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Abstract:



Recently, real-time human age estimation based on facial images has been applied in various areas. Underneath this phenomenon lies an awareness that age estimation plays an important role in applying big data to target marketing for age groups, product demand surveys, consumer trend analysis, etc. However, in a real-world environment, various optical and motion blurring effects can occur. Such effects usually cause a problem in fully capturing facial features such as wrinkles, which are essential to age estimation, thereby degrading accuracy. Most of the previous studies on age estimation were conducted for input images almost free from blurring effect. To overcome this limitation, we propose the use of a deep ResNet-152 convolutional neural network for age estimation, which is robust to various optical and motion blurring effects of visible light camera sensors. We performed experiments with various optical and motion blurred images created from the park aging mind laboratory (PAL) and craniofacial longitudinal morphological face database (MORPH) databases, which are publicly available. According to the results, the proposed method exhibited better age estimation performance than the previous methods.
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1. Introduction


Human age estimation based on facial images is currently a hot research topic being applied in many areas, including demographic analysis, consumer analysis, visual surveillance, and aging process analysis [1,2]. To obtain an accurate age estimation, facial features containing age information need to be extracted from images captured by a camera. Typical features conveying age information in facial images are depth, length, and thickness of wrinkles. Various methods, such as the local binary pattern (LBP), the multilevel local binary pattern (MLBP), and the Gabor filter, have been used to extract such features. Recently, the convolutional neural network (CNN) method has been used to train an optimal feature extractor and classifier for age estimation. However, as shown in a previous study [3], training a nonstationary kernel for a regression problem can easily cause overfitting. Several studies are currently under way to solve this problem, and many algorithms have been developed so far. Although age estimation has been actively investigated by the existing studies, most of them have dealt with input images with little blurring effect. However, in a real-world environment, various optical and motion blurring effects can occur due to movement of the camera or its user. Such effects cause problems in identifying important facial features such as wrinkles, thereby degrading estimation accuracy. To solve this problem, this study examines an age estimation method that is robust to various optical and motion blurring effects.



To recover wrinkles from blurred face images, image restoration methods have been used, but they require an accurate estimation of the point spread function (PSF) of optical and motion blurring, which is very difficult and takes processing time [4,5]. In addition, in case both optical and motion blurring occur at the same time, the conventional image restoration method is difficult to use. Therefore, we used deep convolutional neural network (CNN), which can extract the important low-, mid-, and high-frequency features for age estimation and is robust to the various qualities of image input, such as unblurred, optical blurred, or motion blurred images. By using one deep CNN without an additional image restoration method, our method does not require estimating accurate PSF and can deal with various cases, including unblurred images or images where both optical and motion blurring occur at the same time.




2. Related Works


Facial features reflecting age, such as length, depth, and number of wrinkles and skin condition [6], need to be extracted from facial images in order to estimate a person’s age. A previous study [7] introduced algorithms and their performance that were used by higher-rank teams on an age estimation, accessory classification, and smile and gender classification contest, held at the 2016 challenge in machine learning (ChaLearn) Looking at People and Faces of the World Challenge and Workshop. The teams using the visual geometry group-16 net exhibited high performance for age estimation. Other studies [8,9] also conducted CNN-based age estimation. However, two studies [7,9] calculated errors on the basis of face-apparent age rather than ground-truth age. One study [8] calculated only classification errors of predetermined age classes, which were not age estimation errors.



Table 1 presents the feature extraction methods, database, and errors of the existing age estimation studies that calculated the mean absolute error (MAE) between estimated age and ground-truth age.


Table 1. Comparison of age estimation performance among the existing studies.





	
Methods

	
Database

	
Age Features

	
Mean Absolute Error (MAE) (Years)






	
Lanitis et al. [10]

	
400 images from 40 individuals

	
Active appearance model (AAM) feature

	
3.82




	
Choi et al. [11]

	
Biometrics engineering research center (BERC)

	
Gaussian high-pass filter feature (GHPF)

	
6.85




	
Park aging mind laboratory (PAL)

	
GHPF

	
8.44




	
Nguyen et al. [12]

	
PAL

	
Multilevel local binary pattern (MLBP) and Gabor filter features

	
6.52




	
Li et al. [13]

	
Face and gesture recognition network (FG-NET)

	
Gabor filter with feature selection method (preserving locality and ordinal (PLO) feature)

	
4.82




	
Geng et al. [14]

	
MORPH

	
Aging pattern subspace (AGES)

	
8.83




	
AGES (with linear discriminant analysis (LDA))

	
8.07




	
FG-NET

	
AGES

	
6.77




	
AGES (with LDA)

	
6.22




	
Guo et al. [15]

	
FG-NET

	
Bio-inspired features (BIF)

	
4.77




	
Luu et al. [16]

	
PAL

	
Contourlet appearance model (CAM) and nonsubsampled contourlet transform (NSCT) features

	
6.0




	
FG-NET

	
4.12




	
Günay et al. [17]

	
PAL

	
AAM, Gabor, and local binary pattern (LBP) features

	
5.38




	
FG-NET

	
4.87




	
Bekhouche et al. [18]

	
PAL

	
Binarized statistical features (BSIF) and LBP features

	
6.25




	
FG-NET

	
6.34




	
Belver et al. [19]

	
PAL

	
Deep expectation (DEX)-ChaLearn

	
3.79




	
MORPH

	
3.67




	
Han et al. [20]

	
MORPH

	
Demographic informative features (DIF)

	
3.6




	
FG-NET

	
3.8




	
Pinellas county sheriff’s office (PCSO)

	
4.1




	
Nguyen et al. [21]

