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Abstract
Age-related declines in sensorimotor performance have been linked to dedifferentiation of neural representations (i.e.,
more widespread activity during task performance in older versus younger adults). However, it remains unclear whether
changes in neural representations across the adult lifespan are related between the motor and somatosensory systems, and
whether alterations in these representations are associated with age declines in motor and somatosensory performance. To
investigate these issues, we collected functional magnetic resonance imaging and behavioral data while participants aged
19–76 years performed a visuomotor tapping task or received vibrotactile stimulation. Despite one finding indicative of
compensatory mechanisms with older age, we generally observed that 1) older age was associated with greater activity and
stronger positive connectivity within sensorimotor and LOC regions during both visuomotor and vibrotactile tasks; 2)
increased activation and stronger positive connectivity were associated with worse performance; and 3) age differences in
connectivity in the motor system correlated with those in the somatosensory system. Notwithstanding the difficulty of
disentangling the relationships between age, brain, and behavioral measures, these results provide novel evidence for
neural dedifferentiation across the adult lifespan in both motor and somatosensory systems and suggest that
dedifferentiation in these two systems is related.
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Introduction
Normal aging is associated with both structural and functional
brain changes (Damoiseaux 2017), which are thought to
contribute to age-related declines in sensorimotor functioning
(Seidler et al. 2010). Understanding the neural mechanisms
underlying these declines is important because most activities
of daily living require skilled actions that depend upon senso-
rimotor processes. Prior work has shown that functional brain
activation is more widespread and bilateral in older relative

to young adults during a variety of cognitive tasks (Cabeza
2002; Reuter-Lorenz and Lustig 2005). In addition, accumulating
evidence demonstrates that older adults exhibit similar
overactivation during motor tasks (Mattay et al. 2002; Heuninckx
et al. 2005, 2008). Some studies have reported that increased (i.e.,
more widespread) activation in older adults is associated with
better performance (i.e., that it is compensatory) (Cabeza 2002;
Reuter-Lorenz 2002; Reuter-Lorenz and Lustig 2005). In contrast,
other studies have found that increased activation during task
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engagement in older as compared to younger adults is either
irrelevant for the task or associated with worse performance
(i.e., dedifferentiation) (Riecker et al. 2006; Heuninckx et al.
2008; Langan et al. 2010; Park et al. 2010; Bernard and Seidler
2012). In the cognitive domain, evidence is mostly observed for
the compensation account (Cabeza et al. 2018). However, in the
motor domain, the pattern of findings is less consistent.

Overactivation in the motor system in older adults during
motor task performance is typically evident by increased
engagement of the motor cortex ipsilateral to the moving hand
(Mattay et al. 2002; Heuninckx et al. 2005, 2008; Langan et al.
2010). This increased ipsilateral activity may be the result of
age-related changes in inter inhibition in the motor system.
Supporting this interpretation, our group has shown decreased
interhemispheric inhibition in older relative to young adults
using transcranial magnetic stimulation (Fling and Seidler
2012). Moreover, this measure of inhibition was associated with
individual differences in asynchronous bimanual movement
performance in young and older adults. Similarly, Fujiyama
et al. (2012) observed that inhibitory function was reduced
in older adults and that this reduction was associated with
worse performance on an interlimb coordination task (Fujiyama
et al. 2012). While the majority of work on this topic has
focused on bimanual neural representations, fewer studies
have investigated both unimanual and bimanual represen-
tations and associated behavioral performance. Given that
intrahemispheric inhibition also declines with age (Peinemann
et al. 2001), it stands to reason that less distinct unimanual
neural representations (i.e., increased activity during task
engagement in older vs. younger adults) may be an underlying
factor.

It is unclear whether age-related neural dedifferentia-
tion is specific to the motor system or whether it is also
characteristic of the somatosensory system. Previous studies
have demonstrated that somatosensory (i.e., vibrotactile)
processing declines with age (Zhang et al. 2011). In addition, our
group recently demonstrated that inter and intrahemispheric
inhibition also declines with age in the somatosensory system
(Ruitenberg et al. 2019). Whether this age difference in surround
inhibition (or somatosensory performance in general) is associ-
ated with differences in somatosensory neural representations
remains an open question. Furthermore, whether age effects in
somatosensory neural representations are related to those in
the motor system is also unknown.

In the present study, we evaluated both unimanual and
bimanual motor and somatosensory representations in indi-
viduals ranging from 19 to 76 years old to investigate whether
these representations are associated with age differences
in motor and somatosensory performance. We collected
functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) and behavioral
data while participants performed a visuomotor tapping
task and a tactile task. In the visuomotor task, they moved
either one digit or two digits asynchronously, for which
the movements were visually cued. In the tactile task, they
received vibrotactile stimulation to either one digit or two digits
simultaneously.

We also performed functional connectivity MRI (fcMRI) anal-
ysis on the task-based fMRI data in order to further probe the
neural mechanisms underlying age-related dedifferentiation in
the motor and somatosensory systems. We employed a seed-to-
voxel fcMRI approach using brain regions from the fMRI results
which exhibited an association with either age or behavior
as seed regions. We subsequently examined the correlation

between these seed regions with the rest of the brain during task
performance.

In terms of functional activation, we hypothesized that 1)
increased ipsilateral motor and somatosensory cortical activa-
tion during task performance would be positively associated
with age and 2) increased activation would be either irrelevant
to task performance or associated with poorer performance,
supporting age-related dedifferentiation. Similarly, in terms of
functional connectivity, we hypothesized that stronger posi-
tive inter and intrahemispheric connectivity between regions
within the sensorimotor network would be 1) positively asso-
ciated with age and 2) either irrelevant to task performance
or negatively associated with motor and somatosensory task
performance, also consistent with dedifferentiation. Given that
previous animal and human studies have demonstrated that
motor and somatosensory areas are densely interconnected, we
also tested whether age differences in activity and connectivity
between the two systems (i.e., motor and somatosensory) are
related.

