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Facial Recognition of Cheaters and Cooperators in 
Group Projects 
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Past research has suggested that individuals have enhanced memory for the faces of people who engage in 
cheating behavior. However, past research has focused mainly on the effects of social cooperation on facial 
recognition in one-on-one interactions. The purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between social 
cooperation in group projects and facial recognition. Participants looked at facial photos paired with descriptions 
of either cooperative or cheating behavior for 24 individuals who had recently worked together on a group 
project. Participants were later tested on their ability to remember the facial photos. This study found faces of 
cooperators are remembered significantly more than faces of cheaters in group projects. These results are 
consistent with the idea that it may be more beneficial to remember cooperators when interacting within groups, 
as opposed to in one-on-one interactions. The researcher interprets these results in terms of the evolutionary 
mechanism of alliance formation. 
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From an evolutionary perspective, it seems social 
cooperation is a necessary component in understanding how 
humans have become successful and efficient social beings. 
According to social contract theory, (Tooby & Cosmides, 
1992) it is important for individuals living in a social 
environment to practice reciprocal cooperation or altruism 
(e.g., “you help me, and I’ll help you”). If, on the other hand, 
individuals practiced reciprocal cheating (e.g., “you cheat me, 
and I’ll cheat you”) far less would be accomplished or gained. 
Humans are very social beings and thus social contracts 
provide an important area of psychological research. This 
paper will focus on elements of the social contract theory of 
Tooby and Cosmides (1992) concerning cooperation, explained 
as, “If you take benefit, then you pay the cost” (p. 185). 
According to this social contract, cooperators are those who 
pay a cost and in return receive a benefit; whereas cheaters are 
those who do not pay a cost but still receive a benefit.  

Given the ideas of Tooby and Cosmides, one might 
expect that there would be an evolutionary advantage associated 
with the ability to recognize the faces of people who are 
particularly honest or dishonest.  Many studies have shown that 
humans have an enhanced ability and desire to remember faces 
of those perceived as cheaters  in  situations  involving  one-on- 
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one interactions (Chiapee, Brown, Dow, Koontz, Rodriguez, & 
McCulloch, 2004; Bell & Buchner, 2009, 2011; Bell, Buchner, 
& Musch, 2010).  For example, Chiapee et al. (2004) asked 
subjects to classify a person as a cheater, a cooperator, or 
neither based on a short behavioral description. The 
descriptions of the cheaters varied in the amount of resources 
involved. For example, John borrowing 1,000 dollars from 
Eric and never repaying the debt would involve fewer 
resources than Tim borrowing 10,000 dollars from Eric and 
never repaying the debt. The researchers then asked the 
participants to rate how important it was to remember each 
person, based on the behavioral descriptions, using a 7-point 
Likert scale.  They found cheaters were rated as significantly 
more important to remember than cooperators, especially when 
more resources were involved. Additionally, they paired facial 
photos with each behavioral description, and then tested the 
time participants spent looking at the pictures in each of the 
three categories (cheaters, cooperators, or neither). They found 
the participants spent significantly more time looking at the 
pictures of people classified as cheaters (Chiappe et al., 2004). 
Furthermore, when they later presented the participants with 
the previously seen photos, they found participants were able to 
recognize the cheaters’ faces more often than those classified as 
either cooperators or neither. The participants’ increased ability 
to remember faces of cheaters may be a consequence of looking 
at the photos of cheaters for a longer duration. These results 
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indicate that untrustworthy behavior often receives more 
attention than trustworthy or neutral behavior.   

Similarly, Mealey, Daood, and Krage (1996) studied 
how a person’s professional status and the apparent threat they 
posed affected facial recognition. They showed participants 36 
facial photos along with a short description of each person’s 
character and profession. The character descriptions portrayed 
the people in either low-status or high-status jobs and either 
acting in a trustworthy or dishonest way. A week later they 
showed the same subjects 36 facial photos, 18 of which they 
had seen previously along with 18 new photos. They found the 
subjects remembered significantly more photos of low status 
cheaters. Furthermore, Bell and Buchner (2009) tested whether 
enhanced memory of cheaters was due to a specific human face 
processing system or simply the behavior of cheating. They 
conducted a study similar to Mealey, Daood, and Krage 
(1996); however, instead of faces they used names. As 
predicted, they found an enhanced memory for names of 
cheaters. The previous studies support the idea that cheating 
behavior, in general, is more memorable than non-cheating, 
cooperative behavior. 

