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Abstract: Along with the fourth industrial revolution, research in the biomedical engineering field is
being actively conducted. Among these research fields, the brain–computer interface (BCI) research,
which studies the direct interaction between the brain and external devices, is in the spotlight.
However, in the case of electroencephalograph (EEG) data measured through BCI, there are a huge
number of features, which can lead to many difficulties in analysis because of complex relationships
between features. For this reason, research on BCIs using EEG data is often insufficient. Therefore, in
this study, we develop the methodology for selecting features for a specific type of BCI that predicts
whether a person correctly detects facial expression changes or not by classifying EEG-based features.
We also investigate whether specific EEG features affect expression change detection. Various feature
selection methods were used to check the influence of each feature on expression change detection,
and the best combination was selected using several machine learning classification techniques.
As a best result of the classification accuracy, 71% of accuracy was obtained with XGBoost using
52 features. EEG topography was confirmed using the selected major features, showing that the
detection of changes in facial expression largely engages brain activity in the frontal regions.

Keywords: machine learning; classification; feature selection; BCI; EEG

1. Introduction

Along with the fourth industrial revolution, data-driven research in the biomedical
engineering field has been actively progressing. The brain–computer interface (BCI) is
one of the emerging topics in the field that studies the direct interaction between the brain
and external devices [1]. With the development of devices capable of measuring neural
activity, BCI research is actively progressing [2,3]. Through the BCI, one can understand
the information represented in the brain signals and predict action only from the brain
signals [4]. In particular, it is possible to measure the emotional state of the subject by
capturing relevant brain signals with the BCI [5]. Emotion recognition has been used in
various application fields as a method of grasping human emotion states through computer
systems [6,7]. Emotions can be objectively classified through physiological signals such
as blood pressure response, skin response, pupil reflex, and brain signals [5]. Among
them, recognizing emotions using brain signals has recently attracted great attention [5].
Such systems often harness electrical activity of the brain measured by tens of electrodes
placed on the scalp, which is termed as electroencephalography (EEG) [8]. Therefore, it
is important to find major features in EEG data because the dimensionality of potential
EEG features can be huge and the relationship between features is complex [9]. In many
studies, to analyze EEG data for the BCI, the feature selection technique has been widely

Mathematics 2021, 9, 2062. https://doi.org/10.3390/math9172062 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/mathematics

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/mathematics
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2824-0850
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1688-0818
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5286-4343
https://doi.org/10.3390/math9172062
https://doi.org/10.3390/math9172062
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3390/math9172062
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/mathematics
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/math9172062?type=check_update&version=3


Mathematics 2021, 9, 2062 2 of 15

used [10–12]. The feature selection technique can reduce the complexity of the model
and help improve accuracy [10]. In addition, efforts to infer human emotional states by
applying machine learning techniques are in progress [10,13]. For instance, recent studies
have applied a machine learning technique to classify mental states (concentration and
drowsiness) from EEG data with very high accuracy [12,14,15].

Today, machine learning algorithms are being used in various applications that deal
with data [14]. Machine learning can be classified into supervised learning and unsuper-
vised learning according to the type of data used for learning [15]. If the training data used
for learning contain a label that means the correct answer, it is called supervised learning,
and it is called unsupervised learning when learning without a label. In addition, machine
learning is used as a model for classification when the presented label means an individual
category, and is used as a regression model when the label is a continuous variable [15].
This study focuses on classification with supervised learning, where the label consists of
the binary information of the success of detection of facial expression changes—e.g., ‘1’ if a
person correctly detects a facial expression change and ‘0’ if the person incorrectly does it.
Therefore, the EEG-based BCI was built in this study to predict whether or not a person
correctly detects facial expression changes of others. Such a BCI would be able to help us
to develop an intelligent system to evaluate social interactions of individuals and assist to
improve one’s empathic skills. We utilized machine learning methodology with feature
selection technique for classifying EEG data. The purpose of this study is to derive the
results of how the extracted main features affect the prediction of the correct detection
of facial expression changes. Feature selection methods such as Fisher score, chi-square,
mutual information, and Gini importance were used to examine the influence of each
feature and to select the main features. In addition, random forest, decision tree, XGBoost,
and support vector machine (SVM) were used to classify EEG into correct and incorrect
facial expression change detection. The combination of the methodologies that showed the
best classification accuracy was selected using the proposed feature selection technique and
machine learning classification technique. Using the set of key features representing the
highest classification accuracy, we examined specific brain areas important when people
detect facial expressions of others.

