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Abstract
Perceiving, memorizing, and estimating temporal durations are key cognitive functions in

everyday life. In this study, a duration summation paradigm was used to examine whether

summation of temporal durations introduces an underestimation or overestimation bias,

and whether this bias is common to visual and auditory modalities. Two within- or across-

modality stimuli were presented sequentially for variable durations. Participants were asked

to reproduce the sum of the two durations (0.6–1.1 s). We found that the sum of two dura-

tions was overestimated regardless of stimulus modalities. A subsequent control experi-

ment indicated that the overestimation bias arose from the summation process, not

perceptual or memory processes. Furthermore, we observed strong positive correlations

between the overestimation bias for different sensory modalities within participants. These

results suggest that the sum of two durations is overestimated, and that supra-modal pro-

cesses may be responsible for this overestimation bias.

Introduction
How much time have you spent actually working today? To answer this question, you need to
add the time spent at work between any breaks. This requires memorization and mental
manipulation of time representations. Several models of time perception have been proposed
[1–4]. Recent studies have also investigated how time is stored in memory [5–9]. Beyond time
perception and memory, it is important to understand how time is mentally manipulated,
because this will provide constraints on how time is represented in the brain. While knowledge
of time perception and memory has increased, few studies have addressed mental manipula-
tion of represented time (e.g., how two time durations are added) using timing tasks [10–14].
Therefore, the present study concentrated on summation of two temporal durations.

Summation is a basic mental manipulation regardless of stimulus dimension. The mental
processes involved in summing two numbers have been explored in domains other than time
perception. McCrink, Dehaene, & Dehaene-Lambertz [15] found that adding two numbers
introduced an overestimation bias (operational momentum [16–18]). The mental summation
of spatial representations (e.g., adding two line-lengths) has not been directly examined; how-
ever, line bisection modulates line-length perception, which suggests that perceiving the whole
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from two parts is biased. For example, Charras & Lupiáñez [19,20]reported that symmetrically
bisected lines were underestimated, while asymmetrically bisected lines were overestimated.
Given these biases in summing numerical and spatial magnitudes, it is intriguing to ask
whether common processes underlie mental summation in all modalities. Recent studies have
suggested that humans may use common cortical mechanisms to quantitatively represent time,
space, and number (A Theory of Magnitude; AToM [21]). Investigating the processes involved
in mental summation of magnitudes would allow us to extend the concept of AToM from
representation to mental manipulation. To this end, here we investigated mental summation of
temporal duration.

The present study also addressed whether stimulus modality affects mental summation of
time. Previous work has examined whether time perception is mediated by sensory-specific
processes or by a supra-modal process, with some studies demonstrating sensory-specific char-
acteristics of time perception [3,22–27]. For example, adaptation to a visual duration leads to
an aftereffect for perception of subsequent visual, but not auditory, durations [23]. Modality-
specific processes have also been implicated for time memory. Secondary visual working mem-
ory tasks decrease concurrent visual, but not auditory, memory performance[27]. In addition,
decay of time memory depends on sensory modality [9]. These modality-specific effects sup-
port the existence of distributed clocks in the brain [4]. Therefore, it is possible that modality-
specific processes are involved in mentally summing time.

The present study had two aims: (1) To investigate whether summing temporal durations
would introduce overestimation bias; (2) To examine whether this bias is common to different
sensory modalities. To this end, we asked participants to reproduce the sum of two durations,
each of which was presented in either the visual or auditory modality. If under- or overestima-
tion biases are comparable between modalities, it would imply that a common process under-
lies mental summation of temporal duration regardless of stimulus modality. We also
examined individual differences in estimation biases, specifically whether bias magnitudes
were correlated between modality conditions, to further examine modality dependencies in
mental summation.

Experiment 1

Methods
Participants. Twenty-two volunteers (15 male and 7 female, mean age = 21.0 years,

SD = 1.62) participated after providing written informed consent. All participants had normal
or corrected-to-normal visual and auditory abilities. The study was approved by the Ethics
Committee of the University of Tokyo and run in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki.

Apparatus and stimuli. Participants sat in a dark and quiet room. Visual stimuli were pre-
sented on a cathode ray tube monitor (refresh rate = 100 Hz) at a viewing distance of 57 cm.
Auditory stimuli were presented through headphones (HDA 200, Sennheiser). The experi-
ments were run on an Apple Mac mini with MATLAB and the Psychophysics
Toolbox extension [28–30]. The visual stimulus was a white circle (2.1° radius) presented in
the center of a black screen. The auditory stimulus was a 756 Hz pure tone including a 10 ms
ramp at onset and offset.

