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Abstract: A quantitative meta-analysis using the activation likelihood estimation (ALE) method was used
to investigate the brain basis of the Wisconsin Card-Sorting Task (WCST) and two hypothesized compo-
nent processes, task switching and response suppression. All three meta-analyses revealed distributed
frontoparietal activation patterns consistent with the status of the WCST as an attention-demanding
executive task. The WCST was associated with extensive bilateral clusters of reliable cross-study activity
in the lateral prefrontal cortex, anterior cingulate cortex, and inferior parietal lobule. Task switching
revealed a similar, although less robust, frontoparietal pattern with additional clusters of activity in the
opercular region of the ventral prefrontal cortex, bilaterally. Response-suppression tasks, represented by
studies of the go/no-go paradigm, showed a large and highly right-lateralized region of activity in the
right prefrontal cortex. The activation patterns are interpreted as reflecting a neural fractionation of the
cognitive components that must be integrated during the performance of the WCST. Hum Brain Mapp 25:
35–45, 2005. © 2005 Wiley-Liss, Inc.
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INTRODUCTION

The Wisconsin Card-Sorting test [WCST; Grant and Berg,
1948] has long been used by researchers of brain disorders as
a way to assess the integrity of the functions of the frontal
lobes. The task was developed specifically to provide an
objective technique for measuring “human abstraction and

shift of set” and can be scored according to a well-defined
set of quantitative measures. Early work at the University of
Wisconsin Primate Laboratory showed that rhesus monkeys
could adapt to a change in the requirement of a discrimina-
tion task in the absence of any observable clue except for a
concomitant change in the stimulus object rewarded [Zable
and Harlow, 1946]. Subsequent research showed that mon-
keys with bilateral lesions to the frontal lobes lost this ability
to adapt their responses according to feedback provided by
the experimenter [Settlage et al., 1948]. The WCST was de-
signed to capture and probe the very same cognitive capa-
bility, i.e., changing course on the basis of accumulating
evidence, demonstrated by the nonlesioned monkeys in a
form more suitable for human experimentation. Firmly link-
ing poor performance on the WCST and lesions to the dor-
solateral prefrontal cortex in humans was the work of
Brenda Milner [1963], who provided strong support “for the
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view that the ability to shift from one mode of solution to
another on a sorting task is more impaired by frontal than by
posterior cerebral injury.” In addition, Milner [1963] con-
cluded that patients with frontal lesions were more prone to
“perseverative errors,” i.e., persisting in a sorting strategy
despite continued negative feedback. In recent years the
specificity of the WCST as an indicator of frontal lobe dys-
function has been challenged. For instance, based on a re-
view of the WCST lesion literature, Mountain and Snow
[1993] argued that there is no clear support for the utility of
the WCST as a diagnostic marker of frontal lobe damage; the
same conclusion was reached by Reitan and Wolfson [1994].
A more recent (and exhaustive) meta-analysis [Demakis,
2003] confirms the view that patients with frontal lobe dam-
age achieve significantly fewer WCST categories and gener-
ate more perseverations (relative to nonperseverative errors)
than do patients with posterior lesions. Nevertheless, it is
now clear that lesions to the temporal and parietal lobes do
lead frequently to impaired performance, including errors of
perseveration, on the WCST and therefore the WCST falls
short of being the “perfect test” of frontal lobe function.

