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Abstract— Seamless human-robot collaboration requires ac-
curate real-time activity recognition. For this task, human pose
and object-interaction information provide essential context for
classifying actions. Unfortunately, high fidelity pose information
cannot be derived from RGB video, which constitutes the
majority of the world’s available data, and object recognition
requires costly annotation. We present a technique to extract
and utilize object features with no supervision and reliably
use pose information from RGB video data. This technique,
the Three-Dimensional Spatio-temporal Attention Mechanisms
(3DSAM), innovatively represents pose and object information
as evolutions of relevant pixel regions over time. 3DSAM derives
contextually important areas from a video, extracts spatio-
temporal features with a 3D convolutional neural network,
then leverages a novel soft attention mechanism to enhance
real-time, fine-grained action recognition essential for human-
robot collaboration. We evaluate our approach on challenging
datasets, as well as a specific case study in human-robot
collaboration. We demonstrate that 3DSAM can achieve state-
of-the-art RGB-based classification on scenarios essential for
action recognition for human-robot collaboration.

I. INTRODUCTION

Real-time activity recognition is an essential component
of human-robot collaboration (HRC) as it allows the robot
to see and understand human behavior. This allows the robot
to safely and effectively engage with the human [1], [2], [3].
Human-robot collaboration frequently involves the analysis
of fine-grained actions, which differ from one another subtly.

Previous works rely on using high-fidelity pose informa-
tion [4], [5], requiring camera hardware which can capture
depth information. The majority of pose-based techniques
are not usable in modalities such as RGB, where pose-
extraction techniques are not high enough quality to work.
There is a real need to be able to utilize this modality,
however, as RGB cameras do not have the distance limitation
of RGB-D cameras, and are more widespread (particularly
in factories and commercial buildings). Leveraging RGB
systems would allow robotics techniques to integrate with
existing infrastructure and video data. Indeed, this problem
was recently highlighted as an important problem in current
computer vision [6]. To compound this problem further, even
with high-fidelity pose extraction, joint location error can still
hinder classifiers [7], [8].

A similar hindrance exists with object-interaction informa-
tion. Object detectors typically require supervised labeling
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Fig. 1. The overall pipeline of our approach and example use case. By
exploiting the spatio-temporal properties of 3D CNN feature maps (1),
we can derive pose and object information (2), to form a novel attention
mechanism (3) which emphasizes crucial feature maps to enhance fine-
grained action recognition. This can then used, for example, by a control
mechanism to make changes to the robot behavior in response to the human
(4).

[8], [9], [10], which makes these methods difficult to im-
plement, as changing to a new problem or domain requires
additional labeling.

To address the need for robust, unsupervised pose and
object-based classification in HRC, we present 3DSAM.
3DSAM breaks video images into separate, contextually im-
portant video streams. From these streams, 3DSAM extracts
spatio-temporal features with a 3D convolutional neural
network (3D CNN), preserving space and time relationships
between feature maps. These are used to build a novel soft
attention mechanism that uses this information to enhance
classification. The end result is a system that can utilize error-
prone pose information, extract and leverage unsupervised
object information, and enhance theoretically any state-of-
the-art 3D CNN action classifier.

Our specific contributions are:
1) We introduce a means of reliably utilizing error-prone

pose information derived from RGB video data for
action recognition.

2) We demonstrate a novel means of extracting and uti-
lizing object features with no supervision.

3) We introduce a new representation for human pose and
object information by tracking pixels relevant to that
information over time.

4) We present a novel soft attention mechanism that
utilizes spatio-temporal 3D CNN features, object in-



teraction data, and pose information to enhance fine-
grained action classification on theoretically any 3D
CNN action classifier.

5) We demonstrate a system that improves state-of-the-art
classifiers on fine-grained action recognition datasets.

