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Processing mechanism of social cues in faces

ZHU Qian, KOU Hui, BI Tai-Yong
School of Management, Zunyi Medical University, Zunyi 563000, China

Abstract: The purpose of the present paper was to review the processing mechanisms of social cues in faces. We summarized researches
relative to social cues in faces and discussed the processing mechanism of these cues from the aspects of facial expression, facial
attractiveness, gaze and face direction, and lipreading. First, we discussed the general neural mechanism of face information processing
and summarized the functions of face areas in the fusiform gyrus, posterior superior temporal sulcus and inferior occipital gyrus. Next,
the neural mechanism of emotional face perception was discussed. The processing of emotional faces consists of encodings of percep-
tual and emotional components. The amygdala plays an important role in the emotional processing of facial expressions. Furthermore,
the neural responses to facial expressions may be influenced by multiple factors, such as the type of emotion, the dynamic presentation
of the face and the consciousness of facial expressions. With respect to facial attractiveness processing, studies has shown that the
reward circuitry is activated by highly attractive faces. However, the influence of facial attractiveness on neural responses remains
elusive. It is proposed that the neural responses to facial attractiveness might be modulated by factors such as the task, observer’s sex,
expectation and other social cues in faces. Eye gaze perception and face view perception are related to visual attention, and the rele-
vant neural circuitry has been found to include attention-related areas, such as the intraparietal sulcus. Finally, research on lipreading
reveals its important role in language perception. The auditory cortex and language-related cortex have been shown to be activated by
lipreading. In summary, the present evidence may support facial information processing theory. However, the theory could be further
improved based on present and future findings. Furthermore, we discussed the deficits in the processing of social cues in individuals

Received 2018-04-28  Accepted 2018-10-09

Research from the corresponding author’s laboratory was supported by the Scientific Research Startup Foundation (No. F-875) and
the New Scientist Training Program (No. [2017]5733-014) of Zunyi Medical University, China.

"Corresponding author. E-mail: bitaiyong@zmc.edu.cn



74

HE B Acta Physiologica Sinica, February 25, 2019, 71(1): 73-85

with mental disorders and proposed future research directions in this field.

Key words: social cues in faces; neural mechanisms; emotional face; facial attractiveness; gaze direction; lipreading
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Fig. 1. Face selective areas including bilateral occipital face area (OFA), fusiform face area (FFA) and superior temporal sulcus (STS).

The images were fMRI results from a representative subject. White crosses demonstrate the areas which showed higher responses to

face stimulus than object stimulus. pSTS, posterior superior temporal sulcus. This figure is adapted from reference
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