friried applied
e sciences

Article

Optimal Sensor Set for Decoding Motor Imagery from EEG *

Arnau Dillen V23*(), Fakhreddine Ghaffari 207, Olivier Romain 2{*, Bram Vanderborght 34(, Uros Marusic >0,

Sidney Grosprétre 7, Ann Nowé

check for
updates

Citation: Dillen, A.; Ghaffari, F,;
Romain, O.; Vanderborght, B.;
Marusic, U.; Grosprétre, S.; Nowé, A.;
Meeusen, R.; De Pauw, K. Optimal
Sensor Set for Decoding Motor
Imagery from EEG. Appl. Sci. 2023,
13,4438. https://doi.org/10.3390/
app13074438

Academic Editors: Alexander N.
Pisarchik, Victor B. Kazantsev and

Alexander E. Hramov

Received: 28 February 2023
Revised: 28 March 2023
Accepted: 29 March 2023
Published: 31 March 2023

Copyright: © 2023 by the authors.
Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.
This article is an open access article
distributed under the terms and
conditions of the Creative Commons
Attribution (CC BY) license (https://
creativecommons.org/licenses /by /
4.0/).

8 1 1,3,%

, Romain Meeusen and Kevin De Pauw

Human Physiology and Sports Physiotherapy Research Group, Vrije Universiteit Brussel,

1050 Brussels, Belgium

Equipes Traitement de 1'Information et Systemes, UMR 8051, CY Cergy Paris Université, E¢ole Nationale
Supefieure de 'Electronique et de ses Applications (ENSEA), Centre national de la recherche scientifique
(CNRS), 95000 Cergy, France

Brussels Human Robotic Research Center (BruBotics), Vrije Universiteit Brussel, 1050 Brussels, Belgium
Robotics and Multibody Mechanics Research Group, Vrije Universiteit Brussel and imec,

1050 Brussels, Belgium

Institute for Kinesiology Research, Science and Research Centre Koper, 6000 Koper, Slovenia

6 Department of Health Sciences, Alma Mater Europaea-ECM, 2000 Maribor, Slovenia

Laboratory Culture Sport Health and Society (C3S-UR 4660), Sport and Performance Department,
University of Franche-Comté, 25000 Besancon, France

Artificial Intelligence Research Group, Vrije Universiteit Brussel, 1050 Brussels, Belgium

*  Correspondence: arnau.dillen@vub.be (A.D.); kevin.de.pauw@vub.be (K.D.P.)

t  This paper is an extended version of our paper published in 11th International IEEE EMBS Conference on
Neural Engineering, Baltimore, MD, USA, 25-27 April 2023.

Abstract: Brain—computer interfaces (BCIs) have the potential to enable individuals to interact with
devices by detecting their intention from brain activity. A common approach to BCI is to decode
movement intention from motor imagery (MI), the mental representation of an overt action. However,
research-grade electroencephalogram (EEG) acquisition devices with a high number of sensors are
typically necessary to achieve the spatial resolution required for reliable analysis. This entails high
monetary and computational costs that make these approaches impractical for everyday use. This
study investigates the trade-off between accuracy and complexity when decoding MI from fewer
EEG sensors. Data were acquired from 15 healthy participants performing MI with a 64-channel
research-grade EEG device. After performing a quality assessment by identifying visually evoked
potentials, several decoding pipelines were trained on these data using different subsets of electrode
locations. No significant differences (p = [0.18-0.91]) in the average decoding accuracy were found
when using a reduced number of sensors. Therefore, decoding MI from a limited number of sensors
is feasible. Hence, using commercial sensor devices for this purpose should be attainable, reducing
both monetary and computational costs for BCI control.