In addition to studying enhanced memory for names of 
cheaters, Bell and Buchner (2010) also studied the effects the 
emotional valence of behavior had on the participant’s ability to 
recall faces of cheaters and cooperators. Much like the previous 
studies they presented subjects with facial photos along with a 
short description of each person’s behavior. However, in 
addition to measuring the effect of cheating vs. trustworthy 
behavior on memory, they also manipulated the emotional 
valence of the behaviors. For example, a cheating behavior 
with low emotional valence would be downloading music; and 
a trustworthy behavior with high emotional valence would be 
saving someone’s life. They found that the enhanced memory 
of cheaters was reduced if cheating behaviors of low emotional 
valence were presented with trustworthy behaviors of high 
emotional valence in the same individual.  These results 
suggest that cheating behavior is not necessarily more 
remembered if it is not of great emotional valence or 
importance.   
 Bell, Buchner, and Musch (2010) studied the effects 
that social cooperation has on facial recognition of cheaters and 
cooperators. They created a computer program in which a 
participant played an investment game against a computerized 
opponent. The computerized opponent would cooperate (invest 
the same amount as the participant, so each would take an 
equal gain or loss), defect (invest less than the participant, so 
he would gain more or lose less), or be neutral (make no 
investment). They found that defectors and cooperators were 
remembered equally well. Further, they found defectors and 
cooperators were remembered more often than the neutral 
group. Their results demonstrate the importance of 
circumstance and interaction on memory. 
 The previous studies demonstrate memory is enhanced 
for the faces and names of cheaters in one-on-one interactions, 
especially if the cheating is of a high emotional valence and 
involves considerable resources. However, little research has 

been done on the relationship between cheating and memory in 
the context of group projects. A group project is a situation in 
which many people interact simultaneously in order to 
accomplish a common goal. This topic is relevant because 
group collaborations are very common at all levels of education 
and business. Ideally, groups adopt a strategy in which every 
group member receives an equal benefit (the grade), in return 
for paying an equal cost (the work). The study described in this 
paper will define cooperators as those individuals who pay the 
cost of work in return for the benefit of a good grade, whereas 
cheaters will be defined as those individuals who do not pay the 
cost of work in return for the benefit of a good grade. 

While Bell et al. (2010) found no significant difference 
in recall between faces of cheaters and cooperators in their 
social cooperation game, we believe the context of a group 
project will provide more motivation for the enhanced recall of 
cheaters. We hypothesize participants will have enhanced 
memory for those they perceive as cheaters in the context of a 
group project because cheaters take a significant toll on the 
whole group and are detrimental to the common goal.  
 

METHOD 
 
Participants 

We obtained a convenience sample of 23 University of 
Minnesota undergraduate students, eight male and 15 female. 
The participants ranged in ages from 20 to 53 years old (M = 
22.91, SD = 6.83). The researchers selected students from a 
research methods class at the University of Minnesota. The 
participants received course credit for participating in the 
study.  
 
Materials  

The researchers created all of the materials used in this 
experiment with one exception: the facial photos (retrieved 
from http://pics.psych.stir.ac.uk). Materials for the Stroop 
Interference Task were based upon those described by Stroop 
(1935).  

This study consisted of three stages: encoding, 
interference, and recall. All phases were administered using 
Microsoft PowerPoint 2008. The encoding phase consisted of 
24 male facial photos, pre-selected to exclude facial 
characteristics that may have an effect on memory. Each photo 
was randomly paired with a short behavioral description (see 
Appendix A). Each and every participant received the same 
picture and description combinations. Behavioral descriptions 
were divided into two categories: high cooperation (i.e., 
cooperators) and low cooperation (i.e., cheaters). Examples of 
both high- and low-cooperation descriptions can be found in 
Appendix A.  

The recall phase consisted of 24 facial photos without 
behavioral descriptions. Each facial photo was presented on its 
own numbered slide. A corresponding sheet of white paper, 
numbered 1-24, was given to the participants, on which they 
were instructed to record an “R” for each face they recalled 
and an “N” for each face they did not recall.  Of the 24 facial 
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photos used in the recall phase, 12 were taken from the 
previous encoding phase, of which six photos from each of the 
high and low cooperation description categories were used. The 
other 12 photos were new facial photos that had not been 
shown to participants in the encoding phase of the experiment.  

