.frontiersin.org
http://www.frontiersin.org/Psychology/archive

	Editorial: Understanding the Role of the Time Dimension in the Brain Information Processing
	Brain Oscillations in Timing Behavior and Perception
	Mismatch Negativity (MMN): Represents Mechanisms for Extracting Physical Time Information
	Simultaneity Judgment of Temporal Events
	Monkeys and Humans Share The Ability to Internally Maintain a Temporal Rhythm
	Abnormal Temporal Processing of Information: In Schizophrenia and Psilocybin-Induced States
	Study of Modular Interactions Between Brain Regions Using Artificial Systems
	Author Contributions
	Acknowledgments
	References