	
PAL with motion blurred images of PAL

	
MLBP and Gabor filtering features with principal component analysis (PCA)

	
6.48




	
MORPH with motion blurred images of MORPH

	
6.05




	
Nguyen et al. [22]

	
PAL with optical blurred images of PAL

	
MLBP and Gabor filtering features with PCA

	
6.845




	
MORPH with optical blurred images of MORPH

	
6.607










The above list of studies demonstrates that extraction techniques for human age estimation have been continuously studied. However, input images of a real-world environment often have optical and motion blurring. In this case, important facial age features such as wrinkles cannot be fully captured, and thus the accuracy of age estimation is degraded. However, the previous studies, including those in Table 1, showed little interest in the robustness of age estimation to blurring, and most of them were conducted for unblurred images without blurring. One study [21] dealt with age estimation robust to motion blurring. It applied the adaptive boosting (Adaboost) method to extract face and eye regions from input images, corrected the in-plane rotation on the basis of eye location, and then redefined the facial region of interest (ROI). After this process, LBP and Gabor filtering were used to extract age features from facial images, and the support vector regression (SVR) method, which had already been trained according to the direction and size of motion blurring, was used for age estimation. One study [22] identified the degree of optical blurring caused by the camera by focus-checking, and used the SVR method to estimate a person’s age. Two studies [21,22] assumed that motion blurring and optical blurring occur separately. However, these two types of blurring often occur simultaneously in a real-world environment, which has not been considered in related research. Besides, two studies [21,22] attempted SVR-based age estimation according to focus scores of input images. If the focus score of an input image is incorrectly measured, an incorrect SVR is selected and the age estimation error increases. To solve these problems, we propose a CNN-based age estimation method that considers both optical and motion blurring. Our research is novel in the following three ways.



	(1)

	
It is the first age estimation that considers both optical and motion blurring in various environments.




	(2)

	
Without preclassifying the degree and direction of blurring and without training an age estimation classifier separately according to the preclassification result, a deep ResNet-152 CNN is used for age estimation so that the incidence of erroneous estimation due to errors in the preclassification of blurring degree and direction and the system complexity are reduced.




	(3)

	
Automatic training of the coefficients of an optimal feature extractor and the weights of a classifier using the deep ResNet-152 CNN removes the process of manual selection of coefficients and weights. We also open the CNN model obtained from the training in [23] so that other researchers can compare the performance easily.







Table 2 compares the advantages and disadvantages of the proposed method and previous methods.


Table 2. Summary of previous and proposed studies on age estimation.





	
Category

	
Method

	
Kind of Blurring

	
Advantages

	
Weakness






	
Age estimation not considering blurring effect

	
AAM feature [10], GHPF [11], MLBP and Gabor [12], PLO feature [13], AGES [14], BIF [15], CAM and NSCT features [16], BSIF and LBP [18], DEX-CHALEARN [19], DIF [20], convolutional neural network (CNN) [8,9]

	
None

	
Processing speed is faster than the method considering blurring effect

	
In case of image blurring, the accuracy of age estimation degrades




	
Age estimation considering blurring effect

	
MLBP, Gabor filter, PCA, and support vector regression (SVR) [21]

	
Motion blurring

	
Age estimation robust to motion blurring effect

	

	-

	
Can deal only with motion blurring




	-

	
Incorrect estimation of amount and length of motion blurring causes incorrect age estimation










	
MLBP, Gabor filter, PCA, and SVR [22]

	
Optical blurring

	
Age estimation robust to optical blurring effect

	

	-

	
Can deal only with optical blurring




	-

	
Incorrect estimation of amount of optical blurring causes incorrect age estimation










	
CNN-based age estimation (proposed method)

	
Optical blurring and motion blurring

	
Age estimation robust to both optical and motion blurring effects

	
Training of CNN is necessary










This paper proceeds as follows: Section 3 explains the proposed CNN-based age estimation method, Section 4 presents experimental results and analyses, and Section 5 concludes the paper.




3. Proposed Human Age Estimation Based on Deep ResNet


3.1. Overall Flowchart of the Proposed Method


Figure 1 shows the overall flowchart of the proposed method. In the first stage, a face and eyes are detected from input facial images using the Adaboost detector. In the second stage, the in-plane rotation of the face is compensated on the basis of the detected eye region [12,21,22]. Finally, in the third stage, a pretrained ResNet-152 CNN is applied to the redefined face region to estimate the age of the person in the input facial image.


Figure 1. Overall flowchart of proposed method. ROI, region of interest.



[image: Symmetry 10 00108 g001]







3.2. Data Preprocessing


Since facial images obtained by a camera usually show a mixture of the face and the background, this study used the well-known Adaboost detector algorithm to detect a face region and eye location, as shown in Figure 2a. The detected eye location formed the criterion for compensating the in-plane rotation of the face, and thus a corrected facial image such as the one shown in Figure 2b.


Figure 2. Procedure of data preprocessing of face region. (a) Before in-plane rotation compensation; (b) After in-plane rotation compensation; (c) Face ROI redefinition.
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Equation (1) shows in-plane rotation [12,21,22]:


[image: ]



(1)




where Rx and Ry are the x- and y-coordinates, respectively, of the right eye and Lx and Ly are the x- and y-coordinates of the left eye. In this corrected face region, a face ROI with reduced background is redefined based on the already detected distance between the locations of the eyes, as shown in Figure 2c. This ROI is used to train and test a CNN [12,21,22].