II. RELATED WORK

A. Computer Vision for Fine-Grained, HRC-centered Action
Recognition

Koppula et al. utilized RGB-D camera information to
obtain object features and affordances to better plan actions
[11]. Much work has used tagged objects to detect object
interaction [12], [11], [13]. Mohseni-Kabir et al. utilized
an RGB-D camera and an IMU to learn human activity
primitives and objects [14]. Due to a lack of robustness, RGB
data alone is generally not used to derive pose information.
It is more common to use depth information or motion
tracking for human body estimation. Physical markers, depth
information, and supervised methods [15], [11] are more
commonly used for object recognition.

There are several recent advancements in computer vi-
sion that are crucial to action recognition for human-robot
collaboration. Action recognition for human-robot collab-
oration requires on fine-grained action recognition, where
the differences between actions can differ only subtly [16].
Soft attention mechanisms, which draw attention to features
in a neural network, have shown to be particularly im-
portant for fine-grained action recognition [17], [18], [19],
[20]. Also, recent evidence indicates that minute, frame-by-
frame differences are important for classifying fine-grained
actions in particular [21]. Systems that preserve these spatio-
temporal relations will be more discriminative than those that
don’t. 3D CNN feature maps preserve these relationships,
as opposed to techniques such as LRCN, which convert
frame-features into one-dimensional vectors before analyzing
information temporally [22].

B. Pose and Object-Interaction Based Activity Recognition

Pose-based activity recognition is a well-established field
in machine learning. Previous work has broken pose infor-
mation down into sub-components to differentiate fine details
of actions [23], [24]. Utilizing pose information, however, is
challenging where the pose estimations are prone to error.
This is particularly common in RGB data. Indeed, figuring
out how to utilize pose (and other modality) information
in RGB data was recently labeled as a key problem for
computer vision research [6]. Recent papers have explored
the utility of pose estimation maps, rather than the pose
skeleton itself [25].

Object information is also very relevant for action recog-
nition. Wei et al. trained an object detector, and used object
interaction (defined in terms of object proximity) as a means
of action classification [8].

3DSAM harmonizes these recent advancements and lever-
ages them to build a novel pose and object-based ac-
tion recognition system. 3DSAM leverages a unique, 3D

Fig. 2. A detailed view of the 3DSAM approach. Our approach creates
pose, object, and context video streams from input video data, extracts 3D
CNN features, and creates attention masks. It then utilizes these to draw
attention to salient parts of input stream to enhance classification.

CNN-based soft attention mechanism that preserves spatio-
temporal relationships between feature maps to successfully
leverage RGB-based pose and unsupervised object features.
Unlike previous systems, our system is modular (usable with
any 3DCNN), robust, and requires neither depth information
nor object labeling.

III. 3DSAM- AUGMENTING CNNS WITH RGB POSE
AND UNSUPERVISED OBJECT FEATURES

A. Approach Description

Our 3DSAM approach creates “streams” for pose, object,
and miscellaneous context data. These streams are modifica-
tions of the RGB video in which all pixel values are reduced
to zero except those of semantic importance. For example,
the pose stream is the video with all the pixels blocked out
except those near the subject’s joints. The object stream is
the video with all pixels blocked out except those near the
subject’s hands.

From these (as well as the original RGB video) 3DSAM
extracts 3D CNN features and derives attention weight
tensors from each. The features of a 3D CNN are 4-
dimensional tensors, preserving the relationships between
height, width, and time of the pixels in the input stream.
This we contrast with other feature extraction techniques
that transform a frame or video sequence into a single one-
dimensional vector, thus destroying explicit spatio-temporal
relationships [26].

The attention mechanism point-wise multiplies the fea-
tures from the RGB video by each of these weight tensors,
emphasizing important features for classification. The ex-
plicit usage of separate pose and object modalities ensures
that 3DSAM learns crucial information for planning motion
around the human collaborator. The preservation of spatio-
temporal features in the feature mapping also preserves
the minute changes in space and time that are crucial to
differentiating fine-grained actions for HRC [16]. A full
overview of our approach is given in Fig. 2.



