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Witnesses of a crime are typically asked to describe the appearance of the
perpetrator. Such descriptions can be of great help in assisting investigators.
However, recent research suggests that one potential cost of describing a
previously seen face is that, at least under some circumstances, verbalization
can actually disrupt subsequent recognition performance. For example, in
a study by Schooler and Engstler-Schooler (1990) subjects viewed a video-
tape of a bank robbery and then, after a brief delay, verbalization subjects
were asked to describe the appearance of the bank robber in as much detail
as possible, whereas control subjects engaged in an unrelated filler activity.
All subjects were then given a recognition test that included photos of the
target person and seven similar-appearing distractor photos. Compared to
control subjects, verbalization subjects were significantly léss accurate at
recognizing the target face. In this chapter, we first review the evidence and
current explanations for the disruptive effects of verbalizing previously seen
faces (termed verbal overshadowing), and then describe some recent findings
that reveal situations in which verbalization of faces can be helpful.

A BRIEF REVIEW OF VERBAL OVERSHADOWING
The basic finding that verbalizing a previously seen face can interfere with
subsequent recognition performance has been replicated numerous times

in the Schooler lab (Fallshore & Schooler, 1995; Ryan, 1992; Schooler &
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Engstler-Schooler, 1990; Schooler, Ryan, & Reder, 1990) as well as In other
labs {e.g., R. Chaflln, personal communication, 1990; Dodson, Johnson, &
Schooler, in press; C. Kelley, personal communication, 1991; Read &
Schooler, 1994; Westerman, 1991). The verbal overshadowing effect can be
conceptualized within a more general framework that assumes that many
activities involve a combination of both verbalizable and nonverbalizable
task components. For example, as discussed in more detail later, face rec-
ognition can involve both an attention to verbalizable features (e.g., moles,
shape of nose, size of ears, color of eyes, etc.) as well as difficult to articulate
configural characteristics (e.g., the relationship between the features). From
this perspective, a reasonable account of the effects of verbalization is that
verbalization causes subjects to emphasize the reportable task components,
thereby deemphasizing (overshadowing) the nonreportable components.

Consistent with the interpretation that verbalization shifts subjects’ relative
emphasis on verbalizable versus nonverbalizable components, verbalization
has been shown to impair a variety of other activities for which successful
performance is likely to require the substantial use of knowledge or proc-
esses that are difficult to articulate. They include: color memory (Schooler
& Engstler-Schooler, 1990, insight problem solving (Schooler, Ohlsson, &
Brooks, 1993), affective judgments (Schooler & Wilson, 1991; Wilson et al.,
1993, Wilson & Schooler, 1991), implicit learning (Berry, 1984; Fallshore &
Schooler, 1993), visual imagery (Brandimonte, Schooler, & Gabbino, 1995),
recognizing deep structure analogies (Sieck, 1993), taste memory (Melcher,
1994; Melcher & Schooler, in press), map memory (Fiore, 1994; Fiore, Eisen-
gart, & Schooler, 1993), and music memory (Houser, Fiore, & Schooler,
1995; Houser & Schooler, 1994). In contrast, verbalization has been shown
to help or at least not impair performance when success can be effectively
achieved by relying on readily reported knowledge. Such tasks include:
memory for word lists (Darley & Glass, 1975), memory for a spoken statement
(Schooler & Engstler-Schooler, 1990), analytic problem solving (Gagne &
Smith, 1962; Schooler & Melcher, 1995; Schooler et al., 1993), and learning
declarative knowledge (Chi, de Lecuw, Chiu, & LaVancher, 1994). The ob-
servation that verbalization disrupts a substantial variety of activities that depend
on nonverbalizable information or processes while not disrupting more read-
ily verbalized activities supports the notion that verbalization deemphasizes
nonverbalizable task components.