Keywords: brain—computer interface; motor imagery; feature reduction; electroencephalogram;
machine learning

1. Introduction

Brain—-computer interfaces (BCls) enable users to interact with devices with their
thoughts by decoding a user’s intent from neural activity. Most commonly, neural activity
is measured with the non-invasive electroencephalogram (EEG) signal due to its high
temporal resolution, portability, and relatively low financial cost [1]. This type of interface
could potentially replace or complement currently available interaction modalities such
as speech recognition [2] or gesture control [3], among others. Using BCI could enable
individuals suffering from a condition that impairs speech or movement to operate devices
that were previously not feasible or improve their user experience compared to using
classical interaction modalities [4].
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Implementing and deploying BCI control systems in the real world comes with nu-
merous challenges [5]. The neural activity of a person can be influenced by several external
factors, such as distractions or external electromagnetic fields from other electronic devices,
which might obfuscate the patterns in brain activity related to the chosen control modal-
ity [6]. Additionally, EEG signals are different for each person, requiring the acquisition of
a person’s neural data before one can train an artificial intelligence method that is typically
employed to decode neural activity [7].

The medical or research-grade sensor devices and computational resources that are
currently necessary to decode the signals from these devices can become prohibitively
expensive for an individual without financial support. Making BCI technology more
accessible is a crucial step toward applying BCI in real-world scenarios. One possible way
to limit both computational and monetary costs is to use commercial devices that have a
smaller number of sensors [8].

Hence, it is of interest to identify the minimal number of sensors that is necessary to
reliably decode user intention. Additionally, the optimal locations of the sensors are also
important for EEG decoding. Depending on the EEG modality used to generate commands,
a specific subset of sensors will be necessary. One of these modalities is motor imagery (MI),
i.e., the neural activity related to motor planning in the execution of a movement, but also
occurring with the imagination of a movement [9,10]. Conventionally, Ml is defined as “the
mental simulation of an action without the corresponding motor output” [11].

There is currently a gap between BCI engineering research that mostly focuses on
finding methods that can reliably decode MI from existing EEG data and neurophysiology
studies that study the activation of the brain during MI. Multiple brain areas are activated
when performing MI. Most activity occurs around the primary motor cortex [12-16]; how-
ever, numerous studies have determined that other areas of the brain are also activated dur-
ing MI. These areas include the parietal cortex [13,16,17], the premotor cortex [11,13,14,16],
and even the cerebellum [13,18].

Selecting the optimal set of EEG sensors is an important aspect of BCI research [19,20].
Most research related to reducing the number of sensors attempts to identify the optimal
user-specific subset for MI decoding [21,22] or aims to use statistical methods to reduce
the number of channels [23,24]. Few studies have been conducted to experimentally verify
the influence of sensor choice on decoding accuracy [25] and generally do not relate their
results with neuroscientific research on the brain areas involved in ML

This research aims to experimentally identify the minimal subset of electrodes and
their optimal locations for the purpose of MI classification by training different machine
learning (ML) models on MI data. From existing literature on the functional regions of
the brain [26], the optimal locations would be expected around the motor cortex area of
the brain. However, since other sources of neural activity can also play a role in motor
planning, they might be essential to include in the EEG inputs used to decode MI [13,27].

Since performing an exhaustive search of all possible sensor subsets would be com-
putationally unfeasible, we decided to perform an experimental evaluation of decoding
performance when using specific sensor subsets, using common off-the-shelf EEG decoding
methods. For this purpose, BCI decoding pipelines were trained on previously acquired
MI data. The chosen sensor subsets were selected based on their usage in commercially
available EEG devices or their involvement in MI. To validate that the data are quali-
tative and contain the information relevant to this analysis, visually evoked potentials
(VEP [28,29]), were first identified at pertinent sensor locations. VEPs were chosen for their
strong activation and previous use in BCI [30], often in conjunction with MI [31].

This article expands the research presented at the 11th International IEEE EMBS
Conference on Neural Engineering [32] with a detailed analysis of the EEG signals. This
extended analysis includes the investigation of VEPs related to the visual cues used for
MI data gathering. Additionally, the obtained MI decoding results are extended with
a subject-level analysis of the effect of reducing the number of sensors. Furthermore,



Appl. Sci. 2023,13, 4438

30f15

the implications of these expanded results in relation to known brain areas that are involved
in MI are discussed.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Data Acquisition
2.1.1. Experimental Procedure

The EEG data used in this study were acquired between August and October 2022.
Ethical approval for the study was given by the ethical commission of human sciences
of Vrije Universiteit Brussel (ECHW_364.02). The subject group included 15 participants
(14 male, 1 female) aged between 18 and 50 years (mean 28 &+ 7). Participants had no prior
experience with MI. After giving their informed consent, each participant took part in
5 sessions, which took place on separate days.

