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Abstract— This paper introduces behavioural features for
automatic stress detection, and a person-specific normalization
to enhance the performance of our system. The presented
features are all visual cues automatically extracted using video
processing and depth data. In order to collect the necessary
data, we conducted a lab study for stress elicitation using a
time constrained arithmetic mental test. Then, we propose a
set of body language features for stress detection. Experimental
results using a SVM show that our model can detect stress with
high accuracy (77%). Moreover, person specific normalization
significantly improves classification results (from 67% to 77%).
Also, the performance of each of the presented features is
discussed.

I. INTRODUCTION

One of the key elements in human-human interaction is
to understand the nonverbal cues and the social signals of
the person we are communicating with. It has been shown
that nonverbal communication conveys an important part of
the meaning of a message [8], [9], [32]. Designing machine
sensing and understanding social signals is a difficult task,
since the meaning of these signals is person and context
dependent. In this paper, we focus on the specific context of
stressful situations, and we aim at automatically detect the
presence of stress by studying the body language.

Automatic detection of stress is an emerging domain.
It faces issues related to the difficulty to obtain a nat-
ural database and to ethical problems. Current detection
techniques are based mainly on speech signals [11], [23]
and/or from physiological signals, using either traditional
sensors (ECG, skin conductance, . . . ) [1], [12], [17], [29]
or hyperspectral images [5].

In [11] and [17], stress is detected though voice and
physiological signals during a real-world driving-task. How-
ever, in this context, voice and physiological signals are
not necessarily the most suited sources in order to detect
stress. Someone who is driving does not always talk enough,
and physiological sensors are obstructive. In this case, cues
extracted from the body language are likely to be the most
convenient sources of information to assess stress since they
can be captured by camera sensors. To our knowledge,
there are few papers adressing stress detection using body
language. Giakoumis et al. [13] showed that behavioural
features enhanced the performance of automatic stress de-
tection systems using physiological features. Soury [30] used
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postural features in a multimodal fusion model, but in this
work, this modality turned out to be the least efficient.

However, the correlation between behavioural cues and
affective states has been extensively studied, mainly for au-
tomatic emotion recognition [15], [18], [20] and expression
synthesis [4], [18], [20], as well as in the psychology [8],
[9], [32]. However, though most of the affective information
studied can be used to effectively detect a large number of
emotions, there likely are some visual cues that are specific
to the expression of stress.

In this paper, we present the first results of a preliminary
study on stress detection by extracting and analyzing human
body features. This paper is organized as follows: Section
2 reports the stress concept by reviewing the different ap-
proaches in the psychology literature. Section 3 presents our
lab study for stress elicitation, in particular the protocol, the
setup and the annotation of the subjects’ stress level. Section
4 describes our feature extraction framework. Section 5
presents the person-specific normalization and its motivation.
Section 6 outlines and discusses the results obtained by our
learning approach based on SVM. We present the impact of
kernel functions, person-specific normalization and features
used. Finally, Section 7 concludes by discussing future
research directions.

II. THE STRESS CONCEPT

The term stress appeared in the medical literature in 1950s
[25]. Since then, it has been widely used [21], [25]. Holmes
and Rahe [19], when developping a tool called the Social
Readjustment Rating Scale (SRRS), described stress as a
set of events that require a fixed amount of adjustement.
In this case, stress is used as the stimulus that triggers the
adaptation, but it can also be used to describe the response
to a stimulus. Hans Selye viewed stress as the “nonspecific
response of the body to noxious stimuli” [28]. In his work,
he described a noxious stimulus as a stimulus that threatens
homeostasis, the body “preferred” set-point for physiological
variables.

One of the main problems in both Holmes’ and Selye’s
conceptions of stress is the absence of impact from indi-
vidual perception of the stimulus. Ursin et al. [31] later
demonstrated that coping behaviour reduced physiological
activity. Thus, we think that transactional models of stress
such as those presented in [22], [24] fits better our intuitive
vision of stress. These models present stress as a process
that includes the stimulus, the appraisal of the situation and
the physiological, behavioural and psychological reactions.



In addition, Koolhaas et al. [21] stated that the stimulus had
to be uncontrollable and/or unpredictable in order to define
this process as stress.

The protocol of our stress-induction experiment is mainly
based on the transactional definition of stress.

