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Person and group perception as distinct neurological processes
A model of social perception based on basic neurological constructs is developed to explain various person/group perceptual disassociations.  Research within the cognitive neuroscience domain reveals important cerebral hemispheric asymmetries in perception.  For example, Navon (1977) and Weissman and Banich (1999) identify "global” and “local" perceptual processes.  Global processing refers to the perception of an entire array of items, whereas local processing refers to the identification of particular features.  The right hemisphere is superior at global processing, whereas the left hemisphere is superior at local processing.  Similarly, Marsolek refers to these processes as the perception of form specific features and abstract form processes, respectively (Marsolek, 1999; Marsolek, Kosslyn, & Squire, 1992). A form specific processing subsystem, operating more efficiently in the right hemisphere, engages in whole-based configural processing.  This system identifies the structural properties of a stimulus, which has an identifiable impact on later perception. This subsystem mediates the ability to differentiate stimuli and attend to differences between stimuli. Marsolek (1999) further postulates the existence of an abstract form processing subsystem, operating more efficiently in the left hemisphere, that engages in part-based processing.  This subsystem mediates our ability to abstract invariant category features.  Combinations of features are less important than the identification of any one feature.  This system produces the same output for “WOMAN” and “woman”, whereas the form specific subsystem produces distinct outputs for the two stimuli.  Multiple studies and similar models (Cabeza & Nyberg, 2000) support these types of distinctions.  This type of model can also address potential disassociations between implicit and explicit phenomenon (Schacter, 1995).

These mechanisms have important ramifications for social perception.  Person perception and recognition requires the perception of the entire facial array.  A simple eye-mask can deter person identification, but does not greatly impair gender identification. These processes are similar to exemplar like processing.  Group perception, or person categorization, on the other hand, relies on the perception of a single defining feature (facial hair or skin color, for example, can be enough to allow gender or race categorization).  This type of processing is very abstract in nature.  Right hemisphere perceptual processes are well suited to identify faces, whereas the left hemisphere perceptual processes are well suited to perform group perception tasks.  Multiple studies support this basic model (Sanders, McClure, & Zárate, 2001; Zárate, Sanders, & Garza, 2000).  Stereotype priming, which is group based, is found only in the left hemisphere.  Enhanced liking for specific individuals seen once before was found only in the right hemisphere (Zajonc, 1980).  In a person categorization task, the right hemisphere responds in an exemplar like fashion whereas the left hemisphere responds in a prototype like fashion.  While our lab replicates well-known right hemisphere superiority in a person perception task, we also demonstrate left hemisphere superiority in a gender categorization task.  This model will be discussed regarding the implications for models of social perception and stereotyping, the independence of person versus group perception, and the interplay between the two somewhat distinct processes.
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