The first 2 sessions of the experiment were familiarization sessions, where the par-
ticipant was alternately asked to perform and imagine movements without feedback. Be-
fore starting the first session, the concept of MI was introduced and the participant’s MI abil-
ity was assessed through the MIQ-3 questionnaire [33]. After filling in the questionnaire, par-
ticipants were asked to choose whether they preferred kinesthetic MI (feeling the movement)
or visual MI (visualizing the movement). MIQ-3 outcomes were not used in the current
study as this falls outside of the scope of the article. Finally, at the end of the first session,
the participants were once again asked if they would use kinesthetic or visual MI.

For the second session, following a brief summary of MI concepts and the participant’s
previous experience, a final executed movement run was performed followed by an MI run.
At the end of the second familiarization session, an MI decoding model was trained on
data from the imagined movement run to perform a first feedback run. Feedback runs were
introduced to train users to get better at generating motor imagery [34] and to assist them
in staying focused, as suggested by general human—computer interaction research [35].
The last 3 sessions each started with an imagined movement calibration run and three or
more feedback runs.

The design of this experiment expands the procedure used to acquire MI data for the
BCI competition IV dataset 2a [36] by incorporating feedback. Each session consisted of
multiple runs where movements were requested while the participant was seated in front
of a screen. The sessions always began with a baseline run where participants had to do
nothing while observing the visual cues for the movements or performing certain actions
such as blinking and moving their head. Following the baseline, there were two types of
runs, depending on the session.

During calibration runs, participants had to either perform or imagine the requested
movement. The requested movement could either be closing the right hand, closing the
left hand, curling the toes, or pushing the tongue against the top front teeth. The same
procedure was employed for both executed and imagined movements. Figure 1 shows the
experimental design for a single trial during such a calibration run. Each run consisted
of 15 repetitions of each movement, resulting in 60 trials per run. Whether to perform
or imagine the movement was orally communicated to the participant before the start of
the run.

At the start of each trial, a fixation cross was shown for 3 s, giving the participant
time to get ready. Subsequently, a textual cue was displayed indicating the movement to
perform or imagine. Depending on the movement, the cue appeared above, below, to the
left, or to the right of the fixation cross. The order in which movements were presented
was randomized for each run. After 1.5 s, the cue disappeared and the fixation cross
turned green, giving the GO signal for the participant to start performing or imagining
the movement. After 2.5 s, the cross turned red to indicate that the participant could stop.
Finally, there was a break with a randomized duration between 3 and 4 s where white noise
was shown to the participant. After the break, the next trial of the run began or the run
ended if all trials were completed.
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Figure 1. One trial in a calibration run of the data acquisition procedure.

For feedback runs, a BCI decoding model was trained on previously acquired MI
calibration data to give feedback after each movement imagination. The calibration data
were always acquired at the beginning of the session and no data from previous sessions
were used. The feedback consisted of a textual message that informed the participant
if the decoded movement matched the requested movement. If there was a mismatch,
the predicted movement was also shown. Feedback runs always used imagined movements.
At the end of each feedback run, participants were informed of the proportion of correctly
predicted movements to provide them with a target to improve upon. Figure 2 shows the
procedure of a single trial during a feedback run. Feedback runs consisted of 8 repetitions
per movement, resulting in 32 trials per run.
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Figure 2. One trial in a feedback run of the data acquisition procedure.

The procedure for feedback runs was the same as calibration, with the addition of
feedback after the MI phase. Including the time to decode, the feedback phase lasted 3 s.
In addition to textual feedback, the fixation cross turned green on a match and red on a
mismatch. The feedback decoding model used a sliding window of 2.5 s, starting 1 s before
the GO signal and ending after the first 3 s of movement imagination, with strides of 0.25 s.
This resulted in 7 overlapping windows for which a prediction was made. To obtain a
match, the majority of windows should predict the requested movement.