Procedure. The experiment consisted of a single-stimulus session and a subsequent sum-
mation session. In the single-stimulus session, trials started with a blank display for 0.5–1.0 s,
after which either a visual or auditory stimulus was presented. After the stimulus disappeared,
participants reproduced the stimulus duration by pressing and releasing the space bar. No feed-
back was given. Stimulus duration was 0.6, 0.7, 0.8, 0.9, 1.0, or 1.1 s. Each stimulus duration
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was presented 5 times. There were 30 auditory and 30 visual trials that were presented in a
pseudorandom order.

In the summation session, a blank display was followed by the first stimulus. After a random
inter-stimulus interval (ISI) of 0.5–0.7 s, the second stimulus appeared. Then, participants were
asked to reproduce the sum of the first and second stimulus durations by pressing and releasing
the space bar. No feedback was given. The sum of the two durations was 0.6, 0.7, 0.8, 0.9, 1.0,
or 1.1 s. The relative durations of the first and second stimuli were either 0.4 versus 0.6 (e.g.,
when the sum of the stimuli was 0.6 s, the durations of the first and second stimuli were 0.24 s
and 0.36 s, respectively), 0.5 versus 0.5, or 0.6 versus 0.4. The first and second stimuli were
either visual–visual (VV), auditory–auditory (AA), visual–auditory (VA), or auditory–visual
(AV). There were four trials for each combination of modality, relative duration, and total
duration for a total of 288 trials (4 repetitions × 4 modality combinations × 3 relative dura-
tions × 6 total durations). The trial sequence was pseudorandom.

Data Analysis. First, we calculated normalized duration estimates for each trial by divid-
ing the reproduced duration by the stimulus duration (for the single-stimulus session) or by
the actual sum of stimulus durations (for the summation session). Outlier detection was per-
formed for each participant for each task. An outlier was defined as a normalized duration esti-
mate that was more than three standard deviations from the participants’mean, and these
trials were excluded from the analyses. We then calculated mean normalized duration esti-
mates for each condition for each participant. Results of the single-stimulus session were used
to test the hypothesis that summation would introduce no bias. Summation bias was defined as
the difference between predicted and observed means.

Results and discussion
Outliers were rare in the single-stimulus (0.5%) and summation (0.8%) tasks. First, we exam-
ined the effects of target duration, duration ratio, and modality condition (Fig 1, see also S1
Table). For the single-stimulus task, a two-way repeated measures ANOVA revealed significant
main effects of target duration (F(5, 105) = 6.84, p< .001, ηp

2 = .26) and modality (F(1, 21) =
40.7, p< .001, ηp

2 = .66), and a significant interaction (F(5, 105) = 4.27, p< .01, ηp
2 = .17).

The auditory stimulus was estimated as longer than the visual stimulus, consistent with previ-
ous findings [31]. The effect of duration depended on modality condition: normalized duration
estimates were shorter for longer target durations for visual stimuli (significant pairwise differ-
ence was observed for 0.6> 1.0, 1.1; 0.7> 1.0, 1.1; 0.8> 1.1, multiple comparisons using
Ryan’s methods with α = .05; the same correction method is used for multiple comparisons in
the remainder of the paper), while normalized duration estimates were longer for the middle
range of target durations for auditory stimuli (0.6, 1.0, 1.1< 0.8, α = .05).

For the summation task, a three-way repeated measures ANOVA revealed significant main
effects of target duration (F(5, 105) = 104.7, p< .001, ηp

2 = .83), duration ratio (F(2, 42) = 8.38,
p< .001, ηp

2 = .29), and modality condition (F(3, 63) = 24.8, p< .001, ηp
2 = .54), and signifi-

cant target duration × modality (F(15, 315) = 4.66, p< .001, ηp
2 = .19) and duration

ratio × modality (F(6, 126) = 9.94, p< .001, ηp
2 = .32) interactions. Normalized duration esti-

mates were longer for shorter target durations in all conditions, but the magnitude of the effect
depended on modality condition. Normalized duration estimates were shortest in the AV and
VA conditions, followed by the VV condition, and then the AA condition. The effects of dura-
tion ratio were qualitatively different across modality conditions (Fig 2, AA: 4–6> 5–5, 6–4;
AV: 4–6< 6–4; VA: 4–6> 5–5> 6–4; VV: n.s. α = .05).