Materials and Methods
Participants

Thirty-seven healthy participants (21 females; 16 males) ranging
in age from 19 to 76 years (mean = 43.7 ± 17.3) were recruited for
this study. These participants were also included as part of a
larger sample from our previous study in which we analyzed
motor and somatosensory behavioral data (Ruitenberg et al.
2019). All participants were right-handed and had normal or cor-
rected hearing and vision. Participants were screened to ensure
that they were not taking any medications with psychotropic
effects and were free from any MRI safety contraindications.
They reported no history of psychiatric or neurological disorders.
Motor behavioral data from four participants (ages 19, 20, 24,
and 26) were excluded due to technical issues with the pre-
sentation/recording software during fMRI scanning. As such,
the brain-behavior results for the motor task were based on
the remaining 33 participants (18 females, 15 males; age range
22–76; mean = 46. 3 ± 16.6). All study procedures were reviewed
and approved by the University of Michigan Institutional Review
Board. Participants provided written informed consent before
their involvement in the study.

Experimental Procedures

We performed testing over 1–2 sessions, depending on each par-
ticipant’s and the MRI scanner’s availability. For participants that
completed the testing over two sessions, the test days were sepa-
rated by not more than one week. We administered the Montreal
Cognitive Assessment (MoCA) (Nasreddine et al. 2005), the Digit
Symbol Substitution Test (DSST) (McLeod et al. 1982), and the
Purdue pegboard test (Desrosiers et al. 1995) (right hand, left
hand, bimanual, and assembly tasks; three repetitions per task),
to assess general cognitive and motor functioning. Participants
also performed a series of tactile tasks outside of the scanner
that assessed their tactile processing capacity. In addition, par-
ticipants performed motor and (passive) somatosensory tasks
while lying supine in the MRI scanner. We acquired structural
MRI, resting state fMRI, and task-based fMRI data. Structural and
resting state data are not presented in the current report. Task-
based fMRI data acquisition and analyses are described in detail
below.
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Tactile Behavioral Tasks

Participants performed a battery of computerized tasks outside
of the scanner that evaluated their general tactile processing
capacity as well as their tactile intra and interhemispheric
inhibitory function. This battery included 1) simple reaction
time (RT); 2) choice RT; 3) static detection threshold (DT);
4) dynamic DT without simultaneous stimulation (baseline
condition); 5) dynamic DT with simultaneous stimulation to
another finger on the same hand (intrahemispheric condition);
and 6) dynamic DT with simultaneous stimulation to a finger on
the other hand (interhemispheric condition). Tactile stimulation
was delivered via a CM4 four-digit vibrotactile stimulator
(Cortical Metrics), developed at the University of North Carolina
at Chapel Hill (Tommerdahl et al. 2010; Holden et al. 2012;
Nguyen et al. 2014). All stimuli were delivered to the glabrous
skin of the index and middle fingers using a cylindrical probe
(5 mm in diameter).

The RT and DT tasks have been described in detail in previous
studies (Zhang et al. 2011). In the RT tasks, participants received
a vibration to one finger (duration of 40 ms, amplitude of 200 μm,
frequency of 25 Hz) and were instructed to click a mouse button
as soon as they felt it. In the simple RT task, any mouse click
was sufficient (10 trials per finger on each hand), whereas in
the choice RT task, participants were instructed to additionally
indicate on which finger they felt the vibration by clicking either
the left or right mouse button (five trials per finger on each
hand). RT was recorded for each trial. In the choice RT task,
response accuracy was also recorded. For both RT tasks, we
determined the mean RTs across all trials for each participant.
RTs that deviated more than three standard deviations from the
mean of a participant were removed from the analyses. For the
choice RT task, we also excluded trials with incorrect responses.

In the static DT task, participants received a vibration to
either the index or middle finger of one hand (10 trials per finger)
and were subsequently asked to indicate the finger on which the
vibration was felt. For this task, the stimulus started at 15 μm
on the first trial and was adjusted on subsequent trials using
an adaptive staircase algorithm that depended on the accuracy
of the participant’s response. The static threshold was defined
as the smallest constant-amplitude stimulus that a participant
could detect correctly.

In the dynamic DT task without simultaneous stimulation,
participants were instructed to select the finger on which they
felt a vibration as quickly as possible. The stimulus amplitude
started at 0 μm and then increased at a rate of 2 μm/s. The
stimulus amplitude at the time of each participant’s response
was recorded for each trial (seven trials per hand). Baseline DT
was calculated for each participant as the minimum detectable
amplitude of a stimulus that gradually increased in intensity
starting from zero (Zhang et al. 2011).

For the inhibition tasks, participants were instructed to click
a mini mouse button (placed under the subject’s thumb; “Tiny-
MouseT Optical”; Chester Creek Technologies, Inc.) as soon as
they felt a vibration on their right index finger (R2). Similar to
the baseline DT tasks, the target stimulus was delivered to R2
at a starting amplitude of 0 μm and then increased at a rate of
2 μm/s. At the same time, a conditioning stimulus was delivered
to either the right middle finger (R3; intrahemispheric condition)
or the left index finger (L2; interhemispheric condition). This
conditioning stimulus was delivered at a frequency of 25 Hz,
with an amplitude of either 15, 50, 100, or 200 μm (four trials
per amplitude, randomly ordered). The intertrial interval was

