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Guest Editorial:
Ethics in Affective Computing

S TUNNING advances in machine learning are heralding a
new era in sensing, interpreting, simulating and stimulating

human emotion. In the human sciences, research is increasingly
highlighting the explanatory power of emotions, feelings, and
other affective processes to predict how we think and behave.
This is beginning to translate into an explosion of applications
that can improve human wellbeing including methods to reduce
stress and improve emotion regulation skills, techniques to sup-
port healthier social media use, pain monitoring in neonates, and
decision-support tools that recognize emotional bias.

Yet these transformations raise legitimate concerns. Affec-
tive computing applications sometimes proceed independently
from findings in affective science or a broader consideration of
human well-being. For example, some “emotion recognition”
products claim to reveal what a customer truly feels from a
decontextualized image of their face alone (a capability that
affective science has long deemed implausible). Other methods
naively incorporate biases that would undermine individuals’
rights or fair access to resources. Even when a product has a
strong scientific basis, there can be good reasons to restrict its use
due to questionable societal value or concerns that its widespread
use could undermine cherished rights.

These concerns are receiving intense attention from the me-
dia and government. Yet calls for regulation can also proceed
independently from findings in affective science or a broader
consideration of human well-being. For example, the European
Parliament recently adopted a negotiation position on the Arti-
ficial Intelligence Act that bans the use of emotion recognition
systems in the workplace, and in educational institutions. But the
rationale for such bans sometimes confuses the underlying tech-
nology. Thus, regulators sometimes equate emotion recognition
with face recognition, whereas only the latter necessarily reveals
an individual’s identity. Concerns about recognizing emotion
from the face alone are generalized to any affect recognition
application, even to evidenced-based methods that incorporate
multiple modalities and context when making inferences.

Such controversies highlight a greater need for dialogue be-
tween those creating affective computing systems and those
concerned about the ethical and legal impacts. As a field, it
is incumbent on us to build awareness of what the technology
does, its limitations, and how it engages with human values. To
this end, we called for articles from those within and outside
the affective computing community on how we build ethical
technologies by considering benefits, risks, and use cases. In
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response to an open call, we received eighteen submissions from
which we selected the following seven articles.

Featured Articles: The articles cover a range of ethical con-
cerns. Some authors address fundamental issues that would
impact any application, while others deeply consider the issues
unique to a specific domain, like education. Finally, authors
consider a variety of perspectives to avoid abuse and promote
well-being.

Privacy is a central concern in affective computing and the
focus of several of our articles. People freely express their
emotions to facilitate communication and coordination with
others (even machines), yet they often regulate these expressions
to hide their true feelings (e.g., to avoid hurting others’ feelings
or to protect against potential exploitation). To the extent that
machines could “see” through these regulatory attempts, they
might have a superhuman ability to predict an individual’s goals,
values or action tendencies. The first four articles struggle with
these privacy concerns.

Aijaz, Kumar, Chattar, Shukla, and Mutharaju begin the spe-
cial section by arguing that affective computing is shifting the
balance of power between humans and machines. In the past,
machines were designed to be transparent but humans were
largely opaque to machines. But as deep learning methods be-
come increasingly opaque (even to their designers) and machines
gain the ability to recognize “true” emotions, this dynamic may
be shifting, potentially leading to adverse repercussions, such as
infringement of autonomy, deception, and manipulation.

The second article by Branford shares this concern and argues
that affective computing necessarily requires access to private
information in order to achieve its aims. The author highlights
a long history of scholarship in emotion research that context
matters, and then raises the question as to whether incorpo-
rating context necessitates intrusive surveillance. Building on
research that emphasizes the importance of context in emotion
recognition, Branford argues that this contextual information
will necessarily involve sensitive information about a person’s
activities and relationships and calls for a “situated ethics” to
critically examine these concerns.

Whereas the first two articles emphasize privacy concerns,
the next proposes concrete solutions. Uddin, Canavan and Yin
consider that there are two data sources for affect sensing; the
primary raw input data (e.g., video) and the secondary outputs of
basic machine learning models (e.g., facial points or predicted
facial muscle actions). There are obvious ethical benefits for
using secondary data, as it does not contain readily identifiable
face and voice data and can thus be used for de-identified
affective computing. The authors use a spatial-temporal graph
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representation of the secondary outputs, and present how aspects
of graph network sciences can be used to interpret the affective
data, for example by considering the centrality of a node in the
graph which represents a particular facial muscle.

Behnke, Saganowski, Kunc, and Kacienko propose con-
crete methods to address the privacy concerns around the ex-
plosive growth in wearable technology. Wearables create the
opportunity to collect and study data related to emotion in daily
life at a scale never before possible, yet ethical conversations
have not kept pace with this growth. The authors identify specific
risks of wearable technology together with recommendations
of strategies to minimize risks. Building on interviews with
numerous experts from across the ethics and research commu-
nity, they propose a checklist for designers to guide application
development.

Hupont, Tolan, Frau, Porcaro, and Gómez focus on bias and
how this can arise from a lack of diversity within affective
computing. The authors use bibliometric methods to examine
diversity across 10 years of research in leading AC publica-
tion venues. In documenting their insights, the authors observe
low, but slowly increasing levels of representation of women
in AC research and a lack of geographic representation from
Latin American and Africa too. Driven by these insights, the
authors formulate detailed strategies for increasing diversity in
AC research.

The final two articles explore how unique ethical con-
cerns arise in specific domains. Melhart, Togelius, Mikkelsen,
Holmgård and Yannakakis focus on computer games, which are
estimated to be played by about 40% of the world’s population.
Gaming companies are investing considerable effort to under-
stand and influence players’ emotions to enhance player enjoy-
ment but also to increase profits. Yet there has been relatively
little written about gaming, AI, and ethics. This paper surveys
the current state of the art with regards to AI in games, discusses
ethical considerations of these systems using the affective loop:
elicitation, sensing, detection, and adaptation, and proposes
concrete mitigations for the ethical risks.

Finally, Banzon, Beever, and Taub examine educational ap-
plications, one of the areas potential EU regulations seek to ban.
Recent advances in affective computing have made it possible
to detect student boredom or frustration to guide targeted in-
struction, but less consideration has gone into addressing the
ethical concerns related to detecting and reporting on learners’
emotions specifically within applied educational contexts. The
authors discuss the use of Reflexive Principlism as a way to help

guide engineers to think through ethical issues. Inspired by core
ethical principles such as benevolence and nonmaleficence, Re-
flexive Principlism provides a set of concrete decision-making
processes to help engineers work through how these principles
arise in a specific application.

Conclusions: These seven articles forge new pathways for-
ward, not only in their findings, but also in setting examples for
how affective computing researchers, and others deploying this
technology, can proceed with ethical practice. In pulling this
collection together, we re-engage with the original goals of this
field to create computing that respects the whole human being
– not reducing any person to just the actions of a “user,” but
restoring the rightful order of innovating technology in service
of human needs, honoring people with their complete minds and
bodies, hearts and souls.
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