The following sections of the paper describe the details of the research conducted.
Section 2 presents the extensive algorithms and methodologies used in this study. Section 3
describes the data and experimental methods used. Section 4 describes the experimental
results. Section 5 discusses the significance and limitations of this study, and Section 6
describes the conclusion.

2. Methods

In this section, we describe the feature selection methods and classification methods.
Some feature selection methods and classification techniques are explained through de-
tailed formulas to understand them. This session will help you understand how each
technique will be used. With this, we used several feature selection methods and classifica-
tion methods to find the best combination for BCI data analysis.

2.1. Feature Selection Methods

In building a classification model, it is a very important process to select features that
affect the classification result [16]. In this study, popular feature selection methods were
used, such as F-score, chi-square, and mutual information, which are univariate feature
selection methods [16–18]. In addition, a feature selection technique using Gini importance
was also used [19]. These variable selection methods rank variables in consideration of the
influence between the target variable and the dependent variable. By using these feature
selection methods, the complexity of building the model can be greatly reduced [20].
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2.1.1. Fisher Score

The Fisher score (F-score) is one of the most popular feature selection methods [21].
F-score is a univariate selection method and selects the optimal features based on a sta-
tistical model [16]. It can be used mainly in linear models. The characteristics between
heterogeneous classes are different, and the F-score increases as the characteristics between
homogeneous classes are similar [22,23]. After statistically analyzing the relationship be-
tween the dependent variable and independent variable, the influence of each independent
variable is derived with weight. F-score has the advantage of fast calculation, and it is
easy to check the influence of each variable. The equation for calculating the F-score is
as follows.

Fscorei =
|SB|
|SW|

(1)

SB =
C

∑
i=1

ni(u− ui)(u− ui)
T (2)

SW =
C

∑
i=1

∑
x∈ci

(x− ui)(x− ui)
T (3)

where the F-score is the ratio of between-class scatter (SB) and within-class scatter (SW),
C is the total number of classes, and ni is the number of samples belonging to ci.

2.1.2. Chi-Square

Chi-square is also a popular feature selection method [16]. This technique statistically
checks the relationship between each independent variable and class [17]. Since the chi-
square test measures the dependence of each variable, it is easy to identify independent
variables that are not related to class [24]. In other words, if there is no association between
the dependent variable and the independent variable as a result of the statistical test, it
is judged that the independent variable is not significant. The formula for chi-square is
as follows:

Chi =
k

∑
i=1

(Oi − Ei)
2

Ei
(4)

where Oi is the observed value of each class, Ei is the expected value of each class, and k is
the number of classes.

2.1.3. Mutual Information

Mutual information (MI) is one of the univariate selection methods [18]. MI has the
characteristic of using a nonparametric methodology. When the independent variable and
the dependent variable are completely independent, the amount of information becomes 0,
and when they are related, the amount of information increases. If there is an inverse
relationship, the amount of information decreases. In other words, it is an indicator to
judge how close the relationship between the variables is. The equation for calculating MI
is as follows:

MI(A, B) =
P(A∩ B)

P(A) ∗ P(B)
(5)

In the feature selection technique, MI is used to identify the dependency between the
dependent variable and the independent variable [25]. The higher the value, the higher the
dependence and the influence [26].

2.1.4. Gini Importance

Gini importance is utilized to measure the importance of the feature [26]. It is cal-
culated based on Gini impurity [19]. As the importance of a specific feature increases,
the impurity of the corresponding node decreases significantly. Therefore, the lower the
impurity, the higher the importance of the feature.
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Gini impurity becomes 0 when the values classified through nodes are heterogeneous,
and 1 in the opposite case. The following is the formula for Gini impurity:

Gini(A) = 1−
m

∑
k=1

p2
k (6)

where pk is the ratio of data belonging to k class, and m is the number of classes. Impurity
after classification can be measured through the above formula. The closer the impurity is
to 0, the higher the homogeneity. The importance of each node can be measured through
the measured impurity. The formula for the importance of a node is as follows:

I(Cj) = wjGini
(
Cj

)
−wjleft

Gini
(

Cjleft

)
−wjright

Gini
(

Cjright

)
(7)

where wj means the ratio of the number of samples corresponding to node Cj among the
total number of samples. That is, the weight impurity of the parent node is subtracted
from the sum of the weight impurity of the child nodes. Node importance can be used to
measure how much each feature has an impact on creating a tree and classifying samples.