 
Procedure 
 Prospective participants were asked if they would like 
to take part in a short, 15-minute study. Upon agreeing to take 
part in the study, participants were taken to a computer lab and 
assigned an individual computer on which they would complete 
the study. Each participant was seated in a room with two other 
participants and the administrator. The researchers then opened 
a Microsoft PowerPoint file containing the experiment. The 
first slide contained a paragraph of informed consent, and a 
brief description of their task (see Appendix B). The 
researchers then answered any questions concerning the 
participants’ task. The participants were given seven minutes to 
complete the encoding phase. The 24 facial photos and 
behavioral descriptions were presented to the participants in 
three groups of eight (eight photos at one time), representing 
the hypothetical groups the people in the photos worked in (as 
shown in Appendix A).  Each group of eight photos included 
descriptions of four high-cooperation group members and four 
low-cooperation group members. 

After the participants completed the encoding phase 
the researchers administered the Stroop task as interference. 
The interference task was administered in order to prevent 
participants from mentally rehearsing the images prior to the 
recall phase, and to create a temporal buffer between the 
encoding and recall phases. During this phase participants 
completed a task in which they tried to record the color that 
different color names were printed in. For example, if the word 
“blue” were printed in green ink, participants were instructed 
to write “green”. The participants were given two minutes to 
complete as much of the task as possible. Participants were 
shown 18 words in total and all words were presented 
simultaneously. The participants were provided with a blank, 
white sheet of paper, on which they recorded their answers. 

After completion of the interference phase, the 
researchers administered the recall phase. The researchers told 
the participants they would be shown 24 facial photos, and 
were given a numbered page on which to record which faces 
they remembered (by marking “R”) and which faces they did 
not (by marking “N”). Following completion of all three stages 
of the experiment the researchers presented participants with a 
debriefing slide, which described the nature, the variables, and 
the goals of the study. 

 
RESULTS 

 
The dependent variable assessed in this experiment 

was the number of facial photos of both cheaters and 
cooperators  each   participant   remembered.    Our  data   was  

 
 

FIGURE 1.  Mean number of cheater, cooperator, and novel faces 
remembered by participants. Error bars represent standard deviations. 

 
analyzed using a one-tailed, repeated-measures t-test to 
determine if participants were significantly more likely to 
remember faces of cheaters over cooperators.   

Analyses showed that participants remembered more 
faces of cooperators (M =5.61, SD = 1.62) than faces of 
cheaters (M = 4.61, SD = 1.50), t(22) = 14.72, p = 0.996.  
This difference is illustrated in Figure 1. We did not find 
significant results because we had a one-tailed hypothesis and 
the results were in the wrong direction, a non-directional t-test 
of these results would have been statistically significant. As an 
indication of the rate of false-positive recalls, participants 
reported “remembering” an average of 2.91 novel faces (SD = 
0.29).  

 
DISCUSSION 

 
We hypothesized participants would have enhanced 

memory for those they perceive as cheaters in the context of a 
group project. Our data did not support our hypothesis. Our 
data suggest enhanced memory for faces of cooperators in this 
context. In fact, a non-directional t-test of these results would 
have been statistically significant.  These results are 
inconsistent with the previous research that suggests individuals 
have an enhanced memory for faces of cheaters (Chiappe et al., 
2004; Mealy et al., 1996). However, Bell & Buchner (2011) 
suggest that memory is affected by the emotional reaction a 
person has to the facial photo and behavioral description at 
encoding. Our study did not measure the participant’s 
emotional reaction at encoding. Without this information it is 
not possible to determine if the participants’ emotional 
reactivity to the facial photos or behavioral descriptions 
affected memory.  

As described earlier, the social contract theory of 
Tooby and Cosmides (1992) assumes people expect others to 
behave a certain way in specific social situations. Past research 
suggests people have enhanced memory for those who deviate 
from the expected behaviors, rather than those who adhere 
(Chiappe et al., 2004; Mealy et al., 1996; Bell & Buchner, 
2009; Bell et al., 2010). However, past research has not looked 
at the effects that cheater/cooperator behavior has on memory 
in the specific social context of group projects. It may be that 
the benefits  of remembering cooperators  are greater  than  the 
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benefits of remembering cheaters while working in a group.  
One key aspect of group interactions is that they may 

allow opportunities for alliance formations. During the 
evolutionary past of humans, it was relatively safe to assume 
that if you worked with a group of people once, you would 
more than likely have the opportunity to work with the same 
people again. It is important to note that oftentimes while 
forming groups, it is likely that people have the opportunity to 
select their partners. Also, partners are usually selected from a 
limited pool of people (e.g., a class of 120 people). Assuming a 
person remembers the hardest workers from their last group, 
the next time an opportunity arises to work in a group, that 
person will have the benefit of being able to align themselves 
with the hardest workers from the previous group. In doing so 
the person has the opportunity to minimize the number of 
cheaters in their group, and maximize the number of 
cooperators. Thus, when a person remembers cooperators they 
may be able to more quickly form reliable alliances. 

