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Video-based facial expression recognition (FER) has received increased attention as a result
of its widespread applications. However, a video often contains many redundant and irrel-
evant frames. How to reduce redundancy and complexity of the available information and
extract the most relevant information to facial expression in video sequences is a challeng-
ing task. In this paper, we divide a video into several short clips for processing and propose
a clip-aware emotion-rich feature learning network (CEFLNet) for robust video-based FER.
Our proposed CEFLNet identifies the emotional intensity expressed in each short clip in a
video and obtains clip-aware emotion-rich representations. Specifically, CEFLNet con-
structs a clip-based feature encoder (CFE) with two-cascaded self-attention and local–glo-
bal relation learning, aiming to encode clip-based spatio-temporal features from the clips
of a video. An emotional intensity activation network (EIAN) is devised to generate emo-
tional activation maps for locating the salient emotion clips and obtaining clip-aware
emotion-rich representations, which are used for expression classification. The effective-
ness and robustness of the proposed CEFLNet are evaluated using four public facial expres-
sion video datasets, including BU-3DFE, MMI, AFEW, and DFEW. Extensive experiments
demonstrate the improved performance of our proposed CEFLNet in comparison with
the state-of-the-art methods.

� 2022 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

Video-based Facial Expression Recognition (FER) is an important task for understanding human emotions and behaviors
in videos, which classifies a video into several basic emotions such as happiness, anger, disgust, fear, sadness, neutral, and
surprise [1,2]. The task faces several challenges such as noise introduced by irrelevant frames, the inherently complex infor-
mation of subtle facial expressions in videos, the costly computational overhead introduced by heavy models to ensure per-
formance. To address these problems, we introduce a clip-aware, emotion-rich feature learning network to obtain an
advanced representation of videos for FER.
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Video-based FER methods include static frame-based methods and dynamic sequence-based methods [3]. Most of the
static frame-based methods process the manually defined peak (apex) frames, e.g., local binary patterns (LBPs) [4], local
phase quantization (LPQ) [5,6], Gabor wavelets [7], convolutional features [8–10], etc. These methods usually neglect the
importance of intrinsic relationships between visual information of adjacent frames. In addition, it is labor costly to obtain
peak frames via manual annotation.

Recently, more studies focus on the dynamic sequence-based method. Rather than using static frames, methods such as
the Long Short-Term Memory (LSTM) [11,12] and C3D network [13], encode the spatio-temporal information by learning
from appropriate supervision signals (e.g., video category labels). Modeling long-term dependencies has been widely
employed for video-based expression recognition [14,15]. Although the sequence-based methods have shown an improve-
ment for FER, they still face difficulties in two aspects: they usually require overwhelmingly high computation complexity to
model video facial expression movements [3,16], and the presence of many frames irrelevant to expressions makes the
learned features suboptimal to FER [3].

To address the above limitations, we propose a clip-aware, emotion-rich feature learning network (CEFLNet) that focuses
on the most informative frames for FER by identifying the emotional intensities of clips in a video. In particular, we make the
CEFLNet automatically locate the most salient frames in a weakly supervised manner without intensity annotations, and
thus achieve clip-aware emotion-rich representations for video-based FER. The CEFLNet contains two main components:
clip-based feature encoder (CFE) and weakly supervised emotional intensity activation network (EIAN). CFE is used to learn
clip-based spatio-temporal features based on inter-frame relations in a clip, exploiting emotional cues between adjacent
frames within each clip. EIAN identifies salient clips and obtains clip-aware emotion-rich representations by estimating
the emotional activation map.

The contributions of this paper include the following:

� we propose a novel CEFLNet for video-based FER to jointly learn the emotional intensity of clips of a video and recognize
facial expressions in a mutually reinforced way. Evaluations on four challenging video-based facial expression datasets
demonstrate its advantages over the existing state-of-the-art methods.