Appl. Sci. 2023,13, 4438

50f 15

2.1.2. Acquisition Hardware and Software

EEG data were acquired with a 64-channel LiveAmp (Brain Products GmbH, Gilching,
Germany) device at a sampling rate of 500 Hz, using active wet electrodes. Electrode
locations follow the 10-10 system according to the 64-channel actiCap (https:/ /brainvision.
com/products/acticap-slim-acticap-snap/ (accessed on 7 January 2023)) layout. This
electrode layout is schematically shown in Figure 3. Data transfer from the device to the
recording computer was achieved over a Bluetooth connection.

Legend
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[ Motor Cortex
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Figure 3. Locations of the sensors with colors indicating which subsets they belong to. Empty circles
indicate that they are only used in the full subset.

To display instructions and cues of the experiment, the stimulus presentation soft-
ware was implemented in the Python programming language, using the Shady library [37].
The EEG signal and cue presentation timings were synchronized using the Lab Streaming
Layer (https://github.com/sccn/labstreaminglayer (accessed on 23 February 2023)) (LSL,
RRID:SCR_017631) protocol. A separate datastream recorded the timing of cues for move-
ment initiation by placing a marker at each state change in the procedure. The synchronized
datastreams for EEG and markers were recorded in a single XDF file using the LarbRecorder
software (v 1.16.2) provided by LSL. By recording the datastreams in this manner, LSL
ensures that the event markers are included with the EEG data when the data file is read.

2.2. Data Analysis
2.2.1. Preprocessing

Two distinct preprocessing procedures were performed on the data, depending on
the analysis. In both cases, EEG data were first preprocessed using pyPREP [38], a Python
implementation of the PREP pipeline [39] that provides a standardized EEG preprocessing
procedure. After initial preprocessing with the PREP pipeline, the data were further
preprocessed with different methods for each experiment. All discussed filters are finite
impulse response filters with a design of a one-pass, zero-phase, non-causal bandpass and
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use a windowed time-domain design (firwin). The windowing method uses a Hamming
window with 0.0194 passband ripple and 53 dB stopband attenuation. Filter design choices
were based on the recommendations made in [40].

For the data quality assessment, independent component analysis (ICA) [41] was
performed to ensure that only brain-related activity was present in the signal. Before per-
forming ICA, the data were filtered between 1 and 100 Hz, as recommended by [42]. For this
filter, the lower transition bandwidth was 1 Hz with a —6 dB cutoff frequency and the
upper transition bandwidth was 25 Hz with a —6 dB cutoff frequency. The filter length was
1651 samples (i.e., 3.3 s).

A total of 10 ICA components were extracted using the infomax method [41] and then
labeled using the ICLabel ML pipeline [43] to identify the components related to brain
activity. The ICA solution was then applied to the unfiltered signal to only include compo-
nents that ICLabel classified as brain activity. Finally, the signal was filtered between 1 and
40 Hz to eliminate low-frequency drifts and high-frequency muscle activity, respectively.
This filter had a lower transition bandwidth of 0.1 Hz and an upper transition bandwidth
of 10 Hz with a —6 dB cutoff frequency in both cases. The length of this filter was 16,501
samples or 33 s.

To train the ML models, the clean data resulting from the PREP pipeline were filtered
with a highpass frequency of 8 Hz and a lowpass frequency of 30 Hz, as these frequencies
contain most information related to MI [44]. For this filter, the length was of 825 samples
resulting in a time window of 1.6 s. The data were subsequently split into epochs of 2 s
before the movement initiation cue and 2 s after the cue. The epochs were then resampled to
250 Hz. The epochs of individual runs of the same type and session for the same participant
were merged to obtain individual datasets that were then used to train and evaluate the
decoding pipeline.

