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Abstract
Debate remains about whether the same attentional mechanism subserves subitizing (with number of items less than or equal to
4) and numerosity estimation (with number of items equal to or larger than 5), and evidence is scarce from the tactile modality.
Here, we examined tactile numerosity perception. Using tactile Braille displays, participants completed the following three main
tasks: (1) Unisensory task with focused attention: Participants reported the number (1~12) of the tactile pins. (2) Unisensory task
with divided attention: Participants compared the numbers of pins across the upper and lower area of their left index fingers, in
addition to reporting the number of tactile pins on their right index fingers. (3) Cross-modal task with divided attention:
Participants reported the number of tactile pins and compared the numbers of visual dots across the upper and lower part of a
(illusory) rectangle that overlaid the tactile stimuli. We found that performance of subitizing rather than estimation was interfered
with in dual tasks, regardless of whether distractor events were from the same modality (tactile modality) or from a different
modality (visual modality). Moreover, a further test of visual/tactile working memory capacity revealed that the precision of
tactile subitizing, in the presence of a visual distractor, was correlated with the capacity of visual working memory, not of tactile
working memory. Overall, our study revealed that tactile numerosity perception is accounted for by amodal attentional modu-
lation yet by differential attentional mechanisms in terms of subitizing and estimation.
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Numerosity judgment is one of the core cognitive abilities of
human beings and primates (Hauser, Tsao, Garcia, & Spelke,
2003; Sawamura, Shima, & Tanji, 2002). Human subjects are
far more sensitive to numerosity than to either density or area
(Cicchini, Anobile, & Burr, 2016). This priority of sensitivi-
ties to numerosity stems from the earlier development of ca-
pacities for discriminating between large and small numbers,
even in newborn babies (Izard, Streri, & Spelke, 2014). While
the investigation of numerosity judgment in individual
sensory modality has become a hot topic, recent studies have
started to tap into the numerosity perception in tactile modality
and even cross different sensory modalities (Gallace, Tan, &
Spence, 2006, 2007, 2014; Spence, Nicholls, & Driver, 2001;

Spence, Shore, & Klein, 2001). This line of investigation is
important for both theoretical and practical means. On the one
hand, for human operators, numerosity judgment is a general
perceptual processing of unimodal and bimodal displays.
Revealing the role of (cross-modal) attention will potentially
answer the current debate of whether numerosity judgment
might rely on a unitary amodal system or, alternatively, hinge
on a specific/individual sensory modality. On the other hand,
modern intelligent interface design aims to reduce the atten-
tional load for numerosity discrimination. The design of a
friendly interface with reduced workload of number percep-
tion will streamline performance (Ferris, Penfold, Hameed, &
Sarter, 2006; Gallace et al., 2014; Ho, Reed, & Spence, 2006;
Ho, Tang, & Spence, 2005; McCrickard & Chewar, 2003;
Rabinowitz, Houtsma, Durlach, & Delhorne, 1987).
However, the debate on the potential differential attentional
mechanism for subitizing (discriminating numbers less than or
equal to 4) and estimation (discriminating numbers larger than
4), that is, the dependency on estimated quantity, has not been
fully resolved (Feigenson, Dehaene, & Spelke, 2004; Piazza,
2010). Moreover, numerosity estimation ability is intrinsically
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related to the capacity of working memory (Spitzer, Fleck, &
Blankenburg, 2014). It remains to be seen whether the preci-
sion of estimation is subject to task/modality-dependent work-
ing memory performance.