2.2. Classifiers

Classification is a matter of predicting a given category of data. Classification is
being used in many areas today and is steadily used in the research field relevant to
BCI. Classification can be classified into binary classification and multiple classification
according to the number of classes. In this study, the binary classification problem was
the focus because the dataset was composed of two classes that indicate whether facial
expressions were detected. The classifiers such as random forest, gradient boost, XGBoost,
and SVM were used to classify whether or not facial expressions are detected.

2.2.1. Random Forest

Random forest is an ensemble machine learning model. It is used for both classification
and regression, like decision trees [27].

The decision tree is one of the supervised learning methods to classify data through
classification rules. The derived model is composed of a tree structure, which is easy to
understand. However, it has a limitation of frequent overfitting of the training data.

Therefore, a random forest was used to solve the overfitting problem. Since it general-
izes and uses the result values of several randomly generated decision trees, the overfitting
problem is significantly reduced [28]. It uses a technique of bootstrap and aggregation
(bagging) to generate a tree over a subset of the training data. It is advantageous for
generalization because it aggregates the results of many trees through the voting technique.

2.2.2. Gradient Boost

Gradient boosting is a prediction model that can perform regression analysis or
classification analysis, and is an algorithm belonging to the boosting family of ensemble
methods. It is an algorithm that creates several weak learners to make strong learners [28].
The correct answer is predicted using the preceding tree, and the remaining residuals are
predicted using the next tree [29]. By repeating this process, the model builds a number of
trees (weak learners). These trees are combined to create a strong classifier. To improve the
performance of each classifier, errors must be quantified using a loss function, and residuals
should be reduced. Gradient boosting uses the algorithm of gradient descent in the process
and induces learning in a direction in which the loss function can be minimized.

2.2.3. XGBoost

Since gradient boosting requires compute-intensive tasks, it is necessary to calculate it
efficiently. XGBoost is a machine learning model created to compensate for the demerit of
the gradient boosting [29]. It is similar to gradient boosting, but it controls the complexity of
the tree by adjusting the loss function. Therefore, it has a faster operation speed compared
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with the existing gradient boost [27]. In addition, it supplements the problem of overfitting
by using the random subsampling technique of each individual tree.

2.2.4. SVM

SVM is one of the most popular machine learning models [30,31]. In this study, it
was used as a binary classifier that classifies into two classes. It is a model that defines
criteria for classification. These criteria are called the decision boundary, and the greater the
number of features, the more complex it appears. The more accurate the decision boundary
used to classify the data class, the higher the accuracy. However, it is difficult to accurately
classify all data, so some outliers are ignored. The distance between the decision boundary
and the support vector is called margin. By adjusting the margin, the overfitting problem
can be reduced. It can obtain various types of decision boundaries by using several kernel
options. That is, the result of the model changes a lot according to the adjustment of the
parameter value.

3. Data Analysis
3.1. Data Collection
3.1.1. Participants

Seventy-five participants (49 males, 26 females), aged 19–30 years (mean 22.96 ±
2.4 years old), volunteered to take part in the experiment. All reported having normal
or corrected-to-normal vision with reportedly no neurological disorder or psychiatric
illness. Of those, 10 participants were excluded due to a problem in data acquisition, and
14 due to an insufficient number of samples in any of the two classes. This exclusion left
51 participants’ data for subsequent analyses.

