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Abstract: Emotion recognition, a rapidly evolving domain in digital health, has witnessed significant
transformations with the advent of personalized approaches and advanced machine learning (ML)
techniques. These advancements have shifted the focus from traditional, generalized models to
more individual-centric methodologies, underscoring the importance of understanding and catering
to the unique emotional expressions of individuals. Our study delves into the concept of model
personalization in emotion recognition, moving away from the one-size-fits-all approach. We con-
ducted a series of experiments using the Emognition dataset, comprising physiological and video
data of human subjects expressing various emotions, to investigate this personalized approach to
affective computing. For the 10 individuals in the dataset with a sufficient representation of at least
two ground truth emotion labels, we trained a personalized version of three classical ML models
(k-nearest neighbors, random forests, and a dense neural network) on a set of 51 features extracted
from each video frame. We ensured that all the frames used to train the models occurred earlier
in the video than the frames used to test the model. We measured the importance of each facial
feature for all the personalized models and observed differing ranked lists of the top features across
the subjects, highlighting the need for model personalization. We then compared the personalized
models against a generalized model trained using data from all 10 subjects. The mean F1 scores for
the personalized models, specifically for the k-nearest neighbors, random forest, and dense neural
network, were 90.48%, 92.66%, and 86.40%, respectively. In contrast, the mean F1 scores for the
generic models, using the same ML techniques, were 88.55%, 91.78% and 80.42%, respectively, when
trained on data from various human subjects and evaluated using the same test set. The personalized
models outperformed the generalized models for 7 out of the 10 subjects. The PCA analyses on the
remaining three subjects revealed relatively little facial configuration differences across the emotion
labels within each subject, suggesting that personalized ML will fail when the variation among data
points within a subject’s data is too low. This preliminary feasibility study demonstrates the potential
as well as the ongoing challenges with implementing personalized models which predict highly
subjective outcomes like emotion.

Keywords: personalized ML; affective computing; ASD; digital phenotyping; emotion; generic

1. Introduction

Emotion, a dynamic state influenced by cognitive and physiological factors, arises
from stimuli such as experiences, thoughts, or social interactions. It encompasses personal
experience, thought processes, behavioral impacts, physical reactions, and communication.
Emotion recognition is vital in fields like marketing, human-robot interaction, health-
care, mental health monitoring, and security [1]. In healthcare, affective computing is
crucial for understanding various neurological disorders, including sleep disorders [2],
schizophrenia [3], sleep quality assessment [4], autism spectrum disorder [5,6], and Parkin-
son’s disease [7-9]. Emotions are also significant in identifying physiological states like
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fatigue, drowsiness, depression, and pain [10-12]. Emotions may be conveyed through a
combination of facial expressions, vocalizations, gestures, and body movements [13-15].
This multifaceted nature of emotional expression underlines the complexity in accurately
capturing and interpreting emotions through technology. Many existing works in this
area rely on a one-size-fits-all emotion recognition computer vision model. However, this
approach may overlook individual variations in emotional expressions and could result
in less accurate assessments for certain individuals. Additionally, factors such as cultural
disparities, age, and personal characteristics can influence emotional expression, posing
further challenges to the effectiveness of the generic model.

Personalized models, or the creation of a separate AI model per person, offer the
advantage of tailoring the emotional assessment and therapy process to each individual’s
unique facial dynamics. By primarily considering the specific emotional nuances of the in-
dividual, these personalized models enhance the accuracy of emotion recognition, resulting
in more effective outcomes for digital therapeutics and digital phenotyping. Prior work has
demonstrated that personalization can enhance the performance of emotion recognition
systems [16-18]. Personalized ML techniques have the potential to unlock more precise
and context-aware emotion recognition capabilities compared to the traditional paradigm
of using generic models.

Here, we study the personalization of emotion recognition models using a video
dataset called Emognition. As a stride towards making our models explainable, we focus
in this paper on the feature extraction of interpretable facial features fed into classical
ML models rather than using convolutional neural networks (CNNs) to automatically
learn complex features. We train separate models per human subject and evaluate on that
individual’s data, ensuring that all data in the training set occur earlier temporally than
the evaluation set. Our findings demonstrate that the personalized models consistently
outperform their baseline counterparts, which rely on data from other subjects within the
dataset. This suggests the potential advantages of model personalization in optimizing the
performance of applications requiring intricate and potentially subjective automated assess-
ments for end-users. The implications of our study extend to domains where nuanced and
individualized predictions play a crucial role in enhancing user experience and outcomes.

The code we used to train and evaluate our personalized and generalized models
is available at Supplementary Materials part: https://github.com/aliknd /Personalized_
Affective_Models_ AMP_Paper (accessed on 2 December 2023).