The process of nonverbal numerosity judgment mobilizes
two systems (Piazza, 2010). Generally, when the number is
small (i.e., less than or equal to 4), human observers can judge
the numbers quickly and accurately (Carey, 2009) through the
parallel individual system (in which each object is represented
individually, i.e., subitizing). When the number is large (i.e.,
greater than 4), observers would rely on the approximate num-
ber system (i.e., estimation) and show more error when the
estimated quantity becomes larger (Dehaene, 2011). Though
the average cutoff point between the two systems is 4, recent
studies have shown that this point is not fixed and may deviate
around 4 (Hyde, 2011). Subitizing is often considered to be
preattentive, but unlike estimation, it is very sensitive to atten-
tional load, as it is necessary to form representations for each
object individually (Anobile, Turi, Cicchini, & Burr, 2012;
Burr, Anobile, & Turi, 2011; Burr, Turi, & Anobile, 2010;
Hyde & Spelke, 2011; Piazza, Fumarola, Chinello, &
Melcher, 2011). Estimation, on the other hand, is an overall
representation of the estimated quantity and is less dependent
on attentional resources (Burr et al., 2010). However, some
studies have assumed that subitizing and estimation are not
entirely independent processes. Anobile et al. (2012) found
that regardless of the number of stimuli, the estimation mech-
anism will always play a role during numerosity perception.
When the number is within the subitizing range, additional
attention resources can be used to facilitate fast and accurate
judgment (Anobile et al., 2012). Burr et al. (2010) measured
subjects’ accuracy and precision in making rapid numerosity
judgments for target numbers spanning the subitizing and es-
timation ranges while manipulating attentional load. They
found that in the high-load condition, Weber fractions were
similar in the subitizing (2–4) and estimation (5–7) ranges,
suggesting that preattentive mechanisms works at all ranges.
However, in the low-load and single-task conditions, the atten-
tional mechanisms operating over the subitizing and estima-
tion ranges were not identical (Burr et al., 2010). Recent brain-
imaging studies also supported a potential dual subsystem of
numerosity perception and the dependence of subitizing on
attentional engagement. There is a partial overlap of the neural
substrates subserving small and large numbers’ numerosity
judgment. Brain regions (e.g., inferior intraparietal sulcus [in-
ferior IPS]; right temporoparietal junction [RTPJ]) related to
subitizing are found to be associated with attentional effects
(Ansari, Lyons, van Eimeren, & Xu, 2007; Vetter, Butterworth,
& Bahrami, 2011), whereas brain areas that are activated inde-
pendently of the perception of numbers are not associated with
attentional effects (Corbetta & Shulman, 2002).

Attentional processing is ubiquitous across different
sensory modalities. A debate on modality-specific or amodal

attentional processing hypotheses have remained for more
than 2 decades (Anobile et al., 2012; Arrighi, Lunardi, &
Burr, 2011; Driver & Spence, 2004). Both hypotheses have
found supports from empirical experiments. For example, in
Larsen’s experiments, subjects’ performance of identifying
two concurrent stimuli (visually presented or spoken) was
not interfered with when they needed to complete both visual
and auditory tasks simultaneously, as compared with their
performance of doing visual or auditory task alone (Larsen,
McIlhagga, Baert, & Bundesen, 2003). In another instance,
when observers reported visual contrast and auditory pitch,
their performances of discriminating visual contrast (just no-
ticeable difference [JND]) were not affected by doing simul-
taneous pitch judgment tasks. However, when the interfering
task and the target task were given in the same modality, their
visual thresholds increased by two, and the auditory thresh-
olds increased by four (Alais, Morrone, & Burr, 2006). The
above studies favored a modality-specific model, with each
sensory modality having its own independent but capacity-
limited resources. Amodal attentional processing, however, as-
sumes that the processing of events in one modality would de-
plete the attentional resources needed for processing events from
another sensory modality. For instance, an electrophysiological
study showed that when participants were asked to recognize
complex, fuzzy stimuli, such as faces and voices, the interfer-
ence of auditory to vision can be recorded. This cross-modal
interference occurs at many levels, involving the activation of
the fusiform gyrus, associative auditory areas (Brodmann’s area
22), and superior frontal gyrus (Joassin, Maurage, Bruyer,
Crommelinck, & Campanella, 2004). In a functional magnetic
resonance imaging (fMRI) study, Hein, Alink, Kleinschmidt,
and Muller (2007) asked participants to make simple auditory
and visual decisions using a four-key button box. They found
that even observers do not need to make any competitive reac-
tions, at the neural level, a simple auditory decision can also
affect their visual processing, with featured blood-oxygen-
level-dependent (BOLD) signal changes such as in the prefrontal
cortex, middle temporal cortex, and other visual cortex (Hein
et al., 2007). This suggests that we have limited attentional
capacity for dissimilar tasks, and events as dissimilar as visual
and auditory decisions should recruit similar ‘‘global neuronal
workspace’’, which causes audio-visual interference.