2.2.2. Data Quality Assessment

To confirm that the acquired data are of sufficient quality to train an ML model and
contain the expected event-related activity, an analysis of evoked responses was performed.
The chosen evoked response was the well-studied VEP [28,29]. More specifically, we
investigated whether brain activations related to VEP could be identified when the GO
signal was given.

To investigate the VEPs, the preprocessed raw data were epoched from 300 ms before
and 1 s after the GO marker, respectively, with a mean baseline correction applied using
the first 300 ms of the signal. The epochs for every run were then averaged to yield
evoked responses. For each type of run, i.e., executed movement, imagined movement,
and imagined movement with feedback, the evoked data were combined over all sessions
for all participants. This resulted in three distinct grand averages for each of those runs.
To identify the VEP, the occipital region of interest was investigated, which comprises
electrodes O1, 02, and Oz.

2.2.3. Machine Learning Evaluation

The preprocessed data were used to train an ML decoding pipeline using Common
Spatial Pattern (CSP [45]) features and Linear Discriminant Analysis (LDA [46]) for 2-class
classification. This decoding pipeline was chosen for its low complexity and common usage
in MI decoding [5]. The classification task consisted of distinguishing feet and right hand
MI. For the CSP features, 4 components were used. The pipelines were evaluated by 5-fold
cross-validation for each sensor subset.

All reported metrics were obtained by averaging the classification accuracy on the test
set for each of the train—test splits that were obtained from cross-validation. For each subset,
a new pipeline was trained using only the sensors that are part of the subset. The mean
cross-validation accuracy obtained by training on all sensors was used as the baseline
against which we compare performance when training the decoding pipeline with a subset
of sensors. Mean cross-validation accuracies were compared with an independent sample
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t-test at a significance level of 0.05. This test was chosen since the data originate from
separate classifiers trained on different data subsets. The resulting accuracy distribution is
normal due to the central limit theorem [47] since the compared means are themselves a
result of mean cross-validation accuracy.

The considered sensor subsets were chosen based on existing datasets, the sensors
used in commercial devices, and brain regions associated with motor activity. The central
regions of interest were the motor cortex, which typically shows MI activity [12], and also
other brain regions associated with MI [13]. Figure 3 shows the electrode locations on the
scalp for each subset according to the 10-10 system.

The Full subset uses all 64 EEG channels, while the Half subset only uses 32 channels
with reduced spatial resolution. The BCI Comp subset uses 21 of the 22 locations present in
the BCI competition IV dataset 2a [36]. The excluded location of FCz could not be used be-
cause the LiveAmp device uses it as the reference. The OpenBCl 8 and OpenBClI 16 subsets
correspond to the default sensor locations for the OpenBCI Ultracortex Mark IV headset
(https:/ /docs.openbci.com/AddOns/Headwear/MarkIV/ (accessed on 26 January 2023))
in its 8-channel and 16-channel configurations, respectively. Finally, the Motor cortex (MC)
subset corresponds to the 24 locations that are associated with motor activity and the MC
reduced subset only uses 9 of those locations.

Data were processed and analyzed with Python 3.9, using the MNE-Python software
(v 1.0.3) library for EEG analysis [48]. Machine learning methods that decode EEG were
implemented with the Scikit-Learn library [49]. The statistical analysis was performed with
the Pandas library [50] for data manipulation and SciPy [51] for statistical testing. Figures
were generated with the Seaborn library [52].

3. Results
3.1. Visually Evoked Potential Inspection

The grand averaged signals at the moment of the Go cue for electrode locations
Oz, O1, and O2 are visualized in Figure 4 for acquisition runs with imagined movement
(calibration runs), executed movement, and imagined movement with feedback, respectively.

) Nave=2534 EEG (3 channels) ) Nave=4958 EEG (3 channels) ) Nave=4708 EEG (3 channels)
) ) - AT ) A P VN
Vo \ \
2 -2 \/ 3 -2 \ / 22 \ /
/ ‘\,/ \ /
-4 / -4 —41 v
/
-6 -6 -6
-02 0.0 0.2 04 06 0.8 -02 0.0 0.2 04 0.6 0.8 -02 0.0 0.2 04 06 08
Time (s) Time (s) Time (s)

(@)

(b) (o)
Figure 4. Grand averaged EEG activity for the Oz, O1, and O2 channels at the time of the GO cue
during (a) executed movement, (b) imagined movement, and (c) imagined movement with feedback,
respectively. Nayve denotes the total number of trials that were averaged to obtain the figure.