3.3. Age Estimation by Deep ResNet


After the data preprocessing was completed, CNN-based age estimation was conducted. We modified the number of output nodes in the final fully connected (FC) layer of the ResNet-152 CNN model [24] from 1000 to that of age classes distinguished in this study (Section 4.3), and fine-tuned by using the augmented PAL and MORPH databases. If a ResNet-152 CNN model is to be used through fine-tuning, the size of the input image should be 224 × 224 pixels. For this reason, we resized the face ROI of Figure 2c to a 224 × 224 pixel image by applying bilinear interpolation. However, because the size of face ROI such as in Figure 2c is almost similar to (or a little larger than) 224 × 224 pixels, rescaling does not introduce additional blur in the image. Table 3 presents the ResNet-152 CNN architecture used in this study.


Table 3. Our deep residual CNN structure (3* represents that 3 pixels are included as padding in, respectively, left, right, up, and down positions of an input image of 224 × 224 × 3 pixels, whereas 1* means that 1 pixel is included as padding in the left, right, up, and down positions of the feature map; 2/1** means 2 at the first iteration and 1 from the second iteration).





	
Layer Name

	
Number of Filters

	
Size of Feature Map (Height × Width × Channels)

	
Size of Filters

	
Number of Strides

	
Amount of Padding

	
Number of Iterations






	
Image input layer

	

	
224 × 224 × 3

	

	

	

	




	
Conv1

	
64

	
112 × 112 × 64

	
7 × 7 × 3

	
2

	
3*

	
1




	
Max pool

	
1

	
56 × 56 × 64

	
3 × 3

	
2

	
0

	
1




	
Conv2

	
Conv2-1

	
64

	
56 × 56 × 64

	
1 × 1 × 64

	
1

	
0

	
3




	
Conv2-2

	
64

	
56 × 56 × 64

	
3 × 3 × 64

	
1

	
1*




	
Conv2-3

	
256

	
56 × 56 × 256

	
1 × 1 × 64

	
1

	
0




	
Conv2-4 (Shortcut)

	
256

	
56 × 56 × 256

	
1 × 1 × 64

	
1

	
0




	
Conv3

	
Conv3-1

	
128

	
28 × 28 × 128

	
1 × 1 × 256

	
2/1**

	
0

	
8




	
Conv3-2 (Bottleneck)

	
128

	
28 × 28 × 128

	
3 × 3 × 128

	
1

	
1*




	
Conv3-3

	
512

	
28 × 28 × 512

	
1 × 1 × 128

	
1

	
0




	
Conv3-4 (Shortcut)

	
512

	
28 × 28 × 512

	
1 × 1 × 256

	
2

	
0




	
Conv4

	
Conv4-1

	
256

	
14 × 14 × 256

	
1 × 1 × 512

	
2/1**

	
0

	
36




	
Conv4-2 (Bottleneck)

	
256

	
14 × 14 × 256

	
3 × 3 × 256

	
1

	
1*




	
Conv4-3

	
1024

	
14 × 14 × 1024

	
1 × 1 × 256

	
1

	
0




	
Conv4-4 (Shortcut)

	
1024

	
14 × 14 × 1024

	
1 × 1 × 512

	
2

	
0




	
Conv5

	
Conv5-1

	
512

	
7 × 7 × 512

	
1 × 1 × 1024

	
2/1**

	
0

	
3




	
Conv5-2 (Bottleneck)

	
512

	
7 × 7 × 512

	
3 × 3 × 512

	
1

	
1*




	
Conv5-3

	
2048

	
7 × 7 × 2048

	
1 × 1 × 512

	
1

	
0




	
Conv5-4 (Shortcut)

	
2048

	
7 × 7 × 2048

	
1 × 1 × 1024

	
2

	
0




	
AVG pool

	
1

	
1 × 1 × 2048

	
7 × 7

	
1

	
0

	
1




	
FC layer

	

	
Number of classes

	

	

	

	
1




	
Softmax

	

	
Number of classes

	

	

	

	
1










In Table 3, the dimension (output width or height) of the feature map, which is obtained by applying a filter to each layer, is calculated by the following equation:


[image: ]



(2)




where [image: ] is the input width (or height), [image: ] is the filter width (or height), [image: ] is padding, and [image: ] is a stride [25]. Round_down() means the function of rounding half down. For instance, in Conv1 of Table 3, input height, filter height, padding, and stride are 224, 7, 3, and 2, respectively. Therefore, the output height becomes 112 ((224 − 7 + 2 × 3)/2 + 1). The output feature map for standard convolution is usually obtained based on stride one and padding as [26]:


Ok, l, n = ∑i, j, m (Ki, j, m, n × Ik + i − 1, l + j − 1, m)



(3)







In Equation (3), Ik + i − 1, l + j − 1, m is the input feature map of the size of M × RF × RF. M is the number of input channels (input depth), and RF is the width and height of a square input feature map. Ok, l, n is the output feature map of size N × SF × SF. N is the number of output channels (output depth), and SF is the spatial width and height of a square output feature map. Ki, j, m, n is the convolution kernel of size M × N × RK × RK, and RK is the spatial dimension of the convolution kernel. Then, standard convolutions can have the following computational cost of:


C = RK × RK × M × N × RF × RF



(4)







Based on Equation (4), we can find that the computational cost is determined based on multiplying the kernel size RK × RK, the number of input channels M, the number of output channels N, and the input feature map size RF × RF [26].



In Table 3, Conv1–Conv5 refer to convolutional layers, and Max pool and AVG pool are the pooling layers choosing the maximum value and the mean value, respectively. They are also called subsampling layers. As shown in Table 3, Conv2-1 performs the convolution operation with 64 filters of size 1 × 1 × 64, and explores in the vertical and horizontal directions while striding by a one-pixel unit. Conv2-2 performs the convolution operation with 64 filters of size 3 × 3 × 64, and explores in the vertical and horizontal directions while striding by a one-pixel unit with padding of 1 pixel.