Attentional processing is tightly linked with working mem-
ory capacity (Dalton, Lavie, & Spence, 2009). The prominent
perceptual load theory suggests that the degree of interference
of processing irrelevant distractors hinges on individual work-
ing memory capacity, given that the attentional resources are
fixed (Lavie, 2005). This theory is proper not only for vision
but also for tactile modality. Working memory capacity influ-
ences the degree to which irrelevant distractors are processed.
When a cognitive resource is large enough, working memory
capacity will lead to a stronger influence of irrelevant
distractors. Furthermore, in a multisensory context, recent

Atten Percept Psychophys





Participants not only reported the number of tap pins on their
right index fingers but also made a two-alternative forced-
choice (2-AFC) whether the number of pins was more or less
in the upper area than in lower area on their left index fingers.

In the VT condition, analogous to condition TT, in addition to
reporting the estimated number of tap pins, participants made
2-AFC to report whether the upper area had more visual dots
than the lower area had. However, the duration of visual dots
were set at 150 ms by a pilot test with subjective ratings, to
maximize the possibility that the difficulty of estimating visual
numerosity was comparable with the counterpart tactile task.
The screen of the laptop was laid horizontally across the tactile
panel so that the visual and tactile stimuli were maximally
overlaid. A thin white line, crossing the intersection of the
upper and lower area in the (imaginary) visual rectangle,
was given prior to the presentation of visual dots. When the
presentation of dots was over, a 200-ms backward masking
was given immediately (see Fig. 2).

Participants sat before the tactile stimulator and a laptop com-
puter (Dell Precision M4800) that controlled the generation of
stimuli, with the program written with MATLAB (MathWorks,
Inc.) and the Psychophysics Toolbox (Brainard, 1997; Kleiner,
Brainard, & Pelli, 2007; Pelli, 1997). They wore sound-proof
earplugs to prevent hearing the faint noise generated by the
tactile device. Before the formal tasks, participants received
practice, and they well understood the tasks within 20 trials.

Results

As five participants’ Weber fractions were larger (around 1.5),
we used the other 11 participants’ data in the following anal-
ysis. Errors (mean of absolute difference between presented
number of dots and perceived numerosity) and Weber frac-
tions for each participant in all the experimental conditions

Fig. 1 Experiment conditions. Unisensory-focused attention (T):
Participants were asked to make numerosity judgment (NJ) for the
tactile stimuli presented to their right index finger. Unisensory-divided
attention (TT): Participants had to estimate the number of tap dots on their
right index finger and discriminate whether there were more tactile dots in
the upper area than in the lower area on their left index finger. Cross-
modal divided attention (VT): Participants reported the numbers of tactile
pins and compared the numbers of visual dots across the upper and lower
part of the (illusory) rectangle, which overlaid the tactile stimuli

Fig. 2 Experimental procedure. (T): Participants reported the number of
the tactile pins. (TT): Tactile pin stimuli were given simultaneously to
both index fingers. In addition to reporting the number on their right index
fingers, participants made a two-alternative forced-choice (2-AFC) to
answer whether the number of pins on the top area was larger than the

number on the lower area on their left index fingers. (VT): During
estimating the number of tactile pins on right index finger, participants
made a 2-AFC to report whether the upper area contained more visual
elements than the lower area
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were calculated and then averaged (see Table 1 and Fig. 3,
respectively). The average perceived numerosity against the
presented number is showed in Fig. 4.