The WCST From the Subject’s Perspective

That a variety of brain lesions can give rise to impairments
on WCST performance is not surprising given the complex-
ity and multifactorial nature of the task itself [Andres, 2003].
Succeeding at the WCST requires the subject’s entire cogni-
tive arsenal: learning, memory, attention, perceptual dis-
crimination, and executive control. In its traditional form,
the task begins with a board of four specific stimulus cards,
composed of geometric elements, laid out in a row. The
subject is then given a deck of 64 or 128 response cards and
asked to sort them one at a time by placing each response
card below one of the four stimulus cards. No instructions
for how to make the sort are given. The experimenter se-
cretly determines which of the three stimulus dimensions
(color, number, or shape) constitutes a correct match for the
ensuing set of response cards and after each card placement,
informs the subject whether he or she has made an error.
Initially unaware of the correct stimulus category, the player
sorts the cards randomly or formulates a hypothesis for
sorting and tests it by trial and error. After receiving some
feedback, the cognitively intact and astute subject will infer
the correct category and learn to sort the cards correctly. A
critical part of the WCST occurs after the subject has made 10
correct sorts because, at this point, the experimenter changes
the sorting criteria: what was formerly right is now wrong,
and what worked before no longer seems to work. Enter the
subject into a period of cognitive upheaval. The calm player
will once again fall back on empiricism, the trial and error
method that led him to the determination of the first correct
matching criterion. The poor player will at this point con-
tinue to sort according the original rule [Berg, 1948]. Nega-
tive feedback will inform this player that he or she is no
longer sorting correctly, but the player will perseverate, i.e.,
continue to sort based on the previously correct dimension.
After all response cards have been sorted, the subject can

then be scored on the number of categories achieved (one
category for every set of 10 correct sorts on a given stimulus
dimension) and the number of perseverative errors (number
of sorts that conform to the previously correct stimulus
dimension even after negative feedback has indicated that a
new rule has taken precedence).

It is clear that good performance on the WCST requires a
certain amount of cognitive flexibility. When the relevant
stimulus dimension is changed, the successful subject must
do three basic things. First, the subject must recognize based
on negative feedback that the current strategy is no longer
appropriate and should be abandoned. Second, over the
next few sorts, the subject must search for a new rule by
trying each stimulus dimension until a correct match is
attained. Third, once the rule has been discovered, it must be
maintained in mind and applied repeatedly until negative
feedback is once again encountered. If we define “cognitive
set” as being those aspects or features of the perceptual
milieu that are relevant to the fulfillment of current task
goals, then the performance of the WCST can be described in
terms of a cycle of operations or transformations upon such
a cognitive set: maintaining the correct cognitive set, inhib-
iting the incorrect cognitive set, and switching (or shifting)
cognitive set when appropriate.

Neuroimaging the Cognitive Components
of the WCST

The brain basis of these operations upon cognitive set has
been investigated in neuroimaging studies over the past 20
years. Because the WCST has been such an important tool
for evaluating executive aspects of cognition in patients with
brain damage as well as in clinical disorders such as schizo-
phrenia [Berman et al., 1986; Goldberg et al., 1987; Kolb and
Whishaw, 1983; Weinberger et al., 1986] and Parkinson’s
disease [Monchi et al., 2004; Owen et al., 1992], there has
been a great deal of interest in seeking the neural correlates
of this task in the normally functioning brain. The earliest
neuroimaging studies of the WCST attempted, as nearly as
possible given the constraints of the scanning environment,
to uncover the brain regions associated with the perfor-
mance of this task when compared to a sensorimotor control
[Berman et al., 1995, 1986; Weinberger et al., 1986]. This
approach has revealed the network of areas that are in-
volved in the WCST when viewed as a single phenomenon,
i.e., as the metabolic summation of the cognitive processes
that are recruited during performance of the task as a cog-
nitive whole. More recent work, notably that of Konishi and
colleagues at the University of Tokyo [Konishi et al., 1998a,
1999a,b, 2002; Nagahama et al., 2001], has attempted to
identify the neural basis of various presumed mental sub-
components of the WCST through creative modifications of
the original task and the logic of cognitive subtraction. A
considerable body of additional neuroimaging studies car-
ried out mostly in the last 5 years has investigated directly,
although not specifically within the context of the WCST
itself, the neural basis of the basic cognitive processes that
underlie a person’s ability to succeed at the WCST. For
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instance, a robust literature has now emerged for studies of
set shifting, a cognitive function that is clearly associated
with the WCST [e.g., Braver et al., 2003; Dove et al., 2000;
Dreher et al., 2002]. Such studies have typically used a
paradigm that has been termed “task switching” because it
requires subjects to alternate between the performance of
two or more tasks [for a review, see Monsell, 2003]. Al-
though in the WCST there is an obligatory period between
category shifts in which the subject casts about for the right
rule, task-switching paradigms focus squarely on the
switching process itself by providing cues that inform the
subject when to shift tasks and often by comparing brain
activity between switching and nonswitching conditions. In
addition, the tasks used do not require much of a learning
phase and are trivial to perform. In short, then, task-switch-
ing paradigms offer a simple and streamlined way of exam-
ining the behavioral and brain correlates of shifting cogni-
tive set.