Conv3–Conv5 include a bottleneck structure. In other words, the first convolution operation uses 1 × 1 × 256 (or 512 or 1024) filters (stride 2) to reduce the dimensions of the feature map, the second convolution operation adopts 3 × 3 × 128 (or 256 or 512) filters, and the final convolution operation uses a larger number of 1 × 1 × 128 (or 256 or 512) filters to expand the dimension of the feature map again. Consequently, the layers (Conv3-2, Conv4-2, and Conv5-2) performing the convolution operation with 3 × 3 × 128 (or 256 or 512) filters have smaller input and output [24]. The operation becomes faster compared to the case in which 3 × 3 × 128 (or 256 or 512) convolution is performed twice.



The steps of Conv2–Conv5 are repeated by the number of iterations in Table 3. In Conv2–Conv5, features are extracted in two branches, as shown in Figure 3. One is the convolutional layers operating sequentially from Conv2 to Conv5. The other is when the information in the feature map (residual information) prior to Conv2-1, Conv3-1, Conv4-1, and Conv5-1 is element-wise added through the shortcut layer to the output feature map of Conv2-3, Conv3-3, Conv4-3, and Conv5-3, as shown in Figure 3 and Table 3. By using small filters of size 1 × 1 × 256 (or 512 or 1024) or 1 × 1 × 128 (or 256 or 512), the number of filter parameters that require training is significantly reduced. The problem of information loss, which is the limitation of deep CNN, can be solved using the shortcut to maintain the residual information that has not been reduced by the convolution filter. This is the most remarkable characteristic of this ResNet [24]. There are many types of ResNets, such as ResNet-50, -101, and -152, which are most clearly distinguished by the number of iterations shown in Table 3 [24]. In this study, we compared the performance of AlexNet [27], ResNet-50, and ResNet-152 on the basis of various numbers of age classes (see details in Section 4.3).


Figure 3. CNN architecture used in our research. For simplicity, we show the CNN structure assuming that all iteration numbers in Table 3 are 1.
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We used the augmented PAL and MORPH databases, explained in Section 4, to fine-tune the ResNet-152 CNN model. Batch normalization was conducted according to the average and standard deviation of the data obtained after each convolution layer. A ReLU layer was also applied as an activation function after each batch normalization, as shown in Equation (5) [28,29]:


[image: ]



(5)




where [image: ] and [image: ] are the input and output of a ReLU function, respectively. As shown in Equation (5), since the output range of y can be reduced to 0 or a positive value, the ReLU function can be partially or sparsely activated, and thus can facilitate the training of the CNN model. Besides, the mathematical equation for training becomes simpler and can prevent the vanishing gradient problem [28,30]. The softmax function [31,32] can be applied to the FC layer output to detect an age class that corresponds to the input face ROI, as shown in Equation (6):


[image: ]



(6)







When the array of output neurons is set to s, the probability of the neurons belonging to the jth class is obtained by dividing the value of the jth element by the sum of the values of all elements.



The final class categorization in the classification layer selects the element with the highest probability among the values obtained from softmax regression [32] as the final estimated age. In this study, we significantly increased the amount of learning data to prevent overfitting, and used the data augmentation method [27] to improve learning speed (see details in Section 4.1).





4. Experimental Results


4.1. Experimental Data and Environment


We selected input facial images from the PAL database as shown in Figure 4 [33,34]. This database classifies the ages of 576 persons who are between 18 and 93 years old. In ethnicity, the database consists of 76% Caucasian, 16% African-American, and the remaining 8% as Asian, South Asian, and Hispanic backgrounds.


Figure 4. Images from PAL database.
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For the 580 PAL database images of 576 persons, the following data augmentation was used [27,35]: 17 cases underwent vertical and horizontal image translation and cropping with the previously detected face region (Figure 2c), and horizontal mirroring was applied to the images to get the augmented data of 19,720 (= 580 × 17 × 2) images. Sample images by this data augmentation can be seen in [35].



There is no open database of images obtained in a blurring environment. For this reason, we created artificially blurred images by applying five sigma values of Gaussian filtering to optical blurring, four directions of motion blur on the basis of the point spread function of motion blurring, which was introduced in study [36], and seven types of strength of motion blur. In other words, 81,200 (= 580 × 5 (sigma value) × 4 (motion direction) × 7 (strength of motion blur)) optical and motion blurred images were added. Consequently, 100,920 (= 19,720 + 81,200) pieces of data were obtained. Figure 5 shows some examples of the generated optical and motion blurred images.


Figure 5. Examples of generated optical and motion blurred images.
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For the experiment, we used a desktop computer equipped with a 3.50 GHz CPU (Intel (R) Core (TM) i7-3770K) [37] and 24 GB RAM. Windows Caffe [38] was utilized for training and testing. We used an Nvidia graphic card with 1920 compute unified device architecture (CUDA) cores and 8 GB memory (Nvidia GeForce GTX 1070) [39]. To extract the face ROI, we used the C/C++ program and OpenCV library [40] with Microsoft Visual Studio 2015 [41].