5 s and each trial began with a short delay period that did not
include stimulation. To obtain individual DTs, we averaged the
stimulus amplitude at the time of each participant’s response on
correct trials; this was performed as a function of conditioning
amplitude (15, 50, 100, or 200 μm) and condition (intra or inter-
hemispheric). To examine the effect of delivering a conditioning
stimulus to either R3 or L2 on the detection of the target stimulus
(R2), we compared R2 baseline performance (average DT on R2
trials without conditioning stimulus) with performance during
15, 50, 100, or 200 μm conditioning stimuli. We normalized the
observed DTs to correct for individual differences in baseline
performance by calculating the percent change compared to
baseline for each of the conditioning amplitudes. To evaluate the
effect of age on tactile performance, we performed regression
analyses using age as the independent variable and DT (at
baseline) or percent change as the dependent variables.

fMRI Motor Tapping Task

Participants viewed four horizontally aligned blank squares, two
to the left and two to the right of a crosshair positioned in
the center of the visual display, corresponding to the index and
middle fingers of their hands. They were instructed to tap the
corresponding finger as fast as possible once the square lit up
with a (blue or orange) color, and to stay “in sync” with the colors
lighting up for the duration of the block. After practicing one
run of the task in the MRI control room, participants performed
five different finger-tapping conditions in the scanner while
fMRI and behavioral data were collected. In three conditions,
participants were instructed to tap with a single finger (either
R2, R3, or L2). In another condition, they were instructed to tap
their right index finger followed by their right middle finger
(R2R3; unimanual). In a final condition, they were instructed to
tap their right index finger followed by their left index finger
(R2L2; bimanual). The between finger lag was cued to be 200 ms
by the flashing stimuli; thus the fingers tapped in a gallop fash-
ion. The color of the squares represented whether the condition
was a single- or two-finger condition (counterbalanced across
participants).

Participants performed two runs of the motor task in which
each of the five conditions occurred twice (randomly ordered).
The 20-s experimental blocks were interleaved with 12-s rest
blocks during which participants were instructed to gaze at the
centrally presented crosshair. The intertrial interval was always
1 s and the interstimulus interval in the two-finger condition
was 200 ms. The stimulus presentation, timing, and response
logging were controlled by Cogent 2000 software (http://www.
vislab.ucl.ac.uk/cogent.php). We used two Fiber Optic Response
Claws (one for each hand; Psychology Software Tools) to record
participants’ finger tapping responses.

Performance was assessed by calculating the mean between-
finger “lag” and the variability of this lag across both runs
in each condition. The between-finger lag was defined as the
time between two consecutive taps with a single finger (aver-
aged across the three conditions), or between the asynchronous
taps with R2R3 or R2L2 (i.e., the intra and interhemispheric
conditions, respectively). Variability of the between-finger lag
was defined as the standard deviation (SD) of the lag. The SD
reflects the ability of participants to maintain the 1 s lag in the
single-finger conditions and the 200 ms lag in the intra and
interhemispheric conditions. We excluded trials during which
an error was made (i.e., participants tapped the wrong fin-
ger) or when the average between-finger lag or variability was
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more than 2.5 standard deviations from the group average (Fling
et al. 2010). To evaluate the effect of age on motor tapping
performance, we performed regression analyses using age as the
independent variable and the between-finger lag or SD for each
tapping measure as the dependent variable. These between-
finger lag and SD measures were the final outcome measures
used for participants in subsequent brain-behavior association
analyses.

fMRI Somatosensory Task

Participants also performed two runs of a passive somatosen-
sory task while lying supine in the MRI scanner. For this
task, participants received vibrotactile stimulation to the
index and/or middle fingers of one or both hands. The five
conditions were identical to those used in the motor task (i.e.,
R2, R3, L2, R2R3, and R2L2 conditions), except stimulation was
delivered simultaneously (not asynchronously) for the two-
finger conditions. For this task, participants were instructed to
gaze at a fixation cross in the center of the visual display while
trying to focus on the sensation felt during each vibrotactile
stimulation. Similar to the motor task, participants performed
two runs of the somatosensory task, in which each of the five
conditions occurred twice (randomly ordered) and lasted for
20-s experimental blocks interleaved with 12-s rest blocks.
Tactile stimulation was delivered for 500 ms via an MRI-
compatible CM4 four-digit vibrotactile stimulator (Cortical
Metrics) (Tommerdahl et al. 2010; Holden et al. 2012; Nguyen
et al. 2014) and followed by a 1500 ms delay period. Stimulus
presentation and timing were controlled using Microsoft Visual
Studio.

MRI Data Acquisition

Structural and functional brain images were acquired using a
3.0 Tesla GE MRI scanner, located at the University of Michi-
gan Functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging Laboratory. For
all participants, a 16-rod bird cage head coil was used and
movement was minimized by using head cushions and Vel-
cro straps. We obtained T1-weighted structural images, high-
resolution structural images using spoiled 3D gradient-echo
acquisition (SPGR), and T2∗-weighted functional images. Func-
tional images were acquired using a single-shot gradient-echo
(GRE) reverse spiral pulse sequence with the following parame-
ters: field of view = 220 x 200 mm; voxel size = 3 × 3 × 4 mm (40
axial slices); TR (repetition time) = 2 s; TE (echo time) = 30 ms.

fMRI Data Preprocessing and Analysis

Preprocessing of the task-based fMRI data was performed with
the Statistical Parametric Mapping 8 software (SPM8; www.fil.
ion.ucl.ac.uk/spm). Preprocessing steps included slice-time cor-
rection, realignment, segmentation of structural images, nor-
malization into standard Montreal Neurological Institute (MNI)
space, and spatial smoothing using a Gaussian kernel of 8 mm
full width at half-maximum. We used the Artifact Detection
Toolbox developed by the Gabrieli Lab at MIT (https://www.nitrc.
org/projects/artifact_detect) to account for head motion artifacts
in the MRI scanner. An image was considered an outlier if 1)
head displacement in the x, y, or z direction was greater than
0.5 mm from the previous frame; 2) the rotational displacement
was greater than 0.02 radians from the previous frame; or 3)
the global mean intensity of an image was greater than three

standard deviations from the mean image intensity of the entire
scan. We did not exclude any participants from analyses due to
excess motion, as all participants had <16% of outlier volumes,
with an average of 1.3% ± 0.45% motor outlier volumes and
0.9% ± 0.43% tactile outlier volumes. Neither the percentage of
motor nor tactile volumes correlated with age, Ps > 0.27. Outliers
in the global mean signal intensity and motion were subse-
quently included as nuisance covariates in the first level general
linear model (GLM).