Fig 3 shows mean normalized duration estimates and summation biases as a function of
modality condition. In the summation session, we observed a significant overestimation biases
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in all modality conditions (Fig 1B, one-sample t-test, AA: t(21) = 5.58, p< .001, d’ = 2.43; AV:
t(21) = 4.62, p< .001, d’ = 2.02; VA: t(21) = 4.60, p< .001, d’ = 2.01; VV: t(21) = 6.60, p<
.001, d’> 2.88). A one-way repeated measures ANOVA revealed a statistically significant effect
of modality condition (F(3, 63) = 18.4, p< .001, ηp

2 = .47). We also found that the overestima-
tion bias was larger for within- than across-modality summation (a one-way ANOVA with
averaged AA and VV data as within-modality and averaged AV and VA data for across-modal-
ity, F(1, 21) = 37.6, p< .001, ηp

2 = .64).

Fig 1. Mean normalized duration estimates as a function of target duration, duration ratio, andmodality condition. Error bars indicate standard error
of the mean. A = auditory; V = visual; AV = auditory–visual; VA = visual–auditory; AA = auditory–auditory; VV = visual–visual.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0141466.g001

Fig 2. Normalized duration estimates in the summation task (Experiment 1) and dual-stimulus task (Experiment 2) as a function of duration ratio.
Error bars indicate standard error of the mean.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0141466.g002
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Participants might perform the duration summation task by measuring the elapsed time
from the onset of the first stimulus to the offset of the second stimulus instead of mentally sum-
ming the two durations. This strategy would lead to an overestimation bias due to the ISI. If
this is the case, ISI should be correlated with the difference between the reproduced and actual
stimulus duration; however, this correlation was not significant for any participants (correla-
tion between ISI and the difference between the reproduced and actual duration instead of the
normalized duration, mean r = .03).

Fig 4 shows within-subject correlations between the summation bias for different modality
conditions in the summation session. We found strong correlations (r> .87) between all
modality conditions. Furthermore, we tested the equality of two correlation coefficients for all
15 pairs (e.g., r for AA/AV vs. r for VV/VA) using the cocor R package (tested by Hittner, 2003
and Silver, 2004, α = .05). There were no significant differences in correlation coefficients
between any pairs. This suggests that a common process generated the overestimation bias
regardless of modality condition. Note that correlations between overestimation biases cannot
be attributed to individual differences in manual response generation in the duration reproduc-
tion task. The summation bias was defined as the difference between observation and predic-
tion. Because the prediction was based on data from the single-stimulus session, the prediction
also includes response-related processes. Because the summation bias was computed by sub-
tracting the predicted value from the observed value, it cannot reflect response-related biases.
This is supported by the data, as we did not observe any within-subject correlations (mean r =
.07) between normalized duration estimates in the single-stimulus session and the summation
bias in the summation session. These results suggest that the overestimation bias is a supra-
modal mental summation process. However, it is possible that common subtrahends (i.e., nor-
malized duration estimates in the single-stimulus session) inflated correlation coefficients in
some pairs. For example, in the VA-AV correlation, we subtracted normalized duration

Fig 3. The summation bias observed in Experiment 1. (A) Normalized duration estimates as a function of modality condition. The observed data (black)
and predictions based on single-stimulus task performance (gray) are shown. (B) The summation bias is defined as the difference between observed and
predicted data. Error bars indicate standard error of the mean. A = auditory; V = visual; AV = auditory–visual; VA = visual–auditory; AA = auditory–auditory;
VV = visual–visual; obs. = observed; pred = predicted.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0141466.g003
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estimates for the A and V conditions from the VA and AV conditions. This is known to inflate
correlation coefficients (Miller & Ulrich, 2013). Therefore, the correlation coefficients must be
interpreted with caution, as the true correlation between overestimation biases might be
smaller than those observed.

Experiment 2
Experiment 1 demonstrated that reproducing the sum of two temporal durations led to an
overestimation bias compared with reproducing single temporal durations. However, the sin-
gle-stimulus and summation tasks in Experiment 1 differed in some important ways. For
example, the summation task required perceiving, encoding, and retaining two stimulus dura-
tions, while only one duration had to be processed in the single-stimulus task. Therefore, we
cannot rule out the possibility that differences in these processes might be responsible for the
overestimation bias, rather than mental summation. To examine this possibility, in Experiment
2 the stimuli were identical to Experiment 1, such that participants needed to perceive, encode,
and retain two durations, but mental summation was not required. That is, participants repro-
duced the two durations one at a time instead of reproducing their sum. If an overestimation
bias is also observed in this experiment, it would suggest that the overestimation is the outcome
of processing two durations. In contrast, if the summation bias is absent, this would suggest
that the bias observed in Experiment 1 was due to mental summation.

