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Preface
The Computer Vision Winter Workshop is an annual meeting formed around four groups: the Pattern Recognition and
Image Processing Group, TU Vienna, the Computer Vision Lab of the University of Ljubljana, the Institute for Computer
Graphics and Vision, TU Graz, and the Center for Machine Perception, CTU Prague. The main goals of the workshop are
to communicate fresh ideas within the four groups, and to provide conference experience to PhD students. Nevertheless, the
workshop is open to everyone.
The 19 th CVWW 2014 was organized jointly by the Czech Society for Cybernetics and Informatics and the Center of Machine
Perception at CTU Prague. It was held in Křtiny, Czech Republic, February 3–5, 2014.
Besides papers selected by the review process, two invited talks were also included. We would like to express our thanks to
Ivan Laptev, INRIA, and Helmut Pottmann, KAUST, for their invited contributions.
We extend our thanks to the members of the program committee for their time and the valuable feedback in their reviews.
Last but not least, we would like to thank the following people that made the organization of the workshop easier: Vít Zýka
(proceedings), Daniel Večerka (software support). We thank to all senior members of the CMP group for their advice. Very
special thanks belong to Eva Matysková for her immense contribution to the organisation of the workshop.
Zuzana Kúkelová
Jan Heller
Prague, January 2014
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Abder-Rahman Ali, Adélaı̈de Albouy-Kissi, Antoine Vacavant,
Manuel Grand-brochier, Jean-Yves Boire
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Abstract In this paper, we present a novel defuzzification
approach by feature distance minimization with an adapted
Minkowski distance. The proposed approach aims at providing a segmented image through the defuzzification of
the fuzzy partitions of the original image. A mathematical derivation of which best pixel would be added/removed
to/from the alpha-region of the crisp set is described. And,
an evaluation of the proposed approach is carried out.

1

Introduction

A gray-scale object may be considered as a fuzzy set, where
each pixel is defined with a membership function [1]. The
membership values can be of real interest to conduct the segmentation of an image into regions of interest, especially
that they are required in fuzzy clustering approaches. During this process, one should integrate more features that will
represent these regions by their geometrical properties as
shape, area, perimeter, etc. Amongst a whole set of N possibly informative measurements, feature selection aims at
selecting a subset of n features from the given set of N measurements, where n<N [2].
Preserving some relevant features of the original object
in the fuzzy discrete representation aids in the recovering
of a crisp object when defuzzifying that representation. Defuzzification by feature distance minimization achieves such
preservation of the relevant features in the fuzzy discrete
representation. In order to get an output object that resembles the original crisp object, the selection of features that
will be included in the defuzzification should take into account their relevance (i.e. shape preservation and application), and how well is their preservation in fuzzification. Intuitively, points with high membership degrees to the fuzzy
object should be included in its crisp representation, and
those with low membership degrees should be assigned to
the background. This can be achieved by using the membership degree values of the points as features in the distance
measure [3]. Here, one can work on similarity space in6

stead of feature space (i.e. for the purpose of clustering).
Thus, if one can find a similarity measure derived from the
object features which is considered appropriate for the problem domain, then a single number can capture the essential
closeness of a given pair of objects, and any further analysis
can be based only on those numbers [4]. The effectiveness
of object recognition is highly dependent on the accurate
identification of shapes of clusters. which are determined
by the choice of the distance measure [5]. For example, the
Euclidean distance is often used to reflect dissimilarity between two patterns and is known to work well when all clusters are spheroids or when all clusters are well separated [6].
The use of the Minkowski dissimilarity measure in the paper
was due to its allowance of varying the assumptions of the
shape of the clusters by varying the order m. The most often
used value is m = 2 that assumes a circular cluster shape.
Using m = 1 assumes that the clusters are in the shape of a
(rotated) square in two dimensions or a diamond like shape
in three or more dimensions. For m = ∞, the clusters are
assumed to be in the form of a box with sides parallel to the
axes [7].
In this paper, we present a novel defuzzification approach by feature distance minimization with an adapted
Minkowski distance. The idea is based on the use of floating point search for finding the best crisp set from Fuzzy
C-Means clustering using Minkowski distance.
The novelty of the proposed approach lies in the use of
a new defuzzification that embeds an improved Minkowski
distance, which takes into account both the membership degree values of the elements of the fuzzy set, and the spatial
relationships.
The paper is organized as follows: Section 2 gives an
overview of different dissimilarity measures, and the reasons behind using Minkowski distance. Section 3 introduces
notations used in the paper, fuzzy and crisp sets, and Fuzzy
C-Means. In Section 4, we describe the proposed approach,
combining Fuzzy C-Means, the new defuzzification process,
and an improved Minkowski distance. We evaluate the proposed approach in Section 5, and conclude the paper in Sec-
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2

Dissimilarity Measures

Given two sequences of measurements from X =
{xi : i = 1, ..., n} ∈ Rn and Y = {yi : i = 1, ..., n} ∈ Rn
such that n is the size of the input image. The dissimilarity between X and Y is a measure that quantifies the
independency between the sequences [8], For the purpose
of this paper, we assume that X and Y represent the fuzzy
set and the crisp set, respectively, provided that xi and yi
represent the membership degrees and the pixel intensities,
respectively.
The term distance is often used informally to refer to a
dissimilarity measure M derived from the characteristics describing the objects (i.e. Euclidean distance) [9].
A metric M(X,Y) is considered a dissimilarity measure if
a higher value is produced as corresponding values in X and
Y become less dependent, and which satisfies the following
for all X ∈ Rn and Y ∈ Rn [8]:
• Non-negativity: M (X, Y ) ≥ 0;

• Reflexivity: M (X, Y ) = 0 if an only if X = Y ;

• Symmetry: M (X, Y ) = M (Y, X);

• Triangle inequality: M (X, Y ) + M (Y, Z) ≥ M (X, Z).

Thus, in order to measure dissimilarity, one of the parameters that can be used is distance. This category of measures
is known as separability, divergence, or discrimination measures [9].
In clustering analysis, choosing the appropriate dissimilarity measure is required. The most commonly used measures in clustering analysis are: (1) Euclidean distance, (2)
Manhattan distance, (3) Minkowski distance, and (4) Mahalanobis distance.
Euclidean distance d2 (xi , xj ), where xi and xj are pdimensional features, with p ∈ N∗+ is the most popular measure of dissimilarity, and the most common distance metric
used. It is the usual manner in which distance is measured
in the real world [10], and is defined by [11]:
v
u p
uX
2
t
d2 (xi , xj ) =
(xik − xjk )
(1)
k=1

Euclidean distance works when each cluster has a shape
of a hyper-sphere in space, but, has poor performance when
the cluster has a shape of a hyper-ellipsoid [11].
The drawback of Euclidean distance is that it ignores the
similarity between attributes, as each attribute is treated as
totally different from all other attributes, and does not work
well in high dimensions and for categorical variables [10].
In order to overcome this drawback, Gustafon and Kessel
distance can be utilized, which is able to discriminate ellipsoidal cluster shapes [4].
Manhattan distance gets its name from the rectangular
grid patterns of streets in midtown Manhattan, and is defined
by [7]:
dM anhattan (xi , xj ) =

p
X

k=1

|xik − xjk |

(2)

In some situations, this metric is more preferable to Euclidean distance, since the distance along each axis is not
squared, and thus, a large difference in one dimension will
not dominate the total distance [7].
Mahalanobis distance is the distance between an observation and the centre for each group in a p-dimensional space
defined by p variables and their covariance. Thus, a small
value of Mahalanobis distance increases the chance of an
observation to be closer to the groups center, and the more
likely it would be assigned to that group [14]. Mahalanobis
distance is defined by [14]:
v
u
−1
u
X
T
t
xi − xj
dM ahalanobis (xi , xj ) = (xi − xj )

(3)

P−1
where
is the inverse covariance matrix.
If there are two non-correlated variables, the Mahalanobis distance between the points of the variables in a 2D
scatter plot is the same as the Euclidean distance [15].
Unlike most other distance measures, Mahalanobis distance is not dependent upon the scale on which the variables
are measured since it is normalized [14].
Minkowski distance is a generalization of Euclidean and
Manhattan distances [12], and is defined by [11]:
v
u p
uX
m
m
dm (xi , xj ) = t
|xik − xjk |
(4)
k=1

where m is a real number, such that m ≥ 1. When m = 1,
it represents the Manhattan distance, and when m = 2, it
represents the Euclidean distance [13].
Minkowski distance provides a concise, parametric distance function that generalizes many of the distance functions used in the literature. The advantage of using this
distance is that mathematical results can be shown for the
whole class of distance functions, and the user can adapt
the distance function to suit the needs of the application by
modifying the Minkowski parameter m [12].

3

Background Notations

In this section, the notations of crisp sets, fuzzy sets, core
of a fuzzy set, support of a fuzzy set, α − cut of a fuzzy,
and Fuzzy C-Means will be explained (sets are usually denoted by upper case letters, and their members by lower case
letters [16]).
A crisp set A in the universe of discourse U has a binary
membership function, and thus, has no uncertainty. It is defined as a set of ordered pairs [17]:
A = {(x, φA (x)) | x ∈ U }

(5)

where φA (x) is the binary membership function:φA (x) = 1
if x ∈ A, and φA (x) = 0 if x ∈
/ A. φA (x) ∈ {0, 1} [17].
A fuzzy set A∼ in the universe of discourse U has a fuzzy
membership function, in which fuzziness (uncertainty) exists. It is defined as a set of ordered pairs [17]:
A∼ = {(x, μA∼ (x)) | x ∈ U }

(6)
7
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where μA∼ is the fuzzy membership function that maps x
to a membership degree between 0 and 1. μA∼ (x) ∈ [0, 1]
[17].
∼
The core of a fuzzy set A in the universe of discourse
U is a crisp set that contains all the elements of U that have
∼
membership values in A equal to 1, that is [18]:
core (A∼ ) = {(x ∈ U ) | μA∼ (x) = 1}

(7)

∼

The support of a fuzzy set A in the universe of discourse
U is a crisp set that contains all the elements of U that have
∼
nonzero membership values in A , that is [19]:
supp (A∼ ) = {(x ∈ U ) | μA∼ (x) > 0}

(8)

∼

An α − cut a fuzzy set A is a crisp set A∼
α that contains all the elements in U that have membership values in
A greater than or equal to α, that is [19]:
A∼
α = {x ∈ U | μA∼ (x) ≥ α}

(9)

Let X = {x1 , ..., xb , ..., xn } be a set of n objects, and
V = {v1 , ..., vb , ..., vc } be a set of c centroids in a pdimensional feature space. The Fuzzy C-Means partitions X
into c clusters by minimizing the following objective function [4]:
n X
c
X
m
2
J=
(uij ) kxj − vi k
(10)
j=1 i=1

where 1 ≤ m ≤ ∞ is the fuzzifier, vi is the ith centroid
corresponding to cluster βi , uij ∈ [0, 1] is the fuzzy membership of the pattern xj to cluster βi , and k.k is the distance
norm such that,
vi =

n
1 X
m
(uij ) xj
ni j=1

where

ni =

n
X

(uij )

m

(11)

j=1

and
uij =

Pc

k=1

1
2
  m−1
dij
dkj

where

2

d2ij = kxj − vi k

(12)

FCM starts by randomly choosing c objects as centroids
(means) of the c clusters. Memberships are calculated based
on the relative distance (Euclidean distance) of the object
xj to the centroids using Eq. (12). After the memberships
of all objects have been found, the centroids of the clusters
are calculated using Eq. (11). The process stops when the
centroids from the previous iteration are identical to those
generated in the current iteration [4].

4

Defuzzification by Feature Distance
Minimization

Defuzzification by distance minimization D(A) of a fuzzy
set A on a reference set X, with respect to the distance d, is
[3]:
D (A) ∈ {C ∈ P (X) | d (A, C) =
minB∈P (X) [d (A, B) ]}
8

(13)

where P(X) is the set of crisp subsets of a power set, and
d is the Minkowski distance between the vector representations of both the fuzzy set and the crisp subset, such that the
fuzzy set is represented by its membership values that serve
as separate features for every individual pixel [3].
This type of defuzzification of a fuzzy segmented
image can be seen as an alternative to crisp segmentation,
where, instead of crisp segmentation of gray level images,
fuzzy segmentation is performed, and then followed by
defuzzification [3].
4.1 Minimizing the distance between fuzzy and crisp
sets
Floating search methods - SFFS (Sequential Forward Floating Selection) and SBFS (Sequential Backward Floating Selection) - are considered a development of the l-r algorithm,
in which the values (features) of l and r are allowed to float,
that is, they may change at different stages of the selection
procedure [20]. Thus, floating search makes it flexible to
change features so as to approximate the optimal solution as
much as possible [21].
In FCM-FloatingSearch (see algorithm below), the enhancement of the floating search methods is the introduction
of the fuzzy membership values and the neighbourhood
information. Provided that both adding and removing pixels
during region growing is allowed to happen [3].
FCM-F LOATING S EARCH()
1 call f uzzycmeans;
2 input grayscale image;
3 f uzzySet ← f uzzy segmented image;
4 membershipM atrix ← μ; / ∗ μ is the degree of
5 membership ∗ /
6 n ← area(support(f uzzySet)\
7 α − cut(f uzzySet);
8 C0 = α − cut(f uzzySet);
9 for i = 1 to n
10
do
11
Ci ← φ; / ∗ empty set ∗ /
12 k ← 0;
13 / ∗ add best pixel that minimizes the distance
14 between the f uzzy set and the crisp set ∗ /
15 while k < n
16
do
17
among the pixel p being 4 − neighbourhood
18
of Ck and not in Ck ;
19
if pixel p ∈ support(f uzzySet)
20
then
21
p ← degree of membwership;
22
select the pixel p with the highest degree
23
of membership; / ∗ minimizes
24
d∼
m (f uzzySet, Ck ∪ {p}) ∗ /
25
Cnew ← Ck ∪ {p} ;
26
if Ck+1 ← 0 k d∼
m (f uzzySet, Cnew ) <
27
d∼
(f
uzzySet,
Ck+1 )
m
28
then
29
Ck+1 ← Cnew ;
30
k ← k + 1;
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31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45

/ ∗ possibly remove pixel ∗ /
do
change ← f alse;
among the pixels p being 4 − neighbourhood of
∼ Ck and not in α − cut(f uzzySet); /∗ ∼ Ck is
the complementof Ck ∗ /
if pixels ∈ Ck
then p ← degree of membership;
select the pixel p with lowest degree of
membership; / ∗ minimizes d∼
m (f uzzySet,
Ck \{p}) ∗ /
Cnew ← Ck \ {p} ;
k ← k − 1;
change ← true;
while change && k > 0

The Minkowski distance between the fuzzy set f (i.e.
fuzzy segmented image) and the crisp set Ck at iteration k
is:
v
ulength(Ck )
u X
m
dm (Ck , f ) = t
| Ck (i) − f (i) |m
(14)
i=1

After adding a pixel pi to the crisp set, the
Minkowski distance
between f and the new crisp set

Cnew Ck∪{pi } becomes:
v
ulength(Ck )
u X
m
dm (Cnew , f ) = t
| Cnew (i) − f (i) |m (15)
i=1

Eq. (15) can be rewritten as:
In each iteration of the FCM-FloatingSearch algorithm,
either for adding or removing a pixel, that selected pixel
would be the pixel being a 4-neighbourhood of a crisp set
Ck , and the one that minimizes the distance between the
fuzzy set (fuzzy partition) and the crisp set (segmented image), including the added pixel in the iteration where we add
pixels, and between the fuzzy set and the crisp set excluding
the removed pixel in the iteration where we would possibly
remove pixels. Fig.1 depicts the FCM-FloatingSearch algorithm general process. In sections 4.2 and 4.3, we show
what would be considered the best added/removed pixel that
minimizes the distance between the fuzzy set and the crisp
set.

dm (Cnew , f ) = ( | Cnew (pi ) − f (pi ) |m +
length(Ck )

X

i=1;i6=pi

| Ck (i) − f (i) |m )1/m

(16)

The difference between Ck and Cnew is only in the element
at location pi . Thus, in order to include pi in Ck , |Ck (pi ) −
f (pi ) |m would be subtracted from |Cnew (pi ) − f (pi ) |m ,
and the condition j 6= pi in the summation of Eq. (16)
would be removed.
As the singleton pixel pi is added to Cnew , Cnew (pi ) =
1, and the corresponding location in Ck (pi ) = 0. By substituting those values , we get:
m
m
d∼
m (Cnew , f ) = ( | 1 − f (pi ) | −| − f (pi )| +
length(Ck )

X
i=1

| Ck (i) − f (i) |m )1/m

(17)

Assuming that f (pi ) represents the degree of membership of
some pixel, which, at the same time, represents the feature
of that pixel, it can be noticed from Eq. (17) that as the value
of f (pi ) increases, the distance value decreases.
So, when selecting the pixel that minimizes the distance
between the fuzzy set and the crisp set, the pixel with the
highest degree of membership is the pixel which will be
added.

Figure 1: FCM-FloatingSearch

4.2 Adding best pixel
The pixel to be added to the crisp set at each iteration of the
floating search algorithm has to meet three conditions: (1)
belonging to the support and not the α − cut of the fuzzy
set, (2) being a 4-neighbourhood of the crisp set, and (3)
minimizing the distance between the fuzzy set and the crisp
set including the added pixel.

4.3 Removing pixels
The pixel to be removed from the crisp set at each iteration
of the floating search algorithm has to meet three conditions:
(1) belonging to the crisp set and not to the α-cut of the
fuzzy set, (2) being a 4-neighbourhood of the crisp set complement, and (3) minimizing the distance between the fuzzy
set and the crisp set excluding the removed pixel.
After removing a pixel pi from the crisp set, the
Minkowski distance
between f and the new crisp set

Cnew Ck\{pi } becomes:
v
ulength(Ck )
u X
m
dm (Cnew , f ) = t
| Cnew (i) − f (i) |m (18)
i=1

9
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Following the procedure as that in section 4.2, we conclude:
m
m
d∼
m (Cnew , f ) = ( | −f (pi ) | −|1 − f (pi )| +
length(Ck )

X
i=1

| Ck (i) − f (i) |m )1/m

(19)

It can be noticed from Eq. (19) that as the value of f (pi )
decreases. the distance value decreases.
So, when selecting the pixel that minimizes the distance
between the fuzzy set and the crisp set, the pixel with the
lowest degree of membership is the pixel which will be removed.
4.4 Novelty of the proposed distance
The proposed distance, in contrast to other distance measures, takes into account the membership degree values of
the elements in the fuzzy set, in addition to the spatial relationship (neighbourhood information). It is also very flexible in trying to minimize the distance, as the approach tries
to enhance the result when adding/removing pixels.
Example: A = {1.3, 5.4, 3.7, 2.1, 4.5}; B =
{6.8, 2.3, 7.9, 10.1, 3.7}; C = {5.3, 9.4, 3.1, 4.8, 9.9};
(assumptions: m = 2, degree of membership when adding
pixel = 1, degree of membership when removing
pixel = 0)
For comparing the result of the proposed distance
with the Euclidean distance, Manhattan distance, and
the classical Minkowski distance, two approaches can be
used (Since we need to know the covariance of the data
for Mahalanobis distance, which is not always available,
Mahalanobis distance was not used in this example as it is
beyond its scope) :
(i) Calculate the distance between the median of the two
sets:
d2 (A,B) = 3.1
dM anhattan (A,B) = 3.1
dm (A,B) = 3.1
d∼
m (A,B) = 2,93
(ii) Find the average of the distances between each
pair:
d2 (A,B) = 4.32
dM anhattan (A,B) = 4.32
dm (A,B) = 4.32
d∼
m (A,B) = 4.12
It can be noticed that the proposed distance gives the
lowest value among the other distances, which is an
important characteristic in FCM-FloatingSearch.
The proposed distance can be considered as a metric, as it
complies with the metric postulates mentioned in section 2,
that is, non-negativity, reflexivity, symmetry, and triangle inequality. Provided that, in the case of reflexivity, the fuzzy
set is considered a crisp set as they are equal, and can be
treated as the classical Minkowski distance (fuzzy membership values omitted).
• Non-negativity: d∼
m (A,B) = 11.00
• Reflexivity: d∼
m (A, A) = 0
10

∼
• Symmetry: d∼
m (A,B) = dm (B,A) = 11.00
∼
∼
• Triangle inequality: d∼
m (A,B) + dm (B,C) {22.88} > dm (A,C)
{8.23}

5

Evaluation

In this section, we will quantitatively evaluate our segmentation results produced by the FCM-FloatingSearch
algorithm. We will follow a low level supervised evaluation
criteria, that is, the segmentation output is what would only
be considered in the evaluation, and the original image
information will not be taken into account. Such assessment
of the quality of segmentation is achieved by comparing the
segmentation output to a ground truth [24].
5.1 Image database
An image database [25] composed of synthetic images having a ground truth was used. The database1 includes 8400
images. Images used in the study were specifically extracted
from the B0U group which is composed of 100% textured
regions.
5.2 Influence of the FCM fuzzifier
The fuzzifier m ∈ [1, +∞) has a significant impact on the
performance of FCM. It controls the amount of fuzziness
of the final C-partition in the FCM algorithm [22]. Pal and
Bezdek suggested that the value of m is probably in the interval [1.5, 2.5] [23]. Huang et al [22] suggest that the range
of values of m that create significant changes in the FCM
membership values, and which are considered as effective
boundaries for the level of fuzziness, is approximately
[1.4, 2.6]. They also recommend that an analyst should
not be concerned about the changes of the membership
values outside of these boundaries, as they encapsulate the
uncertainty associated with the level of fuzziness parameter.
For m, most researchers adopt m = 2 when performing
the FCM algorithm [22]. Although, if we take the average
of the above two suggested boundaries: (1.5+2.5)/2=2 and
(1.4+2.6)/2=2. Thus, the fuzziness parameter value chosen
in this paper is 2.
5.3 Segmentation results
Images extracted from the B0U group of the database were
segmented according to the FCM-FloatingSearch process
shown in Fig. 1. In order to analyze the segmentation results (quality, accuracy, extracted information, ...etc), nine
observation criteria have been used [26]: Precision, Recall,
and the Dice index (or F-measure), which characterize the
overall quality of the segmentation area. The Manahattan
(or Matching) index gives the ability to study the similarity
rate of the entire image. The Jaccard (or Tanimoto) index
studies the similarity rate between two segmentation areas.
The above criteria are based on statistical tests of true or
false positives, denoted TP and FP, respectively. And, true
or false negatives, denoted, TN and FN, respectively.
1

http://www.ecole.ensicaen.fr/˜rosenber/ressources UK.html
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Precision and Recall are defined by:
TP
TP
and Recall =
TP + FP
TP + FN
(20)
The Dice index is defined by:

P recision =

Dice index = 2.0 ×

P recision × Recall
P recision + Recall

(21)

The Manhattan index is defined by:

M anhattan index =

TP + TN
TP + FP + TN + FN

(22)

and, the Jaccard index is defined by:
TP
(23)
TP + FP + FN
The other criteria are: Hamming measure, which calculates the number of disparities between two images, and is
defined by:
M anhattan index =

MH (I1 ⇒ I2 ) = n −

X

R2 ∈I2

maxR1 ∈I1 |R2 ∩ R1 |

Figure 2: (a) digital disk synthetic image; (b) result of the approach in [2]; (c) result of the proposed approach

(24)

where R1 and R2 are segmentation areas in the images
I1 and I2 , respectively. And, n is the number of pixels of
one image.
The mean absolute distance (MAD), which analyzes the
contour points, and thus, the shape of the segmentation, is
defined by:
M AD (R1 , R2 ) =

M
1 X
kxm − ym k
M m=1

(25)

where xm and ym are contour points of R1 and R2 , respectively.
And, the structural similarity (SSIM) for the extracted
structural information, is defined by:
(2m1 m2 + k1 ) (2cov1,2 + k2 )
(m21 + m22 + k1 ) (σ12 + σ22 + k2 )
(26)
where m1 and m2 are the average values of R1 and R2 .
σ12 and σ22 are the variance, cov1,2 is the covariance. k1 and
k2 are two coefficients proportional to the dynamic range of
the pixel values.
Fig. 2 shows that we can obtain a perfect defuzzification, similar to that proposed in [3], when the input image is
fuzzified.
Fig. 3 shows the results of the proposed approach, applied on a specific image, using different α − cut values,
along with its fuzzy partition.
Fig. 4 shows results of applying the proposed approach
on more complex images with different number of textures
(B0UnR, where n represents the number of textures), along
with the α − cut vlaues being used.
Fig. 5 shows a cell image without a ground truth.
SSIM (R1 , R2 ) =

Figure 3: Results of applying the FCM-FloatingSearch process:
(a) three-textured image; (b) ground truth of (a); (c) defuzzification
with α − cut = 0.5 of (a); (d) defuzzification with α − cut : = 1
of (a); and (e) fuzzy partition of (a).
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Precision
Recall
Dice
Jaccard
Manhattan
Hamming
Coeff. Vinet
MAD
SSIM

B0U2R 1B0U2R 5B0U3R 26B0U4R 59B0U10R 4
100% 99.09% 100%
65.64% 47.05%
100% 99.91% 99.96% 98.69% 98.64%
100% 99.50% 99.98% 78.84% 63.71%
100% 99.01% 99.96% 65.08% 46.75%
100% 99.18% 99.98% 78.51% 71.54%
1
536
11
14083
18651
0.002% 0.82%
0.02
21.49% 28.46%
0
8.10
0.62
17.69
23.79
0.9997 0.9118 0.9951
0.6315
0.5185

Table 1:
Segmentation
FloatingSearch

Figure 4: (a) B0U2R 1 image; (b) ground truth of (a) ; (c) defuzzification α − cut : 0.5 of (a) ; (d) B0U2R 5 image; (e) ground
truth of (d); (f) defuzzification α − cut : 0.5 of (d); (g) B0U3R 26
image; (h) ground truth of (g); (i) defuzzification α − cut : 0.1 of
(g); (j) B0U4R 59 image; (k) ground truth of (j); (l) defuzzification
α − cut : 0.1 of (j); (m) B0U10R 4 image ; (n) ground truth of
(m); (o) defuzzification α − cut : 0.1 of (m)
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(evaluation)

of

FCM-

Tab. 1 summarizes segmentation results (evaluation) of
the proposed approach. Dice index emphasizes the quality of the segmentation. The Mean Absolute Distance highlights the shape of the segmentation, and the SSIM highlights the quantity of extracted information. Jaccard and
Manhattan indices highlight the problems of sub- or oversegmentation. The number of Hamming is the number
of disparity between the segmentation and ground truth.
Thus, as can be noticed from the table, FCM-FloatingSearch
provides good segmentation results for the first three images despite noise or other factors. For the remaining two
images, although over-segmentation is introduced, FCMFloatingSearch extracts almost all of the information corresponding to the ground truth. Over-segmentation could be
solved by extracting the relevant ROI (Region of Interest) as
a preprocessing step to FCM-FloatingSearch. That is, selecting the best crisp set manually.

6

Figure 5: (a) cell image; (b) rough sketch of core α − cut : = 1
(green border) and support (blue border); fuzzy partition of (a);
defuzzification with α − cut = 0.5 of (a).

results

Conclusion

In this paper, we have presented a novel defuzzification
approach, based on Fuzzy C-Means, with an adapted
Minkowski distance. For an image without ground truth,
the algorithm removes additional unnecessary data, providing a more clearer segmentation. It can be noticed that
the choice of a proper α − cut value is essential to the
defuzzification output, provided that it is not necessary that
the highest α − cut value implies a better defuzzification.
Thanks to the ground truth, FCM-FloatingSearch was able
to be evaluated for the ability of detecting that ground
truth. For images with ground truth, and of different
textures, FCM-FloatingSearch was able to provide good
segmentation despite noise and other factors. And, where
over-segmentation occurred, the proposed approach was
able to extract almost all the information corresponding to
the ground truth. This can be enhanced by selecting the
best crisp set manually. The adapted Minkowski distance
proposed in the paper, which took into account the fuzzy
membership degrees and the neighbourhood information,
showed better results compared to other distance measures.
A prospect for this work is to combine the algorithm
proposed with different fuzzifier values in FCM. Also, since
the defuzzification in this paper was based on one cluster, a
future work would be to adapt the algorithm for a number
of clusters higher than 2 (foreground/background) as a first

Ali Abder-Rahman, Albouy-Kissi Adélaïde, Vacavant Antoine, Grand-brochier Manuel, Boire Jean-Yves

step, and then, explore the possibility to integrate the proposed defuzzification approach for other clustering methods
such as RFCM, Competitive Agglomerative Clustering, ...
etc.
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Abstract This paper presents the implementation and
particular improvements on the superpixel clustering
algorithm - SLIC (Simple Linear Iterative Clustering). The
main contribution of the jSLIC is a significant speed-up of
the original clustering method, transforming the compactness parameter such that the value is image independent,
and a new post-processing step (after clustering) which now
gives more reliable superpixels - the newly established segments are more homogeneous. The improvements of speed
and quality are shown on real images. We implemented
the new jSLIC in Java and made the source code publicly
available. Also we created a plug-in in ImageJ/Fiji which is
commonly used as a research and development platform in
biology and medical imaging.

While ImageJ [1, 5, 11] (and Fiji, derivation of ImageJ) is
commonly used as a research and development platform in
medical imaging, there is no implementation of superpixels.
We decided to implement SLIC in Java and call it jSLIC.
The Java source code and a ready to install Fiji plug-in are
publicly available1 .
In Sec. 1.1, we briefly introduce the general SLIC algorithm. Then, we discuss the implementation and proposed speeds-ups together with the explanation and gain of
each partial procedure in Sec. 2. Later in Sec. 3, we speak
about the post-processing phase where we define the problem, summarize the existing approach and introduce ours
and present the differences on the atcome using both methods.
1.1

1

Introduction

The amount of data in medical imaging to be processed is
increasing - images in histology can easily have 50.000 ×
50.000 pixels or even more. The segmentation or registration of these large images is very demanding. The complexity of segmentation and registration can be reduced by using
superpixels [7, 4].
In the past, several superpixel algorithms were introduced
which were based on, for example the watershed approach,
level-set based geometric flow, mode-seeking segmentation
scheme or graph-based (a comparison is presented in [2, 9]).
Recently, SLIC (Simple Linear Iterative Clustering) [2] was
introduced for general images and presented as a powerful
intermediate phase for further image segmentation, classification and registration.
We chose SLIC because of its universality and linear (and
low) complexity (see Sec. 1.1). This fact is important for
pre-processing large images. SLIC has a high rate in boundary recall and a low rate of under-segmentation error [2].
Another benefit is the low number of parameters to be set
and an opportunity to influence the size and compactness of
the resulting superpixels.
The main contribution of this work is a significant speedup over the original clustering method and also providing
a multi-thread version. Moreover, the regularisation parameter is transformed into the range h0, 1i to be more image
independent. We also propose a new post-processing step
which gives more reasonable superpixel shapes even for larger superpixel grid spacing.
14

SLIC superpixels

SLIC [2] is an adaptation of the k-means [6] algorithm for
superpixel generation with two important distinctions: (a)
the weighted distance measure
s
 2
ds
2
m2
(1)
D = dc +
S
combines colour dc (using the CIELAB colour space, which
is widely considered as perceptually uniform for small colour distances) and spatial proximity ds and (b) the search
space is reduced by limiting to a region 2S × 2S, proportional to the superpixel size S. The search space reduction
has a great impact on the speed of whole algorithm, resulting on a complexity of only O(N ) instead of O(N kI)
for standard k-means, where N is the number of pixels in a
image, k is the number of clusters and I is the number of
iterations [3].

2 Implementation and speed-ups
Several implementations of SLIC already exist. The author
of [2] provides a C source code2 which was wrapped into
Python3 (we use this code as the reference of SLIC). Other
implementations can be found also for Matlab (VLFeat4 library). For real-time computer vision problems, SLIC has
been also transformed to be fully processed on graphic cards
with some minor improvements as gSLIC [10].
1 http://fiji.sc/CMP-BIA_tools

2 http://ivrg.epfl.ch/research/superpixels
3 https://github.com/amueller/slic-python
4 http://www.vlfeat.org/
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Figure 1: Sample image - Lena (image size 512 × 512 pixels) clustered by the original SLIC (middle) and our jSLIC (right) method. You
can see that most of the superpixels are equal except those around Lena’s eyes where jSLIC added extra superpixels for the white which we
consider as the right choice.

method
original SLIC
jSLIC initial
spatial proximity LUT
colour conversion LUT
jSLIC fast (distance & colour)
jSLIC parallel (4 threads)

We implement the plug-in in Java with maximal focus on
compatibility with ImageJ. We used the ImageJ API and as
much as possible we had to use the native Java structures a
few times to keep the clustering process as fast as possible.
2.1

Regularisation constant

SLIC contains a regularisation parameter f which influences the compactness of clustered superpixels. This constant f weights
the space distance ds and it is expressed as

m 2
from eq. (1) where (according to the notation
f = S
in [2]) S is the initial superpixel size and m is a parameter
related to maximal colour distance Nc in the range (0, ∞).
We propose instead to use a parameter r defined in the range
h0, 1i, where 0 means the minimal and 1 the maximal compactness.
f = S · r2
(2)

In our experiments we found that the optimal default regularisation value r = 0.2 works well for most cases. It is a
good compromise between the superpixel compactness and
fitting boundaries of the expected object in image.
2.2

Using Look-Up Tables

We analysed the possibility of using precomputed Look-Up
Tables (LUTs) to avoid repetitive computing of the same distances ds in eq. (1) or converting the same colours again. We
found that we can achieve significant speed-up in specific
cases (especially for colour conversion) mentioned below.
Spatial distance in regular grid. The metric used in
SLIC clustering contains a proximity distance
q
2
2
ds = (xj − xi ) + (yj − yi )

where [xi , yi ] and [xj , yj ] are coordinates of the cluster
centre and a pixel respectively. In a regular image grid,
these distances are the same for all cluster centres and its
proportional subset of neighbouring pixels. Using this precomputed distance LUT, we gain a 5% speed-up.
Colour conversion. Most commonly used images are in
RGB colour space and we compute the colour distance in
CIELAB colour space (see Sec. 1.1). It means that each

speed-up
0%
26.6%
33.7%
217.3%
264.9%
495.4%

Table 1: Table presents the speed-ups of each proposed procedure.
All following ratios are mean speed-ups evaluated over several histological images with different image size (see Fig. 5) and they express the relative speed-up to the original SLIC. On the beginning
the jSLIC (implementation according [2]) is about 27% faster then
the original SLIC implemented in C. Later the pre-computation of
distances and converting each colour just once brings 5% and 58%
speed-up respectively comparing to the initial jSLIC and about
64% both together. In the end, the parallelisation for 4-threads
gives another speed-up of 37% to the fast jSLIC.

image needs to be converted from RGB to CIELAB which
is quite time consuming. We found that the number of used
unique colours in images is usually smaller than the number
of pixels in the image. Average images has at maximum
50% of unique colours/pixels (e.g. Lena with size 512 × 512
pixels). For medical images, the ratio is even smaller. For
example, a common image of stained histological section
(see [4]) contains less than 5% of unique colours/pixels. So
we create the conversion LUT just when it is needed so each
used colour is computed just once. It gives us a speed-up of
about 60%.
2.3

Multi-threading

As the clustering is computed locally (for each superpixel
only its proportional 2S × 2S area, see Sec. 1.1), is quite
simple to split the process by subsets of superpixels and/or
image blocks into independent threads in both phases (assignment and update).
We apply the parallelism usually on the main loop in the
given phase - in the assignment phase each thread takes only
a subset of all superpixels/clusters, and the update is computed per image blocks, such that each thread processes one
image block.
We perform this parallelisation on a computer with 815
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Figure 2: We ran a benchmark on several histological images with
different image size and parallelism on 1 − 8 threads. You can see
that with the increasing number of used threads the processing time
also decrease. The most significant speed-up is between the single
and 4-thread version.

cores and the results are presented in Fig. 2. The most significant speed-up is between the single and 4-thread version.
You can see that the 8-thread version for small images takes
even more time which is due to multi-threading overhead.

3

SLIC & jSLIC performances

160

jSLIC 1 thread
jSLIC 2 thread
jSLIC 4 thread
jSLIC 8 thread

Post-processing of outliers

The SLIC clustering generates a quite large number of unconnected components (small regions which belong to a superpixel but they are not connected to it). The number of unconnected regions depends on superpixel compactness but in
average (for regularisation r = 0.2) there are about 3M unconnected regions where M = w·h
S 2 is number of expected
superpixels depending on image size and initial superpixel
size S.
At first, all connected components ci have to be found.
We use a region growing method to compute all independent components ci (assuming 4-neighbour). Then, for each
component ci we find a set of neighbouring components Ωi .
This early stage is the same for the original SLIC as it is for
jSLIC post-processing.

2000

3000
4000
5000
6000
average image size [px] - (w*h)^0.5

7000

8000

Figure 5: The chart presents the time dependency of complete
superpixel clustering by SLIC and different variants of jSLIC depending on the number of pixels in the image. In average, the
parallel jSLIC is 6 times faster than the original SLIC implementation.

Proposed jSLIC post-processing. We propose a different
post-processing step which takes into account all surrounding components and their similarity by colour and area. We
compute mean colours clab
and relative area csi for all comi
ponents. Then, we find the most similar component c∗i by
computing the difference li (cj ) between the colours of the
components (3) and choosing the closest component (4)
with minimal distance
li (cj )

=

c∗i

=

lab
||clab
i − cj ||2
csj
arg min (li (cj ))
cj ∈Ωi

(3)
(4)

where the || · ||2 is the Euclidean distance.
We experimented with the SLIC relabelling condition for
unconnected components (see Fig. 3). We found the original
csi <  condition insufficient even with various threshold
values , because it does not take into account the colour
similarity. We propose a condition which solves this problem - the unconnected regions are merged if
 s 2
ci
· (1 + li (c∗i )) < ε
(5)
4
cs

Original SLIC post-processing [2]. The authors measure the relative area csi = |cSi2| of each component and merge
small components if csi < 0.25. For relabelling they simply
use the label c∗i of the first component from Ωi such that c∗i
is the neighbouring component of the first pixel belonging
to ci .
We found out that this simple approach is not sufficient
(see Fig. 3), because some unconnected components are
merged to a superpixels even it would be more reasonable
to merge then into another neighbouring superpixel or introduce them as new superpixels. The author deals with this
issue by estimating smaller superpixels [7] and setting the
superpixel size smaller than the smallest detail in the image
that they want to distinguish.
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where 4i expresses the relative superpixel size to the maximal superpixel size 2S × 2S. Experimentally, we set the
threshold ε = 0.25.

4

Comparison and discussion

We applied jSLIC on several histological images of various
image sizes, up to about 8.000 × 8.000 pixels, on a standard computer with a 4-core processor and 8Gb RAM. As a
reference we used the original SLIC implementation in C
and compared it to our jSLIC in Java. The time dependency
of all partial speed-ups on image size is presented in Fig. 5.
In average, we found the parallel jSLIC to be 6 times faster
than the original SLIC implementation.
The experiments with parallelism show that the jSLIC is
optimal when using up to 4-threads. Using more threads due

jSLIC: superpixels in ImageJ

(a)

Borovec Jiří, Kybic Jan

(b)

(c)

Figure 3: We compared the original SLIC condition for merging unconnected components csi <  applying two different thresholds - original
 = 0.25 in (a) and decreased  = 0.06 in (b). For all relabelling, we used our choosing of most similar neighbouring component c∗i defined
in eq. (4). In (c) we introduced also our condition for merging described in eq. (5). You can see that most of the superpixels in (a, ,b, c) are the
same. The difference can be seen in the right upper part of the image. Original SLIC (a) just holds one large superpixel comparing to (b, c)
which reasonably adds one more superpixel. On the other hand (b) adds some other small superpixels in nearly homogeneous areas, while (c)
holds still single superpixels.

to the threading overhead, does not brings bigger improvements in performance.
For the evaluation of the proposed post-processing step,
we used a few images from the Berkeley Segmentation
Dataset [8] and some stained histological images (see
Fig. 4). We made a visual evaluation of segmented superpixels with respect to the amount of detail extracted
from a given image. For both methods we set the same
configuration - the same initial superpixel size S = 30
and regularisation constant r = 0.2. To present the
differences, we chose a detail in each image where the
improvements can be easily seen (the rest of the image is
usually segmented equally).
The advantage of the jSLIC post-processing is the ability to segment also smaller details than the initial superpixel
size S in region it is needed and the ability to keep larger superpixels in more uniform image parts (see Sec. 3).
We benefit from this fact when segmenting large histological images, where a big reduction of problem complexity
is needed. For instance, have a look at the sample of histological image (Fig. 4 bottom), where the jSLIC is clearly
capable of estimating the hole in the tissue comparing to original SLIC method.

