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Abstract: Emotion recognition plays an essential role in human–computer interaction.
Previous studies have investigated the use of facial expression and electroencephalogram (EEG)
signals from single modal for emotion recognition separately, but few have paid attention to a fusion
between them. In this paper, we adopted a multimodal emotion recognition framework by combining
facial expression and EEG, based on a valence-arousal emotional model. For facial expression
detection, we followed a transfer learning approach for multi-task convolutional neural network
(CNN) architectures to detect the state of valence and arousal. For EEG detection, two learning
targets (valence and arousal) were detected by different support vector machine (SVM) classifiers,
separately. Finally, two decision-level fusion methods based on the enumerate weight rule or an
adaptive boosting technique were used to combine facial expression and EEG. In the experiment,
the subjects were instructed to watch clips designed to elicit an emotional response and then
reported their emotional state. We used two emotion datasets—a Database for Emotion Analysis
using Physiological Signals (DEAP) and MAHNOB-human computer interface (MAHNOB-HCI)—to
evaluate our method. In addition, we also performed an online experiment to make our method
more robust. We experimentally demonstrated that our method produces state-of-the-art results
in terms of binary valence/arousal classification, based on DEAP and MAHNOB-HCI data sets.
Besides this, for the online experiment, we achieved 69.75% accuracy for the valence space and 70.00%
accuracy for the arousal space after fusion, each of which has surpassed the highest performing single
modality (69.28% for the valence space and 64.00% for the arousal space). The results suggest that
the combination of facial expressions and EEG information for emotion recognition compensates
for their defects as single information sources. The novelty of this work is as follows. To begin
with, we combined facial expression and EEG to improve the performance of emotion recognition.
Furthermore, we used transfer learning techniques to tackle the problem of lacking data and achieve
higher accuracy for facial expression. Finally, in addition to implementing the widely used fusion
method based on enumerating different weights between two models, we also explored a novel
fusion method, applying boosting technique.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, emotion recognition has gained greater significance in many areas, representing a
crucial factor in human–machine interaction systems. These applications are manifested across a variety
of levels and modalities [1]. Different modalities, which are both non-physiological and physiological,
are used to detect emotion in these applications. The focus of this paper is on a multimodal fusion
between facial expressions and an electroencephalogram (EEG) for emotion recognition.
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Psychologists have proposed various emotion representation models, including discrete and
dimensional models [2]. Discrete emotions, such as happiness and disgust, are straightforward to
understand because they are based on language. However, these models can fall short in expressing
certain emotions in different languages and for different people. In contrast, emotions can be presented
in multidimensional spaces derived from studies, which identify the axes that exhibit the largest
variance of all possible emotions. The two-dimensional model of arousal and valence is the most
widely used dimensional emotion model [3]. The arousal–valence coordinates system model maps
discrete emotion labels in a two-dimensional space. Valence ranges from unpleasant to pleasant,
and arousal ranges from calm to excited, and can describe the intensity of emotion [4]. Given that
most of the variance in emotions comes from two dimensions, our research implemented emotion
recognition using these two dimensions.

The early works of emotion recognition were more performed by voluntary signals, such as facial
expression, speech, and gesture. In one study, Abhinav Dhall et al. used videos of faces to classify
facial expressions into seven categories (anger, disgust, fear, happiness, neutral, sadness, and surprise)
and achieved 53.62% accuracy based on a test set [5]. Pavitra Patel et al. applied the Boosted-GMM
(Gaussian mixture model) algorithm to speech-based emotion recognition and classified emotion into
five categories (angry, happy, sad, normal, and surprise) [6]. Although non-physiological signals
are easier to obtain, they are less reliable. For example, we can fake our facial expression to cheat
the machine. Recently, more researches were done based on involuntary signals. Wei-Long Zheng
el al. investigated stable patterns of EEG over time for emotion recognition. They systematically
evaluated the performance of various popular feature extraction, feature selection, feature smoothing,
and pattern classification methods with a Database for Emotion Analysis using Physiological Signals
(DEAP) and a newly developed dataset called SJTU Emotion EEG Dataset (SEED) for this study [7].
They found that a discriminative graph regularized extreme learning machine with differential entropy
features can achieve the best average accuracies of 69.67% and 91.07% on the DEAP and SEED datasets,
respectively. Yong-Zhang el al. presented their attempt to investigate feature extraction of EEG-based
emotional data by focusing on an empirical mode decomposition (EMD) and autoregressive (AR)
model, and constructed an EEG-based emotion recognition method to classify these emotional states,
reporting an average accuracy between 75.8% to 86.28% in the DEAP dataset [8].

The methods based on physiological signals seem to be more effective and reliable, but physiological
signals often mix with noisy signals. A common instance is that the movement of facial muscles often
causes the fluctuation of EEG.