Fig 4. Scatter plots of the summation bias in Experiment 1. Each point represents data from one participant.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0141466.g004

Time Summation within and across Senses

PLOS ONE | DOI:10.1371/journal.pone.0141466 October 27, 2015 6 / 17



Methods
Twenty-two new volunteers (17 male and 5 female, mean age = 20.8, SD = 1.74) were recruited.
The apparatus, stimuli, and procedure were identical to Experiment 1, except for the task in the
dual-stimulus session. In the dual-stimulus session, the stimuli were identical to those in the
summation session of Experiment 1, and participants reproduced the duration of the first stim-
ulus and then reproduced the duration of the second stimuli. Normalized duration estimates
were computed by dividing the sum of the two reproduced durations by the sum of the two
stimulus durations.

Results and discussion
Outliers were rare in the single-stimulus (0.6%) and dual-stimulus (1.9%) tasks. The results for
the single-stimulus condition were similar to Experiment 1 (Fig 5, see also S1 Table). We
observed significant main effects of target duration (F(5, 105) = 3.76, p< .05, ηp

2 = .20) and
modality (F(1, 21) = 57.1, p< .001, ηp

2 = .73), and a significant interaction (F(5, 105) = 3.32, p
< .01, ηp

2 = .13). The auditory stimulus was estimated as longer than the visual stimulus. Nor-
malized duration estimates were shorter for the longer target duration for visual stimuli (signif-
icant pairwise difference for 0.6> 0.9 1.0, 1.1; 0.7> 1.0, 1.1; 0.8> 1.1, α = .05), whereas there
was no effect of target duration for auditory stimuli.

For the dual-stimulus task, we performed a three-way repeated measures ANOVA with tar-
get duration (i.e., sum of two stimulus durations), duration ratio, and modality condition as
factors. We observed significant main effects of target duration (F(5, 80) = 56.1, p< .001, ηp

2 =
.73), duration ratio (F(2, 42) = 10.6, p< .001, ηp

2 = 0.34), and modality condition (F(3, 63) =
11.0, p< .001, ηp

2 = .34). There were also significant target duration × duration ratio (F(10,
210) = 2.94, p< .01, ηp

2 = .12) and duration ratio × modality condition (F(6, 126) = 16.6, p<
.001, ηp

2 = .44) interactions. Normalized duration estimates were longer for shorter target
durations for all conditions. Normalized duration estimates were longer in the AA than AV
and VV conditions. The effect of duration ratio was qualitatively different between modality

Fig 5. Mean normalized duration estimates as a function of target duration, duration ratio, andmodality condition. Error bars indicate standard error
of the mean.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0141466.g005
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conditions (Fig 2, AA: 4-6> 5-5, 6-4; AV: 4-6< 5-5, 6-4; VA: 4-6> 5-5> 6-4; VV: n.s., α =
.05). It is noteworthy that the effect of duration ratio was similar between Experiment 1 and 2
(Fig 2). We performed a mixed four-way ANOVA with task (summation vs. dual-stimulus),
duration ratio, target duration, and modality condition as factors. The main effect of task was
significant (F(1, 42) = 8.08, p< .01, ηp

2 = .16), such that normalized duration estimates were
larger in Experiment 1 than Experiment 2. The effects of duration ratio (F(2, 84) = 17.9, p<
.001, ηp

2 = .30), modality (F(3, 126) = 29.9, p< .001, ηp
2 = .42), and target duration (F(5, 210)

= 160.5, p< .001, ηp
2 = .79) were also significant. The task × duration ratio (F(2, 84) = 0.34, p

= .71, ηp
2 = .01), task × duration ratio × modality (F(6, 252) = 0.40, p = .87, ηp

2 = .01),
task × duration ratio × target duration (F(10, 420) = 1.08, p = .38, ηp

2 = .03), duration
ratio × modality × target duration (F(30, 1260) = 1.11, p = .34, ηp

2 = .03), and four-way interac-
tions (F(30, 1260) = 0.89, p = .59, ηp

2 = .02) were not significant. These results suggest that
duration ratio influenced reproduced duration independent of modality and task. Further-
more, the significant task × modality interaction (F(3, 111) = 7.96, p< .001, ηp

2 = .18) implies
that the difference between tasks was larger for AV and VA versus AA and VV conditions, con-
sistent with the analysis of summation bias in Experiment 1 (Fig 3). The effects of duration
ratio depended on stimulus interval in Experiment 2. We addressed this further by analyzing
the first and second intervals separately. All two-way interactions with target duration were sig-
nificant (target duration × task: F(5, 210) = 11.8, p< .001, ηp

2 = .22; target duration × duration
ratio: F(10, 420) = 3.13, p< .01, ηp

2 = .07; target duration × modality: F(15, 630) = 5.79, p<
.001, ηp

2 = .12). The target duration × task × modality was also significant (F(15, 630) = 1.83, p
< .05, ηp