3.1.2. Task

The main purpose of the task was to measure the perceptual sensitivity of individuals
to emotional changes in others’ facial expression. The experiment was designed according
to the previous study by Ha and Shim [32]. In every trial of the task, a fixation (white cross)
was presented for 500 ms at the center of the screen. Then, an animated human face whose
expression dynamically changed from neutral expression to emotional expression began
to appear. Participants watched the animated face and reacted as quickly as possible by
pressing the space bar on the keyboard when they recognized an emotion in the presented
face (Figure 1a). The facial animation consisted of 26 facial expression images (created in
FaceGen Modeller, Singular Inversions, www.facegen.com, accessed on 27 July 2021), from
neutral to emotional ones, where each image was displayed for 300 ms—a full presentation
of the animated face thus took 7800 ms. When participants pressed the button, the facial
animation stopped, and the next response window was shown on the screen to ask which
emotion participants recognized with numerical mapping of keys from 1 to 6: ‘1’= fear,
‘2’ = sad, ‘3’ = surprise, ‘4’ = happy, ‘5’ = angry, and ‘6’ = disgust. Both male and female faces
were presented, respectively. A trial for one of the six emotions for each gender was repeated
5 times, yielding a total of 60 trials in the task (6 emotions × 2 gender (male, female) ×
5 repetitions) (Figure 1b).

3.1.3. EEG Acquisition and Processing

EEG signals were acquired using 31-channel wet Ag/Cl electrodes (anti-champ, Brain
Products GmbH, Gilching, Germany) at a sampling rate of 500 Hz. The acquired EEG
signals were band-pass-filtered with 1 Hz and 100 Hz cut-off frequencies using a finite
impulse response (FIR) filter. The position of 31 electrodes was determined following the
10/20 international system: FP1, FPz, FP2, F7, F3, Fz, F4, F8, FT9, FC5, FC1, FC2, FC6, FT10,
T7, C3, Cz, C4, T8, CP5, CP1, CP2, CP6, P7, P3, Pz, P4, P8, O1, Oz, and O2 (Figure 1c).
Additional electrodes were attached to the left mastoid as a ground and the right mastoid
as a reference. The impedance of all electrodes was kept below 10 kOhm.

www.facegen.com
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Instruction 

(press the space bar) 

Space bar 

(When recognize the emotion) 

Emotion Judge 

(1-6 numeric key) 

(a) 
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•C3 •Cz •C4 •TB 

•CP1 •CP2 

•Pz 
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(c)

Figure 1. Figure about an experiment to acquire data. (a) Experiment protocol; (b) facial expression stimuli; the upper row
is female, bottom is male. From left to right, the first is neutral face and in turn, the extreme expression of each emotion is
shown; (c) EEG montage.

EEG preprocessing was conducted using the EEGLAB toolbox in MATLAB software
(Mathwords, Inc., Natick, MA, USA) [33]. First, the EEG signals were band-pass-filtered
again with a 58–62 Hz notch-filter to remove line noise using an FIR filter. Second, we elim-
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inated noisy electrodes by investigating the correlation of a single channel with others [34].
All rejected channels were spherically interpolated to simplify subsequent analyses. After
interpolation, the common average reference (CAR) method was applied for re-referencing.
Independent component analysis (ICA) was then used to remove ocular and muscle arti-
facts. The artifact component was detected using the ICLabel plugin that classified EEG
independent components (ICs) automatically [35]. By using this tool, those ICs with any
of the following labels that showed the label probability ≥0.8 were rejected: ‘muscle’
and ‘eye’.

An epoch of the EEG signal was extracted 1200 ms to 200 ms before response onset
(i.e., time to press space bar) from each trial. The baseline period was set to be 0 ms to
500 ms after fixation onset. Epoch was standardized by the baseline signal’s mean and
standard deviation. Short-time Fourier transform (STFT) was applied to each epoch with a
window length of 256 ms, and the overlap of 240 ms. The log-transformed power spectrum
obtained by STFT in each window was subdivided into 6 frequency bands: delta (0.5–4 Hz),
theta (4–8 Hz), alpha (8–12 Hz), low-beta (13–20 Hz), high-beta (20–30 Hz), and gamma
(30–50 Hz). The log-transformed power values within each band were averaged in each
window, yielding a time–frequency data matrix with varying time size but fixed frequency
size for each trial. After that, the information on the time window was averaged, leaving
channel (31) and frequency (6) information for each trial.