A first-level GLM was conducted at an individual level across
runs contrasting periods of finger tapping or vibrotactile stim-
ulation with rest for the intra and interhemispheric conditions
(i.e., R2R3 vs. rest and R2L2 vs. rest). The model included separate
regressors for each of the experimental blocks convolved with
a canonical hemodynamic response function. To examine the
association between age and brain activation during these con-
ditions, we performed second-level one-sample t-tests. In these
models, first-level contrasts for each condition were included as
the main variables of interest and age (in years) were included
as a covariate. In order to explore regions exhibiting age-related
differences in activity for more complex, multiple-finger con-
ditions (e.g., R2R3) compared to simpler single-finger condi-
tions (e.g., R2), we examined two additional statistical contrasts:
R2L2 > R2 and R2R3 > R2. Statistical significance was determined
by applying false discovery rate (FDR) P < 0.05 at the cluster-level
to correct for multiple comparisons.

To explore the relationship between performance and brain
regions that showed an effect of age, Pearson’s correlation
coefficient was calculated between the average beta within
the significant clusters and behavioral indices (e.g., between-
finger lag). We also performed partial correlations (controlling
for age) between these betas and performance to test whether
age accounted for both neural and behavioral variance. In case
we observed no association between age and brain activation for
a given fMRI task, we examined the association between whole-
brain activation and behavior by performing a one-sample t-test
with SPM. To do this, we used the first-level contrasts for each
condition (e.g., R2R3 tapping condition activation) as the main
variable of interest and the corresponding behavioral measure
(e.g., the R2R3 between-finger lag) as the covariate. For fMRI data
obtained during the tactile task, we correlated this with tactile
behavioral measures outside of the scanner (i.e., simple and
choice RT, static and dynamic thresholds, % change in DT with
conditioning).

It is important to note that for the behavioral measures
of inhibition (i.e., intra and interhemispheric tapping and
tactile stimulation), we only assessed the relationship between
corresponding brain and behavioral conditions. Given our
hypotheses, we only assessed the relationship between
R2R3 tapping/stimulation activity with the intrahemispheric
tactile/motor behavioral measures and we only assessed the
relationship between R2L2 tapping/stimulation activity with
the interhemispheric tactile/motor behavioral measures.

fcMRI Data Processing and Analysis

In addition to the preprocessing steps above, we also performed
additional denoising on the task-based fMRI data in preparation
for fcMRI analysis using the CONN toolbox (Whitfield-Gabrieli
and Nieto-Castanon 2012). The task-based fMRI data were fil-
tered using a temporal high-pass filter of 0.008 Hz. This filter
was used for the task-based data instead of a typical band-pass
filter of 0.008–0.09 Hz (as is used with resting state data) to
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avoid unnecessary smoothing over task boundaries. For addi-
tional noise reduction, we used the anatomical component-
based noise correction method (aCompCor), which models the
influence of noise as a voxel-specific linear combination of
several empirically estimated noise sources (Behzadi et al. 2007).
This was done by deriving principal components from noise
regions of interest (ROI) and including them as nuisance covari-
ates in the first-level GLM. These noise ROIs (including white
matter and cerebrospinal fluid masks) in addition to residual
head movement parameters (including three rotations, three
translations, and six parameters that reflect their first-order
temporal derivatives) were regressed out during the calculation
of functional connectivity maps.

First-level seed-to-voxel fcMRI analyses were also performed
with the CONN toolbox. For these analyses, we created five
seed ROIs (using 4 mm-diameter spheres) based on the peak
coordinates from the fMRI activation analyses (see fMRI results
below). For the motor task-based fcMRI analysis, this included
one region in right precentral gyrus, one region in right post-
central gyrus, and two regions in right lateral occipital cortex
(LOC; which has been found to be involved in sensorimotor
tasks (Astafiev et al. 2004; Peelen and Downing 2005; Zimmer-
mann et al. 2016). For the tactile task-based fcMRI analysis, this
included one region that contained left LOC, left somatosen-
sory cortex, and left supramarginal gyrus (SMG). The mean
time series of each seed region was obtained by averaging the
time series of all voxels within that region. Next, Pearson’s
correlation coefficients were computed between the mean time
series of each seed region and that of each voxel in an a priori
brain mask. This mask is a standard whole-brain mask (in MNI
space) used for voxel-based analyses and limits the analyses
only to voxels within that mask. Correlation coefficients were
then converted into z-values using Fisher’s r-to-z transformation
(Zar 1996).

We next performed second-level GLMs to examine the associ-
ation between age and functional connectivity between the seed
ROIs and the rest of the brain. In these models, the first-level
connectivity maps for each of the five conditions were included
as the main variables of interest and age (in years) were included
as a covariate. These models were performed separately for
the motor and tactile tasks. Statistical significance was deter-
mined by applying FDR P < 0.05 at the cluster-level to correct
for multiple comparisons. To explore the relationship between
performance and functional connectivity between brain regions
that showed an effect of age, Pearson’s correlation coefficient
was calculated between the average connectivity within the
significant clusters and motor (between-finger lag and SD) and
tactile (RT, static threshold, DT without conditioning, percent
change from 0 to 15 μm, and the slope across DT changes
in the 15, 50, 100, and 200 μm conditions) performance. We
also performed partial correlations (controlling for age) between
these betas and performance to test whether age accounted
for both neural and behavioral variance. Similar to the fMRI
analyses, for the behavioral measures of inhibition (i.e., intra
and interhemispheric tapping and tactile stimulation), we only
assessed the relationship between R2R3 tapping/stimulation
connectivity with the intrahemispheric tactile/motor behavioral
measures and we only assessed the relationship between R2L2
tapping/stimulation connectivity with the interhemispheric tac-
tile/motor behavioral measures. All brain-behavioral statistical
analyses used a two-tailed level of 0.05 for defining statistical
significance. Reported P-values were not corrected for multiple
comparisons.