5

Conclusion

We presented a Java-based open source implementation of
jSLIC superpixel clustering with better performance than
the original SLIC. Moreover, we proposed a different regularisation parameter, which influences the compactness of
resulting superpixels and propose a default value r = 0.2.
The new post-processing step gives more reliable superpixels shapes, with no need of decreasing superpixel size.
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jSLIC: superpixels in ImageJ

Original

SLIC

jSLIC

Figure 4: We run the original SLIC (middle) and jSLIC (right) on the Berkeley Segmentation Dataset [8] and some stained histological
images using the same configuration for both. To present the differences we chose from each image only a part/detail where improvements
can be easily seen (the rest of the image is usually segmented equally). The reason for more reliable superpixels by jSLIC is, because it takes
into account all neighbouring connected components and their similarity by colour.
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Abstract Inpainting based image compression approaches, especially linear and non-linear diffusion models,
are an active research topic for lossy image compression.
The major challenge in these compression models is to find
a small set of descriptive supporting points, which allow
for an accurate reconstruction of the original image. It
turns out in practice that this is a challenging problem
even for the simplest Laplacian interpolation model. In this
paper, we revisit the Laplacian interpolation compression
model and introduce two fast algorithms, namely successive
preconditioning primal dual algorithm and the recently
proposed iPiano algorithm, to solve this problem efficiently.
Furthermore, we extend the Laplacian interpolation based
compression model to a more general form, which is based
on principles from bi-level optimization. We investigate
two different variants of the Laplacian model, namely
biharmonic interpolation and smoothed Total Variation
regularization. Our numerical results show that significant
improvements can be obtained from the biharmonic interpolation model, and it can recover an image with very high
quality from only 5% pixels.

1

Introduction

Image compression is the task of storing image data in a
compact form by reducing irrelevance and redundancy of
the original image. Image compression methods roughly
fall into two main types: lossless compression and lossy
compression. In this paper, we focus on lossy compression
methods. The objective of lossy compression methods is to
reduce the original image data as much as possible while
still providing a visually acceptable reconstruction from the
compressed data. Lossy image compression can be handled
with two different approaches: (1) reducing the data in the
original image domain, i.e. by removing a majority of the
image pixels; (2) reducing data in a transform domain, such
as Discrete cosine transform (DCT) or Wavelet transform.
The remaining data (compressed data) is used to reconstruct
the original image. It is well known that the former approach
is named as image inpainting in the literature [5, 2, 15], and
the latter strategy is exploited in the currently widely used
standard image compression techniques such as JPEG and
JPEG2000 [12, 16]. In this paper, we focus on the strategy
of reducing the data in the image domain and then recovering an image from a few data points, i.e., image inpainting.

There are thousands of publications studying the topic
of image inpainting in the literature, see e.g., [5, 2, 15, 6]
and references therein. In most cases, one does not have influence on the chosen data points. In the context of image
inpainting, one usually randomly selects a specific amount
of pixels which act as supporting points for the inpainting
model, e.g., 5%. In order to get high quality reconstructions in such a scenario, one has to rely on sophisticated
inpainting models. However, the task of image inpainting
is to recover an image from only a few observations, and
therefore, if the randomly selected data points do not carry
sufficient information of the original image, even sophisticated inpainting models will fail to provide an accurate reconstruction.
This observation motivated researchers to consider a different strategy for building inpainting based compression
models, i.e. to find the optimal data points required for inpainting, given a specific inpainting model. Prior work in
this direction can be found in [7, 10, 1, 14, 8, 9]. Belhachmi
et al. [1] propose an analytic approach to choose optimal
interpolation data for Laplacian interpolation, based on the
modulus of the Laplacian. The work in [10] demonstrates
that carefully selected data points can result in a significant improvement of the reconstruction quality based on the
same Laplacian interpolation, when compared to the prior
work [1]. However, this approach takes millions of iterations
to converge and therefore is very time consuming. The very
recent work [8] pushed forward this research topic, where
the task of finding optimal data for Laplacian interpolation
was explicitly formulated as an optimization problem, which
was solved by a successive primal dual algorithm. While
their work still requires thousands of iterations to reach a
meaningful solution, this new model shed light on the possibility of employing optimization approaches and shows
state-of-the-art performance for the problem of finding optimal data points for inpainting based image compression.
The work of [8] is the starting point of this paper. In
this paper, we extend the model of finding optimal data
for Laplacian interpolation to a more general model, which
comprises the model in [8] as a special case. We introduce two novel models to improve the compression performance, i.e., to get better reconstruction quality with the same
amount of pixels. Finally, we introduce efficient algorithms
to solve the corresponding optimization problems. Namely,
we make the following two main contributions in this paper:
(1) We comprehensively investigate two efficient algo19
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rithms, which can be applied to solve the corresponding optimization problems, including successive preconditioning
primal dual [13] and a recently published algorithm for nonconvex optimization - iPiano [11].
(2) We explore two variants of Laplacian interpolation
based image compression to improve the compression performance, namely, a model based on the smoothed TV regularized inpainting model and biharmonic interpolation. It
turns out that biharmonic interpolation can lead to significant improvements over Laplacian interpolation.

2

Extension of the Laplacian interpolation
based image compression model

The original Laplacian interpolation is formulated as the following boundary value problem:
−∆u = 0, on Ω \ I
u = g, on I

(1)

∂n u = 0, on ∂Ω \∂I ,
where g is a smooth function on a bounded domain Ω ⊂ Rn
with regular boundary ∂Ω. The subset I ⊂ Ω denotes the
set with known observations and ∂n u denotes the gradient
of u at the boundary. ∆ denotes the Laplacian operator.
It is shown in [10, 8] that the problem (1) is equivalent to
the following equation
c(x)(u(x) − g(x)) − (1 − c(x))∆u(x) = 0, on Ω

(2)

∂n u(x) = 0, on ∂Ω \ ∂I ,

where c is the indicator function of the set I, i.e., c(x) = 1,
if x ∈ I and c(x) = 0 elsewhere. By using the Neumann
boundary condition, the discrete form of (2) is given by
C(u − g) − (I − C)∆u = 0 ,

(3)

where the input image g and the reconstructed image u are
vectorized to column vectors, i.e., g ∈ RN and u ∈ RN ,
C = diag(c) ∈ RN ×N is a diagonal matrix with the vector
c on its main diagonal, ∆ ∈ RN ×N is the Laplacian operator and I is the identity matrix. The underlying philosophy
behind this model is to inpaint the region (Ω \ I) by using
the given data in region I, such that the recovered image is
second-order smooth in the inpainting region, i.e., ∆u = 0.
Note that the inpainting mask c in (3) is binary. However, as shown in [8], equation (3) still makes sense when
c is relaxed to a continuous domain such as R. Due to this
observation, the task of finding optimal interpolation data
can be explicitly formulated as the following optimization
problem:
1
min ku − gk22 + λkck1
u,c 2
s.t. C(u − g) − (I − C)∆u = 0 ,

(4)

where the parameter λ is used to control the percentage of
pixels used for inpainting. When λ = 0, the optimal solution
of (4) is c ≡ 1, i.e., all the pixels are used; when λ = ∞,
the optimal solution is c ≡ 0, i.e., none of the pixel are used.
20

Figure 1: Linear operators shown as filters of size 5 × 5: from left
to right, ∇x , ∇y , ∆ and biharmonic operator (∆2 )

Compared to the original formulation in [8], we omit a very
small quadratic term 2ε kck22 , because we found that it is not
necessary in practice.
Observe that if c ∈ C = [0, 1)N , we can multiply the constraint equation in (4) by a diagonal positive-definite matrix
(I − C)−1 , which results in
B(c)(u − g) − ∆u = 0 ,

(5)

where B(c) = diag(c1 /(1 − c1 ), · · · , cN /(1 − cN )). It
is clear that the constraint equation (5) can be equivalently
formulated as the following minimization problem
1
1
1
(6)
u(c) = arg min k∇uk22 + kB(c) 2 (u − g)k22 ,
u 2
2
where ∇ is the gradient operator, and ∆ = −∇> ∇. Therefore, it turns out that the Laplacian interpolation is exactly
the Tikhonov regularization technique for image inpainting,
where the first term can be seen as the regularization term
based on the gradient operator, and the second term as the
data fidelity term.
Now, let us consider how to improve the performance
of the regularization based inpainting model (6). The only
thing we can change is the regularization term. There are
two possible directions: (1) considering higher-order linear operators, e.g., ∆, to replace the first-order derivative
operator ∇; (2) replacing the quadratic regularization with
more robust penalty functions, such as `p quasi-norm with
p ∈ (0, 1].
The linear operators ∇ and ∆ can be interpreted as linear
filters, the corresponding linear filters are shown in Figure 1.
If we make use of ∇ in the inpainting model (6), the resulting operator ∆ makes the inpainting process only involve
the information from its nearest neighborhood; however, if
we turn to the ∆ operator, the resulting operator ∆2 (biharmonic operator) can involve more information from larger
neighborhood, see Figure 1. In principle, this should bring
some improvement of inpainting performance; besides this,
the biharmonic operator is mathematically meaningful in itself, implying higher-order smoothness of the solution u.
Regarding the penalty function, quadratic function is
known to generate over smooth results, especially for edges,
and therefore many other edge-aware penalty functions have
been proposed. A straightforward extension is to make use
of the `1 norm, which leads to the well-known Total Variation (TV) regularization (still convex model). Since exact
TV regularization suffers from the drawback of piece-wise
constant solutions, we employ the following smoothed version of TV regularization, which is parameterized by a small
smoothing parameter ε:
N q
X
k∇ukε =
(∇x u)2i + (∇y u)2i + ε2 ,
i=1
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where ∇x u and ∇y u denote the gradient in x direction and y
direction, respectively. We will show in the next section that
this smooth technique is also necessary for optimization.
Using these considerations, we arrive at a general formulation of the inpainting-based image compression model,
which is given by the following bi-level optimization problem:
1
min ku(c) − gk22 + λkck1
(7)
c∈C 2
1
1
s.t. u(c) = arg min R(u) + kB(c) 2 (u − g)k22 ,
u
2
where the upper level problem is defined as the trade-off between the sparsity of the chosen data and the reconstruction
quality, while the lower-level problem is given as the regularization based inpainting model. In the lower-level problem, R(u) defines a regularization on u, and in this paper
we investigate three different regularizers

1
2

 2 k∇uk2 Laplacian interpolation
(8)
R(u) = 12 k∆uk22 Biharmonic interpolation


k∇ukε
Smoothed TV regularization

3

Efficient algorithms for solving inpainting
based image compression problems

In the prior work [8], a successive primal dual algorithm
was used in order to solve the Laplacian interpolation based
image compression problem (7), where tens of thousands inner iterations and thousands of outer iterations are required
to reach convergence. Since this is too time consuming
for practical applications, we first investigate efficient algorithms to solve problem (7).
3.1 Successive Preconditioning Primal Dual algorithm
(SPPD)
A straightforward method to accelerate the algorithm in [8]
is to make use of the diagonal preconditioning technique
[13] for the inner primal dual algorithm, while keeping the
outer iterate unchanged. The basic principle of the successive primal dual algorithm, is to linearize the constraint
of (7), i.e., the lower-level problem. For smooth regularization terms R(u), the lower-level problem of (7) can be
equivalently written using its first-order optimality conditions:
∂R(u)
T (u, c) =
+ B(c)(u − g) = 0.
(9)
∂u
Using Taylor expansion, we linearize (9) around a
point (û, ĉ):

>

>
∂T
∂T
T (u, c) ≈ T (û, ĉ)+
(u−û)+
(c−ĉ) = 0.
∂u û
∂c ĉ
(10)
Let (û, ĉ) be a feasible point of constraint (9), i.e., T (û, ĉ) =
0, and substitute the linearized constraint back into the initial problem (7), we arrive at the following constrained optimization problem
1
µ1
µ2
kc − ĉk22 +
ku − ûk22
min ku − gk22 + λkck1 +
c∈C,u 2
2
2
s.t. Du u + Dc c + q = 0 ,
(11)

>
>
where Du = ∂T
, Dc = ∂T
, q = −Du û −
∂u û
∂c ĉ
Dc ĉ. Note that the linearized constraint is only valid around
a small neighborhood of (û, ĉ), and therefore we have to add
two additional penalty term µ21 kc − ĉk22 and µ22 ku − ûk22 to
ensure that the solution (u∗ , c∗ ) is in the vicinity of (û, ĉ).
The saddle-point formulation of (11) is written as
  

u
1
max min K
+ q, p + ku − gk22 + λkck1 +
p (u,c)
c
2
µ2
µ1
2
kc − ĉk2 +
ku − ûk22 + δC (c) , (12)
2
2
where K = (Du , Dc ), δC (c) is the indicator function of
set C, and p ∈ RN is the Lagrange multiplier associated
with the equality constraint in (11).
Remark 1. Note that for Laplacian and biharmonic interpolation, we do not restrict c to the set C, and we make use of
the original constraint in (4), i.e.,
C(u − g) − (I − C)Lu = 0 ,

where L = −∆ for Laplacian interpolation, and L = −∆2
for biharmonic interpolation. Therefore, the indicator function δC (c) in equation (12) can be dropped for these models.
However, for the TV regularized model or other possible
regularization techniques, we have to strictly rely on (12).
Remark 2. It was stated in previous work [8] that there is
no need to introduce an additional penalty term for variable u, because u continuously depends on c. However, we
find that for biharmonic interpolation, we have to keep the
penalty term for u, otherwise, the resulting algorithm will
suffer from zigzag behavior when it gets close to the optimal solution.
It is easy to work out the Jacobi matrices Du and Dc for
Laplacian and biharmonic interpolation, which are given as
(
Du (û, ĉ) = diag(ĉ) − (I − diag(ĉ))L,
Dc (û, ĉ) = diag(û − g + Lû) .
For smooth TV regularized inpainting model, the constraint (9) is written as
 ∇x u 
>
∇ · ∇ρ u + B(u − g) = 0 ,
x

ρ

q

x
where ρ = ∇2x u + ∇2y u + ε2 , and ∇ = ∇
∇y . The Jacobi
matrices Du and Dc are given by

1
− g),

Dc (û, ĉ) = diag( (1−c)2 ) · diag(u

2

∇2
y u+ε


>


3
x
x
Du (û, ĉ) = ∇
· diag ∇2xρu+ε2 · ∇
∇y
∇y −
ρ3


∇x u ∇y u





3
∇y >

x

· diag ∇x uρ ∇y u · ∇
∇y + B ,
∇x
ρ3

(13)

where denotes point-wise multiplication.
We make use of the diagonal preconditioning technique
of [13] to choose the preconditioning matrices Γ and Σ.
Γ = diag(τ ), Σ = diag(σ) ,
21
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Algorithm 3.1 Preconditioning PD for solving problem (12)
(1) Compute the preconditioning matrices Γ and Σ and
choose θ ∈ [0, 1]
(2) Initialize (u, c) with (û, ĉ), and p̄ = 0.

∇F (c) = diag(−(I + L)u + g)(A> )−1 (u − g) .

(3) Then for k ≥ 0, update (u , c ) and p as follows:




uk
k+1
k

p
=
p
+
Σ
K
+
q
k

c

k

k

k

k
p̄k+1 = pk+1 + θ(pk+1 −
 p k)


k+1 

 u
= (I + Γ∂G)−1 u − ΓK > p̄k+1
ck+1

ck

1
PN
2−γ , σi
i=1 |Ki,j |

where A = C + (C − I)L. Casting (16) in the form of
iPiano algorithm, we have F (c) = 12 kA−1 diag(c)u − gk22 ,
and G(c) = λkck1 . As shown in [11], the gradient of F
with respect to c is given as:

For smooth TV regularization, F (c) = 12 ku(c) − gk22 ,
u(c) is the solution of the lower-level TV regularized inpainting model. In order to calculate the gradient of F with
respect to c, we can make use of the implicit differentiation
technique, see [3] for more details. The gradient is given as
(14)

P2N 1
γ .
j=1 |Ki,j |

=
The we emwhere τj =
ploy the preconditioning primal dual Algorithm 3.1 to solve
problem (12).
For Laplacian and biharmonic interpolation, the function
G(u, c) in (14) is given as
µ2
µ1
1
ku − gk22 + ku − ûk22 + λkck1 + kc − ĉk22 .
2
2
2
It turns out that the proximal map with respect to G simply
poses point-wise operations, which is given as
 
 
ũ
u
= (I + Γ∂G)−1
⇐⇒
c̃
c

ũ +τi1 gi +µ2 τi1 ûi

i = 1···N
ui = i 1+τ
1
1
i +µ2 τi 

(15)
c̃i +τi2 µ1 ĉi
,

1+τi2 µ1
ci = shrink λτ2i2
G(u, c) =

∇F (c)

Algorithm 3.2 iPiano for solving problem (12)
(1) Choose β ∈ [0, 1), l−1 > 0, η > 1, and initialize c0 = 1
and set c−1 = c0 .
(2) Then for n ≥ 0, conduct a line search to find the smallest
nonnegative integers i such that with ln = η i ln−1 , the
following inequality is satisfied
F (cn+1 ) ≤ F (cn ) + ∇F (cn ), cn+1 − cn
ln
+ kcn+1 − cn k22 ,
2

where the soft shrinkage operator is given by shrinkα (x) =
1
sgn(x) · max(|x| − α, 0), and τ = ττ 2 .
For smooth TV regularization, the function G is given by

3.2

1
µ2
µ1
ku−gk22 + ku−ûk22 +λ
ci + kc−ĉk22 +δC (c).
2
2
2
i=1

iPiano

Observe that in problem (7) the lower-level problem can be
solved for u, and the result can be substituted back into the
upper-level problem. It turns out that this results in an optimization problem which only depends on the variable c.
It is demonstrated in our previous work [11] that this optimization problem can be solved efficiently by using the
recently proposed algorithm - iPiano. Our experiments will
show that this strategy is more efficient than the successive
preconditioning primal dual algorithm.
For Laplacian and biharmonic interpolation, we can solve
u in closed form, i.e., u = A−1 Cg. This results in the following optimization problem, which only depends on variable c:
1
(16)
min kA−1 diag(c)g − gk22 + λkck1 ,
c 2
22

(17)

where cn+1 is calculated from (18) by setting β = 0.
Set ln = η i ln−1 , αn < 2(1 − β)/ln , and compute

N
X

The proximal map for u is the same as in (15), the solution
for c can be computed by


c̃i + τi2 µ1 ĉi − τi2 λ
ci = ProjC
1 + τi2 µ1

= −Dc (u∗ , c∗ )(Du (u∗ , c∗ ))−1 (u∗ − g) ,

where u∗ is the optimal solution of the lower-level problem
in (7) at point c∗ . As stated in [3], in order to get an accurate
gradient ∇F (c), we need to solve the lower-level problem
as accurately as possible. To that end, we exploit Newton’s
method to solve the lower-level problem.
Now we can make use of iPiano to solve this optimization
problem. The algorithm is summarized below:

1+τ µ1
i

G(u, c) =

c∗

cn+1 = (I +αn ∂G)−1 (cn −αn ∇F (cn )+β(cn −cn−1 )) .
(18)

4

Numerical experiments

In this section, we first discuss how to choose an efficient algorithm for solving the model (7) for different cases. Then
we investigate the inpainting performance for different models under the unified assumption that we only make use
of 5% pixels. All the experiments were conducted on a
server with Intel X5675 processors (3.07GHz), and all the
investigated algorithms were implemented in pure Matlab
code. We exploited three different test images (“Trui”,
“Walter” and “Peppers”) which are also used in previous
works [10, 8].
4.1

Implementation details

In our implementation, the parameter γ of preconditioning
technique is chosen as γ = 10−6 . For the SPPD algorithm, the parameter µ1 and µ2 are set as follows: (1) for
the Laplacian interpolation based compression model, µ1 =
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(a) Trui

(b) Peppers

(c) Walter

(d) Lena

Figure 2: Four test images used in our experiments

0.05, µ2 = 0; (2) for biharmonic interpolation based model,
µ1 = 0.1, µ2 = 0.2; and (3) for smoothed TV based model,
µ1 = 0.05, µ2 = 0.1. The set C is defined in the range of
[0, cmax ] with cmax = 1 − 10−6 .
For the iPiano algorithm, we make use of the following
parameter settings:
l−1 = 1, η = 1.2, β = 0.75, αn = 1.99(1 − β)/ln .
In order to exploit possible larger step size in practice, we
use the following heuristic: If the line search inequality (17)
is fulfilled, we decrease the evaluated Lipschitz constant Ln
slightly by using a factor 1.02, i.e., setting ln = ln /1.02.
4.2

Choosing appropriate algorithm for each
individual model

For Laplacian interpolation based compression model, we
found that when using the proposed preconditioning technique, the required iterations can be reduced to about 150
outer iterations and 2000 inner iterations, which is a tremendous decrease compared to prior work [8]. However, for
this problem, the iPiano algorithm can do better. Our experiments show that usually 700 iterations are already enough
to reach a lower energy. Concerning the run time, the SPPD
algorithm needs about 2400s, but iPiano only takes about
622s. We conclude that iPiano is clearly a better choice
for solving the Laplacian interpolation based compression
model.
Let us turn to the biharmonic interpolation based compression model. Even though the linear operator is only
slightly changed, when compared to the Laplacian model,
it turns out that the corresponding optimization problem
becomes much harder to solve. The SPPD algorithm still
works for this problem; however, as mentioned before, we
have to introduce an additional penalty term on variable u,
otherwise the convergence behavior is very bad. Besides,
we have to run the algorithm much longer, usually about
300 outer iterations and 4000 inner iterations. For the iPiano algorithm applied to this case, we have to significantly
increase the amount of required iterations, typically, we have
to run about 3500 iterations to reach convergence.
For the biharmonic interpolation based compression
model (16), the difference between the results obtained by
above two algorithms becomes more obvious. For instance,
for the test image “Trui” with parameter λ = 0.0028,

by using the SPPD algorithm, we arrive a final energy of
15.34; however, the final energy of iPiano is much lower,
about 13.48, which basically implies that iPiano solves the
corresponding optimization problem better. Concerning the
run time, for this case, iPiano takes more computation time
than Laplacian interpolation case. There are two reasons:
(1) the amount of required iterations is increased by a factor
of 5; (2) for iPiano, we have to solve two linear equation
Ax = b and A> x = b in each iteration and line search1 ,
which becomes much more time consuming from Laplacian
to biharmonic interpolation. Therefore, for this case, both
algorithms show a similar runtime (about 5000s). Since
iPiano achieves a lower energy with similar computational
effort this algorithm is preferable for the biharmonic model.
For the case of smoothed TV regularization, it becomes
even harder to solve the lower-level problem and thus more
time consuming. It is therefore advisable not to make use
of iPiano. The SPPD algorithm is a better choice for this
model. Solving smoothed TV regularization based model
also needs about 5000s.
4.3

Reconstruct an image only using ∼5% pixels

We evaluate the performance of three considered compression models based on three test images. For each individual
model, we search optimal data points used for inpainting
with the same amount of about 5%, and then reconstruct
an image by using these optimal points. In order to control
the sparsity of selected data points to be 5% approximately,
we have to carefully choose the parameter λ for each model
and for each processing image. The found optimal mask c is
continuous, and then we binarize it by a threshold parameter
εT = 0.01.
Concerning the measurement of reconstruction quality,
we make use of the mean squared error (MSE) to keep consistent with previous work, which is given by
M SE(u, g) =

N
1 X
(ui − gi )2 .
N i=1

The MSE is computed with the assumption that the image
gray value is in the range of [0, 255]. As shown in previous
work [8], for Laplacian interpolation, it is straightforward to
consider an additional post-processing step, which is called
1 In

our implementation we use the Matlab “backslash” operator.
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Figure 3: Inpainting results of the degraded “Lena” image with 10% randomly chosen pixels by using different methods. The number in the
bracket is the resulting MSE. For randomly selected points, the inpainting model with learned MRF prior gives the best reconstruction result.

gray value optimization (GVO) to further improve the reconstruction quality. We also consider this strategy for Laplacian and biharmonic interpolation after binarising the mask
c, which is formulated as following optimization problem
arg min kA−1 S > x − gk22 ,
x∈RM

(19)

where A is defined in the same way as in (16). S ∈ RM ×N
is the sampling matrix derived from the diagonal matrix
diag(c) by deleting the rows whose elements are all zero.
M is the number of points in the mask c with a value of 1.
Obviously, (19) is a least squared problem, which has the
closed form solution
−1
x = S(A> )−1 A−1 S >
S(A> )−1 g.

However, in practice it turns out that this computation is very
time consuming because we have to calculate A−1 explicitly. Therefore, we turn to L-BFGS algorithm to solve this
quadratic optimization problem.
For smoothed TV regularization model, we also consider
this GVO post-processing step, which is given by the following bi-level optimization problem
1
(20)
min l(x) = ku(x) − gk22
2
x∈RM
1
1
s.t. u(x) = arg min k∇ukε + kB 2 (u − S > x)k22 ,
u
2
where the sampling matrix S ∈ RM ×N is the same as in
(19). We also make use of L-BFGS to solve this problem. To
that end, we need to calculate the gradient of l with respect
to x, which is given as
∇l(x)

x∗

= −Dx (u∗ , x∗ )(Du (u∗ , x∗ ))−1 (u∗ − g) ,

where Du is the Hessian matrix given in (13), Dx = −SB,
u∗ is the solution of the lower-level problem at point x∗ .
We summarize the results in Figure 4. One can see that
starting from the initial Laplacian interpolation based image
compression model, we can achieve significant improvements of inpainting performance for all test images by using biharmonic interpolation based model, at the expense
of computation time; however, switching to the smoothed
TV regularization based model can not bring any improvement even with more computation time. To the best of our
knowledge, concerning the inpainting performance of the biharmonic interpolation model, it is the first time to achieve
such an accurate reconstruction by using only 5% pixels.
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5

Conclusion and future work

In this paper, we extended the Laplacian interpolation based
image compression model to more general inpainting based
compression model. Starting from the Laplacian interpolation, we investigated two variants, namely biharmonic interpolation and smoothed TV regularization inpainting model,
to improve the compression performance. In order to solve
the corresponding optimization problems efficiently, we introduced two fast algorithms: (1) successive preconditioning primal dual algorithm and (2) a recently proposed nonconvex optimization algorithm - iPiano. Based on these algorithms, for each model, we found the most useful 5% pixels, and then reconstructed an image from the optimal data.
Numerical results demonstrate that (1) biharmonic interpolation gives the best reconstruction performance and (2) the
smoothed TV regularization model can not generate superior results over the Laplacian interpolation method.
Future work consists of two aspects: (1) more efficient algorithm to solve the corresponding optimization problems.
Even though the introduced algorithms are fast, they are still
very time consuming for complicated models, e.g., biharmonic interpolation and smoothed TV regularization models. (2) exploiting more sophisticated inpainting models to
further improve the compression model. A possible candidate is to make use of the inpainting model with a learned
MRF prior [3, 4], which is shown to work well for image inpainting with randomly selected points. Figure 3 presents an
example to show the inpainting performance of the learned
model for randomly selected data points. One can see that
in this random case, the inpainting model with learned MRF
prior can generate the best result, and therefore, we believe
that it can achieve better result for image compression.
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A bi-level view of inpainting – based image compression
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(p) MSE: 18.44
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(r) 4.59%

(s) 5.86%

(t) 5.00%

(u) MSE: 8.03

(v) MSE: 4.85

(w) MSE: 10.52

(x) MSE: 7.59
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Figure
4: Image inpainting results by using approximate 5% pixels. The interpolation data points used for reconstruction is masked in black.
The continuous mask c is binarized with a threshold parameter εT = 0.01. From left to right: (1) optimal mask found with Laplacian
interpolation and the corresponding recovery image by using the optimal data points, (2) results of biharmonic interpolation model, (3) results
of smoothed TV regularization approach, (4) results of [8]
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Abstract Violent scenes detection in videos is a challenging problem because of the ambiguity of the word “violence.” In this paper we introduce Mid-level Violence Clustering to solve this problem. Assuming three resource layers
exist, it automatically generates mid-level violent concepts
to infer violence without manually annotated tags of violent concepts such as fire, fights, etc. Our work is based on
the combination of visual and audio features with machine
learning at fixed segment-level. Multiple Kernel Learning
is applied so that multimodality of data can be maximized,
and finally a violence-score for each shot is calculated. We
trained the whole system on a dataset from MediaEval 2013
Affect Task and evaluated it by its official metric MAP@100.
The obtained results outperformed the best score in Affect
Task.

1

Introduction

Violent scenes detection is a task to detect violent actions in
videos. It has been gathering attention just as MediaEval Affect Task [10] represents, which is intended to detect violent
scenes in movies. MediaEval is a benchmarking workshop
dedicated to evaluating systems for multimedia analysis and
retrieval, including Affect Task, in which Technicolor [1]
proposes the need of a system which enables users to choose
movies that are suitable for their children by providing a preview of violent segments beforehand. Though even children
can easily reach violent contents on the Internet nowadays,
manually tagging or removing them is almost impossible because of their enormous number. This fact also makes it
essential to develop the automatic classification system for
violent videos.
The performance of previously proposed systems for violent scenes detection, however, is still unsatisfactory because of its complexity, as well as its ambiguous definition:
e.g. Chen et al. defines violence as “a series of human
actions accompanying with bleeding” in [5], though Giannakopoulos et al. defines it as “violent-related classes such
as shots, fights and screams” in [11]. Simultaneously, rather
than simply classifying each segment, it is required to claim
which segment is more violent. This is the difference from
general video classification problem. As a matter of fact, in

Affect Task participants are asked to submit scores for violent segments.
The purpose of this study is to propose a novel system
for shot-level violence classification and scoring in videos
and to compare it with other algorithms. We use the definition of violence by 2013 Affect Task, which is “physical
violence accident resulting in human injury or pain.” Our
system is based on fixed segment-level processing, which
means first videos are divided into segments, each of which
contains a fixed number of frames. Both of visual and audio feature vectors for each segment are extracted, and they
are used to train classifiers. In order to make the most use
of multimodality of data, Multiple Kernel Learning is applied to our system. In addition, Mid-level Violence Clustering is proposed in order for mid-level violent concepts to
be learned automatically, without using manually annotated
tags of concepts such as fire, fight, etc. “Mid-level” means
this layer lies between low-level features and high-level final
targets. Classifiers produce segment-level violence-scores,
and finally they are converted to shot-level scores. Our system is trained and tested on a dataset from 2013 Affect Task,
and evaluated by its official metric M AP @100. The effectiveness of Mid-level Violence Clustering is evaluated, and
fusion methods are compared as well. We also compare our
results with results by other participants who did not use
external data. Finally, an investigation for each mid-level
violence cluster is performed for further understanding.

2

Previous Work

Relatively few researches have been done for violent scenes
detection. Some works used only audio information such as
energy entropy and zero crossing [11], or utilized only visual
features such as Bag-of-Visual-Words (BoVW) [6], Space
Time Interest Points (STIP) [14] and camera motion [4, 5].
After extracted usually they are fed as input for Machine
Learning such as Support Vector Machine (SVM) to give
classification on test videos.
On the other hand, adopting both of visual and audio features is the current mainstream and have shown to improve
results. The work by Nam et al. at 1998 [18] utilized this
multimodality, proposing that violent signatures are represented as the combination of multiple features. Their fea27
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ture extraction is based on flame detection, blood detection
and audio features. In [15] PLSA was adopted to locate audio violence. PLSA is a probabilistic model utilizing the
Expectation Maximization algorithm. For visual violence
they used a linear weighted model fed with the results of
violent event detection such as motion intensity, frame, explosion and blood. Finally co-training is carried out to utilize both modalities. Penet et al. compared two modalityfusion methods, namely Early Fusion and Late Fusion [20].
Early Fusion concatenates features from both modalities before machine learning, while Late Fusion fuses probabilities
of both modalities already calculated. They reported Late
Fusion was superior to Early Fusion. Derbas et al. [17] proposed Joint Audio-Visual Words representation, which constructs a codebook in the context of Bag-of-Words (BoW)
by combining audio and visual features. Dai et al. [8] used
external data from ImageNet and MIT scene dataset in addition to usual training and testing videos, in order to detect
part-level attributes in each frame, each of which is expected
to represent the likelihood of containing a certain object.
Combining them with other low-level features from both of
visual and audio modalities, the SVM classifier is built.
Researches above tried to detect violence directly from
low-level features. Instead, some works have used violent
concepts such as fire, fights and so on. Those concepts are
manually annotated by humans and given in MediaEval Affect Task [10]. Ionescu et al. proposed a frame-level violence prediction, applying a multi-layer perceptron in order to utilize these concepts [12, 23]. They put the first
layer for the concept prediction, and the second layer for
the violence prediction. In addition to those provided concepts, Tan and Ngo [26] have utilized extra 42 violence concepts such as bomb and war from ConceptNet [16]. ConceptNet is composed of nodes representing concepts in the
form of words or short phrases with their relationships. On
their system those extra concepts are trained using YouTube
videos which are crawled additionally. Afterwards a graphical model of those concepts are generated, and Conditional
Random Fields [28] refines it by using relationships in ConceptNet and co-occurrence information of concepts. Their
M AP @100 result was the first place in 2013 Affect Task
with external data.

3
3.1

Violent Scenes Detection Based on
Mid-level Violence Clustering
Approach Overview

Fig. 1 illustrates the overview of our approach. Feature extraction and training/classification are carried out at fixed
segment-level. Here we define a segment as a sequence of
20 frames, and this means its time length is for 0.8 seconds
if FPS is 25. The reason 20 is chosen is that if its length is
too short, it might lack statistical meaning for its features,
especially for its audio features. Or if the length is too long,
features might get affected too much by changes of environments in scenes, such as a switch from a violent scene to a
non-violent scene or camera motion.
First all training videos are divided into segments. Then
both of visual and audio features are extracted for each seg28

Figure 1: The overview of our approach.

ment (described in 3.2). Segments tagged as violent are
gathered and divided into K(> 0) clusters. As described in
3.3, we assume that each mid-level cluster implicitly represents a concept or a combination of concepts led to violence.
Multiple Kernel Learning (MKL) is applied to generate a
classifier for each cluster.
In the test process, segmentation and feature extraction
are performed in the same way as the training process.
Classifiers in all clusters evaluate each segment, producing violence-scores. Then scores are integrated to generate one segment-level score for that segment. Smoothing is
applied in order to take the context of videos into account,
and finally segment-level scores are converted to shot-level
scores. The following sections explain our feature vectors
and training system more precisely.
3.2

Low-level Feature Extraction

Recent works on violent scenes detection such as [26] and
[8] have shown the effectiveness of using trajectory-based
features as visual information and MFCC-based features
as audio information. Similar to those researches, in total
six feature spaces exist on our system: Trajectory, HOG,
MBHx, MBHy, RGB and Audio.
Dense Trajectory
Trajectories have been used to capture local motion of
videos, especially in the field of action recognition. We
use Dense Trajectory [29], a trajectory to which dense
sampling is applied. Except for those in homogeneous
areas, densely sampled points are tracked by calculating optical flows in each spatial scale until they reach
the length of L = 15 frames. Every frame newly sampled points are added if no tracked point is found in the
neighborhood of each pixel. We use 32 for a neighbour
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range, 5 for a sampling step, and 6 for a spatial scale size.
Displacement vectors of trajectories are extracted for
both of x-direction and y-direction and concatenated (30dimension). Following [29], descriptors are extracted
around each trajectory: HOG, MBHx, MBHy, and RGBhistogram. Although originally HOF (Histograms of Oriented Optical Flow) is extracted as well, expected to have
poor contribution on our task because of its frequent camera motion, it is removed.
HOG
HOG (Histograms of Oriented Gradients) is a descriptor
for local gradient orientations, and is largely used for object detection. In the same way as [29], the neighbour
of trajectories are divided into 2 · 2 areas. For each area
8-dimensional HOG is calculated and averaged every 5
frame. Since each trajectory has 15 frames length, concatenating all of them generates 12(= 2·2·3) histograms,
resulting in 8 · 12 = 96 dimensional vectors.
MBHx and MBHy
MBH (Motion Boundary Histograms) was originally proposed in the field of human detection by Dalal et al. [9]
to represent the changes in the optical field, namely local motion information independent of camera motion,
by calculating the gradient of the optical flow. MBH is
generated separately along the vertical direction (MBHx)
and the horizontal direction (MBHy). Since each MBH
is represented as an 8-dimensional vector, similar to
HOG, both of MBHx and MBHy are described as 96dimensional vectors around trajectories.
RGB-histogram
Although originally RGB information are not extracted
in [29], in violence detection since color information is
expected to be helpful just as blood and flame detection have contributed to the results in some previous researches [15, 18], 64-bin RGB histograms around trajectories are calculated every 5 frame. Spatial division is not
carried out for RGB-histogram, and it results in a 192dimensional vector.
Audio
Similar to Bag-of-Audio-Words in [19], MFCC (Mel
Frequency Cepstrum Coefficients) and the log energy
are first extracted every 10ms with 5ms overlap for audio features. The first derivative of MFCC and its energy are also calculated as delta-MFCC, producing a 26dimensional feature.
Trajectory-based features are assigned to a segment in
which their trajectory has reached 15 frames length. For
each segment these features are gathered, converted to
the BoW form by using already calculated codebooks,
and normalized.
Codebooks are generated by using
randomly selected 100,000 features and k-means++ algorithm beforehand in each feature space respectively.
Finally 200-dimensional Trajectory, 400-dimensional
HOG, 200-dimensional MBHx, 200-dimensional MBHy,
400-dimensional RGB histogram, and 200-dimensional
Audio vectors are obtained.

Figure 2: Three layers in violence detection and our actions:
(a) trains and infers violence directly from low-level features, (b)
trains and infers violent concepts using annotations first, and uses
them to train and infer violence, (c) trains and infers mid-level concepts without annotations of concepts first, and uses them to infer
violence. Our system follows (c).

3.3

Mid-level Violence Clustering

We assume there are three layers in violence detection as
Fig. 2 displays. Most of previous works only used low-level
features to directly train and infer high-level targets, namely
Violence and Non-violence (Fig. 2(a)). Some works have
started using manually annotated violent concepts. Using
those given concepts, they train and infer concepts in test
videos to train and infer violence finally (Fig. 2(b)). The reason why this mid-level layer is needed that the diversity of
“violence” is huge: even though two segments are annotated
as violent, their low-level features might be largely different
depending on their characteristics of violence. For instance,
although explosion scenes labelled as violent might have
distinctive visual features, those of scream scenes might not
similar even if they are also labelled as violent. Our system,
however, takes the approach Fig. 2(c). Instead of actual violent concepts, it detects violence using mid-level concepts
which have been automatically inferred without annotations
of violent concepts. We apply Mid-level Violence Clustering and generate clusters for mid-level concepts prediction.
Fig. 3 illustrates the process of Mid-level Violence Clustering. First all of the violent segments in training videos
are gathered. Then they are divided into K(> 0) clusters,
each of which is expected to contain similar segments. Then
non-violent training segments are assigned to those clusters
sequentially, whose results construct clusters for mid-level
violence classifiers. After concatenating feature vectors of
them, k-means++ algorithm with Euclidean distance is applied to generate clusters. Here we assume that feature vectors for violent segments are capable of representing one or
multiple concepts related to violence in each cluster. If midlevel concepts are correctly clustered, “training violence in
one cluster” corresponds to “training one or multiple midlevel violent concepts.” This means manual annotations for
violent concepts are unnecessary if our previous assumption
is correct. Mid-level Violence Clustering also contributes to
reduction in complexity. Since the number of feature points
29
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ing and classification, but at the same time it considers differences of violent characteristics among multiple feature
spaces. In MKL the whole kernel is composed of multiple
sub-kernels, and is defined as a following equation:
∑
K(xi , xj ) =
βp Kp (xi , xj )
(1)
p

where Kp are sub-kernels, and βp is a weight for p-th subkernel. Sub-kernels for Trajectory, HOG, MBHx, MBHy,
RGB-histogram and Audio are prepared in our case. The
dual for the MKL primary problem is proposed by Bach et
al. [2] and parameters can be learned.
Histogram Intersection Kernel (HIK), which has been reported to perform well on histogram-based features [3], is
adopted as a sub-kernel. HIK is defined as follows:
Kint (A, B) =

Figure 3: The process of Mid-level Violence Clustering.

and dimensions are huge in the task of Violent Scenes Detection, the cost for training is expensive. Training multiple
classifiers needs much less time compared to training one
classifier using all feature vectors. The process of actual
training, classification and scoring are described in the following sections.
3.4

Multiple Kernel Learning

BoVW with SVM [6] has contributed greatly to the filed of
image classification over the last few years. For the task of
violence detection, however, multiple feature spaces have to
be handled, and then simply concatenating feature vectors
and training classifiers might not always be the best way,
according to the work by Penet et al. [20]. As they studied,
when multimodal features exist, there are two available fusion schemes: Early Fusion (EF) and Late Fusion (LF). EF
concatenates features from both modalities before training,
meaning it can take correlations of those feature spaces into
account while training, though it is dealing with each feature space uniformly. On the other hand, on LF training and
classification are performed for each feature space independently. Generated results, which are violence probabilities
in their experiment, are fused afterwards. They compared
EF with LF when two modalities exist (visual and audio).
Although they concluded that LF has more effectiveness, if
more modalities exist just as our system, it has some drawbacks: 1) it cannot take correlations of multimodal features
into account while training and classification, 2) how to fuse
both results has to be decided manually beforehand. Besides, in [20] low-level audio features and higher-level visual features such as shot length were directly combined,
and this might have resulted in poor correlations between
two modalities.
To cope with this problem and to maximize the multimodality of data, we apply Multiple Kernel Learning
(MKL), which can be regarded as a kind of EF, but aims
at finding optimized weights for each feature space when
multiple SVM kernels are applied [25]. This means MKL
considers correlations of multiple feature spaces while train30

m
∑

min(ai , bi )

(2)

i=1

where A = [a1 , a2 , . . . , am ] and B = [b1 , b2 , . . . , bm ]. It
measures the degree of similarity between two histograms.
MKL is applied to all K clusters, generating K classifiers.
SHOGUN Toolbox [24] is used for our MKL implementation.
3.5

Scoring and Smoothing

Each segment in test videos is classified as violent or nonviolent by K classifiers. If a video has N segments, results
obtained by k-th classifier (1 ≤ k ≤ K) are:
C k = [c1,k , c2,k , . . . , cN,k ]
D k = [d1,k , d2,k , . . . , dN,k ]

(3)
(4)

where cn,k ∈ ±1 (1 ≤ n ≤ N ) represents that n-th segment
is violent if its value is +1, while it represents non-violent
if its value is −1. dn,k denotes a distance between a feature
point of n-th segment and a hyperplane which has classified
it. Using D k , we define S k , scores for all segments by k-th
classifier as follows:
S k = [s1,k , s2,k , . . . , sN,k ],
{
dn,k (if cn,k = +1)
sn,k =
0 (if cn,k = −1)

(5)
(6)

They are integrated to produce pre-final scores S:
S = [s1 , s2 , . . . , sN ],
∑K
sn,l
(1 ≤ n ≤ N )
sn = l=1
Kvio

(7)
(8)

where Kvio is the number of classifiers whose cn,k is +1,
in other words, the number of classifiers which classify n-th
segment as violent. This means for each segment, if no cluster classifies it as violent, its violence-score is zero, while the
mean value of violence-scores of classifiers which classify
it as violent is assigned if one or more clusters classify it as
violent.
In order to take the context of a video into account, scores
are smoothed as a final step. Although in [8] the average
value over a three-shot window is calculated, we adopt a

Shinichi
and Aoki
Terumasa
Aoki
Goto Goto
Shinichi,
Terumasa
moving average calculation so that the further neighbour
segments are positioned, the lesser their effects are considered. Smoothed scores S 0 are calculated by using pre-final
scores S as follows:
S = [s01 , s02 , . . . , s0N ],
∑M
si + m=1 αn ·
s0i =
0

(si−m + si+m )
2M + 1

(9)
(10)

where α (0 < α < 1) is a smoothing coefficient, and M is
a neighbor range around a segment. We used 0.5 for α and
2 for M .
Scores for shots are calculated by converting segmentlevel scores after calculating frame-level scores. Because
the numbers of frames in segments are consistent except for
a final segment of a video, frame-level scores are simply
given as scores for segments which have those frames. Then
for each shot, scores for frames it contains are summed and
divided by the number of frames. This score is used as a
final score for each shot.

