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Introduction

Method

• Exposure to variable facial images can facilitate face learning1, but this benefit is not consistently observed2. 

• Previous studies from our lab showed an advantage for faces with variable hairstyle compared to faces with a consistent appearance 

when eight identities were learned3, whereas studies with four identities showed either no difference or a stable-face advantage4.

• The cost-efficient account of face learning5 suggests that refinement of face representations depends on exposure and on a trade-off 

between task demands and cognitive costs. We therefore tested whether learning load (i.e. number of faces to learn, low/four vs. 

high/eight) could account for these different findings.

Research question: Does learning load influence the effect of appearance variability on face recognition?

Predictions: 4 faces > 8 faces overall, with a benefit of variable appearance only in the high learning load condition.

Results

Conclusions

N = 235 | Number of faces: 4 (n = 118) vs. 8 (n = 117) (between-subjects) | Appearance: stable vs. variable (within-subjects)

4-face condition: 2 stable + 2 variable | 8-face condition: 4 stable + 4 variable

Recognition sensitivity (d′) Response criterion (c)

Number of faces: p < .001, η𝑝
2  = .142                

Appearance: p = .005, η𝑝
2  = .007

Interaction: p = .684, η𝑝
2  < .001

Planned comparisons:

8 faces: Variable > Stable, p = .002, d = .29

4 faces: no difference, BF₀₁ = 3.79

Number of faces: p = .714,

η𝑝
2  < .001

Appearance: p = .005, 

η𝑝
2  = .007

Interaction: p = .683, 

η𝑝
2  < .001

Stable        Variable Stable        Variable
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• Learning load substantially affected face recognition, with better performance for four than eight faces.

• Appearance variability showed a small overall benefit, with a variable-face advantage observed in the eight-face condition. 

• Learning load may therefore be important for understanding when appearance variability benefits face learning.
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