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Frontal variant frontotemporal dementia (fv-FTD) is a neurodegenerative disease characterized predominately by behavioural disorders such as apathy, affective flattening, and loss of empathy, suggesting abnormalities of emotional processing. Impairment in the perception of static emotional stimuli, such as photographs of faces expressing an emotion, is one of the signs encountered early in the disease course. To our knowledge, however, no studies to date have ruled out the possibility that poor performance on emotion perception in photographs of faces is due to the more generalized perceptual problems sometimes observed in FTD.  
We examined the perception of facial expressions of emotion in 15 individuals with fv-FTD and ten age- and education-matched healthy controls. Our test comprised two parts: a) Identity Matching (matching the target photograph with one of a selection of three photographs of faces based on the identity of the person, disregarding extraneous features, such as eyeglasses or a cap), and b) Emotion Matching (matching the target photograph with one of a selection of three photographs of faces expressing one of the six basic emotions). 
Patients with fv-FTD performed more poorly than the healthy control group on both tasks. When we reanalyzed the emotion matching data entering the identity matching score as a covariate, however, the group difference on affect matching barely missed the customary level of significance (p=.06), suggesting that a large part of the group difference on affect matching may be explained by patients’ difficulty perceiving faces more generally. A similar group comparison of performance on a commonly used test of visuoperceptual ability (Hooper Visual Organization Test; HVOT) indicated poorer performance in the patient group; yet when this score was entered as a covariate into a group comparison of emotion matching, there was no effect for HVOT (p=.9). Qualitative analysis of the patients’ actual responses on the identity matching task support our quantitative findings, and suggest that patients used ineffective strategies in responding, such as matching based on extraneous features (i.e., “Both are wearing glasses, therefore they are the same person”).
As expected, patients with frontotemporal dementia exhibited overall impaired emotion perception in comparison to healthy adults. This performance deficit appears to be related to perceptual difficulties, which are circumscribed to faces, and not to their more generalized visuoperceptual deficit. More specifically, impaired emotion perception in fv-FTD appears to reflect the patients’ use of ineffective strategies in responding rather than a perceptual deficit per se. This pattern is consistent with their frontal dysfunction. Future studies of emotion perception in fv-FTD should consider the factors underlying patients’ poor performance in order to propose a sound theory of the cognitive mechanisms involved in their everyday difficulties.