In recent years, with the development of multisource heterogeneous information fusion processing,
it has become possible to fuse features from multicategory reference emotion states. Jinyan Xie el
al. proposed a new emotion recognition framework based on multi-channel physiological signals,
including electrocardiogram (ECG), electromyogram (EMG), and serial clock line (SCL), using the
dataset of Bio Vid Emo DB, and evaluated a series of feature selection methods and fusion methods.
Finally, they achieved 94.81% accuracy in their dataset [9]. In a study using the MAHNOB-human
computer interface (MAHNOB-HCI) dataset, Sander Koelstra et al. performed binary classification
based on the valence-arousal-dominance emotion model using a fusion of EEG and facial expression and
found that the accuracies of valence, arousal, and control were 68.5%, 73%, and 68.5%, respectively [10].
Mohammad et al. proposed a method for continuously detecting valence from EEG signals and
facial expressions in response to videos and studied the correlations of features from EEG and facial
expressions with continuous valence in the MAHNOB-HCI dataset [11]. In addition, our previous
study proposed two multimodal fusion methods between the brain and peripheral signals for emotion
recognition and reached 81.25% and 82.75% accuracy for four categories of emotion states (happiness,
neutral, sadness, and fear). Both of these accuracies were higher than the accuracies of facial expression
(74.38%) and EEG detection (66.88%) [12]. In our previous study, we applied principal component
analysis to analyze facial expression data and extract high-level features, and we used fast Fourier
transform to extract various power spectral density (PSD) features from raw EEG signals. Due to
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the limited amount of data, we used a simple model, namely, a two-layer neutral network for facial
expression and a support vector machine (SVM) for EEG rather than a deep learning model, and two
simple fusion rules were applied to combine EEG and facial expressions. Simply, the method can help
prevent overfitting in cases of limited data availability.

All studies have shown that the performance of emotion recognition systems can be improved
by employing multimodal information fusion. However, for facial expression, the abovementioned
works all used manually assessed features (e.g., action units [10] or generic linear features [11]).
Convolutional neural networks (CNNs) are able to extract effective features automatically during
learning and achieve better performance for images. However, due to the lack of data, deep learning
models are difficult to apply in emotion experiments. In addition, certain limitations still existed in
our previous study. On the one hand, the data used in our experiment were limited, and our model
was not tested using different types of datasets, which made it impossible to explore some advanced
models like deep learning model. On the other hand, our fusion methods were simple but less reliable.
We used the average output of two models and the expert knowledge-based product rules for fusion.

In this study, we adopted a multimodal emotion recognition framework by combining facial
expression and EEG. For facial expression, we applied a pre-trained, multi-task CNN model to
automatically extract facial features and detect the value of valence and arousal using a single modal
framework. For EEG, we first used the wavelet transform to capture the time-domain characteristics
of the EEG when extracting PSD features, followed by using two different SVM models to recognize
the value of valence and arousal. Finally, we obtained the parameters of decision-level fusion based
on training data on both fusion methods. As a follow-up study, we solved some existed limitation
in our previous research. Unlike our previous research, we used advanced deep learning models
(e.g., CNN) to detect facial expression and used more datasets (i.e., DEAP and MAHNOB-HCI) to
test our models [13,14]. Additionally, an online experiment was also conducted. On the other hand,
the fusion methods we used in this study were based on training data instead of expert knowledge,
which makes them more robust to data. Moreover, the contribution of this work is as follows. To begin
with, we combined facial expression and EEG to improve the performance of emotion recognition.
Furthermore, we used transfer learning techniques to solve the problem of lacking data and achieve
higher accuracy for facial expression. Finally, in addition to implementing the widely used fusion
method based on enumerating different weights between two models, we also explored a novel fusion
method applying boosting technique.

2. Materials and Methods

Figure 1 gives an overview of the workflow in our work. In the beginning, the video clips were
used to elicit the emotional response of the subjects. During this process, the signals (face image and
EEG) were recorded. At the end of the video, the subjects were asked to report their emotional status
of valence and arousal. The status of valence and arousal both ranged from 1 to 9. In this study,
we performed binary classification on the statuses of valence and arousal, which are the threshold
into high (rating 6–9) and low (rating 1–5) classes. For facial expression, in the training stage, we first
pre-trained a CNN model in a large dataset, followed by fine tuning the model in the target dataset.
In the test stage, we found the faces from the images obtained by camera, and then used the extracted
faces to predict the results of the facial expression using CNN. For EEG, we applied wavelet transform
to obtain PSD features from raw EEG data. We further selected the extracted features using recursive
feature elimination (RFE). The selected features were used to classify by SVM to get the results of the
EEG. Finally, we fused the results of facial expression and EEG to get the fusion results. All the results
were compared to the ground truth labels reported by subjects and the performance (e.g., accuracy) of
models was obtained.



Future Internet 2019, 11, 105 4 of 17
Future Internet 2019, 11, x FOR PEER REVIEW 4 of 17 

 

 
Figure 1. An overview of the workflow in this work. 

