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Face Recognition – A Necessary Part of Everyday Life
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The effects of solitary confinement, used as a punishment in prisons, can teach us many things. One of them may be how much people miss and need to have others around them. 

Many of our nation’s elderly are confined to their own homes, due to illness or because lack of finances prevents them from going out to spend time with others. They’re lonely, and miss and need others.

One of the good parts of being with others is seeing smiling faces and watching others express themselves.  Being around others who are smiling lifts our spirits and gives us a more positive outlook on whatever is currently happening in our life. Many find that when they’re around others who aren’t so happy, simply putting on a happy face can be the catalyst for changing the mood of everyone present.

Our ability to recognize and distinguish a very large number of faces is astonishing since all faces are basically similar. One researcher, Haig, reported that after subjects were shown an unfamiliar face, they were able to detect very slight spatial changes between the eyes, nose and mouth features. In some instances, these slight, spatial changes were very close to the limits of visual acuity.  

However, there are some people who actually can’t recognize faces. This medical condition is called prosopagnosia, and can be the result of a stroke. The part of the brain thought to be responsible for viewing faces is the ventral temporal cortex. This 20 squares centimeter area is located on the bottom surface of the brain. 

It’s common knowledge in face recognition science that newborn babies prefer to look at pictures of faces more than any other object.  It seems that we’re programmed from birth to be social and have a distinct need to see faces! 

Back in 1975, Goren, Sarty and Wu reported that newborns prefer face-like patterns as early as nine minutes after birth. 

Researchers also find that the ability of children to recognize unfamiliar faces improves as they age. Studies that compared 6 to 8-year-olds with 10-year-olds found face recognition superior in the 10-year-olds. This also held true cross-culturally in American and Guatemalan children.

But at the age of 11, scientists say, our ability to identify faces stops and doesn’t progress any farther, unless we obtain specialized training in face recognition.

Pilot studies show that a little over an hour of specialized training can improve face recognition ability 165% in the general population and 87% in police officers. In these studies, volunteers were given five seconds to view a face, then asked to describe what it looked like a few seconds later. Initial scores were low, reporting only 3.9 characteristics on a face but after training, scores jumped to 10.8. Volunteers commented that they had never before seen some of the facial characteristics they learned, but reported later that faces looked very much different than before. It was as if they were looking at faces for the first time!

Face recognition training is fun and easy. Once face recognition skills are developed, they allow us to see each face as very unique and special. We can easily differentiate faces of other races, but most of all, the faces bring us a level of social satisfaction we just can’t live without.

Dr. Donna Schwontkowski has taught memory and accelerated learning for over 10 years and is the author of Million Dollar Memory for Names & Faces. She speaks to businesses and on college campuses; to check availability, see www.MDMInternationalSpeaking.com. Sign up for her Million Dollar Memory newsletter at www.MillionDollarMemory.net and get access to the latest information in the fields of memory, face recognition and crime prevention once a month. 

Feel free to reprint this article on your site as long as you leave the copyright in place and don’t change anything. Print media should contact Dr. Donna at DrDonna@MillionDollarMemory.net.