In the domain of face recognition, additional research has been conducted
in an effort 1o more precisely characterize the verbalizable and nonver-
balizable task components that may be differentially affected by verbalization.
Many conceptualizations of face recognition assume that it involves the
consideration of two general types of information: featural information corre-
sponding to the characteristics of individuals facial features and configural
information corresponding to the relationship between those features (Carey
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Due to the somewhat surprising observation that re-presentation not only
eliminated the negative cffects of verbalization but actually reversed it, we
replicated the procedure with a different set of faces, to ensure that the effect
was both reliable and generalizable. To get a better understanding of the
possible boundary conditions of this effect, we also added a third condition
in which we re-represented the target face in an inverted position. Accord-
ingly, if subjects extracted very simple featural information from the re-pre-
sented target face, then even inverted re-presentation could be of some value.
If re-presentation refreshed subjects’ configural memory or facilitated a more
sophisticated analysis of individual features, then only the upright re-presen-
tation should be of value. As can be seen in Fig, 4.2, the beneficial effects of
re-presentation combined with verbalization were clearly replicated in the
upright condition; however, there was no similar benefit for re-presentation
of the inverted face.

The observation that re-presentation and verbalization reliably interacted
in the manner that they did provides an important constraint on how we
interpret the effects of re-presentation. Had re-presentation merely attenuated
the verbal overshadowing effect, then the effects of re-presentation could
have been attributed to a refreshing of the configural information, thereby
reducing the disparity between the information emphasized during encoding
and verbalization. Had re-presentation affected performance in both the
verbalization and no-verbalization condition, then the effects of re-presen-
tation could have been attributed simply to rehearsal. However, the fact that
re-presentation improved performance only when subjects previously ver-
balized the face suggests that verbalization was responsible for causing
subjects to extract new information from the face during re-presentation.

1.0
1 W Non Verbal
o Verbal
0.5
0.8

Percent Accuracy

No Re-presentation Re-presentation
Re-presentation Upright Inverted

FIG. 4.2. A replication of the re-presentation study with the addition of an
inverted re-presentation condition.
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Although this account must still be considered somewhat speculative at
this time, the general finding that re-presentation of the target face can
reverse the negative effects of verbalization does offer some rather straight-
forward insights into the nature of the effects of verbalization. First, the fact
that reencoding the face following verbalization eliminates the verbal over-
shadowing effect further supports the suggestion that the disruptive effects
of verbalization are due to the inconsistency between the information em-
phasized under standard encoding conditions and the information empha-
sized following verbalization. Second, the fact that verbalization is actually
helpful when combined with re-presentation of the face supports the claim
that consideration of verbalizable aspects of a face can be helpful, particularly

when it is done in such a way as to not be inconsistent with the manner
in which the face was encoded.

The Relationship Between Verbalization
and Interference

In the standard verbal overshadowing paradigm, subjects view a single face,
verbalize it or not, and then are tested. However, real-world settings may
not be as tightly controlled; subjects may see many faces at the time of the
witnessed event, or they may be exposed to multiple mug shots after the
event. Although a few studies have found that the deleterious effects of
verbalization can persist for some time after subjects viewed and verbalized
the face (2 days in the case of Schooler & Engstler-Schooler, 1990; 2 weeks
in the case of Read & Schooler, 1994), it is stilt possible that the effects of
verbalization would be quite different if subjects were exposed to multiple
faces at the time of encoding. For example, Deffenbacher, Carr, and Leu
(1981) found that exposure to multiple faces near the time of encoding of
a target face produced a significant degree of interference, even though
subjects were generally resistant to additional forgetting when tested 2 weeks
later. This finding is also consistent with other demonstrations that the in-
terference associated with seeing multiple faces primarily occurs from ex-
posure to faces presented under comparable encoding conditions (eg.,
Davies, Sheperd, & Ellis, 1979). Thus, although verbalization effects have
been shown to be relatively unaffected by delay, it is an open question as
to whether verbalization interacts with the effects of interference associated
with encountering multiple faces within the context of the encoding situation.
~In fact, there is some reason to believe that verbalization might help to
insulate subjects against the interfering effects of seeing multiple faces. For
example, Deffenbacher et al. (1981) also observed that, relative to faces,
words were less susceptible to interference resulting from encountering in-
tervening stimuli between encoding and test. Thus, another potentially useful
characteristic of face verbalization is that it may provide semantic tags that
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