The VEP can be observed for all sensors in each figure, with a slight delay that can
be attributed to the reaction speed of the individuals or a syncing delay introduced by the
recording software. The P1 peak is small for all types of runs, even almost imperceptible
for feedback runs. The N2 peak is clearly visible in each figure with the strongest deflection
observed for executed movement and the smallest peak observed for imagined movement
without feedback. Finally, the P2 peak is not evidently noticeable for both executed and
imagined movement without feedback. For imagined movements with feedback, the P2
peak is clearly visible. The presence of VEPs in the EEG data shows that the data are
qualitative and contain the expected evoked responses.


https://docs.openbci.com/AddOns/Headwear/MarkIV/

Appl. Sci. 2023,13, 4438

8 of 15

3.2. Machine Learning Decoding

Table 1 provides an overview of the number of sensors and shows the mean, standard
deviation (std), minimum, and maximum cross-validation accuracy for each sensor subset
over all participants. The sensor locations of each subset correspond to those detailed in
Figure 3.

Table 1. Overview of mean cross-validation accuracy results for each considered sensor subset.

Sensor Subset # Sensors Mean Acc. Std. Acc.  Min. Acc. Max. Acc.
Full 64 0.67 0.15 0.31 1.00
Half 32 0.67 0.16 0.31 1.00
BCI Comp 21 0.67 0.15 0.34 1.00
OpenBCI 16 16 0.66 0.15 0.23 0.98
OpenBCI 8 8 0.65 0.15 0.34 0.93
Motor cortex 24 0.66 0.16 0.27 1.00
MC reduced 9 0.65 0.15 0.35 0.94

After performing an independent sample t-test between decoding accuracies obtained
with the full sensor set and those obtained when using the different subsets, the results
show that none of the observed differences in mean accuracy are statistically significant.
The resulting p-values of 0.90 (half), 0.91 (BCI Comp), 0.74 (OpenBClI 16), 0.18 (OpenBClI 8),
0.52 (Motor cortex), and 0.25 (MC Reduced) do not allow rejection of the null hypothesis,
meaning decoding accuracies are the same.

The trends in Table 1 indicate that there is great variability in the cross-validation
results when using the full set of 64 channels, with a standard deviation of 0.15. This is
also the case for other sensor subsets with observed standard deviations that are equal or
larger. For the full set of electrodes, the lowest accuracy was below random chance at 0.31,
while the highest achieved accuracy was 1.00. On average, the accuracy for the full set of
sensors is 0.67.

To visualize trends in the decoding results, Figure 5 visualizes the cross-validation
results for each sensor subset in a box-plot format.

0.9
0.8
0.5
0.4

0.3

o
~

o
(=)

Accuracy

0.2
Full Half BClcomp OpenBCl16 OpenBCI8 Motor cortex MC Reduced

Figure 5. Cross-validation accuracies for different sensor subsets.



Appl. Sci. 2023,13, 4438

9of 15

From this figure, we can observe that the maximum accuracy is slightly lower for both
OpenBCI sensor subsets and the MC reduced subset. For the other subsets, the maximum
accuracy of 1.0 is retained. We can also observe that the minimum accuracy seems to
increase for some sensor subsets, while it appears to decrease for others. For median
accuracy, the observed difference between groups appears slightly larger, with the OpenBCI
8 subset being the lowest. These results indicate that it should be feasible to downscale the
number of sensors used for MI decoding.

To investigate how performance is distributed at the level of individual participants,
Figure 6 shows the average decoding accuracies on the full set of sensors for each partici-
pant separately.

1.0 )

© ©
[ ©

o
N

Accuracy
©
[o)]

05 Q

0.4

0.3 _'

PO1 PO2 PO3 P04 PO5 PO6 PO7 P08 P09 P10 P11 P12 P13 P14 P15
Participant

Figure 6. Average cross-validation decoding accuracies for each participant on the full set of sensors.