2.1. Dataset Description and Data Acquisition 

In this paper, we ran offline experiments in MAHNOB-HCI and DEAP dataset. The MAHNOB-
HCI dataset contained EEG, video, audio, gaze, and peripheral physiological recordings of 30 
participants [13]. In this dataset, each participant watched 20 clips extracted from Hollywood movies 
and video websites, such as youtube.com and blip.tv. The stimulus videos ranged in duration from 
35 to 117 s. After watching each stimulus, the participants used self-assessment manikins (SAMs) to 
rate their perceived arousal and valence on a discrete scale of 1 to 9 [15]. We then divided these 
selections into a high class (ratings 6–9) and a low class (ratings 1–5). For 6 of the 30 participants, 
various problems (such as a technical failure) occurred during the experiment [13]. Here, only the 24 
participants for whom all 20 trials are available were used. 

The DEAP data set includes the EEG and peripheral physiological signals of 32 participants 
when watching 40 one-minute music videos [14]. This data set also contains the participants’ ratings 
of each video in terms of the levels of arousal and valence. We divided these values into a high class 
(ratings 6–9) and a low class (ratings 1–5). Note that we used only 13 participants for whom both the 
face data and EEG data were available for all 40 trials [14]. 

Additionally, we performed on online experiment. In the online experiment, we collected data 
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Figure 1. An overview of the workflow in this work.

2.1. Dataset Description and Data Acquisition

In this paper, we ran offline experiments in MAHNOB-HCI and DEAP dataset. The MAHNOB-HCI
dataset contained EEG, video, audio, gaze, and peripheral physiological recordings of
30 participants [13]. In this dataset, each participant watched 20 clips extracted from Hollywood
movies and video websites, such as youtube.com and blip.tv. The stimulus videos ranged in duration
from 35 to 117 s. After watching each stimulus, the participants used self-assessment manikins (SAMs)
to rate their perceived arousal and valence on a discrete scale of 1 to 9 [15]. We then divided these
selections into a high class (ratings 6–9) and a low class (ratings 1–5). For 6 of the 30 participants,
various problems (such as a technical failure) occurred during the experiment [13]. Here, only the
24 participants for whom all 20 trials are available were used.

The DEAP data set includes the EEG and peripheral physiological signals of 32 participants when
watching 40 one-minute music videos [14]. This data set also contains the participants’ ratings of each
video in terms of the levels of arousal and valence. We divided these values into a high class (ratings
6–9) and a low class (ratings 1–5). Note that we used only 13 participants for whom both the face data
and EEG data were available for all 40 trials [14].

Additionally, we performed on online experiment. In the online experiment, we collected data
from 20 participants (50% female, 50% male, aged 17–22). Their facial images were captured by a
Logitech camera (25 FPS, 800 × 600 image size) while the EEG signals were recorded using EMOTIV
INSIGHT, a five channel mobile EEG device (San Francisco, CA, USA). Five channels were placed on
the scalp at positions AF3, AF4, T7, T8, and Pz to record the EEG signals. The sensors were placed
according to the standard 10–20 system. The impedances of all electrodes were maintained below 5 kΩ.

2.2. Spontaneous Facial Expression Detection

For predicting the emotion status based on facial expression, the following steps were taken.
We first resampled the video to 4 Hz and used OpenCV’s Viola & Jones face detector (frontal and
profile) to find the face’s position in each image frame [16]. The extracted faces were resized into a
width and height of 48 pixels and fed directly to the multi-task CNN model to conduct a forward
propagation. The outputs of the forward propagation were the status of valence and arousal.
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The training process and architecture of the multi-task CNN were as follows. The training process
of the multi-task CNN was conducted in two steps. In the first step, supervised pre-training was
performed. We discriminatively pre-trained the CNN using a large auxiliary data set (namely, fer2013)
with image-level annotations [17]. In the second step, domain-specific fine tuning was performed.
We continually conducted stochastic gradient descent (SGD) training for the CNN parameters using
only faces extracted from the video with a relatively low learning rate (0.001).

The illustration in Figure 2 shows the architecture of this network. Given the input 48× 48 grayscale
image patch, the first layer was a convolutional layer with 32 kernels of size 3 × 3 × 1. The second
layer was a convolutional layer with 32 kernels of size 3 × 3 × 32. The third convolutional layer had
64 kernels of size 3 × 3 × 32, followed by 2 × 2 max pooling. The fourth layer was fully connected
with 64 neurons. In all convolutional and fully connected layers, the rectified linear unit (ReLU)
non-linearity approach was applied [18]. The network was subsequently split into two branches.
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Note that we apply padding in each layer except the second layer. Therefore, excluding the second
layer, the output of each layer is of the same size as the previous layer.

