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Prefrontal alpha- and beta-band oscillations are
involved in rule selection
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Spotlight
A recent study in monkeys reports that oscillatory neu-
ronal synchronization between ensembles of prefrontal
neurons is involved in rule selection. The study demon-
strates that beta-band synchronization (19–40 Hz)
reflects the selection of a rule, whereas alpha-band
synchronization (6–16 Hz) reflects the active inhibition
of a not-to-be-applied rule.

In daily life, people are often confronted with situations
where different rules need to be applied depending on the
context. For instance, the head of a hammer is used to drive
a nail, whereas, in order to extract a nail, the claw must be
used instead. In multilingual settings, different rules are
used to interpret speech depending on the language spo-
ken. Behavior in social settings is also dominated by
context-dependent rules. For instance, one acts differently
when having lunch with one’s spouse than when having
lunch with one’s boss. Although it is well-established that
the prefrontal cortex (PFC) is involved in rule selection [1],
little is known about the underlying neurophysiological
mechanisms.

Buschman et al. [2] conducted a study in which they
recorded from multiple electrodes implanted in the dorso-
lateral PFC of monkeys. The monkeys were cued to per-
form either a color or an orientation discrimination task.
This constituted ‘the rule’ (Figure 1a). The cue was followed
a few hundred milliseconds later by the target stimulus,
which was composed of a colored bar with a given orienta-
tion (Figure 1a). After the target stimulus was presented,
the monkeys were trained to make a saccade to the left or
right depending on the rule. For instance, if the color rule
was to be applied, the monkey had to make a right saccade
in response to a red bar and a left saccade for a blue bar.
When the orientation rule was applied, the monkey would
make a left saccade for a vertical bar and a right saccade for
a horizontal bar. This paradigm allowed the investigation
of neuronal activity associated with rule selection before
and during the presentation of the target stimulus.

The authors found that the local field potentials (LFPs)
of a subset of the electrodes synchronized in the higher
beta band (19–40 Hz) around stimulus onset when the
color rule was applied (Figure 1b, blue traces). When
the orientation rule was applied, LFPs from a different
set of electrodes synchronized in the same frequency band.
Crucially, when the more difficult color rule was applied,
the researchers observed pre-stimulus synchronization in
the alpha band (6–16 Hz) for electrodes showing a prefer-
ence for the orientation rule (Figure 1b, red traces).
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The oscillatory activity had consequences for behavior:
especially stronger alpha-band synchronization allowed
the monkeys to perform the task faster. In line with the
behavioral effects, the higher the anticipatory alpha pow-
er for the orientation ensemble, the higher the spike rate of
the color-rule ensemble during stimulus presentation.
Additionally it was demonstrated that neuronal spiking
was phase-locked to beta oscillations. The phasic influence
of alpha oscillations remains to be further characterized.
According to the pulsed inhibition hypothesis [10], the
spiking activity of the orientation-selective neurons
should be constrained by the phase of alpha oscillations
in the pre-stimulus interval when preparing for the color
rule.

The findings of this study imply that neuronal synchro-
nization in the beta band is involved in higher-order exec-
utive functioning, such as rule selection. In particular, a
given rule is represented by an ensemble of neurons in PFC
that oscillate in synchrony in the beta band. This is akin to
the theory of feature binding by neuronal synchronization
as proposed for the visual system [3]. The strong phase-
locking between spikes and LFPs demonstrates that the
timing of neuronal action potentials is determined by the
phase of ongoing oscillations. As such, oscillations are
intimately involved in controlling the dynamics underlying
neuronal computations. Oscillations might not only be
important for creating neuronal ensembles within regions,
but also for communication between distant regions [4].
Previous work has demonstrated that top-down modula-
tion is mediated by long-range synchronization in the beta
band [5]. It is therefore possible that the selected rule is
further communicated to sensory regions by long-range
beta-band synchronization.

Neuronal synchronization in the alpha band is consistent
with the suggestion that alpha-band synchronization
reflects functional inhibition [6]. It has previously been
demonstrated that neuronal firing decreases as alpha-band
power increases [7]. Furthermore, an increase in alpha-band
synchronization in sensory regions has been shown to be
predictive of performance when distractors can be antici-
pated [8]. Whereas these results have typically been
reported in sensory regions, Buschman et al. now show that
the functional role of alpha-band synchronization gener-
alizes to include the execution of operations in PFC. The
fact that performance correlates with alpha-band synchro-
nization is in stark contrast to the conventional view that
alpha-band activity simply reflects idling or rest.