The patterns of Weber fractions were different for the three
conditions. For the T and TT condition, Weber fraction was
relatively stable at around 0.25 but was a little up-and-down
between numbers 2 and 3. For the VT condition, Weber frac-
tions were larger when the number of dots was less than 3 and
kept decreasing as dots increased (see Fig. 3). The main effect





5–12) and task condition (T, TT, and VT). The interaction
effect was significant, F(2, 52) = 4.625, p =.014, partial η2 =
0.151. The main effect of number size was significant,
F(1, 26) = 78.68, p <.001, partial η2 = 0.752. However, the
main effect of task condition was not significant, F(2, 52) =
0.399, p =.673, η2= 0.015. The interaction effect was realized
in the small-number condition, whereas the error was higher
for T (0.231 ± 0.019) than for the errors in TT (0.122 ± 0.021)
and VT (0.174 ± 0.019), p < .001 and p < .05, respectively,
and the error was higher for VT than the error in TT, p < .05,
suggesting the cross-modal dual task imposes attentional
modulation in the subitizing task (see Fig. 10).

The accuracy of reporting the number in the interfering
tasks were 0.54 (SD = 0.03) for the TT condition and 0.58
(SD = 0.07) for the VT condition. The result of a paired-
samples t test showed that the accuracy might be different
between two different interfering tasks, t(26) = −2.62, p=.014.

Due to the small size of the numbers, we used Spearman’s
rho correlation. The full score of the two WMC tests was 90.
For the visual WMC test, participants’ score ranged from 64 to
88 (M = 78.47, SEM = 7.01), and for the tactile WMC test,

participants’ score ranged from 73 to 89 (M = 81.76, SEM =
4.45). The paired t test showed that the two tests were com-
parable in difficulty, t(16) = 1.557, p = .139.

We examined the correlations between the WMC tests’
scores (the number of letters/figures correctly reported) and
the errors under different conditions (T, TT, and VT) and
found no significant correlations. We further calculated the
difference of errors between two different tasks conditions
(i.e., the difference between T and TT) and explored the cor-
relation between WMC and this kind of difference. The cor-
relations between the WMC tests’ scores (the number of
letters/figures correctly reported) and the difference of errors
between two different task conditions (VT, TT) are shown in
Table 3.

The above results revealed that there was a significant cor-
relation between the visual WMC test scores and the difference
of errors between the VT and TT conditions, but only when the
stimulus’ number was small (r = −0.662, p<.01), that is, in
subitizing task. There was no significant correlation between
the tactile WMC scores and tactile numerosity judgment task.

Discussion

The current findings suggest a dual system for tactile
numerosity judgment, in which the attentional modulation

Table 2 Mean errors (with associated standard errors) for each task
conditions and each number in Experiment 2

N T TT VT

1 0.025 (0.020) 0.005 (0.005) 0.028 (0.017)

2 0.060 (0.022) 0.037 (0.013) 0.046 (0.021)

3 0.148 (0.044) 0.176 (0.045) 0.301 (0.042)

4 0.692 (0.041) 0.270 (0.047) 0.319 (0.057)

5 0.324 (0.062) 0.449(0.089) 0.474 (0.087)

6 0.664 (0.111) 0.704 (0.124) 0.647 (0.097)

7 0.725 (0.126) 0.930 (0.152) 0.789 (0.140)

8 0.851 (0.145) 1.160 (0.200) 1.083(0.189)

9 1.342 (0.184) 1.513 (0.204) 1.667 (0.195)

10 1.917 (0.247) 2.022 (0.238) 1.967 (0.213)

11 2.442 (0.264) 2.633 (0.271) 2.555 (0.265)

12 2.659 (0.296) 3.016 (0.303) 2.949 (0.307)

Note. N = number of pins presented

Fig. 8 Average perceived numerosity against presented number for
Experiment 2. Error bars represent standard errors. (Color figure online)

Fig. 7 Average Weber fraction against presented number for Experiment
2. Error bars represent standard errors. (Color figure online)

Fig. 9 Errors for Experiment 2. Error bars represent standard errors. *p <
.05. **p < .01. ***p < .001
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plays a differential role in affecting sensing the numerosity in
small and large ranges. Precision of sensing numerosity was
impaired for dual-task operations in the subitizing range, but
not in the estimation range. This result was in agreement with
previous studies on number sensing for visual events, in which
subitizing depends strongly on attentional resources while es-
timation of larger quantities depends less on attentional load
(Anobile et al., 2012; Burr et al., 2011; Burr et al., 2010; Hyde
& Wood, 2011; Piazza et al., 2011). We now extended the dual
attentional tasks to other modalities, by examining the effect
visual numerosity perception has on tactile subitizing/estima-
tion. A cross-modal (divided) attentional interfering effect was
only observed in the subitizing task when the number of stim-
uli was small, but not in the numerosity estimation task.
Therefore, the dependency of subitizing on attention is gener-
al, not specific, to a given type of task or a particular modality
(such visual/tactile modality).

