
 

Anxiety increases error, but not bias, in facial
recognition
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While people in a state of anxiety make more mistakes trying to
recognise faces, they don't show an increased ethnic bias, according to
research which debunks a commonly-held belief.

The work sheds more light into the complexities surrounding eye-witness
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testimonies, indicating that a person who sees a crime is unlikely to be
more biased against those from another race if they are anxious.

"We know that stress and anxiety can make an eye-witness less accurate,
and that people are better at recognising faces of their own ethnic group
than other ethnicities," Murdoch University researcher Dr Guy Curtis
says.

"But we couldn't find anything in the literature clearly looking at how
these two characteristics might interact.

The research findings do not fit with the idea that anxiety increases own-
ethnicity bias, or racial bias, by increasing stereotyping, Dr Curtis says.

"Some psychologists have suggested that people under stress would be
more likely to rely on categorisation, but that wasn't the case," he says.

In fact, anxiety may actually decrease stereotyping, as people's brains
work harder to avoid cognitive shortcuts, he says.

The research consisted of two experiments ran by Murdoch University,
the University of Western Australia and the University of Western
Sydney and asked 161 students to view 60 facial photographs of
Caucasians and African Americans.

Half of the participants were put under stress, told they would have to
give a three-minute speech to their classmates immediately after the
task, or given anagrams to solve which had no solution.

All of the participants were then presented with another 60 photos and
asked to say which of the faces were new and which were old.

The researchers found those under stress were significantly worse at
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recalling faces, likely due to anxiety interfering with the process of
memory encoding.

However, while anxious students made more mistakes, there was no
evidence that the ethnicity of the person they were looking at made a
difference.

The findings are consistent with Dr Curtis' previous research which
found happy people were more likely than stressed people to assume a
man was guilty of assault than a woman, falling back on stereotypes.

"Happy people basically took the easy way, falling back on the
stereotype of men being more prone to violence, whereas anxious people
worked harder," he says.

People may be able to improve their abilities to recognise other
ethnicities through experience, Dr Curtis says.
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This article first appeared on ScienceNetwork Western Australia a
science news website based at Scitech.
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