4

Experiment

Though multiple tasks exist in 2013 Affect Task, we focus
on shot-level violence detection in movies with objective
definition, which is “physical violence accident resulting in
human injury or pain,” without external data. For the evaluation, shot-level violence-scores have to be generated rather
than merely classifying shots.
In order to ascertain the improvement by Mid-level Violence Clustering, multiple numbers of K are tried. Additionally a system with clusters constructed for each training movie instead of using Mid-level Violence Clustering
is tested, in which multiple violent concepts are mixed in
each cluster. We call this as Training Movie Grouping, and
compare it with Mid-level Violence Clustering. Results are
also compared with runs by other participants. To evaluate
the effect of MKL, EF and LF are performed using normal
SVM with HIK. Though various kinds of implementations
are possible for LF, on our system visual (Trajectory, HOG,
MBHx, MBHy and RGB) features are concatenated, and
trained separately from audio features. Since results by classifiers are scores rather than probabilities, simply a higher
score is used as a score by that cluster.
4.1

Dataset

With automatically generated shot boundaries by Technicolor’s software [10], 18 training movies and 7 test movies
are provided. (Training movies: Armageddon, Billy Elliot,
Eragon, Harry Potter 5, I am Legend, Leon, Midnight Express, Pirates of the Caribbean 1, reservoir Dogs, Saving
Private Ryan, The Sixth Sense, The Wicker Man, Kill Bill
1, The Bourne Identity, The Wizard of Oz, Dead Poets Society, Fight Club and Independence Day. Test movies: Fantastic Four, Fargo, Forrest Gump, Legally Blond, Pulp Fiction, The God Father 1 and The Pianist.) Training movies
are given with frame-level violence ground truth annotated
by several human assessors. Though in 2013 Affect Task
participants were allowed to use prepared violent concepts,
our algorithm uses only low-level features extracted from

movies, violence ground truth and shot boundaries. To reduce the complexity, all frames are resized to half of their
original size as pre-processing.
4.2

Evaluation Metric

MediaEval 2013 Affect task adopted Mean Average Precision at the 100 top ranked violent shots (M AP @100) as
its official metric. M AP is the most standard evaluation
of ranked retrieval results among the TREC (Text Retrieval
Conference) community [7], and it provides a single-figure
measure of quality across recall levels. M AP is the mean
value of the Average Precision (AP ), which can consider
the order which targets are presented in. It computes the average value of P recision over the interval from n = 1 to
n = N:
N
1 ∑
AP @N =
P recision(Rn )
N n=1

(11)

where N is the maximum rank number one wants to calculate, and Rn is the set of ranked retrieval violent segments
from the top result to the n-th result. Then M AP is calculated as follows:
M AP @Q =

Q

1 ∑
AP @q
Q q=1

(12)

For instance, if ranked results are judged as [true, f alse],
AP @1 = 1 · 1 = 1, AP @2 = (1 · 1 + 1 · 0.5)/2 = 0.75, and
M AP @2 = (AP @1 + AP @2)/2 = (1 + 0.75)/2 = 0.875.
4.3

Results and Discussion

For the number of clusters K, we tried every 5 numbers from
5 to 120. Fig. 4 displays these results before smoothing
since smoothing improved scores largely, especially when
the numbers of clusters were low, making it difficult to evaluate the effectiveness of Mid-level Violence Clustering. Results with small numbers of clusters seem to be unstable
compared to results with high numbers. This reveals the effectiveness of Mid-level Violence Clustering, since a small
number means there are not enough clusters to represent violent concepts. This figure also compares them with a result
from Training Movie Grouping, and scores by Mid-level Violence Clustering were superior to its score. On Training
Movie Grouping, each cluster might have multiple violent
concepts whose feature vectors can be largely different each
other, and then it also proves the effect of Mid-level Violence Clustering.
While we expected low scores for results with high numbers of clusters (e.g. K = 100), they seem to be able to
keep promising scores. This is because when the number of
clusters was high, some clusters had only a few violent segments assigned to themselves due to their anomalies. For
instance, when we chose K = 100, the smallest number of
violent segments in one cluster was 2, although other clusters tended to contain about 50-100 violent segments. Even
though this cluster could not find violent segments, it did
not affect a final score either because our scoring equation
(6) depends only on scores by classifiers that have classified
a target segment as violent.
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Figure 4: Results of Mid-level Violence Clustering with multiple
numbers of clusters without smoothing, and a result of Training
Movie Grouping.

Run
LIG [17]
FAR [23]
Fudan [8]
NII [13]
Technicolor [21]
VISILAB [22]
MTM [27]
Our system (K=50)
Our system (K=80)

M AP @100
0.520
0.496
0.492
About 0.400
0.338
0.150
0.070
0.558
0.577

Table 1: Comparison with other teams on MediaEval 2013 Affect
Task without external data. Our result outperformed them.

Smoothing always improved scores, and then only two
best results are shown in Tab. 1 with results by other participants in Affect Task 2013. Although some teams used given
concepts for their runs, one can find our score outperforms
their scores.
Fusion methods are compared in Fig. 5. All of them are
results after the smoothing step. MKL was always better
than or equal to EF, and always superior to LF, proving the
effectiveness of MKL. Partly because of the difference of
how to implement LF, EF was always superior to LF, being
different from a report in [20]. This can be considered as
being caused by the difference of features. In [20] low-level
audio features such as zero crossing rate and energy were
used, although higher-level visual features such as shot duration and number of flashes were chosen. This led to few correlations among these two modalities as authors mentioned.
In our case, however, since both features were low-level,
there seem to have existed correlations among them, which
could be maximized when they were combined by applying
MKL or EF.
For the run with (K = 50), example frames of shots that
had high scores are shown in Fig. 6. Among these 4 shots,
(a), (b) and (c) were correct estimations for scenes containing explosions, gunshots and car chases. However, the estimation (d) was wrong. In this shot multiple people start
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Figure 5: Comparison of fusion methods with smoothing.
MKL=Multiple Kernel Learning, EF=Early Fusion, LF=Late Fusion.

standing up suddenly and cheering. Just as this example,
shots that contain multiple people, sudden motion and big
sound tended to be miss-classified as violent. Meanwhile,
common missed violent shots were violent scenes without
sound, such as a scene in which a man is wringing other
man’s neck.
Though our system has achieved promising scores, its
performance is still insufficient and multiple points can be
argued. The first point to be considered here is that our
feature vectors might not be distinct enough. Although we
have used trajectory-based features as visual information,
they can be easily affected by camera motion. Even though
features such as MBH, which are supposed to be robust to
camera motion, were extracted, they might be noisy if trajectories themselves are unreliable. Similarly, shot boundaries are not considered on our system although shots often
change in the middle of segments and are expected to affect
visual features. The second point is that though Euclidean
distance is used for the similarity while Mid-level Violence
Clustering, Histogram Intersection is used for sub-kernels
in MKL. Performing clustering by using Histogram Intersection might be essential to keep consistency.
4.4

Extensive Study

In order to confirm our assumption in 3.3, we examined the
amount of violence-related concepts in it using the cluster
number K = 50. In 2013 Affect Task, participants were
provided with violent concepts annotated at frame-level by
human assessors. They consist of 7 visual concepts: presence of blood, presence of fire, fights, gory scenes, presence
of firearms, presence of cold weapons car chases, and 3 audio concepts: explosions, presence of screams, gunshots. It
should be noted that these concepts are not always related
to violence ground truth, and often multiple concepts are
tagged in one frame. Since they are at frame-level, we converted them to segment-level annotations by simply tagging
each segment if half of frames it contains are annotated.
The ratios of segments annotated by each concept in each
cluster are shown in Fig. 7. Since it is inadequate to display
ratios for all 50 clusters and for all concepts in this figure
due to the limit of the available spaces, only 6 representative clusters are displayed. Also annotation car chases is
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Figure 6: Example frames of shots which had high violence-scores on our system. (K = 50): (a) a car is blown away by the explosion, (b) a
man is shot multiple times from a window and his shirt gets soaked with blood, (c) a car crashes into another, (d) people start standing up and
cheering. Note in (b) the camera perspective seems to change but this is because shot boundaries were automatically generated.

Figure 7: Ratios of segments annotated by each concept for clusters (K = 50). Note only 6 representative clusters are shown and a tag “car
chases” is excluded.

excluded due to its low number. By studying this figure
one can find some clusters reflect violent concepts. For instance, although both of Cluster 1 and Cluster 4 have high
ratios for fights, Cluster 1 has more blood and cold weapons,
meaning these two clusters represent different kinds of violence. Cluster 5 includes a high number of segments tagged
as firearms and gunshots. We investigated this cluster and
found it contains gunfire scenes.
On the other hand, there exist clusters which seem not
to reflect actual violent concepts like Cluster 6. Though
clusters generated by our system and concepts in MediaEval are unrelated essentially, and so characteristics of clusters in Fig. 7 do not always have to be distinctive, it could
have been caused by the lack of distinctiveness of features
or inconsistency of the clustering method.

5

Summary and Conclusions

In this paper, we proposed a novel system to detect violent scenes in videos by using Mid-level Violence Clustering with multimodal features. Our experiments showed that

automatic inference of mid-level concepts is effective for
this task, and results outperformed the best M AP @100 in
MediaEval 2013 Affect Task even without manually annotated concepts. In addition, comparison of fusion methods,
as well as investigation for concepts in mid-level violence
clusters were performed. Future work is to find more discriminative feature vectors, as well as to adopt more suitable
clustering method in the context of our system.
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and
Jan
Heller
Křtiny, Czech Republic, February(eds.)
3–5
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Over-Segmentation of 3D Medical Image Volumes based on Monogenic Cues
Markus Holzer and Rene Donner
Computational Imaging Research Lab,
Department of Radiology and Nuclear Medicine,
Medical University of Vienna, Austria
markus.holzer, rene.donner@meduniwien.ac.at
Abstract In this paper, we propose a novel approach to
compute 3D supervoxels for radiological image datasets. It
allows to cope with the high levels of noise and low contrast
encountered in clinical data such as Computed Tomography
(CT), Optical Coherence Tomography (OCT) and Magnetic
Resonance (MR) images.
The method, monoSLIC, employs the transformation of
the image content to its monogenic signal as primal representation of the image. The phase of the monogenic signal is
invariant to contrast and brightness and by selecting a kernel size matched to the estimated average size of the superpixels it highlights the locally most dominant image edge.
Employing an agglomeration step similar to the one used
in SLIC superpixels yields superpixels/-voxels with high fidelity to local edge information while being of regular size
and shape.
The proposed approach is compared to state of the art superpixel methods on the real-world images of the 2D Berkley
Segmentation Dataset1 (BSD) converted to gray-scale, as
well as challenging 3D CT and MR volumes of the Visceral2
dataset. It yields a highly regular, robust, homogeneous and
edge-preserving over-segmentation of the image / volume
while being the fastest approach.

1

Introduction

The goal of over-segmenting an image is to merge pixels
into homogeneous groups of superpixels while preserving
boundaries of objects in an image. This allows to perform
image analysis tasks on the greatly reduced number of superpixels as opposed to every pixel in the volume. While
several approaches to computing superpixels have been proposed in recent years, most were developed with the application to typical 2D color photographs in mind. Radiological image data, on the other hand, has quite different
characteristics: monochrome data, high levels of noise and
low contrast, both finely detailed structures (e.g. the internal structure of bones) and large objects with only subtle
texture differences (liver in a CT). Our aim is to provide a
method specifically adapted to these characteristics which is
also computationally attractive.
1 http://www.eecs.berkeley.edu/Research/Projects/CS/vision/bsds/
2 http://www.visceral.eu/

All but one (Mori [13]) of the existing methods work directly on the image pixel intensities (see Section 2), causing
them to be depended on contrast and brightness of the image. The method of [13] extracts texture and contour information, but with high computational costs [9]. In contrast
the proposed method extracts structure information using
the computationally attractive approach of the monogenic
signal. The phase of the monogenic signal contains the local structural information of the image, from which edge
cues are extracted and then used as input for k-means clustering. The number of k-means cluster centers is equal to
the number of desired superpixels, resulting in a fast and
parameter-free (additional to the desired number of superpixels) over-segmentation method that creates regular and
smooth superpixels.
In Section 2 the state of the art is summarized and the
new method is described in Section 3, showing the definition and incorporation of the monogenic signal into the proposed approach, as well as its extension to 3D data. Section 4 presents the experimental setup and results, with Section 5 providing a conclusion.

2

State of the Art

The state of the art approaches of the over-segmentation
problem can be categorized into graph-partition-based and
gradient-ascent-based [2]. Visual examples for each algorithm are presented in Figure 1 for a cropped part of an abdominal CT slice.
Graph-Partition-Based
The methods listed in this category use a graph to represent
the similarity between pixels, where each node refers to a
pixel and the weight between nodes refers to the similarity
of the pixels. The graph is then cut at weights where the difference between nodes is significant, creating a superpixel
segmentation.
Felzenswalb [7] proposed an efficient graph-based image
segmentation approach, where the image is represented in a
5-D feature space containing spatial information (x,y) and
color information (r,g,b). A nearest neighbor graph is created, with the weights corresponding to the distance in the
feature space. The graph is then cut into components representing a minimum spanning tree of associated pixels. The
resulting superpixels are perceptually meaningful but there
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Figure 1: Comparison of the superpixel segmentation on a 2D Computed Tomograph slice of the abdominal region with about
200 pixels per superpixel in average for (a) Felzenswalb [7], (b) Mori [13], (c) Veksler [14], (d) Engel [5], (e) Achanta [1] and
(f) MonoSLIC.
are no constraints in terms of superpixel number or size, thus
creating irregular ones.
The approach of Mori et. al. [13] on the other hand creates regular and visually pleasing superpixels. The quality
of its segmentation performance is based on computational
intensive extraction of texture and contour features. These
are then combined to a final weight matrix creating a graph
of size O(N 2 ) where the normalized graph cut method, proposed by Shi and Malik [10] with a high computational cost
3
of O(N 2 ) [9], is used to calculate the segmentation.
Similar to the previous method Veksler [14] also creates
and cuts a graph, but this time an extended grid-graph is
created. In this graph each pixel is connected to its neighbors
as well as to a number of terminal nodes, each representing a
possible superpixel label. A multi-way-graph cut approach
is then used to calculate the final segmentation of the image.
Two versions of the algorithm are proposed, one for more
regular and compact superpixels and another for irregular
but more precise superpixels. The latter is named constant
intensity superpixels and is used for the evalutation in this
paper.
Gradient-Ascent-Based In this category methods are
used that start by an initial segmentation, which is then
improved based on the gradient of the feature space. The
boundaries are moved to, or created where, the gradient
magnitude of the image is a local maximum.
For the method of Engel [5] the initial segmentation
is the distribution of seed-points of a watershed transformation. The seed-points and the height-map are calcu36

lated by exploiting the properties of the Gradient Vector
Flow (GVF). Based on the GVF a flux flow field is calculated which serves as the height-map and this height-map is
thresholded to generate the initial seed-points. The properties of the superpixel output is similar to [7], with irregular
shape and size.
For Achanta [2] the initial segmentation is a rectangular grid, which is then iteratively updated to align with local
high gradients using the k-means clustering method. The
features space for the Simple Linear Iterative Clustering
(SLIC) method is a 5-D space, which is similar to [7], but instead of the r,g,b the L,a,b values of the CIELAB color space
is used. The distance function for k-means is non-euclidean
with a parameter that regulates the weight between x,y and
L,a,b values, giving the user the option to create regular superpixel at the cost of edge precision.
Summary and Additional Approaches A compact summary of the analyzed methods is given in Figure 2. Additional approaches not compared in this paper were proposed, among them the gradient-ascent based approach of
Vincent [15], the TurboPixel approach of [9] and the graphpartition-based Lattices approach of [12]. A comparison of
these can be found in [2].

3

Methods

The proposed method is designed to over-segment 2D and
3D image data, with a special focus on medical data. Such
medical data typically exhibits high levels of noise and low
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Figure 2: Overview of the discussed methods.

contrast, as shown on an abdominal CT in Figure 1 and an
abdominal MR in Figure 3 (a), as well as the noisy OCT
shown in Figure 3 (b). Using the contrast sensitive original
gray-level information forces the user to choose a parameter
that decides about the level of detail that should be captured.
This parameter needs to be tweaked and set appropriately for
the methods of [5], [7] and [2]. With the use of the structural
information contained in the phase of the monogenic signal, which is brightness and contrast invariant, the proposed
method does not require such an parameter. Extracting the
structural information also makes the method robust to noise
and creates smooth superpixel boundaries.
Our method is similar to the approach of [2], but in our
case we perform k-means clustering in a feature space that is
spanned by the spatial coordinates (x,y,z) and the monogenic
phase Λ, which results in 4 dimensional feature space for the
3D case. The properties of the monogenic phase allow for an
adaption of the k-means algorithm, that reduces the number
of calculations necessary and therefore making our method
the fastest 3D approach.
In the following we recapitulate the definition of the
monogenic signal, detail how it is employed as additional
feature for the k-means clustering and present the changes
to the k-means method compared to [2]. In the remainder of
this paper the proposed method is called MonoSLIC.
The Monogenic Signal The monogenic signal proposed
by Felsberg [6] originates from the 1D analytic signal [4],
which extracts the local phase and local amplitude of a signal. It is based on the Hilbert transform which when applied
to cos(x) of a real valued signal x results in sin(x). The
Hilbert transform can be therefore understood as a phase
shifter, shifting every sinosoidal function by −90 degrees.
In the frequency domain, with the Fourier transformed signal u the transfer function of the Hilbert transform can be
defined as H(u) = −iu
|u| = −i sgn(u), where sgn() is the
signum function [6]. The kernel can be written as the inverse

Fourier transform of the transfer function [17]
Z ∞
1
H(u)eiux du
fH (x) =
2π −∞

(1)

and its combination with the original signal is called the analytic signal
fA (x) = f (x) − ifH (x),

(2)

The Hilbert transform is generalized in [6] using the
Riesz transfrom with the transfer function defined in the freT
quency domain R(u) = −iu
|u| , where u = (u1 , ..., un ) , for
n dimensional signals [3]. Similar to the analytic signal the
monogenic signal is also a combination of the original signal
and, this time, its Riesz transformation fR (x),
fM (x) = f (x) − ifR (x),

(3)

where is i = (i1 , ..., in ) dimensional. The monogenic signal
is isotropic and also performs a so-called split of identity
[6]. This refers to the fact that the signal is decomposed
into the local amplitude Af , the local phase ϕ and the local
orientation θ.
The local amplitude Af is defined as the norm of the
monogenic signal
p
Af (x) = |fM (x)| = f 2 (x) + |fR (x)|2 .
(4)

and the local phase

ϕ (x) = arg(fM (x)),

ϕ ∈ [−π, π]

(5)

represents the change of local strutural information in the
range of −π to π [6]. Examples for corresponding structures for a certain ϕ value are shown in Figure 4 for the 1D
case. Finally the geometric information is represented by
the orientation in the range of 0 to π
θ (x) = arccos (f (x))/Af (x)) θ ∈ [0, π]

(6)

defining the direction of the structure.
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(a)

Figure 4: The sketched structure yielding a specific value of
ϕ with a phase wrap from π to −π. Redrawn from [6].

(b)

Figure 3: Example images for 3D medical volumes with the
segmentation of MonoSLIC, where (a) shows a Magnetic
Resonance Tomography of the thorax and head and (b) an
Optical Coherence Tomograph of an eye.
Edge-cues from Monogenic Signal and filter scale selection The monogenic phase ϕ(x) picks up the locally dominant structure in an image regardless of contrast and brightness. Its values are between −π, π and a value of ± π2 correlates with a strong edge, as previously illustrated in Figure 4.
In order to detect this change in structure with the k-means
algorithm the values have to be mapped such that there is
a high difference between two pixels with different values
for sgn(|ϕ(x)| − π/2). In other words, to get a representation with similar feature values within superpixels and value
changes at their boundaries, the monogenic phase needs to
be transformed. We first map ϕ to ϕnew = |ϕ| − pi
2 before
calculating the final monogenic phase cue with
Λ (x) =

sgn (ϕnew ) exp(−|ϕnew |)
, Λ ∈ [−0.5, 0.5] . (7)
2

The wavelength governing the scale of the monogenic signal depends
on the number of superpixels and is set to
q
d
P
λ =
SP (for dimension d, the number of pixels P and
the number of superpixels SP ) which influences the size of
the smallest structure that should be detected in the image.
λ correlates to the number of superpixels because a small
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number can only detect large structures and the lower wavelength ensures smoothness balanced with the level of detail,
that is desirable at this scale.
In the example shown in Figure 5 (c) of the transformed
monogenic phase a high contrast can be seen at the change
of structure of the original image. Using this as input for kmeans will create clusters with are boundaries at the changes
of structure. This is the only information about the image
employed by our approach.
Super-pixels through clustering Similar to [2], we perform k-means clustering to obtain the superpixels, but instead of using the Lab values color space, we cluster based
on the monogenic phase. We initialize the cluster centers
(seeds) spatially according to a hexagonal grid with a cluster center distance dcc = λ corresponding to the number
of superpixels, to avoid imposing too much of a directional
preference. Each pixel is represented in an nD + 1 space,
with the coordinates being the original n = 2 pixel or n = 3
voxel coordinates. The additional dimension is the monogenic phase, which is scaled by two times the cluster center
distance
Λ(x)kmean = 2dcc Λ(x).

(8)

For the k-means computation we restrict the number of potential pixels for each cluster seed to a ±2dcc neighborhood
and the maximum number of iterations to I = 10, reducing the k-means complexity O(10SR) introduced by [2] to
O(9SN + SR), N  R, where S is the number of seedpoints, R a region around S and N a number of randomly
chosen pixels from R. The compact information contained
in the monogenic phase makes it possible to choose a random subset of pixels from the region R, reducing the number
of computations per iteration.
For the first iteration of the clustering, the initial values
for the nD + 1’st coordinate of the cluster center have to be
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Figure 6: Recall rate for the 2D Visceral image dataset.
(c)

(d)

Figure 5: The monogenic phase calculated on an abdominal
Computed Tomography image (a) with a filter wavelength of
18.3. In (b) the local phase ϕ of the image is shown. Panel
(c) presents the transformed signal Λ as used by our approach with the overlayed initial cluster centers (dcc = 18.3)
on the left. In panel (d) the final segmentation is overlayed
with the original image.
estimated. These are set to the average of Λ(x)kmean of all
pixels that are closest (distance < d2cc ) to that cluster center.

4

Experiments

In Section 4.1 the setup of the experiments is presented, followed by the results in Section 4.2.
4.1

Setup

The methods presented in this paper are run using their respective reference implementations. The parameters governing the number of superpixels was carefully selected for
each case to yield the same number of superpixels, where
possible. Parameters specifying edge fidelity versus homogeneity were set to a value such that edge responses are captured, while still maintain regularity. The parameter for [1]
was set to 15, which provides a trade-off in terms of regularity and recall and was used throughout this paper. The
algorithms are compared in terms of recall, the regularity of
their superpixels, their robustness to noise and their runtime.
Two datasets are used for evaluation. The first is the BSD
[11] with 500, 0.15 Mega Pixels (MP) real-world images,
with objects annotated by five different annotators. The second is the Visceral [8] dataset, which consists of 14 CT
and 14 MR volumes. In each of the volumes 20 different
anatomies are annotated by medical experts. From the 3D
volumes also a 2D dataset is created by extracting the 28
coronal center slices of the dataset with an average size of
0.18 MegaPixel (MP). For the 3D test all the 14 CT and but
only 5 abdominal MR volumes are taken, as the method of
[1] failed to compute on the other MR volumes.

4.2

Results

In this section first the results for the 2D Visceral and BSD
are presented. The recall rate on the Visceral dataset and the
regularity on the BSD dataset are analyzed, before looking
at the summary of all acquired statistics. In the following the
3D Visceral results are presented and at the end the run-time
performance of the algorithms is evaluated.
2D - Visceral and Berkley Segmentation Dataset The
first comparison of the algorithms is the recall rate, which
describes the percentage of how many of the annotated pixels were detected by the algorithms segmentation. A higher
recall value indicates a better detection of the annotated
boundaries. The recall rate for the 2D Visceral dataset is
measured at defined superpixel sizes shown in Figure 6.
The reference over-segmentation using a rectangular and
hexagon grid show how a blind over-segmentation would
perform. The slightly better results for the hexagon are due
to the naturally more meaningful shape compared to a rectangle.
The approaches of Mori [13], Felzenswalb [7] and
Engel [5] have the highest recall accuracy followed by
MonoSLIC, Veksler [14] and Achanta [1]. The accuarcy
of [13] comes at the cost of computation, which is also
the reason for the missing first data-point. The methods of
[5] and [7] do not allow direct control over the superpixel
number. For [5] it was not possible to calculate values
for 100 pixels per superpixel due to the properties of the
medical images.
The regularity of the superpixels is evaluated because
smooth superpixel boundaries lower the computation cost of
algorithms that compute on the segmentation itself. Another
benefit of creating smooth boundaries is that they are visually more pleasing [16], which could be important when presented to physicians. The results are calculated on the BSD,
as for regularity comparison this dataset is more representative. That is because medical images contain a high percentage of smooth and homogenous background that would benefit the methods of [1] and [14]. The regluarity is measured
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Figure 8: Summary of the results for the 2D Berkley Segmentation Dataset images and an over-segmentation of 90
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Figure 7: Coefficient of variation for the perimeter over area
value on the 2D Berkley Segmentation Dataset images.

with the relation of perimeter peri and area area, where the
. The mean over all the superpixels of
final value is √peri
area
this value is an indicator for the roughness of the boundary, where a lower value means smoother superpixel boundaries. The corresponding standard deviation expresses the
consistency of the smoothness, e.g. if there is an high or
low variation in superpixel shape. Both measurements are
combined in the coefficient of variation, where the mean is
divided by the standard deviation. The results are shown in
Figure 7 where lower values indicate smoother superpixel
boundaries. The MonoSLIC approach has the lowest coefficient of variation and therefor creates the smoothest superpixels for the BSD dataset.
To get a compact view of all the results for the BSD
dataset they are summarized in Figure 8, where green indicates good performance and desired parameters and red
otherwise. The presented columns are recall, recall on images with added Gaussian noise (mean = 0, std = 0.22),
standard deviation of the superpixel area in pixels, mean and
standard deviation for perimeter over area, the runtime in
seconds per MP, if there is a parameter P to set (0 equals
no parameter) and if the number of superpixels SP can directly be specified. The values are taken for 70 pixels per
superpixel.
Going through the algorithms from bottom to top [7]
shows very good runtime and recall rates but the user cannot control the number of superpixel, which also causes a
high variation in the area and the regularity of the superpixels. The approach of [5] has the same properties, although
a lower recall rate and and higher computation time. The
method of [13] achieves the highest recall rate with 84% and
79% for noise, but this comes at a high computational cost,
taking about 455s to compute one image. The approach of
[14] has a low recall rate and is influenced by noise, the superpixels are of irregular shape and also a relative high runtime of 38s. The recall rate of [1] is a moderate 73% for the
normal images but is highly influenced by noise, where the
recall rate drops to 60%. The average regularity is the highest of the tested methods but also has a low variation. It has
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Figure 9: Summary of the results for the 2D Visceral images and an over-segmentation of 70 pixels per superpixels,
where green indicates desired results.
one of the best run-times and is available in 3D. On the other
side it has a parameter that has to be tweaked for a tradeoff between compactness. The proposed method MonoSLIC
has is very robust to noise with a recall rate of 72% for both
the normal and noisy images. It creates very regular superpixels and does not require a parameter to be set.
The summary is also presented for the 2D Visceral
dataset in Figure 9. There are some differences to the BSD
results. The methods of Achanta [1] and Veksler [14] have
a better regularity which is due to the smooth background
of medical images. For medical images the recall rate of
MonoSLIC is higher when compared to the other methods
on the BSD.
3D - Visceral Dataset For the 3D case again the recall
rate is shown for the Visceral dataset. This time the supervoxel size is given in mm3 as the medical recordings
have a defined real-world size for one voxel. The results
are shown for a range of about 105 to 103 mm3 in Figure 10.
Our method outperforms Achanta [1] for the broader range
of superpixel size, for a over-segmentation in the range of
1 − 10cm3 .
The 3D results are again summarized in Figure 11 for a
supervoxel size of about 7 ∗ 103 mm3 . The recall rate is 10%
higher for MonoSLIC. With a runtime of 0.7s/M P the performance of MonoSLIC is 3 times faster than Achanta [1]
and it requires no parameter to be set apart of the desired
number of superpixels.
A visual comparison in terms of recall rate is presented
for the Visceral dataset. In the following two figures the segmentation of the algorithm is shown in red, the annotated
ground truth in green and blue corresponds to a matching
segmentation of the algorithm to the ground truth. Each figure is divided by a white line, where the left shows the re-
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Figure 10: Recall for the 3D Visceral dataset.

Figure 12: Comparison of Achanta [1] on the left and
MonoSLIC on the right on an 3D Visceral Computed Tomography slice example with a supervoxel size of 7 ∗
103 mm3 .

Figure 11: Summary of the results for an over-segmentation
into 15 ∗ 103 mm3 sized supervoxels, where green indicates
desired results.

The features extracted by [13] as well as the NCut segmentation technique use multiple cores. The only other method
that has an advantage of the multi-core CPU is the monogenic signal calculation of monoSLIC, as the FFT used for
convolution is multi-threaded.
There is more potential for speed improvements. The
method of [14] is designed for running in parallel but is only
implemented in C++ for single core. The code of [13] and
[5] also have improvement potential as the code is partially
implemented in Matlab and C and only some parts are parallel. The FFT used by the monogenic signal could also
adapted to make use of the GPU, which for 3D volumes is
currently limited by the memory.

sults of Achanta [1] and the right of MonoSLIC. In Figure 12
a 3D Visceral CT example is presented. If the object boundary has a high contrast it is very well segmented by [1] as
seen for the lung and the silhouette of the body, while in the
Abdomen region the contrast is very low and the structure
is not captured. Tweaking the parameter could increase the
structure detected at the cost of regularity. MonoSLIC on
the other hand reacts to all the structures which is the reason
for the better recall performance and it does so without the
need of an additional parameter.
This can also be observed for a 2D Visceral MR example
shown in Figure 13 where the uniqueness of the recording
technique creates very low contrast volumes. The results
for the MR are shown for the 2D case because [1] did not
compute on the 3D volume.
Run-Times The run times of the algorithms are displayed
in Figure 14. Computations were performed on a 12core Intel Xeon with the publicly available implementations.
Mori [13] not only is the slowest algorithm, but due to the
large weight matrix generated for the NCut it also scales
badly in terms of memory usage. Veksler [14] segments
images in about 40 seconds. While Engel [5] has a faster
computation time of 4.7 s/MP, Felzenswalb [7] manages to
process 1 MP in under 1 second. For images of size 0.15
MP Achanta [1] and monoSLIC take 1.6 s/MP. While [1]
has a similar performance for larger images and volumes
MonoSLIC segments these in 0.7 s/MP, which is the fastest
of all algorithms.
With 12 cores the CPU allows parallel processing, but
only a few parts of the methods make use of all the cores.

5

Conclusion

We have presented monoSLIC, a novel method for the computation of superpixels / -voxels, which incorporates the
monogenic signal’s unique characteristics of being invariant to contrast and brightness as well as robust to noise. It
represent the dominant edge information in any given image patch corresponding to a selected scale. The resulting
superpixels / -voxels provide a nice balance of of compactness, homogeneity and fidelity to edge information. Combined with a fast runtime in 3D the algorithm outperforms
state of the art methods in terms of runtime, recall, regularity and robustness to noise and is therefor particularly well
suited for 3D radiological image data.
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Figure 14: Runtime performance per MP in logarithmic
scale on different image and volume sizes.
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Figure 13: Comparison of the Achanta [1] on the left and
MonoSLIC on the right on an 2D Visceral Magnetic Resonance slice example with about 200 pixels per supervoxel.
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Abstract This paper presents an approach to analyze
plant root development by means of topological image analysis. For phenotyping of plants their root development, the
architecture of their root systems and thereby root characteristics such as branches and branch endings are analyzed.
In order to simplify the examination of root characteristics
and enable an efficient comparison of roots, a representation of imaged root data by Reeb graphs is introduced. Reeb
graphs capture the topology of the represented structure in this case the locations of branches and branch endings
of the roots - and form a skeletal representation of the underlying image data in this way. As the roots are pictured
as 2D image data, the projection of a 3D structure to a 2D
space might result in an overlap of branches in the image.
One major advantage when analyzing roots based on Reeb
graphs is posed by the ability to immediately distinguish between branching points and overlaps in the root structure.
This is not as easily possible by an analysis solely based on
contours.

1

Introduction

Reeb graphs are widely used as shape descriptors for 3D
structures. [2] gives a general overview on the use of Reeb
graphs for shape analysis. [10] uses Reeb graphs for a
pose independent segmentation of 3D data of human body
scans, while [8] provides a skeletal representation of point
clouds based on Reeb graphs. As a representation of 2D
data, Reeb graphs are for example used in [5] to provide a
data skeletonization of the image content. However, Reeb
graphs have not been applied to branched structures like
roots or blood vessels although they pose a well suited
representation. An analysis of branching patterns of roots
based on a 3D reconstruction of the root architecture of rice
plants is provided in [11].
One of the ultimate challenges of biology is posed by the
question how genotypes translate into phenotypes. There,

the major bottleneck lies in the ability to phenotype a large
number of individuals and genotypes with high accuracy.
This is particularly lagging in complex multicellular organisms such as plants, in which specific biological processes
often occur only temporarily and are restricted to specific
organs, tissues or even individual cells. Efficient and unsupervised image segmentation and the extraction of certain
characteristics are a key in approaching this goal. The
root of the small plant Arabidopsis thaliana is excellently
suitable for large-scale non-invasive phenotyping because
it can be grown on transparent media in large numbers and
its projections of the young root essentially capture all the
important biological features at the organ level.
When analyzing roots (for e.g. phenotyping), characteristics
such as the number of branches or the position and number
of branch-endings, are studied. These characteristics can
be efficiently described by (Reeb) graphs. Reeb graphs
describe changes in topology in the represented structure.
Reeb graphs are based on Morse theory and analyze
the (here) image content according to a function (Morse
function).
When growing, roots change their shape, branches are
formed - their topology changes. Moreover the projection
of the 3D root structure to the 2D image data might cause
overlaps of branches in the image. In a Reeb graph a
distinction between a branch and an overlap is immediately
possible as these changes in topology are captured by the
graph.
The Reeb graph is used as a simplified, skeletal representation of the image data that captures the intrinsic topological
structure of the data and allows for a comparison of
the image content. Especially for the root dataset these
comparisons allow for a description of the growth process:
the roots are imaged on consecutive days through their
growth period. In comparison with a simple standard
skeletonization approach as, for example, the Medial
axis transform, the skeleton derived by a Reeb graph not
only describes characteristics of the image content (here
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branches of the roots) but captures the actual positions of
these characteristics as well.
The paper is structured as follows: Section 2 gives an
introduction to Reeb graphs, Section 3 describes the dataset
used and Section 4 shows the computation of a Reeb graph
on the root dataset. The need for modifications of the Reeb
graphs and the types of modifications are discussed in
Section 5, Section 6 shows evaluation results on the root
dataset while a conclusion and a perspective to future work
are given in Section 7.

2

Reeb Graphs and Morse Theory

Based on critical points according to a scalar function a
Reeb graph describes the topological structure that is the
connectivity of level sets of e.g. 2D or 3D content [4]. In
order to build a Reeb graph, critical points, of the structure
to be represented, need to be computed.
A point (a, b) of a function f (x, y) is called a critical point
if both derivatives fx (a, b) and fy (a, b) are equal 0 or if one
of these partial derivatives does not exist [9].
Such a critical point either be degenerate or non-degenerate.
These two cases can be distinguished via the Hessian
matrix. The determinant of the Hessian matrix at a critical
point x is then called the discriminant. If this determinant is
zero then x is called a degenerate critical point of f (or nonMorse critical point of f ). Otherwise it is non-degenerate
(or Morse critical point of f ).
A smooth, real-valued function f : Md → R is called
a Morse function if it satisfies the following conditions for
a d manifold Md with or without boundary:
• all critical points of f are non-degenerate and lie inside
Md ,
• all critical points of f restricted to the boundary of Md
are non-degenerate,
• for all pairs of distinct critical points p and q, f (p) 6=
f (q) must hold [3].
Critical points of such a real-valued function are those points
where the gradient becomes zero. The topological information of a shape described by a Reeb graph based on a function is related to the level sets of this function on the shape
[2]. A change in topology appears with a change in the number of connected components in a level set. At regular points
no topology changes occur. Topological changes occur at
critical points only.
Reeb graphs are compact shape descriptors that preserve the
topological characteristics of the described shape [2]. Vertices of the Reeb graph correspond to critical points of the
function (points where the topology of M changes), edges
describe topological persistence [2]. In other words: All
nodes having the same function value are represented by one
node in the graph, connections between nodes describe connections between segments of the underlying structure.
Reeb graphs are originally defined for the continuous space,
but have been extended to the discrete domain: Here the
44

Figure 1: Critical points computed based on the height function
and corresponding Reeb graph. The white image region shows the
foreground region described by the Reeb graph, black parts are
background.

Reeb graph is defined on a piecewise linear Morse function [4]. As the approach presented in this paper provides
an analysis of 2D image content, it is based in the discrete
domain (image pixels). The Reeb graphs that are built on
the root images are therefore discrete Reeb graphs and are
based on the following definitions. In order to define a discrete Reeb graph, connective point sets and level-set curves
are defined first:
• Two point sets are connected if there exists a pair of
points (one point of each point sets) with a distance between these two points below a fixed threshold.
• If all non-empty subsets of a point set, as well as its complements, are connected, such a point set is called connective.
• A group of points that have the same Morse function
value and that form a connective point set, is called a
level-set curve [10].
The nodes in a discrete Reeb graph represent level-set
curves, the edges connect two adjacent level-set curves,
therefore the underlying point sets are connected [10].
In 2D critical points and corresponding nodes in the
Reeb graph are minima, maxima or saddles [3]. The
saddle nodes can be further distinguished: a saddle node
that appears with a reduction in the number of connected
components is further called merge (saddle) node, a split
(saddle) node describes an increase in the number of connected components. When considering these two different
types of saddle nodes that might appear in a Reeb graph,
four different types of critical points and according nodes in
the graph can be distinguished: maximum node, minimum
node, split (saddle) node, merge (saddle) node. Besides
these nodes corresponding to critical points, regular nodes
can be added at any position and along any edge in the
Reeb graph as they do not describe a change in topology.
Nevertheless regular nodes can, for example, be used to
describe changes in the color of the foreground region (see
[1]).
The approach described in the following sections uses
the height function as Morse function. In 2D the height
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function is the function f that associates for each point
P = (x, y) the value y as the height of this point:
f (x, y) 7→ y.
Figure 1 shows an example for a Reeb graph based on a
height function, containing all five types of nodes and the
actual image the graph was computed on. Each edge in the
Reeb graph describes a connected component. Therefore
the edges of a Reeb graph are formed by connecting the
node representing the birth of a connected component
to the corresponding node representing the death of this
component.