The first branch learns the valence decision and contains two additional fully connected layers of sizes
64 and 1. The output is then input into a sigmoid function, and the cross-entropy loss L1 is minimized:

L1 = −
m∑

i=1

(1− y1i log ŷ1i + ŷ1i) log(1− ŷ1i) (1)

where y1i represents the true label of valence of the kth sample, ŷ1i represents the sigmoid output of the
ith sample, and m represents the size of the training sample.

The second branch learned the arousal decision and contained two additional fully connected
layers of sizes 64 and 1. The output was fed to a sigmoid function, and we again minimized the
cross-entropy loss L2:

L2 = −
m∑

i=1

(1− y2i log ŷ2i + ŷ2i) log(1− ŷ2i), (2)

where y2i represents the true label of arousal in the ith sample, ŷ2i represents the sigmoid output of the
ith sample, and m represents the size of the training sample.

When multi-task learning was performed, we minimized the following linear combination of losses:

L =
2∑

p=1

αpLi, (3)
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where αp are linear weights currently set to 1. Note that if we set the second weights to 0, we return to
the conventional approach of single-task learning.

After training, we could obtain the predicted result from the output of the network Sface, as shown
in (4), where rface represents the result of valence or arousal based on facial expression:

r f ace =

{
high
low

S f ace ≥ 0.5
S f ace < 0.5

(4)

2.3. EEG Detection

The EEG-based detection included three progressive stages: PSD features extraction, feature
selection, and classification.

2.3.1. PSD Features Extraction

The raw electrode data were filtered using a wavelet transform to obtain the PSD features.
The wavelet transform is appropriate for multiresolution analysis, in which the signal can be examined
at different frequencies and time scales. We used Daubechies’ wavelet transform coefficients for feature
extraction because EEG signals contain information at various frequency bands. The wavelet, which is
a mathematical transformation function, divided the data into diverse frequency components. With the
resolution matched to the scale, these components were analyzed separately. A wavelet transform is
the representation of a function by mother wavelets. The one-dimensional sustained wavelet transform
denoted by w f (s, τ) of a one-dimensional function f (t) is defined in (5) [19]:

w f (s, τ) =
∫
∞

−∞

f (t)ϕsτ(t)dt, (5)

where ϕ is the mother wavelet function, s is the scale parameter, and t is the translation parameter.
To reconstruct the original signal from the transformed signal, the inverse sustained wavelet transform
is defined in (6):

f (t) =
1

Cϕ

∫
∞

−∞

∫
∞

−∞

W f (s, τ)ϕsτ(t)
dtds
s2 , (6)

such that Cϕ =
∫
∞

−∞

(∣∣∣ϕ(u)∣∣∣2/|u|du
)
, where ϕ(u) is the Fourier transform of ϕ(t) [20].

For the experiment run on offline dataset MAHNOB-HCI and DEAP, we chose only 14 electrodes
(Fp1, T7, CP1, Oz, Fp2, F8, FC6, FC2, Cz, C4, T8, CP6, CP2, and PO4) and three symmetric pairs (i.e.,
T7-T8, Fp1–Fp2, and CP1-CP2) for the EEG feature extraction. The logarithms of the PSD from the
theta (4 Hz < f < 8 Hz), slow alpha (8 Hz < f < 10 Hz), alpha (8 Hz < f < 12 Hz), beta (12 Hz < f < 30 Hz),
and gamma (30 Hz < f < 45 Hz) bands were extracted from all 14 electrodes and three symmetric pairs
to serve as features. The total number of EEG features in the offline dataset using 14 electrodes and
three corresponding asymmetric features were 14 × 5 + 3 × 5 = 85.

For the online experiment, all five electrodes (AF3, AF4, T7, T8, and Pz) provided by the device
were used. The logarithms of the PSD from the theta (4 Hz < f < 8 Hz), slow alpha (8 Hz < f < 10 Hz),
alpha (8 Hz < f < 12 Hz), beta (12 Hz < f < 30 Hz), and gamma (30 Hz < f < 45 Hz) bands were extracted
from all five electrodes. The total number of EEG features in the online experiment were 5 × 5 = 25.

2.3.2. Features Selection

SVM-RFE (recursive feature elimination) was used to select features from the set of features for a
better classification of each subject. This was done by iteratively calculating the feature weights using
a linear SVM classifier (the penalty parameter C of the error term was equal to 1.0) and subsequently
removing 10% of the features with the lowest weights. This process continued until the target number of
features remained. The number of selected features was optimized using 10-fold inner cross-validation
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for the training set [21]. Finally, we selected half of the features from the features extracted from the
last stages (i.e., 42 for the offline dataset MAHNOB-HCI and DEAP, and 12 for the online experiment).

2.3.3. Classification

After the final features were chosen, these features were input to train an SVM classifier by
applying the radial basis function (RBF) kernel (hype-parameter: C = 1.0, gamma = 1/the number of
features). After training, the features were classified into high/low classes in the valence/arousal space.
Two learning tasks (valence and arousal) were used to implement the above method. Each task yielded
results based on the SVM output SEEG according to (7), where rEEG represents the result of valence or
arousal based on EEG,

rEEG =

{
high
low

SEEG ≥ 0.5
SEEG < 0.5

(7)

2.4. Classification Fusion

After the two classifiers for facial expressions and EEG data were obtained, various modality fusion
strategies were used to combine the outputs of these classifiers at the decision level. We employed two
fusion methods for both EEG and facial expression detection as follows.