The relation of attentional modulation and working mem-
ory capacities in visual and tactile modality showed an amodal
influence in numerosity perception. With working memory
tests, we observed a negative correlation between the relative
numerosity judgment performance (VT vs. TT) and the score
of visual WMC, rather than tactile WMC—the higher visual
working memory capacity, the lower differences of the errors
between the VT subitizing task and TT subitizing task. This
finding suggested that individuals with higher capacities of
visual working memory allow distractor interference.

The current findings could be reconciled in the perceptual
load framework model with the component of working

memory load. The perceptual load hypothesis claims that,
for the low perceptual load condition (mediated by working
memory capacity), attentional resources spill over to process
distractor information and result in competition for the control
of perceptual responses between target and distractor informa-
tion in working memory (Lavie, 1995, 2005; Lavie & de
Fockert, 2003; Lavie & Tsal, 1994). The interaction between
working memory (capacity) and perceptual load depends on
the modality of information (Kim, Kim, & Chun, 2005;
Konstantinou, Beal, King, & Lavie, 2014; Konstantinou &
Lavie, 2013; Koshino, 2017; Koshino & Olid, 2015). For
tactile subitizing, it requires fine attentional modulation (i.e.,
high perceptual load) and depends largely on otherwise larger
working memory capacity; hence, we observed generally larg-
er errors for subitizing in tactile numerosity discrimination (T
task). However, with the TT dual tasks, the perceptual load is
high in the same modality, and attentional resources are fully
consumed by target processing. As a result, the concurrent
distractors from the same modality (tactile events) are not/
less likely processed (with low accuracy of reporting number
for distractor T) and have less chance of entering into working
memory for processing target tactile events (Koshino & Olid,
2015; Lavie, 2005), and we observed a relatively better per-
formance for subitizing of target events in TT. On the other
hand, when the perceptual load is high but across different
modalities (with VT dual tasks), larger visual working mem-
ory capacity allows the proper processing of visual numerosity
(with relatively better performance of reporting numerosity of
distractor V), which intrudes on the attentional resources for
processing target tactile events (with relatively worse perfor-
mance of reporting numerosity of target T). Nevertheless, we
should be cautious in the above arguments, which we based
on two assumptions: The total reservoir of attentional re-
sources for numerosity processing is fixed, and perceptual
load for processing target events is more subjective to the
influence from a different sensory modality (de Fockert,
Rees, Frith, & Lavie, 2001; Sandhu & Dyson, 2013, 2016;
Tellinghuisen & Nowak, 2003). Moreover, since the difficul-
ties of numerosity perception in both given interfering tasks
(TT vs. VT) might be different, this could constrain our cur-
rent accounts. More evidence is needed in further study.

Alternatively, the above results can be understood accord-
ing to Dehaene and Changeux’s (1993) neuronal model. It

Fig. 10 Errors for Experiment 2 with sorted small and large ranges. Small
range of numbers is 1–4; large range is 5–12. Error bars represent
standard errors. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001

Table 3 Correlations between WMC tests’ scores and the difference of errors between different tasks

VTs − Ts VTl − Tl TTs − Ts TTl − Tl VTs − TTs VTl − TTl

tWMC r
Sig.

0.264
0.306

−0.085
0.746

0.070
0.789

0.165
0.527

0.181
0.487

−0.211
0.417

vWMC r
Sig.