The EEG dataset used in this study was aggregated from all EEG data of individual par-
ticipants, where there were 50 trials of data on average for each participant. The aggregation
yielded the EEG data of 2629 trials in total from 51 subjects. As described in the previous
section, the analysis of EEG resulted in 186 features, including EEG spectral power values
in 6 frequency bands at 31 EEG channels (i.e., electrodes) calculated in each trial. The size of
the feature matrix was then 2629 × 186 (number of trials (samples) × number of features).
Each trial (sample) in this data matrix was assigned the label of 1 if participants recognized
facial expression correctly or 0 if they did incorrectly.

3.2. Feature Selection

By using the feature selection methods, the influence of each independent variable
on the dependent variable was calculated, and sorting was performed in the order of
the largest influence. In order to derive the model result according to the change in the
number of accumulated variables, the accuracy of the model was measured by adding
major variables one by one in order. Through the procedure, the accuracy that changes as
individual variables are added can be measured, and the number of accumulated variables
with the highest classification accuracy can be identified. In this study, the combination
with the highest classification accuracy was selected as the main feature.

In addition to the method of adding a single variable in consideration of the interaction
between the main variables, the method of selecting and combining the top 10 variables
with high influence was additionally used. A combination was created and used from
10 variables selected through each feature selection method, and the combination variable
with the highest classification accuracy was identified. However, when comparing the first
feature selection method with the second feature selection method, the accuracy of the
second method was low, so in this study, the combination created by gradually adding a
major single variable was finally utilized.

3.3. Computing Environment

The computing environment used in this study is detailed in Table 1. We used Python
language to construct feature selection methods and machine learning methods. The
Pandas package and the Numpy package were mainly used for data preprocessing and
preparation for analysis, and the Sklearn package was additionally used. The random
value generated during the sampling process during the study was fixed to ‘101’. The train
set and test set used a ratio of 7:3. In addition, if you use Google Colaboratory (Google
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colab), you can conduct the same experiment as in this study without having to build a
separate environment.

Table 1. H/W and library specification. Indicates hardware specifications and detailed Python library
versions used in this study.

Type Item Specification

Hardware
CPU Intel Core i7-8700
GPU GeForce GTX 1060 3 GB
RAM 16 GB

Library
Pandas 1.1.3
Numpy 1.19.2

Scikit-learn 0.23.2
Language Python 3.8.5

3.4. Experiment Diagram

Figure 2 shows the diagram for the experiment. The first stage, data acquisition stage,
performs data collection and preprocessing through experiments. In the next step, the
feature selection methodology is applied. The priority of features is checked through the
feature selection methodology. Then, classification modeling is performed using machine
learning methodologies. The extracted features are used for classification modeling. The
performance of a machine learning model is checked through its accuracy. Then, the model
with the highest classification accuracy is analyzed. In the final stage, we analyze how key
features are located in scalp topography and which sub-bands are mainly used.

Figure 2. Diagram representing the experimental process. It represents the various methodologies
and work content utilized at each stage.

3.5. Base Score

Base score is the classification accuracy of basic machine learning methods. By compar-
ing the feature selection-based accuracy and the base score, we checked whether the feature
selection methods affect the accuracy improvement. It was calculated using the aforemen-
tioned machine learning methods. After fixing the random seed, classes were classified
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through each method. In this study, accuracy was utilized to evaluate the performance of
the model. The expression for accuracy is as in Equation (8).

Accuracy =
TP + TN

TP + TN + FP + FN
(8)

True positive (TP) and true negative (TN) mean that the predicted result of the model
and the actual value are the same or different. False positive (FP) and false negative (FN)
mean the opposite of TP and TN. Accuracy is the number of correctly predicted data
divided by the total number of data. The classification results are shown in Table 2.

Table 2. The accuracy of the ensemble model that used several models together was the highest.

Data Random Forest Gradient Boost XGBoost SVM Ensemble

BCI_186 0.681 0.682 0.680 0.680 0.690

As a result of calculating the base score, the average accuracy of each model was
about 68%. In this study, the standard score was set to 69%, and the improvement of the
performance with the feature selection was tested.