For the first fusion method, we applied the enumerate weight fusion approach for
decision-level fusion. It was widely used in a lot of the research about multimodal fusion [10,11].
Specifically, the output result of this method is given in (8):

Senum = kS f ace+(1 − k
)
SEEG

renum =

{
high
low

Senum ≥ 0.5
Senum < 0.5

,
(8)

where renum represents the predicted result (high or low), S f ace and SEEG represent the predicted output
scores for the facial expression and EEG, respectively, and k (ranging from 0 to 1) represents the
importance degree of the facial expression. The key objective of this method is to find a proper k
that can lead to satisfactory performance. To achieve this objective, k is varied between 0 and 1 in
steps of 0.01, and the value that provides the highest accuracy for the training samples is selected.
We applied this method separately for the two learning tasks (valence and arousal) and obtained two
different k values, one for valence space and the other for arousal space. Note that we trained models
with different parameters for different subject because we treated it as a subject-dependence problem.
This means the value of k is different for each subject. There is an optimal value for this parameter,
but it is different from subject to subject.

For the second fusion method, we applied adaptive boosting (adaboost) techniques to decision-level
fusion [22,23]. Our goal for this approach was to train wj (j = 1, 2, . . . , n) for every sub-classifier and
obtain the final output, as given in (9):

Sboost = 1/(1 + exp(−
n∑

j=1
w js j))

rboost =

{
high
low

Sboost ≥ 0.5
Sboost < 0.5

,
(9)

where rboost represents the prediction results (high or low) of the adaboost fusion classifier. s j ∈ {−1, 1}
( j = 1, 2, . . . , n) represents the corresponding output result of the j sub-classifier. In this case, S1 is the
facial expression classifier and S2 is the EEG classifier.

To obtain wj (j = 1, 2...n) from a training set of size m, s(xi) j ∈ {−1, 1} designates the output of the
jth classifier for the ith sample, and yi denotes the true label of the ith sample.



Future Internet 2019, 11, 105 8 of 17

We first initialized the weights αi for each data point using (10),

αi = 1/m, (10)

where αi represents the weight of the ith data point.
Each sub-classifier was used to predict the training set and calculate the error rate ε j using (11),

ε j =
M∑

i=1

tiαi, (11)

where ti is calculated using (12),

ti =

{
0
1

s(xi) j = yi

s(xi) j , yi
. (12)

The weight of the jth sub-classifier was assigned as shown in (13):

w j = ln((1− ε j)/ε j)/2. (13)

Subsequently, we updated αi as shown in (14):

αi =

 αi exp(−w j)/
∑m

i=1 αi s(xi) j = yi

αi exp(w j)/
∑m

i=1 αi s(xi) j , yi
. (14)

We continued to calculate the weight of the subsequent sub-classifier after updating αi.
The facial expression classifier and the EEG classifier were both used as the sub-classifiers of the

boosting classifier. We applied this method separately for the two learning tasks (valence and arousal).
We applied two fusion methods, both of which can give the final results of valence and arousal

(i.e., two fusion methods gave their results independently). For the first fusion method, we used
Equation (8) to calculate the final results after the output of facial expression and EEG and the value k
were obtained. For the second method, we took both classifiers (facial expression and EEG) as the
sub-classifier of adaboost algorithm to train the weight of the adaboost algorithm. The final results
were calculated using Equation (9).

2.5. Experiment

2.5.1. Experiment Based on Public Datasets

For each subject in the MAHNOB-HCI dataset, leave-one-trial-out cross-validation was performed
for binary classification. In this process, tests were performed on one trial, and the other 19 trials
were used for training. The video data were used to fine tune the facial expression classifier (CNN),
pre-trained based on the fer2013 data set, and the EEG data were used to train the EEG classifier (SVM).
For each subject, we used the number of trials that were predicted correctly compared to the total
number of trials as a metric to measure model performance.

For each subject in the DEAP dataset, we randomly selected 20 trials as a training set, and the rest
of the 20 trials were used as a test set. A leave-one-trial-out cross-validation was performed for the
training set to select the best hyperparameter for the model and then the trained models were tested in
test set. For each subject, we used the accuracy of the test set as a metric to assess model performance.

2.5.2. Online Experiment

Twenty subjects (50% female, 50% male), whose ages ranged from 17 to 22 (mean = 20.15,
std = 1.19), volunteered to participate in the experiment. We first introduced the meanings of “valence”
and “arousal” to the subjects. The subjects were instructed to watch video clips and reported their
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emotion status of valence and arousal at the end of each video. During the experiments, the subjects
were seated in a comfortable chair and instructed to avoid blinking or moving their bodies. We also
conducted device testing and corrected the camera position to ensure that the faces of the subjects
appeared in the center of the screen.