The figure shows that decoding accuracies for individual participants still have a
large variability in most cases. Intra-subject variability is reduced compared to the overall
performance. When comparing the decoding accuracy between the participant with the
highest average performance (P12) and the one with the lowest average performance (P02),
a statistical difference is observed (p < 0.01).

To determine whether the absence of a significant difference between sensor sub-
sets persists at the individual participant level, the decoding accuracies of the partici-
pants with the highest (P12) and lowest (P02) median decoding accuracy are compared.
The individual decoding accuracies for each sensor subset can be found in Figure 7a
and Figure 7b, respectively.

The largest difference in median accuracy can be observed in Figure 7a with a dif-
ference of 0.1 for the OpenBClI 8 subset. There are also no significant differences in mean
accuracy for these individual participants, with p-values ranging between 0.55 and 0.84,
and between 0.48 and 0.95, respectively. However, we can notice a reduced variance and
an apparent increase in minimum accuracy for specific sensor subsets.
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Figure 7. Cross-validation accuracies for different sensor subsets for the participant with the best
mean accuracy (P12) (a) and lowest accuracy (P02) (b), respectively, when using the full sensor set.

4. Discussion

The goal of this research was to investigate the possibility of downscaling the number
of sensors necessary to decode imagined movements from EEG signals. To determine
whether reducing the number of sensors used for this purpose is feasible and to identify
their optimal locations, an experimental study was performed. This study consisted of
training a well-known decoding pipeline using different sensor subsets and comparing the
cross-validation results.

The data used in this study were acquired from 15 participants performing MI in our
lab. To ensure that the data are qualitative and contain motor-related activity, the signals
from the executed movement were used as ground truth and compared with the imagined
movement signals in a VEP analysis, both with and without feedback. The expected VEP
peaks [29] could clearly be identified from the visualization of the signals in Figure 4.
A delay of around 50 ms was observed compared to the expected timings, which could be
attributed to the reaction speed of the individuals or due to syncing delays introduced by
the LSL software (v 1.15.0). This confirms that the data are indeed qualitative and contain
the expected movement-related information. This indicates that models should learn from
the motor-related brain activity and not from some unrelated patterns that co-occur with
imagined movement initiation.

The obtained cross-validation results are in line with literature that uses similar
models [53,54]. However, it is important to note that the number of classes used for
classification and hyperparameter choices can greatly influence decoding performance.
For example, using user-specific filter frequencies can improve results [55]. Additionally;,
the evaluation method plays an important role, resulting in stronger or weaker conclusions
regarding performance, depending on the method employed. A cross-validated result
cannot be compared to test accuracy with a single train—test split [56].

From the cross-validation results on imagined movement data from both feedback
and non-feedback runs, we observe that the decoding accuracy does not significantly
differ between the chosen sensor subsets. This outlines the feasibility of downscaling the
number of sensors for BCI decoding purposes. It is noteworthy to mention that a large
inter-individual variability exists, which is in line with current literature [57]. The p-values
for the smaller sensor subsets are lower, which seems to indicate that there is a threshold
for the minimal number of necessary sensors to maintain decoding performance. This
threshold is yet to be determined for MI decoding.

When comparing decoding performance on data from individual participants, the vari-
ance in decoding accuracy is reduced for different sensor subsets, suggesting a more stable
decoding performance. However, a large intra-individual variability remains, which makes
it harder to train a model using all sessions for a specific user. Finding methods to reduce
this variability is an important part of BCI research [58,59]. We also observe that there is a
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difference in which specific subsets of sensors seem to be optimal for different individuals.
This result is also consistent with literature that aims to identify optimal user-specific sensor
subsets [21]. This finding indicates that both defining a general set of sensor locations and
performing a user-specific search for the optimal subset within this set are important steps
toward real-life BCI applications.