� the weakly supervised EIAN is proposed to identify the emotional intensity of each clip and learn clip-aware emotion-rich
representation via generating an emotional activation map.

� the CFE is proposed to adaptively aggregate the frame features to form clip-based spatio-temporal features via jointly
learning self-attention and local–global relation attention, which fully exploits emotional cues between adjacent frames
within each clip.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows: Section 2 introduces related work in video-based FER. Section 3 pre-
sents the proposed CEFLNet for video-based FER in detail. Section 4 discusses the experimental results on four publicly avail-
able datasets. Finally, this paper is concluded in Section 5 with a summary and future work.
2. Related work

Video-based FER. Existing video-based FER methods include static frame-based methods and dynamic sequence-based
methods. Among the static frame-based methods, we have frame aggregation methods and peak frame extraction methods.
The frame aggregation methods strategically combine frame-level features learned from static-based FER networks [16,17]
to construct video-level features for FER. The peak frame extraction methods focus on the peak frame of a video and ignore
the emotional information from other periods of the video [18,19]. Meng et.al [16] proposed the frame attention networks to
adaptively aggregate frame features in an end-to-end framework and achieved accuracy of 51.18% on the AFEW 8.0 dataset
[20]. To alleviate the influence of redundant and irrelevant frames, Zhao et al. [18] proposed a peak-piloted deep network
(PPDN) for intensity-invariant expression recognition. This method takes a pair of peak and non-peak expression images
with the same expression and subject as input and minimizes the distance between the images with the same expression.
Yu et al. [19] proposed a deeper cascaded peak-piloted network (DCPN) to enhance the ability of expression representation of
the network. These frame-based methods have achieved good results in well-selected peak frames, however, manual selec-
tion of peak frames increases labor costs while ignoring other emotional cues existing in adjacent frames.

The dynamic sequence-based method takes the entire video sequence as input and uses the texture information and tem-
poral dependence in the frame sequence to recognize facial expressions [21,13,9,11,3]. Vielzeuf et al. [11] used pre-trained
VGG-Face to extract spatial features, then utilized an LSTM layer to encode temporal dependencies in the sequence. Kim et al.
[13] propose a new spatio-temporal representation learning for FER by integrating C3D and LSTM networks, which is robust
to expression intensity variation. In [21], a temporal geometric feature was proposed to improve the discriminative capacity
of the learned spatio-temporal appearance features. Although these dynamic-based networks capture spatio-temporal fea-
tures for FER, they still challenge in describing expression movements in untrimmed videos and require large model capac-
ities to model facial expression changes in videos.

Attention model. Visual attention based networks have been proposed to localize significant regions for many computer
vision tasks, including fine-grained recognition [22,23], image captioning [24], person re-identification [25], and object
detection [26,27]. Some methods are learned by the aggregating scheme from the internal hidden representations in CNN
183
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[28]. Other methods focus on detecting local regions according to supervised bounding box annotation, e.g., region proposal
network (RPN) [26]. Zheng et al. [28] adopted channel grouping sub-network to cluster different convolutional feature maps
into groups according to peak responses of maps. Xu et al. [29] proposed an attention shift based on multiple blur levels to
avoid occlusions for facial gender classification. SE-Net [23] proposed the Squeeze-and-Excitation (SE) block that re-
calibrates channel-wise feature responses by explicitly modeling the inter-dependency between channels. The SE block
results in considerable performance improvement for image classification with minor additional computational costs. Meng
et al. [16] proposed a frame attention network (FAN) for selecting frames from a video to form a dicriminative video-level
representation. Although attention has been successfully employed in many computer vision tasks, it is difficult to directly
use it for capturing beneficial expression movements in videos due to the vastly present irrelevant frames and the limited
motion variation.

