
 

Great apes found to look longer at unfamiliar
human faces than those they know
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(a) Example trial design from experiment 1 showing a familiar face and an
unfamiliar face, both in greyscale with a neutral expression. Across trials, the
locations of the familiar and unfamiliar faces were counterbalanced, as was the
location of the dot that replaced the photographs. (b) Examples of the pairs of
stimuli for the three experiments. In experiment 1 a photograph of a familiar
person's face was paired with a photograph of an unfamiliar person's face, both
with neutral expressions; in experiment 2 a photograph of a familiar person's
face was paired with a photograph of an unfamiliar person's face, both with
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surprised expressions; and in experiment 3 a photograph of a familiar person's
face was paired with a photograph of an unfamiliar person's face, both with
neutral expressions while wearing a surgical face mask. Credit: Proceedings of
the Royal Society B: Biological Sciences (2022). DOI: 10.1098/rspb.2021.2599

A team of researchers with the Lester E. Fisher Center for the Study and
Conservation of Apes and the Urban Wildlife Institute, Lincoln Park
Zoo, has found that two species of great apes tend to look longer at
unfamiliar human faces than those of people they know. In their paper
published in the journal Proceedings of the Royal Society B, the group
describes experiments they conducted with chimpanzees and gorillas at
the Lincoln Park Zoo in Chicago and what they learned about the
interests of great apes.

As they note, a lot of research has been done with primates held in zoos
focusing on their behavior around different types of people, such as
handlers versus zoo visitors. But little has been done to better understand
how they distinguish people who are familiar to them from those who
are not. In this new effort, the researchers conducted experiments with
five gorillas and seven chimps to learn more about how they process
facial information.

The experiments consisted of asking the great ape test subjects to look at
a computer screen displaying images of human faces. In the first set of
experiments, the test subjects were shown images of pairs of human
faces one after the other, one of which should be familiar to them, the
other completely unknown. Each run started with a black circle on the
screen to get the focus of the test subject. When the test subject touched
the circle, it disappeared and the picture of the faces appeared and were
shown for 30 seconds. They then were replaced by a dot. When the test
subject touched the dot, the computer would chime and a fruit reward
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would be given. The researchers found the test subjects tended to take
longer to respond when looking at unfamiliar faces. The researchers
repeated the experiments, but on the second go round, the faces all had
surprised expressions on them. They then did it again with pictures of
people wearing COVID face masks. They found that the test subjects
looked longer at the unfamiliar faces even when they were wearing
masks, but not when they had surprised expressions on their faces.

The researchers suggest their experiments show that the great apes were
able to categorize human beings based on how familiar they were to
them. They also suggest that the apes showing bias toward unfamiliar
faces represents a "novelty effect."

  More information: Jesse G. Leinwand et al, Familiarity mediates
apes' attentional biases toward human faces, Proceedings of the Royal
Society B: Biological Sciences (2022). DOI: 10.1098/rspb.2021.2599

© 2022 Science X Network

Citation: Great apes found to look longer at unfamiliar human faces than those they know (2022,
May 2) retrieved 26 April 2024 from https://phys.org/news/2022-05-great-apes-longer-
unfamiliar-human.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

3/3

https://dx.doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2021.2599
https://phys.org/news/2022-05-great-apes-longer-unfamiliar-human.html
https://phys.org/news/2022-05-great-apes-longer-unfamiliar-human.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

