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While unfamiliar face matching has been established as a 
notoriously difficult task, it is less well-known whether, or 

how much, individuals remember about the faces 
encountered during matching tasks. Face-matching 

difficulty was manipulated using a temporally separated 8-
face lineup, simultaneous 4- or 8-face lineup, or 2-face 

matching decision and subsequently testing face 
recognition memory. Easing face-matching difficulty had 

little effect on long-term memory performance (60% 
average hit rate). We also assessed short-term memory and 
found much higher rates of memory performance (93% hit 

rate). These experiments suggest that faces can be 
maintained in short-term, but not long-term, memory. 

Overview of Experiments and Results
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Experiment 1

Right: Although line-up 
hits lead to above-
chance recognition at 
test (ƞ2

p = .30), overall 
memory performance 
was still quite low (65%) 

8-face line-up also presented 
between subjects

Experiment 2

Left: 4-face line-ups lead to 
better match performance 
than 8-face line-ups

Right: Long-term memory was 
poor regardless of line-up size 
or accuracy

Experiment 4

Left: Intentional encoding 
improved match accuracy 
compared to incidental encoding 

Right: Correct rejections during 
matching resulted in better long-
term memory (ƞ2

p = .17)

Memory for Unfamiliar Faces…
• In 1985, Penny Anne Beernstein

identified Steven Avery as her rapist 
from a photo line-up of nine 
individuals, just hours after the attack.

• Days later, Beernstein again selects 
Avery from a live line-up at the 
sheriff’s office.

• In 2002, DNA evidence was used to 
exonerate Avery and identify Gregory 
Allen as the rapist on that day in 1985.
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…is Consistently Poor

• Matching unfamiliar faces to photographs is difficult 
for both experts (1) and novices (2). 

• Memory for unfamiliar faces, both in real-world (3) 
and laboratory settings (4), is especially impaired 
even when accurate matches are initially made.

• With only 5 seconds between 
the presentation of a live target 
and a line-up, correct ID’s 
occurred only 60% of the time 
(right, 5)…

• …and made false-positive IDs 
15% of the time when matching 
a live target to a static 
photograph (below)

Do participants have LTM for unfamiliar faces?

Experiment 3

Theoretical Implications

Are 8-face line-ups creating too much proactive interference?
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Can simplified, intentional matching improve memory performance?

Is there evidence for STM of unfamiliar faces?

Viewing same or 
matching faces did not 
affect STM accuracy…

Left: … however, correct 
rejections during 
matching lead to 
enhanced performance 
on tests of STM (ƞ2

p = .10) 

How durable are memories for 
unfamiliar faces?

• Short-term memories for unfamiliar faces form only 
under very specific, intentional circumstances

• Successfully encoded face memories are rarely 
transferred to long-term memory

Applied Implications

• It is unlikely that eye witnesses or security agents will 
accurately remember previously encountered faces

• It is even less likely that previously encountered faces 
will be remembered hours or days later  

References available on handout

Figure 1, adapted from (5).

Figure 4, adapted from (5).