III. DATA COLLECTION

In this section, we present how we collected the data
through a stress-induction experiment.

A. Stress induction procedure

According to Dickerson and Kemeny[7], the best way to
increase a subject’s cortisol level, which is largely considered
as being correlated to psychological stress [6], [7], [25],
[30] is to make her perform a task that combines public
speaking and cognitive challenges. Indeed, tasks that con-
tain uncontrollable traits and/or social evaluation are the
most stressful ones. Thus, we designed an evaluated time-
constrained mental arithmetic test.

Fig. 1. Screenshot of the test software used for the study

Figure 1 shows a screenshot of the test. The question
asked is shown in the middle of the screen. There are two
possible answers below it. At the bottom, the progress bar
represents the time limit for the current question. On the
right is the score bar, which gives the subject a feedback of
her performance. The color of the score bar has a meaning:
green means “above average”, yellow means “average” and
red means “below average”.

The test is composed of 6 steps of increasing difficulty.
The three first steps contain 20 questions, the others contain
30 questions. The timing of each step is about 1 minute
and there is a break period of 5 seconds between them. The
subjects are told that both quickness and correctness of their
answers are taken into account for their score. It gives the
subject the impression of being evaluated, but in reality the
values the score bar shows are set in advance. It displays an
“above average” score at the beginning. Thus, the participant
finds the test easy enough and feels like she should suceed.
Then, the score drops to “average” and “below average”
levels, giving the participant the impression she is failing
the test.

B. Stress level annotation

At the end of the test, a questionnaire including stress
self-assessment is conducted for each step of the test, using
a Likert-scale (1-5). Since the quality of the annotation is
greatly dependent of subjects’ memory, they watch their own
videos of the different steps before giving a stress level.

Self-assessment has been chosen because it is the most
faithful annotation to the used definition of stress, which
gives great importance to the personal perception. In ad-
dition, annotation based on judgement of human experts
can induce a bias in the performance of some features, and
there were some cases where annotators did not achieve a
good agreement score [30]. Regarding the use of hormone
levels for annotation, [33] has shown that the difference in
dynamics between behaviour and hormone levels makes it
complex, but it will be investigated in future works.

TABLE I
STRESS LEVEL DISTRIBUTION

Stress level 1 2 3 4 5
Number of videos 17 20 20 17 10

C. Experimental setup

Participants are standing at a distance of around 3 meters
from the screen where the test is displayed. For each ques-
tion, they have to clearly express to a staff member which
answer they choose among the two propositions. Video and
skeleton data were collected with a Microsoft Kinect placed
under the screen. A high definition camera located above the
screen provides an optic zoom of the particpant’s face.

D. Participants

Fourteen subjects participated in the experiment (3
women, 11 men, mean age = 24.8 ± 2.8 years old). Each
subject is aware of the purpose of the experiment, but do not
know about the biased behaviour of the score bar, and gives
written consent.

E. Acquired data

For each of the 14 partipants, for each of the 6 steps, the
acquired data are:
• video of the whole body in 640 × 480 from the Kinect
• skeleton from the Kinect
• video of the face in 1440 × 1080 from the HD camera
• self-assessed stress level

The average duration of a video is 57.8 seconds ± 12.6.

IV. FEATURE EXTRACTION

In this section, extracted features and procedures to extract
them are described. First, the features extracted from the
Kinect video are presented, followed by those extracted
from the video of the face. All features are computed over
the whole video for each step of the protocol. They are
summarized in Table II.



A. Body activity features

There is few research of how stress can affect our body
language. However, in order to recognize or to regenerate
someone’s affective state, there are several sets of features
extracted from the body that are usually used: the body
activity [4], [13], [15], [20], posture information such as
symmetry [13], [15], center of gravity displacements [14],
or the spatial extent [4], [15], kinematics information such
as smoothness [4], [15] and detection of specific gestures
[13], [15].

Using the skeleton and the video captured by the Kinect,
3 categories of features are extracted: the Quantity of Move-
ment (QoM) and its derivatives, the detection of periods of
high activity and posture changes and the detection of self-
touching in the region of the head.

1) Quantity of Movement: The QoM is the activity of the
body or of some parts of it. For a given frame, we compute
the QoM in two different ways. The first one (SQoM) uses
the skeleton extracted by the Kinect and is the sum of the
displacements of each joint between two frames.

