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Did you know that some people are really good at
remembering and matching faces? They are called super-
recognizers. Police want to use super-recognizers to help
with their cases. They could sort through camera recordings
of crimes and identify criminals. But their abilities have never
been tested using real police material.

First we used tests to identify super-recognizers. Then we
used real police material to see if super-recognizers could

Can you identify Jennifer Lawrence from her high school
yearbook photo? Could you recognize a substitute teacher
you had three years ago? Would you be able to identify
someone if you only saw a photo of them from a weird
angle? If you answered yes to any of these questions, you
might be a !

Super-recognizers are people who can compare and
recognize faces really well. This means they are much
better at putting together images of the same people and
also remember people much better — even years later.
We do not yet know how common super-recognizers are.
At the moment, researchers use a variety of tests that
people can take to figure out if they are super-recognizers.
Unfortunately, researchers can’t agree on which tests are
the best, and sometimes there are pretty big differences
between them.

Super-recognizers could be really helpful to police and
detectives. Lots of cases use camera recordings to catch
criminals. But a lot of police camera recordings are hard to
work with. The quality isn’t very good, and the angle and
positions of the cameras are also limited. That's what can
make it very hard to identify criminals from CCTV. Police have
used super-recognizers to help identify people from camera
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How can super-recognizers help

police investigations?

identify criminals. We found that the tests could indeed
identify super-recognizers. Super-recognizers did a good
job at finding criminals. Much better than regular people!
We can use this information to help solve crimes and keep
people safe.

recordings in the past. We don't know if they actually do a
better job than other people, though. The abilities of super-
recognizers had never been tested scientifically using actual
police material. This includes camera recordings and police

Can you match the face on the left with one of the six
other faces? Super-recognizers can match the faces
easily, even if the photos are not very clear or from

different angles. Photo: University of Greenwich.

More free science education resources at: www.ScienceJournalForKids.org


https://greenwichuniversity.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_0wkAa97GeC3ABUO
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It is hard to get actual police material to test people who
do not work for the police. Luckily, the Cantonal Police in
Fribourg, Switzerland, wanted to use super-recognizers.
They needed help solving two burglary crimes that were

We tested 118 people for our study. 66 were super-
recognizers we identified in a previous study and 52 were
invited as control participants. Since we did not know about
their facial recognition skills, we asked the 52 “new” people
to take three tests. These tests have been recommended
as a possible way to identify super-recognizers, and our
super-recognizers had already completed them. If people
achieve high scores in at least two of these tests, they are
considered to be super-recognizers. We were surprised to
find that of the 52, 7 people qualified as super-recognizers.
So, in total we ended up with 73 super-recognizers and 45
people with normal facial recognition skills.

We asked all the participants to look at four videos from
the Cantonal Police that displayed criminals committing

We found that:

@The three tests did a good job identifying super-
recognizers (Figure 1). People who did well on one test
generally did well on the others, too.

Super-recognizers were better than people with normal
facial recognition skills at identifying criminals (Figure 2).

@The best super-recognizers were more likely to identify
the criminal in the unsolved burglary cases. This happened
more often when they had done well on all three tests. It
also happened more if they identified the criminals in the
solved cases. This means that past success can predict
future success!

Figure 1:

Results_ from one of the three tests for facial
ref:ognltlon skills. The maximum score on
this test was 102, so scores closer to 102

mean they did better on the test,

Please see
Figure 2 on Page 3
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caught on camera. We jumped at the chance to test the
abilities of super-recognizers. The idea was that we could
help the police and also learn how well super-recognizers
could actually catch criminals.

crimes. After each video, everyone received a line-up
showing 9 people and were asked to choose which person
had committed the crime. The participants had as much
time as they wanted to look at the materials. At the time
the study started, the first two recordings and lineups were
from crimes that had already been solved. But the second
two recordings and the third lineup were from the unsolved
burglary cases. About 6 months later the police had caught
the person who had committed the two burglary cases. That
meant we knew who had actually committed the crimes for
all 4 cases. So, we could figure out if the super-recognizers
had actually done better at identifying the criminal.
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Identity in the lineup

Figure 2:

Identification of criminals from
a lineup in one of the already
solved cases. The black box
indicates the correct identity
of the criminal.

Our results show that super-recognizers can make a big @Measure how well super-recognizers perform in policing

difference in solving crimes. They do a better job identifying
criminals from camera recordings than other people. We
can use tests and previous success to pick the best super-
recognizers.

We have a few suggestions to make it easier to use super-
recognizers in the future:

Create a common definition of what a super-recognizer
actually is.

@Have everyone use the same tests to identify super-
recognizers.

Thisis the first time researchers have used real police material
to test super-recognizers. We saw that super-recognizers
can be really helpful in identifying criminals. Research into
how super-recognizers’ brains work will continue, so keep an
eye out if you're curious to learn more!

Acknowledgement: This article's adaptation was supported by the GM Foundation.

jobs compared to their colleagues with normal facial
recognition skills.

Our study was small, and we need more information to make
sure our findings apply more generally. Also, we should have
tests to identify super-recognizers that include faces with
different apparent genders, ages, skin colors, and so on.
This information will help us better understand the strengths
and limitations of super-recognizers.

Do you want to know how good you, your parents, or your
friends are at face recognition? There are some online tests
you can take to check your ability. Remember, everyone has
different strengths, so don't feel bad if you can’t recognize
everyone you see!
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Lineup - a group of criminal suspects with the same apparent age, gender, and build shown next to each other so that a witness
can identify the correct criminal. Lineups can be done in person or using photos.

Super-recognizer - a person who has above average facial matching and recognition skills. They can compare, memorize, and
recall faces easily, even if they’ve only seen them once. Since people use different tests, and participation is voluntary, nobody
knows how common super-recognizers are.

Give a few examples of tasks a super-recognizer can do better than a person with normal facial recognition
abilities can.

How can super-recognizers help in criminal investigations?

Are super-recognizers actually better at recognizing criminals than people with normal facial recognition
skills? What evidence from our study supports this?

One of the tools that the super-recognizers in our study used was a police lineup. There is a lot of
potential bias that could be involved in creating a police lineup. Remember that bias is something that
could sway an observer (or in this case a witness or super-recognizer) in an unfair way. For example, if the
police made a lineup with only one person who fit a witness'’s description, that might sway the witness to
choose that suspect even if they weren't really sure. If you were a police officer creating a lineup, what
types of things would you need to think about to try to make an unbiased lineup?

If you have a computer available, go to https://www.testmybrain.org/SupersRecruitment.htm|
and take the short online test linked in the text. How did you do? What about it was hard? What about it
was easy? Did you come up with any strategies to help recognize faces?

Maren Mayer and Meike Ramon (2023) Improving forensic perpetrator identification with super-recognizers. Proceedings of
the National Academy of Sciences.
https://www.pnas.org/doi/10.1073/pnas.2220580120

The Washington Post: Research delves into how ‘super-recognizers’ never forget a face
https://www.washingtonpost.com/science/super-recognizer-facial-memory/2021/10/29/4cf80caa-
2159-11ec-b3d6-8cdebe60d3e2_story.html

Test My Brain: Super recognizers
https:/ /www.testmybrain.org/SupersRecruitment.html
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