Another feature of cognition much studied in recent years
that is important in the WCST, especially with respect to
perseverative errors, is inhibitory control or response sup-
pression. Shifting set requires at least two complementary
processes, the first of which, as discussed above, involves a
reconfiguration of the currently activated set of goal-rele-
vant attributes of the perceptual environment: e.g., I must
now pay attention to the category “shape.” Implicit in this
attentional shift is the corollary: I must now ignore (sup-
press) the category “color.” As the WCST involves extended
periods of predictability (rule changes only occur after 10
correct sorts), automatic processes take over during the
stretches of routine sorting that follow the cognitive tumult
of a dimensional change. In the WCST, old habits thus must
die hard and to ensure that they do, some form of inhibitory
control is required. The most basic paradigm for the study of
response suppression is the go/no-go task [Butter, 1969;
Passingham, 1972]. In this task subjects are instructed either
to respond (go) or not to respond (no-go) to some predefined
set of stimuli that are embedded in a stream of rapidly
presented targets. The stimuli are arrayed such that the go
response predominates; thus, when the no-go stimulus is
encountered, subjects must overcome a predisposition to
respond. As with the task-switching paradigm, the go/
no-go test provides a way of studying, in relative isolation,
an important cognitive component of the WCST.

A cognitive domain that cannot be ignored in any discus-
sion of the mental processes necessary for success at the
WCST is that of working memory [Baddeley, 1992; Baddeley
and Hitch, 1974]. Many authors have argued [Berman et al.,
1995; Goldman-Rakic, 1991; Sullivan et al., 1993] that al-
though the WCST was not devised specifically as a test of
the short-term memory system, it nevertheless places a
heavy burden on brain processes responsible for the storage
and manipulation of stimulus representations no longer
available through direct perception. For instance, to cite a
single example, making a correct sort demands that one
retain in memory the currently relevant stimulus dimension.
The cognitive neuroscience of working memory is a remark-

ably broad topic in its own right; so broad, in fact, that it
could be seen as subsuming all of the componential pro-
cesses important for the WCST, including task switching
and response suppression. Although we recognize the im-
portance of information maintenance and manipulation in
the performance of the WCST, we will thus focus this review
on the more easily demarcated domains of task switching
and response inhibition.

We first undertake a quantitative meta-analysis of neuro-
imaging studies of the WCST so as to provide a global view
of the network of brain areas that have been consistently
associated with the performance of this task. We then con-
duct two additional meta-analyses in an effort to provide a
finer-grained characterization of neural substrates of two
cognitive components that are thought to be important for
successful performance on the WCST: set shifting and inhib-
itory control. We believe that the task-switching and go/
no-go paradigms provide the closest operational parallel for
the theoretical constructs just mentioned. A further objective
is to assess the degree of convergence (or lack thereof)
among the brain patterns observed for each of the three
meta-analyses.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Literature Search and Selection Criteria