3

Root dataset

For the root dataset images of the plant Arabidopsis thaliana
were taken. This plant is a model organism, which is widely
used in plant sciences, due to the small size of its genome,
the small size of the plant itself and its rapid life-cycle
[6]. The plants are grown on a nutrient containing agar gel
surface in plastic petri dishes that are vertically oriented. All
plants in one plate belong to one dataset. One dataset/plate
consists of 2 rows of 12 plants. The plates are placed in
a growth chamber that allows for controlled conditions as
constant temperature or humidity.
The images are taken using an image scanner. A special
fixture allows for two datasets to be placed in an exact
known position inside the scanner. The images are acquired
with a scan at 1200 dpi resolution with 8bit color depth,
therefore one image is of approximately 6000x6000 pixels
in size. The images are stored as bmp files of about 150MB.
Along time several successive images are acquired this way,
as each plate is scanned at several successive days of the
growth process. A 3D stack of 2D images over time is thus
created for each root.
In a preprocessing step the 24 plants per plate are cropped
to single images: one image per plant with an image size in
the range of 500x1300 to 800x1300 pixels resolution and a
file size of 1,5-2,5Mbyte. Example images of this dataset
are shown in Figure 2.
The whole set of plant images used here consists of 9

(a)

(b)

(c)

(d)

Figure 3: Four different types of critical points computed according to the height function: (a) maximum / birth; (b) saddle (split);
(c) minimum / death; (d) saddle (merge).

sets of time series. Each set holds 6 images of one plant
taken over time (day 1, day 4, day 8, day 12, day 16 and day
20 of the growth period). Of these 54 images, 34 images
are analyzed, the other images are too early in the growth
process and therefore to small in structure to be represented
by a non-trivial Reeb graph.
All images analyzed are segmented in a preprocessing step
and consist of 2 foreground regions (leaves and roots, only
the roots are analyzed for this approach) and up to 2 holes
in the foreground structure. For reasons of the needed
preceded segmentation, the dataset is restricted in its size,
as the segmentation approach was done semi-automatically
and required a lot of time (up to 1.5h for one image).

4

Computation of Reeb graphs

As the roots are imaged in their natural direction of growth
(leaves in the top part of the image, roots growing downwards in a vertical direction) and branches occur mostly
in this direction of growth, the height function is a suitable measuring function. Critical points indicate a change
in topology, therefore they might only appear on the border of a region but not within the region. The borders of
flat-regions in the image are analyzed to locate these critical
points.
Figure 3 shows the four different types of critical points that
are computed for the image content using a height function.
To compute the critical points a segmentation of the
image needs to be done during a preprocessing step. As
the height function is used to compute the critical points,
the foreground region borders are analyzed with regard to
horizontal borders as these might describe a change in the
number of components. The so found critical points are
located at the center of such a horizontal border.
There are two main problems encountered using this approach:
4.1

(a)

(b)

(c)

(d)

Figure 2: Example images of the root dataset: root004 - (a) day 8;
(b) day 12; (c) day 16; (d) day 20.

Critical points at same height

Due to the resolution of the image, the discretization of the
root and further distortions during the segmentation process,
it is possible that several critical points at different horizontal positions in the image are at the same vertical position
(same height) in the image (see Figure 4(a) for an example).
In this case the third criteria of Morse theory (see Section
2) is not met. A Reeb graph cannot be built, as a decision
on how to connect the nodes in order to build the graph can45
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Modifications on the graphs

To overcome the problems discussed in Section 4.1 and Section 4.2 the following techniques were used:
5.1
(a)

(b)

Figure 4: Problems encountered on the root dataset: (a) several
critical points on same height; (b) frayed borders due to segmentation artefacts.

not be taken. Figure 5 shows an example: The solid lines
illustrate the only two fixed connections in this example, the
dashed lines indicate all possible connections. In this Reeb
graph four edges are needed: one from each black (maximum) node to a red (saddle) node and one edge from a red
(saddle) node to the green (minimum) node. A decision concerning these connections needs to be taken for the black
center node as well as for the two red nodes. A solution
to build a Reeb graph, despite several critical points at the
same height, is discussed in Section 5.1
4.2

Additional critical points

Because of the segmentation prior to the computation of the
critical points, segmentation artefacts appear in the images.
The most common problem are frayed borders of image regions (see Figure 4(b) for an example). Especially for images of day 16 the segmentation creates noise and distorted
region borders. When analyzing the images of day 16 one
notices a high humidity between the plates in the form of
water drops, which creates a highly texturized background
that complicates the segmentation.
These frayed borders in the segmented images result in additional critical points that describe no actual split or merge of
the root structure. These artefacts alter the Reeb graph and
complicate a comparison or matching of graphs. One possibility on how to deal with these additional critical points is
described in Section 5.2.

Figure 5: Critical points at same height: the solid lines show connections that are fixed, dashed lines indicate all possible connections - a decision needs to be taken for these.
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Controlled shift of critical point coordinates

Due to the discrete pixel-space, the coordinates x and y of
a pixel p = (x, y) are integers. Critical points at the same
height (same y-coordinate) occur for 35% of all images in
the root dataset and are shifted. The height of such critical
points is changed by an added factor f , 0 ≤ f < 1. A
critical point p = (x, y) is shifted to p0 = (x, y + f ), f is
computed using the following formula: f = w1 ·(x−1), with
w giving the width of the image. The y-coordinate is thereby
changed from an integer to a floating-point number. Critical
points at the same height are moved downwards in a leftto-right order, thus for two critical points p1 = (x1 , y) and
p2 = (x2 , y) with x1 < x2 , it is valid that, after shifting the
points to p01 = (x1 , y1 ) and p02 = (x2 , y2 ), y1 < y2 holds.
The actual order of heights is preserved by this correction
procedure as only critical points that were primarily at the
same height are changed. All critical points are at different
heights, although when rounding down the y-coordinate of
the critical points to an integer, they stay in the actual pixel
line. A Reeb graph can therefore be built.
It is important to shift the heights in a fixed approach. A
random decision choosing one of two critical points at the
same height when building the Reeb graph cannot be used,
as the results may vary with repeated tests. Reeb graphs
built on such random decisions are not unique and therefore
useless for e.g. comparison of two images.
Figure 6 shows a Reeb graph built on the marked critical
points / nodes. Compared to Figure 5 where there are several
critical points at the same height, Figure 6 shows critical
points on different heights. The connections in this graph are
unique. By shifting the critical points in Figure 5 according
to the approach described in this section, the critical points
are shifted to a configuration similar to the one shown in
Figure 6.
5.2

Graph pruning

Due to the segmentation done as a preprocessing step, segmentation artefacts falsify the number of critical points and
therefore the number of nodes and edges in the Reeb graph.

Figure 6: Critical points at different heights, the connections in
this Reeb graph are unique.

Ines Janusch,
G. Kropatsch,
and Busch
Wolfgang
Busch
JanuschWalter
Ines, Kropatsch
Walter,
Wolfgang
number of nodes in graph
type of node
birth split merge
no graph pruning 111
129
84
graph pruning
38
54
13

death
156
79

sum
480
184

Table 1: Total number of each type of nodes in the Reeb graphs of
the root dataset with and without graph pruning.

In order to use the extracted graphs as a skeletal representation, branches that arise with artefacts need to be removed
from the Reeb graph.
For each pair of adjacent nodes in the graph the Euclidean
distance between these two nodes is computed. If this distance is less than 1,5% of the image height such connections
are discarded and nodes are relinked if needed. This threshold proved to be the best choice in the experiments.
Regular nodes may be introduced by this approach. As these
regular nodes do not contain any needed information, they
are removed after relinking. This graph pruning results in a
reduction of the overall number of nodes in the Reeb graphs
of the root dataset by 62%. Table 1 shows the numbers of
nodes for all Reeb graphs in the root dataset with and without graph pruning and Figure 7 shows an example of the
Reeb graph and the modified Reeb graph for root 05, day
16. All the nodes in the lower part of the root for the Reeb
graph without graph pruning indicate spurious branches detected due to noise in the segmented image. These spurious
branches are correctly discarded by the graph pruning approach.

(a)

(b)

Figure 7: Reeb graph for root 05 day 16. (a) without graph pruning; (b) with graph pruning.

6 Results and evaluation on the root dataset
Figure 8 shows the resulting Reeb graph for root 07 of
the dataset with both modifications implemented, drawn
as an overlay. There is a cycle in the Reeb graph for day
16 and day 20 (Figure 8(c) and 8(d)). In the image of day
12 (Figure 8(b)) there are three branches: The first and
the second branch overlap at some time during the growth
process between day 12 and day 16. Because of this overlap
in the 3D space, these two branches appear merged in the
2D projection of the image, therefore a cycle is formed in
the Reeb graph.
Figure 9 shows the Reeb graphs for root 12 of the
dataset (both modifications are used). Some small branches
are not represented in the Reeb graphs of day 12, 16 and 20
as they resembled branches due to noise and were discarded
during the graph pruning process (see Section 6.1). Again a
cycle appears in the Reeb graph for day 20 as two branches
overlap.
For the 34 single images of the root dataset the following
criteria have been evaluated:

(a)

(b)

(c)

(d)

Figure 8: Resulting Reeb graph for root 07 (a) day 8; (b) day 12;
(c) day 16; (d) day 20.
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wrong decisions on graph pruning
images false negatives false positives
graph pruning
8
10
0
extension 1
18
4
36
extension 2
13
10
9
Table 2: Branches wrongly discarded (false negative) and wrongly
accepted (false positive) in the graph pruning approach with two
different corrections based on pixel-color.

6.1

(a)

(b)

Are all branches correctly detected and
represented by the Reeb graph?

All major branches were correctly detected. Table 2 shows
the number of images for which branches were wrongly discarded (false negatives) or wrongly accepted (false positive).
For 23,5% of the images smaller branches were discarded
due to the graph pruning as they resembled the frayed border artefacts caused by the segmentation. To keep these
small branches that describe actual root structures, their angle could be taken into account, as true branches seem to
inscribe a larger angle than branches due to noise. However,
this assumption is based on the dataset presented and may
not be true for other datasets. Therefore another approach
was tested: for a small branch with a critical point of type
split, the color values at three pixels: at the critical point (a),
one row below the critical point (b) and two rows below the
critical point (c) were compared:
1. the color of (a) and (c) were taken from the segmented
image, while the color value of (b) was taken from the
unsegmented image
2. all three color values were taken from the unsegmented
image
Branches are kept if the color value of (b) is closer to (a)
than to (c). Table 2 shows the results for these two tests.
While the first option discards less true branches (false negatives) it keeps spurious branches for more than 50% of all
images. The second option keeps less spurious branches,
but does not reduce the number of false negatives compared
to the graph pruning approach without these color comparisons. Taking into account not only the color values of these
three pixels but of several neighbors, as it is done with Local
Binary Patterns, might present an option for future work.
6.2

Are additional branches (due to e.g. noise)
detected?

As shown in Table 2 all additional branches (due to segmentation artefacts) are correctly discarded by the implemented
graph pruning approach.
(c)

(d)

Figure 9: Resulting Reeb graph for root 12 (a) day 8; (b) day 12;
(c) day 16; (d) day 20.
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For a series of images of one plant during the growth
process the following factors have been analyzed:

Ines Janusch,
G. Kropatsch,
and Busch
Wolfgang
Busch
JanuschWalter
Ines, Kropatsch
Walter,
Wolfgang

root 04
root 05
root 07
root 09
root 12
root 17
root 19
root 20
root 24

number of nodes / edges / cycles
day 8
day 12
day 16
day 20
2/1/0 4/3/0 6/5/0
8/8/1
2/1/0 4/3/0 4/3/0
8/8/1
2/1/0 6/5/0 6/6/1
8/8/1
2/1/0 6/5/0 6/5/0
6/5/0
2 / 1 / 0 4 / 3 / 0 6 / 5 / 0 12 / 12 / 1
2/1/0 6/5/0
6/5/0
2 / 1 / 0 4 / 3 / 0 8 / 8 / 1 14 / 15 / 2
2 / 1 / 0 4 / 3 / 0 4 / 3 / 0 12 / 12 / 1
2 / 1 / 0 4 / 3 / 0 10 / 9 / 0

Table 3: Total number of nodes, edges and cycles in the modified
graph (graph pruning without corrections) of each root image in
the defined dataset.

6.3

Is an automatic grouping of images of one plant
from different days possible?

As the roots grow downwards in a vertical direction, there
are only minor changes in the position of the starting point
of the actual root (transition between leaves an roots) - not
accounting for actual movement of the plant (e.g. sliding
down the plate). Therefore the starting point was used for
this comparison. The average minimal Euclidean distance
between all starting points is 14,4 pixels. Using this distance measurement to group one image of a root with earlier
or later images of the same root, the grouping is correct for
71% of all images. However, images of day 16 falsify these
numbers, as the plate of day 16 appears slightly enlarged in
the image compared to the images of other days. As the images were automatically cut into single plant images in a preprocessing step, this scaling is not corrected. Excluding the
images of day 16, the average minimal Euclidean distance
decreases to 11,6 pixels and one image is grouped correctly
with earlier or later images of the same root in 88%.
6.4

General assumption: Parts of a plant that appear
”
in an early image of a plant do not disappear for a
later image of the same plant.“

This assumption proved to be correct for the images in the
root dataset. The topology of a root only changes with the
creation of new components (e.g. branches) over time. Table 3 shows the number of all nodes, edges and cycles in
each (modified) graph of the root images.
However, there is one exception to this assumption, which
is based on the projection of a 3D structure to a 2D space.
A branch in an early image of a plant might stay in the image of a later day, it may branch again but its ending may
also disappear in the 2D image as it is merged with another
branch due to an overlap of these two branches in the 3D
space.

7

Conclusion and future work

Reeb graphs proved to be suitable descriptors for root
structures as they capture the main characteristics of roots,
namely branches and branch endings that are used in the
phenotyping of plants, well. A Reeb graph provides a

skeletal representation of a root that allows for fast analysis
of root characteristics and efficient comparison of images
and the contained root structure. Overlaps in 3D that appear
as a merge of two branches in a 2D image are hard to
distinguish from a branching point when analyzing only
contours of image regions. Exploiting the topology of the
root, actual branching points and overlaps in 3D can be
immediately distinguished, as an overlap forms a cycle in
the corresponding Reeb graph.
A future application in plant phenotyping is possible.
However, for future work the segmentation approach
needs to be changed to a less time-consuming (or even
automatic) approach in order to allow for a larger dataset to
be analyzed.
Moreover, in future work, different functions will be used
as Morse functions. Functions that should be taken into
consideration are for example a medial axis as in [7] or
distance functions: for example the distance to a fixed point
in a structure, the sum of geodesic distance (both are used
in [10]) or the distance to an existing graph (as for example
a medial axis).
Open questions for future work (on the root dataset) are:
How does the chosen Morse function influence the correct
detection of branches in the root structure? Is the detection
of all branches, respectively the detection of additional
branches due to noise, dependent on the Morse function
used? Which Morse functions are able to correctly represent
roots with a complex pattern of growth (e.g.: change in the
main direction of growth)?
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Abstract An exhaustive-search people detector such as
the HOG/SVM has at least two drawbacks w.r.t. the accuracy of recognition and geometric precision: first, it
achieves high recall rates only among several false positive
detections and second, the geometric precision of the positioning of the underlying object is poor due to the non-rigid
body shape of people and background structures. However,
the fact that the HOG/SVM does potentially provide high recall rates makes it a fair basis for hypothesise-and-validateframeworks. We build upon the outcome of the HOGdetector and improve the recognition performance and geometric precision of the same using Bayesian Networks and
apply statistical knowledge that we learn from training data
for the definition of the probability functions. The approach
is evaluated on two real image sequences and achieves results that can compare with the state of the art.

1

Introduction

Automatic object detection is a key discipline in photogrammetry and computer vision. The term detection involves the
recognition, i.e. the decision that an object of a specific object class is present and at least a coarse localisation of the
object. Most state-of-the-art pedestrian detectors like the
HOG/SVM [23] or the AdaBoost based detector [7] scan the
entire image at different scales with a sliding window and
classify its content as either person or background. Though
these approaches give a solution to the recognition and localisation problem at the same time, the results are not particularly reliable and precise. In a comparative study of 16
different people detection systems [8] the authors point out
that acceptable recognition rates are only achieved, if many
false positive detections are accepted as well. Such systems,
if applied permissively, have a high chance for false positive
detections, because they usually rely on a single type of lowlevel features, which is typically not discriminative enough
against similar object classes. It is hence reasonable to classify also against other similar object classes like in [16], or
to evaluate additional information like foreground information [12], [24] or shape [13], [17] prior to further processing. Sequential processing has the drawback that false decisions taken at a single step cannot be recovered later. Other
approaches involve context information, e.g. [22], which
constrains detections to plausible regions in the image. [9],

[11], [19] constrain the detections only to the ground plane,
requiring a holistic understanding of the scene, which is a
formidable task in itself on one hand, and which is very restrictive, because they disregard all objects that do not stand
on the ground plane on the other.
However, there has been considerable success in the improvement of people recognition in [2], [11], [19], all of
which use Bayesian Networks for the inference about the
presence or absence of people and their positions. Bayesian
Networks are directed graphical models in which observations and hidden parameters are treated as random variables
in a generative Bayesian manner. The random variables
are represented by nodes and the conditional independence
properties of their joint distribution are represented by directed edges, see, e.g. [3] for details.
Though there is a lot of work related to the recognition
of people, only few papers address the geometric accuracy
of the detections. The positions of the detected persons are
usually broken down to the location of the classification window, which does not always align well to the actual extents
of people in the image and thus only gives an approximate
position. For the evaluation of automatic detection results
with reference data from manual annotations, the PASCAL
VOC challenge, for instance, requires that the ratio between
intersection and union area of the two rectangles is larger
than 50% [10]. This criterion should highlight the object
recognition performance and does not address the geometric
accuracy of the detections. For many realistic applications
like visual odometry with landmarks, collision avoidance in
driver assistance systems or the analysis of motion and interactions of people in sport science or video surveillance,
the geometric accuracy is crucial. In such applications, the
2D position of an object, usually its highest or lowest point
in the image, is projected into 3D space. In [15] the importance of a correct segmentation of objects in the image for
the geometric accuracy in 3D is pointed out. Comaniciou’s
Mean-Shift tracker [5], for instance, progressively finds the
best fitting position of a tracked target by iteratively moving
it to the region that best coincides with the colour histogram
of the target, but only estimates the centroids of the objects,
which makes the actual positioning in 3D difficult. In [19]
the authors use stereo-image pairs as input and jointly estimate the object position on and the parameters of the ground
plane in the scene. The locations of the pedestrians, given
by a HOG-detector, are then optimised in 3D by joint prob51
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tected objects at the same time. The validity of a detection
hypothesis and the location in the image are treated as hidden parameters in two different Bayesian Networks. Like
e.g. when people are observed from the side - are corrected
[6], we break with the assumption of unbiased results of the
before they are further evaluated.
detector, but go further and learn the uncertainty of posi2.1 Model for People Recognition
tioning people from image sequences. The prior and condiAs mentioned above, people recognition is regarded as a bitional probabilities for the Bayesian Networks are all learnt
nary classification problem and hence we determine a binary
from training data. The recognition performance and the gelabel vi that indicates whether the ith of n detection canometric accuracy are evaluated on two common benchmark
didates observed in each frame by the HOG/SVM-detector
datasets.
really corresponds to a person or not. For simplicity of notation, we omit the indexes i in the remainder of this paper.
2 Method
For the determination of v we apply Bayesian inference
in
the
context of a directed graphical model, depicted in Fig.
The central building block for our work on people recogni1a.
The
observed variables, depicted as blue nodes in the
tion is the HOG/SVM-detector, which is capable of achievmodel,
are
ing relatively high recall rates, but is also prone to false pos-

P(v = 1, I , I , x )
>1
P(v = 0, I , I , x )
else

if

itive detections. Convenient detection results can only be
achieved when the false positives are distinguished from the
true positives. In this paper people recognition is stated as
a binary classification problem in which the results of the
HOG-detector as well as additional information are regarded
as input for a joint probabilistic model. In order to achieve
the highest possible recall rate, no thresholding is applied
in the HOG/SVM framework. In the remainder of this section, we introduce two different Bayesian Networks, one for
the solution of the recognition problem (Sec. 2.1) and one
for the improvement of the localisation accuracy of people
(Sec. 2.2). For the positioning we consider the bounding
box which results from the application of the HOG-detector
only as an approximate position and observe a second source
of information about the object position that we derive from
the analysis of optical flow points. The positions of people in the image are represented by minimal spanning rectangles around the visible parts of the persons. We model
the highest and the lowest row coordinate of the persons as
random variables and estimate the posterior position by applying Bayesian inference. The position estimated by the
second graphical model is used as observed variable in the
first graphical model. Using a refined position of a detection
hypothesis has the advantage that a detection candidate will
only be discarded, if even at the refined position the classifier does not strike. This gives rise to the possibility that
misplaced detection windows - which is often a problem,
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• The surrounding rectangle rD = [xDl , yDu , xDr , yDl ]T
around a person given by the HOG-detector, defined
by its upper left (xDl , yDu ) and its lower right point
(xDr , yDl ) with their row (y) and column (x) coordinates
• The confidence value IC that is proportional to the certainty about the binary classification (person vs. not person) of the SVM classifier used in the HOG framework
• An observation obtained from background subtraction,
i.e. the fraction of foreground pixels IB inside rD .
Following the standard notation for graphical models
(see, e.g. [3]), each directed edge represents a conditional
probability function for the child node given the parent node.
The joint probability density of the involved variables can be
written in accordance with the network design in Fig. 1a as
Eq. (1):
P (v|IB , IC , rD ) ∝ P (v, IB , IC , rD )
= P (v)P (IB |v)P (IC |v)P (rD |v)

(1)

For each edge in Fig. 1a we train an individual Random
Forest (RF) classifier [4] using the according observation
IC , rD or IB as features. For training, we apply the HOGdetector on image sequences with available annotations of
the bounding rectangles around the visible people in the
scene. The detections are then divided into sets of positive
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(a) ThreePastShop1 image sample

(b) P (vi = 1|rDi )

(c) ETHZ-Bahnhof image sample

(d) P (vi = 1|rDi )

Figure 2: Posterior probability of a detection to be correct given the center of the rectangle around the detected object in the
image. For processing, the upper left and lower right points of the rectangle is used. Red: P (vi = true|rDi ) is high, blue:
P (vi = true|rDi ) is low.
training samples (for v =true) and negative training samples
(for v =false) by validation with reference data, using the
bounding box intersection-over-union score [10]. The priors P (v) are defined as the ratios of true positive and false
positive detections in the training data.
The edge related to the conditional probability density
function (pdf) P (rD |v) represents the probability, that rD is
the surrounding rectangle if a person is present or absent.
Given the posterior probability P (v|rD ) by classification
with the RF and the priors P (v), the likelihood P (rD |v)
as required for the factorisation of the joint pdf (Eq. (1)) can
be written as
P (rD |v) ∝

P (v|rD )
.
P (v)

In Fig. 2 example images for both datasets used in this work
are shown together with the posterior probabilities that are
generated by a classifier (the RF used for visualisation is
only trained with the 2D center point of the rectangle as feature) for each possible position of rD in the image. The incorporation of the pdf P (rD |v) is beneficial for two reasons;
first, we achieve a very fine differentiation of likely vs. unlikely regions for detections and second, we do not require
to interpret the scene geometry prior to the detection.
The pdf P (IC |v) is the probability density for a confidence value being observed given the presence or absence
of a person. Related to posterior probability and the priors,
the likelihood P (IC |v) can be written as
P (IC |v) ∝

P (v|IC )
.
P (v)

The pdf P (IB |v) related to the results of background subtractions is integrated into our model due to the assumption
that people differ from the background because of their motion, hence the observations IB is a strong indicator for the
presence or absence of a person. The likelihood can be written as
P (IB |v) ∝

P (v|IB )
.
P (v)

We derive IB only from images captured by a camera with
constant exterior orientation (w.r.t. 6 degrees of freedom),
i.e. where an algorithm for background subtraction such
as [21] can be applied without adjustments. Therefore, the

edge connected with IB is drawn as a dashed line in Fig. 1a.
For image sequences from moving camera platforms we do
not apply background subtraction and the variable IB and
the according likelihood P (IB |v) is excluded from Eq. (1).
For image sequences captured by a static camera, we apply
the algorithm of [21] for background subtraction.
The unknown parameter v is determined to be the label
that achieves the maximum a posteriori (MAP) probability
among the two possible states (true and false) given the observations. The decision rule is formalised in Eq. (2).
(
(v=true,IB ,IC ,rD )
true, if PP(v=f
alse,IB ,IC ,rD ) > 1,
(2)
v=
f alse, otherwise.
2.2

Model for People Localisation

In the model described in Sec. 2.1 the minimal spanning
rectangle around a person is considered observable. In fact,
the location that is given by the HOG/SVM-detector is only
an approximation to the true position. In this section, we
define a second graphical model, see Fig. 1b, which considers the row coordinates of the highest (yriu ) and lowest
points (yril ) of a person related to the ith detection as hidden parameters. Again, we omit the indexes i for the sake
of simplicity. As observed variables of this model we consider the upper and lower row coordinates yDu and yDl of
the HOG-detection window as well as an additional pair of
observations of the row coordinates that we derive from the
analysis of optical flow, i.e. yIP u and yIP l .
We define yIP j as the row coordinates of the highest and
lowest interest points on the visible parts of a person, that
are tracked by an optical flow algorithm. We apply the algorithm of [20] for the selection of interest points and track
them by the algorithm of [14]. For each hypothesis about
the presence of a person given by the HOG-detection we apply the following strategy for the measurement of yIP j (see
Figs. 3 and 4 for an illustration):
1. We establish a search space for the person by expansion
of the rectangle given by the HOG-detector (visualised as
red rectangles in Fig. 3b-e) in vertical direction by a third
of its size, in order to assure that the person is within the
search space. We consider the upper 25% of this area as
search space for the head point (upper yellow rectangles
in Fig. 3b-e) and the lower 25% as search space for the
foot point (lower yellow rectangles).
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P(yIPiu|yriu)

P(yDiu|yriu)

P(yIPil|yril)

P(yDil|yril)

(a)

(b)
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(c)

(d)

(e)

Figure 3: Examples from the ETHZ-sequence for observations used for the localisation of people. In (a) a schematic representation of the pdfs used for the inference of the posterior locations is given. The red curves represent the pdfs based on observations
by the HOG-detector, the blue curves those for the observations based on optical flow. The black rectangle symbolises the true
position. In (b)-(e), the yellow rectangles indicate the raw detection as result of the HOG-detector. The blue rectangles indicate
the search spaces for the head and foot position, respectively. The blue horizontal lines inside the rectangles are the measured
positions by the analysis of optical flow, the green horizontal lines the inferred posterior position. In (e) the position of the
person in the background is not estimated by our approach correctly due to partial occlusion by the person in the foreground.

2. In both regions, we take all optical flow vectors ending
in the upper and lower search space, respectively, of the
current image (indicated by the short lines in Fig. 3b-e).
3. We generate a histogram of magnitudes of optical flow
vectors, using 10 histogram bins and consider only flow
vectors with a magnitude between 0 and 30 pixels. If
the histogram has two or more local maxima, we suppose that the flow vectors related to the maximum with
the smallest magnitudes originate from the background
and discard the flow vectors from further consideration.
Of the remaining flow vectors we also remove those that
do not have more than a minimum number of neighbours
in a predefined radius (we set the minimum number of
neighbours to three and the radius to 20 pixels; the discarded flow vectors are visualised by red, the remaining
flow vectors by green lines in Fig. 3b-e). We set the
image row coordinates of the highest and lowest interest points that remain as observations of the head point
(yIP u ) and food point (yIP l ), respectively (indicated by
the blue horizontal lines in Fig. 3). If the histogram only
has one local maximum, we do not evaluate the observation xIP for the according person in the current image,
because the interest points cannot be separated into points
originating from the foreground and the background by
our approach.
We model the likelihoods for the measurements yIP j and
yDj to be observed at a distance ∆y from the true position
yrj , i.e. ∆yIP j = yIP j − yrj and ∆yDj = yDj − yrj ,
respectively, by normal distributions:
P (yIP j |yrj ) ∝ e
54

− 12 (

∆yIP j −µ∆yIP j
σ∆yIP j

)2

(3)

and
P (yDj |yrj ) ∝ e

− 12 (

∆yDj −µ∆yDj
σ∆yDj

)2

(4)

with mean µ∆yDj and µ∆yIP j , respectively, and standard deviation σ∆yDj and σ∆yIP j , respectively. The parameters of the pdf in Eq. (3) are determined from the distribution of deviations of the measured positions yIP j from
the (true) positions given by reference data and those of Eq.
(4) from the deviations of yDj from the reference data. A visualisation of two exemplary distributions together with the
fitted Gaussians is given in Fig. 4.
Given the observations yDj and yIP j measured for each
detection in each consecutive frame in the evaluation phase
and the parameters µ∆yDj , σ∆yDj , µ∆yIP j and σ∆yIP j of
the pdfs (3) and (4) learnt from training data, the posterior
position yrj can be inferred for each detection candidate as
the expected value

=

2
σrj

2
σ∆yDj

(yDj − µ∆yDj ) +

2
σrj

2
σ∆yIP
j

E(yrj ) = µrj
(yIP j − µ∆yIP j )
(5)

with
2
σrj
=(

1
1
+ 2
)−1
2
σ∆yDj
σ∆yIP j

(6)

The first term of Eq. (5) considers the influence of the observed position by the HOG-detector, weighted by the variance of the measurements in the training sequence. The second term refers to the position measured by the analysis of
the optical flow vectors, also weighted by the variance of
the measurements. The observation with the lower variance
hence has the stronger influence on the posterior position
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µrj . The subtrahends in the brackets incorporate the mean
deviations of the measurements from the reference data as
corrections. If the head or the feet point cannot be measured
by the analysis of the optical flow vectors, the second terms
of Eq. (5) and (6) are set to zero and only the first term,
related to the HOG-detection, influences the posterior.

3

Experiments and Results

Experiments are conducted on two publicly available
datasets, one from an indoor sequence with constant
exterior orientation of the camera, the CAVIAR dataset
[1] and the other from the ETHZ dataset [9] captured
from a moving platform in an outdoor scenario. For the
experiments involving our method from Sec. 2.2, the
posterior row coordinates are used as the row coordinates of
the observed rectangle in the graphical model from Sec. 2.1,
maintaining the column coordinates of the HOG-detections.
3.1 Datasets
In the CAVIAR scenario, the sequence ThreePastShop1,
consisting of 1650 images, is taken for training and the
sequence ThreePastShop2 with 1521 images for testing.
From the ETHZ dataset we take the Bahnhof-sequence of
1000 images, split the data in two halves and apply crossvalidation. The training and test sequences hence follow on
from one another. As the camera is mounted on a moving
platform in the ETHZ-sequence, the observation IB is excluded from the graphical model in this case. Though in
the ETHZ-sequence the position of the camera changes over
time, the tilt angle relative to the ground does not change
significantly. We hence assume that the probabilities related
to the position in the image are transferable from training to
test sequences within an acceptable range of validity. The
HOG/SVM-detector is configured without internal threshold, so that the results are as complete as possible. Only
people with a minimum height of 48 pixels1 are considered
for processing. The bounding rectangles are shrinked in order to compress the systematic margin around people in the
training data.
3.2 Detector Recognition Accuracy
The accuracy of the people detector is evaluated in terms
of its recall capability and the number of false positive detections per image (fppi). Experiments with the Bayesian
Network (Fig. 1a) are conducted with and without the refinement of the position by inference on the graphical model
in Fig. 1b. The results are compared with results achieved
by the classification of all observations in a single feature
vector [xDl , yDu , xDr , yDl , IC , IB ]T (with IB only evaluated for the static camera) with a Naive Bayes model [3], a
Gaussian Mixture model (GMM) [18] and Random Forests.
The results are plotted in Fig. 5.
We conclude from the plots, that among the three classification techniques Naive Bayes, GMM and RF, the Random
Forest features the highest recall rates, though also the false1 We apply the HOG/SVM-detector of OpenCV, trained with the INRIA
person dataset (http://pascal.inrialpes.fr/data/human/) with a height of 96
pixels for the people. We scale the input images by the factor 2 and achieve
detections of people appearing with a minimal height of 48 pixels.

positive (FP) rates are higher than those of the rest. The
Naive Bayes and the GMM classifier deliver similar recall
rates with more false positives per image but also a higher
recall rate in case of the CAVIAR-sequence on the side of
the former one. Using the Bayesian Network from Fig. 1a,
the results for the fppi-rates in the ETHZ-sequence are a
few percent higher than those of the RF classifier, but the
recall rate could be increased slightly as well. The application of the Bayesian Networks on the CAVIAR-sequence
delivers less false positives and similar recall values than
the RF classier. The extension of the model with the observation of the optical flow points (Fig. 1b) increases the
recall rate in the upper part of the curve only in the ETHZsequence, while also the FP-rate increases slightly. W.r.t.
P
the quality (Q = T P +FT N
+F P , according to the measure
of true positives (TP), false negatives (FN) and FPs) of object detection, in the CAVIAR-sequence the best results are
achieved by the Bayesian Networks, both of which achieve
the same score (Q = 64%) superior to the quality achieved
with the RF (63%). In the ETHZ-sequence, the quality does
not differ considerably between the Random Forests and the
Bayesian Networks (all around 59%). Compared to the results one achieves by varying the internal threshold of the
HOG/SVM, plotted as red dashed lines, where the maximal
recall score is achieved at a fppi rate of 6.6 in the CAVIARsequence and 6.3 in the ETHZ-sequence, respectively, all of
the applied classifiers reduce the fppi at least by a factor of
four, while the recall drops, in the best case, only about two
percent in the CAVIAR test case and about six percent in
the ETHZ test case, respectively. The achieved recognition
accuracy is comparable to that of the single frame but stereo
based detector in [19] and outperforms [9], see Fig. 5b.
3.3

Detector Position Accuracy

In this section we evaluate the average error of the measured
and inferred positions by comparison with reference data.
For each true positive detection, the deviations of the row
coordinates of the head and the feet points from the reference data are recorded in a histogram. From the 95%2
quantile of this histogram a Gaussian N (µ0.95 , σ0.95
) with
mean µ0.95 and standard deviation σ0.95 is fitted. For the
evaluation of the position accuracy the mean value of the
Gaussian is tested for accordance with reference data using
a statistical test of differences between two mean values. For
the reference data a labeling uncertainty of one pixel is assumed so that the reference values follow a standard normal
2
distribution N (µref , σref
) = N (0, 1). As metric for similarity between the mean of the measurements and the mean
of the reference data we apply
µ0.95 − µref
σd

(7)

2
2
σd2 = σ0.95
+ σref

(8)

yd =
with

resulting from variance propagation of uncorrelated observations.
The average deviation of the observations yDj and yIP j
from the reference data has already been considered as corrections in Sec. 2.2, see also Fig. 4. We calculate the metric
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(a)

(b)

Figure 4: Example histograms of differences in the row coordinates (a) between HOG-detection result and reference and
(b) between IP-based locations and reference data. The differences are normalised according to a height of 96 pixel. The
distributions are approximated by normal distributions.

HOG-Head
HOG-Feet
IP-Head
IP-Feet
Inferred Head
Inferred Feet

µ0.95 [%]
0.8
2.6
5.9
2.0
1.4
0.5

µ0.95 [px]
0.8
2.5
-5.7
1.9
-1.3
0.5

σ0.95 [px]
1.6
3.6
5.1
4.3
2.2
2.7

yd
0.42
0.67
-1.10
0.43
-0.54
0.17

Table 1: CAVIAR-sequence: Difference between measured
and inferred row coordinates from reference values in percent of the object height and in pixels.

yd for the observed positions and the inferred positions as
measure for accordance with the reference data and compare the results in Tab. 1 and 2. The deviations from the
reference data are normalised w.r.t. a standard height of 96
pixels. From Eq. (5) it can be concluded, that among the
mean values of the positions given by the HOG-detector (referred to as HOG-head and HOG-feet in the tables) and the
ones given by the analysis of optical flow (IP-head and -feet)
the one with the lower standard deviation has the stronger
influence on the posterior, which in any of the test cases (Inferred Head and Feet in the CAVIAR- and ETHZ-sequence)
is the position given by the detector. From the tables we
conclude that the applied approach does not improve the position accuracy, if the position given by the detector already
lies in the sub-pixel domain. In turn, when the error lies in
the magnitude of some pixels, the inference of the posterior
does enhance the alignment of the posterior positions with
the reference. In either case, where the mean deviation of
the position given by the detector lies around two and five
pixels (see HOG-Feet in Tab. 1 and HOG-Head in Tab. 2),
the posterior positions coincide much better with the reference data, which is reflected in the smaller values for yd .
56

HOG-Head
HOG-Feet
IP-Head
IP-Feet
Inferred Head
Inferred Feet

µ0.95 [%]
5.2
0.4
0.9
1.0
0.6
0.4

µ0.95 [px]
5.0
0.4
0.9
-1.0
-0.6
-0.4

σ0.95 [px]
5.4
3.3
6.4
5.3
4.9
2.7

yd
0.91
0.12
0.14
-0.19
-0.12
-0.14

Table 2: ETHZ-sequence: Difference between measured
and inferred row coordinates from reference values in percent of the object height and in pixels.

4

Conclusions

We conclude from this work that by the joint evaluation of
the available information in the image that is linked to hidden parameters by a graphical model, the detection performance can be improved, even without the understanding of
the 3D scene geometry and with a single camera as measuring device. Our approach leads to recognition results
that are comparable with the state-of-the-art and at the same
time improves the geometric accuracy of the results. The
proposed method is a good starting point for tracking-bydetection systems, because the number of false positive detections from the underlying people detector that would lead
to spurious trajectories are reduced significantly. The average geometric accuracy of the estimated location of pedestrians in the image is in any case around one pixel. We estimated the unknown parameters, i.e. the validity flag of a
detection and its refined position, in two different graphical models. We plan to combine these models and estimate
the parameters in a joint probabilistic model in future work,
which opens the possibility for that position to be assigned
to the detection, which most supports the joint probability.
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ETHZ Bahnhof (1000 frames, 7092 annotations)

CAVIAR ThreePastShop (1650 frames for train., 1521 for testing)
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(a) Recall and fppi values achieved in the CAVIAR-sequence
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Figure 5: Recall and fppi values of the investigated classifiers and our proposed methods plotted in (a) for the CAVIARsequence and in (b) for the ETHZ-sequence. Also the HOG/SVM applied with internal thresholding (red dashed line) is drawn
as baseline. The red horizontal lines indicate the maximum recall values reached by the HOG/SVM, towards which the red
dashed line converges at fppi=6.6 in (a) and at fppi=6.3 in (b), respectively. In (b) also two samples from the results of related
work are depicted.
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Abstract Visual tracking has attracted a significant attention in the last few decades. The recent surge in the
number of publications on tracking-related problems have
made it almost impossible to follow the developments in the
field. One of the reasons is that there is a lack of commonly accepted annotated data-sets and standardized evaluation protocols that would allow objective comparison of
different tracking methods. To address this issue, the Visual Object Tracking (VOT) challenge and workshop was
organized in conjunction with ICCV2013. Researchers from
academia as well as industry were invited to participate in
the first VOT2013 challenge which aimed at single-object
visual trackers that do not apply pre-learned models of object appearance (model-free). In this paper we provide an
overview of the VOT2013 challenge, point out its main results and document the additional previously unpublished
experiments and results.