3. Clip-aware emotion-rich feature learning network

3.1. Network Architecture

The architecture of our proposed CEFLNet is shown in Fig. 1(a). CEFLNet consists of CFE and EIAN. Given a video sequence
V with facial expression label YV ¼ yef g;V is divided into several video clips denoted as V ¼ C1;C2; . . . ;Cnf g, where Ck is the
k� th clip. Our learning problem consists of two parts: (1) CFE adaptively encodes frame feature vectors extracted from a clip
Ci to form discriminative clip-based features Ri, via jointly self-attention learning and local–global relation learning. (2) After
concatenating the clip features, EIAN further focuses on clip-aware emotion-rich representations by generating emotional
activation maps in a weakly supervised learning manner, without any peak frames or clip annotation.

3.2. CFE for clip-level representation

The clip-based feature encoder contains two cascaded attention learning modules: self-attention learning (SAL) and
local–global relation learning (LRL). Fig. 1(b) shows the detailed structure of the CFE. In practice, SAL models frame-level
relation to obtain the self-attention in each clip, and LRL improves the clip-level representation by learning local–global rela-
tion attention. Through the two-cascaded attention learning, the CFE exploits the emotional cues of spatio-temporal infor-
mation in each clip.

Self-attention learning. Self-attention learning models the frame-level relation to obtain spatio-temporal features for
clips. Fig. 2 shows the detailed structure of this component. Let f k;i denote the feature vector of the k-th frame in the i-th
clip. Note that we use the deep convolutional neural network (DCNN) like a pre-trained ResNet-18 to extract features and
consider the global average pooling output of the employed DCNN as f k;i. Ii denotes the matrix stacking all the features
f k;i of the i-th clip. Given that a clip contains K frames and each f k;i has d dimensions, Ii has a size of K � d. Since we only
consider frames of a single clip at this stage, we drop i from the notation for simplicity, i.e., I ¼ Ii; f k ¼ f k;i. Following self-

attention learning, we transform I into three different tensors, i.e., a query tensor IQ ¼ WQI, a key tensor IK ¼ WKI, and a value
tensor IV ¼ WVI, where the query/key/value tensor is computed for each visual emotion from the clip feature I. We apply
self-attention and obtain feature matrix f 0 that captures visual change patterns of facial expressions:
f 0 ¼ softmax
IQ I

T
Kffiffiffi
d

p
 !

IV : ð1Þ
Self-attention learning encodes the spatio-temporal information within a clip. However, it only considers frame-level
relations without taking into account the global relation between frames and the clip. To address this limitation, we intro-
duce the local–global relation learning to consider the global information of a clip.

Local–global relation learning Fig. 1(b) shows the structure of the Local–global relation learning. We summarize f 0 into a

single clip representation f̂ 0 through the pooling operation and compute the local–global relation attention via a sample con-
catenation and a fully-connected (FC) layer as follows:
wk ¼ r f̂ 0 : f 0k
h iT

q0
� �

ð2Þ
where q0 is the parameter of the FC layer. f 0k is the feature of the kth frame and T is the transpose operation. r is the sigmoid
function. Operator : denotes concatenation that integrates frame features into the clip feature. wk implies the frames that
contain more relevant emotion information in a clip or not. We re-scale and aggregate features of each frame to form the
new clip-based representation:
Ri ¼ Rkwkf 0k
Rkwk

� �
q1 ð3Þ
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Fig. 1. The overall architecture of our CEFLNet for video-based FER and the structure of CFE..

Fig. 2. The structure of the self-attention component. MatMul stands for dot product and Scale stands for scale operation.
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where q1 is the parameter of the FC. The local–global relation attention highlights the more useful visual cues for expression
motion in a clip and provides key clip-level features for the following EIAN.

3.3. Weakly supervised EIAN for clip-aware emotion-rich video representation

EIAN identifies the emotional intensity scores of clips and generates emotional activation maps via class activation emo-
tion sequences in a weakly supervised manner. The detailed process for generating the emotional activation map and locat-
ing the salient emotion-rich clip is shown in Fig. 3.