2 = .04). The other three- and four-way interactions were not significant.
Fig 6A shows mean normalized duration estimates and Fig 6B shows summation biases as a

function of modality condition. There was a slight tendency toward overestimation in the dual-
stimulus task (Fig 6B; AV: t(16) = 1.49, p = .17, d’ = 0.74, VA: t(16) = 1.96, p = .067, d’ = 0.86,

Fig 6. Biases observed in Experiment 2. (A) Normalized duration estimates as a function of modality condition. The observed data (black) and predictions
based on single-stimulus task performance (gray) are shown. (B) The bias is defined as the difference between observed and predicted data. Error bars
indicate standard error of the mean. A = auditory; V = visual; AV = auditory–visual; VA = visual–auditory; AA = auditory–auditory; VV = visual–visual; obs. =
observed; pred = predicted.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0141466.g006
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AA: t(16) = 1.65, p = .12, d’ = 0.83, VV: t(16) = 2.30, p = .035, d’ = 1.15). However, the magni-
tude of the overestimation bias was much smaller in the dual-stimulus compared with summa-
tion task. The comparison between experiments (mixed two-way modality condition × task
ANOVA, Fig 3B vs. Fig 6B) revealed a significant main effect of task (F(1, 37) = 7.66, p< .01,
ηp

2 = .17). The effect of modality condition on the dual-stimulus bias was statistically signifi-
cant (F(3, 48) = 3.06, p< .05, ηp

2 = .16). However, unlike the overestimation bias in the sum-
mation task, we did not find any significant differences in the pairwise comparisons.
Furthermore, the magnitude of the overestimation biases was comparable in within- and
across-modality conditions (F(1, 16) = 0.92, p = .35, ηp

2 = .05).
The slight overestimation bias in Experiment 2 might be due to differences in the range of

reproduced durations between the single-stimulus session (0.6–1.1 s) and the dual-stimulus
session (0.24–0.66 s). For example, Shi, Ganzenmüller, and Müller (2013) observed an overesti-
mation bias in duration reproduction of a single auditory stimulus, in which shorter durations
led to larger overestimation biases. In our study, we also found that shorter target durations led
to longer normalized duration estimates (Figs 1 and 5). To further test this claim, we compared
normalized duration estimates in a subset of the data. In Experiment 2, we presented targets
for 0.6 s in both single and dual (duration ratio 0.6 for a total duration of 1.0 s) conditions. As
expected, there was no overestimation bias (normalized duration estimates: auditory sin-
gle = 1.17; visual single = 1.12; auditory dual = 1.18; visual dual = 0.90).

Fig 7 shows the within-subject correlations between dual-stimulus biases. We found strong
correlations (r> .87) between all modality conditions, consistent with Experiment 1. Correla-
tion coefficients did not differ between any pairs. Thus, the dual-stimulus bias also seems to
originate from supra-modal processes.

Effect of interval. In the dual-stimulus task, participants reproduced two stimulus dura-
tions on each trial. We examined the effects of interval on duration reproduction. We com-
puted the normalized duration estimates for the first and second intervals separately by
dividing the first and second reproduced durations by the first and second stimulus durations,
respectively. Fig 8 shows the effects of stimulus duration for the first and second intervals.
Visual inspection suggests that shorter target durations resulted in longer duration estimates.
Fig 9 shows the effects of interval, modality condition, and duration ratio. A four-way repeated
measures ANOVA (modality, interval, duration ratio, and target duration) revealed significant
main effects of modality (F(3, 63) = 7.71, p< .001, ηp

2 = .27), interval (F(1, 21) = 9.86, p< .01,
ηp

2 = .32), and target duration (F(5, 105) = 52.7, p< .001, ηp
2 = .71). All two-way, three-way,

and four-way interactions were significant, expect for interval × target duration and
modality × duration ratio × target duration (modality × ratio: F(6, 126) = 5.69, p< .001, ηp

2 =
.21; modality × interval: F(3, 63) = 42.5, p< .001, ηp

2 = .67; ratio × interval: F(2, 42) = 26.0, p
< .001, ηp

2 = .55; modality × target duration: F(15, 315) = 2.42, p< .05, ηp
2 = .10; ratio × target

duration: F(10, 210) = 2.45, p< .05, ηp
2 = .11; modality × ratio × interval: F(6, 126) = 25.0, p<

.001, ηp
2 = .54; modality × interval × target duration: F(15, 315) = 9.43, p< .001, ηp

