
 
 

PGR PROJECT – DEPARTMENT OF PSYCHOLOGY – DURHAM UNIVERSITY 

 

 

 

Neural Correlates of Familiar Face Recognition 
Background 

People are remarkably good at familiar face 
recognition. We are able to identify familiar 
faces from nearly any image, even though 
these images can vary quite substantially in 
properties such as lighting, viewpoint etc. 
Hence, the mental representations 
underlying familiar face recognition are 
assumed to be highly “robust”, i.e., they 
allow identifying an individual face 
independent of a specific image. However, 
little is known about how image-
independent face representations are 
implemented in the human brain. 

The present project will use event-related 
brain potentials (ERP) derived from the 
human EEG to examine image-
independent face recognition. More 
specifically, we will analyze the N250 and 
SFE components, which have been linked 
to face recognition by previous research. 

Aims and Methods 

In previous research (Wiese et al., in press) 
we have begun to establish a neural 
correlate of image-independent face 
recognition, the so-called Sustained 
Familiarity Effect (SFE). This familiarity 
effect not only reflects the identification of 
individual faces but can also be reliably 
observed in individual participants. This 
project will follow up on this initial finding 
and further examine the neural and 
psychological processes underlying this 
effect. We will further test its robustness 
against potential countermeasures (e.g., 
deception by participants not motivated to 
indicate their familiarity with a specific 
identity). 

During the experiments, participants will be 
presented with multiple images of highly 
familiar and unfamiliar faces while their 
EEG is recorded. Their task will be 
unrelated to the familiarity of the faces (e.g., 
detect randomly intermixed butterfly 

stimuli), and face recognition will be 
measured implicitly via ERPs. Accordingly, 
any observed ERP correlate of face 
familiarity will not depend on the 
participants’ overt response to identify the 
face. 

Relevance 

The project examines a core problem in 
both human and automatic face recognition 
research – image-independent face 
recognition. Moreover, an objective, ERP-
based index of familiarity may be useful in 
applied (e.g., legal) contexts since explicit 
recognition of familiarity by the participant 
is not required. 

Training 

The research will be based in the 
Department of Psychology in Durham. 
Besides general research skills, the 
candidate will get an intense training in the 
acquisition and analysis of EEG data, and 
will further profit from an established 
network of scientific collaborators, located 
both in the UK and abroad. 

Suitable for  

PhD and MSc by Research students. 
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