The clip-level features are concatenated into a video-level representation Vf
Vf ¼ H R1;R2; . . . ;Rnð Þ; ð4Þ

where H �ð Þ denotes an aggregate operation, n is the number of clips in a video. Inspired by Class Activation Mapping(CAM)
[30], we introduce a class activation emotion sequence to generate the emotional activation map by learning the temporal

attention of clips. As shown in Fig. 3, the video-level representation Vf is fed to one-dimensional convolutional layers to learn

temporal attention. For the attention channels, the results of performing a full-connected layer are WTVf . Thus, for each
video-level expression class yc , a softmax operation is adopted to identify the emotional intensity scores of clips. The emo-
tional scores Ayc is computed as follows:
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Fig. 3. The detailed process for locating the salient emotion-rich clip and generating an emotional activation map. WT is a learnable parameter matrix of
one-dimensional convolution. Note that darker colors indicate better attention weights, i.e. the current frame contains more emotional information..
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Ayc ¼ Softmax WTVf
� �

; ð5Þ
where WT is a learnable parameter matrix of one-dimensional convolution.
The emotional scores reflect how much emotional information each clip contains in a video. Unlike the CAM-based

bounding box proposals [30], Ayc is a one-dimensional vector of the position of the emotion-rich clips. Hence, we compute
the position of the selected emotion-rich clip Pe as follows:
Pe ¼ argmax Ayc
	 


; ð6Þ

Mc is the emotional activation map of the expression class yc ,
Mc ¼ Ayc � Vf ; ð7Þ
where � represents dot product. Mc gives the importance of the activation at a video temporal sequence leading to the clas-

sification of facial expression. The emotion-rich representation bV f of a video is given by:
bV f ¼ maxpool Mcð Þ: ð8Þ

To classify the emotion-rich representation into facial expression categories, we apply softmax and a fully-connected

layer to calculate the probability of facial expressions:
p bYV

� �
¼ softmax bV f q2

� �
ð9Þ
softmax Zð Þj ¼
eZjXC

c¼1

eZc
; for j ¼ 1; . . . ; C ð10Þ
where p bYV

� �
is the expression category score and q2 is the parameter vector of the fully-connected layer, Z is the output of

the FC layer, C is the number of expression category, and Softmax Zð Þj denotes the probability that the video belongs to the jth

expression category.
3.4. Objective function

The objective of CEFLNet has two parts: the CFE guarantees high-quality emotional representations of clips, and EIAN
focuses on the emotion-rich features relevant to facial expressions via weakly supervised learning. In our study, only a
video-level FER classification loss Lclass is used to optimize the two objectives of the entire network. Our FER classification
loss Lclass is as follows:
Lclass ¼ �
X
V
YV log p bY V

� �h i
þ 1� YVð Þlog 1� p bY V

� �h i
; ð11Þ
where YVdenotes the facial expression label for each video, V indexes a training video, and p ŶV
� �

denotes the probabilities of

facial expressions predicted by the CEFLNet.
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4. Experimental Results and Discussion

4.1. Datasets and Implementation Details

To evaluate our method, four video-based face expression datasets were used in our experiments, including BU-3DFE
dataset [31], MMI dataset [32], AFEW 8.0 dataset [20], and DFEW dataset [33].

BU-3DFE [31]: The 3D facial expressions are captured at a video rate (25 frames per second). Six emotion labels are
included, i.e., anger, disgust, happiness, fear, sadness, and surprise. Each expression sequence contains about 100 frames.
BU-3DFE contains 606 3D facial expression sequences captured from 101 subjects, with a total of approximately 60,600
frames. In this study, a 10-fold validation was conducted.

MMI [32]: A total of 205 deliberate expression sequences with frontal faces were collected from 30 subjects. The expres-
sion sequences were recorded at a temporal resolution of 24 fps. Each expression sequence of the dataset was labeled with
one of the six basic expression classes (i.e., anger, disgust, fear, happiness, sadness, and surprise). The expression sequences
were collected such that, the first frame in the sequence was the onset frame and the last frame was the offset frame. In this
study, a 10-fold validation was conducted.

