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H a v e Y o u R e a d thi s Before ? 

Evaluating Familiarity Using Response Times 

Travis L. Seymour (NOGARD@Umich.Edu) 

Shana R. Pallota (SPALLOT@Umich.Edu) 

Colleen M. Seifert (SElFERT@Umich,Edu) 

University of Michigan 
Departmen t  o f  Psychology ;  52 5 Eas t  Universit y 

A nn Arbor ,  M I  48109-110 9 U S A 

Eyewitnesse s ar e ofte n aske d t o recogniz e face s from 
mugshot s o r  i n polic e lineups .  Bu t  h o w goo d i s ou r  abilit y 
t o recogniz e face s wit h minima l  prio r  exposure ,  an d i n th e 
absenc e o f  th e appropriat e context ? Studie s sugges t  eyewit -
nesse s m a y b e muc h les s accurat e tha n performanc e i n labo -
rator y test s o f  recognitio n memory ,  eve n thoug h grea t 
weigh t  i s give n t o eyewitnes s identificatio n (Shapir o &  Pen -
rod ,  1986 ;  Watkins ,  H o &  Tulving ,  1976) .  H o w ca n recog -
nitio n memor y b e accuratel y evaluated ? 

One metho d require s witnesse s recal l  th e fac e o f  a  suspect , 
eithe r  b y describin g i t  t o a  polic e sketc h artis t  o r  b y buildin g 
a fac e from  a  se t  o f  feature s (e.g. ,  usin g a n "Identi-kit") . 
However ,  severa l  studie s hav e show n that ,  rathe r  tha n elimi -
natin g contex t  effects ,  suc h method s m a y requir e participant s 
t o transfor m visua l  memorie s int o verba l  form ,  o r  choos e 
simila r  feature s whe n n o exac t  matc h i s offered . 

Further ,  becaus e thes e method s tak e fa r  longe r  tha n 
memory recognitio n itself ,  the y m a y introduc e bia s t o th e 
selectio n o f  subsequen t  feature s (e.g. ,  Mauldi n &  Laughery , 
1981) .  Fo r  example ,  whil e considerin g whethe r  a  fac e look s 
"familiar, "  a  witnes s m a y recal l  th e crim e circumstances ,  an d 
reaso n tha t  th e fac e shoul d hav e a  particula r  featur e (e.g. ,  a 
teenage r  i s mor e likel y t o hav e bee n a t  th e schoolgrounds) . 
The lon g tim e period s involve d i n thes e method s ma y allo w 
othe r  thought s t o influenc e th e recognitio n process . 

An alternativ e metho d i s suggeste d b y Seymour ,  Seifert , 
Shaft o an d M o s m a n n (1999) ,  w h o showe d tha t  respons e 
time s (RT ]  ca n detec t  whethe r  participant s ar e familia r  wit h 
verba l  stimuli .  Participant s wer e aske d t o stud y a  se t  o f 
phrases ,  an d the n t o perfor m a n Old/Ne w recognitio n task . 
S o me o f  th e "new "  item s i n thi s tas k wer e alread y familia r 
from  a n earlie r  task .  Participant s ha d t o rejec t  th e ne w item s 
withi n a  stric t  respons e deadline ,  to o fas t  t o allo w strategi c 
processin g ( < 75 0 ms) .  Th e result s showe d participant s wer e 
slowe r  t o rejec t  familia r  non-targe t  item s compare d t o unfa -
milia r  non-targe t  items .  Thi s metho d reliabl y detecte d 
whethe r  participant s ha d see n th e "new "  item s before ,  eve n 
thoug h tha t  familiarit y wa s unrelate d t o th e tes t  task . 

I n th e presen t  study ,  w e replicat e Seymou r  e t  al .  (1999 ) 
usin g face s a s stimul i  instea d o f  words .  Ou r  hypothesi s wa s 
tha t  non-targe t  face s familia r  fro m a  prio r  tas k wil l  interfer e 
wit h response s i n a  ne w task .  I n Par t  1 ,  participant s studie d 

picture s o f  si x individua l  face s ("Probes") ,  an d the n ha d t o 
identif y whethe r  a  pictur e wa s th e sam e a s studied ,  o r  mirror -
reversed .  I n Par t  2 ,  participant s wer e tol d t o stud y si x mor e 
faces ,  th e 'Target "  faces .  Then ,  participant s complete d a n 
Old/Ne w judgmen t  task ,  an d wer e tol d t o respon d "old "  onl y 
t o th e Targe t  pictures .  The y wer e instructe d t o respon d 
"new "  t o bot h ne w face s ("Fillers" )  an d t o an y o f  th e earlie r 
mirro r  tes t  face s (Probes) .  Th e result s sho w tha t  partici -
pants '  familiarit y wit h th e Prob e face s interfere d wit h fas t 
and accurat e responses .  Prob e face s wer e mor e ofte n incor -
rectl y calle d "Old "  ( M =  .57 ;  S D =  .21 )  tha n wer e Fille r 
face s ( M =  .18 ;  S D =  .06) ,  t  (23 )  =  9.14 ,  p  <  .001 .  Also , 
R Ts fo r  Prob e face s correctl y calle d "New "  ( M =  670ms ;  S D 
= 124 )  wer e reliabl y slowe r  tha n fo r  Fille r  item s ( M = 
597ms;  S D =  85) ,  t  (23 )  =  2.42 ,  p  <  .03 . 

We conclud e tha t  participant s ar e unabl e t o identif y th e 
sourc e o f  a  feelin g o f  familiarit y withi n th e shor t  tim e frame 
require d b y thi s task .  Therefore ,  the y ar e mor e likel y t o ini -
tiall y  falsel y recogniz e a  familia r  ite m a s a  Targe t  item ,  thu s 
affectin g thei r  response .  Thi s paradig m m a y hol d promis e 
fo r  evaluatin g visua l  recognitio n m e m o r y i n othe r  settings . 
T o th e exten t  tha t  item s interfer e wit h fas t  an d accurat e re-
sponses ,  thi s metho d easil y identifie s the m a s familia r  t o th e 
participant .  Althoug h furthe r  studie s ar e needed ,  thes e re -
sult s sugges t  tha t  th e RT-base d "Guilt y Knowledge "  tes t 
reporte d b y Seymou r  e t  al .  (1999 )  m a y offe r  a  robus t  para -
dig m wit h whic h t o evaluat e recognitio n m e m o r y fo r  faces . 
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