The stage is now set for investigating if similar phe-
nomena can be found in humans. Certainly, both alpha-
and beta-band activity are readily detectable by EEG and
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Figure 1. Neuronal synchronization associated with rule application. (a)

Monkeys were trained to apply a color or an orientation rule as determined

by the initial cue. The cue was followed by the target: a bar that was either red

or blue. The orientation of the bar was either horizontal or vertical. The task of

the monkeys was to identify either the color or the orientation of the bar and to

respond accordingly by performing a left or a right saccade. In the example

presented here, the monkey was instructed to apply the color rule. In response

to the red bar, the monkey made a left saccade. (b) Neuronal activity was

recorded from a large array of electrodes implanted in PFC. In a subset of the

electrodes, LFPs synchronized in the beta band (blue traces) when the color

rule was applied, whereas in another subset, LFPs synchronized in the same

band when the orientation rule was applied (red traces). Importantly, the

orientation-selective electrodes synchronized in the alpha band prior to the

application of the color rule (red traces, left).
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MEG recordings. The whole-head coverage of these tech-
niques makes it possible to study the top-down control
exercised by the PFC on sensory areas by means of
coherence in the beta and alpha band [8,9]. For instance,
the selection of the color rule might be reflected by the
respective PFC ensemble becoming coherent with activi-
ty in ventral regions (e.g., the color selective V4) in the
beta band. Similarly, the de-selection of the orientation
rule would be reflected by alpha-band synchronization
between PFC and dorsal posterior parietal regions.
2

The study by Buschman et al. opens new avenues for the
investigation of the functional role of brain oscillations in
higher cognitive functioning. Whereas anticipatory alpha-
band synchronization determines the state of a network,
beta-band synchronization seems to reflect stimulus-rele-
vant processing instead. Interestingly, concepts initially
applied to the interpretation of human alpha oscillations
seem to apply to monkey PFC also. It would be of great
interest to investigate if the beta-band findings in PFC on
rule selection generalize to humans. From a theoretical
perspective, there is a need to develop further the mecha-
nistic understanding of the role of phasic entrainment pro-
vided by ongoing oscillations. Although alpha-band
synchronization reflects functional inhibition, it is not clear
why this type of inhibition is oscillatory. Alpha-band oscilla-
tions may be involved in prioritizing neuronal processing
and organizing a temporal code [10]. Certainly, the findings
of Buschman et al. add to a growing body of evidence that
emphasizes the functional significance of neuronal oscilla-
tions by demonstrating the existence of a link between
neuronal synchronization and higher cognitive operations.

Acknowledgments
This work was supported by ‘‘The healthy brain’’ funded by the
Netherlands Initiative Brain and Cognition under grant number 056-
14-011 and the Fyssen funding scheme.

References
1 Milner, B. et al. (1963) Effects of brain lesions on card sorting. Arch.

Neurol. 9, 90–100
2 Buschman, T.J. et al. (2012) Synchronous oscillatory neural ensembles

for rules in the prefrontal cortex. Neuron 76, 838–846
3 Singer, W. and Gray, C.M. (1995) Visual feature integration and the

temporal correlation hypothesis. Annu. Rev. Neurosci. 18, 555–586
4 Fries, P. (2005) A mechanism for cognitive dynamics: neuronal

communication through neuronal coherence. Trends Cogn. Sci. 9, 474–480
5 Buschman, T.J. and Miller, E.K. (2007) Top-down versus bottom-up

control of attention in the prefrontal and posterior parietal cortices.
Science 315, 1860–1862

6 Klimesch, W. et al. (2007) EEG alpha oscillations: the inhibition-timing
hypothesis. Brain Res. Rev. 53, 63–88

7 Haegens, S. et al. (2011) a-Oscillations in the monkey sensorimotor
network influence discrimination performance by rhythmical inhibition
of neuronal spiking. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. U.S.A. 108, 19377–19382

8 Bonnefond, M. and Jensen, O. (2012) Alpha oscillations serve to protect
working memory maintenance against anticipated distracters. Curr.
Biol. 22, 1969–1974

9 Zanto, T.P. et al. (2011) Causal role of the prefrontal cortex in top-down
modulation of visual processing and working memory. Nat. Neurosci.
14, 656–661

10 Jensen, O. et al. (2012) An oscillatory mechanism for prioritizing
salient unattended stimuli. Trends Cogn. Sci. 16, 200–206

1364-6613/$ – see front matter � 2012 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2012.11.002 Trends in Cognitive Sciences xx (2012) 1–2