AFEW [20]: The AFEW has served as an evaluation platform for the annual EmotiW since 2013. Seven emotion labels are
included in AFEW, i.e., anger, disgust, fear, happiness, sadness, surprise, and neutral. AFEW contains videos collected from
different movies and TV serials with spontaneous expressions, various head poses, occlusions, and illuminations. AFEW is
divided into three splits: Train (738 videos), Val (352 videos), and Test (653 videos). Because we do not have test labels
for evaluation, we follow the setting of other compared methods and only used the Training/Val set for experiments.

DFEW [33]: The DFEW is a large-scale unconstrained dynamic facial expression database, containing 16,372 video clips
extracted from over 1,500 different movies. It contains 12,059 single-label video clips and also includes seven emotion labels,
i.e., anger, disgust, fear, happiness, sadness, surprise, and neutral. DFEW dataset provides five data division methods. Hence, a
5-fold validation was used. Examples of these datasets are shown in Fig. 4.

We kept each video to 105 frames via interpolation and clipping. The face regions are detected using Retinaface [34] and
the size of each face is resized to 224�224. A randomly selected frame within the first 30 frames was used as the starting
frame and the following 75 consecutive frames were extracted. We split the 75 frames into seven sub-Videos, each of which
had 15 frames, with five frames overlapping between each sub-video. To reduce the computation cost, five frames were ran-
domly sampled from each sub-video to form a new expression clip. We conducted a 10-fold validation on BU-3DFE and MMI
datasets, a 5-fold validation on the DFEW dataset, and used the training and validation sets for the experiments on the AFEW
dataset.

Our method is implemented using Pytorch. The training parameters include initial learning rate (0.0001), cosine anneal-
ing schedule to adjust the learning rate, mini-batch size (8), and warm-up. The experiments were conducted on a PC with
Intel(R) Xeon(R) Gold 6240C CPU at 2.60 GHz and 128 GB memory, and NVIDIA GeForce RTX 3090 GPU. The key parameters
used in training the network are given in Table 1.
4.2. Performance Analysis and Comparison Study

Fig. 5(a) shows the confusion matrix of our method using the BU-3DFE dataset. Among the six expressions, the highest
accuracy is 100% (Surprise), while the lowest accuracy is 70.0% (Fear), which has the least amount of facial expression and is
difficult to distinguish from the other expressions. The average accuracy of facial expression recognition is 85.33% with a
standard deviation of 3.29 for the BU-3DFE dataset. Fig. 5(b) depicts the confusion matrix of our method for processing
the MMI dataset. Among the four datasets, our method achieved the best accuracy for predicting facial expressions from
the MMI dataset. The proposed method achieved an average accuracy of 91% with a standard deviation of 4.36. For four
out of six expressions, including Fear, Happiness, Sadness, and Surprise, we achieved 100% accuracy. There exist a slight con-
fusion between Anger and Disgust expressions and the average accuracy of these two expressions is 83%.

Fig. 5(c) shows the confusion matrix from the AFEW dataset. AFEW is one of the most challenging datasets and great con-
fusion exists among expressions including Disgust, Fear, Sadness, and Surprise. The average accuracy of our method is at
53.98% with a standard deviation of 0.4 and the highest accuracy is 87% for Neutral. The accuracy of Happiness and Anger
are 83% and 82%, respectively. Disgust and Fear are the two most confusing expressions in this dataset [35,11]. Fig. 5(d)
shows the confusion matrix from the large-scale DFEW dataset. The average accuracy of our method is 65.35% with a stan-
dard deviation of 1.13. The highest accuracy is 84% of Happiness followed by Anger and Sadness, the accuracy of which is at
70% and 68%, respectively. Similar to the AEFW dataset, the most confusing expressions include Disgust and Fear. This could
be attributed to the extreme imbalance of the category in the DFEW (only occupies 1.22% in the DFEW dataset) [36].