Table 1 Overview of participants’ performance on the general
cognitive and motor neuropsychological tests

Mean SD Range Relation with age

MoCA 27.8 1.5 24–30 r(37) = −.23; P = 0.17
PP right hand 14.8 2.4 10.7–19 r(37) = −.56; P < 0.001
PP left hand 13.8 2 9.7–17 r(37) = −.49; P < 0.01
PP both hands 11.6 1.9 8.3–15.3 r(37) = −.41; P < 0.05
PP assembly 34.5 7.8 17.7–48 r(37) = −.61; P < 0.001
DSST version 1 59.3 13.3 26–79 r(36) = −.75, P < 0.001
DSST version 2 59.4 12 28–77 r(36) = −.63, P < 0.001

Results
General Cognitive and Motor Function

Performance on the general cognitive and motor tests is summa-
rized in Table 1. Correlation analyses demonstrated that manual
motor performance as assessed with the Purdue Pegboard test
declined with increasing age. In addition, information process-
ing speed as assessed with the DSST declined with increasing
age. However, general cognitive abilities as evaluated with the
MoCA did not significantly change with age.

Tactile Performance

The results from the (out-of-scanner) tactile tasks were consis-
tent with those reported in Ruitenberg et al. 2019; please refer to
this paper for more detailed results and corresponding figures.
Regression analyses with age as the independent variable and
general tactile processing measures as the dependent variables
showed that older age was associated with declines in RTs (sim-
ple: B = 1.67, t = 3.16, P = 0.003; choice: B = 6.94, t = 3.54, P = 0.001) as
well as static thresholds (B = 0.11, t = 5.34, P < 0.001). Marginally,
significant age declines were observed in baseline dynamic DTs
(B = 0.13, t = 2.02, P = 0.051). We also found that age significantly
predicted the %change in DT for R2 from baseline when a 15-μm
conditioning stimulus was added in both the interhemispheric
(B = −.905, t = −2.97, P = 0.005) and intrahemispheric (B = −.934,
t = −2.79, P = 0.009) conditions. Specifically, results showed that
older age is associated with greater improvements (decreases)
in DT when a 15 μm conditioning stimulus is added, indica-
tive of age-related declines in both inter and intrahemispheric
inhibition.

Motor Tapping Performance

The results from the motor tapping task have been reported pre-
viously in our previous study (Ruitenberg et al. 2019). In short, we
observed that age significantly predicted the intrahemispheric
between-finger lag, such that increasing age was associated
with an increased duration of the between-finger lag (B = 2.22,
t = 4.14, P < 0.001). We also observed a marginally significant
relationship between age and the interhemispheric between-
finger lag (B = 1.06, t = 2.01, P = 0.054). We found no significant
associations between age and any of the single-finger measures
(Ps > 0.42) or the two-finger SD measures (Ps > 0.34).

Consistent with our previous study, we did not observe a
significant correlation between performance of asynchronous
movements and tactile inhibition for either intrahemispheric
(Ps > 0.13) or interhemispheric conditions (Ps > 0.35).
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Table 2 Associations between fMRI (motor) task-based activation and age

Anatomical location Contrast Direction Coordinates of peak T-value Cluster size

R PreCG R2R3 > Rest + 34, −18, 70 5.29 395
R PostCG R2R3 > R2 + 4, −44, 74 4.26 1276
R LOC R2R3 > R2 + 26, −82, 24 7.01 381
R LOC R2L2 > R2 + 34, −72, 30 5.33 786

Associations between fMRI and Age

For the fMRI visuomotor task, we observed a significant posi-
tive relationship between age and activation in right precentral
gyrus during the R2R3 tapping condition, such that older age
was associated with greater recruitment of ipsilateral precentral
gyrus during this unimanual tapping condition (Fig. 1A; Table 2).
Results of the contrast of R2R3 > R2 revealed significant pos-
itive relationships between age and activation in right post-
central gyrus (Fig. 1B; Table 2) and right LOC (Fig. 1C; Table 2).
Finally, results of the R2L2 > R2 contrast showed a significant
positive relationship between age and activation in right LOC
(Fig. 1D; Table 2). We did not observe any significant associations
between age and neural activity during R2L2 tapping. We also
did not observe any significant associations between age and
neural activity during the fMRI tactile task. Thus, we did not
test for a relationship between age differences in motor and
somatosensory functional activation.

Associations between fMRI and Behavior

In terms of associations between performance and brain activity
in regions that showed an effect of age in the motor task, we
observed a significant positive relationship between activity
in right precentral gyrus and the intrahemispheric between-
finger lag, r(33) = 0.53, P < 0.01 (Fig. 2A). This effect was no longer
significant after controlling for age, r(30) = 0.20, P = 0.28. Similarly,
we observed a significant positive relationship between activity
in right postcentral gyrus and the intrahemispheric between-
finger lag, r(33) = 0.60, P < 0.001 (Fig. 2B). Again, this effect was no
longer significant after controlling for age, r(30) = 0.31, P = 0.09.
Finally, we observed a significant positive relationship between
activity in right LOC and the intrahemispheric between-finger
lag, r(33) = 0.52, P < 0.01 (Fig. 2C), but this effect was not signif-
icant after controlling for age, r(30) = 0.18, P = 0.32. We did not
observe an association between LOC activation and the inter-
hemispheric between-finger lag, r(33) = 0.18, P = 0.32. To confirm
our findings using an omnibus statistical model within SPM, we
entered performance as a covariate in the second level model
and used an inclusive mask of the regions exhibiting an effect of
age. We still observed the same significant associations between
activation and behavior, Ps < 0.05.