2. Prior Work and Background

In the expansive realm of digital health, facial emotion recognition has emerged as a
focal point of research, presenting an array of applications across various health domains.
This dynamic field faces significant challenges rooted in the inherent subjectivity of observer
perception, influenced by factors such as gender, age, and ethnicity. The intricate task of
accurately interpreting the diverse spectrum of human facial expressions adds complexity
to this endeavor [19-21].

Within this multifaceted landscape, the application of facial emotion recognition
holds particular relevance in understanding and addressing health challenges faced by
diverse populations. One noteworthy area is autism spectrum disorder (ASD), where
individuals often encounter difficulties in recognizing and interpreting facial expressions.
This unique challenge intersects with the broader complexities in facial emotion recognition,
underscoring the need for nuanced approaches to cater to the diverse needs of individuals
on the autism spectrum.

One family of approaches to building affective computing models involves the ex-
traction of domain-specific features which are fed as input into classical ML models. For
example, the local binary pattern (LBP) method transforms an image into a configuration of
micro-patterns [22,23]. In 2009, Shan et al. [24] evaluated the effectiveness of LBP features in
recognizing expressions. The results of the experiment confirmed that LBP features possess
a certain level of efficiency. However, despite their usefulness, facial expression recognition
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methods based on LBP also suffer from challenges including low accuracy in recognition
and vulnerability to interference [25]. Another feature extraction approach involves the
use of Histogram of Oriented Gradients (HoG) features to recognize facial expressions. In
Dahmane et al.’s study, a combination of feature extractors, such as LBP, PCA, and HoG,
was used together with a SVM classifier to categorize static face images into six distinct
emotions [26]. In a study conducted in 2012, Satiyan et al. [27] used Haar wavelet features
along with multiscale analysis and statistical analysis to recognize facial expressions. How-
ever, the use of Haar-based facial expression recognition presents challenges, including a
high rate of false recognition and the incomplete extraction of facial expression information.
Another method called scale-invariant feature transform (SIFT) was used by Soyel et al. [28]
in 2011 to describe face pose and achieve expression recognition through the extraction of
principal component information using singular value decomposition (SVD). Nevertheless,
using the SIFT-based method for expression recognition faces obstacles such as limited
computational efficiency and vulnerability to dimensionality problems.

An alternative strategy for recognizing facial expressions involves deep learning. In
2006, Hinton introduced the layer-by-layer training approach to tackle the complex task
of training neural networks with multiple layers [29]. As a result, robust open-source
learning frameworks such as Torch, Caffe, Deep Learn Toolbox, and Cxxnet were created,
supported by substantial contributions from researchers and institutions. Deep learning
has the capability to approximate high-dimensional data spaces, making it well suited for
learning intricate functions and extracting high-dimensional feature representations from
images. While initially used for object image classification, deep learning has gradually
found applications in face recognition as well [15,30,31].

In 2016, Zhang and colleagues presented a new method for recognizing facial expres-
sions that are invariant to attitude. Their approach involved combining deep learning
techniques, a principal component analysis network, and CNN. Through extensive experi-
ments on two publicly available databases, they demonstrated substantial enhancements
in their method compared to traditional techniques used for expression recognition [32]. In
2017, Zhang [33] introduced in their study an algorithm for extracting facial expressions
using deep learning. They conducted an analysis of the existing approaches in this field
and compared different methods. The findings revealed that deep learning techniques excel
at extracting hierarchical features and leveraging them for image classification based on
expressions. Consequently, these methods significantly improve the recognition accuracy
when compared to conventional approaches [34-36].

Several research studies rely on facial images as a primary focus. For instance, Wells
et al. [37] used transfer learning for emotion recognition with a MobileNet model. The
experimental outcomes demonstrated an accuracy of 89% and an F1 score of 87%. Similarly
in 2022, Ahmed et al. [38] used three pre-trained models, including MobileNet, Xception,
and Inception V3, to detect ASD based on facial features. The accuracies were 95%, 94%,
and 89% for MobileNet, Xception, and Inception, respectively. Another study by Akter et al.
in 2021 [39] enhanced MobileNet V1 by adding layers to improve performance, achieving a
classification accuracy of 90.67%.