4.2. Training


This study applied fourfold cross-validation [42] to 100,920 augmented pieces of data to conduct learning in each fold. In other words, 75,690 (= 100,920 × (3/4)) pieces of data were used for learning. The testing, which is explained in Section 4.3, used the original images that were not augmented. The stochastic gradient descent (SGD) method [43], as shown in Equation (7), was used to train the CNN:


[image: ]



(7)




where [image: ] is the weight to be trained, [image: ] is the learning rate, and [image: ] is the loss function. This method obtains the optimal [image: ] by iterating the learning until the loss function is converged. The SGD method finds an optimal weight, which minimizes the difference between the desired and calculated outputs, as the derivative base. Unlike the existing gradient descent (GD) method, the SGD method defines the size of the training set divided by the mini-batch size as iteration. One epoch is the time in which training is completed as many times as the number of iterations. The training is conducted for the predetermined epochs. This study used the following parameters for the SGD method: mini-batch size = 5, learning rate = 0.001, learning rate drop factor = 0.1, learning rate drop period = 10, L2 regularization = 0.0001, momentum = 0.9. For the meaning of each parameter, please refer to [44]. During the training, data were shuffled and the learning rate was multiplied by the learning rate drop factor for each 10-epoch period. The weights used in the FC layer were initialized randomly using a Gaussian distribution with mean = 0 and standard deviation = 0.001, and the biases were initialized as default 0. Figure 6 shows graphs of the training loss value and training accuracy value (%), which were obtained by training the ResNet-152 with the SGD method for the number of epochs. We experimentally determined the optimal parameters for the SGD method so as to obtain the lowest loss value and the highest accuracy of training data, shown in Figure 6. As shown in the figure, the training made the loss and accuracy approach 0% and 100%, respectively, which indicates a good result.


Figure 6. Loss and accuracy curves with training data of fourfold cross validation: (a) first fold; (b) second fold; (c) third fold; (d) fourth fold cross-validation (in a–d, the horizontal axis shows the number of epochs).
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Figure 7 shows an example of the trained filter images. These filters are used in Conv1 in Table 3, and 64 filters of 7 × 7 size are displayed, as in Table 3. The figure is an enlargement of the 7 × 7 size for visibility. That is, we trained CNN that can extract the important low-, mid-, and high-frequency features (as shown in Figure 7) for age estimation robust to the various qualities of input image, such as unblurred, optical blurred, or motion blurred images.


Figure 7. Example of trained filter image.
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4.3. Testing with PAL Database


We conducted testing by using the original 81,780 (= 580 + 81,200) images, which were not augmented, as explained in Section 4.1. Here, 580 pieces were the original PAL database images obtained from 576 persons, and 81,200 pieces were the optical and motion blurred images artificially created from the 580 pieces according to motion blur direction (four directions) and strength (seven degrees), as explained in Section 4.1. As also mentioned above, since the fourfold cross-validation was applied to training and testing, testing was conducted with 20,445 (= 81,780/4) pieces for each fold.



Summarized explanations of training and testing images are as follows. From the original 580 PAL images, 19,720 (= 580 × 2 × 17) images were obtained by data augmentation, which included horizontal mirroring, and 17 cases of vertical and horizontal image translation with cropping. Then, 81,200 (= 580 × 5 (sigma value of Gaussian function) × 4 (motion direction) × 7 (strength of motion blur)) optical and motion blurred images were obtained from the original 580 PAL images. Consequently, 100,920 (= 19,720 + 81,200) images were finally obtained.



This study applied fourfold cross-validation [42]. In other words, 75,690 (= 100,920 × (3/4)) images were used for learning, and testing was conducted with 20,445 (= 81,780 (580 (original) + 81,200 (optical and motion blurred))/4) images without the augmented images for each fold.



In our experiments, images from the same person were not included in both training and testing folds. The persons in the data of the training fold were different from those in the testing fold. For example, in the PAL database, the total number of classes (persons) was 576, and data of 432 (576 × 3/4) classes (persons) were used for training, whereas data of another 144 classes (576 × 1/4) (persons) were used for testing. Because the number of classes was so large, it took too much time to leave one person out of cross-validation, because the experiment would have to be performed 576 times. Therefore, in our experiments, we performed fourfold cross-validation.



The PAL database includes various types of images, such as neutral, happy, and profile. Among them, the number of neutral and frontal images is 580 [33,34]. In previous research [11,12,16,17,18,19,21,22], they used these 580 images for experiments, and we used the same 580 images for comparison with previous methods, as shown in Table 4.


Table 4. Accuracy of age estimation in previous research with the original PAL database without blurred images.





	
Methods

	
MAE (Years)






	
Choi et al. [11]

	
GHPF and SVR

	
8.44




	
Nguyen et al. [12]

	
MLBP, Gabor filter, and SVR

	
6.52




	
Bekhouche et al. [18]

	
BSIF, LBP, and SVR

	
6.25




	
Luu et al. [16]

	
CAM, NSCT, and SVR

	
6.0




	
Günay et al. [17]

	
AAM, Gabor filter, and LBP

	
5.38




	
Belver et al. [19]

	
DEX-CHALEARN

	
3.79










This study adopted MAE for age estimation accuracy, which has been widely used in existing studies [10,11,12,13,14,15,16,17,18,19,20,21,22]. The equation of MAE is as follows [45]:


[image: ]



(8)




where [image: ] is the number of input images, [image: ] is estimated age, and [image: ] is ground-truth age. Table 4 presents the MAEs of age estimation produced by the existing methods using the original PAL database. As shown in the table, Belver et al.’s method showed the most accurate MAE of 3.79 years. However, this experimental result was based on the original unblurred images in the PAL database without optical and motion blurring. Optical and motion blurring make important facial age features, such as wrinkles and texture, vanish from the captured images, thereby increasing error in age estimation. For this reason, as mentioned above, we evaluated the age estimation performance for the original PAL database images and the optical and motion blurred images.