Because we did not observe an association between age
and brain activity during the passive somatosensory task,
we examined the association between whole-brain activation
and tactile behavior (outside of the scanner) by performing
a one-sample t-test with the behavioral data as covariates
in SPM. We observed a significant negative relationship
between activity in a cluster containing left LOC, postcentral
gyrus, and SMG during R2R3 stimulation and simple RT
(Fig. 3; Table 3). We did not observe any association between
whole-brain activation and static/dynamic DTs, or DTs with
conditioning.

Table 3 Associations between fMRI (tactile) task-based activation and
tactile performance

Anatomical
location

Contrast Direction Coordinates
of peak

T-value Cluster
size

L LOC,
PostCG,
SMG

R2R3 ×
sRT

— −58, −46, 28 4.32 517

Associations between fcMRI and Age

For the motor task, we observed that older age was associated
with stronger positive functional connectivity between right
precentral gyrus seed region and right LOC during the R2R3 tap-
ping condition (Fig. 4A; Table 4). We also observed that older age
was associated with weaker functional connectivity between
left LOC seed region and right superior frontal gyrus (SFG; Fig. 4B;
Table 4) during the R2R3 tapping condition. For the tactile task,
we found that older age was associated with stronger positive
functional connectivity between left LOC/S1/SMG seed region
and right LOC/superior parietal lobule (SPL) during R2R3 vibro-
tactile stimulation (Fig. 4C; Table 4).

Given that age was positively associated with connectivity
between similar sensorimotor regions (i.e., LOC, S1) during both
the motor and somatosensory tasks, we explored whether such
age effects in somatosensory neural representations are related
to those in the motor system by extracting the connectivity
betas from the suprathreshold clusters and performing bivariate
correlations on these measures. We observed a significant
positive relationship between the tactile connectivity betas
between right and left LOC (during vibrotactile stimulation)
and the motor connectivity betas between right precentral
gyrus and LOC (during motor tapping; r(37) = 0.47, P < 0.005;
Fig. 5A). This effect was no longer significant after controlling
for age, r(34) = 0.13, P = 0.45. We observed a significant negative
relationship between the same tactile connectivity betas and
the motor connectivity betas between right LOC and SFG
(during motor tapping; r(37) =.−49, P < 0.005; Fig. 5B). Again,
this effect was no longer significant after controlling for
age, r(34) = −.11, P = 0.54.

Associations between fcMRI and Behavior

In terms of associations between motor tapping performance
and functional connectivity between brain regions that showed
an effect of age, we observed that stronger positive functional
connectivity between right precentral gyrus seed region and
ipsilateral LOC (during R2R3 tapping) was associated with an
increased duration of the intrahemispheric between-finger
lag, r(33) = 0.40, P = 0.02 (Fig. 6A). This effect was no longer
significant after controlling for age, r(30) = 0.05, P = 0.79. We
also observed a negative relationship between functional
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Figure 1. Associations between age and fMRI activation. (A) Older age was associated with greater recruitment of ipsilateral precentral gyrus during the unimanual
(R2R3) tapping condition. Compared to a simpler single-finger condition (R2), a more complex two-finger condition (R2R3) elicited greater recruitment of ipsilateral
(B) postcentral gyrus and (C) LOC with older age. (D) Compared to a simpler single-finger condition (R2), a more complex bimanual two-finger condition (R2L2) elicited
greater recruitment of right LOC with older age. Numbers under brain images represent MNI coordinates of suprathreshold clusters.

Table 4 Associations between functional connectivity and age

Seed region Target region Contrast Direction Coordinates of peak T-value Cluster size

R PreCG R LOC Motor R2R3 > Rest + 36, −54, 42 5.4 372
R LOC R SFG Motor R2R3 > Rest − 4, 20, 58 6.72 237
L LOC, PostCG, SMG R LOC, SPL Tactile R2R3 > Rest + 32, −54, 44 4.38 221

connectivity between right LOC seed region and ipsilateral
SFG and the intrahemispheric between-finger lag, r(33) = −.43,
P < 0.01 (Fig. 6B). Again, this effect was no longer significant after
controlling for age, r(30) = 0.01, P = 0.95.

For tactile performance, we observed a positive relationship
between functional connectivity between left LOC/S1/SMG seed

region and right LOC/SPL (during R2R3 vibrotactile stimulation)
and both simple and choice RTs (Fig. 7A,B, respectively),
rs(37) > 0.43, Ps < 0.008. Controlling for age, the relationship
between connectivity and simple RT was no longer significant,
r(34) = 0.21, P = 0.22, whereas the relationship between connec-
tivity and choice RT remained significant, r(34) = 0.49, P = 0.003.
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Figure 2. Associations between fMRI activation and motor performance.
Increased ipsilateral activation in right (A) precentral gyrus (M1), (B) postcen-
tral gyrus (S1), and (C) lateral occipital cortex (LOC) during R2R3 tapping was

associated with an increased duration of the between-finger lag. Blue markers
represent participants in their 20s–30s, magenta colors represent participants
in their 40s–50s, and red colors represent participants in their 60s–70s. Shaded
areas represent the 95% CI.

