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NEWS FROM THE FIELD

PERCEPTION AND ACTION
Going With the Optic Flow

BRUGGEMAN & WARREN (2010). The direction
of walking—but not throwing or kicking—is
adapted by optic flow. Psychol Sci, 21, 1006.

As we walk through our environ-
ment, our visual world flows past,
providing a rich source of informa-
tion about the direction we are headed
in. For example, imagine you are hur-
rying to exit an auditorium through a
particular door. As you move toward
your goal, your view of the textured
features of the room—the floor, ceil-
ing, and seating—move by in a very
particular pattern that is specific to
the direction in which you are head-
ing. Bruggeman and Warren found
that optic flow is used to calibrate the
direction of movement when walking
to a target, but not when throwing or
kicking a ball to the same target. Dur-
ing an adaptation phase, participants
were asked to walk to targets in a tex-
tured virtual environment in which
the simulated direction of travel was
10° to the left or right of the actual di-
rection of walking. Participants read-
ily adapted to the displaced optic flow
patterns by recalibrating their initial
walking direction. During pretest and
posttest, participants were presented
with normal optic flow containing no
displacement and were asked either
to throw or kick a ball to a target or to
initiate walking to the target. For all
three motor tasks at pretest, the direc-
tions of walking, throwing, and kick-
ing were quite accurate. At posttest,
however, walking direction showed a
clear adaptation aftereffect; partici-
pants initially walked in the direction
opposite the adapted optic flow dis-
placement, reflecting their learning
during the adaptation phase. Despite
this evidence for the recalibration of
walking, the participants showed no
adaptation aftereffect for kicking and
throwing. The adaptation to walking
direction did not appear to alter the

visual perception of “straight ahead,”
but rather recalibrated the mapping
between the visual and the locomotor
direction. Perceptual-motor calibra-
tion based on optic flow was func-
tionally task-specific, transferring to
locomotor but not to other types of
motor tasks. —L.C.N.
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