QoMskel(i) = ∑
j∈ joints

√
(v ji − v ji−1)

2

with i the frame index and v ji the 3D position vector of the
joint j in the ith frame. We also compute the QoM using RGB
videos, and call it IQoM. This corresponds to the number of
pixels that have changed between successive frames.

QoMvideo(i) =Card({pi|abs(pi− pi−1)> t})

with pi the RGB vector of pixel p for the ith frame and t a
threshold. Once the QoM has been computed on all frames,
the mean value is used as the feature. In order not to be
biaised by the size of a person, it is also divided by the
surface of the bounding box containing the skeleton.

The SQoM is computed separately for the whole body
and the head (HeM). For the head only, we also compute
the SQoM following Z-axis only (HeMZ). For the body only,
the Fourier transform of the signal is calculated, divided into
10 bins (FFT1 - FFT10), which gives frequency information
about the subject’s activity.

2) Detection of high activity periods and posture changes:
Using the peaks of the QoM computed for each frame, the
periods of high activity are extracted (see Fig. 2) . The
number of periods (HAPC), their mean duration (HAPMD)
and their mean intensity (HAPMV) are used as features. For
each peak, the frame at the beginning and the one at the end
are compared to determine whether the person has changed
her posture. The number of posture changes (PCC) is used
as a feature. We make the hypothesis that posture changes
may reflect an increasing uncomfortability.

3) Detection of self-touching: It has been shown that self-
touching can be an indicator of negative affect [16]. We
detect self-touching in two parts of the body: the head and
the hands. To detect whether a person is self-touching in
the region of the head, we compute the distance between
hand, head and neck joints. If one of the distances is below a

Fig. 2. Example of detection of a posture change. The left image is the
frame at the start of the peak, the middle image is the frame at the end, and
the right one is the difference between the two others

threshold, the person is considered as self-touching the head
(see Fig. 3). The number of times we detect a single hand
as self-touching the head (STHC) and the mean duration
(STHMD) of it are used as features. We extract the sames
features in cases of two hands face-touching (ST2HC and
ST2HMD).

Fig. 3. Examples of detection of self-touching in the region of the head.
On the left is an example of self-touching with one hand. On the right is
an example with two hands

The detection of hand self-touching is more complex.
Indeed, the skeleton given by the kinect cannot be used alone
in order to detect movements such as fingers rubbing. Thus,
we compute the extraction of this feature as follows:
• Detection of the hands: because the skeleton provided

by the Kinect can be imprecise in terms of joint location,
we also use skin detection to find a more reliable
position of the hands. Thus, starting from the original
hand joint position, we look for the closest pixel where
skin has been detected. This becomes the new hand
position.

• Computation of the QoM: using the position we de-
tected, we extract the sub-image of the hands. Then,
we compute the video QoM between following hands
frames.

The QoM for each hand separately (LHM for the left hand
and RHM for the right one) and the QoM of both hands
(HM) are used as features.

B. Facial features

Using the method described in [27], we extract the ac-
tivation level of 12 Action Units (AU). Action Units are
presented by Ekman in the Facial Action Coding System
(FACS) [10], which is a common standard to systematically
categorize the physical expression of emotions. The 12 AU
extracted are described in Table II. Since the activation level



is given by frame, we compute the mean over all frames and
the standard deviation for each AU as features.

TABLE II
EXTRACTED FEATURES

Feature Description
SQoM QoM computed with the skeleton
IQoM QoM computed with the RGB frames
FFTi i-th bin of the Fourier transform of the IQoM (from

1 to 10)
HAPC Number of periods of high activity

HAPMD Mean duration of periods of high activity
HAPMV Mean highest value of periods of high activity

PCC Number of posture changes
STHC Number of times self-touching with one hand in the

region of the head occured
STHMD Mean duration of self-touching with one hand in the

region of the head
ST2HC Number of times self-touching with two hands in the

region of the head occured
ST2HMD Mean duration of self-touching with two hands in

the region of the head
LHM QoM for the left hand
RHM QoM for the right hand
HM QoM for both hands
HeM QoM for the head