We did not observe any associations between connectivity
during tactile stimulation and static/dynamic DTs, or DTs with
conditioning, Ps > 0.06

Discussion
In this study, we provide novel evidence regarding the rela-
tionship between healthy aging and neural dedifferentiation
in both motor and somatosensory systems. Moreover, our
findings suggest that dedifferentiation in these two systems
is related. Below, we first discuss our findings for the motor and
somatosensory systems separately and subsequently discuss
the association between both.

Evidence for Age-Related Neural Dedifferentiation
in the Motor System

Consistent with our hypothesis, the present results revealed that
older age was associated with greater recruitment of ipsilateral
motor cortex during a unimanual (i.e., R2R3) tapping condi-
tion. Furthermore, greater activation (i.e., positive activation
compared to deactivation) was associated with worse motor
performance (i.e., longer lags during the intrahemispheric tap-
ping condition). These results are in line with previous findings
demonstrating significant age differences between young and
older adults in the distinctiveness of motor cortical represen-
tations. For instance, Carp et al. employed multivoxel pattern
analysis to demonstrate that older adults had significantly less
distinct motor cortical activation patterns compared to young
adults (Carp et al. 2011). Similarly, Bernard and colleagues used
TMS to demonstrate that older adults exhibit less distinct intra-
cortical motor representations than young adults (Bernard and
Seidler 2012). The present study extends these findings by pro-
viding novel evidence for neural dedifferentiation within the
motor cortex across the lifespan.

We also found that compared to simple single-finger con-
ditions, more complex two-finger conditions (both uniman-
ual and bimanual tapping) elicited greater recruitment of right
somatosensory and lateral occipital cortices with older age.
Moreover, greater activation was associated with worse perfor-
mance. One interpretation of these results is that with older
age, declines in inhibition require participants to rely more on
sensory regions and not just motor cortex (i.e., S1 and LOC) for
more complex (asynchronous two-digit) tasks compared to sim-
pler (one-digit) tasks. However, greater reliance on these sensory
regions is associated with worse performance on the visuomotor
task. Consistent with this notion, several studies have found that
this region in LOC is involved in visuomotor actions (Astafiev
et al. 2004; Peelen and Downing 2005; Zimmermann et al. 2016)
and that attention modulates neural selectivity in this region
(Murray and Wojciulik 2004). Thus, it could be that with older
age, participants rely more on this dorsal visual pathway for
more complex (e.g., requiring more attention to visual stimuli)
motor tasks, but that individuals who do not rely as much on
these regions perform better.

The functional connectivity results from the tapping task
provide further evidence for age-related neural dedifferenti-
ation in the motor system. Specifically, we found that older
age was associated with stronger positive connectivity between
ipsilateral motor cortex and LOC and that stronger positive
connectivity (compared to negative connectivity) between these
regions was associated with worse motor performance (i.e.,
longer lag times). It is possible that the activation and connectiv-
ity results stem from the same underlying mechanism because
both findings indicate that regions in ipsilateral M1 and LOC
(and functional connectivity between these areas) are impacted
by age. Previous studies have also shown that both task-based
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Figure 3. Associations between fMRI activation and vibrotactile performance outside of the scanner. Increased activation in contralateral LOC, postcentral gyrus, and

SMG during R2R3 vibrotactile stimulation was associated with faster tactile simple RTs.

Figure 4. Associations between age and task-based functional connectivity. (A) Older age was associated with positive connectivity between ipsilateral precentral gyrus
seed region and lateral occipital cortex (LOC) during R2R3 tapping. (B) Older age was associated with negative connectivity between ipsilateral LOC seed region and
superior frontal gyrus during R2R3 tapping. Older age was associated with positive connectivity between left LOC seed region and (C) right LOC during R2R3 vibrotactile
stimulation. Yellow colors represent positive associations; green colors represent negative associations.

and resting state functional connectivity and activation levels
are correlated. For instance, Chan and colleagues found that
individual differences in functional connectivity were related
to differences in brain activity during two independent (visual
and semantic) tasks (Chan et al. 2017). Moreover, Langan and
colleagues showed that reduced interhemispheric resting state
connectivity in older adults was related to a decreased ability to

inhibit activity in the nondominant hemisphere during uniman-
ual motor performance (Langan et al. 2010).

One present finding that is not consistent with ded-
ifferentiation in the motor system is that older age was
associated with stronger negative connectivity between right
LOC and superior frontal gyrus during R2R3 tapping and that
stronger positive connectivity between these regions predicted
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Figure 5. Associations between connectivity during tactile and motor fMRI tasks. (A) Stronger positive connectivity between right precentral gyrus and right LOC
during R2R3 motor tapping was associated with stronger positive connectivity between left LOC and right LOC during R2R3 tactile stimulation. (B) Stronger positive
connectivity between right LOC and superior frontal gyrus during R2R3 motor tapping was associated with stronger negative connectivity between left LOC and right

LOC during R2R3 tactile stimulation.

Figure 6. Associations between (motor) task-based functional connectivity and motor performance. (A) Stronger positive connectivity between ipsilateral precentral
gyrus seed region and lateral occipital cortex (LOC) during R2R3 tapping condition was associated with an increased duration of the between-finger lag. (B) Stronger

positive connectivity between ipsilateral LOC seed region and superior frontal gyrus during the intrahemispheric tapping condition was associated with a decreased
duration of the between-finger lag.

better performance (i.e., shorter lag times). This finding is
consistent with previous studies that have found that the
recruitment of additional frontal regions serves a compensatory
role for older adults performing motor actions. For instance,
Heuninckx et al. 2008 reported a positive association between
activation in higher-level sensorimotor and frontal regions
and motor performance in older adults. Thus, it may be that
the recruitment of higher level association regions (such as
superior frontal cortex) provides compensation for sensorimotor
neural dedifferentiation and other deleterious age effects on
brain function.

