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Foveal and extrafoveal processing of features within a face 
underpinning social perception 

Background 

Foveated stimuli receive visual processing 
that is quantitatively and qualitatively different 
from non-foveated stimuli. At normal 
interpersonal distances, people move their 
eyes around another’s face so that certain 
features receive foveal processing; on any 
given fixation, other features therefore project 
extrafoveally. Yet little is known about the 
processing of extrafoveally-presented facial 
features, how informative those extrafoveally-
presented features are for face perception 
(e.g., for assessing another’s emotion), or 
what processes extract task-relevant (e.g., 
emotion-related) cues from facial features 
that first appear outside the fovea, and how 
these processes are implemented in the 
brain. 

Preliminary data from our lab indicate that 
forcing fixation on certain facial features 
diagnostic of certain emotions enhances 
recognition performance for those emotions, 
and yet first saccades do not preferentially 
seek out diagnostic features. However, a 
number of questions remain unanswered. 
For example: Does attention to diagnostic 
facial features, independent of fixation, 
enhance recognition of the relevant emotion? 
What processes and brain mechanisms are 
most important for extracting emotion-related 
or other types of social cues from facial 
features in the periphery? 

Aims and Methods 

This project centres around an ongoing 
collaboration with Dr. Hannah Smithson 
(Psychology, Oxford University). You will 
work with Drs. Atkinson and Smithson on a 
series of experiments that aim to address 
unresolved questions such as those 
mentioned above. These experiments will 
involve eye tracking, image processing, 
psychophysics, and, potentially, functional 
brain imaging and/or work with individuals 
with developmental disorders such as autism. 

Relevance 

Abnormal patterns of fixation during facial 
viewing are associated with conditions 
involving impaired social cognition. Vision is 
an active process (Findlay & Gilchrist, 2003), 
and understanding how extrafoveal vision 
contributes to the perception of social 
information in the face may provide important 
insights to the larger issues of normal and 
abnormal human social interactions. 

This project bridges interests of various 
groups within the psychological community 
and adjacent disciplines, including 
experimental and developmental psychology, 
cognitive neuroscience, and psychiatry. 

Training 

The research activity will be primarily based 
in Psychology. Besides general research 
skills and advanced knowledge in vision 
science and social perception, the candidate 
will get an intense training in eye tracking, 
psychophysics, statistics and (potentially) 
functional neuroimaging. 

Suitable for  

PhD and MSc by Research students. 
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