We utilized the PubMed database (www.pubmed.org)
and ISI’s Web of Science to search for articles relevant for
each of three meta-analyses. Only articles that reported ac-
tivation foci, derived from a cohort of normal controls, as 3D
coordinates (x, y, z) in stereotactic space were included. It
was our view, especially with respect to the studies of the
WCST, that some degree of across-study heterogeneity in
the experimental set-up and manipulations of interest could
be accounted more a virtue than is generally assumed in
conventional (e.g., without a spatial component) meta-anal-
yses. Insofar as the studies entered into any single meta-
analysis reflect as a whole the prevailing commonalities of
the group, those inessential or extraneous differences among
the set will tend not to have much of an effect on the
aggregate picture. By the same token, mere heterogeneity in
the composition of selected studies, in the absence of any
distinguishable thread of continuity, would not likely lead
to any significant findings. For the WCST analysis, we thus
accepted all studies that utilized a clearly recognizable ver-
sion of the task and for which the reported contrast(s) could
be reasonably seen to reflect one or more of the basic cog-
nitive processes involved in its performance. Although these
rather lenient criteria obviously limit the specificity of the
inferences to be drawn from the analysis, given the compos-
ite nature of the WCST, our objectives for this first meta-
analysis were necessarily modest. We were more restrictive
for task switching, including only those studies for which
there was included a canonical switch–repeat contrast or at
least one that was intended to capture an important aspect
of the switching process. Lastly, in the go/no-go meta-
analysis, we included studies that reported either of the two
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contrasts (in order of preference) no-go–go or no-go–rest.
Because it was the simplest of the three tasks, the set of
go/no-go studies resembled each other more than could be
the case in either the task-switching or WCST cohorts.

Activation Likelihood Estimation

The method for quantitative evaluation of the reliability of
spatial patterns of activation foci taken from published neu-
roimaging studies is based on the activation likelihood esti-
mate (ALE) technique of Turkeltaub et al. [2002]. This ap-
proach offers a principled way of measuring the degree of
spatial reproducibility in Talairach coordinates reported
across a set of independent neuroimaging studies. Indeed,
the method yields a statistical map that indicates the set of
brain voxels that are more active than would be expected by
chance alone. Unlike the typical within-study SPM analysis
where every voxel in the image space is tested against a null
hypothesis of no activation, the ALE method assumes nec-
essarily that for each study of interest there is a given spatial
distribution of activity and an associated set of maximal
coordinates. The hypothesis test is then formulated as fol-
lows: given that for each published neuroimaging study that
meets a criterion Y and has an associated set of coordinates
C, to what extent are the spatial locations of the activation
foci correlated across independently conducted studies? If
the null hypothesis is true, then each set of coordinates (one
set per study) may reasonably be assumed to have come
about by way of some random spatial process. However, if
there seem to be areas of increased spatial density or clus-
tering whereby the underlying process generating the coor-
dinates is nonrandom (or correlated across studies), the null
hypothesis is rejected. The ALE method of Turkeltaub et al.

[2002] provides within a permutation-testing framework a
means of evaluating such an hypothesis and thus permits
one to pinpoint brain regions that show reliable activity
across studies. Our implementation of the ALE method was
implemented in the R statistical language (www.r-projec-
t.org), and the obtained ALE maps were thresholded at P
� 0.001 and a minimum cluster volume of 100 mm3. As in
Turkeltaub et al. [2002], activation foci were represented by
a 3D Gaussian point-spread function with a full-width half-
maximum (FWHM) of 15 mm. Images representing task
“conjunctions” were computed simply by taking the voxel-
wise intersection of any two (or all three) of the individual
ALE maps.

RESULTS

Regions of reliable cross-study activity were found for
each of the three study sets: WCST, task switching, and
go/no-go. Entering into the WCST meta-analysis were 13
studies with a total of 278 coordinates, 18 studies and 231
coordinates for task switching, and 18 studies and 224 coor-
dinates for go/no-go. ALE maps were computed for each of
the three sets of studies and areas of significant activity
along with their Talairach coordinates are reported in Table
I–III. (A complete list of studies entering into the three
meta-analyses is provided in Table VII.)