Various studies have also analyzed the facial images of autistic children for diverse
purposes. For example, in 2021, Banire et al. [40] developed a deep learning (DL) model to
recognize attention from facial analysis, achieving an 88.89% accuracy and 53.1% in terms
of the ACC and AUC, respectively. Washington et al. [41] conducted a study on automated
emotion classification for children using a gamified approach with the GuessWhat smart-
phone game. The resulting extensive pediatric emotion-centric database facilitated the
training of a CNN classifier, achieving a balanced accuracy of 66.9% and an F1 score of 67.4%
on the entire dataset (CAFE). Notably, in a subset with at least 60% human agreement, the
classifier achieved a 79.1% balanced accuracy and a 78.0% F1 score, showcasing significant
improvements over previous classifiers. Kalantarian et al. [42] conducted a study evalu-
ating the suitability of off-the-shelf emotion classifiers from Microsoft, Amazon, Google,
and Sighthound for pediatric populations, specifically children with parent-reported ASD.
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Using the Guess What? mobile game, 21 children with ASD engaged in social interac-
tions, producing 2602 emotive frames for evaluation. The study revealed that while these
classifiers performed well for happy emotions, their accuracy was notably poor for other
emotions, indicating a need for improved training data before integrating them into Al-
enabled social therapy for ASD treatment. In the context of children with ASD, several
other studies use DL and CNN for diagnosis based on facial analysis. In 2020, Beary
et al. [43] introduced a DL model to classify children as normal or potentially autistic,
achieving an accuracy of 94.6% using the pre-trained MobileNet model. In 2021, Nagy
et al. [44] compared the accuracy of responses to six emotions (neutral, sad, disgust, anger,
fear, and surprise) in normal and autistic children under non-timed and timed conditions.
The results indicated that children with autism are less accurate in identifying surprise
and anger compared to their normal counterparts. For more comprehensive insights into
emotion recognition among individuals with ASD, more expansive review papers, such as
that by Rashidan et al. [45], provide detailed information.

Researchers have advocated diverse architectural modifications to CNNs, such as by
incorporating the integration of attention mechanisms [46]. The visual attention mech-
anism enables models to concentrate on specific image regions, enhancing the overall
performance. Taking inspiration from the triumph of transformer networks in natural
language processing (NLP), vision transformers have been introduced. Prominent among
these large transformer-based models are ViT [47], Swin [48], MobileViT [49], BiT [50],
and ConvNeXt [51]. Vision transformers use attention mechanisms to encompass global
context and extract intricate features from image patches. Consequently, they emerge as a
promising alternative to CNNs, surmounting their challenges in feature position encoding.

Some research endeavors have harnessed transfer learning with contemporary pre-
trained vision and brain transformers for ASD diagnosis. Pioneering developments in this
realm involve the utilization of VGG [52-54] and ResNet [55,56] for ASD diagnosis.

The DEAP database [57], compiled by researchers including Koelstra from various
universities, serves as a valuable resource for studying human emotional states through
multi-channel data. This publicly available database contains recordings of EEG signals and
physiological signals (PPS) from 32 subjects. Researchers frequently use DEAP to explore
and analyze the intricate aspects of human emotions. Tang et al. [58] and Yin et al. [59] are
two additional studies that used a multimodal approach to emotion recognition. Both stud-
ies used deep neural networks in conjunction with the DEAP dataset, which encompasses
various modalities of data such as EEG signals and physiological signals. By leveraging
these multimodal data sources, Tang et al. and Yin et al. aimed to enhance the accuracy
and robustness of their emotion recognition systems. The eNTERFACE’05 dataset [60] is
a widely used benchmark dataset in the field of facial expression analysis and emotion
recognition. The dataset consists of synchronized video recordings of facial expressions
along with corresponding emotion labels. It includes expressions of basic emotions such
as happiness, sadness, anger, surprise, fear, and disgust. The dataset is valuable for devel-
oping and evaluating algorithms and models for facial expression analysis, as it provides
a diverse range of facial expressions and emotions in different individuals and scenarios.
Zhang et al. [61] and Nguyen et al. [62] are two notable studies that focused on the task of
using the eNTERFACE’05 dataset for their respective investigations. In their work, Zhang
etal. and Nguyen et al. recognized the potential of the eNTERFACE’05 dataset as a valuable
resource for their study on a specific topic. By leveraging the diverse and comprehensive
nature of the eNTERFACE'05 dataset, they were able to conduct in-depth analyses and
draw meaningful conclusions. These studies contribute to the growing body of knowledge
surrounding the eNTERFACE’05 dataset and its applicability in various domains.

Building on the foundations laid by previous research in emotion recognition, our
study introduces a novel approach by focusing on the personalization of video analysis
using classical ML models based on PCA features. This strategy diverges from conventional
deep learning methods, presenting a distinct advantage by requiring less training data.
This creates a more feasible option in scenarios with limited data availability. Moreover,
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PCA-based models, characterized by their reduced parameter count, are ideally suited
for integration into compact health monitoring devices such as those used for digital
interventions for ASD. Such an approach not only ensures computational efficiency but also
enhances the interpretability of models, a key aspect of human-centered Al for healthcare.