In a preliminary study, 40 video clips were manually selected from commercially produced movies
as stimuli. They were separated into two parts for the calibration run and evaluation run, respectively.
Each part contained 20 videos. The movie clips range in duration from 70.52 to 195.12 s (mean = 143.04,
std = 33.50).

In order to conduct an evaluation run, we first needed data to train the model. Therefore, we first
conducted a calibration run to collect data before performing an evaluation run. In the calibration
run, the collected data consisted of 20 trials for each subject. At the beginning of each trial, there
was a 10 s countdown in the center of the screen to capture each subject’s attention and to serve as
an indicator of the next clip. After the countdown was complete, movie clips that included different
emotional states were presented on the full screen. During this time, we collected four human face
images in each second using a camera and 10 groups of EEG signals each second using an Emotive
mobile device. Each movie clip was presented for 2–3 min. At the end of each trial, a SAM appeared in
the center of the screen to collect the subject’s label of valence or arousal [15]. Subjects were instructed
to fill in the entire table and to click the “submit” button to proceed to the next trial. There was also
a 10 s countdown in the center of the screen between two consecutive trials for emotional recovery.
The collected data (EEG signal, face image and corresponding valence, and arousal label) were used to
train the model described above.

The evaluation run was composed of 20 trials for each subject. The procedure of each trial was
similar to that of data collection. Note that different movie clips were used for stimuli because reusing
these stimuli would have reduced the impact of the movie clips by increasing the knowledge that
subjects had of them. At the end of each trial, four different detectors (face expression detector, EEG
detector, first fusion detector, and second fusion detector) were used to predict the valence and arousal
based on the face image and EEG signal. By comparing the predicted result and the ground truth label,
the accuracy was subsequently calculated.

During the 10 s countdown, the sensors stopped recording signals. The data between two 10 s
countdowns were used as a sample for the fusion level. For facial expression, the face data was used
to fine-tune the CNN model. For EEG, the EEG data was used to train the SVM model. The two
sub-models were trained independently and then they were fused together in the decision level.
This guaranteed the face and EEG data had been co-registered for a trial.

3. Results

3.1. Result Analysis

Figure 3 provides a graphical overview of the accuracy of various detection methods among
various data sets for each subject. From top to bottom, the accuracy of the MAHNOB-HCI data set,
the DEAP data set, and the online experiment in both valence and arousal space are presented in order.

The emotion recognition results of the MAHNOB-HCI data set are presented in Table 1, the results
of the DEAP data set are presented in Table 2, and the results of the online experiment are presented
in Table 3. Although the overall accuracy of facial expression was high, poor performance was still
observed for some subjects (such as subjects 1, 3, 5, 11, and 12 for the valence space in the DEAP data
set), indicating that high volatility is associated with facial expressions during emotion experiments.
The performance of the modality can be improved by combining the findings with those of another
modality (e.g., EEG). Except for one case (arousal space in the online experiment, where the accuracy
of the first fusion method was lower than that of EEG (signal modality)), the accuracy of the fusion
method was higher than that of the signal modality approach.
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Table 1. Emotion recognition accuracy for the MAHNOB-HCI data set.

Target Facial expression EEG First fusion Second fusion

Valence 73.33 ± 13.59 66.25 ± 9.04 75.00 ± 11.08 75.21 ± 10.94
Arousal 69.79 ± 15.64 71.88 ± 12.48 75.63 ± 11.92 74.17 ± 14.04

Table 2. Emotion recognition accuracy for the DEAP data set.

Target Facial expression EEG First fusion Second fusion

Valence 72.31 ± 12.02 75.38 ± 12.16 80.30 ± 11.37 80.00 ± 12.40
Arousal 71.15 ± 11.62 68.85 ± 10.02 74.23 ± 10.34 71.54 ± 11.16

Table 3. Emotion recognition accuracy for the online experiment.

Target Facial expression EEG First fusion Second fusion

Valence 55.75 ± 19.25 69.25 ± 11.96 69.75 ± 12.79 68.00 ± 17.39
Arousal 54.00 ± 20.28 64.00 ± 22.39 61.75 ± 19.76 70.00 ± 20.51

Moreover, we first performed a normality test of accuracy for each of the four detectors, and the
data were considered normal when the result of the normality test was below 0.05. This test was
followed by a paired t-test (normal data) or Nemenyi procedure (not normal). The statistical test results
are presented in Tables 4–9. The output of the paired t-test or Nemenyi procedure was considered p.
The results were considered significant when the p values were below 0.05. The statistical analysis
based on the t-test and Nemenyi procedure indicated that in some cases (but not all), significant
differences existed between the fusion and signal modalities. In the MAHNOB-HCI data set, there was
a significant difference between the first fusion method and the EEG in the MAHNOB-HCI data set in
the valence space (p = 0.005) and the second fusion method and the EEG in the MAHNOB-HCI data
set in the valence space (p = 0.004). For the DEAP data set, no significant difference was observed.
In the online experiment, there was a significant difference between the first fusion method and the
facial expressions in the valence space (p = 0.012). Additionally, for the second fusion method versus
the facial expression, there was a difference in the valence space (p = 0.026) and the arousal space (p =

0.007). Although reduced accuracy was found in the online experiment, some significant improvement
was achieved through information fusion.

