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Sutherland and Young review comprehensively what we know about trait impressions from faces. We find
little with which to disagree in this masterful overview, but in this commentary, we would like to raise an
important omission in most of the literature on this topic: Findings are in general limited to a goal-neutral
paradigm. While much recent effort has been made to increase the diversity of face stimuli and of perceiver
groups, we would like to emphasize that it is equally essential to incorporate perceivers' goals — which will
surely vary, depending on the context in which a face is seen.

A goal-neutral paradigm uses procedures where participants are presented with a stimulus in the
absence of the goal-defining context in which the stimulus would typically occur in the real world. For
instance, face images are shown in isolation on a computer screen, and participants are asked to evaluate
the face on traits (by rating the face on given trait words or freely describing the face using their own
words). Participants are not told why they would want to form trait impressions from the face. This
approach has been used in the vast majority of existing studies (Sutherland & Young, 2022), including
our own (Lin et al., 2021). However, in real life, people navigate the social world with specific goals and
intentions (Custers & Aarts, 2010; Kruse & Degner, 2021). We argue that in the real wotld, perceivers'
goals would modify the trait impressions made from faces.

The different goals a perceiver may have likely influence trait impressions from faces through multiple
mechanisms. For instance, a perceiver looking through profile photos on a dating website hoping to find
a romantic partner is more likely to think about impressions of the traits they would like in a romantic
partner. Prioritization of that subset of traits most relevant to a goal is likely ubiquitous in everyday situa-
tions. This view is consistent with findings from multiple lines of empirical research. For instance, people
playing trust games form impressions of trustworthiness from targets' faces (FeldmanHall et al., 2018).
People making decisions about which political candidates to vote for form impressions of competence
from candidates' faces (Lenz & Lawson, 2011). People trying to infer the mental states of others in
different contexts utilize different trait-impression cues from faces: for example, inferences of mental
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states along the valence dimension are shaped by face impressions of warmth more than competence
(Lin et al., 2022; Lin & Thornton, 2021). A very fruitful domain for future research would be to spec-
ify in greater detail at what level(s) of processing the effect occurs. It could be a perceptual attentional
effect, or one of accessibility of trait information in memory, or even a post-judgement effect merely
on deliberated behaviour. Likely it is a combination of all of these that unfold dynamically, analogous
to many ‘bottom-up’ and ‘top-down’ interactions that have been described in other domains (Mazer &
Gallant, 2003).

Integrating a perceiver's goals may be key to understanding how the brain generates trait impres-
sions from faces in the real world. While people can use hundreds of different words to describe trait
impressions from faces, most of these trait impressions can be summarized by just a few core dimensions
(Sutherland & Young, 2022). It is plausible that the brain spontaneously forms trait impressions along
these core dimensions upon seeing a face and uses a combination of these core dimensions to generate
goal-afforded trait impressions under different contexts. Future neuroimaging studies could test this
hypothesis by examining whether the neural patterns of a certain trait impression formed under a certain
perceivet's goal could be reconstructed as the sum across the neural patterns of the core trait dimensions
weighted by each core trait dimension's relevance to the perceiver's goal in the given context. Electro-
physiological measures would even provide the temporal resolution to see how this process unfolds in
time.

Integrating petceivers' goals may also help reconcile the various theoties about the undetlying dimen-
sions that describe trait impressions from faces. For instance, it remains debated whether warmth or
morality is the predominant dimension of trait impressions. Sutherland and Young suggest that the lack
of evidence for the dissociation between the sociability-related and morality-related trait impressions
in face perception research (compared with research on trait impressions from behaviour and familiar
others) may be attributed to the lack of information from unfamiliar faces (Sutherland & Young, 2022).
However, it could also be that the lack of evidence for such a dissociation may instead be a result of
the goal-neutral paradigm in the field. Sociability and morality might well emerge as two different facets
of warmth in trait impressions from faces when sociability-related goals and morality-related goals are
introduced.

Prior research suggests that face features alone predict a substantial amount of the variance in trait
impressions from faces (Keles et al., 2021). Once again, these findings are likely to have been inflated
by the goal-neutral paradigm with which both the training and test data were collected. Perceivers'
goals likely influence both the utilization of visual cues and the activation of stereotypes, even when
forming impressions of the same trait from the same face. Existing findings on how a specific trait
impression corresponds to a specific type of faces (Sutherland & Young, 2022) might not provide
a complete picture of trait impressions from faces in the real world (Stolier et al., 2018). Future
research triangulating the face feature space, trait concept space, and perceiver goal space may be key
to understanding the neural, psychological, and computational basis of naturalistic trait impressions
from faces.
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