3. Methods

In our study, we developed personalized emotion recognition models, as depicted in
Figure 1, targeting a specific subset of subjects from the Emognition dataset.
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Figure 1. Personalized vs. generic model workflow. In addition to training a traditional one-size-
fits-all model, we propose the development of a single model per individual. While we evaluate this
procedure for affective computing, this paradigm can be applied to precision health more broadly.

We trained three distinct ML models: k-nearest neighbors (KNN), random forest
(RF), and a dense neural network (DNN). Each of these models was applied to analyze
51 extracted facial features from each video frame, ensuring a comprehensive approach
to interpreting facial expressions. The facial features were carefully chosen for their inter-
pretability and relevance in conveying emotional states. These features include key facial
landmarks, expressions, and orientations, which are pivotal in differentiating between
various emotions.

3.1. Emognition Dataset

The Emognition dataset [63] encompasses data from 43 subjects aged between 19 and
29, including 21 females, who were exposed to emotionally stimulating film clips specifi-
cally designed to evoke nine distinct emotions (Table 1). The short film clips were chosen
from databases with established reliability and validity for eliciting targeted emotions. The
duration of each clip is typically short, often ranging from a few seconds to a few minutes,
to maintain participant engagement and ensure a focused emotional response. These selec-
tions were made based on prior research indicating their effectiveness in evoking specific
emotional responses. Facial features were automatically extracted using the OpenFace
toolkit [64] (version 2.2.0, default parameters) and Quantum Sense software (Research Edi-
tion 2017, Quantum CX, Poland). The OpenFace library provides essential facial landmark
points and Action Units’ values while the Quantum Sense software identifies fundamental
emotions including neutral, anger, disgust, happiness, sadness, surprise (Table 1), and head
pose. The ground truth for emotions was determined through participant self-selection
from a pool of nine emotions: amusement, anger, awe, disgust, enthusiasm, fear, liking,
sadness, and surprise, alongside assessments of valence, arousal, and motivation.
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Table 1. The discrepancy between the emotions evoked (actual) for one demonstrative subject vs. the
emotional stimulus provided (prompt). We use the emotions evoked for our ground truth labels.

Prompt

Actaal Amusement Anger Awe Disgust Enthusiasm Fear Liking Neutral Sadness Surprise
Anger 0 0 0 0 0 3 0 0 0 0
Disgust 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Sadness 398 213 135 227 87 111 128 1812 9 159
Neutral 6766 6752 6822 3339 7036 6993 6541 5468 7126 966
Surprise 0 37 0 0 0 116 1 0 0 0
Happiness 40 198 0 495 29 0 6 0 0 1832

We initially considered all 43 subjects from the Emognition dataset. However, a
critical challenge we faced was the uneven distribution and scarcity of emotion labels
across different subjects. A significant number of subjects predominantly displayed neutral
expressions, leading to an inadequate representation of diverse emotions necessary even for
binary classification. To address this, we established specific selection criteria, prioritizing
subjects with a balanced and sufficient number of emotion labels. This process led us to
focus on 10 subjects whose data not only met our criteria for label balance but also offered
a fair representation of at least two distinct emotions. This decision was pivotal in ensuring
the effectiveness and accuracy of our emotion recognition analysis, albeit at the cost of
reducing our sample size. The selection of these 10 subjects was imperative for maintaining
the integrity of our classification task, as it provided a more reliable and representative
dataset for recognizing and differentiating emotional states. Because the >2 emotions
available in the dataset varied across these 10 subjects, we performed different classification
tasks based on the label population for each emotion, ranging from binary classification to
the classification of all six emotion labels.

3.2. Data Preprocessing and Arrangement

We observed varying elicited emotional expressions across subjects. For example,
some individuals had no labels for certain emotion stimulus videos (e.g., no anger labels
for anger video, no surprise label for surprise video, etc.), indicating insufficient facial
expression stimulation. This disparity in label counts suggests that the threshold and
manner of eliciting each emotion differ between individuals. The distribution of labels for
each emotion across 9 stimulus videos and a neutral video for one demonstrative subject
(no. 22) is shown in Table 1.

Notably, there were no labels for anger, surprise, and disgust emotions in subject 22's
respective video stimulus experiments. Additionally, the dataset contained only a few labels
for anger and no labels for disgust at all, presenting challenges in achieving a balanced
dataset for training and classification. To address this challenge, we created separate models
for specific recognition tasks. To overcome the label imbalance, we collected all emotion
labels specific to each discrete emotion from several video stimulus experiments into a
single dataset for training each subject’s model. To mitigate the impact of imbalanced label
distribution, we carefully curated emotions with a substantial number of labels for accurate
and unbiased classification results. For example, for subject no. 22, we trained a model
to only recognize sadness, neutral, and happiness, which were the only well-represented
labels for this subject. To ensure a robust analysis, we sampled a reduced balanced subset
of 1600 instances for each of the emotions for ML model training.

