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to outgroup members. Similarly, Van Bavel, Packer,
and Cunningham (2008) found that participants
randomly assigned to one of two mixed-race teams
showed greater fusiform activity to pictures of their
own teammates compared to pictures of members
of the other team, regardless of their own or the tar-
gets’ race and regardless of whether they categorized
the targets according to team status or race. These
findings suggest that fusiform activity associated
with ingroup bias can occur regardless of perceptual
expertise or any kind of threat or reward associ-
ated with ingroup relative to outgroup members.
However, recent work also suggests some specializa-
tion in the left fusiform gyrus for sex-based catego-
rization, as activation in this area is greater when
participants categorize targets along the sex dimen-
sion compared to a different dimension (Cloutier,
Turk, & Macrae, 2008).

The amygdala also has been shown to be sensi-
tive to judgments of social category membership.
The amygdala is a neural structure considered part
of the limbic system, often linked with emotional
processes; specifically, the amygdala is thought to
be instrumental in the processing of threatening
stimuli (LeDoux, 1996; Liddell et al., 2005) and
has been shown to be more sensitive to negative
than positive information (Satpute & Lieberman,
20006; Wager, Phan, Liberzon, & Taylor, 2003; but
see Cunningham, Van Bavel, & Johnsen, 2008, for
a different interpretation). As with the fusiform
regions, the amygdala has been shown to be involved
in racial categorization. Specifically, several studies
have shown greater amygdala activation to Black
targets than White targets, and have demonstrated
that the amount of activity in this region is corre-
lated with race-related prejudice (Cunningham
et al., 2004; Phelps et al., 2000). It appears that
these effects are not limited to White participants,
either; that is, both White and Black participants
show greater amygdala activity to Black than to
White targets, suggesting that greater amygdala
activation to Blacks is not due to novelty effects
but may reflect negative cultural associations of
Blacks (Lieberman, Hariri, Jarcho, Eisenberg, &
Bookheimer, 2005). However, it also should be noted
that some recent work indicates greater amygdala
activation for novel ingroup compared to novel out-
group targets (Chiao et al., 2008; Van Bavel et al.,
2008), suggesting that different psychological mech-
anisms might be involved in mediating activity in
this important neural structure depending upon the
goals of the perceiver and/or the importance or sig-
nificance of the target (see Van Bavel et al., 2008).
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Neuropsychological research also has contrib-
uted to our understanding of the neural processes
important for social categorization. For example,
Mason and Macrae (2004) investigated the contri-
butions to individuation and categorization of
neural processes situated in the right and left hemi-
spheres (left and right visual fields, respectively) in
both healthy controls and a split-brain patient.
Participants viewed pictures of two simultaneously-
presented faces and indicated (during an individua-
tion task) whether the pictures were of the same
person or (during a categorization task) whether the
pictures showed people of the same sex. All partici-
pants performed better on the individuation task
when faces were presented to the right hemisphere
(i.e., left visual field). Functional MRI data showed
that the individuation task yielded increased activa-
tion in right inferior frontal and right occipito-
temporal areas and that the categorization task
yielded increased activation in the left inferior fron-
tal and left superior temporal gyri. These findings
suggest that hemispheric differences may exist
during social categorization and individuation,
and support a more general model of processing
asymmetry in the brain (e.g., Rhodes, 1985).

Impression formation

Due to the apparent role of the amygdala in evaluat-
ing valence, recent studies have investigated how posi-
tive and negative information influences amygdala
activation during impression formation (e.g., Fiske,
Cuddy, & Glick, 2007). Investigations of impres-
sion formation using fMRI tend to couple self-
reported judgments with neural measures, and
researchers look for correlations between partici-
pants’ self-reported judgments and amygdala activa-
tion. One recent area of investigation has been the
evaluation of trustworthiness. Social psychologi-
cal research has demonstrated that social perceivers
can make judgments about a target individual’s
trustworthiness very quickly after viewing the tar-
get’s face (e.g., Willis & Todorov, 2006). Functional
imaging investigations of trustworthiness have dem-
onstrated that amygdala activation to faces increases
as the perceived trustworthiness of faces decreases,
using both explicit and implicit trustworthi-
ness evaluations (Engell, Haxby, & Todorov, 2007;
Todorov, Baron, & Qosterhof, 2008; Winston,
Strange, O’Doherty, & Dolan, 2002). Evidence
from neuropsychological research provides further
support that the amygdala is involved in percep-
tions of trustworthiness; specifically, patients with
complete bilateral amygdala damage were less able
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