Only one participant used kinesthetic MI for all movements, while two used both
visual and kinesthetic MI depending on the movement. The other participants used visual
MI, with three using an internal perspective, seven using an external perspective, and the
remaining two participants choosing both internal and external perspectives depending
on the movement. It would be of interest to select relevant sensors based on the users’
preference for visual or kinesthetic MI. Recent functional magnetic resonance imaging
research has shown that the different brain area activations can be used to determine
movement from multivariate pattern analysis of the signal [60].

We have shown that high-density EEG—typically defined as EEG setups with 64 sen-
sors or more [61]—is not essential for decoding MI and that this might even negatively
affect decoding performance by introducing noise in the data. A relatively small number
of electrodes could be used to decode MI from EEG signals, which also demonstrates
robustness to the loss of faulty electrodes. This is most apparent when comparing the
decoding performance on the full motor cortex subset and the MC reduced subset, which
only uses half the number of sensors (i.e., half the spatial resolution) available for this
brain region.

The current research applied a top-down approach by removing sensors and subse-
lecting based on existing datasets and devices. Future research could apply a bottom-up
approach by starting from one sensor located over the primary motor cortex and including
sensors that cover the regions of interest associated with MI [14]. Alternatively, fixing the
number of sensors and evaluating different sensor locations could also provide insights
into optimal EEG acquisition configurations. Additionally, investigating both intra- and
inter-individual differences in decoding performance could also provide better insights
into the sensor locations to include. By relating characteristics of the individual and pos-
sible internal or external properties to decoding performance, decoding models could
take this variability into account. While there is variability in decoding accuracy between
individuals, it seems to remain consistent for different sensor subsets within the same
individual according to our results, as shown by Figure 7. Accordingly, we postulate that
this approach could be used to determine the minimal number of sensors that are necessary
for MI decoding.

By using more advanced methods that also learn a representation of the data, such
as deep learning, an optimal set of sensors could also be identified in a data-driven way.
Previous research demonstrated that MI questionnaire results could be used to predict the
performance of MI-based BCI [62]. Relating MIQ-3 questionnaire outcomes with decoding
performance would therefore also be promising as a tool to determine the appropriate user
training that would be necessary to reach reasonable decoding performance. By applying
these methods, the current feedback runs could be expanded to develop a user-friendly
and efficient calibration procedure for new users.

This knowledge could inform the design of future EEG acquisition devices with the
specific purpose of using them in MI-based BCI control systems. Recent advances in EEG
sensor technology [63-65] could also improve the user-friendliness of EEG devices thanks
to increased comfort and easy setup. Improved signal quality from a single electrode could
also facilitate sensor reduction and is a future avenue of research. This also opens the
possibility of using existing consumer-grade sensor devices for MI-based control such as
OpenBClI (https://openbci.com/ (accessed on 23 February 2023)) or EMOTIV (https://
www.emotiv.com/ (accessed on 23 February 2023)) products, among others. Furthermore,
including other biosignal modalities, such as in the upcoming Galea (https:/ /galea.co/
(accessed on 23 February 2023)) device, should result in a robust decoding system, bringing
us one step closer to affordable and reliable BCI control.
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5. Conclusions

The acquired EEG data were confirmed to be qualitative and contain movement-
related information when participants performed imagined movements. Decoding MI
from these EEG data was shown to be feasible with a relatively low number of sensors.
Decoding accuracy does not significantly decrease when using fewer sensors. The worst
loss in performance for an individual participant was observed for the smallest subset of
eight sensors with a difference of 0.1 in median accuracy, while the difference in maximum
accuracy was lower at 0.05. On average, including all participants, no statistically significant
difference was observed (p = [0.18-0.91]).

Therefore, using commercial EEG devices with a small number of sensors for BCI
applications is feasible. Additionally, this shows robustness in decoding performance if
fewer sensors become available due to one or more faulty sensors. However, more work is
necessary to establish a standard optimal set of sensor locations by using more advanced
decoding methods and investigating inter-individual differences in optimal sensor locations.
Using consumer-grade EEG systems for MI decoding applications is, therefore, feasible
and would enable the creation of affordable and reliable BCI control systems.
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