Comparison study (BU-3DFE): We compare our CEFLNet with the state of the arts, including FERAtt + Rep + Cls [37], FAN
[16], DeRL [8], C3D [38], ICNP [39], and C3D-LSTM [40]. The dataset used in our comparison study is BU-3DFE. Table 2 report
the average accuracy and the feature settings of the methods. The best and second-best results are highlighted with bold font
and underscore, respectively. The accuracy of CEFLNet is better than both sequence-based and frame-based methods. Com-
pared to the best sequence-based result, the proposed CEFLNet improved the accuracy by 2.13%. This demonstrates that our
method discovers the more informative emotion-related cues by modeling the emotion transition relation in videos.
187



Fig. 4. Some samples from these four datasets. (a) BU3D, (b) MMI, (c) AFEW, (d) DFEW. The most emotional frames are highlighted with red boxes.

Table 1
The Key parameters in training the network.

Parameters Settings

Optimizer ADAM
Init learning rate 0.0001
weight decay 0.0001

Maximum number of iterations 160
Mini-batch size 8

Epoch 120
The number of clips per video 7
The number of frames per clip 5
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Comparison study (MMI): In comparison with the state-of-the-art video-based FERmethods, Table 3 lists the average accu-
racy on MMI dataset using frame-based methods (i.e., AUDN [41], DeRL [8], WMDCNN [42] and CER [7], sequence-based
methods (i.e., LSTM [13], Deep generative-contrastive networks (DGCN) [9], LPQ-TOP + SRC [6], SAANet [43], and
WMCNN-LSTM [42]) and our CEFLNet. The proposed method achieved an average accuracy of 91% with a standard deviation
of 4.36, which outperformed existing state-of-the-art FER methods. Compared to the second best method, WMCNN-LSTM
[42], the CEFLNet improved the accuracy by 3.9%.

Comparison study (AFEW): Table 4 compares the average accuracy of FER using AFEW dataset. For a fair comparison, we
only list these results obtained by the best single models in previous works. Both [44,45] input two LBP maps and a gray
image for CNN models. Deeply supervised networks are used in [45,15], which add supervision on intermediate layers.
For clip-based methods, [35] uses DenseNet-161 and pre-trains it on both large-scale face datasets and their own Situ emo-
tion video dataset. Additionally, [35] applies complicated post-processing which extracts frame features and computes their
mean vector, max-pooling vector, and standard deviation vector. These vectors are then concatenated and finally fed into an
SVM classifier. Overall, our CEFLNet improves the baseline (about 2.45%) and achieves performance comparable to that of the
best previous single model. It demonstrates that our method achieves the best performance with great robustness, mean-
while, has obvious advantages over other algorithms on the in-the-wild expression dataset.

Comparison study (DFEW): The results in Table 5 show that our method is still far superior to other algorithms. More
detailed comparison results can be shown in Table 5. Compared to the state-of-the-art methods reported in [33], the FER
accuracy of our CEFLNet achieved significant improvement (over 8.84%) on the challenging large-scale dataset.
4.3. Ablation Study and Analysis

4.3.1. Analysis of Network Components
To analyze the contribution to the learning capability by the components of CEFLNet, Table 6 presents the results of our

ablation study that looks into the impact of gradual addition of the self-attention learning, local–global relation learning, and
188



Fig. 5. The confusion matrix of our method using the four datasets.

Table 2
FER accuracy on the BU-3DFE dataset. The best result is highlighted in bold.

Methods Feature setting Accuracy(%)

FERAtt + Rep + Cls [37] frame-based 82.11
FAN [16] frame-based 84.17
DeRL [8] peak frame-based 84.17
C3D [38] sequence-based 75.83

C3D-LSTM [40] sequence-based 79.17
ICNP [39] sequence-based 83.20
CEFLNet clip-based 85.33
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EIAN training components to the baseline framework (ResNet-18). The training and testing datasets used in this study are
BU-3DFE.