Comparative evaluation of performance was performed by varying the number of classes, which is the final output node of ResNet-152 in Table 3. Since the PAL database, as explained in Section 4.1, was established based on data of people in the age range 18 to 93, the total number of classes of age should be 76 (= 93 − 18 + 1). However, there is no image in the PAL database for two age classes, so the total number of classes becomes 74. Accordingly, to obtain the results of ResNet-152 for every age, we conducted training and testing by designating the number of classes, which is the final output node of ResNet-152, i.e., 74.



However, there were too many final output nodes of ResNet-152, which were reduced to decrease the complexity of the CNN structure and training. That is, if we tried to estimate age by one-year intervals, the number of output nodes in ResNet-152 should be 74. Using many output nodes increases the complexity of the CNN structure and makes its training difficult. Therefore, we reduced the number of output nodes in ResNet-152 by the following methods.



When the data were classified by age classes divided into three-year intervals, as shown in Table 5, the number of final output nodes of ResNet-152 decreased from 74 to 25. Similarly, when the data were classified by age classes divided into five-year intervals, the number of final output nodes decreased from 74 to 15. In addition, when the data were classified by age classes divided into seven-year intervals, as shown in Table 5, the number of final output nodes decreased from 74 to 11. In each case, the output age obtained by CNN was the middle age of each age range, as shown in Table 5.


Table 5. Descriptions of age classes according to age intervals.





	
Interval

	
Age Ranges

	
Class Label

	
Output Age Obtained by CNN






	
Three years

	
18–20

	
Class 1

	
19




	
21–23

	
Class 2

	
22




	
24–26

	
Class 3

	
25




	
…

	
…

	
…




	
Five years

	
18–22

	
Class 1

	
20




	
23–27

	
Class 2

	
25




	
28–32

	
Class 3

	
30




	
…

	
…

	
…




	
Seven years

	
18–24

	
Class 1

	
21




	
25–31

	
Class 2

	
28




	
32–38

	
Class 3

	
35




	
…

	
…

	
…










Besides using ResNet-152, we also compared the age estimation performance of the various existing CNN models, such as AlexNet and ResNet-50. As is clear from Table 6, ResNet-152 with 25 classes (age classes divided into three-year intervals) had the lowest MAE, 6 years. That is, ResNet-152 including 152 layers showed higher accuracy than ResNet-50 including 50 layers and AlexNet including 8 layers. This result was lower than those in the existing research [21,22] by about 0.42–0.48 year, but unlike the current study, these studies considered either optical blur [22] or motion blur [21], not both types of blur at the same time. In addition, since the existing studies [21,22] conducted preclassification of direction or degree of blur, a long processing time was needed, a separate training of classifier for preclassification was necessary, and an age estimator needed to be separately trained according to the preclassification results. This increased system complexity. On the other hand, this research did not have a separate process of preclassification, but used a single ResNet-152 to design an age estimator that is robust to various conditions, including unblurred or optical and motion blurred. Among the existing studies, only [21,22] considered the blur of facial images, and thus we compared our study with those.


Table 6. Comparison of accuracy of age estimation by previous and proposed methods with original and blurred PAL databases.





	
Approach

	
Blurring Effect

	
The Number of Classes

	
MAE (Years)






	
Nguyen et al. [22]

	
Preclassification of optical blur, MLBP, Gabor filter, PCA, and SVR

	
Optical blur

	
74

	
6.42




	
Nguyen et al. [21]

	
Preclassification of motion blur, MLBP, Gabor filter, PCA, and SVR

	
Motion blur

	
74

	
6.48




	
Our method

	
CNN without preclassification of optical and motion blur

	
AlexNet [27]

	
Optical and motion blur

	
74

	
10.65




	
25

	
8.40




	
15

	
7.98




	
11

	
6.38




	
ResNet-50 [24]

	
74

	
8.07




	
25

	
6.65




	
ResNet-152

	
25

	
6.0










Figure 8 illustrates examples of age estimation by the proposed and existing methods. As seen in the figure, our method shows more accurate results of age estimation compared to previous methods.


Figure 8. Comparative examples of age estimation by proposed and previous methods: (a) optical blurring; (b) motion blurring.
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4.4. Testing with MORPH Database


Our next experiment used the MORPH database, another open database. The MORPH database (album 2) contains 55,134 facial images of 13,617 individuals, with ages ranging from 16 to 77 years [46]. From this database, we randomly selected 1574 images of individuals of different genders ranging in age from 16 to 65 years for our new experiments. In detail, 31 or 32 images were randomly selected from each age class, 16 to 65 (50 age classes), to guarantee a demographic distribution of the images from the whole database.



The same methods as those described in Section 4.2 and Section 4.3 were applied to conduct data augmentation and create optical and motion blurred images, and fourfold cross-validation was used to obtain MAE, as with the PAL database. For the 1574 MORPH database images, the following data augmentation was used [27,35]: 17 cases underwent vertical and horizontal image translation and cropping with the previously detected face region (Figure 2c), and horizontal mirroring was applied to the images to get augmented data of 53,516 (= 1574 × 17 × 2) images. Sample images by this data augmentation can be seen in [35].



As with the PAL database, we created artificially blurred images by applying five sigma values of Gaussian filtering to optical blurring, four directions of motion blurring on the basis of the point spread function, which was introduced in [36], and seven types of strength of motion blur. In other words, 220,360 (= 1574 × 5 (sigma value) × 4 (motion direction) × 7 (strength of motion blur)) optical and motion blurred images were added. Consequently, 273,876 (= 53,516 + 220,360) pieces of data were obtained.