1

Introduction

Visual tracking is a rapidly evolving field of computer vision
that has been increasingly attracting attention of the vision
community. One reason is that it offers many challenges as
a scientific problem. Second, it is a part of many higherlevel problems of computer vision, such as motion analysis,
event detection and activity understanding. Furthermore,
the steady advance of technology in terms of computational
power, form factor and price, opens vast application potential for tracking algorithms. Applications include surveillance systems, transport, sports analytics, medical imaging,
mobile robotics, film post-production and human-computer
interfaces.
Single-object trackers that do not apply pre-learned models of object appearance (model-free) are of particular interest due to their large application domain. The activity in the field is reflected by the abundance of new tracking algorithms presented and evaluated in journals and at
conferences, and summarized in the many survey papers,
e.g., [13, 29, 11, 17, 30, 43, 26]. Despite the efforts invested
in proposing new trackers, these have not been accompanied
with established evaluation methodology.
One of the most influential performance analysis efforts

for object tracking is PETS (Performance Evaluation of
Tracking and Surveillance) [44]. The first PETS workshop that took place in 2000, aimed at evaluation of visual tracking algorithms for surveillance applications. However, its focus gradually shifted to high-level event interpretation algorithms. Other frameworks and datasets have
been presented since, but these focussed on evaluation of
surveillance systems and event detection, e.g., CAVIAR1 , iLIDS 2 , ETISEO3 , change detection [15], sports analytics
(e.g., CVBASE4 ), or specialized on tracking of specific objects like faces, e.g. FERET [33] and [20]. In general, the
evaluation of new tracking algorithms, and their comparison to the state-of-the-art, depends on three essential components: (1) an evaluation system, (2) a dataset, (3) performance evaluation measures.
The Evaluation system. For objective and rigorous evaluation, an evaluation system that performs the same experiment on different trackers using the same dataset is required. Ideally, the system should support multiple OS and
programming languages and allow easy integration of new
trackers. Furthermore, a certain level of interaction with
the tracker is desirable, for instance to allow for detection
of tracking failures. Currently, the most notable and general systems are the ODViS [18], VIVID [4] and ViPER [8]
toolkits. These, however, do not allow for interaction with
the tracker. Recently, Wu et al. [41] have performed a largescale benchmark of several trackers and developed an evaluation kit that allows integration of third-party trackers as
well. However, in our experience, the integration is not
straightforward due to a lack of standardization of the input/output communication between the tracker and the evaluation kit.
Dataset A trend has emerged in the single-object modelfree tracking community to test newly proposed trackers
on larger datasets that include different real-life visual phenomena like occlusion, clutter and illumination change. As
a consequence, various authors nowadays compare their
trackers on many publicly-available sequences, of which
some have became a de-facto standard in evaluation of new
1 http://homepages.inf.ed.ac.uk/rbf/CAVIARDATA1

2 http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/science-research/hosdb/i-lids
3 http://www-sop.inria.fr/orion/ETISEO
4 http://vision.fe.uni-lj.si/cvbase06/
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trackers. However, many of these sequences lack a standard
ground truth labeling, which makes comparison of proposed
algorithms difficult. Furthermore, authors usually do not use
datasets with various visual phenomena equally represented.
In fact, many popular sequences exhibit the same visual phenomenon, which makes the results biased toward some particular types of the phenomena. To address this issue, Wu
et al. [41] annotated each sequence with several visual attributes and report tracker performance with respect to each
attribute separately. For example, a sequence is annotated
as “occlusion” if the target is occluded anywhere in the sequence, etc. However, visual phenomena like occlusion do
not usually last throughout the entire sequence. For example, an occlusion might occur at the end of the sequence,
while a tracker might fail due to some other effects occurring at the beginning of the sequence. In this case, the failure
would be falsely attributed to occlusion. Thus a per-frame
dataset labeling is required to facilitate a more precise analysis.
Performance measures. A wealth of performance measures have been proposed for single-object tracker evaluation. These range from basic measures like center error [34], region overlap [25], tracking length [24] and failure rate [22, 21] to more sophisticated measures, such as
CoTPS [31], which combine several measures into a single
measure. A nice property of the combined measures is that
they provide a single score to rank the trackers. A downside
is that they offer little insight into the tracker performance.
In this respect the basic measures, or their simple derivatives, are preferred as they usually offer a straight-forward
interpretation. While some authors choose several basic
measures to compare their trackers, the recent study [37]
has shown that many measures are correlated and do not
reflect different aspects of tracking performance. In this
respect, choosing a large number of measures may in fact
again bias results toward some particular aspects of tracking
performance.
VOT2013. In order to address the above stated issues,
the Visual Object Tracking (VOT2013) challenge was organized. Its aim was to provide an evaluation platform that
goes beyond the current state-of-the-art. In particular, the
authors of the challenge have compiled a labeled dataset
collected from widely used sequences showing a balanced
set of various objects and scenes. All the sequences are
labeled per-frame with different visual attributes to aid a
less biased analysis of the tracking results. An evaluation
kit5 was developed in Matlab/Octave that automatically performs experiments on a tracker using the provided dataset.
A new tracker performance comparison protocol based on
basic performance measures was also proposed. A significant novelty of the proposed evaluation protocol was that
it explicitly addresses the statistical significance of the results and addresses the equivalence of trackers. A dedicated VOT2013 homepage6 has been set up, from which
the dataset, the evaluation kit and the results are publicly
available. The authors of tracking algorithms have an opportunity to publish their source code at the VOT homepage
5 https://github.com/vicoslab/vot-toolkit
6 http://www.votchallenge.net/
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as well, thus pushing the field of visual tracking towards reproducible research. The results of the challenge have been
presented at the VOT2013 workshop in conjuction with the
ICCV2013 and documented in the supporting paper [23]. In
this paper we provide an overview of the VOT2013 challenge with a particular focus on the evaluation methodology
and provide additional results that have not been published
in [23].

2

Summary of the tracking experiments

The VOT2013 benchmark is designed for single-object,
single-camera, short-term causal trackers. The tracker is initialized at the beginning of a sequence using the ground truth
bounding box and is required to predict a single bounding
box of the target for each frame of the sequence. Causality requires the tracker to solely process the frames from
the initialization up to the current frame without using any
information from the future frames. Since we are evaluating short-term tracking, whenever the tracker fails, a complete reinitialization is performed so that any previously
learned information (such as appearance and dynamics) is
discarded. The challenge consists of three experiments:
• Baseline: Ground truth bounding boxes are used for initialization.
• Noise: Randomly perturbed bounding boxes are used for
initialization, where the perturbation is in order of ten
percent of the ground truth bounding box size.
• Grayscale: Color information is removed from the sequences.
The evaluation kit runs each tracker 15 times on each experiment to obtain a reliable estimate of the performance.

3

The dataset

We collected a large pool of sequences that have been used
by various authors in the tracking community. Many sequences may be visually similar and would not contribute to
diversification of the dataset, while significantly prolong the
execution of the experiments. We have therefore reduced
the set to 16 sequences, while keeping the dataset rich in visual phenomena. We represented each sequence in the pool
of sequences as a 6-dimensional vector of global visual features and clustered them into 16 clusters by affinity propagation [10]. From each cluster a single sequence was manually
selected.
The six global visual features were defined as follows:
The illumination change as the maximal difference in average intensities computed from the bounding boxes; the object size change as the average of sequential differences in
the ground-truth bounding box size; the object motion as the
average of changes in bounding box center over the frames;
clutter as the histogram difference within and outside the
ground truth bounding box; camera motion as the per-pixel
average difference outside the bounding box; blur was measured by a camera focus measure.
Since the bounding boxes were annotated by various authors, there was no common guideline for the process of
manually annotating the sequences. It seemed that most
authors followed the strategy of maintaining a high fore-
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ground/background ratio within the bounding box (at least
> 60%). In most cases, this ratio is quite high since the
upright bounding box tightly fits the target. But in some
cases, (e.g., the gymnastics sequence) where an elongated
target is rotating significantly, the bounding box contains a
large portion of the background at some frames as well. After inspecting all the bounding box annotations, we have reannotated those sequences in which the original annotations
were out of place.
Additionally, we manually or semi-manually labeled
each frame in each selected sequence with five visual
attributes that reflect a particular challenge in appearance
degradation: occlusion, illumination change, motion
change, size change and camera motion. In case a particular
frame did not correspond to any of the five degradations, we
denoted it as non-degraded.

4

Evaluation methodology

There exists an abundance of performance measures in the
field of visual tracking (e.g., [40, 32, 15, 20, 41]). Our approach to choosing the performance measures was the interpretability of the measures while selecting as few measures
as possible to provide a clear comparison among trackers.
Based on the recent analysis of widely-used performance
measures [37] we have chosen two weakly-correlated measures: (i) accuracy and (ii) robustness.
The accuracy measures how well the bounding box predicted by the tracker overlaps with the ground truth bounding box. The tracking accuracy at time-step t is defined as
the overlap between the tracker predicted bounding box ATt
and the ground truth bounding box AG
t
φt =

T
AG
t ∩ At
.
G
At ∪ ATt

(1)

On the other hand, the robustness was measured by the failure rate measure, which counts the number of times the
tracker drifted from the target and had to be reinitialized. A
failure is indicated when the overlap measure (Eq. 1) drops
to zero.
The reinitialization of trackers might introduce a bias into
the performance measures. Typically, if a tracker fails at
a particular frame it will likely fail again immediately after re-initialization. To reduce this bias, we re-initialize the
tracker five frames after the failure and denote the skipped
frames as invalid for accuracy computation. This number
was determined experimentally on a separate dataset. A
similar bias occurs in the accuracy measure, as the overlap measure in the frames right after the initialization are
biased towards higher values for several frames (burn-in period, Figure 1). In a preliminary study we have determined
by a large-scale experiment that the burn-in period is approximately ten frames. The burn-in frames are also labeled
invalid and are not used in the computation of accuracy.
Let Φt (i, k) denote the accuracy of i-th tracker at frame
t at experiment repetition k. The per frame accuracy is
obtained by taking the average over these, i.e., Φt (i) =
PNrep
1
The average accuracy of the i-th
k=1 Φt (i, k).
Nrep
tracker, ρA (i), over some set of Nvalid valid frames is then

Figure 1: Overlaps after reinitialization averaged over a large
number of trackers and many reinitializations.

calculated as the average of per-frame accuracies
ρA (i) =

1
Nvalid

XNvalid
j=1

Φj (i).

(2)

In contrast to accuracy measurements, we obtain a single measure of robustness per experiment repetition. Let
F (i, k) be the number of times the i-th tracker failed in the
experiment repetition k over a set of frames. The average
robustness of the i-th tracker is then
ρR (i) =

Nrep
1 X
F (i, k).
Nrep

(3)

k=1

Note that in the dataset some attributes are more frequently presented than the others, which would introduce
a bias into the results. To address this, we calculate the accuracy (2) and robustness (3) separately for each attribute.
For a particular attribute we calculate the two measures only
on the subset of frames in the dataset that contain that attribute (attribute subset). To compare different trackers one
might average the accuracy and robustness over all the attribute subset frames. However, these will likely be at a
different scale across the attribute sequences in which case
direct averaging of performance measures is not appropriate. Instead, we have developed a ranking-based methodology akin to [6, 9, 15]. We start by ranking all the trackers
with respect to each measure on each attribute subset separately. Let r(i, a, m) be the rank of the i-th tracker on the
attribute subset a using the performance measure m, which
can either be accuracy (A) or robustness (R). Now we can
calculate the average rank for the P
i-th tracker by averaging
Natt
over the attributes r(i, m) = N1att a=1
r(i, a, m). Giving
an equal weight to each performance measure, we average
the two corresponding rankings as
r(i) =

1
2

X

r(i, m).

(4)

m∈{A,R}

The averaging over attribute subsets assures that every attribute contributes equally to the final ranking. Since the
frequency of the attributes is uneven and some frames contain several attributes, it means that some frames contribute
more than the other to the final rank. This is a subtlety that
might not be immediately apparent, but has to be kept in
mind when interpreting the results.
A group of trackers may perform equally well on a given
attribute subset, in which case they should be assigned an
equal rank. In particular, after ranking trackers on an attribute set, we calculate for each i-th tracker its corrected
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rank as follows. We determine for each tracker, indexed
by i, a group of equivalent trackers, which contains the ith tracker as well as any tracker that performed equally well
as the selected tracker. The corrected rank of the i-th tracker
is then calculated as the average of the ranks in the group of
equivalent trackers. Note that this equality is not transitive.
For example, consider trackers T1 , T2 and T3 . It may happen that a tracker T2 performs equally well as T1 and T3 ,
but this does not necessarily mean that T1 performs equally
well as both, T2 and T3 – the equivalence groups should be
established for each tracker separately.
To determine for each tracker the group of equivalent
trackers, we require an objective measure of equivalence
on a given sequence. In case of accuracy measure, a perframe accuracy is available for each tracker. One way to
gauge equivalence in this case is to apply a paired test to determine whether the difference in accuracies is statistically
significant. In case the differences are distributed normally,
the Student’s t-test, which is often used in the aeronautic
tracking research [3], is the appropriate choice. However,
in a preliminary study we have applied Anderson-Darling
tests of normality [1] and have observed that the accuracies in frames are not always distributed normally, which
might render the t-test inappropriate. As an alternative, we
apply the Wilcoxon Signed-Rank test as in [6]. In case of
robustness, we obtain several measurements of the number
of times the tracker failed over the entire sequence in different runs. However, these cannot be paired, and we use
the Wilcoxon Rank-Sum (also known as Mann-Whitney Utest) [6] instead to test the difference in the average number
of failures.
When establishing equivalence, we have to keep in mind
that statistical significance of performance differences does
not directly imply a practical difference [7]. One would have
to define a maximal difference in performance of two trackers at which both trackers are said to perform practically
equally well. By varying the practical difference from zero
to 0.1 we have not observed significant changes in ranking.
However, since we could not find clear means to objectively
define this difference, we reserve our methodology only to
testing the statistical significance of the differences.

5

Result analysis

In the following section we overview the results of the
VOT2013 challenge. We briefly overview the results
from [23] and focus on results that were not yet published.
5.1

Submitted trackers

In total 27 trackers were evaluated for the challenge, 19
original submissions and 8 baseline well-known trackers
that were contributed by the VOT committee. In interest
of space, we cite [23] for all trackers submitted and/or presented at VOT2013. We also refer the reader to the appendix
of the VOT supporting paper [23] for short descriptions. The
set of trackers was very diverse, ranging from trackers that
use background-subtraction (MORP [23], STMT [23]), are
based on optical-flow or motion cues (FoT [39], TLD [19],
SwATrack [27]), key-points (SCTT [23], Matrioska [28]),
use complex generative (IVT [34], MS [5], CCMS [23],
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DFT [35], ORIA [42], EDFT [23], AIF [23], CACTuSFL [12], PJS-S [45], SwATrack) or discriminative (MIL[2],
STRUCK [16], PLT [23], CT [46], RDET [23], ASAM [23],
GSDT [23]) models to trackers that use geometrical constellation of parts (HT [14], LGT [38], LGT++ [23], LTFLO [23]).
5.2

Conclusions for the challenge experiments

We overview only the major conclusions for experiments
1, 2 and 3 and refer the reader to [23] for further details.
For reference, we show the accuracy-robustness rank plots
in Figure 2. Averaging ranks across all three basic experiments, the top performing trackers were PLT, FoT, EDFT,
LGT++ and LT-FLO. The top performing PLT is a singlescale, detection-based tracker that applies online structural
SVM on color and grayscale pixels and grayscale derivatives. In all experiments the PLT achieved best robustness,
however in the Baseline and Noise experiment, the partbased LGT++ and the original LGT tightly followed. The
three trackers (PLT, LGT++ and LGT) perform well even
in noisy initializations, but in accuracy, the top performing tracker on average was FoT, followed by SCTT and a
RANSAC-based edge tracker LT-FLO. We have noticed that
the top ranked trackers in the averaged ranks remain at the
top also with respect to each attribute separately, with two
exceptions. When considering the size change, the best robustness is still achieved by PLT, however, the trackers that
yield best trade-off between the robustness and accuracy are
the LGT++ and the size-adaptive mean shift tracker CCMS.
When considering occlusion, the PLT and STRUCK seem
to share the first place in the best trade-off. Note that the
evaluation kit was also measuring the tracker speed during
the experiments. Since the trackers were coded in different
programming languages and run on different machines, the
measurements are not directly comparable. However, two
trackers stood out in performance. These were the PLT and
FoT, whose speed was higher than 150fps.
We ranked the individual types of visual degradation according to the tracking difficulty they present to the tested
trackers. Our results imply that the subsequences that do not
contain any specific degradation present little difficulty for
the trackers in general. Most trackers do not fail on such
intervals and achieve best average overlap. On the other
hand, camera motion is the hardest degradation in this respect. One way to explain this is that most trackers focus
primarily on appearance changes of the target and do not explicitly account for changing background. Note that camera
motion does not necessarily imply that the object is significantly changing position in the image frame. For accuracy,
the hardest degradation is the change of object size. This is
plausible as many trackers do not adapt in this respect and
sacrifice their accuracy for a more stable visual model that is
more accurate in situations where the size of the target does
not change.
In summary, the sparse discriminative tracker PLT seems
to address the robustness quite well, despite that it does not
adapt the target size, which reduces its accuracy when the
size of the tracked object is significantly changing. On the
other hand, the part-based trackers with a rigid part constel-
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Figure 3: Effects of failure threshold on ranking.

Figure 2: The accuracy-robustness ranking plots with respect to
the three experiments. An optimal tracker would reside in the topright corner of the plot.

lation yield a better accuracy at reduced robustness. The robustness is increased with part-based models that relax the
constellation, but this on average comes at a cost of significant drop in accuracy.
5.3

Additional experiments

In addition to the official challenge experiments, the VOT
committee has also performed four additional experiments
on the top five submitted entries that had been attached a
working executable version of the tracker. The aim of the
first experiment was to evaluate the effect of the failure
threshold on the overall ranking outcome. The remaining
four experiments were designed to offer further insights into
the tracker performance.
5.3.1 Effects of the failure threshold Recall that the
evaluation kit proclaimed a failure if the overlap between
the predicted and ground-truth bounding box became zero.
To study how increasing the threshold affects the ranking
of the trackers, we have repeated the baseline experiment
with thresholds 0.1 and 0.2. The results are shown in Figure 3. We have observed that the failure rate increased with
the threshold, however, the increase is approximately the
same for all five trackers. From Figure 3 we see that the
two top performing trackers do not change rank, but there
is a slight change in ranking of the last three trackers. This
change is due to ranking change in the accuracy rankings,
since the practical difference in accuracy is in fact small
for these trackers. We can conclude that the applied ranking scheme is sufficiently stable across reasonable values of
failure thresholds.
5.3.2 Sequence degradation We have considered four
diverse challenging scenarios of sequence degradation:

Figure 4: Results of top performing trackers on Baseline (E1 ),
Noise (E2 ), Gray (E3 ), Empty frames (E4 ), Frame skipping (E5 ),
Frame Resize (E6 ) and Reverse order (E7 ) experiments.

• Empty frames: The adaptability of the employed visual
models is tested by replacing every fifth frame in the sequence by a black image.
• Skipping frames: To simulate frame-drops that can occur in video transmission, the original sequences were
modified by removing every third frame from the sequence.
• Reduction of image size: To study how the size of the
target affects the tracking, the size of the images is reduced by 60%.
• Reversed sequence: To test the importance of the specific sequence of events in the sequence, the order of the
frames is reversed.
The overall results for the four additional results above
are shown in Figure 4. In all but one experiment the ranking results do not change a lot, meaning that the trackers
are equally well adapted to these degradations. In the experiment with black frames, the performance of the FoT and
PLT significantly decreased relative to other trackers, while
the performance of EDFT relatively increased. Note that the
absolute performance decreased for all trackers, but this reduction was greater for FoT and PLT than it was for EDFT.
The significant jump in ranking for the FoT can be explained
by the way this tracker adapts its visual model. In particular, the FoT performs full adaptation in each frame. Once
a black frame occurs the visual model becomes completely
corrupted, which leads to failure. In case of PLT the decrease is most likely a result of fixed color model that is
initialized at the first frame and is used to determine regions
that most likely belong to the object. Once a black frame arrives, the discriminative power of model is rendered useless,
which, may lead to unrepairable false adaptations of the visual model. EDFT on the other hand is better suited for this
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Trackers

Sequence: woman − Experiment: baseline
MORP
GSDT
HT
LT−FLO
PJS−S
RDET
MIL
AIF
LGT
TLD
FoT
SCTT
SWaTrack
LGT++
ASAM
CCMS
Meanshift
Matrioska
CACTuS−FL
EDFT
DFT
PLT
STMT
1

31

61

91

121 151 181 211 241 271 301 331 361 391 421 451 481 511 541 571

Frame number
Figure 5: Scatter plot for the woman sequence shows the failures
for each tracker w.r.t. frame number.

kind of changes, likely because of lazy adaptation of the visual model and a well designed motion model, which help it
to survive short-term image degradations.
5.4

area
4.28
4.23
4.22
3.13
2.86
2.79
2.67
2.38
1.68
1.36
1.22
1.22
1.12
0.93
0.92
0.22

max
13
9
14
12
15
11
8
6
4
4
3
11
4
4
5
2

frame
242
105
51
98
565
85
189
227
268
337
140
178
242
203
253
232

difficulty
hard
hard
hard
interm.
interm.
interm.
interm.
interm.
interm./easy
easy
easy
easy
easy
easy
easy
easy

Table 1: The sequence analysis results. The area under the failure
curve (area), the maximal number of simultaneously failed trackers (max), the frame number with maximum number of failures
(frame), and the difficulty label (difficulty).

Sequence analysis

The second part of our analysis focused on the selected sequences. In particular, we have first analyzed the difficulty
of each sequence presented to the trackers. Namely, for each
sequence we have recorded if a particular tracker fails at
least once at a particular frame. Using this approach we
have constructed for each sequence a scatterplot of failures
over each tracker (see the example in Figure 5). We visualize the level of difficulty for each sequence by summing
the scatterplots vertically. This yields the failure curve (e.g.,
Figure 6a,b,c,d) which shows how many trackers failed at
each frame. From these curves we derive two objective
measures of sequence difficulty: area and max. The area
is just the sum of frame-wise values from the failure curve
normalized by the number of frames, while the max is the
maximum on this curve, i.e. the maximal number of failed
trackers in a frame. While the area indicates the average
level of difficulty of a sequence, the max is localized and
focuses on a particular frame that presented most difficult
part of the sequence. For example, the area in the failure
curve for the David sequence (Figure 6a) is smaller than
the area for the woman sequence (Figure 6b), which suggests that david sequence is less challenging that the woman
sequence. Furthermore, a significant peak in the woman
sequence (frame 565) suggests that this sequence contains
a subsequence which is challenging to most of the trackers. Table 1 summarizes the area and max values for all
sequences.
Given the measures of area, we intuitively clustered the
remaining 15 sequences by hand into three clusters according to their level of difficulty: Hard, Intermediate, Easy.
The results are summarized in Table 1. david, face, bicycle, juice, jump, car and cup sequences do not present a significant challenge to most of the trackers; on average, less
than a single tracker fails. Surprisingly the david sequence
(Figure 6a) shows a small area in this study, although the
sequence is usually considered in literature to be challenging. The reason might be that this sequence is so frequently
used for tracker evaluation that the authors might have over64

sequence
bolt
diving
hand
gymnastics
woman
sunshade
torus
iceskater
singer
david
face
bicycle
juice
jump
car
cup

Figure 6: Failure curves for david, woman, bicycle and bolt sequences.

fitted to this sequence. The analysis also shows that the bolt,
diving and hand sequences are the most challenging ones,
followed by sequences of intermediate difficulty, in particular, the gymnastics, woman, sunshade, torus, and iceskater
sequences and the singer sequence which seems to be easyto-intermediate.
Most of the difficulties in hard and intermediate sequences arise from changes in camera and object motion as
well as from rapid changes in object size. For example, bolt
is hard, as all three aforementioned nuisances occur simultaneously in the sequence. The diving sequence shows significant changes in object size while the hand sequence shows
challenging pose variations of the person’s hand.
Easy to intermediate sequences might remain valuable
for tracker comparison as these sequences still conceal challenges in particular frames. We can identify those sequences
by considering max in Table 1. For example, the woman
sequence at frame 565 (Figure 6b) shows camera zooming
which lets 15 out of 23 trackers fail. Similarily, the bicycle sequence at frame 178 (Figure 6c) shows a peak in the
failure curve. Here, an object occlusion happens and immediately after that, the tracked object is partially covered by a
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shadow. A large peak is also present in the challenging Bolt
sequence (Figure 6d) at frame 242. Almost half of the trackers fail here. A closer look at the frame and its neighboring
frames shows significant object motion between frames as a
cause of failures.

6

Conclusions and Future Work

This paper reviewed the VOT2013 challenge and its results.
The challenge provides an evaluation kit comprising an evaluation protocol and dataset of 16 sequences which allows
simple and objective tracker comparison. VOT2013 also
provides attributes such as illumination change, occlusion,
etc. on frame level for each sequence. First results show
that trackers tend to specialize either for robustness or accuracy. None of the trackers consistently outperformed the
others by all measures at all sequence attributes. It is currently impossible to conclusively say what kind of tracker
design works best in general, however, there is some evidence showing that accuracy tends to be better for the trackers that do not apply global models, but rather split their
visual models into parts. On the other hand, robustness is
pretty much achieved by discriminative learning where variants of Structured SVM, e.g. PLT, seems very promising.
The analysis of our dataset showed that some sequences are
challenging on average, other sequences are very challenging at particular frames and some of them were well tackled
by all the trackers. While we believe that it is difficult to
overfit a tracker to a visually diverse dataset, tuning parameters may very likely contribute to higher ranks. Because
of this unavoidable dependence on implementation and parameter tuning, care has to be taken when deciding for or
against a new tracker based on performance scores. Rather
than waging decision on absolute scores, comparative evaluation should be used to position trackers against baseline
implementations and further focus on detailed analysis per
visual properties. Our future work will focus on revising and
carefully enriching the dataset with new sequences, e.g. including sequences from related datasets like the recent [36]
with the aim of significantly increasing diversity while keeping the number of sequences on a useful level. We also intend to improve the evaluation kit, allowing faster execution
of more complex experiments. Our work will focus on organizing further VOT challenges and pushing towards a standard for tracker comparison.
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A Few Things One Should Know About Feature Extraction, Description and
Matching
Karel Lenc, Jiřı́ Matas, and Dmytro Mishkin
CMP CTU in Prague, Czech Republic
Abstract We explore the computational bottlenecks of the
affine feature extraction process and show how this process
can be speeded up by 2-3 times with no or very modest
loss of performance. With our improvements the speed of
the Hessian-Affine and MSER detector is comparable with
similarity-invariant SURF and DoG-SIFT detectors.
The improvements presented include a faster anisotropic
patch extraction algorithm which does not depend on the
feature scale, a speed up of a feature dominant orientation
estimation and SIFT descriptor computation using a look-up
table.
In the second part of the paper we explore performance of
the recently proposed first geometrically inconsistent nearest neighbour criterion and domination orientation generation process.

1

Introduction

Extraction of local image features is an important part of a
wide variety of computer vision algorithms and significant
effort has been put into speeding up this process. Speed
up efforts have been usually directed at similarity covariant
feature detectors or even only translation invariant detectors.
Affine covariant detectors have been avoided because they
are considered, the paper indicates somewhat unfairly, too
computationally expensive (see Table 1).
SIFT SURF HesAff MSER HesAff+ MSER+
Method
Avg. NFeats 1719.23 2192.33 3181.81 1028.02 3787.60 1348.71
Avg. Time [s]
0.90
0.72
5.38
2.83
1.80
0.69

Table 1: Average processing time (without image IO) and
number of features per an image of commonly used feature
extractors and their variants implementing the proposed improvements. We compare similarity invariant SIFT (VlFeat
implementation) and SURF (OpenSURF implementation)
and standard implementations of affine invariant Hessian
Affine (HesAff) (implementation by [18]) and MSER [11]
with the improved affine invariant HesAff+ and MSER+.
Values are computed on all images from Mikolajczyk’s
dataset [15] with average image resolution of 0.7MPx.
In the first part of this work, we show that with careful
implementation the processing time of the traditional affine
covariant detectors (such as Hessian-Affine and MSER) is
comparable to similarity covariant detectors. We show that
by loosening the demands on correctness of the patch ex-

A−1
P
I
Detection

Patch Extr.

Desc. Extr.

Figure 1: The classical local image feature extraction
pipeline. Measurement region (red) of a detected feature
(blue) is warped from image I to a patch P normalising
the region based on the local affine shape of the feature described by matrix A. The image data in the patch are used
to compute the SIFT descriptor.
traction process from the signal processing point of view,
the processing time can be significantly reduced with only a
modest loss in the scale invariance of the extracted descriptors.
In the second part, we investigate another bottleneck
which is the conversion of gradients from cartesian to polar coordinates and we examine existing and propose a new
arctan2 approximation which speed up this process.
Finally we examine strategies for generating tentative
correspondences. The traditional method for SIFT matching is based on the second (to first) nearest neighbour (SNN)
distance ratio. We confirm that using the first geometric inconsistent nearest neighbour [16] can improve the performance even on two view matching without view synthesis.
We investigate the tentative correspondences between distinguished regions (DRs) and number of their matched dominant orientations. We show that the standard second nearest
neighbour criterion is able to remove most of the inconsistent correspondences (e.g. two dominant orientations of a
single DR matched to two different DRs in the tested image) and that the knowledge of the multiple orientation correspondences can help to avoid some degenerate hypotheses
in RANSAC.

2

Related Work

The feature extraction process consists of several stages that
are visualised in Figure 1. In the first step, distinguished
regions (DRs) are detected using a feature detector. There
are several ways how to perform that: Scale-space detectors
(DoG [10], Hessian or Harris-Affine [13]) start with building
a scale space pyramid and each layer of the pyramid is anal67
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ysed for local maxima of some differential operator; in the
Fast Hessian, which is how we call the detector part of the
SURF system [2], the pyramid consists of integral images,
which are used for computing an approximated Hessian operator with Haar wavelets. In the case of Hessian and Harris
Affine detector, the structure tensor is used to estimate an
affine shape of each DR. Another affine invariant detector,
MSER [11], detects DRs finding maximally stable extremal
regions where the affine shape is defined by their interior’s
second moments.
In order to obtain rotationally invariant descriptions,
dominant orientations of each DR are detected. This is usually done by collecting a weighted histogram of finite derivatives in the feature’s measurement region, which has mtimes bigger measurement scale. This measurement region
is used for descriptor computation and is then normalised to
a small patch (usually of size 41 pixels) used to form invariant descriptor such as SIFT [10].
The process differs for the SURF descriptor, which uses
Haar wavelets for the computation of both the dominant orientations and for the SURF descriptor; therefore, no patch
needs to be extracted. The main advantage of the SURF
detector is its speed, but like the DoG detector, it does not
offer Affine invariance. However, this can be achieved by
using ASIFT [17] or MODS [16] matching startegy which
synthesise views so that images can be matched across significant viewpoint changes without a substantial increase in
the processing time.
Another speed-aware approach to feature detection is the
FAST detector [20], which is a classifier learned for corner
detection. However, it examines a neighbourhood of constant size; therefore, it is not scale invariant. This restriction
was addressed in BRISK detector [9].
The computationally expensive part of estimating dominant orientations or computing SIFT descriptor is the conversion of gradients from Cartesian to Polar coordinates.
This operation can be accelerated in several ways, e.g. in
[8], a circuit design is proposed to accelerate in hardware
this operation. The arctan2 function can be approximated
well by Taylor series expansions, which is often used in
speed-aware implementations [19], [12]. Indeed, this is used
in practice e.g. in VLFeat library [21], where the 3rd order Taylor polynomial is used to approximate the function
arctan((1 − r)/(1 + r)). Similarly, in OpenCV library1 ,
the arctan2 is approximated with a 7th degree Taylor series
expansion. Moreover, it is implemented using SSE instructions.
The extracted local image features are usually used for
image based matching, e.g. in wide baseline stereo problems. Feature extraction is followed by generation of tentative correspondences, usually using the Lowe’s Second
Nearest Neighbour criterion [10]. Then the tentative correspondences are verified against two-view geometry constraints in a RANSAC framework [5].

3

Speeding up patch extraction process

We start with investigation of the main bottlenecks of the
feature extraction process. In order to compare existing feature extraction algorithms fairly, we measure time needed
for processing hypothetical 1MPx image where a detector
finds 2000 Distinguished regions and extract 3600 descriptors as each distinguished region has 1.8 dominant orientations on average. Because the processing time can also
depend on the size and shape of the detected features, we
compute an average over 16 images of various scenes.
Figure 2 shows the execution time of each stage of the
VLFeat2 DoG detector [21], OpenSURF3 implementation
of SURF detector [2], improved implementation of HessianAffine [13] by Perdoch et. al. [18] and MSER [11].
All detectors have been configured in such a way that
they detect features within the same range of scales; the
OpenSURF algorithm was used in two configurations:
FH ES +SURF where the initial sampling is set to default
2pxs (i.e. the response is computed for every second pixel)
and FH ES -1 PX +SURF where the sampling is set to 1px.
All measurements
in this article are done with measurement
√
scale m = 3 3.

Figure 2: The processing time of feature extraction stages
of commonly used algorithms (VLFeat DoG, OpenSURF,
HessianAffine by Perdoch [18] and authors’ implementation of MSER [11] which uses same SIFT implementation
as the HessianAffine). The time was measured on a set of
16 1MPx images. Pyr. stands for the time needed for building a pyramid (the scale space or the integral images for the
SURF detector), Det. is the duration of the feature detection stage. Both of these stages depend mainly on the image
size. AffAdapt. is the duration of iterative affine adaptation
and DomOri. is the time needed for detection of dominant
orientations. AffAdapt. and and DomOri. are normalised to
2000 DRs. The last two stages, PtchExtr., the time needed
to extract patches used for the description (Desc.) are normalised to 3600 features.
Figure 2 clearly shows that the most expensive stage of
the existing affine invariant feature detectors is the patch extraction process, note that this stage takes longer for MSER
as it generally detects regions with higher scale [15] and
uses the same patch extraction algorithm as Hessian-Affine,
which means that the patch extraction time depends on the
feature size.
In the following, we propose novel algorithms which reduce significantly the dependence of patch extraction time
2 http://www.vlfeat.org/

1 http://opencv.org/
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on the local image feature scale. Then, several improvements which speed up the feature extraction process are presented.
3.1 The standard patch extraction process
In order to obtain invariant description of a co-variant local
image feature, the image region corresponding to a feature is
normalised. The local derivatives, used to obtain gradients
for the SIFT descriptor, are computed using a Gaussian kernel of the size determined by differentiation scale σD [13]
and the extracted patches should have σD = const in order
to gain full scale invariance.
In the case of the original Lowe’s [10] SIFT feature
detection and description framework, the patch used for
feature description is extracted from the scale-space layer
where the feature has been located. This means that for a
feature which was found in octave o and in a layer l of a
scale space with O octaves and L layers, the feature can
have a scale in the input image in interval
i
h
l+1
l−1
(1)
s ∈ σi 2o+ L , σi 2o+ L

where σi is the initial scale (the prior smoothing used for
building the scale-space pyramid) [10]. Then the descriptor
is computed from a measurement region with scale smr =
s · m in the original image where m is the magnification
factor. This method can be used only for similarity-invariant
features as it does not handle anisotropy of affine co-variant
features.
In patch extraction implementations [13] and [18], at
first, an affine image feature is normalised with A−1 · s from
the input image√
where A ∈ GL(2) is the de-normalisation
matrix and s = A is the feature scale. In the next step, the
extracted patch is blurred with an isotropic Gaussian kernel
with variance σB = 2σD ms/p in order to obtain differentiation scale σD in the down-sampled descriptor patch.
The disadvantage of the method ([13], [18]) is its computational complexity as it works with the original image
data even for features which may cover the whole image.
This can be seen in Figure 3 which clearly shows that even
though there is only a fraction of detected features in higher
octaves, the patch extraction process still takes a significant
amount of time. All the computation times were measured
on a machine with Intel R CoreTM i7-3517U CPU with 4MB
cache.

3.2

Speeding up the affine patch extraction process

We propose a novel algorithm for patch extraction which
uses the pre-blurred layers of the isotropic Gaussian scale
space pyramid. We will refer this algorithm as PyramidSmoothing Patch Extraction (PSPE). Based on the required
σD it operates on the Gaussian scale space pyramid layer
where the differentiation scale is small enough that after the
extraction it would not exceed σD in any direction.
Then, the measurement region of the feature is extracted
to the intermediate patch in its original scale in such a way
that the eigenvectors of the affine transformation are aligned
with the image axes. This transformation is found using
the singular value decomposition. Then, equal differentiation scale in all directions can be achieved by a convolution with an anisotropic, separable Gaussian kernel, which
has the same computational complexity as isotropic Gaussian blurring. Finally, the patch is downscaled and rotated
to the final patch of size p. Details are given in Algorithm 1.
Algorithm 1 PSPE Pyramid-Smoothing Patch Extraction
Require: I – Input image; Loi ,sj – Gaussian Scale-Space
pyramid with initial image scale σ0 , octaves 0 < oi <
O and octaves’ layers 0 ≤ sj < S; A – Local affine
feature; σD – required diff. scale, p – a patch size, m - a
measurement region multiplier.
Ensure: P – Extracted patch.
√
Get feature scale s = A
Get patch to extr. feature scale ρ = 2 ms
p
Compute Singular Value Decomposition A = U D V T ,
Set l1 = D1,1 /s, l2 = D2,2 /s
Differentiation blur in l2 direction in I is σl2 = σD ρ l1
if σl2 < σ0 then
σ̂ = 0.5, dˆ = 1
P̂ (x) = I(U diag(l1 , l2 ) x)
else
o = blog2 (σl2 /σ0 )c, v = blog21/S (2−o σl2 /σ0 )c
σ̂ = σ0 2o+v/S , dˆ = 2o
P̂ (x) = Lo,s (2−o U diag(l1 , l2 ) x)
end if
Ensure correct diff. scale in both x and y directions
ˆ σˆy = l1 σ̂/d,
ˆ σ̂D = σD ρ/dˆ
σ̂x = l2 σ̂/d,
q
p
2
2 − σ̂ 2
σ̂dx = σ̂D − σ̂x2 , σ̂dy = σ̂D
y

Blur P̂B (x) = P̂ (x) ∗ g(x, Σ), Σ = diag(σ̂dx , σ̂dy )
where g(x, Σ) is 2D Gaussian filter
Sub-sample to patch: P (x) = P̂B (ρ V T x)

Figure 3: Time needed for extraction of patches found at different scale space octaves. OPE is the original patch extraction method [13], [18]. Results obtained with the Hessian
Affine detector. Average on 18 various 3MPx images.

We propose a faster variant of the PSPE algorithm,
PNBPE (Pyramid, No-Blur Patch Extraction), which ignores the anisotropic blurring step. This variant simply
warps the selected pyramid layer to the patch without any
intermediate steps. Unlike the PSPE, the pyramid layer is
not selected according to the affine shape of the feature, but
solely based on the feature scale. With this simplification,
the PNBPE method gets several times faster than the former PSPE variant. Computation time of this method depends only on the SIFT patch size (usually p = 41). Details
69
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Algorithm 2 PNBPE Pyramid, No-Blur Patch Extraction
Require: I – Input image; Loi ,sj – Gaussian Scale-Space
pyramid with initial image scale σ0 , octaves 0 < oi <
O and octaves’ layers 0 ≤ sj < S; A – Local affine
feature; σD – required diff. scale, p – a patch size, m - a
measurement region multiplier.
Ensure: P – Extracted patch.
√
Get feature scale s = A
Get patch to extr. feature scale ρ = 2 ms
p
Differentiation blur in I is σ = σD ρ
if σ < σ0 then
P (x) = I(ρ A x)
else
o = blog2 (σ/σ0 )c, v = blog21/S (2−o σ/σ0 )c
P (x) = Lo,s (2−o ρ A x)
end if
of this variant are given in Algorithm 2.
We also test a method, called NBPE (No-Blur Patch Extraction), which simply warps the feature measurement region to the patch using the original image, not the pyramid.
The speed of NBPE and PNBPE is equal.
With PSPE, PNBPE and NBPE it generally holds that
the time needed for patch extraction is proportional to the
number of the features and does not depend on feature size,
as can be seen in Figure 3. The independence of patch extraction time on feature size is demonstrated in Figure 4.
−3
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Figure 4: Average time needed for extraction of a single
patch. The values are computed as an average over all features from 18 different images of a given resolution and is
computed with HessianAffine detector.
Matching performance of patch extraction
variants

In Figure 7, the comparisons of matching scores of different
patch extraction methods for the Hessian-Affine and MSER
detector are shown. The matching score is measured as defined by [15], with a difference that one-to-one correspondences are computed for descriptors only. In the original
implementation of the matching score benchmark, match is
deemed correct when it is a one-to-one match both based on
descriptor distances and in ellipse overlaps. Though, this is
not usable for DRs with multiple orientations as the ellipse
overlap does not take into consideration the dominant orien70
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0.6

0.2

3.3

tations. We use matching score instead of [14] as we want
to measure performance under various geometric transformations. Matching score has been computed with RootSIFT
[1] descriptor normalisation.
Tests have been performed on datasets from [15] or their
variants from [4] with more precise ground truth where
available. The G RAF and WALL dataset test invariance to
viewpoint change, B OAT and BARK to zoom and rotation
and B IKES are used to test invariance to image blur. In order
to show the invariance to scale changes we have measured
average matching score using 32 images which have been
resized to scales in (1, 0.2i (S YNTH . S CALE). Similarly,
to simulate invariance to anisotropic deformations, we have
generated datasets of the same images but scaled only in the
y-axis direction (S YNTH . A NIS . S CALE).
It can be observed that PSPE method obtains in general the same performance as the original patch extraction
method. The PNBPE and NBPE methods have similar performance when the features which need to be matched are
relatively small, though they get worse performance on the
Bark and Bikes dataset and with MSER detector which detects bigger features. This is additionally confirmed with the
tests on synthetic images. On synthetic scale dataset, it can
be seen that the PNBPE method has slightly better scale invariance as the NBPE method is ignoring Nyquist–Shannon
sampling theorem and in case of bigger scale changes, the
aliasing becomes an issue.
The reason why PNBPE and NBPE has got the same
number of matches is that these methods detects more dominant orientations (1.9 for PNBPE and 2 for NBPE) as the
extracted patch contains higher frequencies. But those orientations are less stable, thus these patch extraction variants
have worse matching score.