In contrast, for generic models, we consolidated data across all subjects, creating a
“one-size-fits-all” dataset. This dataset was used to train generalized models that served as
a baseline for comparison against the personalized models. The models were trained on
combinations of emotions that were adequately represented across the dataset, providing
a holistic view of emotion recognition across a varied population. We trained a separate
model for each combination of emotions sufficiently represented by a subject (e.g., a one-
size-fits-all model for happy vs. sad vs. neutral, a one-size-fits-all model for happy vs.
neutral, etc.).
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We refer to these approaches as the “personalized dataset” method, where datasets
are tailored to individual emotional profiles, and the “generic dataset” method, where
data from multiple subjects are aggregated. This distinction is crucial for our study, as it
highlights the differences in model training and effectiveness between personalized and
generalized emotion recognition approaches.

3.3. Feature Extraction and Selection

As a stride towards the development of interpretable models, we identified eye gaze,
eye landmarks, pose landmarks, and Action Unit (AU) features which displayed the most
predictive saliency. Eye gaze and landmarks consist of x, y, and z components. We ag-
gregated features by calculating the mean values of each feature within each positional
direction, resulting in a single combined feature value. To normalize the data, we imple-
mented z-score standardization.

We explored the relationships between each feature and the target variable. The scat-
terplots for all feature combinations revealed intricate patterns, correlations, and trends,
providing valuable insights for feature selection and modeling. A pairwise feature corre-
lation matrix for a demonstrative user (Figure 2) uncovered complex data relationships,
including noticeable linear and nonlinear associations between various pairs of variables,
such as the average y-axis coordination values of pose and eye landmarks.
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Figure 2. Pairwise feature correlation matrix for a demonstrative subject. We plot each feature against
value against every other feature to observe correlations between features.

We applied principal component analysis (PCA) to the features and color-coded each
data point (i.e., video frame) based on the corresponding emotion (Figure 3 displays a
demonstrative example for 2 subjects. When comparing the plots for both the personalized
dataset (one individual) and the generic dataset (all ten individuals), we observed a clear
difference in the separation of data points relevant to each emotion class. We observe that
the personalized dataset consistently yielded a better cluster visualization compared to
the generic model, suggesting the potential of the downstream ML models to result in
superior performance.
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PCA Scatter Plot of Emotion Classes in Personalized Dataset

PCA Scatter Plot of Emotion Classes in Generic Dataset
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Figure 3. PCA visualizations of the personalized dataset for two subjects (a,c) as well as the corre-
sponding generalized dataset (b,d).

3.4. Model Selection and Evaluation

We performed a nested cross-validation procedure to simultaneously optimize hy-
perparameters and assess each classifier’s performance. We performed hyperparameter
tuning using grid search with an inner cross-validation of 5 folds. The best model for each
classifier was selected based on evaluating different sets of hyperparameters, and its per-
formance was evaluated on the test data using 10-fold outer cross-validation. This process
ensured rigorous optimization of the classifier and complete assessment of its classification
performance. We used both AUC—ROC and F1 score as our primary evaluation metrics in
a one-vs-rest multiclass approach.
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4. Results

We conducted a comprehensive evaluation of the models, including the KNN classifier,
RF, and DNN, using a rigorous procedure involving component setup, cross-validation,
and performance assessment. In the personalized experiment, the KNN model achieved an
average F1 score of 0.904, while in the generic experiment, it attained an average F1 score
of 0.885. Similarly, the RF yielded average F1 scores of 0.926 and 0.917 in the personalized
and generic experiments, respectively, while the MLP classifier obtained average F1 scores
of 0.864 and 0.804 for the personalized and generic experiments, respectively.

We directly compare the F1 score of the personalized vs. generic models for all
10 subjects (Table 2). The personalized ML approach outperformed the general-purpose
models for emotion recognition in 7 out of the 10 individuals.

Table 2. Overall performance (F1 score) of the models in both personalized and generic approaches
on the same evaluation task. Subjects whose performance in the personalized model was lower than
for the generic model are highlighted in red.