This study applied fourfold cross-validation [42] to 273,876 augmented pieces of data to conduct learning in each fold. In other words, 205,407 (= 273,876 × (3/4)) images were used for training. The testing used the original 221,934 (= 1574 + 220,360) images that were not augmented.



As shown in Table 7, Han et al. produced an age estimation MAE of 3.6 years, which was the most accurate result. However, this result is attributed to the experiment that dealt with the original unblurred MORPH database images, including no optical and motion blurred images. As mentioned above, this study evaluated age estimation performance by dealing with both the original MORPH database and optical and motion blurred images. Table 8 presents the results, comparing the proposed method and previous methods.


Table 7. Accuracy of age estimation by previous studies with the original MORPH database without blurred images.





	
Methods

	
MAE (Years)






	
Geng et al. [14]

	
AGES with LDA

	
8.07




	
Belver et al. [19]

	
DEX-CHALEARN

	
3.67




	
Han et al. [20]

	
DIF

	
3.6









Table 8. Comparison of accuracy of age estimation by previous and proposed methods with original and blurred MORPH database images.





	
Approach

	
Blurring Effect

	
The Number of Classes

	
MAE (Years)






	
Nguyen et al. [22]

	
Preclassification of optical blur, MLBP, Gabor filter, PCA, and SVR

	
Optical blur

	
50

	
6.607




	
Nguyen et al. [21]

	
Preclassification of motion blur, MLBP, Gabor filter, PCA, and SVR

	
Motion blur

	
50

	
6.05




	
Our method

	
CNN without preclassification of optical and motion blur

	
AlexNet [27]

	
Optical and motion blur

	
50

	
10.72




	
17

	
9.11




	
ResNet-50 [24]

	
50

	
6.89




	
17

	
6.23




	
ResNet-152

	
17

	
5.78










As with testing with the PAL database, as described in Section 4.3, comparative evaluation of performance was performed by varying the number of classes, which is the final output node of ResNet-152 in Table 8. Since the MORPH database used in our experiments included data of people in the age range 16 to 65, the total number of age classes should be 50 (= 65 − 16 + 1). Besides using ResNet-152, we also compared the age estimation performance of various existing CNN models, such as AlexNet and ResNet-50.



As is clear from Table 8, ResNet-152 with 17 classes (age classes divided into three-year intervals) had the lowest MAE, 5.78 years. That is, ResNet-152 including 152 layers shows higher accuracy than ResNet-50 including 50 layers and AlexNet including 8 layers. This result was lower than the results of the existing studies [21,22] by about 0.27–0.83 years.



The MAE with the MORPH database by our method was a little lower than that with the PAL database, as shown in Table 6 and Table 8. That is because the amount of training data in the MORPH database was larger than that of the PAL database.



Figure 9 shows some age estimation results by the proposed method and the previous ones. As shown in this figure, our method shows more accurate results of age estimation compared to previous methods.


Figure 9. Comparative examples of age estimation by the proposed and previous methods: (a) optical blurring; (b) motion blurring.
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4.5. Comparing Accuracy by Another Age Estimation Method and Deblurring Method


As the next experiment, we compared the accuracy of our method with that of another age estimation system, OpenBR [47]. For this purpose, we used all the original and blurred images of the PAL database, and the average MAE using the OpenBR age estimation method was about 16.72 years. Compared to our method, which produced an MAE of 6 years (Table 6), we can conclude that our method outperforms the OpenBR age estimation method. In Figure 10, we show some estimation results using our method and the OpenBR age estimation method. As shown in the figure, estimated ages by our method are closer to ground-truth ages than those by the OpenBR method irrespective of degree of blurring.


Figure 10. Comparison of estimation results using the OpenBR age estimation method and our method. The images are of people ages (a) 64; (b) 27; (c) 20; and (d) 33 with different degrees of optical and motion blurring.
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As the last experiment, we compared the performance of age estimation after the deblurring filter (Wiener filter) [48] with that of our CNN-based method on the original and blurred PAL database images as shown in Figure 11. Experimental results show that that the accuracy of age estimation by our method (MAE of 6 years, Table 6) is higher than that by age estimation after the deblurring filter (MAE of 8.12 years).


Figure 11. Examples of age estimation results by our method and the deblurring filter method: left images show results of our method and right images show results of the deblurring filter method.
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4.6. Comparing Accuracy According to Changes in Image Resolution


We compared the accuracy of age estimation according to reduced image size (smaller pixel sizes), as shown in Figure 12 and Table 9. Because ResNet-152 shows the highest accuracy, as shown in Table 6 and Table 8, this CNN was used for the experiments. As shown in Table 9, the MAE of age estimation with original images is 4.55, and it increased with reduced image resolution (MAE of 8.21 in a subsampled image of 1/512). In a subsampled image of 1/8, the MAE increase was not large, but in subsampled images of 1/64 and 1/512 the increase was much larger. That is because all the important information, such as wrinkles, disappears in the subsampled images.


Figure 12. Examples of original and low-resolution images from the PAL database: (a,e) original images; (b,f) subsampled images of 1/8 compared to original images; (c,g) subsampled images of 1/64 compared to original images; (d,h) subsampled images of 1/512 compared to original images.
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Table 9. Comparison of accuracy of age estimation according to change in image resolution.





	Image Resolution
	MAE (Years)





	Original images
	4.55



	Subsampled images of 1/8
	4.93



	Subsampled images of 1/64
	7.02



	Subsampled images of 1/512
	8.21










4.7. Comparing Accuracy with Self-Collected Database


The real application of age estimation from blurry images is for people on the move in surveillance environments. In this field, even modern cameras that include the functionality of auto-focusing cannot provide sharp images due to people being in motion, as shown in Figure 13d.