4. Results

This section describes the results of the study. It describes the results of variable
selection through feature selection, classification results for each model, and the results of
BCI data analysis through major variables. The results of data classification are presented in
detail in the form of a table, and EEG topography is also presented. This section describes
the key variables selected and their regions of expression in the brain.

4.1. Result of Feature Selection
4.1.1. Result of Adding Influential Feature

Feature influence was measured through several feature selection methods. After sort-
ing the features in the order of the measured influence, one variable from highest to lowest
influence was cumulatively added one by one for each trial to derive the classification
result. Both the training data and the test data were fixed using the same random seed
value. The classification results from applying the feature selection methods are shown
below in Table 3.

Table 3. The result of calculating the number of features showing the highest classification performance when classified
while adding features one by one.

Feature Selection & Classification Model F-Score Chi-Square Mutual Information Gini Importance Ensemble

Random Forest
Accuracy 69.4% 69.2% 69.2% 69.0% 70.0%

The number of features 38 30 80 111 157

Gradient Boost
Accuracy 69.6% 69.0% 70.0% 69.2% 69.2%

The number of features 34 41 8 7 129

XGBoost
Accuracy 70% 71.0% 69% 70.0% 70.0%

The number of features 76 52 6 8 73

SVM
Accuracy 68.3% 68.3% 68.3% 68.3% 68.3%

The number of features 1 1 1 1 1

Table 3 shows the results of machine learning techniques applied with the feature
selection method. Most of the algorithms, except SVM, have improved classification
accuracy through feature selection methods. In particular, the XGBoost model based on the
top 52 features extracted through chi-square showed the highest performance with 71%
classification accuracy. This is a result of using only about 36% of the total features, and
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it can be seen that it not only improved accuracy but also improved the computational
efficiency of the model.

4.1.2. Result of Feature Subset

All possible combinations were created using the top 10 features selected through
feature selection methods. The accuracy of the classification model was calculated using a
combined subset of features. As seen in the previous experiment, the dataset was fixed
through random seeds. The classification results are shown in Table 4.

Table 4. The result of constructing a combination using 10 main features and extracting the feature with the highest
classification performance.

Feature Selection and Classification Model F-Score Chi-Square Mutual Information Gini Importance Ensemble

Random Forest
Accuracy 69.4% 68.3% 68.1% 70.0% 69.2%

Subset of features 73, 153, 95, 25,
124, 127, 29

95, 25, 73, 10,
94, 79 11, 2, 90, 137, 180 152, 148, 64, 127,

126, 141, 151
84, 139, 69,

130, 93, 12, 63

Gradient Boost
Accuracy 69.4% 69.4% 69.4% 70.3% 69.2%

Subset of features 10 10 23, 50, 2, 90, 137 152, 153, 64, 27 148, 69, 93, 12

XGBoost
Accuracy 69% 69.0% 70.0% 70.0% 69.4%

Subset of features 73, 95, 29 124, 73, 10 50, 11, 2, 137 152, 153, 64, 27,
151 83, 130, 64

SVM
Accuracy 68.4% 68.4% 68.3% 68.4% 68.3%

Subset of features 153, 95, 10 153, 95, 10 23 152, 153 84

Table 4 shows the results of machine learning methods using main feature subsets.
Table 4 shows lower accuracy compared with Table 3. Most of the classification accu-
racy shown in Table 4 is similar to that of the base score. However, the accuracy of the
combination of features using Gini importance tends to be somewhat high. In particular,
when using gradient boost, it shows an accuracy of 70.3% through four features. It has a
somewhat lower classification accuracy than that of the previous experiment but can bring
a great effect in terms of computational efficiency.

From Tables 3 and 4, it can be seen that applying the feature selection method can have
a great advantage in terms of accuracy and computational efficiency. In particular, when
using chi-square and XGBoost, there was a 2% improvement of the accuracy compared
to the base score. When Gini importance and gradient boost were used, a classification
accuracy of 70.3% was obtained with four features.

