
Master	  Thesis	  Plan,	  PSY4090	  Cognitive	  Neurosciense	  	   	  

	   1	  

 
 
Tentative title of thesis 
The man in the moon and other pareidolia phenomenon; does oxytocin make people more 
prone to illusory face perception than placebo? 
 
Topic of Research 
My thesis will focus on illusory face perception in e.g. artifacts and scenery. This is a 
phenomenon called ‘pareidolia’, in which people has a tendency to find human-like faces 
where none are actually present. My study will investigate the mechanism behind the 
phenomenon of ‘pareidolia’, and addresses the role of oxytocin (OT) regarding illusory 
perception of faces in e.g. artifacts and scenery.  
 
Hypotheses: 
1. OT will lead participants to be more prone to illusory face perception compared with 

participants assigned to receive placebo.  
2. that OT will lead participants to respond faster to illusory faces compared with 

participants assigned to receive placebo. 
3. OT will lead participants to rate non-facial faces more face-like compared with 

participants assigned to receive placebo.  
4. OT will lead participants to gaze longer and more frequently toward the eye region of 

pareidolia compared with participants assigned to receive placebo.  
 
Design and Methodology: 
I will test healthy individuals in a within-subjects placebo-controlled study where central 
oxytocin is increased through administration of a nasal spray. The participants will watch 
computer screen images of objects and scenery with components that more or less resemble 
the features of a face. In a detection task the participants will be instructed to detect face-like 
features from pictures of objects, scenery and landscapes with and without face-like areas in 
it, and in a rating task, evaluate the face-likeness of these areas.  
Throughout the experiment, the participants’ gaze responses towards a defined face area and 
frequency towards the eye region of visual stimuli will be recorded. 
 
Dependent variables include:  

1. accuracy (ability to detect face-like images),  
2. mean correct response time (time to click examines the effect of OT on processing 

speed),  
3. face likeness (Subjective ratings of perceived face-likeness (100% object vs. 100% 

face) of the displayed images.  
4. face-gaze duration (total milliseconds spent fixating on defined area of interest; face 

and eyes),  
5. fixation count (number of gaze fixations toward a defined area of interest; face and 

eyes),  
 
Statistical methods: 
First within-subjects factors; namely separate repeated-measures Analysis of Variance 
(ANOVA), and additional analyses will be with between-subjects factors. Specific a priori 
hypotheses will be tested using paired, 1-tailed t-tests and repeated-measures ANOVA. 
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Research questions: 
Will OT make participants see more illusory faces, and perceive them more face-like, than 
participants receiving placebo? Will OT make participants focus more on the eye-region of 
pareidolia, measured in gaze time and gaze frequency, than participants receiving placebo? 
 
Outline: 
1. Abstract 
2. Introduction 
3. Theoretical background and review of literature 

a. Hypothesis and predictions 
4. Materials and methods 

a. Participants 
b. Setup 
c. Stimuli 
d. Design 
e. Procedure 

5. Results 
a. Behavioral data 
b. Eye tracker analysis 

6. Discussions 
a. Limitations 
b. Conclusions 

7. References 
  

7. Time plan 
Task Duration Start Finish 
Literature review  
 

2 weeks 
 

19.08.13 
 

31.08.13 
 

Submission of the master thesis proposal 
 

1 week 
 

23.09.13 
 

27.09.13 
 

Gaining access to and training on how to use the eye 
tracker. 

1 week 
 

  

Writing script for use in SMI 
 

1 week   

Design and testing of SMI BeGaze program to use in 
project 

2 week   

Recruiting participants 
Perform experiment and collect data 

8 weeks   

Analysis of data and report findings 
 

2 weeks   

Writing up thesis 
 

8 weeks   

Submission of thesis 
 

1 week 05.05.14 05.05.14 
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