2 = .31,
interval × ratio × target duration: F(10, 210) = 3.23, p< .01, ηp

2 = .13, four-way: F(30, 630) =
1.98, p< .01, ηp

2 = .09). While the patterns may appear complicated, the effects can be largely
explained by two factors. First, the auditory stimulus was perceived as longer than the visual
stimulus, resulting in longer estimates for the first (second) interval than for the second (first)
interval in the AV (VA) condition. Second, shorter stimulus durations were estimated as longer
(Fig 8), resulting in a positive and negative slope for the first and second interval, respectively,
in the VA, VA, and VV conditions. The results of the AA condition were rather puzzling. In
particular, the second interval in the AA condition (left-bottom panel of Fig 8) clearly shows
an interaction between target duration and duration ratio. This might reflect interference from
the first interval when two auditory durations need to be encoded.
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General Discussion
The present study provides some empirical findings regarding mental summation of temporal
durations. The primary observation is that mental summation introduced an overestimation
bias. The overestimation bias was observed regardless of the sensory modalities being summed.
Because the duration of the blank ISI did not correlate with reproduced durations, the overesti-
mation bias cannot be attributed to an artifact where participants simply reproduced the dura-
tion from the onset of the first stimulus to the offset of the second stimulus rather than
summing the two durations. The control experiment showed that the overestimation bias was
reduced when mental summation was not required; perceiving, encoding, and retaining two
durations was not sufficient to generate an overestimation bias comparable to that observed
when two durations were summed.

Timing processes in the human brain have been of interest to researchers for a long time. In
particular, recent studies have investigated timing processes in terms of a complicated interac-
tion between various cognitive mechanisms, and have challenged various issues related to
memory, modality effects, attention, and perceptual learning [32,33]. The present study pro-
vides a new constraint by addressing mental manipulation and modality effects on temporal
duration. Integrating these studies could contribute to understanding timing processes in the
human brain. For example, the modality specificity of timing processes is controversial [33];
some aspects of time perception show modality-specific encoding of timing information, while

Fig 7. Scatter plots of the bias in Experiment 2. Each point represents data for one participant.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0141466.g007
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Fig 8. Normalized duration estimates in the dual-stimulus task as a function of stimulus duration, duration ratio, interval, andmodality condition.
Error bars indicate standard error of the mean.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0141466.g008

Fig 9. Normalized duration estimates in the dual-stimulus task as a function of duration ratio, interval, andmodality condition. Error bars indicate
standard error of the mean.

doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0141466.g009
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others show modality-independent use of time or duration. Our results suggest that mental
summation of duration takes place in a supra-modal manner. An integrated view of these stud-
ies suggests that modality-specific encoding of time is translated into a supra-modal represen-
tation that can be submitted to supra-modal manipulation processes.

Before discussing the mental summation process in detail, we address some methodological
issues that may limit the validity and scope of the theoretical discussion. First, in our experi-
ments participants performed the single-stimulus condition first, followed by the summation
condition (Experiment 1) or dual-stimulus condition (Experiment 2). Thus, condition order
may have influenced the overestimation bias. The larger overestimation bias in Experiment 1
versus Experiment 2 indicates that the summation process introduced an extra overestimation
bias. Furthermore, we tested the opposite order (summation condition followed by the single-
stimulus condition) with a small group of participants (N = 5) and obtained a similar overesti-
mation bias (mean bias: Experiment 1 = 0.38; Experiment 2 = 0.10; summation with opposite
session order = .23). Thus, the bias cannot be explained by order effects alone. Nevertheless,
further investigation of the interaction between condition order and overestimation bias would
be helpful for quantitative evaluation of the overestimation bias in duration summation.

Second, our argument that the overestimation bias was larger in the summation than dual-
stimulus condition relied on an across-experiment contrast. A within-experiment design
would be preferable for highlighting the specific effects of summation.

Third, the stimuli were identical across experiments. Consequently, the reproduced dura-
tion range was shorter in the dual-stimulus versus single stimulus condition in Experiment 2.
Although we briefly mentioned this issue above, it would be better to compare single-stimulus
conditions with durations that match those in dual-stimulus conditions. These issues can be
addressed in future experiments and will help provide a clearer and more complete picture of
mental summation of temporal duration.

Fourth, we used the reproduced duration in the single-stimulus condition as a baseline, and
the stimulus duration in the single-stimulus condition matched the sum of the two stimulus
durations in the summation session. In other words, each stimulus duration in the summation
condition was shorter than in the single-stimulus session. Based on the negatively accelerating
growth of subjective time shown in Figs 1, 5 and 8, this manipulation may have inflated the
overestimation bias because subjective duration for the sum of shorter stimuli should be longer
than duration for one longer stimulus, even if actual durations are identical. Although this
account cannot explain the larger overestimation bias in the summation versus dual-stimulus
condition, part of the overestimation bias (i.e., sum–single) may arise from this negatively
accelerating growth. Therefore, the magnitude of the overestimation bias needs to be inter-
preted with caution.