WCST Meta-Analysis Results

As expected from the cognitively complex nature of the
WCST, an extensive distributed pattern of activity was evi-
dent from the ALE map thresholded at P � 0.001. Several
particularly prominent (cluster volume � 1,000 mm3) clus-

TABLE I. ALE meta-analysis of Wisconsin Card-Sorting Test studies

Region

Talairach

BA Volume (mm3)x y z

R inferior parietal lobule 31 �55 41 40 12,995
L inferior frontal gyrus �42 9 31 44 11,664
L inferior parietal lobule/precuneus �28 �65 43 19/7 10,901
R inferior frontal gyrus 43 11 28 44 9,334
L medial frontal gyrus �6 19 44 6/8 4,520
Cerebellum �38 �70 �17 1,425
L cuneus �10 �93 6 18 514
L putamen �26 �10 3 509
R thalamus 7 �13 7 449
R middle/inferior occipital gyrus 32 �83 �9 18 415
R inferior frontal gyrus (operculum) 32 21 0 47 412
R middle frontal gyrus 27 47 �10 10/11 326
L postcentral gyrus �35 �28 58 4/3/2/1 286
L lingual gyrus �6 �92 �9 17 262
L middle frontal gyrus �27 48 �12 10/11 245
L cuneus/middle occipital gyrus �26 �81 3 18 191

Coordinates have been converted from MNI space using the software package MRICro (online at http://www.psychology.nottingham-
.ac.uk/staff/cr1/mricro.html).
BA, Brodmann area.
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ters were observed in the left and right inferior parietal
lobule (IPL), the left and right inferior frontal gyrus (IFG),
the anterior cingulate cortex (ACC) of the medial frontal
gyrus, and the cerebellum. A number of additional regions
(see Fig. 1 and 2, green colors) of reliable activity were
detected and are listed in Table I.

Task-Switching Meta-Analysis Results

The task-switching ALE map also revealed a strong fron-
toparietal activation pattern with some additional clusters in
occipital and inferior temporal regions (Fig. 1; Table II). As
in the WCST, activation was seen in the IPL and IFG (Brod-
mann area [BA] 44/45) bilaterally. A region in the opercular

part of the IFG (BA47), situated ventral and anterior to the
frontal area noted above, showed a strong bilateral pattern
that was not seen in the WCST map.

Go/No-Go Meta-Analysis Results

Considerably fewer significant activation clusters were
detected in the go/no-go ALE map (Fig. 2; Table III). The
most prominent feature of the activation pattern was the
highly lateralized cluster of activity in the right frontal cor-
tex, which included a large portion (5,004 mm3) of the pos-
terior part of the IFG (BA44/45) and the middle frontal
gyrus (BA9/46). A single small cluster of activity was seen in
the IFG left frontal lobe (388 mm3). Visible only on the right

TABLE II. ALE meta-analysis of studies of task switching

Region

Talairach

BA Volume (mm3)x y z

L inferior frontal gyrus �44 5 30 44/6 14,048
L cingulate gyrus �12 4 47 32 7,091
R medial frontal gyrus 46 15 36 9 6,276
L inferior parietal lobe �33 �51 45 7 5,469
R inferior parietal lobe 33 �61 44 7 4,234
L middle occipital gyrus �36 �76 6 19 3,330
R cingulate gyrus 33 20 5 24 2,322
L precentral gyrus �33 �10 48 4 2,313
R lingual gyrus 22 �74 �2 18/17 491
L fusiform gyrus �46 �54 �11 37 277
R fusiform/inferior temporal/medial temporal gyrus 43 �15 �17 20/21 251
R inferior temporal gyrus 49 �57 �7 37 218
L cerebellum �27 �69 �41 179
L postcentral gyrus �37 �29 53 3/2/1 153
L postcentral gyrus �44 �24 35 3/2/1 100

BA, Brodmann area.