HeMZ QoM for the head only along Z-axis
AU1 Inner Brow Raiser
AU2 Outer Brow Raiser
AU4 Brow Lowerer
AU5 Upper Lid Raiser
AU6 Cheek Raiser
AU9 Nose Wrinkler
AU12 Lip Corner Puller
AU15 Lip Corner Depressor
AU17 Chin Raiser
AU20 Lip Stretcher
AU25 Lips Part
AU26 Jaw Drop

V. PERSON-SPECIFIC NORMALIZATION

In addition to testing the features, the impact of a person-
specific normalization is evaluated. As said in [29] regarding
physiological signals or in [2] regarding body motions, the
evolution of the signal compared to a personal baseline is
likely to be more meaningful than its absolute value. Thus,
for each person, we compare the value of each feature to its
value during the first step of the experiment, considered as
non-stressful.

˜fp j =
fp j− fp1

fp1

where p a person, j the step the video has been extracted
from, fp j the vector of features for the person p on step j and
˜fp j the normalized vector. Thus, the features are expressed

as an evolution percentage rather than a raw value.

VI. STRESS DETECTION

This section presents the results obtained by our model.
First, the evaluation process is described. Then, the impact of
several parameters - the SVM kernel function, the person-
specific normalization and the different features - are dis-
cussed.

A. Evaluation process

In order to test whether our features are predictive or
not, we use Support Vector Machines (SVMs) to build a
classification model. Each video is associated with a label:
stress (S) for video associated with a stress level above or
equal to 4, non-stress (NS) for the remaining ones. For each
evaluation, we use a leave-one-subject-out cross validation:
videos from all people but one person are used as the training
set, and the videos of the remaining person is used as the
testing set. This cross validation is repeated 10 times in order
to reduce the impact of randomness in the SVM margin
initialization. The mean accuracy and its standard deviation
are presented.

We discard videos that are labelled as non-stress if they
followed a stress labelled video. These videos represent peo-
ple acknowledging that they psychologically gave up because
of the difficulty. Thus, the accuracy is computed on 76 out of
the 84 videos for raw features, 49 labelled as non-stress and
27 labelled as stress. Since the person-specific normalization
uses the features extracted from the first step, the accuracy is
computed on 62 videos for normalized features, 35 labelled
as non-stress and 27 labelled as stress.

B. Results

TABLE III
AVERAGE AND STANDARD DEVIATION OF THE ACCURACY OBTAINED

WITH RAW AND PERSONNALIZED FEATURES AND WITH THREE KERNEL

FUNCTIONS.

kernel type raw normalized
Poly 5 0.64 ± 0.04 0.77 ± 0.02
RBF 0.65 ± 0.03 0.76 ± 0.02
Linear 0.67 ± 0.01 0.77 ± 0.01

TABLE IV
IMPACT OF SEVERAL SET OF FEATURES WITH AND WITHOUT

NORMALIZATION ON ACCURACY WITH A LINEAR SVM

features set raw normalized
All 0.67 ± 0.01 0.77 ± 0.01
Face 0.68 ± 0.01 0.65 ± 0.03
Body 0.63 ± 0.03 0.80 ± 0.01

1) Impact of the kernel function: Table III shows the
results obtained by 3 different kernel functions: the Radial
Basis Function (RBF), the polynomial of degree 5 (Poly
5) and the linear kernel. There is no significant difference
between the 3 kernels concerning the mean accuracy. Since
the linear kernel is known to be faster to train, we have
chosen to keep it for the following experiments.

2) Impact of the person-specific normalization: It clearly
appears that using the person-specific normalization signifi-
cantly improves classification results, by 13%, 11% and 10%
for the polynomial, RBF and linear kernels, respectively as
shown in Table III. However, as we can see with Table IV, the
normalization is not effective on facial features. This might



be explained by the much smaller range of values the facial
features can take compared to body features. Indeed, facial
features values vary from 0 to 5, and there is little difference
in scale among the participants. In comparaison, the IQoM
can be 30 times bigger from a subject to another.

