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In an earlier facial recognition study, subjects inspected 6 full faces and, 1 week later, tried
to identify those 6 from among 12 faces that were presented as full faces, left halves only, or
right halves only. Fewer errors were committed by subjects who viewed faces that were left half
only than by subjects who viewed faces that were right half only. Such a finding could stem from
differences in the amount of information contained in the left versus right halves offaces or from
differences in the amount of information extracted by the subjects . The present experiment sup­
ports the latter explanation by showing the same advantage ofleft half over right half even when
the faces used were mirror images of the faces used in the earlier experiment. In both experi­
ments, fewer errors were committed by subjects who viewed full faces during testing than by
subjects who viewed partial faces.

Studies of facial recognition indicate that humans have
a large capacity for encoding and recognizing normally
oriented faces (Freedman & Haber, 1974; Hochberg &
Galper, 1967). Within each face, the cues provided by
individual features may be an important factor affecting
recognition . In facial recognition, as in the recognition
of many objects, not all attributes of the stimulus receive
the same amounts of attention. Some elements of a face
may be more important than others in the recognition of
that face. For example, Goldstein and Mackenberg (1966)
and Seamon, Stolz, Bass, and Chatinover (1978) found
that eyes provided more information for the recognition
of a previously seen face than did other features. Gold­
stein and Mackenberg also reported that the upper half
of a face provided more information or cues to allow the
recognition of a previously seen full face than did the
lower half. They did not compare the left versus right
halves of faces, perhaps because they thought of the two
sides as being functionally equivalent.

In an earlier facial recognition test (Kennedy, Beard ,
& Carr, 1982), subjects inspected 6 full faces for 5 min
and, 1 week later , tried to identify those 6 from among
12 faces that were presented as full faces, left half only,
or right half only. As might be expected, the subjects who
viewed full faces during testing committed the fewest er­
rors, but those who viewed the left half also committed
fewer errors than did those who viewed the right half.
The latter finding might stem from a difference in the
amount of information actually contained in the left versus
right halves of the faces or , more likely , from a differ­
ence in the amount of information extracted via central
processing from each half during inspection (Gilbert &
Bakan, 1973). The present experiment tested these two
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hypotheses by repeating the earlier experiment in all
respects, except that the faces used in the present experi­
ment were mirror images of those used earlier by Kennedy
et al. (1982). In both experiments, the left half of a face
was defined as the side a person would call his/her own
left side .

METHOD

Subjects
Ninety-nine college undergraduates viewed six full faces during the

inspection phase. The subjects were then assigned randomly to one of
three groups (N = 30-36 per group) , differing only with respect to the
aspect of the faces presented I week later during a recognition test (i.e .,
full face, left half of face, or right half) .

Materials
The faces used in the present experiment were the same as those pre­

pared by Cohen and Carr (1975), and used by Kennedy et al. (1982).
Twelve photographs of adult male faces (frontal view) were selected
randomly from a large pool of photographs . The photographs were of
males between the ages of22 and 40 years ; the faces displayed no emo­
tion and possessed no unusual features (e .g. , scars , teards, eyeglasses,
etc.). The 12 photographs were converted to standardized line draw­
ings via the Identi-Kit (Smith-Wesson Law Enforcement Group , Santa
Ana, CA).

For the present experiment, the faces were photographed in a reversed
or mirror -image orientation, so that what was present on the right half
of a normally oriented face would be present on the left half of the mirror­
image face. Copies were made of the 6 full faces arranged on a single
sheet of paper (the inspection sheet), and copies were made of all 12
faces on each version of test sheet. Test sheets for the experiment were
of three types: full face, left half of a face, or right half of a face.

Procedure
During the inspection phase of the experiment, each subject viewed

an inspection sheet containing the six full faces for 5 min and was in­
structed to remember the faces but not to discuss the experiment with
others . One week later , approximately one-third of the subjects were
presented with one of the three types of test sheet (full face, left half,
or right half of a face) containing 12 faces. They were asked to identify
the 6 faces that had been seen during the previous inspection, and to
guess when necessary. No time limit was imposedon the recognitiontest.

209 Copyright 1985 Psychonomic Society, Inc.



210 KENNEDY, SCANNAPIECO, MILLS, AND CARR

RESULTS

During the recognition test, the 99 subjects were able
to identify the six faces seen 1 week earlier rather well.
Only 134 of 1,188 possible errors were committed, an
overall error rate of 11.3 %. The error rate for the sub­
jects who viewed full faces, left halves , and right halves
were 7.8% , 8.6% , and 16.6 %, respectively .

Overall, the three groups differed reliably with respect
to the number of errors committed [Kruskal-Wallis one­
way ANOVA, H(2) = 7.58 , P < .05]. Moreover, the
subjects who viewed full faces during the recognition test
committed reliably fewer errors than did those who
viewed the right halves (Mann-Whitney U test, z = 2.68,
P < .05). But the subjects who viewed full faces did not
differ reliably from those who viewed the left halves (z
= 0.74) . More importantly, the subjects who viewed the
left halves committed reliably fewer errors than did those
who viewed the right halves (z = 2.32 , P < .05).

DISCUSSION

Kenn edy et a1. (1982 ) permitted subjects to inspect 6 full faces for
5 min and, I week later , asked them to identify the 6 faces that had
been seen earlier from among 12 faces . They found that subjec ts who
viewe d only the left halves of the 12 faces commi tted fewer errors than
those who viewed only the right halves . The present expe riment reveals
the same effec t even though the faces used in this experiment were the
mirror image s of the 12 faces used by Kennedy et a1. (1982). There­
fore , we infer that the effect stems from a difference in the amount of
inform ation extracted via centr al processing from each half dur ing in­
spection, and not from a difference in the amount of informa tion actu­
ally co ntained in each half.

Ea rlier studies indicate that the right hal f of the human face looks
more like the whole face than does the left half (Gilbert & Bakan , 1973;
Sackheim, Gur , & Saueey, 1978), a finding that seems incongruent with
that reported here . But the incongruity may stem from differences in

method ology. In the earlier studies , the faces were inspected for the
first time either during the test or just before it, and the subjects were
asked to make judgments about the faces , for example, the degree of
similarity or emotional intensity . In the pre sent test , the subjects were
asked to ident ify the 6 faces they had inspected I week earlier from
among 12 faces . Our interpretation of the incongruity is in accord with
a report by Patterson and Bradshaw (1975) , who theorized that recog­
nition tasks that involve easy discriminations and short-term memory
confer an advantage to the left visual field , whe reas tasks that involve
difficult discriminations and long-term memory confer an advantage to
the right visual field .
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