ResNet-18 and CNN-LSTM achieved an average accuracy of 62.77% and 79.17%, respectively. In our method, we used SAL
to learn frame relation and achieved average recognition accuracy of 84.17%. By adding LRL to the network, the performance
was improved by 0.5%, which shows that the local–global relation learning module can better learn the potential relationship
between each frame and clip. Note that the integration of EIAN improved the FER accuracy by 0.66%. This demonstrates that
the EIAN module learns the emotional intensity from clip-based representations and obtains more distinguishable emotion-
rich video features.
189



Table 3
FER accuracy on the MMI dataset. The best result is highlighted in
bold.

Methods Feature setting Accuracy(%)

DeRL [8] frame-based 73.23
WMDCNN [42] frame-based 78.2
CER [7] peak frame-based 70.12
AUDN [41] peak frame-based 75.85
LPQ-TOP + SRC [6] sequence-based 64.11
LSTM [13] sequence-based 78.61
DGCN [9] sequence-based 81.53
WMCNN-LSTM [42] sequence-based 87.10
SAANet [43] sequence-based 87.06
CEFLNet clip-based 91.00

Table 4
FER accuracy on AFEW 8.0 dataset. The highest result is high-
lighted in bold.

Methods Feature setting Accuracy(%)

HoloNet [44] frame-based 44.57
DSN–HoloNet [45] frame-based 46.47
DSN-VGGFace [15] frame-based 48.04
FAN [16] frame-based 51.18
C3D [38] sequence-based 30.11
VGG16 + TP + SA [46] sequence-based 49.00
Emotion-BEEU [47] sequence-based 52.49
DenseNet-161 [35] clip-based 51.44
CEFLNet clip-based 53.98

Table 5
FER accuracy on DFEW dataset. The highest result is highlighted in bold.

Methods Feature setting Accuracy(%)

C3D,EC-STFL [33] sequence-based 55.50
R3D18,EC-STFL [33] sequence-based 56.19
VGG11 + LSTM,EC-STFL [33] sequence-based 56.25
P3D,EC-STFL [33] sequence-based 56.48
3D ResNet-18,EC-STFL [33] sequence-based 56.51
CEFLNet clip-based 65.35

Table 6
Ablation study of the proposed CEFLNet. The best results are in bold.

Methods SAL LRL EIAN Acc(%)

ResNet-18 62.77
CNN-LSTM 79.17

+ SAL U 84.17
+ LRL U U 84.67
+ EIAN U U U 85.33
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4.3.2. Emotion-rich Clips
Fig. 6 shows the emotional activation maps and clip selection on the four datasets. The orange boxes depict the select

emotion-rich clips in videos. It can be seen that the emotion-rich clips have the greatest expression intensity than other clips,
which implies that EIAN identifies the salient emotion-rich clip and performs emotional activation according to the emo-
tional intensity of each clip.

In addition, we evaluated the accuracy of emotion-rich clip selection on the four datasets, as shown in Table 7. The pro-
posed MIAN achieved an accuracy of 67.57% on the MMI dataset and achieved an accuracy of 45% on the challenging AFEW
dataset. This demonstrates that the EIAN method effectively locates the emotion-rich clip in the untrimmed videos.

We visualized the expression features with different settings in a 2D feature space by using the t-SNE on the four datasets.
The visualizations include the following four cases: clip-aware emotion-rich representations by the CEFLNet (see Fig. 7(a)),
video attention features extracted by FAN [16] (see Fig. 7(b)), sequence-based video features extracted by LSTM [48] (see
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Fig. 6. The emotional activation maps and the located clips (highlighted with orange boxes). Darker colors indicate greater attention weights, i.e., more
emotional information..

Table 7
The accuracy of emotion-rich clip locating.

