
© 1961 Nature Publishing Group

No. 4809 December 30, 1961 NATURE 1319 

Table 1. FREQUENCY OF ABSENCE FOR REASONS OTHER THAN SICKNESS 

Age 
group 

AU 

1 
2 
3 
4 

No. in Median 
group age at 

1/1/49 

20 
51 
34 
35 

23 
31 
40 
51 

1949-50 1957-58 

Average 
No. of 

absences 
per man 

2'35 
1·61 
1'18 
1'63 

No. and No. and 
percentage Average percentage 

of men No. of of men 
with 0 absences with 0 

absences per man absences 
3 (15) 2'75 3 (15) 

16 (31) 1'71 18 (35) 
18 (53) 1'71 14 (41) 
15 (43) 1·49 15 (43) 

groups 140 35 1'61 52 (37) 1·8 50 (36) 

Table 2. LENGTH OF CERTIFIED SICKNESS ABSENCES 
1949-50 1957-58 

Percentage Percentage 
Median Average of absences Average of absences 
age at length of lasting length of lasting 
1/1149 absence more than absence more tban 

Age No. in 
group group 

(days) 2 weeks (days) 2 weeks 

1 20 23 7'43 14 3'83 0 
2 51 31 7'65 18 7'47 13 
3 34 40 7'82 18 13'12 53 
4 35 51 14·22 67 12'64 55 

All 
groups 140 35 9'9 34 10'9 41 

data for the end of the period (1957-58) shows that 
such an increasc has, in fact, occurred. In this case 
the longit.udinal method supports the findings of the 
cross-sectlOnal method, making it probable that this is 
a true ageing effect. 
. In the case of frequency of absence (Table 1) this 
IS not so. The cross-sectional analysis (1949-50) 
shows the youngest group to have a frequency of 
absence for reasons other than sickness higher than the 
other groups. Similar findings by other investigators 
are reported". On this basis one would expect their 
absences to become less frequent as they grew older, 
but the data for the end of the period show that this 
has ~ot happ.ened and that their absence frequency 
has, m fact, mcreased relative to the average. The 
high?r absence frequency of this group seems to be a 
contmuing characteristic, independent of age. 

The conflict of evidence arising from the use of 
these two methods indicates the need for greater 
caution in the interpretation of the results of cross­
se?tional investigations. The differences shown by 
thIS method may be due to the age differences in­
volved, but the possibility that other factors are 
operating must also be borne in mind. 

This work will be published in greater detail in 
Occupational Psychology. 
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Role of Experience in Misreaching 
produced by Visual Cortex Lesions 

WHEN the macular projection area--that part of 
the visual striate cortex to which the macular region 
of the retina projects-is removed in monkeys a 
characteristic symptom can be demonstrated. The 
animal frequently misreaches for small pieces of 
food when they are presented to him on a flat 
surfaco,

,2. The error involved may be as much as 

t~ree .inches, and two inches is common. It is tho 
dlrectlOn of tho object, rather than the distance 
whic~ is .usually gauged incorrectly by the animal; 
that IS, hIS fingers fall to the sides of the object rather 
than beyond or in front of it. The direction of the 
error appears to depend primarily on which hand is 
used, misreaching to the left tending to occur whon 
the left ha:nd is used and misreaching to the right 
whe~ the rIght hand. is used. The positiQn €If the food 
rel~tlVe tQ the a~lImaFs bQdy is also impQrtant. 
This ~ype of behavlOur IS €If ten called 'past-PQinting'; 
but smce tho error tends to be Qne €If direction rather 
than distance, and alsQ because past-PQinting is also 
used to refer to vestibular or cerebellar derangement, 
we prefer tQ use the term 'misroaching'. 

Misreaching is easily demQnstrated during the first 
few days after QperatiQn. It declines and almost 
invariably disappears within ten days.' Afterwards, 
operated animals are as adept as nQrmal animals at 
detecting and picking up small objects. 

It has ne:-rer been shown whether practice is neces­
sary for thIS recQvery to occur Qr whether it is the 
result €If a spontaneQus re-QrganizatiQn €If the visual 
system after part €If it has been damaged. The latter 
hypothesis might seem rather improbable were it nQt 
~or the fa:ct t~at we now know that the rhesus monkey 
IS not blmd m the centre €If its visual field after this 
operatiQn, althQugh this region is less efficient than 
in the ~or.m~l anim.aP. Whichever hYPQthesis is 
cQrrect,. l~ IS. mterestmg tQ contrast the high degree 
of plastICIty m such mQnkeys with tho lack €If CQrrec­
tion in QrientatiQn after eye rotation Qr similar 
alterations in Amphibia'. 

In Qrder to distinguish between these tWQ views 
about t~e recQve~y process-spontaneQus recovery 
or practICe-an ammal was kept in total darkness for 
ton days after the macular projectiQn area had been 
removed; he was then tested for misreaching. The 
result was clear. The animal misreached in exactly 
the ~ame ma:nner and. for the same length of time as 
prevlOus ammals whICh had been tested without a 
delay after surgery. A control animal which was 
kept in the dark for 10 days showed no misreaching 
when it emerged. These statements are based on 
daily observations made in an experimental situatiQn 
which permits quantitative estimates of misreachino' 

from cine film records. b 

It is concluded that, although the cause of mis­
reaching .is sti~l not P?rfectly clear, recovory depends 
on oxperIence m the lIght. It cannot be said without 
further. exp.erimen~al work whether mere exposure 
to the hght IS suffiCient, or whether specific practice in 
reaching for objects is necessary. The latter appears 
mor~ likely. in view of recent work on the recovery 
ofmlsreachmg by human subjects wearing prisms". 

This investigation was supported by the U.S. Air 
Force under Contract Ali' 61 (052)-185. One of us 
(A. C.) held a Medical Research Council fellowship 
while doing this work. 
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