TABLE III. ALE meta-analysis of response suppression (go/no-go studies)

Region

Talairach

BA Volume (mm3)x y z

R middle/inferior frontal gyrus 45 19 24 44/46 13,427
R inferior parietal lobe/supramarginal gyrus 47 �45 34 39/40 3,830
R superior occipital gyrus 30 �75 30 19 2,318
Medial frontal gyrus 0 �1 57 6 1,312
L inferior parietal lobule �45 �42 40 19 1,235
L putamen �17 0 4 977
R cingulate gyrus 2 15 44 6/32 857
R thalamus 14 �9 9 807
L precentral gyrus �41 �8 44 4 436
R inferior frontal gyrus 36 48 1 44/10 414
L middle frontal gyrus �47 29 24 46 388
R inferior frontal gyrus (operculum) 34 19 1 47 324
R superior/medial frontal gyrus 20 49 28 9 278
R fusiform gyrus �42 �61 �14 37 209

BA, Brodmann area.
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was a cluster of activity in the supramarginal gyrus located
somewhat inferior to clusters observed in the IPL for the
task-switching and WCST ALE maps.

Meta-Analysis Conjunction Results

As shown in Figure 1–3 and listed in Table IV–VI, a
considerable degree of overlap in the regions of significant
activity for the three meta-analyses was observed. In gen-
eral, all ALE maps showed a distributed frontoparietal acti-
vation pattern with foci in both the dorsolateral and dorso-
medial portions of the frontal cortex. This pattern was
generally more extensive in the WCST ALE map (in terms of
frontal and parietal cluster volumes) than it was in the
task-switching and go/no-go analyses. As is clear in Figure
1 and 3 (red colors), in addition to the common areas of
activation in the dorsal prefrontal cortex, task switching was
associated with bilateral foci in the ventrolateral prefrontal
cortex. In comparison to task switching and WCST, the
go/no-go ALE map was marked by a large right dominant
cluster of activation in the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex.

DISCUSSION

A comparison of the ALE results shows that the three
tasks of interest show a good deal of similarity, along with
some notable differences, in the regional patterns of activa-
tion disclosed by probabilistic meta-analyses of published

stereotaxic coordinates. The WCST analysis showed a clear
bilateral frontoparietal pattern of activation consistent with
its status as an attention-demanding and cognitively com-

Figure 1.
Axial slices showing significant ALE activation in WCST (green),
task switching (red), and the conjunction of WCST and task
switching (yellow) overlaid on the International Consortium for
Brain Mapping (ICBM) single subject template.

Figure 2.
Axial slices showing significant ALE activation in WCST (green),
go/no-go (blue), and the conjunction of WCST and go/no-go (blue)
overlaid on the ICBM single subject template.

Figure 3.
Three-dimensional surface rendered views of all three task meta-
analyses including all possible conjunctions. 1, WCST (green); 2, task
switching (red); 3, go/no-go (blue); 4, WCST and task switching
(yellow); 5, WCST and go/no-go (cyan); 6, task switching and go/
no-go (violet); 7, WCST and task switching and go/no-go (white).
Image rendering was created with SUMA (and associated AFNI pro-
gram 3dVol2Surf; [Saad et al., 2004]) using a surface representation of
the ICBM single-subject brain that was created with the FreeSurfer
software package [Dale et al., 1999; Fischl et al., 1999].
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plex task of executive function and with its dependence on
working memory. Task switching was also associated with a
similar although less diffuse bilateral frontoparietal pattern
of activation. In addition, a bilateral focus, which was not
present in the WCST map, located in the ventrolateral pre-
frontal cortex (IFG, BA47) was reliably active across studies
of task switching. Of the three analyses, the pattern of acti-
vation seen in the go/no-go ALE map showed the greatest
regional specificity and the least amount of left–right sym-
metry. Among the significant clusters of activity, 9 of 13
were observed in the right hemisphere, and the three largest
of these were all observed on the right. Most marked was the
cluster of activity seen in the right prefrontal cortex (includ-
ing the IFG and middle frontal gyrus [MFG] with a volume
of 13,427 mm3, more than 30 times larger than a region in a
similar location on the left [388 mm3]).