Consistency and discrepancy with previous studies
Although the summation process has not been directly studied, Fortin and colleagues investi-
gated time perception using similar stimulus conditions as the present study [11–14]. In their
studies, participants were required to produce a target duration. A visual or auditory stimulus
was presented with a break that varied in duration. Participants need to suspend timing during
the break period and resume timing when the stimulus resumed. Thus, participants needed to
sum the pre-break and post-break durations. Fortin and Massé [11] and Viau-Quesnel et al.
[14]directly compared with- and without-break conditions, which were similar to the summa-
tion and single-stimulus tasks in the present study, respectively. They reported that, in most
cases, the reproduced duration was shorter in the with- versus without-break condition. These
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results indicate overestimation of duration when there was a break, consistent with the present
study.

They also reported that produced duration was shorter than the target duration in almost
all cases. These results indicate a shortening of subjective duration compared to target dura-
tion, which is inconsistent with the present study. This inconsistency may be due to differences
between the timing tasks. In the production task with simultaneous stimulus presentation used
by Forting and colleagues, participants were required to process duration accumulation online
because they needed to press a key as soon as possible when the elapsed time reached the target
duration. In contrast, in the reproduction task used in our study, participants needed to encode
two durations separately, retain them in memory, and then sum them off-line. This might lead
to different summation strategies: online suspend-and-resume timing versus offline encoding-
and-summing durations. Moreover, the production task might be influenced by action prepa-
ration (e.g.,[34]), because participants need to perceive the stimulus and generate a motor
action. In the reproduction task, participants do not need to generate a motor action while per-
ceiving the stimuli, and stimuli are not presented when they make their motor response. Taken
together, comparing the single-stimulus (or without-break) versus summation (or with-break)
durations demonstrates a robust overestimation bias, but there are some discrepancies between
the target and (re)produced durations.

Effects of duration ratio (break location effect)
Fortin and colleagues demonstrated robust break location effects [11–14]: a longer pre-break
period resulted in a longer produced duration (underestimation) than a shorter pre-break
period. They explained the break location effect in terms of attentional allocation to the
upcoming event. In the pre-break period, participants need to count time while simultaneously
attending to the stimulus break. Attention to the external upcoming event may detract atten-
tion from the timing task. Because attended objects are perceived as having longer durations
[2,3,35,36], a longer pre-break duration results in duration underestimation. Break location
was also manipulated in the present study (duration ratio of the first and second intervals), but
there were no clear break location effects (Fig 2). The results in the AA condition showed a
similar pattern, that is, a longer pre-break duration (6–4 ratio) resulted in slight underestima-
tion (shorter reproduction). In the VV condition, the effect was not significant. However, this
discrepancy may be consistent with and support the attentional account of the break location
effect. In Fortin and colleagues’ time production task, attention allocation to the upcoming
event was only required during the pre-break, but not post-break, period. In the present study,
participants were required to attend to the upcoming external event, i.e., stimulus offset, in
both intervals. Thus, attention is detracted from the timing task in both intervals, nullifying the
break location effect.

Relation to the weighted sum of segments model
Recently, Matthews [37] proposed the weighted sum of segments model to explain perception
of temporal durations that consist of several segments. This computational model has success-
fully explained some behavioral results quantitatively [10,37]. In these studies, participants
judged the duration of a stimulus that consisted of multiple segments. Although participants
were not explicitly instructed to sum multiple durations, the model describes how multiple seg-
ments are summed into one duration. According to this model, when summing multiple seg-
ments, more recent segments are weighted more heavily, leading to a specific prediction for the
effects of duration ratio: the reproduced duration should be shorter in trials where the first
duration is longer than the second (i.e., 6–4 condition) compared to trials where the first
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duration is shorter than the second duration. However, the effects of duration ratio in the pres-
ent study were not perfectly consistent with this prediction. Reproduced durations were longer
in the 4–6 versus 6–4 AA conditions, while effects of duration ratio were not clear in the VV
condition (Fig 2). This inconsistency may be due to differences in stimulus conditions, in par-
ticular the presence of a break between segments. Participants in the present study needed to
sum two durations separated by a short break, while participants in previous studies [10,37]
needed to (likely implicitly) sum segments of one stimulus separated by a transient change
(e.g., change of tone). Weights for the first and second durations in the present study would
not be asymmetrical if breaks reset the recency weighting effect. Thus, the present study may
provide constraints that could extend the weighted sum of segments model to handle the sum
of temporally separated events.