Table 4. The results of statistical tests in the MAHHNOB-HCI dataset in valence space.

Face EEG

First fusion method 0.65 <0.05

Second fusion method 0.60 <0.05

Table 5. The results of statistical tests in MAHHNOB-HCI dataset in arousal space.

Face EEG

First fusion method 0.16 0.30

Second fusion method 0.32 0.56

Table 6. The results of statistical tests in the DEAP dataset in valence space.

Face EEG

First fusion method 0.11 0.31

Second fusion method 0.13 0.37
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Table 7. The results of statistical tests in the DEAP dataset in arousal space.

Face EEG

First fusion method 0.50 0.20

Second fusion method 0.93 0.54

Table 8. The results of statistical tests in the online experiment in valence space.

Face EEG

First fusion method 0.01 0.90

Second fusion method 0.03 0.76

Table 9. The results of statistical tests in the online experiment in arousal space.

Face EEG

First fusion method 0.24 0.74

Second fusion method <0.05 0.32

In terms of the computational cost, the proposed CNN model contains 1,019,554 parameters,
and it took 0.0647 s to conduct one forward analysis on a single sample. For the training, it took about
6 h and 30 min in the pre-training step. In the fine tuning step, it took 4–6 min for each subject. All the
experiments were conducted with a GeForce GTX 950.

3.2. Comparison with Other Literature

In the literature, based on the MAHNOB-HCI data set, the authors of [10] developed a method of
mapping face action units to high-level emotional states for facial feature extraction and used SVM-RFE to
select EEG features before classifying them using a Gaussian naive Bayes classifier. Following fusion, they
achieved 73.0% valence detection and 68.5% arousal detection rates. The authors of [24] proposed a novel
emotion recognition method using a hierarchical Bayesian network to accommodate the generality and
specificity of emotions simultaneously and achieved 56.9% and 58.2% accuracy for valence and arousal,
respectively. In the literature, based on the DEAP data set, the authors of [25] addressed the single-trial
binary classification of emotion dimensions (arousal, valence, dominance, and liking) using EEG signals
and achieved 76.9% and 68.4% accuracy for valence and arousal, respectively. The authors of [24] also
tested their model on the DEAP data set and achieved 58.0% and 63.0% accuracy for valence and arousal,
respectively. Our performance for both valence and arousal space surpassed that of previous results

4. Discussion

In this study, we explored two methods for the fusion of facial expressions and EEGs for emotion
recognition. Two data sets containing facial videos and EEG data were used to evaluate these methods.
Additionally, an online experiment was conducted to validate the robustness of the model. In a
binary classification of valence and arousal, significant results were obtained for both single modalities.
Moreover, two fusion methods outperformed the single modalities. Compared with studies in the recent
literature [5–7], which used single modalities to detect emotion, our major novelty is combining EEG with
facial expression. In addition, in emotion experiments, deep learning methods are often difficult to apply
due to the limits of the samples. Our other highlight was solving this problem by pre-training our deep
learning model based on a large data set before fine tuning with the target data set. Thus, we achieved high
performance in detecting emotion compared to [10], especially for the face-based method, in which [10]
achieved 64.5% accuracy while we achieved 73.33% accuracy in valence space. In addition to implementing
the widely used fusion method based on enumerating different weights between two models [10,11],
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we also explored a novel fusion method applying a boosting technique, which can reduce computational
cost with the growth of the fusion modal (such as EMG).

Our performance for both valence and arousal surpassed that of previous studies who used
EEG-based, face-based emotion recognition in terms of binary valence/arousal classification based on
two public datasets, partly because we performed end-to-end deep leaning mapping of the face from
image pixels directly to emotion states instead of trying to manually extract features from the images.
CNN is widely used in image-based recognition tasks and often achieves better performance than
traditional methods [26]. On the other hand, as we argued in the introduction section, non-physiological
signals (videos of faces) can be easily faked. In this respect, the drawbacks of facial expression detection
can be compensated for by the EEG detection to a very large extent. Thus, the facial expression
detection and EEG detection were irreplaceable and complementary to each other, and the multimodal
fusion should achieve higher accuracies using both detections than using one of the two detections.

