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Do Faces Capture Attention: Evidence from
a Compound Letter Matching Task

Ahmed M. Megreya*

Previous research has used a variety of different experimental
tasks (e.g., visual search, detecting change, inhibition of return, visual
cuing and tracking eye movements) to test the hypothesis that faces
capture attention greater than other visual stimuli. Subjects were
healthy participants, participants with damages in specific areas of the
brain or newborns. This study presented a new methodology for testing
this hypothesis, using a compound letter matching task. 30 Egyptian
university students were presented with pairs of large global letters
composed by local small figures (faces, hands or flags). Their task was
to decide as quickly as possible whether the global letters were the
same or different, and to ignore their local elements, regardless of
whether they were congruent or incongruent. The results showed that
the time to match global letters composed of faces was significantly
longer than the time to match global letters composed of hands or
flags. In addition, incongruence effects were significantly stronger for
letters composed of faces compared to those composed of hands or
flags. These results suggest that subjects were not able to ignore
attending to faces, confirming their capability to attract attention. The
theoretical and applied implications of these findings have been
discussed.

Key Words: Face processing; Attention capture, Global/ local
processing
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