Modality effects in duration summation
We also investigated whether stimulus modality influences mental summation of temporal
duration. We found an overestimation bias regardless of sensory modalities. Furthermore,
there were strong correlations between the overestimation bias for all modality pairs (r> 0.87,
Fig 2). These results favor a supra-modal process rather than sensory-specific processes. There
were also strong correlations between the dual-stimulus bias in Experiment 2 (Fig 4). Maintain-
ing two (or more) durations may introduce additional individual differences that are unrelated
to sensory modality. Although some of the individual differences in the summation bias might
reflect those maintenance processes, our results suggest that there are additional supra-modal
processes for mental summation of temporal durations.

If sensory-specific processes play a role in duration summation, the summation bias would
be a combination of the supra-modal bias involved in maintaining two durations and a
sensory-specific bias involved in summing two durations, leading to weaker correlations
between summation versus dual-stimulus biases; this is not what we observed, and we did not
find any signatures of sensory-specific processes for duration summation. Some signatures of
sensory-specific processing have been found for duration perception and memory [3,9,22–27].
Time summation seems to be performed at a higher (i.e., later) stage, and presumably involves
a more abstract form of time representation than perception and memory.

Unexpectedly, we observed a difference between within- and across-modality conditions in
Experiment 1: The overestimation bias was larger for within- versus across-modality summa-
tion. This difference was likely introduced during summation because we did not observe this
difference in the dual-stimulus task (Experiment 2). This difference might be due to a differ-
ence in task load. Durations appear shorter under high task load situations [38]. Thus, if sum-
ming durations of visual and auditory events (i.e., across-modality summation) had higher task
demands, this might result in a smaller summation bias in the across-modality conditions.

Possible processes underlying the overestimation bias
Why does duration summation lead to a larger overestimation bias? Even the estimation of a
single temporal duration is not necessarily veridical. For example, brighter, larger, novel, mov-
ing, or complex objects appears to last longer [2]. However, in our study the stimuli were iden-
tical in Experiment 1 and 2, so these stimulus-driven biases cannot account for the summation
bias. Cognitive load also modulates duration estimation [38]. In our study, the summation task
may have required more cognitive resources than the dual-stimulus task. However, in the pro-
spective paradigm (where participants know that they will be asked to judge temporal dura-
tion), high cognitive load has been shown to lead to duration underestimation, not
overestimation [38]. It is noteworthy that the summation task may have required fewer
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cognitive resources than simply storing two separate durations. If this is the case, the cognitive
load account would explain the larger overestimation bias in the summation task. Future stud-
ies testing the effect of cognitive load on the summation task are needed to clarify this issue.
Another possible factor is attention to the timing task, or arousal more generally. Attended
objects seem to last longer than unattended objects [2,3,35,36]. In addition, high arousal pic-
tures are judged as lasting longer than low arousal pictures [39]. These studies examined atten-
tion and arousal induced by stimuli, but changes in mental state induced by task requirements
may have similar effects. In our case, the mental summation task might make participants
attend more to the timing task or lead to higher arousal because the summation task requires
constructing a specific duration representation to manipulate rather than simply reproducing
input duration. This account is not specific to mental summation; additional studies are neces-
sary to test the arousal/attention modulation account. However, we also propose specific effects
of mental summation, such as “operational momentum,” as causing overestimation. We dis-
cuss this hypothesis in the following section.

Toward a unified theory of mental manipulation of magnitudes
The overestimation bias in duration summation may arise from processes that are not specific
to time estimation. It is known that adding two numbers leads to an overestimation bias (oper-
ational momentum [15–18]). Overestimation is associated with spatial representations of num-
bers and is explained by a process analogous to another spatial phenomenon (representational
momentum [40]). In addition, some studies have shown overestimation in summing two spa-
tial magnitudes [19,20]. The overestimation of number, space, and duration representations
might share common processes that are explained by the operational momentum hypothesis.
Furthermore, recent studies have suggested that humans may use common cortical mecha-
nisms to quantitatively represent time, space, and number (A Theory of Magnitude; AToM
[21]). If magnitude representations are mediated by a common mechanism, it is plausible that
the processes involved in magnitude manipulation are also shared across domains. The supra-
modal nature of duration summation supports this notion. Taken together, mental summation
of magnitudes may rely on common processes and lead to an overestimation bias irrespective
of the stimulus dimension. If this is the case, AToMmay be extended from representation to
manipulation (A Theory of Magnitude Manipulation; AToMM).

Supporting Information
S1 Table. Means and standard deviations of (normalized) reproduced duration ass a func-
tion of experimental condition.
(XLSX)
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