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Introduction

We have a unique ability to perceive other living beings' motion. Our brains 
have evolved to detect movement in the peripheral swiftly and efficiently. When 
we look at a series of dots used to represent the human form positioned at 
different regions of the body – dubbed a point-light walker – we can see how 
well developed this biological motion perception is [1].

The majority of studies use point-light walkers to investigate how our brain 
detects biological motion. However, as a clinical psychologist in training, I was 
fascinated by the ambiguity. When you gaze at one of these figures facing you, 
for example, you have no idea whether you're looking at the front or the back. 
Surprisingly, most individuals see the walker as facing them rather than away 
when given this perspective. This facing-the-viewer bias has been seen on 
numerous occasions, and experts believe it may exist for evolutionary reasons: 
it's safer to presume that an ambiguously positioned human figure is facing you 
rather than away. 

Researchers discovered that when research participants are shown 
figures that walk in a more masculine manner (less hip swing, for example), 
they have higher facing-the-viewer biases than more feminine walkers. 
Furthermore, when these figurines are turned upside down, observers have 
a significantly harder time recognising them as humans, and they no longer 
evoke a facing-the-viewer bias [2,3]. 

The Threat Aversion

Anxious people have a strong preference for scary things in their 
environment. If you show two photographs (one frightening and one 
neutral), for example, more nervous people will look at the threatening one 
first – this is known as "threat bias." We discovered that persons who were 
more apprehensive also exhibited stronger facing-the-viewer biases in our 
experiment. The more concerned they were, the more biased they became. 

Anxiety symptoms are lessened in research when experimenters strive to 
reduce threat bias (for example, through rewards). Some researchers believe 
that threat bias is one of the main reasons why anxiety disorders are difficult to 
overcome, because the more anxious a person becomes, the more likely they 
are to pay attention to threatening things in their environment or threatening 
internal stimuli, such as stressful thoughts. This contributes to the perpetuation 
of illnesses and makes stress reduction more difficult. 

Because exercise is known to alleviate anxiety, we first looked to see if it 
affected facing-the-viewer bias. For ten minutes, subjects were asked to walk, 
jog, or stand (control group) on a treadmill. We next had them sit at a computer 
and complete a perceptual task, after which their bias was measured. We 

discovered that treadmill users who walked or jogged showed considerably 
smaller facing-the-viewer biases than those who simply stood on the treadmill.

In a follow-up study, instead of exercising, participants were asked to 
undertake a progressive muscle relaxation task. Deep breathing was used 
while flexing and releasing various muscle groups. Progressive muscle 
relaxation is a well-known anxiety-reduction technique that can also be used 
to treat various anxiety disorders. When respondents were directed through 
ten minutes of progressive muscle relaxation, their facing-the-viewer biases 
were much lower immediately following, compared to a control group who 
completed a simple word search task for the same amount of time [4]. 

Both exercise and progressive muscle relaxation have been shown 
to lessen anxiety. However, our research also shows that these tasks also 
diminish threat bias in the short term (at least for human point-light walkers). 
While we don't know how long this impact lasts, this study adds to the growing 
body of evidence suggesting exercising and relaxing are beneficial activities 
that people should seek to incorporate into their life. Using point-walkers could 
be a fantastic technique to quantify reductions in perceived threat after varied 
activities, while further research is needed. 
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