4.2. Result of BCI Interaction

In the model with the highest performance (71%, chi-square and XGBoost), we
counted the number of selected features for each EEG channel and frequency sub-bands
to examine the spatial distribution of the selected features over the whole brain. We ob-
served that the selected features were widely distributed over almost all EEG channels
(26 out of 31 channels, Figure 3a), indicating that there were no specific EEG channels and
brain areas that dominantly generated key features for classification. We additionally di-
vided the entire channels into eight brain areas to compare the number of selected features
among different brain areas: prefrontal (Fp), frontal (F), fronto-central (FC), temporal (T),
central (C), centro-parietal (CP), parietal (P), and occipital (O) areas. Then, we calculated
the average number of selected features per channel in each area as the number of chan-
nels varied across the areas. As a result, the fronto-central (FC) area exhibited the largest
average number of selected channels, followed by the prefrontal (Fp) area showing the
second largest (Fp: 2.3, F: 1.2, FC: 2.5, T: 1.75, C: 2, CP: 1.25, P: 1.4, O: 1.3). Accordingly,
we found that while most brain areas provided EEG features useful for classification, the
fronto-central and prefrontal areas contributed the most.
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Figure 3. Feature count distribution. The features selected from the model with the highest accuracy (71%, chi-square and
XGBoost) are counted for each dimension. (a) EEG channel. It is difficult to find the dominant spatial pattern; (b) Frequency
sub-band. The low-beta, the frequency band with the highest feature count, is shown in light blue.

Next, we analyzed the spectral distribution of the number of selected features over
frequency sub-bands given as follows: delta, theta, alpha, low-beta, high-beta, and gamma.
The largest number of selected features was found in the low-beta band (Figure 3b). Low-
beta (12–20 Hz) activity is known to be associated with increased mental states of high
engagement, performance, and concentration [36,37], as well as with emotional stimulus
processing and social interactions [38,39]. Therefore, the result here indicates that the
modulation of low-beta activity may underlie the correct recognition of facial expression
of others.

Figure 4 depicts the EEG scalp topography of chi-square selection importance rank
score in the low-beta band. We calculated the importance rank score as shown in Equation (9)
in the chi-square variable selection:

Importance rank = 1−
(

ascending order
feature size

)
(9)

where an ascending selection order indicates the order in which a given feature was selected
(from 1 to the number of features) and a feature size denotes the total number of features.
Note that the importance rank score ranges from 0 to 1. For instance, if the chi-square
variable selection results in the feature index in the following order: 153, 95, 10, etc. and
the total number of selected features is 186, the importance rank score of the feature 153
is 0.9946 and that of the lastly selected feature is 0. The topography demonstrates that
low-beta activity at the frontal and parietal areas tended to yield more important features
for classification. This result could be related with the role of working memory (WM) in the
recognition of facial expressions. It is known that loading into WM reduces the plasticity
of facial expression recognition, leading to the false perception of facial stimuli [40]. As
the prefrontal and parietal areas are primarily engaged in WM [41], our observation of the
distribution of important features over fronto-parietal areas may reflect the operation of
WM in the facial expression recognition. In addition, low-beta activity of parietal areas
provides a substrate of WM that can synergistically integrate sensory information and
executive commands from frontal areas [41]. Accordingly, our result of important low-beta
features over fronto-parietal areas may indicate how well the visual information of facial
expression is integrated with the function of emotional change detection in WM.



Mathematics 2021, 9, 2062 12 of 15

Figure 4. EEG scalp topography of chi-square selection importance rank score in low-beta band. The
importance rank is calculated from Equation (9). For example, if low-beta and Fp2 is the 26th variable

in ascending order, the importance rank is calculated with 1−
(

26
186

)
. The variable extracted first has

the highest importance ranking score, resulting in a reddish color on the topography.

5. Discussion

The pattern of EEG spectral features selected in the study indicated that the fronto-
parietal Low-Beta frequency bands appeared to contain useful information to predict
whether a person recognized emotions of others correctly or incorrectly from dynamic facial
expressions. A number of studies have related low-beta rhythms to emotion recognition
from facial expressions. A study showed that affective pictures modulate event-related
beta oscillations such that event-related synchronization (ERS) of beta oscillations vary
with emotional valence, indicating that beta ERS distinguishes early bottom-up processing
of visual, emotional stimuli [42]. In particular, these beta ERD processes may mark some of
the deficiencies seen in autism spectrum disorder (ASD), which suffers from problems with
social cognition and affective processing [43]. Considering facial expression processing
in terms of decision-making, perceptual decision-making is based on sensory evidence,
and hence prefers more definite sensory input to the brain. In perceptual decision-making,
fronto-parietal beta oscillations during the stimulus processing are suggested as a marker
of top-down attentional mechanisms that control the accumulation of decision-relevant
sensory information [44]. Maksimenko et al. (2020) suggested that increased power of
fronto-parietal beta oscillations is related to decision-making process by reflecting the
processing of ambiguous stimuli [45].