If we view the three task paradigms treated in this article,
WCST, task switching, and go/no-go, as belonging to a
hierarchical series with the each member of the chain con-
stituting a cognitive superset of the task that follows,1 then
we might expect the meta-analyses reported herein to reflect
this organization. That is, the significant areas of activation
for the go/no-go task should be a spatial subset of those
areas seen in task switching, and likewise, the regions re-
vealed in the task switching analysis should be a subset of
those seen for the WCST. Although, broadly speaking, such
a pattern was observed, each of the subsidiary tasks high-
lighted selected regions (bilateral ventrolateral prefrontal
cortex in the case of task switching and right dorsolateral
prefrontal cortex for go/no-go) that were not as prominent
in the WCST ALE map. This likely has to do with the
increased cognitive specificity of the task switching and
go/no-go tasks.

In the past few years, much attention has been focused on
the ventrolateral prefrontal cortex, an area corresponding
closely to the activation foci seen in the task-switching meta-
analysis. Various researchers have associated the region
with different hypothetical cognitive functions, including
semantic retrieval [Buckner et al., 1995; Demonet et al., 1992;
Kapur et al., 1994], selection of semantic information from

among competing alternatives [Thompson-Schill et al.,
1997], controlled semantic retrieval [Wagner et al., 2001],
interference resolution [D’Esposito et al., 1999; Jonides et al.,
1998], and overcoming residual cognitive inhibition [Dreher
and Berman, 2002; Houghton and Tipper, 1996]. Although
semantic function for this region has been emphasized, a
more general theme linking several of these interpretations
is evident, namely that of competition. In the task-switching
study of Dreher and Berman [2002] for instance, activity in
this region was enhanced during switches to a just-per-
formed task when compared to switches to a task that had
not been performed recently. In the semantic retrieval task
in Thompson-Schill et al. [1997], subjects either had to clas-
sify a picture according to a specific attribute of the object’s
representation (high selection demands) or classify the pic-
ture according to some global feature of the object (low
selection demands). The ventrolateral prefrontal cortex
showed greater activity when the subject had to hone in on
a particular feature of the object than it did when he or she
had to make a judgment based on the object’s total quality.
In this study, as with that of Dreher and Berman [2002], the
subject encounters a stimulus that requires a response.
When there is an unambiguous relationship between this
stimulus and an associated response, a course of action is
clear and a decision may proceed with little ado. When an
encountered stimulus suggests a multiplicity of possible
actions, either because of the semantic diversity of the object
itself or because of the subject’s own past predilections,
some mechanism must intervene to reduce this manifold
potentiality to a single course of action. In the WCST, the
stimuli confronting the subject can be sorted by object,
shape, or color, and each of these possibilities is eventually
known to the subject. As the task proceeds, each perceptual
category increasingly competes for the subject’s notice and
suggests several possible actions; without some way of re-
solving the interference presented by the different card cat-
egories, the subject will fail to sort the cards correctly. The
ventrolateral prefrontal cortex seems crucial in such situa-
tions, i.e., when many behavioral outcomes are possible but
only one is correct.

The go/no-go meta-analysis clearly pointed to an impor-
tant role for the right dorsolateral prefrontal cortex. In a
recent review, Aron et al. [2004b] concluded that this region

1The proposed hierarchy breaks down somewhat if we allow that
go/no-go paradigms do contain a rudimentary form of task switching.

TABLE IV. Conjunction of Wisconsin Card-Sorting Task and task-switching meta-analyses

Region

Talairach

BA Volume (mm3)x y z

L middle/inferior frontal gyrus �43 14 28 44/9 8312
L precuneus/inferior parietal lobule �31 �60 42 19/7 3905
R middle/inferior frontal gyrus 43 15 31 44/9 3885
Medial temporal gyrus 0 17 45 6 3336
R precuneus/inferior parietal lobule 30 �60 44 19/7 2590
R inferior frontal gyrus (operculum) 32 21 0 47 287