Dataset BU3D MMI AFEW DFEW

Accuracy(%) 55.83 67.57 45.00 47.65
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Fig. 7(c)), frame-based features extracted by ResNet-18[49] (see Fig. 7(d)). Obviously, compared to the features shown in
Fig. 7(b), Fig. 7c) and Fig. 7(d), the clip-aware emotion-rich features proposed in this study can significantly be separated
according to facial expression categories. It is evident that the proposed CEFLNet can learn more expressive and discrimina-
tive representations for video-based FER on the four datasets.

We studied the impact of the number of clips per video and the number of frames per clip on the accuracy of FER. As
shown in Fig. 8(a), all four datasets achieved the highest accuracies when the number of clips is 7, and achieved the lowest
accuracies when the number of clips is 1. Results show that too many or too few clips are detrimental to the performance of
facial expression recognition. As shown in Fig. 8(b), the highest accuracy is achieved when we set the number of frames of
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Fig. 7. The t-SNE feature visualization of different representations in 2D space. (a) Clip-aware emotion-rich representations by CEFLNet, (b) video attention
features by FAN, (c) sequence-based video features by LSTM, (d) frame-based features by ResNet18.
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each clip to 5. When this number is less than 5, the accuracy drops. The performance drop might be a result of emotional
information lost. When the number of frames is 15, redundant expressionless frames cause expression inconsistency and
hence reduce recognition accuracy. In our experiments, we keep the number of clips of each video to 7 and the number
of frames of each clip to 5.

4.4. Computational Complexity

Table 8 reports model parameters and computational cost of the three spatio-temporal learning methods in processing
the BU-3DFE dataset. We use Multiply–Accumulate Operations(MACs) 1 to measure the computational cost. Our CEFLNet
resulted in the best performance (FER accuracy of 85.33%) with the least computational cost (63.8G) and parameters
(12.83 M) among the compared methods, which demonstrates that the proposed method exhibits improved accuracy and
efficiency.

Table 9 lists the average accuracy and the computation cost with respect to the number of frames. Clearly, when less
number of frames are used, the computational cost is lower. However, the best accuracy is achieved when the number of
frames is 5. Hence, to balance speed and accuracy, a five-frame per clip is a proper choice.
1 https://github.com/sovrasov/flops-counter.pytorch
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Fig. 8. The accuracy of the number of frames per clip and the number of clips per video for FER on four datasets. (a) The effect of the number of expression
clips, (b) the effect of the number of frames..

Table 8
Comparison of model complexity and efficiency.

Method Backbone Params(M) MACs(G) Acc(%)

C3D C3D 79.99 326.41 75.83
C3D-LSTM C3D 110.24 282.26 79.17
CEFLNet ResNet-18 12.83 63.80 85.33

Table 9
The effect of the number of frames on the computation cost and classification accuracy.

# of frames MACs(G) Acc(%)

2 25.52 85
5 63.80 85.33
10 127.59 84.17
15 191.39 84.17
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5. Conclusion and Future Work

In this paper, we propose an effectively clip-aware emotion-rich feature learning network to jointly identify the emotion-
rich clips and recognize dynamic facial expressions in a video. CEFLNet decomposes a video into several small video clips and
extracts the clip-level spatio-temporal features via two-cascaded self-attention and local–global relation learning within
each video clip. Our method generates an emotional activation map that is used to identify salient emotion clips for clip-
aware emotion-rich representations. Our proposed method requires no clip-wise or frame-wise annotations for training
the model and can be trained in an end-to-end manner.

Experiments were conducted using four public video datasets, namely the BU-3DFE, MMI, AFEW, and DFEW. Due to sup-
pressing the redundancy information from expression-irrelevant clips, the proposed method was found to achieve a much-
improved performance for video-based FER, with great robustness and efficiency; the highest accuracy for each of these
datasets was 85.33%, 91%, 53.98%, and 65.35%. In our future work, we plan to study self-supervised learning to model the
extraction of key information from complex facial video sequences with multiple expressions.
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