B. Pose Stream

Pose information is encoded in a spatio-temporal stream
of the subject’s skeletal joints. This is derived using con-
volutional pose machines [5]. Our model assumes a pose
detection approach which, given a 3×H×W RGB image i
from a video I, generates an H×W mask image `Pose which
is part of a larger sequence LPose of equal length to I. Every
element in `Pose is either 1 if the corresponding pixel in i is
part of the actor’s body and 0 otherwise. The pose stream
Spose is a stream of RGB frames produced by point-wise
multiplying this mask by the RGB image:

Spose = I�Lpose (1)
This produces a “tube” like structure if seen in three di-
mensions which illustrates the joint movements over time.
Visualization of these streams is given in Fig. ??. The output
is then fed into the 3D CNN f to produce network features:

Npose = f (Spose) (2)
Npose is still a 4 dimensional tensor. As a final preparation
step, the entire results are multiplied by a learned weight
vector (implemented as a 3D convolution) to emphasize
different features:

Xpose = Npose×Wpose (3)
although this does not change the size of the output in space
or time, this weight vector reduces the dimensionality of the
stream of our network.

C. Object Stream

We note that in human-robot collaboration tasks, “object
interaction” frequently involves holding the object in the
hand. This is particularly true for industrial tasks, in which
tool usage with, e.g., feet are rare. “Attaching shelf” is very
similar to “attach table leg,” except for the object. Because
manual manipulation plays such a central role in object
usage, we argue that information near the human hand can
serve as an approximation for “object interaction.” As such,
we can gain insight into object usage by examining the hands
of the person. Here, the hand locations are derived from the
previously mentioned pose estimation method.

The object stream is thus derived from I by creating a
mask Lob ject made of frames `ob ject in which each element
is 1 if the corresponding pixel is within 40 pixels L1 distance
from the estimated hand joint in the frame and 0 otherwise:
This empirically derived distance allows for a clear view of
the subject’s hands and the surrounding area. This value can
be applied to any video stream where the subject is in full,
clear view of the camera. The features for this stream are
calculated in the same way as the pose stream.

Sob ject = I�Lob ject (4)
Nob ject = f (Sob ject) (5)
Xob ject = Nob ject ×Wob ject (6)

D. Context Stream

We define contextual information as information in the
scene that is not related to the pose or the object interaction.
For example, differentiating between “attach table leg” and
“attach chair leg” requires knowledge of the overall scene to

differentiate the actions. Here, context information is derived
by taking the input video and removing the pose information,
i.e. Lcontext is all the elements of I with the only the pose
pixels blocked out:

Lcontext = ¬Lpose (7)
Scontext = I�Lcontext (8)
Ncontext = f (Scontext) (9)
Xcontext = Ncontext ×Wcontext (10)

E. RGB Stream

The above streams capture salient parts of the video
stream, though they cannot capture important motifs that
span across streams. For example, in an industrial task,
a person may be carrying a large piece of wood, which
could potentially span the entire image, and not localize
cleanly into any of the above streams. Research indicates
that the analysis of image sub-components captures different
information than the whole [23]. Thus, in addition to the
previous weights from separated streams, we also include
attention weights derived from the full RGB stream:

Nrgb = f (I) (11)
Xrgb = Nrgb×Wrgb (12)

F. The Convolutional Attention Mechanism

After all four streams are derived, they are concatenated
with one another. The result is a tensor of shape:

X =C× f rames×height×width (13)
where C is the number of features. The original RGB stream
is then multiplied by each of these attention matrices X (i) to
produce a new vector Xi

′ :
X ′

(i)
= I�X (i) (14)

These features are then passed through a global average
pooling layer, and finally a fully-connected layer to obtain
the final per-frame logits. The overall layout of our approach
can be seen in Fig. 2.

IV. EXPERIMENTAL SETUP

A. Datasets

We evaluate our approach on two datasets for fine-grained
activity recognition: the IKEA Furniture Assembly dataset
and MSR-DailyActivity3D [27], [28]. We also evaluate our
system with a human-robot collaboration case study where a
human and a Jaco robot work together to assemble a set of
power drills. Several sample images from different streams
can be seen in Fig. 3.