BA, Brodmann area.
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is critical for inhibitory control processes. Konishi et al.
[1999b], in a direct comparison of the WCST and a response-
suppression paradigm, demonstrated an area of common
activity in the right frontal cortex. In addition, greater dam-
age to the right prefrontal cortex (PFC) in a set of patients
has been shown to correlate with “switch cost,” the increase
in reaction time observed in trials where subjects switch
from one task to another relative to trials in which the same
task is repeated [Aron et al., 2004a]. There is thus evidence
that response suppression is important for both the WCST
and task switching. Indeed, in the conjunction of task
switching and go/no-go ALE maps, we found an area of
convergence in the right frontal cortex. It is currently unclear
how the function ascribed to the ventrolateral prefrontal
cortex, i.e., interference resolution, can be disentangled com-
pletely from the inhibitory role of the right PFC. One sug-
gestion is that response suppression occurs at a later pro-
cessing stage than does interference resolution. That is,
interference resolution can be seen as a mechanism impor-
tant for arriving at a decision when many possible choices
are available whereas response inhibition is a process that
occurs to prevent an automatic (or prepotent) action from
proceeding to fruition. Moreover, response suppression, un-
like interference resolution, is important during situations
that dictate highly stereotyped and repetitive responses in
which little semantic deliberation is required. The sort of
inhibitory control supported by the right PFC thus is critical
for coping with the appearance of an unusual event that has

intervened in the midst of some routine task with clear
stimulus–response requirements. It will be important in fu-
ture work on the brain basis of the WCST, task switching,
and response suppression to clarify the relationship between
inhibitory control and the process whereby a person settles
on a course of action when many different possibilities
present themselves.

We have examined through the use of the ALE meta-
analytic technique to what extent the WCST and two of its
hypothesized component processes, task switching and re-
sponse suppression, share a common neural substrate. Be-
cause each task involves a kind of executive attention, a
degree of similarity was observed in their respective spatial
patterns of activation. The regional profiles across the three
tasks were not indistinguishable from one another, as was
especially evident in the strong right PFC activation in the
go/no-go meta-analysis. Direct statistical comparison be-
tween ALE maps would be necessary for formal confirma-
tion of these observations, and such methods are beginning
to be developed [see Laird et al., 2005]. Finally, although one
cannot appreciate how the brain masters such a cognitively
complex challenge such as the WCST without first uncover-
ing the neural mechanisms that underlie its component pro-
cesses, the reverse is also true, namely, that the WCST is not
merely the naı̈ve totality of its constituent parts. Taken as a
whole, the WCST captures something profound about hu-
man cognition: the ability to apply a rule derived from the
observation of a series of events, and then, critically, as the

TABLE V. Conjunction of Wisconsin Card-Sorting Task and go/no-go meta-analyses

Region

Talairach

BA Volume (mm3)x y z

R middle frontal gyrus 41 17 28 9 5,004
R inferior parietal lobule 39 �52 40 40 1,664
R superior occipital gyrus 27 �73 33 19 1,287
L inferior parietal lobule �45 �42 41 40 1,157
R medial frontal gyrus 1 16 44 6/32 695
L middle frontal gyrus �46 27 26 9 388
R thalamus 7 �12 6 157
R inferior frontal gyrus (operculum) 33 20 1 47 132

BA, Brodmann area.

TABLE VI. Conjunction of Wisconsin Card-Sorting Task, task-switching, and go/no-go meta-analyses

Region

Talairach

BA Volume (mm3)x y z

R middle frontal gyrus 42 17 29 9 2,934
R medial frontal gyrus 1 16 44 6 695
R inferior parietal lobule 35 �58 44 7 532
L middle frontal gyrus �46 27 26 46/9 323
L inferior parietal lobule �41 �43 41 40 245
R inferior frontal gyrus (opercular) 33 20 1 47 132

BA, Brodmann area.
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environment changes or new evidence surfaces, to discard
(and replace) that rule as it becomes clear that its application
no longer produces the effect it once did. What the WCST

highlights is both the frailty and the extraordinary flexibility
of inductive reasoning, that the rules derived from data are
only temporary, provisional things, and that, as the philos-
opher David Hume famously observed, although the sun
has always risen before, it may yet not rise tomorrow. In this
sense, then, the WCST mirrors the scientific enterprise itself,
where rules are discovered and applied only as long as they
are deemed adequate, after which they are discarded and
replaced by something new.
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