. F1 Score (Personalized Models) F1 Score (Generic Models)
Subject KNN RF DNN KNN RF DNN
No. 22 93.1% 95.3% 88.2% 86.9% 91.4% 76.7%
No. 25 89.3% 91.5% 83.4% 88.0% 92.0% 81.2%
No. 28 96.6% 97.8% 93.7% 88.5% 92.7% 82.9%
No. 29 83.6% 86.3% 78.6% 90.0% 92.0% 84.4%
No. 32 93.4% 95.1% 91.8% 92.6% 95.0% 88.0%
No. 39 87.2% 90.0% 83.8% 92.1% 94.0% 87.0%
No. 40 99.6% 99.9% 97.2% 88.3% 91.0% 78.4%
No. 42 93.2% 94.7% 89.9% 87.2% 91.6% 78.0%
No. 45 82.5% 86.3% 73.3% 82.2% 87.1% 63.9%
No. 48 86.3% 89.7% 84.1% 89.7% 91.0% 83.7%

Analyzing the ROC curves and confusion matrices for a demonstrative subject (no. 22)
provides insights into the personalized models’ classification capabilities (Figure 4). Retain-
ing the best hyperparameter combinations aided in identifying the optimal settings and
understanding the model’s behavior.

In certain instances, the performance of the personalized models did not surpass that
of the generic models (Table 2). To investigate this discrepancy, we analyzed the PCA
plots for these individuals. The PCA plots revealed that the data points representing the
emotional states did not form distinct clusters for these subjects, especially with respect to
the separation of the generalized dataset containing data from all 10 subjects (e.g., Figure 5).
Consequently, it is foreseeable that personalized models might encounter difficulty in
accurately discerning individual emotional states compared to generic models in cases
where the individual makes relatively little variation in their facial movement across
emotions. The enhanced performance of generalized models in cases where subjects show
little variation in emotional expressions can be attributed to their training on a more diverse
range of data, which helps in better recognizing subtle emotional differences. Personalized
models may struggle with these subtleties due to overfitting to specific, non-distinct features.
Additionally, generalized models, being less sensitive to individual variability and noise in
the data, can more effectively handle such minimal expression differences.
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Figure 4. Confusion matrices and ROC curves for 3 separate models, (a) KNN, (b) RE, and (c) DNN,

each trained and evaluated on a demonstrative subject, no. 22.
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Figure 5. PCA plot for subject no. 39, contrasting the results in a personalized dataset (a) with
those in a generalized dataset (b). In (a), the PCA scatter plot shows a blend of data points for
“happy” and “neutral” emotional states, indicating a significant overlap and lack of clear separability
in the personalized dataset. Conversely, (b) demonstrates a clearer distinction between the two
emotional states in the generalized dataset. This comparison underlines the reason for the observed
lack of performance improvement in emotion classification for this subject when using a personalized

approach as opposed to a generalized one.
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To explore the most salient features contributing to precise emotion classification, we
computed the impurity-based importance of each feature of the RF model. This feature
ranking approach inherently accounts for the correlations and complex nonlinear relation-
ships between features. We plot the impurity-based importance of each feature in Figure 6
for a demonstrative set of three users whose ML models were all trained to predict happy
vs. neutral. We observe that the top-ranked features across subjects vastly differ, further
supporting the need for model personalization in affective computing.

Features Importance Features Importance

woee

(a) (b)

Features Importance

©

Figure 6. Impurity-based importance of each facial feature according to the RF model for 3 subjects’
personalized models. The model for all 3 subjects is predicting happy vs. neutral. (a) The signifi-cance
of features for participant 32 demonstrates that specific facial action units (AU12, AU14, AUO06 etc.),
specific pose parameters, eye landmarks, and gaze angles are of utmost importance for distin-guishing
between the two emotional states (happy vs. neutral). (b) Participant number 39 demon-strates that
AUO06, certain pose and eye landmarks, among other factors, hold significant importance. (c) Similarly,
participant number 40 highlights the significance of specific eye and pose landmarks, along with
particular action units such as AU06 and AUQ9, in distinguishing between the target emotions.
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In a further analysis, our personalized and generic ML models, using three distinct
approaches, surpassed previous general-purpose models in emotion recognition. Table 3
offers a detailed comparison, showcasing the superior performance of our methods over
past approaches.

Table 3. Overall performance of the generic/personalized models using in this paper and previous
general model on the same task (emotion recognition).

Model Data Type Dataset Metric Value
KNN 88.50%
Ours-Generic RF 91.78%
Pose/Facial Emognition F1 score DNN 80.42%
Landmarks KNN 90.48%
Ours-Personalized RF 92.66%
DNN 86.40%

