
Unfamiliar face matching is error-prone, even under optimal
viewing conditions (Bindemann et al., 2010). Research has
demonstrated that social categorization (SC), classifying faces
as members of social in-groups versus out-groups, also
influences face perception (Bernstein et al., 2007). The current
studies investigated the automaticity and potential
benefits/drawbacks of SC in unfamiliar face recognition

(Experiment 1) and matching (Experiment 2). Some

participants reported social categories (explicit) and others did

not (implicit). Experiment 1 revealed no SC effects, with

comparable accuracy for faces identified as in-group, relative to
out-group, and no differences across explicit or implicit

categorization. In Experiment 2, participants’ matching

accuracy was higher for in-group faces than out-group faces,
and instructions to explicitly categorize faces by group
improved match accuracy. These results suggest SC effects are
relatively automatic, occurring without explicit instruction or
salient visual cues, and provide empirical support for social
cognitive theories of face perception (Hugenberg et al., 2010).
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Unfamiliar Face Perception

• Unfamiliar face matching is also surprisingly
error prone (2, 6, 8).

• Classifying faces as social “in-group” benefits
face perception (1).

• In-group faces are
recognized more 
accurately than 
out-group faces.

• This pattern resembles
other-race effects (3).

Social Categorization

• In applied contexts, unfamiliar face matching
involves individuals from diverse racial and
ethnic backgrounds.

Figure adapted from 1.

Stimuli

• Unfamiliar face recognition is affected by many
factors that do not affect familiar faces (5).

• Own-race faces are 
matched more 
accurately (9, 10). Figure adapted from 9.

• …even for made 
up social categories.

Marshall University

Miami University

Are social categorization effects automatic, 
and do they emerge in face matching?

Experiment 1: Recognition

Experiment 2: Matching

“In-group”:
U.S.A., Canada, Australia

“Out-group”:
Iran, Iraq, Russia

• 96 paired photos of volunteers (11). 

• One student/government-issue ID; 
one recent, taken an average of 1.5 years 
after the ID photo.

Encoding Phase

match          mismatch match          mismatch

Implicit Explicit

Country of origin?

IRAQ    CAN     RUS 
IRAN   USA    AUS

Country of origin?

IRAQ    CAN     RUS 
IRAN   USA    AUS

Implicit Explicit

References are available on handout.

• Social categorization did not affect face
recognition, but did affect face matching.

• The effects of social categorization occurred
regardless of explicit categorization.

• Empirical support for social cognitive 
models of face perception (e.g., 4, 7). 

Conclusions

Results

Experiment 1

Experiment 2

• Accuracy (across
both match and
mismatch face pairs)
was higher for 
in-group faces.

• In-group decisions were associated with a
liberal bias (tendency toward match).

• In-group benefits
were observed even
when participants
did not explicitly
categorize faces.

• Recognition hits
were not higher for
in-group faces, which
failed to replicate 
previous work (1).
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Figure adapted from 11.

Old      New

Old      New
Old      New

Old/New Recognition

Does social categorization 
occur automatically?

Does in-group categorization improve 
face matching?

• Categorization occurs quickly,
effortlessly, and automatically.

• Hits were defined as successful mismatches,
and correct rejections as successful matches.
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