Although the pose information comes with each dataset,
we extract pose information manually from the RGB data
with convolutional pose machines to demonstrate our system
can work with any dataset [5].

B. Modeling Parameters and Baseline Comparison

Our system is designed to be an add-on to existing RGB
action recognition systems. 3DSAM is meant to provide a
way to enhance the classification accuracy of 3D CNNs by
exploiting pose and object information. To evaluate 3DSAM,



Approach Accuracy
pose-based [27] 69% ± 0
C3D Network 55% ± 9

C3D + 3DSAM 69% ± 3
I3D Network 71% ± 2

I3D + 3DSAM 75% ± 4

TABLE I
PERFORMANCE OF THE I3D, 3DSAM, AND BASELINE POSE-BASED

CLASSIFIER ON THE IKEA ASSEMBLY DATASET

Approach Accuracy
pose-based [27] 69%
C3D Network 55%

C3D + 3DSAM 69%
I3D Network 71%

I3D + 3DSAM 75%

TABLE II
PERFORMANCE OF THE I3D, 3DSAM, AND BASELINE POSE-BASED

CLASSIFIER ON THE IKEA ASSEMBLY DATASET

therefore, we evaluate its ability to increase state-of-the-art
3D CNN performance on fine-grained datasets. We compare
it against the I3D network, a ubiquitously used state-of-the-
art 3D CNN for action recognition [29], [21], [30]. We utilize
weights pre-trained on ImageNet, Kinetics, and with the last
layer retrained on our specific datasets [31]. To further test
generalizability, we also evaluate performance on the C3D
system, which was the most advanced 3D CNN for action
recognition before I3D [32], [33]. For this system, we use
weights pre-trained on the Sports 1-Million dataset [34], [35].

For the IKEA dataset and the case study, we use per-frame
average precision over each class as the evaluation metric.
For the DailyActivity3D dataset, we take 5 evenly spaced
clips from each video, run them through the network, then
average the end logits to get the final classification.

V. RESULTS

The results for the experiments on the IKEA dataset are
shown in Tab. II We note that the I3D essentially learns
a binary classifier- “spin” vs. “not spin.” 3DSAM, however,
can detect more classes. The IKEA dataset has an imbalance
of classes, with nearly three of four frames being one class
(class 3: “spin/unspin table leg”). Both systems tend to
overemphasize this class as a result.

Similarly, we evaluate our approach on the MSR-
DailyActivity3D dataset. The results are shown in Tab. III.

We evaluate the case study in the same manner as the
IKEA dataset, though only training the network once on the
data. We note that the 3DSAM improves considerably over
the baseline, increasing per-frame accuracy by nearly 40%.
Results are shown in Tab. IV.

Approach Accuracy
C3D Network 22%

C3D + 3DSAM 29%
I3D Network 58%

I3D + 3DSAM 62%

TABLE III
PERFORMANCE ON THE MSR-DAILYACTIVITY3D DATASET

(a) (b)

(c) (d)

Fig. 3. Sample stream frames from the case study showing stream analysis
of a human working with a Jaco arm to assemble a power drill.

Approach Accuracy
I3D Network 43%

I3D + 3DSAM 83%

TABLE IV
PERFORMANCE ON THE DRILL ASSEMBLY CASE-STUDY.

VI. CONCLUSION

We presented a method for augmenting real-time state-of-
the-art classifiers for computer vision-based activity recog-
nition, with particular importance to HRC applications. By
separating input video into component streams, we show
a novel way of augmenting fine-grained action recognition
by explicitly leveraging pose and object features and soft
attention mechanisms. Moreover, we presented a solution to
a critical problem in the computer vision and HRI commu-
nities: the utilization of pose and object modalities in RGB
videos. Our system brings action recognition techniques to
the vast majority of the world’s data and allows integration
with the world’s existing camera infrastructure.
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