HesAff+OPE+SIFT
HesAff+NBPE+SIFT
Convolution (30%)
Interpolation (19%)
Interpolation (20%)
SIFT sampling (16%)
SIFT sampling (10%)
arctan2 (14%)
arctan2 (8%)
Gradient comp. (10%)

Table 2: The most time consuming functions (self-cost, percentage of the whole program runtime) by profiling Wall-1
[15] feature extraction.
As a significant bottleneck of the feature extraction process is the arctan2 function (see Table 2), we have investigated the precision and speed of existing implementations in
VLFeat and OpenCV and proposed a new algorithm which
outperforms these approximations in speed.
We have created a method which approximates the
arctan2 function using look-up table (LUT). This method
divides the interval h0, 2π) into octants, and is using a LUT of 256 bins accordingly for each octant as
arctan(x/y) = π/2 − arctan(y/x), if x > 0 and similar
rule is for x < 0.
The comparison of different methods in single precision
floating point numbers is given in Table 3 where the error

Karel
Lenc,
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Impl.
RMS Err. [rad×10−3 ] Max Err. [rad×10−3 ] Avg. time [ns]
A RCTAN 2
0
0
139.1
VLF EAT
4.278
6.136
95.3
O PEN CV
0.073
0.167
99.5
LUT-256
1.815
3.922
89.9

Table 3: Speed of different arctan2 implementations and
approximations in single floating point precision. Values are
computed over 2×106 measurements and the error is compared against the arctan2 , standard reference.
is compared against the standard implementation4 . It can be
seen that our LUT-256 method outperform the investigated
methods in speed and has smaller error than the method used
in VLFeat library. The error does not have any influence on
descriptor performance. However, as the speed of LUT approximation depends mostly on memory access speed, for
processors with smaller CPU cache it may be needed to reduce the number of bins, partially scarifying the precision.
Method
DomOri [µs] (Speed-up) SIFT [µs] (Speed-Up)
Standard
110.35
159.26
LUT-256
47.12 (2.3)
95.06 (1.7)
SSE-OpenCV
38.75 (2.8)
73.38 (2.2)

Table 4: The average speed-up per a single MSER feature
using the arctan2 approximation and SSE instructions in
different patch extraction stages.
However the O PEN CV approximation is implemented
using SSE instructions, and in addition it uses SSE for gradient magnitude computation where the SSE instruction for
the square root (SQRTPS) is already an approximation with
rel.err. ≤ 1.5 × 10−12 [6] which is more than sufficient for
the feature extraction purposes.
The overall speed-up of the feature extraction stages
in comparison to the original implementation is shown
in Table 4. It can be seen that even speeding up the
arctan2 function with a look-up table can bring a significant improvements in the processing time. The advantage
of the LUT-256 is that it has tunable precision by varying
the number of bins which can be chosen in such a way that it
would fit to the CPU cache of the target architecture. However, in the following experiments we use the SSE-OpenCV
variant.
The processing time of Hessian-Affine and MSER detectors using the proposed improvements are shown in Figure 5. It can be seen that with the PSPE or NBPE algorithm together with the SSE-OpenCV (referred as SIFT+),
the feature extraction process takes around half the time of
the original implementation. In Table 5 we show the average
processing time per an image from the Mikolajczyk’s dataset
[15] without normalisation to a constant number of features,
i.e. the expected time needed to extract features from a single image. From this table it is clear that for example using
the improved MSER+NBPE+SIFT+ for feature extraction is
similarly time consuming as using SURF algorithm.
4 Defined by IEEE Std 1003.1, particularly used GNU C Library 2.15
implementation

Variant
A
B
C
D
E
F
G
H

Detector
HesAff
HesAff
HesAff
HesAff
MSER
MSER
MSER
MSER

Patch Extr.
OPE
PSPE
PNBPE
NBPE
OPE
PSPE
PNBPE
NBPE

Descriptor
SIFT+
SIFT+
SIFT+
SIFT+
SIFT+
SIFT+
SIFT+
SIFT+

Figure 5: Processing time of particular feature extraction
stages using the proposed improvements. In all feature extractors here, the SSE-OpenCV method is used for computing arctan2 . The values in the graph are measured in the
same way as in Figure 2.
Method
Avg. NFeats Avg. Time
DoG+SIFT
1719.23
0.90
FHes+SURF
2192.33
0.72
HesAff+OPE+SIFT
3181.81
5.38
HesAff+PSPE+SIFT+
3201.98
3.56
HesAff+PNBPE+SIFT+
3714.40
1.78
HesAff+NBPE+SIFT+
3787.60
1.80
MSER+OPE+SIFT
1028.02
2.83
MSER+PSPE+SIFT+
1035.04
2.15
MSER+PNBPE+SIFT+
1266.79
0.69
MSER+NBPE+SIFT+
1348.71
0.69

Table 5: Average processing time and number of features
per an image (without image IO) of commonly used extractors and feature extractors with the proposed speed improvements on all images from Mikolajczyk’s dataset [15]. The
values are computed in the same way as in Table 1.

5

Matching features in multiple-orientation
context

The output of a detection algorithm on input image I is a set
of distinguished regions (DR). Afterwards, dominant orientations A for each region are detected in order to obtain rotation invariance, which creates several local affine features
for each DR. Usually, the number of dominant orientations
is limited to 1 < |AIu | ≤ 4 and for each dominant orientation, one descriptor is extracted.
In image matching task, the fact that a single DR
generates more descriptors is usually ignored and it simply
matches all descriptors from a reference image to the
matched image. This has several consequences, e.g. for the
SNN ratio (SNNr) criterion. This criterion is used to filter
correspondences C of the reference image descriptors to the
matched image descriptors and generates a set of tentative
correspondences TC ⊂ C. It computes the distance ratio
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of the first closest to the second closest reference image
descriptor and when this ratio is higher than 0.8, the
correspondence is rejected (i.e. that the correspondence is
not distinguishable enough). On the other hand, in case
of symmetric DRs, the second nearest neighbour can be
located on the same DR in the matched image as the first
nearest neighbour. This issue was tackled by [16] where
the SNN criterion has been revisited. The authors added a
new condition that the SNN ratio is not computed with the
second closest descriptor but with the First Geometrically
Inconsistent Nearest Neighbour (FGI-NN). Two descriptors
are geometrically inconsistent when their centres of gravity
are farther than a given threshold (in our case set to 10px).
In [16], it was used in context of synthesised views, but
we have observed that it has some influence on simple two
view matching as well. In our tests we have matched various 85 image pairs (image pairs introduced by [7], [15] and
65 pairs selected from clusters generated by [3]) and we estimated a homography between them using LO-RANSAC
algorithm [7]. Descriptors are extracted using the HessianAffine+OPE+SIFT. Inliers I ⊂ TC are TC with symmetric
reprojection error [5] smaller than 4px, and similarly, valid
correspondences VC ⊂ C are all geometrically correct correspondences. We compute precision and recall as:
|I|
|I|
recall =
|T C|
|VC|

1

1

0.8

0.8
Precision

Precision

precision =

0.6
0.4

SNN
SNN<0.8
FGINN
FGINN<0.8

0.2
0

0

0.2

0.4
0.6
Recall

(a) MSER

0.6
0.4

SNN
SNN<0.8
FGINN
FGINN<0.8

0.2

0.8

1

(2)

0

0

0.2

0.4
0.6
Recall

0.8

1

(b) HessianAffine

Figure 6: Precision and recall of SNN and FGINN for
MSER and HessianAffine with QRT-SIFT. Results for 85
image pairs.
Method
MSER SNN
MSER FGI-NN
HesAff SNN
HesAff FGI-NN

AP Prec [%] Rec [%] |T C|
|I|
78.42
72.25
79.38 9408 6797
79.60
70.22
82.43 10039 6940
80.12
70.04
82.74 29817 20883
81.63
68.12
85.73 31919 21397

Table 6: Precision and recall for SNNr < 0.8 with average
precision (area under the PR curve) for methods for generating tentative correspondences and two selected detectors
which use SQRT-SIFT as descriptor. Results for 85 image
pairs
We have measured that using the FGI-NN method improves the performance of the system even in the case of
two-view matching without view synthesis. The particular
values of precision and recall for SNNr < 0.8 with average precision are shown in Table 6. Though it slightly lowers the precision, it increases the recall and is able to obtain
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more inliers which are important for the accuracy. The FGINN criterion also increases the average precision means that
FGI-NN is a better classifier of tentative correspondences
than SNN without being dependent on the particular SNNr
threshold. The correspondences missed by the SNN method
are usually caused by symmetric features where the SNN
may be on the same DR but with a different orientation. The
precision-recall curve, computed varying the SNNr threshold, is shown in Figure 6.
1
2
3
4
# dom.orientations |A|
% of DRs
44.97 43.09 10.72 1.22

Table 7: Percentage of detected distinguished regions with
a certain number of dominant orientations. Values are computed out of 1.8×105 DRs.
In the next experiment we investigate how dominant orientations of the DRs are matched across the images. At first,
in Table 7, we show the distribution of number of dominant
orientations per a DR detected in the reference images. On
average, each DR is assigned 1.8 dominant orientations.
Dominant orientations |A|
Matched DRs
Matched |AD |
1
2
3
4
1
62.49% 30.70% 4.63% 0.38%
2
0.00% 1.37% 0.39% 0.03%

Table 8: Distribution of the DRs in tentative correspondences T C according to their number of matched Dominant
orientations (column) and number of matched unique DRs
from the tested image (row). E.g. a DR which is in the second row and third column has three dominant orientations
in T C where two are matched to the same DR in the tested
image. T C are generated using the FGI-NN criterion.
There is clearly a lot of DRs which have more than one
descriptor. But what happens when correspondences are
generated? In Table 8 we show the distribution of the DRs in
T C according to the number of their dominant orientations
in T C and number of matched DRs in the second image. It
can be seen that for many DRs with multiple dominant orientations, only some of them passed the FGI-NN criterion.
More than 30% of the DRs have 2 dominant orientations
where both of them are matched against a single DR in the
tested image (row 1 column 2). Those 30% of DRs are actually generating more than 42% of correspondences which
are passed to RANSAC algorithm. This also means that in
our dataset, more than 22% of the correspondences are duplicates.
This can be exploited by improving the speed of
RANSAC algorithm by passing less tentative correspondences as sampling two correspondences of same image
regions leads to a degenerate solution. This issue is handled
using ”duplicate filtering” procedure in [17], [16]. However,
if the double correspondence is found as inlier, it may be
counted twice as the fact that two dominant orientation
have been matched may bear a prior of the correspondence
quality. Though, we have not investigated those issues.
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Conclusions

It has been shown shown that a careful implementation of
existing affine invariant feature detectors has a speed comparable to existing similarity covariant detectors. Furthermore, using a simplified patch extraction method the speed
of the affine feature extraction becomes comparable to their
approximations, such as SURF. The speed leads to slight decrease in the scale invariance of the extracted patches.
The process of patch description is made faster by a simple approximation of the arctan2 function. We have created
a simple approximations of arctan2 which uses a look-up
table and the terms of speed outperforms the approximations
used in different computer vision libraries.
We have investigated the Lowe’s second nearest neighbour criterion in the context of multiple orientation matches.
We confirmed that using the first geometrically inconsistent
nearest neighbour increases the number of inliers as it allows
to match symmetric features. Furthermore, we have investigated the way how the second nearest neighbour works in
case of multiple orientations and proposed some improvements which can speed up RANSAC.
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From Table 8 it can be observed that most of the incoherent correspondences, i.e. ref. image DRs matched to
different DRs in the matched image, does not pass to the list
of T C, thus the Lowe’s (FGI)SNN ratio works well for the
multiple orientation matching by itself.
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Figure 7: Comparison of the performance of different patch
extraction algorithms using Mikolajczyk’s matching score
protocol [15]. Measurements on synthetic datasets are computed as an average over generated image pairs from 32 various images. Line colour distinguishes different detectors
and line style signifies the patch extraction algorithm.
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Abstract This paper presents a novel method for real-time
print localization on transparent pharmaceutical capsules
which is a crucial step for automated visual inspection. The
method is based on print segmentation and template matching technique. A print appearance used for template matching is constructed from capsule images without defects during the training phase. Print localization during inspection
phase is achieved by combination of phase correlation between template and sample, and additional criterion to compensate for print overlaps and ambiguities due to capsule’s
transparency. The method was evaluated in terms of robustness, accuracy and speed on a large image database of
transparent capsules with radial print. Results were compared to the method for standard opaque capsules. The results indicate that our method shows improved robustness
and accuracy. Moreover, computational time of less than 10
milliseconds allows real time visual inspection of pharmaceutical capsules.

1

Introduction

Nowadays, pharmaceutical industry produces vast amount
of different pharmaceutical tablets and capsules. To avoid
dangerous drug mix-ups, every type of product has to be
quickly, easily and unambiguously identified by doctors and
pharmacists as well as by end consumers. Different products should be uniquely characterized by their size, shape,
color, texture, prints, etc. [1]. Demands are enforced by national regulators in each country such as a regulation code
21CFR206 [7] issued by the Food and Drug Administration
in USA. Besides unambiguous identification, high quality
of visual appearance of pharmaceutical products is required
by pharmaceutical companies since defected products cause
doubts and lower level of trust among consumers.
The most common method for visual quality control of
pharmaceutical capsules is manual inspection by various
methods. The disadvantage of such methods is that the overall quality of the whole batch of capsules is estimated by
inspecting only certain sample of capsules. The required
quality of single product can thus not be guaranteed. Furthermore some countries, e.g. Japan, have regulations that
enforce every single product to be visually inspected, either
manually or automatically. The capsules may be inspected

before or after they have been filled with active substance,
however the latter is more common. Since manual visual inspection is slow, unreliable, tedious, costly and even harmful
to the operators, fully automated visual inspection of every
single product in a batch is emerging.
Automated visual inspection of pharmaceutical capsules [10, 12] is very challenging, because capsules come
in different sizes, colors and prints and may have various
visual defects. Sophisticated high-tech machine vision
system with fast mechanical capsule manipulation, proper
illumination, fast image acquisition, image analysis, capsule
classification and sorting mechanism is thus required [3].
Speed requirements of such systems are from 20 up to 100
products per second. This calls for fast and efficient image
processing algorithms with low computational complexity
but high reliability and robustness [8, 14].
Beside other visual characteristics, print plays important
role in identification of pharmaceutical capsules, because it
provides fast identification of manufacturer and active substance [17]. Print can include company logo or name, commercial name of the product, chemical name or even information about dosage. Print on pharmaceutical capsules consists of two parts, one on each half of a capsule. Print can be
oriented along the main axis of the capsule, i.e. axial print,
or perpendicular to the main axis, i.e. radial print. Combination of axial and radial print is also possible, wherein
each part of a capsule has different print orientation [15].
Print legibility is the most important criterion for identification. Despite optimal choice of print size, shape and content,
print defects made during printing process or transportation,
may affect print legibility. The defects include partly or entirely missing print, multiple prints, blurred print, smudged
print, ink spots, color and size variations of the print, etc.
Capsules with transparent shell are commonly used as
the dose-holding system for breath-actuated dry powder inhalers [6], devices for delivery of drugs to the lung. Many
disorders affecting the lungs such as asthma are treated by
inhaling drugs to increase the airflow or reduce inflammation. Transparency of capsule’s shell allows the user to
see the active substance (powder) and to easily check if the
whole dose was properly inhaled. Capsules may be completely clear (natural gelatin color) or colored and may include prints.
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There are various automated visual inspection systems
for pharmaceutical capsules on the market from companies
such as Ackley, Eisai, Ikegami, Mutual, Proditec, Seidenader, Sensum and Viswill but only a few research articles
on this subject have been published so far. Karloff et al. [10]
and Islam et al. [8, 9] designed a low cost capsule inspection
system that can be integrated into an existing mechanical
capsule sorters. The system is capable of inspecting 20 capsules per second and is able to inspect uni-color, bi-color as
well as transparent capsules. However, their system can only
detect larger defects such as cracks, dents, double caps and
improper length and can only inspect capsules without print.
Visual inspection of printed capsules is even more challenging task. The main problem is cylindrical shape, which allows capsules to freely rotate around their main axis. Thus,
the spatial location of a print may vary from image to image,
where portions of a print may be hidden. Moreover, due to
the cylindrical shape of capsules, spatial distortions occur
when 3D capsule surface is projected onto 2D image plane.
Distortions are most prominent at the border of a capsule.
Print localization is a crucial element of automated visual
inspection of printed capsules, without which further analysis and classification is not possible. The area of capsule’s
surface containing print is inspected separately from the rest
of a capsule. Successful print localization enables inspection
of print quality as well as inspection of the rest of a capsule.
If the print is not properly localized, portions of print may
be recognized as defects. Špiclin et al. [14] proposed a template matching technique for localization of print on opaque
capsules. They eliminated spatial distortions by transforming a capsule image into cylindrical coordinate system and
used template matching technique [16] to localize print. A
print appearance template is constructed from capsule images without defects during the training phase. Because of
high speed requirements, registration method incorporates
simple two dimensional translation as transformation model
between template and sample image. In general, transformation is not linear due to different spatial deformations that
can occur during printing process or additional distortions
caused by imperfect image acquisition.
Transparent capsules bring additional challenges to all
segments of automated visual inspection including print localization. Transparency causes that both the front surface,
i.e. capsule surface faced towards the camera (foreground),
and the back surface, i.e. capsule surface faced to the opposite direction (background), are captured (Fig. 1). When
a print is located on the background, it appears mirrored
and has lower contrast. Moreover, portions of the print can
be concurrently visible on the foreground and on the background and may overlap. Furthermore, spatial deformations
due to printing process and distortions due to imperfect image acquisition are emphasized. Axial capsule movement
during printing process causes radial line to manifest as helix (Fig. 1, left), while slightly tilted capsule causes radial
line to be seen as ellipse (Fig. 1, right).
Due to problems mentioned above, the template matching method described by Špiclin et al. [14] does not achieve
adequate results. In this paper we propose a method for realtime localization of print on transparent capsules that is ca76

Helix

Ellipse

Figure 1: Spatial deformations of print on transparent capsules: altered camera viewing angle causes radial line to manifest as elipse
(left), rotated radial line manifests as helix.

pable of matching both foreground and background print simultaneously and is robust to spatial deformations and distortions. We validated our method in terms of robustness,
accuracy and speed on a large image database of transparent
capsules with radial print.

2

Materials and Methods

In this section the method for print localization on transparent pharmaceutical capsules is described. The method
matches a print template to foreground and background print
on sample image where foreground and background print
may overlap significantly (Fig. 2). Our method is based on
segmented print images.
First the entire capsule is segmented by border tracking
algorithm [13] (Fig. 2, left). Then the print is segmented
from color image by max shift segmentation algorithm [5]
(Fig. 2, right) which is based on mean shift clustering [4].
The task of max shift segmentation algorithm is to separate the modes of the probability distribution in multidimensional histogram, i.e. to separate clusters in feature space
of a histogram that represent different regions in an image. Color values of image pixels are mapped into a 3D
histogram, a feature space with multivariate and generally
multi-modal probability distribution. The regions in histogram with the highest density correspond to clusters centered on the modes of the underlying probability distribution. Max shift algorithm uses a cube search kernel to find
the clusters in the histogram. In each iteration the kernel is
shifted in the direction of maximum gradient inside the kernel. The center of a cluster is obtained by convergence of the
kernel from the initial location. Once the center is obtained,
the corresponding feature points that belong to this cluster
are determined by applying the max shift algorithm to the
neighboring points of the cluster center. The procedure is
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Marko
Bukovec,
Franjo
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repeated until all the feature points are labeled.
Main axis of the capsule is estimated from the capsule’s shape obtained from capsule segmentation and is used
for transformation into cylindrical coordinate system as described in [14] , where only capsule region where print presence is expected is transformed (Fig. 3a).

Phase correlation shows strong robustness against the narrow band noise and non-uniform illumination changes [11,
18].

(a)

Foreground

Background

(b)

(c)
Figure 2: Segmented color image (left) and corresponding print
segmentation (right) with print regions (rectangles).

Špiclin et al. [14] performed transformation of print region into cylindrical coordinate system only for visible
(foreground) print, i.e. transformation was performed only
on the interval of [0◦ , 180◦ ]. In contrast, for transparent
capsules both foreground and background print are visible
but inseparable, thus the extended transformation (from 0◦ to
360◦ ) is performed (Fig. 3a). Transformation of print on interval [0◦ , 180◦ ] can be interpreted as foreground print with
visible background, while transformation on interval [180◦ ,
360◦ ] represents background print occluded by foreground.
The goal of the method is to match the entire 360◦ template
to foreground and background print.
The template is matched to the input image by calculating
phase correlation [11] between template h(x, y) and input
image f (x, y). Phase correlation method is based on Fourier
Shift Theorem [2] and can be efficiently calculated in frequency (Fourier) domain. It computes normalized crosspower spectrum S(ξ, η) between images:
S(ξ, η) =

F (ξ, η)H ∗ (ξ, η)
,
|F (ξ, η)H ∗ (ξ, η)|

P C(u, v) = F −1 {S(ξ, η)},

(1)
(2)

where H(ξ, η) and F (ξ, η) are discrete 2D Fourier transforms of template and input image respectively and H ∗ is
complex conjugate of H. P C(u, v) denotes inverse Fourier
transform of S(ξ, η) which is ideally (according to Fourier
Shift Theorem) a Dirac delta function δ(x + u0 , y + v0 ) centered at (u0 , v0 ), where u0 and v0 represent shift between
images. The problem of finding shift (u0 , v0 ) thus translates
to the problem of locating delta peak in P C:
(u0 , v0 ) = argmax(P C(u, v)).
(u,v)

(3)

Figure 3: (a) 360◦ input image, (b) template image, (c) template
image matched to input image (red - foreground, blue - background).

Because of foreground and background print overlap, and
due to similar appearance of individual symbols or characters, phase correlation often results into more than one distinct peak, where the most prominent one does not necessarily represents the optimal alignment (Fig. 4). Therefore, additional criterion is needed to isolate the optimal peak from
N most distinct peaks (ui , vi ; i = 1 . . . N ).
Let us define Foreground-Background Overlap
F BOui,vi = F Oui,vi + BOui,vi ,

(4)

that measures overlap of print area between template and
input image separately for foreground (F O) and background
(BO) at given shift (ui , vi ). Each of N most distinct peaks
(ui , vi ; i = 1 . . . N ) can further be evaluated as
Cui,vi = P Cui,vi F BOui,vi ,

(5)

where P Cui,vi represents the value of P C (2) at given peak
location (ui , vi ). The optimal alignment, i.e. the shift between the template and input image, is found as
(u0 , v0 ) = argmax(Cui,vi ).

(6)

i

The goal of F O is to measure the overlap between the template and input image only on foreground (from 0◦ to 180◦ ).
It is defined as:
X
P
x,y ff g hf g
P
ff g hf g
(7)
F Oui,vi =
x,y hf g
x,y
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where hF is vertically flipped background part of the template. At optimal shift (u0 , v0 ) fbg represents only the background print since the foreground print has been erased (11).
Similarly from hF , i.e. the part of the template expected on
the background, the foreground part of the template (hf g )
has been erased (12), because the background print is always occluded with foreground print. While F O measures
an overlap between foreground print ff g and foreground
template hf g , BO measures an overlap between the rest of
visible print (fbg ) and expected template on the background
hbg .

(a)

(b)

Figure 4: Examples of P C correlation images with several distinct
peaks: (a) cap print correlation image, (b) body print correlation
image.

(a)

(b)

(c)

(d)

(e)

(f)

Input image ff g represents only foreground half of
360◦ input image (Fig. 5c):
ff g = f (x, y) m(x, y),

(8)

where mask m(x, y) (Fig. 5b) is equal to one at the foreground (interval from 0◦ to 180◦ ) and zero elsewhere. Similarly, template hf g represents only foreground half of the
template at given shift (ui , vi ) (Fig. 5e):
hf g = h(x + ui , y + vi ) m(x, y).

(9)

The first term of F O (7) represents the overlap factor, i.e.
fraction of template hf g overlapped with input ff g . The
overlap factor is equal to one when the entire foreground
template hf g is overlapped with ff g and zero when they are
completely mismatched. The second term in expression (7)
stands for size of overlap region. Therefore measure F O has
the highest value when the entire foreground template hf g
is overlapped (first term of (7)) and it overlaps as much input ff g as possible (second term of (7)). When background
print dominates on ff g the F O might be highest at shifts
where foreground template overlaps with background print,
especially if the print appearance is very symmetrical. Thus
an additional complementary measure of background overlap (BO) is needed.
Similarly to F O the BO is defined as:
P
X
x,y fbg hbg
P
BOui,vi =
fbg hbg
(10)
x,y fbg
x,y
New input images fbg and hbg are defined by erasing the
overlapping print on ff g and h respectively (Fig. 5d and 5f):
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fbg = ff g (1 − hf g ),

(11)

hbg = hF (1 − hf g ) m,

(12)

Figure 5: Input images for calculation of F O and BO:
(a) 360◦ input image f (x, y), (b) mask image m(x, y), (c) foreground print ff g , (d) background print fbg , (e) foreground template
hf g , (f) background template hbg .

3

Experiments and Results

Performance of the proposed method was evaluated in terms
of robustness, accuracy and speed on a database of 516 images of transparent orange capsules with radial print on cap
and body. The cap print included radial line with company logo while the body print included radial line and some
text. The template and input image size was 256 x 128 pixels. Gold standard of print locations was obtained by manually determining three pairs of corresponding points between template and each input image. The localization error after the matching was defined as RMS of corresponding point distances. The implementation of the method was
done in C++ and executed on a 3.4 GHz Intel Core i7 3770
platform. Speed was measured by the mean execution time
to assess the feasibility of the method for real-time visual
inspection of pharmaceutical capsules. The performance
was compared to the print localization method for opaque
capsules proposed by Špiclin et al. [14] where template
matching technique based on normalized cross-correlation
(N CC) was used. The spatial deformations of the print
in cylindrical coordinate system can be as large as 5 pixels
thus the localization was considered successful if the error
was below 5 pixels. The accuracy was defined as mean error of all successful print localizations. The performance
of the two methods is presented in Table 1. Additionally,
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MehleMehle,
Andraž,
Bukovec
Marko,
LikarPernuš,
Bostjan,
Pernuš
Franjo,
Dejan
Cap print
NCC PC FBO
91.8
99.1
1.9
1.4
4
7

Method
Robustness (%)
Accuracy (pixel)
Speed (ms)

Body print
NCC PC FBO
98.6
100
1.8
1.1
4
7

Table 1: Performance of the proposed method (PC FBO) and
method for opaque capsules (NCC) [14] in terms of robustness
(percentage of successful localizations), accuracy (mean error of
successful localizations in pixels), and speed (mean computation
time in milliseconds).

Fig. 6 shows cumulative fraction of matched samples with
respect to print localization error. Fig. 7 shows an example
of failure of the print localization method for opaque capsules and successful print localization of the same sample
with the proposed method.
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Figure 6: Cumulative fraction of matched samples with respect to
print localization error for cap print (top) and body print (bottom).
Our method (PC FBO) is compared to the method for opaque capsules (NCC) [14]. Localization with error less than 5 pixels was
considered successful.

Figure 7: An example of unsuccessful print localization with NCC
(top) and successful print localization with PC FBO (bottom). The
print template is colored red on the foregorund (from 0◦ to 180◦ )
and blue on the background (from 180◦ to 360◦ ). Similarity between characters and overlapping of foreground and background
print caused localization with NCC to fail.

4

Discussion and Conclusion

Successful print localization is a crucial element of visual
inspection of pharmaceutical capsules with print. It allows
proper inspection of print validity as well as detection of defects on the rest of the capsule’s surface. A novel method
for print localization on transparent capsules was proposed.
The method was evaluated on real images and showed sufficient performance for defect detection and print quality inspection. The method shows high robustness to illumination
changes, small spatial deformations of the print, and overlapping of foreground and background print. The method
was compared to the print localization method used for standard opaque capsules where only foreground print is visible.
The success rate of our method was 99.1 % for the cap
print and 100 % for the body print while the standard method
with NCC achieved 91.8 % and 98.6 % success rate respectively. Our method shows great improvement of cap print
localization. Extremely symmetrical appearance and small
size of cap print made its localization much more difficult
than that of the body print. Furthermore the standard method
often resulted in completely false localization where the
foreground template was matched to the background print
or vice versa. The maximum error of our method was 7.6
pixels which is only a few pixels above the threshold of successful localization. Our method is computationally almost
two times more demanding than the standard method but
shows highly improved robustness and accuracy. Furthermore the execution time of 7 milliseconds for one image is
sufficient for real time visual inspection of pharmaceutical
capsules.
The overall measure Cui ,vi (5) is only as precise as P C
because F BO only selects the optimal peak among N peaks
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of P C. Furthermore if N is too low, none of the peaks might
represent optimal shift. To achieve better precision and robustness we can calculate the measure F BO at all possible
shifts (ui = 0 . . . W − 1, vi = 0 . . . H − 1) where W is the
width and H is the height of the input image. Calculating
the entire F BO in time domain is computationally very expensive but it turns out that it can be efficiently calculated in
Fourier domain in real time.
Because of high speed requirements the assumed transformation between template and input image was simple
translation. However spatial deformations of the print
caused the localization error to be as large as 5 pixels on
some parts of the print. That means that during inspection
phase the print template had to be substantially dilated in
order to entirely cover the print. Our future work includes
the calculation of the entire FBO in Fourier domain, the
modeling of the most significant spatial deformations of the
print, and the estimation of non-rigid transformation that
will eliminate spatial deformations (ellipse and helix) on
each sample image.
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Abstract The inspection of high voltage power lines is an
important task in order to prevent failure of the transmission system. In this work, we present a novel approach to
detect insulators in aerial images and to analyze them automatically for possible faults. Our detection algorithm is
based on discriminative training of local gradient-based descriptors and a subsequent voting scheme for localization.
Further, we introduce an automatic extraction of the individual insulator caps and check them for faults by using a
descriptor with elliptical spatial support.
We demonstrate our approach on an evaluation set of 400
real-world insulator images captured from a helicopter and
evaluate our results with respect to a manually created
ground-truth. The performance of our insulator detector
is comparable to other state-of-the-art object detectors and
our insulator fault detection outperforms existing methods.

1

Introduction

High voltage power lines and transmission systems become
more and more important with the raising demand of energy,
especially in context of renewable resources. Pre-emptive
inspection is an essential maintenance procedure in order to
keep the downtime of a power line low, but it is time- and
money-consuming, requiring much manual labor. Therefore
we propose a machine-aided method for insulator inspection
by automatically analyzing the images taken along a power
line in order to determine faulty insulators, which are among
the most common problems in transmission networks [21].
While there are different types of insulators, we focus on the
most common cap and pin insulator with its characteristic
stacked caps. The insulator can be applied to the pylon in
different orientations, different sizes, or combined parallel
or serial. We thus do not assume a certain orientation, combination or size in our method.
In this paper we present a novel recognition method for
insulators in highly cluttered images (see Fig.1), and we introduce an automatic insulator fault detector. An overview
illustrating the key-features of our work is shown in Fig. 2.
The main contributions of this work are
1. an insulator detector, which is invariant to insulator orientation, size and combinations, partial overlap, illumination, and background clutter based on a circular descriptor and a noise-tolerant voting scheme, and
1 Current

affiliation: Google Inc.

Figure 1: Our method detects insulators in highly cluttered
aerial images and performs an automatic fault analysis. The
faults are highlighted in red.
2. an automatic insulator fault detector, which automatically
partitions each insulator into its individual caps and subsequently analyzes each cap for faults based on an elliptical descriptor.
We demonstrate the performance of our approach using an
image set taken from a helicopter inspection, and evaluate
the quality using a manually created groundtruth, which is,
to the best of our knowledge, the first systematic evaluation.

2

Related Work

While different methods for detecting insulator faults exist, e.g. visual inspection or electrotechnical measurement,
our method can be used complementary with other methods and especially for identifying mechanical damage and
flashover marks. However, there is no inspection method or
measurement device that is able to detect all possible insulator faults [14].
For insulator detection there are several works, as e.g. [4,
9], who use the detection as enabling method for further processing, but these methods’ localization is too inaccurate for
our work and restricted to a certain scenario, e.g. untextured
background or a camera facing the sky, and thus not working well for our highly cluttered background. Opposing to
these inaccurate methods, Kawamura et al. [11] published
an approach based on 3D template matching for accurate 3D
localization of insulators for robot interaction. The method
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(a)

(b)

(c)

(d)

(e)

(f)

Figure 2: An overview of our method. Based on detected keypoints (a) we extract our proposed descriptor (b) and classify
them as insulator cap or background clutter. On the classified keypoints we perform a RANSAC-based voting scheme to locate
insulator detections (c). From these detections we compute the insulator partitioning (d) and extract our elliptical descriptor on
individual caps (e). From these descriptors we determine faulty caps, which are then highlighted in the original image (f). Best
viewed in color.
has high computational costs and is specifically designed for
their task of 3D localization, which is not necessary and not
possible in our case as we neither have range images nor a
suitable model readily available.
A simple method to detect insulators is provided by Zhang et
al. [26] who use color thresholding, but their method is only
capable of detecting tempered glass insulators due to their
characteristic color, and it needs a well adjusted threshold
parameter which limits this method considerably.
Two approaches [24, 13] use edge descriptors for insulator detection. Both calculate the descriptors on a dense
grid, which creates a high number of false positive detections resulting in a limited applicability in a cluttered environment. Further, edge descriptors are not discriminative
enough, which is indicated by a high false positive rate.
A completely different method was proposed by Zhao et
al. [27] who use a modified Markov Random Field to model
the repetitive geometric structure of an insulator, which
is more invariant to clutter. They have only shown their
method for combined insulators in groups of two or four.
In our case most of the insulators are attached solely to the
power line and thus their method cannot initialize the geometric models and fails to detect them.
For the task of insulator fault detection, [16] and [8] proposed methods especially for dirt detection based on high
resolution images which cannot be applied in our case, because our images are taken from a greater distance and thus
the spatial resolution is too low.
For the detection of missing caps from aerial images Zhang
et al. [25] proposed a method predicated on an accurate binary segmentation of the insulator provided by color thresholding, which is limited by the choice of the threshold. Further, they split the insulator into ten parts, but this static partitioning does not incorporate differently sized insulators or
partially visible insulators.
Up to now, no work that provides a proper evaluation
which could be used as baseline for our evaluation has been
published, but only practical demonstrations. Next to the
wide applicability of our method, this is another reason to
provide a well documented baseline for further work.
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3

Insulator Recognition

We first detect the insulators in the image and based on the
detections we perform the fault detection. From a recognition point of view, insulators are weakly textured objects
and in our case surrounded by clutter, which makes it hard
to detect them. In contrast, insulators have a rigid form
with repetitive geometric structure and a distinctive circular shape of each cap, which are properties that can be exploited. Therefore we use a part-based model with a tailored
circular descriptor, where each insulator cap is one part of
the model. The model geometry is a line segment (the major
axis), where all caps belonging to the insulator must lie close
to it and near other detected caps of the insulator. Therefore
we detect Difference of Gaussians (DoG) [15] keypoints in
the image and extract a square image patch around the keypoint according to the size of the keypoint, which fits very
well to the actual cap size. From the patch we calculate our
Circular GLOH-like (CGL) descriptor. It is similar to the
GLOH descriptor [17], which is in turn a circular implementation of the prevalent SIFT descriptor [15]. Our descriptor
is based on image gradients, which are derived by the Scharr
operator [22]. This operator exhibits better rotational invariance than other gradient operators, which is beneficiary in
our case as the caps are circular. The gradients are assigned
to 17 spatial regions as visualized in Fig. 2b. Note that the
central radial bin does not have any angular bins. Each gradient casts a vote according to its gradient magnitude in the
16-bin orientation histogram of its spatial region, resulting
in 272 dimensions. For rotation and illumination invariance
the methods of [15] are implemented. For scale invariance
we enlarge the spatial support according to the size of the
keypoint.
We employ Principal Component Analysis (PCA) to reduce
the dimensionality of our descriptor for speedup but without loss of classification performance [23]. We calculate
the orthogonal eigenspace from 11.3k cap descriptors and
project the descriptors on the reduced space spanned by the
192 components with the largest eigenvalues.
We train a k-Nearest Neighbors (kNN) classifier with the
descriptors of detected DoG keypoints from the training set.
Keypoints within the ground-truth mask are positive sam-
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ples and randomly selected keypoints from the background
negative samples. For recognition we query the classifier
with the descriptors of the detected keypoints in order to
distinguish between insulator caps and clutter.
From the classified keypoints we determine the bounding
boxes for the insulators. We group the keypoints by their
scale and apply an adapted RANSAC [7] approach on all
keypoints of each scale to robustly fit the insulator model
to the detected keypoints. We have to modify the original
algorithm to handle multiple insulator instances in an image [19]. Therefore we determine two random initial points
p1 , p2 from all available keypoints of one scale which satisfy the proximity constraint kp1 − p2 k < 4 · sz(p1 ), where
sz(p) is the keypoint size. If no point combination satisfies the proximity constraint, the algorithm terminates as no
model can be initialized. From these two points we create
an initial model, i.e. the line segment connecting them. We
add keypoints as inliers to the model, whose distance from
point to line is smaller than half the keypoint size. All inliers have to be in relative proximity to already added inliers.
This ensures that we do not add false positive detections located on the line. Each valid model must contain at least
five inliers. We use the best model, thus having most inliers, as detection. The bounding box is created from the
inliers by calculating the minimum bounding rectangle. The
inliers are removed from the available keypoints, thus each
keypoint is only used for one model. We repeat the process
as long as a single iteration generates a valid model, else all
insulators have been detected and the algorithm terminates.
Using the described procedure we first optimize the recall of
the detection. In the next step we use the estimation of the
fundamental period of the insulator partitioning to verify the
detections by evaluating the repetitive structure within the
insulator, which is not present in false positive detections.

4

Insulator Fault Detection

The detected insulators are then analyzed for faults. Each
insulator is described by its major axis and divided into its
individual caps along this axis, as shown in Fig. 2d. Further, we calculate an elliptical descriptor from each cap to
generate a score, which serves as a level of faultiness. By
using a cap-wise partitioning of the insulator we can localize faults more accurately and invariant to differently sized
and truncated insulators.
4.1 Insulator Partitioning
The first step of the insulator partitioning is the estimation
of the overall orientation Θ. This orientation estimation and
correction is important in order to provide a fixed layout
for the following cap extraction. Therefore we use a binary
segmentation mask obtained from the actual detection using
GrabCut [20]. On the mask we apply an image momentbased method which exploits the elongated shape of the insulator. The moment M of order (i + j) is calculated as [10]
XX
Mij =
xi y j I(x, y)
(1)
x

y

where x and y are the image coordinates and I(x, y) the
pixel intensity. Using M we calculate the insulator orienta-

tion as
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The orientation is derived from the covariance matrix of the
normalized second order image moments of the image mask.
In the second step of the partitioning we separate the insulator into its individual caps. Therefore we detect separation candidates by extracting Canny edges [3] and intersect
them with the major axis of the insulator. Because these candidates are noisy, we employ signal processing methods to
estimate and extract the separations. The separation candidates are formed as an impulse in a 1D signal i[u] along the
major axis u using
(
1, if major axis intersects with edge
i[u] =
(3)
0, otherwise.
The signal consists of impulses which are not properly
aligned and thus create high frequency responses. Therefore we apply a Gaussian filter which provides a low pass
filter and serves as noise
PN −1estimate. For the Gaussian kernel
we use σ = 31 b N1 i=1 di,i+1 c where di,i+1 is the distance between two consecutive impulses. This kernel has
been chosen to adaptively minimize the leverage on neighboring impulses due to filtering, which is necessary because
of the high variance of cap sizes.
The fundamental period f of the filtered signal x[u] is used
to estimate the repetitive structure within the insulator. From
x[u] we calculate the Nf f t -point Fast Fourier Transform
(FFT) as X = F {x} where Nf f t = 2dld(length(x[u]))e .
In order to improve the period estimate we use a weighting function w[k] to suppress unwanted frequency parts,
which can be caused by wrong separation candidates. w[k]
kc
is again a Gaussian distribution with σ = √
centered
2

fft
at kc = b w/2
c where w is the width of the insulator
masks bounding box which serves as an estimate. Further,
Nf f t
f = b kmax
c and kmax is determined by

N

kmax = arg max(|X| · w[k] | k > 3)

(4)

k

where k > 3 is used to suppress the dominant constant component of the signal. We estimate f on the major axis and
on two lines parallel to this axis and use the median of the
detected frequencies, which improves the robustness.
The alignment of the partitioning within the insulator is calculated using cross-correlation of the filtered input signal
x[u] and an idealized partitioning created from the fundamental period. The determined offset is used for matching
the calculated to the nearest detected separations. If a separation is missing, e.g. not detected, a separation is thus automatically added at the most likely position.
In Fig. 3a the input signal i[u] is compared to the resulting
partitioning. Note the noisy input signal with multiple responses for each separation and with noise within the caps,
which are removed in the result. In Fig. 3b the shown spectrum exhibits a strong peak at kmax = 67 for a Nf f t = 1024
point FFT, which correctly results in f = 15px.
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4.2

Based on the partitioning we extract an elliptical descriptor from each cap, which fits an insulator cap very well and
thus minimizes the influence of neighboring caps or background clutter. In contrast to the CGL descriptor our Elliptical GLOH-like (EGL) descriptor contains gradient histograms for elliptical spatial regions (planar elliptical coordinates [18]). The spatial layout of the descriptor is shown
in Fig. 2e, which again is divided into 17 regions with a 16bin histogram of gradient orientations for each region. The
axes of the ellipse are given by the size of the insulator cap.
The EGL descriptor is not rotational invariant, which is not
needed, because the insulator tilt can be corrected by using
the insulator orientation. The illumination invariance and
scale invariance are the same as with the CGL descriptor.
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Fault Detection

Based on the extracted descriptors from each insulator cap
we determine outliers, which are the faulty caps. We have to
use an unsupervised outlier detector due to the lack of faulty
caps for training and due to high intraclass variations of the
insulators (background, viewpoint). Further, we do not treat
the faults as binary classification problem, but we assign a
score to each cap of an insulator. A higher score characterizes a higher dissimilarity to the other caps of the insulator
and thus a more likely faulty cap. Therefore we use the Local Outlier Factor (LOF) approach proposed by Breunig et
al. [2], which provides a score for the dissimilarity by using
the distance of a descriptor to the k nearest neighbors as an
estimate for the local descriptor density. We assume that an
outlier has a lower local density in high dimensional space.
The relation of this distance to the distance of its neighbors
is used to identify outliers. As distance measure d(A, B) we
use the normalized L1 distance between two descriptors A
and B in D-dimensional space,
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Figure 3: Insulator partitioning (measured f = 15px). (a)
shows the reconstruction of the partitioning and (b) shows
the estimation of the fundamental period.