TABLE V
AVERAGE CONFUSION MATRIX WITH PERSON-SPECIFIC FEATURES FOR

10 RUNS

classified as Stress classified as Non-Stress
Stress 19.8 ± 0.42 7.2 ± 0.42
Non-Stress 7.1 ± 0.31 27.9 ± 0.31

TABLE VI
AVERAGE CONFUSION MATRIX WITH RAW FEATURES FOR 10 RUNS

classified as Stress classified as Non-Stress
Stress 14 ± 0 13 ± 0
Non-Stress 12 ± 0.66 37 ± 0.66

3) Performances of facial versus body features: Table IV
shows the impact of the choice of features on the classi-
fication accuracy. When using raw features, facial features
give better results than body features. This is probably due
to smaller inter-individual differences with facial features.
However, information on the evolution of body features
are much more discriminative than information on the evo-
lution of facial expressions. This confirms the idea that
body language can bring valuable information to determine
someone’s emotion state.

TABLE VII
FIVE BEST AND FIVE WORST RAW FEATURES ACCORDING TO THEIR

CLASSIFICATION ACCURACY IF USED ALONE USING THE RBF KERNEL.

feature accuracy
PCC 0.73 ± 0.02
AU9 - std 0.72 ± 0.01
FFT2 0.72 ± 0.01
AU4 - std 0.72 ± 0.01
AU4 - mean 0.72 ± 0.01
AU25 - mean 0.60 ± 0.03
RHM 0.58 ± 0.01
AU5 - std 0.58 ± 0.02
AU9 - mean 0.56 ± 0.01
HAPMD 0.55 ± 0.04

4) Performances of individual features: In order to better
understand the relevance of each feature, we calculated their
classification accuracy if used alone. We use the RBF kernel
to compute these results, since a linear kernel would allow
only a single “split value” along the feature axis. The results
for raw features are presented in Table VII, those for person-
specific features in Table VIII. Concerning raw features,
we can see that several features achieve better average
classification accuracy when used alone than when combined
with others. FFT1 for person-specific features also achieve
alone a similar score to what we obtain with all normalized

TABLE VIII
FIVE BEST AND FIVE WORST PERSON-SPECIFIC FEATURES ACCORDING

TO THEIR CLASSIFICATION ACCURACY IF USED ALONE USING THE RBF
KERNEL.

feature accuracy
FFT1 0.76 ± 0.02
HAPC 0.74 ± 0.01
FFT7 0.73 ± 0.02
HAPMV 0.73 ± 0.02
PCC 0.73 ± 0.02
AU1 - std 0.49 ± 0.03
AU25 - mean 0.46 ± 0.02
AU26 - mean 0.45 ± 0.02
AU15 - mean 0.45 ± 0.03
AU17 - std 0.43 ± 0.04

features. Thus, we can see that a single feature can be enough
to detect stress with good accuracy.

Among these features, it appears that brows activity as
raw features is a valuable information for our study. Indeed,
AU4 and AU9 are correlated since AU4 is often activated
when AU9 is. The number of times a subject changes its
posture also achieve good classification results, both for raw
and person-specific features. Features on body activity level
such as FFT1 or information on periods of high ativity
also achieve good accuracy as person-specific features. It is
however difficult to interpret what FFT7 really means in an
intuitive way.

Fig. 4. Distribution of FFT 1 raw and normalized values

Finally, we can see that person-specific normalization
works well for body features, but not for facial ones. Figure 4



shows how normalization on FFT 1 improved the seperation
between the two classes. The 5 best person-specific features
are body features, and the 5 worst are all facial features. This
observation can not be made for raw features, where body
and facial information are both represented in the best and
worst features.

VII. CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE WORKS

In this paper, we have presented behavioural features
for automatic stress detection, and a person-specific nor-
malization to enhance the performance of our system. We
have discussed the stress concept and presented a set of
49 automatically extracted behavioural features. We also
observed that a person-specific normalization significantly
improved the performance of our model, and that, for our
study, the body language of the subjects provided more
valuable information than their facial expressions. Finally, we
saw that it is possible to have an unobtrusive stress detection
system using only video and depth data.

However, the results obtained can still be improved. The
results presented in Table VII and VIII clearly show that
some features do not bring valuable information and thus
should not be included training the SVM. Preliminary tests
on feature selection showed promising results for classi-
fication accuracy. Moreover, we saw that person-specific
normalization is effective only for body features. Trying to
include both raw facial and person-specific body features in
our model may give interesting results.

Finally, more subjects will participate in our experiment.
However, they will not be aware of the purpose of the study.
Thus, we will be able to observe the impact of individual
perception of a situation on stress level.
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