In our comparative analysis of emotion recognition approaches, we examined a range
of studies across different datasets to contextualize our findings. Koelstra’s study achieved
a 61.5% accuracy on the DEAP dataset using EEG and physiological signals (PPS), em-
ploying traditional signal processing techniques. Tang and Yin’s work, also on the DEAP
dataset, attained an 83.5% accuracy using deep learning models that integrated EEG and
PPS data, highlighting the efficacy of multimodal deep learning approaches. Nguyen's
study achieved a notable 90.85% accuracy on the eNTER-FACE’05 dataset, utilizing a combi-
nation of speech data and facial images, thereby demonstrating the potential of integrating
auditory and visual cues. Zhang, using a similar dataset, achieved an accuracy of 85.97%
with a focus on advanced facial expression analysis techniques. In contrast, our work with
the Emognition dataset, primarily using Pose/Facial Landmarks data, yielded accuracies of
88.50% (KNN), 91.78% (RF), and 80.42% (DNN) for the generic models. Our personalized
models further improved these figures to 90.48%, 92.66%, and 86.40%, respectively. These
results not only underscore the effectiveness of personalized ML models in emotion recog-
nition but also demonstrate their competitive edge in achieving high accuracy compared
to generalized approaches. Our study’s reliance on Pose/Facial Landmarks data, distinct
from the multimodal data used in the aforementioned studies, suggests a unique pathway
in emotion recognition, relying less on physiological signals and more on visual cues.

5. Discussion

In most cases, the personalized ML approach demonstrated a slightly stronger ability
to distinguish the nuances of each subject’s emotion expressions compared to the general-
purpose models. In cases where an improved performance was not observed for a subject,
the PCA revealed a lack of sufficient data separation for the subject’s expressions with
respect to the general-purpose models. These results support the effectiveness of the
personalized ML approach in classifying emotions and highlight its potential for further
advancements in the field of emotion recognition. While our examination focused on model
personalization within the field of affective computing, this approach can be extended
to various precision health tasks where a specific characteristic (e.g., predicting stress
levels [9,15,65,66]) needs to be recurrently predicted for an individual user.

In addressing the concerns of overfitting in our emotion recognition models, we used
rigorous methodologies, including cross-validation, regularization, and advanced feature
engineering and selection. These steps were crucial to mitigate the traditional risks of
overfitting. However, it is pertinent to note that any residual model specificity, which
might be perceived as overfitting in a generic context, is actually advantageous in our
personalized framework. This specificity enhances the model’s ability to accurately capture
and interpret the unique emotional patterns of an individual, a critical factor in the success
of personalized applications. The superior performance of our personalized models, as
demonstrated by higher F1 scores compared to the generalized models, underscores the
effectiveness of this approach in individual-focused emotion recognition.
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Although convolutional neural networks and vision transformers offer the possibility
of better performance gains, we deliberately opted to use classical ML methods to pri-
oritize the interpretability of our ML models. While these state-of-the-art models have
demonstrated remarkable success in image recognition, their complex architecture often
renders them as “black-box” models, making it challenging to interpret and understand
the learned features influencing their predictions. By contrast, the automatic feature ex-
traction we performed enabled us to inspect and comprehend the specific facial features
that contribute to emotion recognition between subjects. Notably, we learned that the top
facial features in the personalized models differed across subjects, highlighting the need for
personalized ML.

Our study, while demonstrating promise for the personalized learning of relatively
subjective tasks like affective computing, contains several limitations and can therefore
only be considered as a feasibility study. We evaluated our method on only 10 subjects.
While this experimental paradigm can be viewed as 10 independent N = 1 studies, we hope
to expand this set of experiments in future work to more and larger datasets.

Both the evocation and understanding of emotional expressions play a crucial role
in detecting certain types of developmental disorders. For instance, ASD affects almost
1 in 44 people in America [67], and it is the fastest-growing developmental disorder in
the United States [68,69]. ASD is a multifaceted neuropsychiatric disorder that appears
in diverse phenotypic forms. Children with autism tend to evoke emotions differently
to their neurotypical peers, and they find it challenging to identify facial expressions
conveyed by other individuals [70-72]. To improve the social communication of children
with ASD, a variety of Al-powered mobile digital therapeutics have been developed which
target emotion expression in particular [73-75]. These digital health innovations consist
of smartphone apps and wearable devices that enable families to provide therapy in the
comfort of their home setting with the ability to customize the intervention structure to
suit their child’s needs [76-79]. For example, Superpower Glass [76,77] is an artificial-
intelligence (Al)-powered digital therapeutic designed to aid children in understanding
emotion evocations by conversation partners by providing real-time feedback from a facial
expression recognition model. The therapeutic operates on a Google Glass connected to a
smartphone and provides real-time social cues to children with ASD. “Guess What” [75]
is another digital therapy encouraging, among other therapeutic behaviors, increased
emotion expression using a Charades-style mobile game. Although considerable progress
has been made in providing sensitive and specific emotion expression feedback to children
using such digital health therapeutics, there remain several technical challenges that must
be addressed to facilitate near-perfect performance.