D
X
i=1

|Ai − Bi |
maxi − mini

(5)

where maxi and mini are the minimal and maximal values
of dimension i over all descriptors. We use k = 3 neighbors,
initialize the distances with all descriptors of an insulator,
and add each test descriptor separately to the set in order to
preset the distances to a task-specific range [12].
The scores exhibit different ranges for each insulator. For
a global representation we normalize the scores for each insulator to a range of [0 . . . 1]. Further, we enhance the distinctiveness by thresholding the score sequence and set all
values that do not excess the confidence level of √12 of the
standard deviation above mean to 0. This provides a more
discriminative visualization as shown in Fig. 2f.

5

Evaluation

In this section we present and discuss the results of the evaluation. To the best of our knowledge, there is currently no
publicly available dataset for insulator detection. Therefore
we use our own evaluation set, which contains 400 images
(size 2352×1568px) with 375 labeled insulators, whereat 20
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out of over 11.3k caps are labeled faulty (4 flashover damages and 16 cracked caps). For evaluation and training we
use a segmented ground-truth, which is generated by manually segmenting the insulators using a GrabCut [20] based
labeling tool. Truncated insulators with less than five visible
caps are not labeled. We evaluate on a computer with a Core
2 Duo with 2.6GHz and 4GB of RAM.
5.1 Insulator Recognition
We first evaluate the keypoint classification and subsequently the recognition based on the classified keypoints.
For the evaluation of the recognition there has not been published a work that provides proper evaluation metrics which
could be used as baseline, but only practical demonstrations.
5.1.1 Keypoint Classification The evaluation of
the keypoint classification is based on the true positive
rate (TPR), the fraction of correctly identified caps to all
caps, and the true negative rate (TNR), the fraction of
correctly identified clutter to all clutter samples. For the
keypoint classification a high TPR and TNR are required
in order to distinguish between cap and clutter keypoints.
From our evaluation set we automatically extract 11.3k
caps located on DoG keypoints within the ground-truth
mask and 11k clutter samples randomly selected from the
background as ground-truth.
Tab. 1 shows the classification results for different descriptor types. The classification rates are obtained by using
a kNN classifier with 2-fold cross-validation. Our CGL
descriptor scores the highest TPR and TNR rate, thus it is
the most suitable descriptor for this task. The high TNR
of 99.7% is essential for efficient clutter suppression, but a
slightly smaller TPR of 92.7% can be tolerated as not all
caps of an insulator must be detected in order to detect the
insulator itself due to our part-based model.
Descriptor
TPR
TNR
Average runtime

CGL
92.7%
99.7%
1.4ms

SIFT [15]
92.5%
92.4%
1.9ms

SURF [1]
75.8%
90.5%
0.25ms

the well-known Pascal score [5], which is calculated from
the overlap of our generated bounding box Bc to the groundtruth Bgt by
p(Bc , Bgt ) =

area(Bc ∩ Bgt )
.
area(Bc ∪ Bgt )

(6)

An object is considered detected if p(Bc , Bgt ) > 0.5.
As objective we want to maximize the number of correct
detections and minimize the number of false detections. The
two used evaluation metrics are precision, the fraction of
correct detections to the total number of detections made by
our detector, and recall, the fraction of correctly detected
objects to the number of annotated objects. Our detector
provides a score for each detection, which is used to vary the
trade off between these two metrics. The score is calculated
by
!
PN
d
(p
,
L)
p,L
i
i=1
·N
(7)
score(p, L) = 1 − P
N
i=1 sz(pi )/2

where p is the inlier set, L the estimated model, N is the
number of inliers and dp,L the Euclidean distance from inlier to model. The score is higher if a model contains more
inliers or better fitting inliers.
We use the Precision-Recall Curve (PRC) as performance
measurement, which is shown in Fig. 4 for our detector. The
curve is constructed in accordance to [5] by using the interpolated precision. We perform 2-fold cross-validation and
plot the averaged precision and recall values. The recall
reaches a maximum of 98% and drops rapidly for higher
recall scores. Most false positives are caused by insufficient
overlap of the detected to the ground-truth bounding box.
Only about 7% of the false positives are actually located on
the background or on the pylons, thus showing efficient clutter suppression.
PR Insulator Detection
1
0.9
0.8

The detection of keypoints works best with a DoG [15] detector. A dense grid (e.g. 7 scales from 20 to 100px) is not
applicable because of the high runtime and the high number
of false positive detections. Other detectors as e.g. an approximated Hessian detector [1] cannot locate the insulator
caps accurately, or detectors that detect corner-like structures rather locate the keypoints on the boundaries than in
the center of the caps.
5.1.2 Recognition We evaluate the insulator detector on
our evaluation set, where each connected component in the
ground-truth mask is determined as insulator and the minimal bounding rectangle is used as ground-truth bounding
box. Note that these are rotated rectangles, therefore they fit
the insulators very well.
In order to evaluate the localization of our method we use

0.7

precision

Table 1: Average keypoint classification rates. Our descriptor (CGL) performs best.

0.6
0.5
0.4
0.3
0.2
0.1

PR 2−fold CV 56.33%
0

0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1

recall

Figure 4: PRC for insulator detection. The average precision
is over 56%.
Badly detected boxes are identified by a low overlap
value as shown in Fig. 5. For our evaluation the required
Pascal criterion is very strict due to the fact that we use rotated bounding boxes, which is not originally intended [5].
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Subjectively speaking, an overlap score of 0.5 already fits
the insulator very well, whereas a lower threshold might be
concerned, e.g. p(Bc , Bgt ) > 0.4 already improves the recall to 100%. Using an overlap threshold of 0.5 the insulators in Fig. 5 (a)-(c) would be considered correct detections,
and Fig. 5 (d)-(f) false detections although the first two fit
well. Only the detection in Fig. 5f completely fails, because
the line model is initialized badly and further the detected insulator caps in the upper part are not included into the model
due to a large distance from the model.

(a) 0.9

(b) 0.68

(c) 0.58

(d) 0.48

σ(e)
0.48◦
2.03◦
1.24◦

Average runtime
12ms
430ms
0ms

Table 2: Insulator orientation evaluation.
is not feasible, thus resulting in manual checks. A proper
partitioning requires a cap width of at least 10px, otherwise
the separation features between the individual caps vanish.
The partitioning works for different perspectives as shown
in Fig. 6a and 6b, but fails if there are no separation features
as depicted in Fig. 6c. For that sample also humans fail to
separate the caps.

(a)

Insulator Fault Detection

For the fault detection, a proper insulator partitioning is essential. Therefore we first evaluate the insulator partitioning
and then the fault detection itself. Fig. 1 shows the fault
detection results for a mechanical damage and Fig. 2f for a
flashover damage.
5.2.1 Insulator Partitioning For the evaluation of the
partitioning we compare the calculated orientation to the orientation of the minimum bounding rectangle of the groundtruth segmentation mask. We have implemented the Houghbased method of [25] as baseline. As evaluation criterion
we use the angular error e(Θ, Θgt ) = |Θ − Θgt | (mod π2 ),
where Θgt is the orientation of the ground-truth and Θ the
orientation provided by the method. Only the absolute orientation matters due to the symmetric shape of the insulator. The mean µ(e) and the standard deviation σ(e) of the
angular error are used to compare the methods. A smaller
mean indicates a more accurate orientation estimation and
a smaller standard deviation shows, that the errors are less
scattered.
The evaluation results in Tab. 2 show, that our momentbased method is more accurate and requires less computation time than the Hough-based approach. The orientation
of the bounding box of the actual detection requires no additional computation, but it is less accurate than our proposed
method and prone to outliers. A more precise orientation
provides a higher accuracy of the partitioning.
For the evaluation of the partitioning we measured the
fundamental period from the images and use it as groundtruth. The fundamental period is correctly computed for
84% of all insulators, w.r.t. a tolerable deviation of ±5px or
10%. For the cap extraction the creation of a ground-truth
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µ(e)
0.33◦
1.57◦
1.02◦

(e) 0.45 (f) 0.2

Figure 5: Detection results (red) with overlap score
p(Bc , Bgt ) stated. Best viewed in color.
5.2

Method
Moment-based
Hough-based [25]
Bounding box

(b)

(c)

Figure 6: Partitioning results. Note the different sizes (red
line is 5px wide). Best viewed in color.
5.2.2 Fault Detection We compare our fault detection
method to the approach of [25] based on Gray-Level Cooccurrence Matrices (GLCM). In order to make their scores
comparable we use our partitioning to calculate their features, instead of constantly ten parts.
A detailed view of a score sequence is given in Fig. 7, which
shows the scores for a flashover damage (see Fig. 2e) at cap
1. The scores are normalized, but not thresholded as described in Section 4.3 for a better illustration. The groundtruth has a value of 1 for a faulty cap and 0 for non-faulty
caps. Both methods score high values for the faulty caps,
but the values scored for non-faulty caps are quite different.
By using our EGL-based approach, we efficiently suppress
background clutter and are invariant to faults in the segmentation mask, in contrast to the GLCM-based method, which
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cannot distinguish between a faulty cap and a defect in the
segmentation mask.

1

0.9

1

0.8

LOF
GLCM
Ground−truth

true positve rate (recall)

0.7

Score (normalized)

0.8

0.6

0.6

0.5

0.4

0.3
0.4

0.2

0.1
0.2

0

ROC − LOF 93.25%
ROC − GLCM 61.80%
0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4
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false positve rate
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6

7

8
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Figure 7: Score sequence for a flashover damage at cap 1.
Our LOF-based approach can clearly distinguish between
faulty and non-faulty caps.
For the evaluation of our fault detection we use the Receiver Operating Characteristic (ROC), which is independent of class skew [6] and thus advantageous in the case of
fault detection because the faulty samples make up only a
fraction of all samples. Although we use a continuous score
for the fault detection, the evaluation can be seen as a binary
classification problem: faulty caps are the desired positive
class, non-faulty caps are the negative class. As performance
measurements we use the TPR, the fraction of successfully
detected faulty caps to all faulty caps, and the false positive rate (FPR), the fraction of mistakenly identified faulty
caps to all non-faulty caps. A comparison of different ROC
for insulator fault detection is shown in Fig. 8. The ROC is
created by using the fault score as threshold. Our EGL descriptor with LOF performs best and achieves a TPR of 95%
at a FPR of 12%.

6

Conclusion

In this work we have presented a novel approach for insulator recognition and a subsequent automatic fault detection
from aerial images. We introduced a method for insulator recognition using a part-based model with local image
features and a RANSAC-based clustering approach, which
enables the detection of insulators in a highly cluttered environment regardless of their orientation, size or combinations.
Further, we proposed a method for insulator fault detection
based on a descriptor with elliptical spatial support. We used
LOF to assign a score of faultiness to each insulator cap extracted by our automatic partitioning algorithm. This provides an accurate cap-wise fault assessment of the insulator
under different photometric and geometric conditions.
Both methods have been evaluated thoroughly and we have

Figure 8: ROC for fault detection, with area under the curve
stated in the caption. Our proposed method (LOF with EGL
descriptor) significantly outperforms GLCM [25].
established a baseline, which can be used for comparison in
future works.
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Abstract Automated localization of a handwritten
signature in a scanned document is a promising facility
for many banking and insurance related business
activities. We describe here a discriminative framework to
extract signature from a bank service application
document of any type. The framework is based on the
classification of segmented image regions using a set of
representative features. The segmentation is done using a
two-phase connected component labeling approach. We
evaluate solely and combined effects of several feature
representation schemes in distinguishing signature and
non-signature segments over a Support Vector Machine
classifier. The experiments on a real banking data set
have shown that the framework can achieve a reasonably
good accuracy to be used in real life applications. The
results can also provide a comparative analysis of
different image features on signature detection problem.

1 Introduction
In spite of a drastic increase in the use of electronic data in
bank applications, a signature in a printed document is
still considered to be most reliable way of user
commitment, approval and verification. Bank officers
usually scan a signed copy of the document to be
processed and manually inspect the signature. Manual
inspection is very suspect to errors and misleading
interpretations. Furthermore, it requires an additional
workload, which causes either an increase in the cost of
human resources for bank managerial or excessive
working hours for current officers. Therefore, it has
become essential to use intelligent software techniques for
automated analysis of documents to perform signaturerelated tasks.
An important task in automated processing of scanned
bank application forms is to find the position of the
signature. Although the signature analysis has received a
great attention of the researchers in the field of document
analysis and recognition, their effort has been enriched in
the direction of signature verification problem [8,16,18],
where it is required to model the identity between two
previously segmented signature images. There is too
fewer attempt in the analysis of signature presence or
position in documents.
The task of detecting signatures in scanned documents
poses several challenges. First, these types of document

images have usually very low resolution, which makes
them difficult to enhance. Second, the background of each
document is different and usually not known beforehand.
Third, documents are subject to restricted processing time
due to the urgency of applications. Finally, and maybe the
most importantly, the documents often contain auxiliary
lines and other handwritten characters that resemble or
overlap with signatures.
In one of the earliest studies, Djeziri et al. [5] tackled
the signature extraction problem by an intuitive approach
that is supposed to mimic the human visual perception.
They introduced the concept of filiformity as a criterion
for the curvature characteristics of handwritten signatures.
Though successful in clean bank cheques, this approach
fails when other filiform objects are present in the
document. Madasu et al. [12] tried to crop the image
segment by estimating the area in which the signature lies
using a sliding window. They then analyzed the local
entropy derived from the pixel-based density of the region
to decide its being signature or not. This approach
disregarded the noise and therefore high-density regions
are reported as signatures incorrectly. Madasu et al. [13]
and Chalechale et al. [2] used geometric features including
area, circularity, aspect ratio, size and position to analyze
segmented regions. These features are compared using
pairwise similarity metrics such as Manhattan distance.
Jayavdean et al. [9] proposed another method based on
variance analysis in a grid placed on the putative signature
position in gray-level cheque images. Zhu et al.
introduced the concept of multi-scale saliency feature to
define signature characteristics [19] and also used it for
signature verification [20]. A three-stage procedure was
proposed by Mandal et al. [14] to extract signatures. First
stage locates signature segment using word-level feature
extraction. Second stage separates signature strokes that
overlap with the printed text. Final stage uses skeleton
analysis to classify real signature strokes. They used
gradient-based features to feed a machine learning
classifier. Ahmet et al. [1] used Speeded Up Robust
Features (SURF) to classify segmented image blocks.
Esteban et al. [6] approached the problem with the
assumption that signature detection is normally followed
by a verification stage and applied an evidence
accumulation strategy in order to utilize a set of known
signatures at hand. Although they achieved a high
accuracy with this approach, their assumption is not
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generally true since the bank application forms are often
filled by new customers and this process is not followed
by a verification but an archiving step.
In this study, we propose an automated framework to
extract handwritten signatures from multi-page bank
application documents assuming that the customer has no
previous sign in the current database. The framework is
discriminative in that a set of model parameters are
learned through positive and negative signature samples.
The learning model is built upon Support Vector
Machines (SVMs) while the feature sets that feed SVM
are selected using several local and global image feature
representation schemes. The experiments on real data sets
have shown that the framework can achieve a reasonably
good accuracy to be used in real life applications. The
study can also provide a comprehensive comparison
analysis of the contributions of different image descriptors
in signature extraction problem.

2 Materials and Methods
The general handwritten signature detection framework is
shown in Figure 1. The process starts with the preprocessing stage to acquire and get a better view of input
image. In the second stage, an image segmentation
procedure is applied to obtain signature candidates. The
third stage is where the candidate signatures are
represented by a set of numerical features extracted from
image content. The feature vectors are fed into machine
learning classifiers in the final stage. The details of the
proposed framework are given as follows.
PRE-PROCESSING
acquiring
image

dilation

noise removal

rectangle
fitting

area-based
filtering

SEGMENTATION
connected
component
labeling

FEATURE EXTRACTION
re-scaling

gray-scale
conversion

feature
extraction

CLASSIFICATION
SVM training

SVM prediction

Figure 1: A brief outline of proposed framework for
signature extraction
2.1 Pre-processing
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Pre-processing stage involves acquiring the input image
and extracting single page samples from multi-page input.
To enhance the input image, we consider applying a
simple dilation operator to make the lines more visible and
a noise removal step by Median filtering to smooth the
image. No other pre-processing step is applied to keep as
much as possible information for segmentation phase.
2.2 Segmentation
Segmentation is a crucial step in signature detection. It is
desired to catch all true positive (signature-containing)
segments while allowing false negatives to some degree as
they are expected to be removed in following steps. For an
effective segmentation, we follow a two-scan connected
component labelling approach described in He et al. [7].
This approach involves three processes: (1) assigning each
pixel a provisional label by a 4-neigbor mask and finding
equivalent labels, (2) recording equivalent labels and
finding a representative label for each equivalent
provisional label, (3) replacing each provisional label by
its representative label. For a more efficient version, the
image pixels and lines are processed two by two as
opposed to conventional methods that perform these
processes one by one. After connected component
labelling, corresponding image regions are fit into a
rectangle to record candidate signature segments. The
segments involving less than 350 pixels are removed since
the signature regions are often larger.
2.3 Feature Extraction
Since we follow a discriminative approach for signature
detection, each segment should be vectorized to be fed
into a machine learning classifier. This vectorization is
made by selecting and extracting a set of content-based
features to represent the segment as being a signature or
not. Before feature extraction, a number of pre-processing
steps are performed. First, the segments are re-scaled into
126x126 pixels. Then, the bitonal image is converted into
a gray-scale image by applying 2x2 median filtering 5
times. We evaluate several feature representation schemes
to distinguish signatures from other connected
components.
Gradient-based features: First feature set is based on
the local pixel representatives that are evaluated by
gradient vectors. To extract this feature set, the re-scaled
segment image is partitioned into 9x9 blocks. The arctangent (strength) of the gradient is quantized into 16
directions and the strength is accumulated with each of the
quantized direction. This is implemented by a Robert’s
operator. The histograms of the values of 16 quantized
directions are computed in each of 9x9 blocks. After a
down-sampling from 9x9 to 5x5 by a Gaussian filter, the
resulting feature vector has 400 dimensions.
HOG: Another popular gradient-based feature called
HOG (Histogram of Oriented Gradients) [4] is also
considered with its default parameters. Each HOG vector
is composed of 8100 features, which includes 9-bin
gradients on 15x15 blocks with 4 cells each.
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SIFT: Third feature set is based on interest-point
descriptors. SIFT (Scale Invariant Feature Transform)
generates features for gray-level images called keypoints
which is invariant to image scaling, rotation and partially
to change in illumination [11]. The statistics of local
gradient directions of image intensities are accumulated to
give a summary description of the local structures in a
neighbourhood around each keypoint. The feature set is
highly distinctive if a sufficient number of keypoints is
found.
LTP: LTP (Local Ternary Patterns) is a spatial method
for modeling texture in an image. It was recently
introduced by Suruliandi and Ramar [17] as an extension
of Local Binary Patterns [15]. LBP is based on
recognizing certain local binary texture patterns termed
‘uniform’. The central pixel is compared with P pixels at
the radius R of a circular neighborhood. The binary level
comparisons computed along the boundary of the circular
neighborhood are used to find a uniformity measure. It
indeed refers to the number of spatial transitions. A
pattern with uniformity level less than a predefined
threshold is assigned with a label in the range 0 to P. Non
uniform patterns are assigned to a single label, e.g. P+1.
The LBP feature representation consists of a vector of the
discrete occurrence histogram of these uniform patterns
computed over the area under consideration. LTP allows
operating on ternary pattern instead of binary pattern. It
permits to detect the number of transition or
discontinuities in the circular presentation of the patterns.
The uniformity of a pattern is evaluated by such
transitions that are found to follow a rhythmic pattern. The
occurrence frequency of these patterns over the larger
region then represents the LTP feature representation.
Global features: Last feature set is related to global
description of segments. This set includes entropy, aspect
ratio, and energy. Given a block of image i, and pixel
density of Pi, the entropy is given by Ei=–PilogPi. The
entropy is a measure of global information contained in
that region. The energy is calculated by adding up the
squares of all pixel intensities and dividing by the area of
the segment. The aspect ratio is another global feature
that is given by the ratio of width to height of the segment.

3 Results
3.1 Datasets
We used two datasets for performance evaluation. First
dataset is an extension of a benchmark set, called
Tobacco-800 [19]. It contains 755 segments, 353 of which
are signatures and the others are not. It is available at
www.baskent.edu.tr/~hogul/signds.rar. Second dataset
contains real document images obtained from a currently
operating local bank with a bilateral privacy agreement. In
this dataset, there are 2670 multi-page documents where
the total number of pages is 9943. In 4082 of the pages,
there exists at least one handwritten signature. 5861 of the
pages have no signature on them.
3.2 Experimental setup
The task in first dataset is to detect if given segment is a
signature or not. For the second dataset, the task is to
identify whether a given document contains a signature or
not. Basically, we set out a rule that; if any of the page
yields at least a signature segment as a classifier output,
then this document is labelled as a signature-containing
page. The actual position of the signature segment in the
document is reported as the location of the signature. A 5fold cross-validation is performed in first dataset for
evaluation. To discern the practical ability of the
framework in signature extraction, the system is trained
using all segments, including positive and negative
samples, in first data sets, and run through the documents
in second independent dataset. Two datasets have no
common documents. The performance evaluation is done
by measuring the accuracy (the proportion of correctly
predicted labels), the sensitivity (the proportion of positive
samples which are correctly identified as such) and the
specificity (the proportion of negative samples which are
correctly identified as such). Here, a sample corresponds
to an individual segment and a document page in the first
and second datasets, respectively. The experiments are
conducted for several classifier models alternating for
feature representation schemes, noise removal application
and SVM kernel used. For each model, only the results for
the kernel that leads to the best accuracy are reported.

2.4 Classification
The classification of a segment is done using a popular
machine learning method called Support Vector Machines
(SVMs). SVM is a binary classifier that works based on
the structural risk minimization principle. The inputs of an
SVM in training phase are n-dimensional feature vectors
which represent the predefined properties of the training
samples. The SVM non-linearly maps its n-dimensional
input space into a high dimensional feature space. In this
high dimensional feature space a linear classifier is
constructed. In the prediction phase, this linear classifier
provides a discriminant score corresponding to the sample
in question. In a binary classification task, a positive value
of this score indicates that the test sample is belonging to
that class. In our study, we use SVMs having a linear,
polynomial and Gaussian kernels with their default input
parameters in LIBSVM [3].

3.3 Empirical results
Table 1 shows the results for signature prediction task in
the first dataset. The table demonstrates the results
obtained with single feature representation schemes and
some their combinations as well. It is obvious that SIFT
feature set can not contribute so much in signature
detection; all performance metrics with solely SIFT
feature is too low in comparison to the others. HOG
feature set provides the highest specificity with a terrible
sensitivity and lower accuracy. The gradient-based and
LTP feature sets can achieve the highest accuracy levels
with a reasonable balance between specificity and
sensitivity, whilst the LTP feature set performs slightly
better. On the other hand, the performance achieved by
solely use of LTP can not be enhanced with the addition
of other features in an integrated feature set. Although
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global feature set looks useless in its single use, it can
improve the overall accuracy when it is combined with
gradient-based features. This combination indeed attains
the highest performance for all metrics. An interesting
result is that a noise removal step is not useful even
harmful for signature detection performance. This is
probably because of the fact that connected lines inside
the signatures, which are considered to be major indicators
of being signature, are slightly removed by the noise
reduction procedure. Knowing this fact, the noise removal
is not applied in the models of integrated feature sets and
the experiments for second dataset.
The experimental results for the task of detecting
whether a whole document page contains a signature are
given in Table 2. This experiment is performed on the
second dataset containing complete document pages with

a classifier model trained by all signature samples in the
first data set. The results still suggest that the use of
gradient-based feature sets with global features can serve
the most reliable way of detecting signatures in scanned
documents.
Manual inspection of individual results reveals some
difficulties in signature detection problem. It evidently
appears that there are two major reasons for false
positives: (1) machine printed texts with highly connected
fonts, and (2) handwritten initials, marks or other signs to
check some choices on the application documents (Figure
2). Missing true positives is usually caused by the
intervening signatures with other texts or figures of the
document, especially when the signature is much smaller
than the other intervened part or the faint fonts due to low
scan quality or resolution (Figure 3).

Noise removal
applied
yes
no
yes
no
yes
no
yes
no
yes
no

SVM
Kernel*
linear
linear
linear
linear
linear
linear
polynomial
polynomial
polynomial
polynomial

Gradient + Global

no

LTP + Global
Gradient + LTP+ Global

Features
Gradient
HOG
SIFT
LTP
Global Features

Sensitivity

Specificity

Accuracy

87,0
90,1
39,9
35,1
70,5
77,9
93,8
92,9
58,9
71,7

92,8
93,0
94,0
93,8
76,9
75,9
90,0
91,0
40,8
66,9

90,1
91,7
68,7
66,4
73,9
76,8
91,8
91,9
49,3
69,1

linear

94,9

95,0

95,0

no

linear

92,9

93,0

92,9

no

polynomial

94,1

91,8

92,8

Table 1: Results with first dataset for signature prediction task in image segments.

Features
Gradient
LTP
SIFT
Global Features
Gradient + Global
Gradient + Global + LTP
LTP + Global

Sensitivity

Specificity

Accuracy

93,8
97,6
98,5
99,8
95,0
94,9
97,8

47,7
29,7
16,3
14,3
54,3
44,8
29,1

66,6
57,5
51,2
49,3
71,0
65,4
57,3

Table 2: Results with second dataset for signature detection task in whole documents.
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(a)

(b)

Figure 2: Most common false positives: examples for (a) machine printed texts, (b) handwritten initials or check marks.

(a)

(b)

Figure 3: Most common false negatives: examples for (a) intervened signatures, (b) faint fonts.

4 Conclusion
A framework is introduced for detecting handwritten
signatures in scanned documents. The framework involves
a robust and reliable segmentation stage. A number of
descriptive image features are studied to discern their
performances on distinguishing signature and nonsignature images. Based on the empirical results, it is
shown that gradient-based and LTP features are more
useful in classifying signature segments in their single
uses. In some cases, combining feature representation
schemes can enhance the reliability of the predictions. In
that sense, global features such as the aspect ratio, energy
and entropy of the candidate segments can serve as
lucrative complementary properties. The experimental
results on real daily bank operation documents motivate
the use of the framework in real life applications. The

framework is quite extensible with the use of additional
domain-specific local image features. Our feature work
involves adding various rule-bases into different stages of
the current framework to filter out improbably signature
segments to obtain higher accuracy in predictions. We
also anticipate that integrating the predicted document
type from entire page content as a latent variable into
feature sets will probably improve the detection
performance.
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Evaluation of performance of smart mobile devices in machine vision tasks
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Abstract The recent advance in mobile processing power
and imaging devices opened the door to a wide range of
mobile vision applications. However, in contrast to typical
specially designed machine vision systems in industrial environment, the mobile devices, expected to address the same
mobile vision problems, significantly vary in imaging sensors as well as processing power. In this paper we present
the results of the experimental study in which we evaluated
22 smart mobile devices in terms of accuracy that can be
achieved when using these devices for measuring distances
between points in the plane. The results show that smart
phones and tablet computers can be used as a high precision measuring device, achieving sub-milimeter accuracy
for measurement in the plane defined by a commonly accessible reference object such as an A4 sheet of paper.

1

Introduction

In recent years we have witnessed a huge growth in popularity of mobile devices such as smart phones and tablet computers. As is often the case, this popularity growth comes
hand in hand with the constant growth in performance of
the mobile devices in terms of size, processing speed, interaction with the user, integrated sensors, etc. Among sensors, the integrated camera is one of the most important
and prominent ones. Nowadays, owning a decently powerful computer and a decent camera, encapsulated in a small
mobile device, is often considered a basic social necessity.
It seems only natural that these devices are becoming an
important platform for application of computer vision and
machine vision solutions. These range from devices to aid
visually-impaired [6], scene reconstruction [8], augmented
reality [11], mobile text translation [9] to visual landmark
identification [1]. It is to be expected even a greater use of
mobile vision applications in the future.
The history of machine vision has seen many successful
industrial applications; part of this success, however, can be
certainly attributed to the controllable environment they are
usually operating in. When designing a classical machine
vision system, such as quality control or a system for optical
measurement, there are always three major factors we have
to consider: (i) the imaging device we are using, (ii) the
environment (especially the illumination of the object and
scene), and (iii) the position and the orientation of the object
with respect to the scene and the camera. Based on these
three factors we can optimize our selection of software and

hardware for a specific task (e.g. we can select the camera
and the lenses that suit to the problem most). Sometimes,
we can (or have to) even adapt the original environmental
conditions to meet the requirements of a specific solution.
When some of these factors can not be controlled enough,
we have to compensate that by robustifying the methods applied.
In contrast, when designing machine vision applications
for mobile devices, we have very little control over the factors mentioned above, since it is the global market that dictates the choice of software and hardware (camera included)
our application has to run on. All we can do is to state the
minimal requirements, which again have to be often as minimal as possible. It can be quite a shock to replace a dedicated industrial camera with a plethora of different mobile
phone cameras, primarily designed for social networking.
Clearly, in this case the robustness of our machine vision
methods faces much greater challenges. In addition our applications are now supposed to be used by non-expert users,
and must, hence, be easy-to-use and possibly conform to
other related requirements.
In this paper we discuss some of the challenges we face
when implementing machine vision applications on smart
mobile devices. Our focus is on applications that require
very accurate image formation and detection, as well as localization of the individual parts of the image (e. g. for
accurately measuring the size of the captured objects). We
conducted an experimental study in which we assessed the
ability of different models of mobile devices to handle such
tasks.
Several authors have studied computer vision algorithms
in the context of the processing power of modern mobile
devices. Recently [2] have published results of a large-scale
experiment that benchmarks computer vision algorithms potentially interesting for mobile applications. They analyze
single and multi-thread implementations of these algorithms
and identify major areas where architecture can improve the
performance. Wang et al. [10] consider the possibility of
levereging the GPU in mobile phones to speed up computer
vision algorithms. Our focus was on the analysis of imaging capabilities of these devices in the context of machine
vision tasks. In total we evaluated 22 mobile devices. We
present the results on their appropriateness for using them
as vision-based measuring devices.
The paper is organized as follows. In Section 2 we
present the methods that were used to evaluate the smart mobile devices. In Section 3 we describe the evaluation proto95
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col and then present the evaluation results in Section 4. We
conclude with the final remarks and the future work.

2
2.1

Methods
Problem description

We can instantiate the general questions stated in the introduction with the following specific problems: How accurately can we measure distances between points in a plane
with smart mobile devices and how do different mobile devices differ in their performance? Since no additional information about various devices is known in realistic scenarios,
we are restricted to the information that can be obtained directly from the device and the captured image. No explicit
calibration of the camera is therefore allowed.
Since we want to measure the distances in the metric absolute space, we need the means of determining the scale of
the elements in the captured image. In principle, we could
obtain that information from the integrated accelerometers
and gyroscopes, however the results obtained in this way are
not very accurate [7]. Therefore we allow the use of a reference object of a known size to determine the scale. We also
assume the widespread use of our application, which means
not only that this object is supposed to be of a standard size,
but also be very ordinary an easily accessible. Considering
all this an A4 sheet of paper seems like a natural choice.
Therefore all the measurements that we will make will be
done with respect to the A4 sheet of paper. The application
has first to automatically detect the edges and the corners
of the sheet of the paper from which the camera external
parameters can be estimated using standard solutions from
camera geometry.
In the following subsections we briefly describe the
methods that are used to implement this process. We used
the fundamental and well established computer vision techniques. The primary purpose of this implementation was to
evaluate a wide range of mobile devices and to empirically
estimate the upper bound of the error, and not to advance the
individual methods used (which could be done and would
slightly improve the overall results).
2.2

Detection of reference object

The procedure for robust detection of the paper sheet edges
consists of the following well-known computer vision steps:
We first apply the Canny edge detection algorithm to the
grayscale image containing the reference object. Next, we
detect the lines in the binary edge image using the Hough
transform. Lines that lie within each others’ delta regions
are grouped together. Lines that withstand the filtering process are then fitted to the points in the binary edge image,
using the least squares method. To ensure robust and precise line fitting, we discard the points lying in delta regions
of other lines. The remaining set of points is then sorted according to the point-to-line distances. Finally, the lines are
fitted to a fraction of their closest points, thus eliminating
outliers from the line fitting process. In this way we detect
the four edges of the reference object and then calculate their
intersections with subpixel accuracy. The four intersection
points are then subjects of further processing.
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2.3

Estimation of camera parameters

The origin of the world coordinate system is placed in the
top-left corner of the reference object, with X and Y axes
running along its shorter and longer edge, respectively. To
determine the camera orientation, we apply a flat-marker approach often used in augmented reality applications. The
pinhole camera model [3] establishes the following relation
between the 3D paper-sheet corners Xi and their 2D image
projections xi :
xi = K[R|t]Xi ,

(1)

where K, R and t are the camera calibration, rotation and
translation matrices, respectively. The calibration matrix
can be estimated directly, by reading the relevant parameters from the mobile device. We assume that the camera
sensor matrix is not skewed and that the principal point is
well approximated by the image center. The only unknown
parameters are then the focal lengths in pixels (fx ,fy ) which
can be estimated indirectly from the x and y field-of-view
angles αx and αy , respectively,
fx =

αx
1
αx
1
W tan−1 ( ) ; fy = H tan−1 ( ),
2
2
2
2

(2)

where W and H are sensor width and height, respectively, in
pixels. These parameters fully define the camera calibration
matrix.
With the calibration matrix estimated, we use the standard approach by noting that the 3D corners Xi of the papersheet lie on a plane with Z coordinates equal to zero. This
means that the transformation of 3D points on the sheet of
paper and their projected image points is governed by a homography matrix H, i.e.,
H = K[r1 , r2 , t],

(3)

where r1 and r2 are the first two columns of the rotation
matrix. The homography is calculated directly from the 2D3D correspondences. Since H and K are known, we can
calculate r1 , r2 and t by inversion of (3) and from the orthogonality constraint we get the last column of the rotation
matrix as r3 = r1 × r2 .

3

Experimental protocol

3.1

Calibration

In our experimental study we used a reference object with
a printed checkerboard pattern with a known size of the
squares. Similar calibration patterns are commonly used in
computer vision for camera calibration. In fact, as a first step
of our study we calibrated the camera of every device using
this pattern and estimated the intrinsic and extrinsic camera
parameters. Calibration was performed using the Camera
Calibration Toolbox for Matlab1 . Since the calibration was
done in a controlled environment we considered these parameters as as accurate as possible and used them as a reference.
1 http://www.vision.caltech.edu/bouguetj/calib

doc/index.html
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3.2 Test application
To standardize the process of capturing evaluation images,
we developed a special Android application that guides the
user through the process of image acquisition (see Fig. 1).
Besides ensuring the uniformity of image acquisition, this
approach also simulates potential real mobile applications.
A blue wireframe that was supposed to be approximately
aligned with the paper sheet edges guided the user how to
position the camera. 18 images were captured from the
hemisphere above the calibration pattern. All of these images were used in the processes of camera calibration and
evaluation.
In addition, we implemented several standard computer
vision algorithms that were run on every Android mobile
device to test the CPU performance. OpenCV2 implementation of these algorithms was used.

• Original images. We used the original captured images
without any preprocessing; no image undistortion was
considered.
• Images undistorted with specific distortion coefficients. We processed the original images, however
we corrected all the detected image points (before we
mapped them into the metric world coordinate frame)
using the estimated camera matrix and distortion coefficients obtained in the process of the calibration of
the same camera that was used to capture the image.
We therefore achieved a similar result as it would be
achieved by processing images undistorted with the
specific distortion coefficients.
• Images undistorted with generic distortion coefficients. In general use, the specific distortion coefficients
are not known. We therefore also performed the evaluation using generic distortion coefficients (obtained as
a median of the distortion coefficients of all evaluated
cameras). These parameters were fixed and used with all
evaluated devices.
We also evaluated the obtained camera parameters:
• Intrinsic parameters. We estimated the intrinsic camera parameters and compared them with the parameters
obtained in the calibration process.

Figure 1: Test application.

3.3 Evaluation procedure
After the evaluation images were captured, we applied the
procedures described in Section 2 to calculate the homography, that mapped the image points into the world coordinate
frame defined by the reference object. The following estimates and errors were then calculated:
• Error in corner detection. Corner points of the individual squares that were detected in the process of calibration were mapped to the world coordinate frame using
the estimated homography. We calculated the distance (in
mm) between the detected corner points and the ground
truth. In this way we estimated the error that was caused
by the approximative estimation of homography, reflecting the inaccuracies in image formation and reference object corner points detection.
• Error of estimated checkerboard width. We calculated
the distance between two specific points in the image, i.e.
the width of the checkerboard (the distance between the
first and the last column of squares) and compared it to
the ground truth.
We also wanted to estimate the influence of the radial
distortion in the images. We therefore calculated the above
mentioned errors in three ways, i.e. by processing three
types of images:
2 http://docs.opencv.org

• Camera position. By using the estimated intrinsic camera parameters and the estimated homography we estimated the positions of cameras during the image acquisition with respect to the reference object. We compared
these positions with the extrinsic camera parameters obtained in the calibration process.
Finally, we measured the processing power of the individual devices. We therefore measured the performance of
the CPUs. On every Android device we run four tests composed of the algorithms commonly used in computer vision:
• Canny. Canny edge detection.
• Hough. Line detection with Hough transform.
• GrabCut. Image segmentation with GrabCut method.
• Gauss. Image smoothing with Gaussian kernel.
Every test was executed on different images with different
resolutions. The same images and algorithms were used on
all evaluated devices.

4

Evaluation results

In this section we present the results of the experimental
evaluation. We tried to estimate the errors up to 0.1 mm accuracy. However, since we did not have an adequate highly
accurate measuring device to measure the ground truth data
on the reference object, we probably also made small measurement errors, which, however, did not significantly influence the overall results and the main conclusions we can
draw from them.
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There was also a small number of images (around 3%),
were the homography estimation process described in Section 2 failed due to several reasons, mainly due to bad quality of the captured images. Since the robustness of the
homography estimation process was not a topic of this research, the results obtained on such images were not considered in this experimental study.
4.1 Evaluated devices
We evaluated 22 smart mobile devices; 12 Android phones,
6 Android tablets, and 4 iOS devices. The list of the devices
is presented in Table 1.
Table 1: Evaluated smart mobile devices, CPU type, version of
operating system.

