Contextual salience modulates, but does not eliminate, the Other-Race Effect
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Background and aims

= The other—race effect (ORE) is the disadvantage observed when processing faces from a different ethnic background than one’s own.
= |t seems partly due to reduced contact or individuation needs with people of racial outgroups (Singh et al., 2022).
= The mechanisms by which exposure to one’s own group leads to enhanced memory for novel faces belonging to that group compared to others is unclear.

We tested the cost-efficient encoding hypothesis (Devue & de Sena, 2023), which proposes that when a salient feature (e.g. skin colour) makes a face distinctive, it
receives greater weight during learning at the expense of finer facial details. Moreover, features that are not inherently salient may become salient in a specific learning
context (Reedy, 2020). Thus, manipulating contextual distinctiveness through skin tone/perceived ethnicity could potentially reverse the other-race effect (ORE).

Materials Learning procedure
Three versions of eight FaceGen identities (4 targets, 4 foils), Two groups (OR-Dist, SR-Dist) of Caucasian participants* (N = 96) learned four faces.
only differing in surface pigmentation. One face had a unique skin tone (distinctive status) and three shared the same one (typical status).
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The skin tone removed version is
a greyscale blend of the other two.

Recognition test

Old/new recognition task - Two blocks of 144 trials each (72 targets, 72 foils). The order of the two blocks is fixed (skin tone removed, restored) to prevent additional
learning from colour. Test images (18 images per identity) show different combination of lighting and orientation than during learning, to insure identity-based rather than
image-based recognition.

Experimental block — Skin tone removed \ Control block — Skin tone restored
Assessment of the encoding of facial information beyond pigmentation. Manipulation check: to test if skin tone helps recognition in a superficial
manner.
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Supplementary information

= Participants: 49 female, 46 male, 1 other; Mean age = 28.8 years, SD = 4.16

= Both groups reported similar levels of contact with Caucasian > non-Caucasian individuals.

= *OR faces were not intended to represent any specific real-world ethnic group, which also precluded
recruiting participants from an ethnic group that could be meaningfully matched to these stimuli.

These findings suggest that while surface-level distinctiveness
attracts attention during learning, robust encoding of identity-
related facial features depends on pre-existing expertise with the
face category.
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