Importantly, this study serves as a preliminary feasibility study, laying the ground-
work for future work where we aim to apply these methodologies to a dataset collected
from individuals with ASD. The success of our approach with the current non-ASD dataset
bolsters our plan to replicate this experiment with a similar quality dataset from ASD
individuals, thereby extending our study into more specialized and clinically relevant do-
mains. An especially promising avenue of future work is the exploration of self-supervised
pre-training to enhance the personalization capabilities of deep learning models. By pre-
training deep learning models on large and diverse datasets using self-supervised learning,
each personalized model can learn the baseline dynamics of each individual’s face without
any training labels. These pre-trained models can then be fine-tuned with relatively few
labeled examples. We note that this self-supervised learning paradigm would only be
possible with a deep learning model rather than the classical ML approaches we present.
There is a clear tradeoff between interpretability and performance.

The scalability and generalizability of personalized emotion recognition models to
larger datasets and diverse populations is a crucial aspect in assessing their robustness and
practical applicability. Personalized models, while highly effective in tailored scenarios,
face challenges in scalability due to their inherent design for specific individuals” emo-
tional patterns. Generalizing these models to broader populations involves addressing
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variations in emotional expression across different demographics and cultures. Studies
have shown that factors like cultural background and individual differences significantly
impact emotional expressions and recognition [80,81]. This variability poses a challenge
for personalized models when applied to a more heterogeneous group. Furthermore,
scalability in terms of the dataset size can affect the model’s performance, as training on
larger datasets might introduce a higher degree of variability and potential noise [82]. It is
essential to consider these factors when expanding the scope of personalized models to
ensure their effectiveness and reliability in diverse real-world applications.

The integration of real-time emotion recognition models in mobile health (mHealth)
applications poses significant challenges, necessitating advancements in processing speed,
energy efficiency, and system compatibility. Baltrusaitis et al. [83] emphasize the impor-
tance of rapid processing for real-time interaction, a critical aspect for responsive healthcare
applications. Concurrently, energy efficiency, as explored by Kumar et al. [84], is paramount
in mobile contexts to mitigate power consumption constraints. Furthermore, seamless inte-
gration with existing mHealth platforms, as discussed by Luxton [85], raises considerations
around compatibility, data privacy, and user experience. Addressing these challenges is
essential for the effective deployment of emotion recognition technologies in real-world
mHealth scenarios.

The ethical implications and potential biases inherent in personalized emotion recogni-
tion models are critical areas for consideration in our research. As outlined in Mohammad'’s
Ethics Sheet [86] for Automatic Emotion Recognition and Sentiment Analysis, a compre-
hensive understanding of the ethical landscape is essential for researchers and practitioners
in this field. This includes acknowledging the complexity and sensitivity of emotion data,
and the potential risks of bias and misuse in various applications. Moreover, Katirai’s
review in Al and Ethics highlights the need for ethical scrutiny in the development and
application of these technologies, underscoring the importance of maintaining privacy and
addressing biases that may arise from the data or algorithms used. Additionally, the work
of Boyd et al. [87] on Automated Emotion Recognition in the Workplace sheds light on the
specific challenges and ethical considerations of deploying these technologies in high-stakes
environments like the workplace, where issues of bias, validity, and privacy are especially
pronounced. These references collectively underscore the necessity for a proactive and
informed approach to ethical considerations in the development and application of emotion
recognition technologies, ensuring they are used responsibly and equitably.

6. Conclusions

The reliability of personalized models stems from their ability to continuously learn
and adapt to the evolving emotional expression patterns of the individual user. They are
often dynamic, incorporating feedback and new data over time to refine their predictions.
This ongoing adaptation makes them particularly effective in applications where long-term
monitoring or interaction with a specific individual is involved. In contrast, general models,
while robust in diverse scenarios, may not offer the same level of ongoing customization
and therefore might not be as reliable in capturing the subtle changes in an individual’s
emotional expressions over time. This study marks a stride in emotion recognition research,
primarily through the development and validation of personalized models within the
Emognition dataset framework. Our innovative dual-dataset approach, which adeptly
navigates the intricacies of individual emotional patterns, sets a new benchmark in the
accuracy and applicability of emotion recognition systems. As we extend our study to
encompass ASD patient datasets, our focus will intensify on the unique emotional expres-
sion characteristics and the nuanced communication challenges commonly encountered in
individuals with autism. ASD is often associated with atypical nonverbal communication,
including divergences in facial expressions and emotional responses. Acknowledging these
unique aspects, our future work will involve the careful integration of these specialized
needs into the design and optimization of our emotion recognition models. This tailor-
ing will not only enhance the applicability and effectiveness of our methods in clinical
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and professional settings but also promises to advance our understanding of emotional
processing in ASD. By refining our models to be sensitive to the subtleties of emotional
expressions in autistic individuals, we aim to contribute towards more empathetic and
effective clinical tools. These tools will be instrumental in facilitating better communication
and understanding between healthcare providers and individuals with ASD, ultimately
leading to improved therapeutic outcomes and quality of life.
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