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The mismatch negativity (MMN) is a component of the event-related brain potential elicited by an irregular
sound occurring in a series of sounds setting up a regularity. It peaks between 100 and 250 ms after onset
of the irregularity. EEG, MEG, and fMRI data indicate that it is mainly generated in temporal and partly
in frontal cortex. It is explained by a memory comparison mechanism in which the sensory representation of
a current sound is mismatched to a neural model of the regularity established by the preceding stimulation.
In other words, from the elicitation of MMN it can be inferred that a regularity has been established in
the brain and that a deviancy from this regularity has been detected. Importantly, MMN is even elicited
when the sounds are not attended. This pre-attentive scanning of the auditory environment for deviations
from some regularity enables the involuntary switching of attention towards potentially meaningful events.
Interestingly, MMN is not only elicited by ”simple” deviations where an isochronous sequence of identical
sounds is interrupted but also by the violation of abstract rules, and it even has some extrapolatory power.
Thus the pre-attentive change-detection system underlying MMN reveals a considerable degree of adaptivity
and may be regarded as an intelligent system operating at sensory level.
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