In terms of the computational cost, the bottleneck of our model is the CNN, because other models
(SVM and fusion strategies) are simply compared to the CNN. However, in the fusion technique,
we repeatedly used the output of the CNN. We did not conduct repeated forward analysis in the
CNN model. Instead, we saved the output of the CNN model as intermediate variables to reduce the
computational cost. According to our results, the time cost of the CNN is acceptable.

For decision-level fusion, the method we applied for facial expression and EEG was also important.
The number of samples extracted from a single object is limited. Therefore, it is challenging to train
a complex model, such as a CNN, using only a small amount of training data without overfitting.
Our approach to addressing this problem was based on previous studies [27–30] that have consistently
shown that supervised fine tuning with a relatively small data set based on a network pre-trained
with a large image data set of generic objects can lead to a significant improvement in performance.
In addition, we did not obtain the results of valence and arousal separately (as in most previous studies).
Instead, the results for valence and arousal were obtained in the same network. Such a multi-task
learning scheme can further improve the accuracy of the classifier [31,32]. To further examine what
the model learned, we also visualized the spatial pattern that maximally excited different neurons.
Figure 4 displays the activations of the network during the forward pass. Noted that we selected the top
nine activated neurons for each layer. For the first and second layers, the low-level features (e.g., edge,
light) were detected. For the final layer, the high-level features (e.g., eyes, glasses, mouth) were detected.
Our results are partially consistent with the findings of previous work [33,34]. For instance, Khorrami el
al. found that when the CNN model was used to detect facial expression, the output of the final layer of
the model resembles facial action units (FAUs) [33]. For EEG, we applied a wavelet transform instead of
using the Fourier transform, which was used in most previous studies. Relative to the Fourier transform,
the wavelet transform can analyze signals of various frequencies and time scales. To further illustrate the
influence of valence and arousal in different brain regions, we projected the PSD features onto the scalp to
obtain the brain patterns of the five selected frequency bands in Figure 5. Specifically, we calculated the
correlation between EEG spectral power in different bands and 14 electrodes with the continuous valence
and arousal labels for the subjects who achieved the highest accuracy in corresponding emotion space from
the MAHNOB-HCI and DEAP dataset. The topographs in Figure 5 show that lower frequency (theta, slow
alpha, alpha) components from electrodes positioned on the frontal have a higher correlation with valence
measurements. In terms of the arousal space, higher frequency (beta, gamma) components from electrodes
positioned on all positions have a higher correlation. Our results are partially consistent with the findings
of previous work [35]. Pan et al. found that the neural patterns had significantly higher responses in
low frequencies at prefrontal sites and significantly higher theta and alpha responses at parietal sites
for sad emotions and valence is a measure of both positive and negative emotion [35]. The reason
why two sub-classifiers were fit for boosting is two-fold. On one hand, they are two different models
(CNN and SVM) and how they process data is quite different. On the other hand, the features they
use (facial expression and EEG) are different. The diversity of the sub-classifiers helped improve the
performance of the fusion model. For fusion, the first method (in which we enumerate the different
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weights for all models) has been widely used in previous studies. However, this method suffers from
high computational costs as the type of the modals increases (e.g., taking eye movement as another
modal). We explored the possibility of fusion using a different method (adaboost fusion), which is not
limited by the computational cost. This can be validated because the time complexity of the first fusion
method is O(m100n), while the time complexity of the second fusion method is O(nm), where n is the
number of the modal and m is the number of the sample.
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However, although performance was improved through information fusion, we did not find
strong statistical evidence indicating that multimodal fusion offers a significant improvement over
the single-modal approach (e.g., when conducting an independent two-sample t-test of the accuracy
distribution, the p value is not always less than 0.05). In most cases, (e.g., [8]), high volatility is
associated with facial expressions during emotion experiments because subjects are able to trick the
machine if they know how to mimic certain facial expressions. In this respect, the gap between the
error associated with facial expressions and the Bayesian error of true emotion detection can be filled
by adding information sources (e.g., EEG) [36]. Unfortunately, in our experiment, the experimental
subjects were asked to behave normally rather than mimic certain facial expressions, which may be the
main reason that we could not find strong statistical evidence indicating significant improvement after
fusion. In addition, for only the DEAP data set, no significant difference was found; we believe this
result was observed because we only used 14 subjects, which was a limited sample size. For the other
two data sets, we found significant differences between single and multiple modes.

5. Conclusions

Certain limitations of this study should be considered in the future. Currently, due to the limited
time participants can use the equipment before fatigue sets in and before the effectiveness of the
electrode gel is degraded, it is often challenging to obtain a large data set for EEG. Thus, the number
of samples was insufficient to provide a definitive answer regarding the benefits of fusion in this
study. In the future, we will attempt to either collect more EEG data or generate EEG data using
a generative model for semi-supervision learning. Furthermore, identifying the additional benefits
of information fusion for multimodal emotion recognition is an interesting topic that we intend to
investigate. Finally, applying emotion recognition technology to special populations, such as infants or
people who suffer from disorders of consciousness, is also an interesting area we can work on.
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