Figure 13. Examples of images from self-collected database: (a,b) images from different distances; (b) images from different angles; (c) images including obstruction; (d) real blurred images.
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In this environment, face recognition can be considered. However, face recognition requires enrollment of the user’s face, and it performs matching with features from enrolled and input face images. However, in many applications, the user does not want to enroll his or her face due to anxiety over private face information being divulged. In addition, in applications such as analysis of the ages of visitors at shopping centers for marketing, it is difficult to enroll the faces of all visitors in advance. However, our research on age estimation does not require enrollment, and the user’s age is estimated directly from the input image without any matching. Therefore, our method can be used in various fields without causing resistance by users to enrolling their face information.



Most of the images from the PAL and MORPH databases used in our experiments show frontal faces. Because these open databases have been widely used for evaluating the accuracy of age estimation [11,12,14,16,17,18,19,20,21,22], we used them for comparisons with previous methods. There is no open database (providing ground-truth age information) in which faces are captured at different angles and distances, some part of the face is obscured, and real blurred images are included. Therefore, in order to conduct experiments, we gathered a self-collected database of images of 20 participants including the factors of different angles and distances, obstruction, and real blurring, which were obtained by an auto-focusing camera set 2.4 m from the ground in an indoor surveillance environment. Figure 13 shows examples of images in this database. For fair comparison, we have made our database available to other researchers. As shown in Figure 13d, real blurred images were captured due to people moving, in spite of the auto-focusing functionality of the camera.



As shown in Table 10, the MAE of age estimation for different distances was as large as 8.03. That is because important features, such as wrinkles, disappear in low-resolution images captured at a far distance. Real blurred images and images from different angles did not have much effect on the accuracy of age estimation. However, in case of obstruction, MAE was a little increased. That is because the important features for age estimation around the nose and mouth could not be used for estimation.


Table 10. Comparison of accuracy of age estimation with self-collected database.





	Cases
	MAE (Years)





	Real blurred images
	4.56



	Images from different angles
	4.62



	Images including obstruction
	5.45



	Images from different distances
	8.03










4.8. Comparing Accuracy According to Kind of Database


We tested the PAL-learned CNN using the MORPH database and vice versa to prove the quality of the received age estimators. Because ResNet-152 showed the best accuracy, as shown in Table 6 and Table 7, this CNN was used for the experiments. As shown in Table 11, the increase of MAE when using different databases for training and testing was not large compared to when the same databases for training and testing were used. That is because image blurring makes the image characteristics of the PAL and MORPH databases become similar.


Table 11. Comparison of accuracy of age estimation when using the same databases for training and testing vs. using different databases for training and testing.





	
Methods

	
MAE (Years)




	
Training

	
Testing






	
PAL database

	
PAL database

	
6.0




	
MORPH database

	
MORPH database

	
5.78




	
PAL database

	
MORPH database

	
6.08




	
MORPH database

	
PAL database

	
5.84












5. Conclusions


In this study, we aimed to solve the problem of degraded accuracy in capturing important facial age features, such as wrinkles, and proposed the use of a deep ResNet-152 CNN age estimation method that was robust to various optical and motion blurring effects. Unlike the existing methods, no preclassification of blurring degree and direction of input images was needed, and the age estimation classifier did not need to be trained according to the preclassification results. Only a single deep ResNet-152 CNN was used for age estimation, so that errors due to preclassification could be reduced and system complexity could be improved. In addition, key learning from our exercise is that one deep ResNet-152 can be used for accurate age estimation and is robust to various image qualities of unblurred, optical blurring, and motion blurring without the conventional algorithm of image restoration.



The experiments using fourfold cross-validation showed that when the PAL database and blurred dataset based on it were used, MAE was 6.0 years, and when the MORPH database and blurred dataset based on it were used, the MAE was 5.78 years, which indicated an improvement in the accuracy of age estimation. In addition, we opened the ResNet-152 CNN model in [23], which was acquired by training, so that other researchers could easily compare performance.



Recently, various deep learning–based super-resolution reconstruction methods have been studied [49,50,51,52]. In these methods, high-resolution images could be obtained from the input low-resolution images based on the power of generating missing pixel information in low-resolution images by deep CNN, which was trained with intensive data pairs of input low-resolution and output high-resolution images. In typical image processing–based super-resolution, sophisticated interpolation methods, such as bilinear, cubic spline, and Lanczos, have been used for generating missing pixel information in low-resolution images. Then, blur reconstruction based on accurate estimation of point spread function (PSF) was adopted to obtain the final high-resolution images. However, accurate estimation of PSF and the optimal filters for interpolation are very difficult to determine manually. Therefore, through deep CNN intensively trained with lots of pairs of input low-resolution and output high-resolution images, optimal PSF, filters, and parameters can be obtained automatically irrespective of the kinds of low-resolution images. Because our CNN model for age estimation has a limitation in the case of low-resolution images, as shown in Table 10, the method of combining CNN-based super-resolution reconstruction and age estimation can be researched in future work. As the first approach, we can consider the scheme that the first CNN for super-resolution reconstruction and the second CNN for age estimation are trained separately. In addition, as the second approach, the scheme combining these two CNNs for training (not trained separately) can be attempted.



In addition, in future research, we would apply our algorithm and CNN model to various conditions, such as faces in outdoor environments and low lighting. We also want to apply our algorithm and CNN model to age image synthesis.
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