Since the present study focused on a feasibility to predict whether or not a person
recognizes emotions from facial expressions of others correctly using only the person’s
EEG, we did not investigate if the prediction performance varied with the type of emotions
(e.g., happiness, sadness, and disgust). It is possible that some emotions are easier to
recognize than others (e.g., happiness could be easier to recognize than surprise). We
will investigate the effect of emotion type on the prediction performance and related
neural activity patterns in subsequent studies. In addition, we predicted the correctness
of emotion recognition using EEG signals acquired right before participants detected
a change in facial expression (i.e., when participants pressed the key). However, it is
unclear if the actual decision-making process about the type of emotion occurred in this
period or not because participants answered the emotional type after they pressed the
key. With an incorrect answer, it remains elusive whether the error of emotion recognition
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occurred during sampling sensory evidence before detection or during maintaining sensory
information in working memory after detection (note that facial expression disappeared
after key pressing). Our next study with modified experimental paradigms that can help
differentiate these processes will address this question.

There are several limitations that need further investigation in the follow-up stud-
ies. First, we only investigated spectral features in the current study. However, facial
expression recognition may involve interactions between the brain regions, as evident in
our topographic analysis where we observed important features over frontal and pari-
etal regions. Therefore, it is plausible that large-scale networking between these two
regions may indicate how well a person recognizes facial expression, and appropriate
features for the networking would require analyses in the domain of brain connectivity.
Connectivity features can be extracted from EEG using well-known methods, including
phase synchrony or Granger causality [46]. Second, the classification performance reached
above 70% using the optimally selected features. This study used unique data to explore
biologically meaningful outcomes that affect brain signals. The accuracy presented in
this study can be improved through additional algorithmic research. Moreover, better
research results can be obtained by collecting more samples through additional research.
Third, the class size was imbalanced in our data as the subjects could correctly recognize
facial expressions more often than they showed incorrect recognition. Therefore, the class
size of correct recognition was bigger than that of incorrect recognition. Addressing this
imbalance issue by any state-of-the-art method (e.g., generative adversarial network) may
help improve classifiers [47].

The EEG features and classification algorithms proposed in this study can be imple-
mented in a BCI that allows us to infer how well a person recognizes others’ emotional
changes. Such a BCI system will be useful to evaluate social interactions of individuals.
It will allow us to examine the BCI user’s EEG patterns during social interactions and
estimate the user’s ability to understand others’ facial expressions. Furthermore, this BCI
system may be used to develop an intelligent system, presumably integrated with artificial
intelligence (AI), that can assist the BCI user to improve empathic skills. The BCI may
read EEG patterns during social interactions, evaluate EEG features related to emotion
recognition, and provide appropriate feedbacks via AI to the user such that the user can
recognize others’ facial expressions better. The future studies will address this system
development by integrating BCI and AI together.

6. Conclusions

In the study, we proposed an EEG-based classification method to predict whether a
person correctly recognizes facial expressions of others using machine learning algorithms
with feature selection methods. The proposed method used feature selection methodologies
to extract major features that affect the recognition of facial expression changes, and
classified whether correct recognition of facial expression changes are detected by applying
various machine learning algorithms. As a result of experimenting using EEG data from
51 subjects, we showed XGBoost with chi-square exhibited the best performance with
52 major features compared to other models. From the selected features, a dominant trend
appeared in the low-beta EEG frequency band. As a result of scalp topography mapping of
52 selected major variables, it was shown that the recognition of facial expression changes
mainly engages the frontal brain areas. In future research, more objective results will be
derived by predicting various emotional types and exploring other EEG feature domains.
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