On the other hand, if we assume a person only 
remembers the poorest workers from the previous group, he is 
not necessarily ensuring the next group he works in will 
include hard workers. Logically, he may only know who to 
exclude from the next group, not who to allow in. By failing to 
remember cooperators, he does not have the advantage of being 
able to form alliances with cooperators in the next group 
endeavor. He may have to go through every person in the pool 
of possible partners before he can be sure his group will not 
include a cheater. Not only will this method take significantly 
longer than remembering cooperators, but the person will also 
have to remember significantly more people. If we follow this 
logic, it will be much harder to form reliable alliances if a 
person does not remember cooperators.  

Several methodological problems exist within the 
present study which should be addressed in future research. In 
Bell et al. (2010), participants interacted with cheaters and 
cooperators in the form of a computer game, which allowed 
participants to become invested in the behaviors of others. In 
the present study participants did not interact with the perceived 
cheaters and cooperators; they simply read descriptions of 
behaviors and looked at pictures. For this reason our study 
lacked realism. In real group projects, people interact and are 
reliant upon the performance of the other group members. In 
our study, participants were disengaged from the group. Future 
research on the affects of behavior and memory within group 
projects should allow participants to be actively engaged and 
invested in the group, either by conducting an experiment in a 
live group situation with confederates or by creating a 
computer program that allows participants simulated 
interactions. Another methodological problem that may have 
affected the validity of the current study is that only male facial 
photos were used. In order to more adequately test the claims 
the researcher makes in this paper, it is imperative future 
research incorporates both male and female facial photos. 

Additionally, in previous studies (Chiappe et al., 
2004; Mealy et al., 1996) participants looked at one picture 
and behavioral description at a time. In the current study 

participants looked at a screen with eight pictures and 
descriptions presented side by side and simultaneously. This 
presentation method may have caused participants to focus less 
on each individual picture and description resulting in weaker 
overall recall for individual faces. Also, in order to more 
thoroughly test this theory it is necessary for future research to 
measure the participants’ emotional reactions to the photos at 
encoding. Measuring the participants’ emotional reaction to the 
photos may allow the researchers to determine if some photos 
are simply more memorable than others.  

The current research on the effects of 
cooperation/cheating behavior on memory is mixed (Chiapee et 
al., 2004; Bell & Buchner, 2009, 2011; Bell, Buchner, & 
Musch, 2010; Mealy et al., 1996). However, mixed results 
should not discourage future research on the topic. Our study 
suggests that in the social context of group projects people have 
enhanced memory for faces of cooperators. These results 
suggest people may not be innately programmed to remember 
cheaters over cooperators, or vice versa; rather whom people 
remember may be a direct result of the social context in which 
the interactions take place. Different social contexts offer 
varying sets of costs and benefits. Past research agrees that the 
costs and benefits of each social situation affect which people 
we remember (Bell, Buchner, & Musch, 2010). If we are to 
continue research on this topic, we must be aware of the costs 
and benefits associated with each social context in order to 
more accurately understand why people have enhanced memory 
for cheaters or cooperators. Further incorporating alliance 
formation and development theories into research on social 
cooperation in group interactions may provide valuable insight. 

 
APPENDIX A 

 
Sample from Encoding Phase: 
 

 
The upper-left photo, the description of “J.J.”, is an example of a low-

cooperation description. The description to the immediate right, that of M.W., 
is an example of a high-cooperation description. 
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APPENDIX B 
 

You are being asked to participate in a study being conducted as part of a 
class project in a research methods class in the department of Psychology at the 
University of Minnesota. Participation in this study is voluntary. If you choose 
to participate you may stop participating at any time. You may withdraw your 
data at any time, including after you have completed the study. If you choose to  
participate no identifying information will be gathered from you, so it will be 
impossible to identify you as a participant. You may ask me question before or 
after you complete the experiment. I can also tell you how to contact the course 
instructor if you have any questions for him.  

 
The PowerPoint you will see contains pictures and descriptions of 24 

students from an introductory anthropology class. The 24 students were split 
into 3 groups of 8 in order to complete a project. The following is a description 
of their assignment: Each group had to choose and research a hunter-gatherer 
culture. They then had to write a paper and give an in-class presentation on the 
culture they chose.  

 
Instructions: Your task is to look at the pictures and read the descriptions 

of each student thoroughly. You will be asked about them later. You will have 
7 minutes to complete your task. If any of the above information is unclear, 
please ask the administrator for clarification.  
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