Evidence for Age-Related Neural Dedifferentiation
in the Somatosensory System

In the tactile task, we found that increased contralateral
sensorimotor cortical (including LOC, S1, and SMG) activation
during vibrotactile stimulation was associated with better
performance (i.e., reduced simple RTs) across all participants.
This finding is consistent with previous studies demonstrating
robust contralateral somatosensory cortical activity during
vibrotactile stimulation in healthy young adults (Hlushchuk
and Hari 2006). The present study extends these findings
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Figure 7. Associations between (tactile) task-based functional connectivity and vibrotactile performance. Stronger positive connectivity between left LOC seed region
with right LOC during R2R3 stimulation was associated with slower (A) simple and (B) choice RTs.

by suggesting that greater contralateral activity (and thus
inhibition of ipsilateral activity) in sensorimotor cortex is
associated with better performance, independent of age.

We also found that older age was associated with stronger
positive connectivity between these sensorimotor regions with
right LOC and SPL during vibrotactile stimulation and that
stronger interhemispheric positive connectivity between these
areas predicted worse performance, indicative of dediffer-
entiation. These findings are consistent with previous work
indicating that increased activity in ipsilateral sensorimotor
cortex is associated with worse tactile performance (Lenz et al.
2012; Brodoehl et al. 2013; Pleger et al. 2016). For instance, Pleger
and colleagues found that aging leads to tactile degradation
that is related to enhanced fMRI activity in somatosensory
cortex. The present study extends these previous findings
by demonstrating that age-related increases in sensorimotor
interhemispheric functional connectivity are detrimental to
somatosensory performance. Furthermore, our results provide
novel evidence that somatosensory neural representations
differ across the adult lifespan.

Age Differences in Somatosensory System Are Related
to Age Differences in Motor System

Our findings revealed that age differences in motor represen-
tations are related to age differences in somatosensory rep-
resentations. Specifically, we observed a positive relationship
between the tactile connectivity betas between right and left
LOC (during vibrotactile stimulation) and the motor connectivity
betas between right precentral gyrus and LOC (during visuo-
motor tapping). Although previous studies have investigated
either motor or somatosensory dedifferentiation separately, this
is the first study to explore both as well as the relationship
between the two. Our results are in line with previous inves-
tigations in healthy young adults demonstrating overlapping
cortical activity during motor and vibrotactile tasks (Gelnar et al.
1999; Arce-McShane et al. 2016). For instance, Gelnar and col-
leagues reported overlapping activity in precentral, postcentral,

and premotor cortices as well as in SMA during both motor
tapping and vibrotactile stimulation. Our study extends these
findings by demonstrating that similar regions (i.e., LOC, S1) and
the functional connectivity between them are impacted by age
during both motor and somatosensory performance and that
these age effects in the two systems are related.

It is perhaps not surprising that we observed a relationship
between motor and somatosensory connectivity, given that
numerous animal and human studies have demonstrated that
motor and somatosensory areas are densely interconnected
(White and DeAmicis 1977; Donoghue and Parham 1983;
Veinante and Deschênes 2003). These cortical connections
are thought to modulate the relationship between motor and
sensory components of sensorimotor processes (Petreanu et al.
2009; Xu et al. 2012). The novel aspect of our finding is that the
relationship between these systems was largely driven by age,
indicating that dedifferentiation in the motor system is related
to dedifferentiation in the somatosensory system.

Although we observed a relationship between age differences
in motor and somatosensory neural representations in the cur-
rent study, we did not observe a relationship between motor and
tactile behavioral measures, either in the present study or in our
previous study (Ruitenberg et al. 2019). One reason for this dis-
crepancy between the neural and behavioral relationships may
be that tactile stimulation during fMRI scanning was passive,
whereas the (outside of scanner) tactile behavioral tasks were
active. Thus, activation induced from passive tactile stimulation
(in the scanner) could represent a different phenomenon from
the active tactile behavioral measures collected outside of the
scanner. Relatedly, the tactile stimulation in the behavioral task
was different for the target and conditioning fingers. In contrast,
for the fMRI task, both fingers received the exact same stimula-
tion at the same time. This could also affect activation patterns
and explain the differences in findings between the two studies.

Limitations

Several limitations constrain the interpretation of the present
results. First, our cross-sectional sample only allows us to draw
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inferences about age differences and not longitudinal changes
with age. Similarly, our correlation analyses can only be used
to infer associations between measures, but cannot determine
directionality. Future longitudinal designs would make it pos-
sible to determine the order of certain age-related changes,
which may help to establish causal relationships. Furthermore,
because all three variables of interest (i.e., age, brain, and behav-
ioral measures) in this study are strongly associated, it is difficult
to determine the precise relationships between any two given
variables independent of the influence of the third variable
(Damoiseaux 2017; King et al. 2018). For instance, after control-
ling for age while examining the relationships between brain
and behavioral measures in this study, we observed (almost)
no significant brain–behavior relationships. Given the strong
associations between age and behavior in addition to age and
connectivity (correlations above 0.6), it would be difficult to
demonstrate a statistically significantly relationship between
connectivity and behavior above and beyond the influence of
age. Longitudinal studies are necessary to mitigate these issues
and permit the assessment of age-related changes and the rela-
tionship between brain and behavioral measures independent
of age.

Another limitation in the current study is that the older
adults (and younger adults) who participated in this study
represent a relatively high functioning population. Therefore,
caution should be taken in generalizing the findings to a
broader population. Future studies should aim to also evaluate
changes in neural representations associated with pathological
aging.

Conclusions
The present study provides novel evidence for neural dedifferen-
tiation across the adult lifespan in both motor and somatosen-
sory systems and suggests that dedifferentiation in these two
systems is related. The findings from this study advance our
understanding of the neural mechanisms that underlie age-
related declines in sensorimotor functioning. These findings
may help lead to the development of targeted interventions
and treatments to combat age-related sensorimotor behavioral
decline.
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