−0.278
0.280

−0.091
0.728

−0.252
0.329

0.265
0.305

−0.662
0.004**

−0.335
0.189

Note. r = Spearman’s rho, as not all data pass the normality test. s = small, l = large. **p < .01
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depicts a hierarchical processing (with five presumed levels)
for numerical information (Dehaene & Changeux, 1993).
Firstly, the processing starts with receiving information from
topographically organized input clusters (i.e., retinotopic for
vision and somatotopic for touch), and then memory clusters
help to maintain input information from each modality. At this
stage, limitations might be different for each sensory modality.
Those limitations would lead to modality-specific working
memory representations and cause differential precision of
sensing tactile numerosity in the presence of distractors from
the same modality or from a third modality (visual modality).
Different modality-specific input clusters, however, then pro-
ject to a common amodal location map, where the transformed
modality-nonspecific/amodal information relays to summa-
tion clusters. It is in this stage that the attentional resources
(modulation) play a differential role on subitizing and estima-
tion of the numbers. Finally, the preferred numerosity is pre-
sented and output in the numerosity clusters with appropriate
neuronal responses from the observer.

With that said, we should be careful on the limitations of
the above potential neuronal model, for which the exact stage
of multisensory interaction, as well as the interface between
working memory and attention, are not clear. Moreover,
other limitations remain in the current study. One limitation
is that we did not manipulate working memory load directly
during the concurrent numerosity task. Additionally, a
comparable design with the main task of visual numerosity
perception in the presence of tactile distractors would help
to elucidate the hypothesis of interaction between working
memory and perceptual load, in the scope of perceptual load
theory as we discussed above. This calls for further empirical
studies.

Previous relevant studies did not maintain the same spatial
locations for the stimuli from different sensory modality
(Gallace et al., 2006, 2007; Gallace, Tan, & Spence, 2008;
Gallace et al., 2014). Those different spatial representations
of cross-modal events would constrain the outcome of the
cross-modal perception and multisensory interaction
(Pouget, Deneve, & Duhamel, 2002). In our study, we pre-
sented visual dots via a rectangular screen that was parallel to
the surface of table and above the tactile display, so that the
location of visual dots were mostly consistent with the pins on
the tactile interface. We believe this operation would largely
reduce some confounding during the perception of multisen-
sory numerosity.

In sum, we found differential attentional mechanisms in
tactile numerosity perception. Tactile subitizing, rather than
tactile numerosity estimation, is subject to amodal attentional
modulation. However, the modulation of visual working
memory upon tactile numerosity perception has shown an
amodal process and affects the precision of tactile subitizing,
in the presence of distractor interference from a different mo-
dality (visual modality).
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Appendix

Possible patterns for one stimulus: (2,2), (2,3), (2,4), (2,5),
(3,2), (3,3), (3,4), (3,5)

Possible patterns for two stimuli: {(2,2), (3,4)}, {(2,2),
(3,5)}, {(2,3), (3,4)}, {(2,3), (3,5)}, {(3,2), (2,4)}, {(3,2),
(2,5)}, {(3,3), (2,4)}, {(3,3), (2,5)}

Possible patterns for three stimuli: Randomly choose one
pin in each of two rows, and all the pins are in different
columns.

Possible patterns for four stimuli: Randomly choose one
pin in each of two columns, and all the pins are in different
rows.

Possible patterns for five stimuli: Randomly choose five
pins in five different rows.

Possible patterns for six stimuli: Randomly choose six pin
in six different rows.

Possible patterns for seven stimuli: Randomly choose six
pin in six different rows, and randomly choose another one to
present from the rest of pins.

Possible patterns for eight stimuli: Randomly choose dif-
ferent pins in each column.

Possible patterns for nine stimuli: Randomly choose two
different pins in each column, and randomly choose another
one from the rest of pins.

Possible patterns for 10 stimuli: Randomly choose two
different pins in each column, and randomly choose another
two pins from the rest of pins.

Possible patterns for 11 stimuli: Randomly choose two dif-
ferent pins in each column, and randomly choose another
three pins from the rest of pins.

Possible patterns for 12 stimuli: Randomly choose two
different pins in each column, and randomly choose another
four pins from the rest of pins.

Fig. 11 Diagram showing the layout of tactile pins. For example, the
stimulus (2,4) refers to the tap pin stimulus appearing at the location of
“black ring.”
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