No
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22

4.2

Device
Samsung Nexus
Samsung Galaxy Note 2
Samsung Galaxy S4
Sony Xperia
Huawei U8850
HTC Desire HD A9191
Samsung Galaxy S3 mini
Samsung Galaxy S2 GT-I9100
Sony Xperia ST27i
HTC Sensation
HTC Wildfire
Samsung Galaxy Mini GT-S5570
Samsung Galaxy Tab 10.1 GT-P7500
Asus TF300T
Samsung Galaxy Tab 10.1 GT-P7500
ASUS Transformer TF201
Samsung Galaxy Note 10
Samsung Galaxy Tab 2 7.0 GT-P3110
Apple iPhone 4
Apple iPhone4S
Apple iPhone 5
Apple iPad 2

CPU
v7a
v7a
v7a
v7a
v7a
v7a
v7a
v7a
v7a
v7a
v6j
v6
v7a
v7a
v7a
v7a
v7a
v7a
A4
A5
A6
A5

OS
4.1
4.1
4.2
2.3
2.3
2.3
4.1
4.1
2.3
4.0
2.3
2.3
3.2
4.2
3.1
4.1
4.1
4.1
6.1
6.1
6.0
6.1

Checkerboard detection

4.2.1 Error in corner detection. In the first experiment
we compared the locations of the detected corners of the
checkerboard pattern (in mm) with the reference (known)
coordinates. The results obtained by processing the original
images are presented in Fig. 2.
The average error was 0.34 mm (with st. deviation
0.35 mm) and the median error was 0.28 mm. The system
was therefore able to very accurately detect the corners of
the A4 paper sheet and to correctly estimate the homography. The top-left plot in Fig. 2 presents the error histogram;
most of the errors are smaller than 0.5 mm, almost all of
them are smaller than 1 mm.
The top-right plot presents the errors obtained with the
individual devices; the device numbers correspond to the
numbers listed in Table 1. With the exception of a couple of
devices, the results do not differ to a large extent. One has to
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note that we have to be rather careful when interpreting these
results. Although the images were taken from the approximately same directions on all devices, they were taken by
different persons, with different vigilance in different illumination conditions, therefore a direct comparison between
the results of different devices is not very appropriate.
The bottom-left plot presents the average error by image
numbers (i.e., viewing angles) while the bottom-right plot
depicts the average error for all 48 points (corners) on the
checkerboard (listed from top left to bottom right). The latter plot indicates that the error in the middle of the checkerboard is smaller than the error at its edges, which could be
caused by a different influence of the radial distortion.
We wanted to better check the role of the radial distortion, therefore we undistorted the images (i.e., the detected
points) before estimating the homography and projecting the
detected points in the world coordinate frame as described
in Section 3. The results are shown in Fig. 3(a). The bars
depict the mean error for all three types of input data: original images (orig), points corrected using specific (undSpec)
and generic distortion coefficients (undGen). The red lines
depict the error median. The first plot shows the mean error
in localisation of pattern corners. The mean error slightly
reduces when the distortion coefficients are considered.
Fig. 4 shows more detailed results obtained with the
generic distortion coefficients. By comparing this figure
with Fig. 2 we can see that the results improve for most of
the devices. There are a few exceptions, however; the devices where the distortion coefficients deviate from the general trend, and they should be treated separately.
4.2.2 Error of estimated checkerboard width. The errors in estimating the checkerboard width are presented in
Fig. 3(b). In this task the correction of the radial distortion
proved to be very useful; the mean width error decreased
from the 0.91 mm to 0.55 mm. This is probably due to the
fact that two points between which we measured the distance lay on the edge of the reference object where the influence of the radial distortion is bigger. A very similar improvement of the results we obtained in both cases; when
the specific as well when the generic distortion coefficients
were used. This is rather a positive finding, since this means
that the cameras on mobile devices are sufficiently similar
that can be modelled using the same set of distortion coefficients.
4.3

Camera parameters

4.3.1 Image resolution Fig. 5 depicts image sizes that
were used when capturing images with different devices. We
can see that the resolution (width and height of images) considerably vary across devices. This is partially due to different resolution of the camera sensors. Additionally, we did
not always use the maximal camera sensor size due to limitations of certain devices, where the ratio of the width versus the height must match with the selected camera preview
size and with the actual captured picture size, otherwise the
device would produce invalid picture or it would not produce the same picture as seen on the display (preview may
have been cropped). Being restricted by those limitations in
some cases we selected smaller picture sizes than maximal
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Figure 2: Results obtained on original images: histogram of all errors, error by device, error by image number and error by points.
Checkerboard width
1

0.9

0.9

0.8

0.8
width abs. error [mm]

corner error [mm]

Corner error
1

0.7
0.6
0.5
0.4
0.3

0.7
0.6
0.5
0.4
0.3

0.2

0.2

0.1

0.1

0

orig

undSpec

undGen

(a)

0

orig

undSpec

undGen

(b)

Figure 3: Results obtained by processing different types of images (i.e., points): (a) corner error, (b) checkerboard width error.

supported by the camera.
4.3.2 Intrinsic camera parameters. In this experiment
we tried to estimate the intrinsic camera parameters from the
information provided by the mobile device (as described in
Section 2) and compare these parameters with the reference
values obtained in the calibration process.
Fig. 6 depicts the results for the individual devices. The
top-left plot compares the calibrated and the estimated focal
lengths. We can see that the estimates are mostly sufficiently
close to the reference values. A similar observation we can
also make about the top-right plot, which shows the coordinates of the principal points.
The bottom-left plot shows the pixel ”squareness”, i.e.
the ratio between the width and the height of the individual imaging element. Our assumption (that the elements are
square) is mostly confirmed with the parameters obtained in
the calibration process. We can see that squareness is almost

always very close to 1; small deviations are probably caused
by the imperfect calibration.
The bottom-right plot depicts the calculated ratios between the width and the height of the imaging sensor obtained by considering viewing angles as reported by the
imaging device as well as the ratios obtained by considering the maximal resolution of the images as offered by the
camera. We can see that at certain devices there is a considerable deviation, mainly due to not sufficiently accurate
specification of the viewing angles.
Nevertheless, we can conclude that only by considering
the data provided by the imaging device we can construct
a reasonably credible camera matrix. However, it would be
worth comparing the estimated focal length with the focal
length obtained directly from the images by, e.g., considering the detected known four or five points in the reference
object [5, 4].
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Figure 4: Results obtained on images undistorted with generic distortion coefficients: histogram of all errors, error by device, error by image
number and error by points.
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4.3.3 Camera position In this experiment we compared
the estimated camera positions (obtained as explained in
Section 2) with the camera extrinsic parameters obtained in
the calibration process. The overall mean results are presented in Fig. 7(a). The mean euclidian distance between
the estimated and calibrated camera positions are presented,
as well as the distances along the x, y, and z axes. We can
see that the error is relatively small, since it does not exceed
1 cm along individual axis. Fig. 7(b) plots mean errors for
every device. Except a few exceptions, there are no large
deviations.
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4.4

CPU performance

To conclude the experimental section, we present the results
of CPU performance evaluation on the Androind smart mobile devices presented in Table 1. Rather than relying on
many publicly available performance comparisons of mobile devices, we decided to do our own performance evaluation, using typical computer vision algorithms. Hence we
developed a test application where we implemented the four
standard computer vision algorithms as described in Section 3.3.
We measured processing times for each evaluation image
and calculated the weighted means for all four algorithms.
The weight was determined based on the size of the corresponding image. The results are expressed in terms of milliseconds necessary to process 1000 pixels. They are presented in Figure 8. As the processing time depends on the
content of the image, the absolute values are not very informative. However, the relative comparison of these results
indicates well the differences in the performance of the individual devices. As we can see two devices (no. 11 and 12)
stand out from the rest. We can see from Table 1 that these
are the only two devices that do not feature the armeabi-v7a
architecture, but an older one. The other platforms achieved
comparable results: a few exceptions apart, they were less
than 2.5 times slower than the fastest. Based on these evaluation results we can deem the armeabi-v7a mobile architecture suitable for running relatively demanding machine
vision application. The version of the Android operating
system had no influence on the evaluation results.
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Conclusion

In this paper we have explored the feasibility of using a
modern mobile phone or a tablet as an integrated device for
performing visual measurements. We have constrained our
scope of applications to flat-marker-based systems. Such a
system uses a known reference object to estimate the camera
parameters. To maximize the applicability we have chosen a
widely-available reference object – the A4 paper sheet. We
have developed a simple processing pipeline that detects the
sheet of the paper. Using known dimensions of the sheet,
we estimate the external parameters, while the camera internal parameters are constructed by reading the parameters
provided by the device.
We have performed an in-depth analysis of accuracy of
our mobile measuring system, using 22 different mobile devices. The results show that the error in detecting the corners
of the checkerboard pattern is below 0.5 mm in all devices.
Considering the size of the reference object, the relative error is below 0.2%. We have observed that the radial distortion is indeed significant when considering sub-milimeter
measurements. A notable result is that generic distortion parameters (obtained from calibration results over all devices)
reduce the errors induced by the radial distortion. This implies similar lens across the different phones. The analysis
of approximation of internal parameters showed that the focal length is sufficiently well approximated by reading the
viewing angle directly from the device, as well as the principal point is well approximated by the image center. The
analysis of the extrinsic parameters estimation shows that
homography-based approach introduces errors that are be-

low 10 mm in all three coordinate axes, making the overall
camera position error smaller than 15 mm. We have further
measured the variability of the processing capabilities of the
tested mobile devices by running some basic computer vision operations. Results show that the processing power
does not prohibitively vary in this respect for the newer architectures, however, the processing is significantly slower
for the older ones.
Our results show that modern smart phones and tablets
can indeed be used as a high-precision measuring device
even using a simple flat-caliber-based approach, achieving
sub-milimeter accuracy in measurements in the reference
object plane. An important result is also the fact that intrinsic camera parameters, along with radial distortion coefficients, may be estimated without specialized calibration
procedures. This is especially important property as it significantly widens the application domain of mobile-phonebased measuring systems.
Our future work will extend in several directions. We will
study accuracy of more advanced approaches for camera parameters estimation (e.g., [5, 4]) in our setting. Another direction of further research will be to conduct the feasibility
study of high-precision measuring of 3D objects placed in
the center of the sheet of paper.
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Abstract This paper introduces a novel method for online recognition of handwritten mathematical formulas. The
method is based on the combination of a structural analysis with a statistical model specifying relations of individual
symbols. A description of all recognition phases is given,
focusing mostly on the structural analysis stage. The recognition process following a bottom-up manner is driven by
a spatial grammar, which expresses mathematical formulas unambiguously. As the grammar describes the relative
positions only roughly, a statistical model learned from a
database of annotated formulas is employed to refine the description. Several experimental results are also reported.

1

Introduction

Recognition of mathematical formulas has been widely
studied in past years [1, 16]. There are two main motivations for dealing with it. Firstly, there is a need of interpreting mathematical expressions found in scanned documents
including books and handwritten notes. In this case, the offline source data are formed by a set of images. On the other
hand, we also may want to recognize formulas captured by a
mouse, a tablet or a touch screen. Here we deal with online
data in a form of strokes of points ordered in a time manner.
The main motivation for online formulas recognition is the
ability of entering mathematical expressions to a computer
using handwriting. It is far more natural then utilizing an arbitrary existing format for math description (TEX, MathML).
Once such an expression gets correctly interpreted, it can be
pasted to an article, evaluated by a mathematical program or
plotted as a graph. Recognition of online handwritten mathematical formulas is a subject of this paper.
Algorithms for formulas recognition are originally based
on conventional methods for recognition of a simple text
[9]. However, recognition of mathematical expressions is a
more challenging task, as they usually comprise a rich spatial structure. For this reason, even the top performing recognizers are able to correctly recognize only approximately
2 out of 3 formulas [8]. So there is still much room for improvements.

(2_1)

9

x-3

(T2)

q

x-3

Figure 1: Ambiguities in segmentation (fraction vs. combinatorial
number), symbol recognition (digit 9 vs. letter q) and structure
(subtraction vs. power).

Online recognition of a handwritten mathematical formula can be usually separated into three relatively independent phases. In the first phase, the input strokes are segmented into groups potentially forming individual symbols.
During the second phase, each symbol candidate is passed to
a character recognizer. This is another source of errors and
ambiguities, as it may be difficult to recognize the symbol
properly. Finally in the third phase, spatial positions of the
identified symbols are examined to reveal the whole expression. This is the last main source of ambiguities, as it may
be difficult to decide what is the exact relation of two or
more symbols. The sources of ambiguities are summarized
in Figure 1.
There are two approaches of dealing with the presented
ambiguities. The first approach finds the suboptimal solution in each of these phases [2, 4]. It identifies only one concrete segmentation of the strokes and interprets each group
as one particular character. It is obvious that if this is done
incorrectly then the formula cannot be successfully recognized. Thus we rather try to find all reasonable, possibly
mutually conflicting, segmentations and we let each segment
to be interpreted as various characters. The ambiguities are
then solved during the third phase of recognition when the
structure of a formula is analyzed [10, 11]. The general idea
of this approach has been explicated as the structural construction paradigm in [12].
Quite common formalisms used to model the recursive
character of mathematical formulas are constituted by various types of spatial grammars [3, 6]. Two-dimensional
grammars are a quite powerful tool, however, they also bring
a large challenge which is the computational complexity [5].
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The planar placement of terminal units can easily cause that
the worst-case parsing time grows exponentially (in contrast
to the parsing of terminals in a linear sequence). The grammars thus require careful design and usage.
The main contribution of this paper is in four areas:
• We introduce a spatial grammar which describes mathematical formulas unambiguously. In contrast to previous approaches with productions which relate at most
two nonterminals, our grammar contains production rules
with many target terminal and nonterminal symbols.
These more complex production rules enable more precise spatial analysis of symbols’ positions.
• We present how to enhance capabilities of a spatial grammar by combining productions with statistical models refining the description of symbol alignments. The experiments prove that this leads to a significant increase of the
correct rate of the structural analysis.
• We show that parsing of two-dimensional structures can
be done efficiently. This is demonstrated by measuring
time performance of the experiments.
• We further develop our recent work on structurally driven
symbols segmentation. New methods for the creation of
segmentation hypothesis are given.
The text is organized as follows. Section 2 emphasizes
the most important components of our recognizer. Section 3
introduces the spatial grammar and describes how it is used
to drive the structural analysis. Section 4 explains the statistical model of individual symbols relations. Section 5
provides experimental results achieved on databases of collected formulas. Finally, Section 6 summarizes presented
ideas and proposes potential future improvements.

2

Overview

The input of the recognizer is formed by sequences of points
in a plane, which were captured by a certain input device.
The sequences are called strokes and they are ordered in a
manner they were written. On the output, we provide the
recognized formula in TEX and Presentation MathML format. The resulting formula is also rendered using a thirdparty library.
The recognizer was implemented as a web application. It
can be seen in Figure 2. The application employs a HTML5
interface running in any modern web browser and a recognition engine implemented as a web service running at a
server. The client part is capable of capturing the handwritten input, which is continuously being sent to the server.
The received strokes are being recognized by the server in
a background and their interpretation is sent back to the
client. The interface is responsible for visualizing the recognized formula. The user is also allowed to erase previously written strokes or interactively correct misrecognized
symbols which makes the process of recognition truly interactive. Moreover, correcting a few symbols usually leads
to the successful recognition of the entered formula. More
details about the web application can be found in [14].
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Figure 2: User interface of web application for mathematical formulas recognition. It provides a functionality of selecting and correcting a misrecognized symbol.

In the first phase of recognition, the input strokes are segmented into groups forming candidates for individual symbols. We allow one stroke to be a part of more symbol candidates. However, we allow one symbol to comprehend three
strokes at most to avoid creation of too big groups. This
constraint seems reasonable as perhaps no character requires
more than three strokes when written in a standard way.
The segmentation algorithm is based on finding two nearest neighbors of each stroke. Then each stroke forms one
group by itself, two groups of two with each of its neighbors
and one group of three with both of its neighbors.
The obtained groups of strokes are further checked to remove the non-perspective ones. The first heuristic algorithm
relies on an empirically learned fact that strokes forming one
symbol overlap horizontally or they are at least very close.
The second heuristic rejects candidates whose strokes significantly intersect with strokes from other candidates. This
rejects e.g. the horizontal and the vertical stroke in + operator to form their own single-stroke groups.
The identified symbol candidates are then examined by
two character recognizers. The first of them is the recognizer included in Microsoft Tablet PC platform. Its main
advantage is the independence on the writing style. However, it is not able to handle special mathematical notation.
Moreover, there is no way how to extend it. It grants up
to ten characters for each candidate which are evaluated by
a confidence as strong, intermediate or poor. These heuristics restrict the amount of symbol candidates significantly as
shown in Figure 3.
The second recognizer is based on template matching.
It searches for k-nearest classes of template symbols for
each symbol candidate. One class corresponds to the unique
character contained in the database of handwritten symbols,
which was extracted from the database of annotated formulas. We store ten symbols per single class, i.e. character. To
cover various writing styles of individual characters, all the
extracted symbols belonging to the same class are hierarchically clustered and only one symbol is selected from each
cluster. The distance used in the hierarchical clustering is
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Vaclav
Symbols

Strokes

160

160

120

120

80

80

40

40

0

0

10

20

30

Generated

0

AddSub->AddSubOp|Term@L|Expr@R
Term->NopMult

Expr->Term

[+]
0

10

20

30

40

50

Filtered
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the same as the one used for finding the nearest classes. It is
based on a so called elastic matching algorithm of the individual strokes where the optimal matching of strokes’ points
is found utilizing a dynamic programming approach [15].
The Tablet PC recognizer and our template matching recognizer are combined in the following way. Each symbol
candidate is passed to the Tablet PC recognizer and the recognized characters are used as a filter for template matching.
Moreover, characters unsupported by Tablet PC recognizer
are also considered for template matching. This ensures that
each symbol candidate is evaluated by the same algorithm
and so there is no problem how to combine evaluations obtained from two different recognizers.

3

AddSubOp->[+]

Structural analysis

Mathematical formulas can have very complex spatial structure. However, there are rigid constraints on a correctly formatted expression. These constraints can be naturally described using a 2D grammar. The grammar is defined in a
separate text file as demonstrated on the following snippet:
Sum->[sum]|LowBound@B|UpBound@T|Expr@R
AddSub->AddSubOp|Term@L|Expr@R
AddSubOp->[+]
Expr->Sum

Each line corresponds to one production rule. There is a
source nonterminal on the left side and a sequence of target
nonterminal and terminal elements on the right side. The left
side and the right side are separated by an arrow ->. The elements on the right side are separated by vertical lines |. The
terminals are enclosed in brackets and the nonterminals always start with a capital letter. In the first listed production,
there is a nonterminal Expr representing an expression and
a terminal [sum] representing a summation symbol. The
terminals correspond to individual characters identified by
the symbol recognizer. The nonterminals denote classes of
terminals (e.g. AddSubOp or Digit) or logical parts of the
formula (e.g. Sum or Expr) There is also a special axiom
nonterminal Formula which represents a correct formula.
The productions are of two types. If there is only
one target element on the right side, we speak about a 1production (the last two lines of the snippet). By contrast, a
n-production comprehends more than one target element on
its right side (the first two lines). The 1-productions make it
possible to maintain the grammar simple and readable. By
contrast, the n-productions describe spatial relations of sev-

[2]

[y]

Power->Elem|Expr@TR
Elem->Var

Expr->Term

Var->Letter
Letter->[x]

Digit->[3]

[x]

[3]

Figure 4: Handwritten formula interpreted as a derivation tree
(with some nodes omitted for simplicity). Each node is assigned
a terminal or a production. Nodes representing the same subset of
strokes belong to the same segment.

eral target terminal and nonterminal elements, which form
a more complex source nonterminal. The spatial relations
of target elements are expressed relatively to the first target
element, which is called a main element.
Consider the first production describing a summation.
The main element is a terminal [sum] denoting a summation symbol. The nonterminal LowBound expresses a lower
bound of the summation. The suffix @B says that the lower
bound is placed at the bottom of the main element. The
UpBound@T expresses an upper bound of the summation
placed at the top of the summation symbol. Totally, eight
different relative positions are distinguished: left, right, top,
bottom, top-left, top-right, bottom-right and inside.
The complete version of the grammar comprises approximately 200 terminals, 120 nonterminals and 370 productions. Approximately 100 of them are n-productions and
270 are 1-productions. There is also a reduced version of the
grammar comprising approximately 100 terminals and 80
n-productions. The reduced grammar omits characters and
constructs which are not supplied in the available databases
of handwritten formulas. Both grammars describe the formulas unambiguously, i.e. for each formula there is only
one possible description based on the grammar. The grammars were created manually by a human.
The proposed grammar drives the structural analysis of
a handwritten formula, which consists of an iterated construction of derivation trees in a bottom-up manner. Figure 4 shows an example of such a derivation tree. The
construction begins with an assignment of the appropriate
terminals to symbols identified in the character recognition phase. Such symbols form leaf nodes of the derivation tree. All nodes sharing the same group of strokes are
joined to a so called segment, i.e. derivation nodes belonging to one segment express various interpretations of that
segment’s strokes. Subsequently, 1-productions are repeatedly applied on each node, deriving new nodes having the
original ones as their children. Consider that a node derived
by 1-production belongs to the same segment as the original
node.
The n-production nodes are derived by joining several
existing nodes according to a certain n-production. The re105
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Figure 5: Various types of terminals based on their vertical positioning on four horizontal lines related to a writing line.

sulting node belongs to a segment created by joining segments of the original nodes. The original nodes become children of the derived node. There are several constraints on the
original segments. First of all, their sets of strokes have to
be pairwise disjoint because each stroke can participate only
in a unique symbol of one derivation tree. Other constraints
serve for reducing the amount of derived nodes. Based on
the bounding rectangles of joint nodes and their relative positions, various polygons are constructed. These polygons
are checked for an intersection with bounding rectangles of
strokes not participating in the nodes. If the relative size
of the intersection area is above a predefined threshold, the
derivation is rejected.
The parsing algorithm is driven by the amount of strokes
in nodes derived by n-productions. The nodes comprising k strokes are constructed in the k-th step. This systematic approach ensures derivation of more complex structures from less complex ones. It begins with derivation of
nodes comprising two strokes and ends with nodes comprising all the input strokes. It should be obvious that many trees
are constructed in parallel sharing common subtrees. Each
derivation node is assigned a value. This value is equal to
the belief obtained by the character recognizer for terminal
nodes which correspond to individual symbols. For nodes
derived by n-productions, the value is based on values of
the child nodes and on their relative positions as described
in Section 4. The derivation tree having the highest evaluated root node is chosen at the end of the parsing algorithm.

4

Statistical model

The productions describe relative positions of target terminal and nonterminal elements with respect to the main target element, as described in Section 3. However, the relative positions are only expressed as several discrete values
(left, right, top, bottom, top-left, top-right, bottom-right and
inside). To be able to define the spatial relations more precisely, we employ a statistical model of the expected positions. The model is extracted from the training database of
1500 handwritten formulas. Because some productions occur only sparsely in the database, it is not possible to store
separate distributions for each of them. It is rather necessary to categorize derivation nodes to classes based on the
properties of the involved terminals.
We distinguish various types of terminals (i.e. characters) based on their positioning on a writing line which is
determined with respect to four horizontal lines: descender,
baseline, midline and ascender. It can be seen in Figure 5.
The ascending terminals (e.g. digit 2) are written between
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Figure 6: Relative distances and size of bind symbols. For a power
y 5 , the position mid segment of y and base segment of 5 are considered to determine their horizontal distance H and vertical distance
V . The distance are normalized by the estimated line height Ly .
The relative size is computed from L5 and Ly . For the numerator
2x3 and the fraction line, their bounding rectangles are considered.

the baseline and ascender, the lower terminals (e.g. letter x)
between the baseline and midline, the descending terminals
(e.g. letter y) between the descender and midline, etc. The
type of the terminal determines the base, mid and ascender
segment for each terminal node. Not all segments can be
determined for each terminal (e.g. there is only the mid segment for the operator + because it is not aligned with the
baseline or the ascender line). The vertical position of each
segment is aligned with the appropriate horizontal line. The
horizontal coordinates of the mid segment are coordinates of
its strokes bounding rectangle. The horizontal coordinates
of the base and ascender segments are determined based on
the vertically local minimum and maximum of the strokes
horizontal coordinates. If two of the segments are defined
for the node at least, it is possible to estimate its line height.
The proposed segments and bounding rectangles of symbols are utilized to measure their relative horizontal and vertical distance and their size ratio. All these values are measured relatively to the estimated line height to deal with variously sized handwriting styles. The employed productions
as well as the types of the terminals determinate which segments or bounding rectangles are considered. E.g. for the
node representing a power y 5 , we utilize the mid segment of
the node y and the base segment of the node 5 to compute the
horizontal distance H and the vertical distance V , as shown
in Figure 6. The relative distances are computed by normalizing H and V with the estimated line height Ly . The ratio
of the estimated line heights L5 and Ly gives the relative
height of the exponent 5 with respect to the base y. Figure 6
also shows how the bounding rectangles of a numerator and
a fraction line are used to evaluate their distance. Here the
vertical distance V of bounding rectangles and the horizontal distance H of bounding rectangles’ centers are normalized by the estimated line height of the numerator LN .
While evaluating nodes in left, right, top-left, top-right
and bottom-right relative positions, only the segments of the
neighboring side terminal nodes are considered. E.g. while
evaluating positions in the addition 2y + x3 from Figure 4,
we utilize node y which is the rightmost terminal in 2y, node
+, and node x which is the leftmost terminal in x3 . We call
every sidemost terminal subnode of its parent node as a bind
node, because it is responsible for binding its parent node to
the other nodes. E.g. in the addition 2y + x3 , the node 2
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Průša,
and Václav
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Figure 7: Examples of histograms of relative horizontal and vertical distance and relative size of a variable and its subscript. The
histograms for various pairs of terminals and their relative positions
form a statistical model.

is the left bind node and the node x is the right bind node
because the addition cannot be bound via the exponent 3.
Totally, we distinguish 26 various categories, for which
we evaluate the relative distances and the relative heights
separately. The classification is based on the applied production and on the types of the terminal bind nodes. We store
up to three distributions (relative horizontal and vertical distance and relative size) per each class as 1D histograms, as
shown in Figure 7. It would be also possible to store the
joint distribution for horizontal and vertical distance as 2D
histogram. However, it would require more training data.
Moreover, the relative horizontal and vertical distance are
largely independent on each other, as the absolute value of
the correlation coefficient is mostly around 0.1 and always
under 0.2 for all 26 classes.
When evaluating a relative position of two nodes, we
compute the appropriate horizontal and vertical distance and
the height ratio. We also select the appropriate distributions
among the aforementioned 26 classes. They give us beliefs
for the computed relative values. These beliefs are combined linearly with evaluation of the individual child nodes
to get the evaluation of the derived node. The derived node
is constructed only if its value is over a predefined threshold.
This strategy prevents deriving many poorly evaluated false
nodes.

5

Experiments

To verify the proposed methods for online math recognition,
we have tested them on databases of handwritten formulas
containing rather challenging samples. The first of them is
our own database called MfrDB which is publicly available
[13]. It contains 2000 formulas, comprising 185 various expressions obtained from 232 users. The dataset was randomly split into 1500 training and 500 testing samples. The
formulas were obtained using a web interface and then they
were annotated semi-automatically. The semantics of formulas are described in an extended MathML format.
The second database is the one used in CROHME competitions. The CROHME 2012 [7] database contains 1366
training and 488 testing samples. Both training and testing samples are split into three parts based on the complexity of expressions (in a sense of average count of strokes
per formula, number of various symbols included in formulas and complexity of a grammar describing formulas in a
dataset). The latest CROHME 2013 [8] database contains
8836 training and 671 testing samples. They are even more

CROHME 2012

MfrDB

Part I

Part II

Part III

Symbol

67.6

67.8

65.6

67.3

Structure

74.0

58.8

54.9

65.4

Formula

9.7

5.8

3.9

5.2

Table 1: Recognition results on testing samples of CROHME 2012
and MfrDB databases. First row presents accuracy of isolated symbol classification. Second row gives independent performance of
structural analysis given perfect segmentation and symbol classification. The third row shows rates of completely recognized formulas.

System

2012

2013

0 err.

0 err.

1 err.

3 err.

3.9

2.7

9.7

20.7

24.0

20.0

34.1

42.9

Univ. of São Paulo

6.4

9.4

18.5

27.3

Univ. of Valencia

24.9

23.4

37.9

47.8

Tech. Inst. Rochester

12.6

14.3

24.7

36.2

Sabanaci Univ.

11.9

8.4

19.1

26.2

Vision Objects

70.2

60.4

80.3

86.1

Univ. of Nantes

32.9

18.3

32.0

42.9

MFR (our system)
Tokyo Univ.

Table 2: Results of CROHME 2013 competition for all 8 participants. For the previous 2012 dataset, only the overall accuracy
expressing rates of completely correctly recognized formulas is
stated. For the latest 2013 dataset, also rates of formulas recognized with at most 1 and 3 errors are stated.

complex than those included in CROHME 2012 database.
Both training and testing samples are publicly available for
CROHME 2012, however only training samples are available for CROHME 2013. That is why we do not use
CROHME 2013 for a detailed evaluation.
To train our system, we have used 1500 training samples
from MfrDB and 8836 training samples from CROHME
2013. The experiments were performed on three CROHME
2012 testing datasets comprising 108, 301 and 488 formulas
(part II comprises all formulas from part I and part III comprises both parts I and II), as well as on 500 testing formulas
from MfrDB.
The recognition results are shown in Table 1. The first
row shows rates of correctly recognized symbols in all
three CROHME 2012 testing datasets and in MfrDB testing
dataset. The symbols were extracted from formulas contained in the datasets and classified independently on their
context in formulas. The symbol is considered to be correctly recognized if the symbol recognizer is able to assign a correct label to its strokes. The third row of Table 1
presents overall rates of fully recognized formulas. The formula is considered to be fully correctly recognized if the
resulting derivation tree corresponds to the annotation and
all the strokes are correctly assigned to their symbols. We
have also tested the structural analyzer independently on the
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Figure 8: Examples of formulas which were correctly parsed by
our structural analyzer.

promising results. We believe that an improvement of the
symbol recognizer will make the overall results more satisfying. By that time, the user of our application can interactively select the misrecognized symbols and correct them
manually while using the web application [14].
Figure 10 shows an average parsing time spent on analyzing formulas comprising the specified amount of symbols. It
was evaluated on a notebook with Intel Core i5 M430 2.27
GHz processor and 8 GB RAM. It can be seen that the results are provided in real time, almost immediately. This
proves that although the parsing algorithm has theoretically
an exponential complexity, it can be used in practice thanks
to the described restrictions on the derived nodes.

6
Figure 9: Example of the same handwritten formula written by
two various users. The left one was parsed successfully as eiπ +
π
1 = 0. The right one was misinterpreted as ei +1 = 0.

strokes segmentation and symbol recognition. To accomplish that we have assigned correct labels to all actual symbols. It simulates a case of having perfectly identified and
recognized symbols. The results of structural analysis are
presented in the second row of Table 1. Some of the correctly and incorrectly parsed formulas are shown in Figure 8
and Figure 9.
Table 2 presents results from the most recent CROHME
2013 competition. Totally 8 systems including ours were
evaluated on part III of CROHME 2012 database and on
CROHME 2013 database. Ratios of completely recognized
formulas were published for both databases. For the latter
also ratios of formulas recognized with 1 and 3 errors were
published [8]. There were two winners of CROHME 2013
competition: non-commercial system developed at University of Valencia and commercial software by Vision Objects
company. Both of them outperform our system by an order
of a magnitude.
The main reason for a poor overall recognition rate of our
system is the symbol classifier. It is only able to recognize
approximately 2/3 of all symbols compared to 85–98 % accomplished by other systems [7]. Unfortunately, one unrecognized symbol makes it impossible to recognize the whole
formula correctly.
On the other hand, the structural analysis gives very
Symbols

Strokes

0.2

0.2

0.1

0.1

0

0

5

10

15

0

0

5

10 15 20 25 30 35

Figure 10: Performance of the structural analyzer expressed as an
average time (in seconds) spent on analyzing formulas comprising
the specified amount of symbols and strokes. The times on the
vertical axes are measured in seconds.
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Conclusion

We have introduced an algorithm for the structural analysis
of mathematical formulas. It is driven by a rigid description of formulas employing an unambiguous spatial grammar. However, it also utilizes a statistical model of the expected mutual relative positions of individual symbols. The
introduced probability distributions give natural evaluations
of derivation nodes. We have tested the proposed method
on two independent databases and we obtained promising
results.
In future, we would like to focus on the first two phases
of online handwritten math recognition. The amount of
the symbol candidates generated in the segmentation phase
should be reduced, omitting the non-perspective candidates
which obviously do not form a symbol. In the symbol recognition phase, amount of the recognized alternative characters
per one symbol candidate should be also reduced. Besides,
we would like to improve the character recognition itself,
perhaps by replacing the template matching algorithm by a
better performing one.
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Abstract In this paper we propose a method to extract discriminative information from a generative model produced
by a compositional hierarchical approach. We present
discriminative information as a score computed from a
weighted summation of the activation vector. We base the
activation vector on individual activations of features from
a parse tree of the detection. We utilize the score to reduce false positive detections by removing generative models with poor discriminative information from the vocabulary and by thresholding the detections with low discriminative score. We evaluate our approach on the ETHZ Shape
Classes database where we show a reduction in the number of false positives and a decrees in detection time without
reducing the detection rate.

1

Introduction

In the field of the visual object class detection, many complex descriptors have been proposed that produce excellent
results, e.g. [12], but such descriptors are computationally
expensive. This problem becomes even more apparent in
the combination with sliding windows therefore additional
preprocessing steps are required to eliminate as many irrelevant windows as possible before applying complex descriptors. Alexe et. al. have addressed this issue to some extent
but there are other alternatives such as hierarchical methods [13, 9, 4, 5, 8] with their generative models that do not
require any preprocessing at all. In this case, each visual
category is represented by multiple object models that cover
visual variability within a category. An object model is a
composition, consisting of increasingly complex features,
that captures the complexity of objects through hierarchical
arrangement of features. Due to hierarchical nature of object
models each detection is a parse tree of features. One benefit
of hierarchical arrangement is shareability of simple features
across different visual categories. Common and simpler features are formed in the lower layers of the hierarchy and can
then be used by the higher layers as needed for specific categories. This allows for more compact representation of objects on the one hand and on the other hand brings efficient
scalability when introducing more categories, since detected
simple features for one category can immediately be re-used
by any other category.
Having shearability is one important benefit that in some
hierarchical approaches originates from generativeness of
110

models. However, the generative nature of construction
leads to models that tend to overgeneralize and may not capitalize on discriminative information. For instance, a generative model of a horse must capture different variability of
a horse seen from different viewpoints. We may be able to
capture this by using multiple object models for different
viewpoints, but models will still have to capture variability
among different configurations of head and legs positions,
while at the same time encompassing the variability between
different breeds of horses. Generative models will be able to
capture such variations but they will also capture representation of many other categories, especially visually similar
ones. This can quickly lead to over-generalization. In the
case of a horse the model will frequently misidentify a cow
for a horse as both categories are similar. Additionally, we
have also observed that some object models frequently hallucinate on the background objects that have low visual similarities with the detected object. The effect is most prominent on highly textured backgrounds. This allows a generative model to find enough features for a (false) positive
match but at the same time the model does not capitalize on
the discriminative features present in the representation that
could point to an absence of detected object. Not considering such discriminative information in the end introduces
noise into the detection process and can significantly reduce
performance of the detector.
This problem was partially addressed in our previous
work. In [10], we introduced a global HoC descriptor and
included the discrimination of categories through non-linear
support vector machine. As shown in [11], using such an approach as an additional hypothesis verification step applied
after the detection stage, produces excellent results in the
ETHZ Shape Classes dataset but adding non-linear decision
boundary breaks the hierarchical approach and introduces
computational complexity due to expensive computation of
non-linear support vectors.
In [6], we eliminated the need for a non-linear SVM
which allowed for principled integration into the concept of
hierarchies. Using a sparse logistic regression we searched
for weights to differentiate between two categories and used
a score from weights to re-score the final detection. But the
method still relied upon a global descriptor computed from
histograms of activations of parse within detected bounding
box. This constrained us to a discriminative information of
a whole category and prevented us from obtaining discriminative information for specific object model. At the same
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Figure 1: Overview of our method in learning and detection stage. In step 1 we extract discriminative information in form of
weights, in step 2 we optimize vocabulary by removing object parts with poor discriminative information, in step 3 we produce
detections with optimized vocabulary and in step 4 we filter out detections with low discriminative score.
time global descriptor may have also removed parts of spatial information important for the discrimination.
In this paper, we focus on finding discriminative information within a category by analyzing each object model. Our
contribution can be divided into two parts: (i) introduction
of discriminative information extracted from activation vectors of detection parse tree and (ii) vocabulary optimization
of the object models. We introduce discriminative information in form of linear combination of weights applied to the
activation vector of the parse tree. Weights are computed
for each object model separately which slows to fully capture spatial information of the activated features of the parse
tree and get better precision in identifying features that are
responsible for the discrimination. With the vocabulary optimization we eliminate object models that have poor discriminative capabilities and often activate on false positive
detections. As a last step we also perform hypothesis verification with the HoC descriptor to re-score detections.
The benefits of our approach are two-fold. We eliminate
many false positive detections through vocabulary optimization by removing non-discriminative object models. False
positives are also removed by thresholding the weighted
combination of parse tree response values and removing detections with low discriminative score. The second benefit
is detection speedup that comes with the reduced number of
detections. This translates into less computation time spent
in the hypothesis verification step with the non-linear HoC
classifier and less computation time in the inference stage.
Additionally, having less positive detections also slightly increases the final detection rate. As in both [11] and [6] we
apply our solution to the learnt-hierarchy-of-parts (LHOP)
model [4].
The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. In

Section 2 we introduce discriminative node of whole parse
tree and provide further details of how we integrate discriminative information into vocabulary optimization. In Section 3 we present our evaluation procedure with final results
and we conclude with the discussion in Section 4.

2

LHOP with discriminative information

We introduce discriminative information and vocabulary
optimization into the learnt-hierarchy-of-parts process as
shown in Figure 1. In the learning stage we start with the
learned vocabulary containing object models and extract detections of object models in a form of parse tree. For each
object model we learn linear classifier on positive and negative activation vectors of the detections and obtain weights
used in the filtering stage of the detection. This process is
detailed in Section 2.2. The optimization process, detailed
in Section 2.3, is then applied to the vocabulary containing object models with their corresponding weights to obtain a smaller vocabulary with removed object models that
produce too many false detections.
The detection stage starts with inference of the image
with the optimized vocabulary. This produces a set of detections for each image together with its parse tree containing
activation parts. Based on detected object model we apply
appropriate weights to the activation vector of each detection
and calculate its discriminative score. We perform filtering
based on the score and remove as many false positive detections as possible. Finally, we calculate HoC descriptor from
each detection and compute its final score by applying HoC
classifier to it.
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2.1

Learnt hierarchy of parts

We first provide a notation for LHOP model and refer the
reader to [4] for further details. In the following we will
denote the vocabulary of hierarchical parts trained for up
to L layers as a set of N compositions L = {Pil }i=1:N ,
where Pil is an identifier of i-th composition and belongs
to the l-th layer of the vocabulary. At the last layer L each
composition directly identifies one trained category, i.e. for
each category we have only one corresponding composition
on the L-th layer. We also define a set of Links(Pil ) which
holds a list of linked sub-compositions on l − 1 layer for the
Pil part:
Links(Pil ) = {(indj , Pjl−1 )}j=1..num_subparts(Pil ) ,
where Pjl−1 is the linked sub-composition type and indj
is the local index number for this sub-compositional (indj
goes through 0 and num_subparts(Pil ) − 1). For category layer parts (L-th layer), this subset holds object parts
(indo , PoL−1 ) ∈ Links(PiL ) where each object part models
a different view or an object of a category associated with
the PiL part.
Applying the vocabulary L on a given image I, the algorithm of hierarchical models infers a set of K detected parts,
C(I, L),
C(I, L) = {πkl }k=1:K ,
where the k-th detected part on the l-th layer
πkl = [Pk , cπk , λk ] is defined by its vocabulary identifier Pkl , its location cπk in the image and its response
values λk . All the inferred parts of the last layer L directly
correspond to detected objects in the image:

D = {(πjL , cj , rj )}j=1:J ,
where cj is detected category and rj = (x, y, w, h) is a detection bounding box.
2.2

Discriminative interpretation of parse tree

We perform analysis on a set of training images I ∈
training_set inferred with the initial vocabulary L. This
gives us a set of detections D(I, L) with their corresponding
parse trees for each image I. We focus on analyzing each
object model PoL−1 individually and extract only detections
for that specific model:
DPoL−1 = { (πjL , cj , rj ) | [PoL−1 , cπo , λo ] = Λ(πjL ) }.
From each parse tree of detection πjL ∈ DPoL−1 we construct
a discriminative descriptor hj . We define hj as activation
vector where components of the vector correspond to the
activated parts in the parse tree. We collect all activation
parts from an inferred parse tree and create activation vector
using parts response values. Additionally, we also include
relative offset location of each activated part relative to its
parent into the activation vector. Based on discriminative
descriptor hj of size G we calculate a discriminative score
using a weighted summation:
f (hj ; Θo ) =

where D(I, L) is a set of J detected objects in the image
I processed with the vocabulary L. We also define a set of
links Λ(πkl ) with a list of subparts for πkl defined on previous
layer l − 1:
Λ(πkl ) = {(of fp , indp , πpl−1 ))}P =1..num_subparts(πl ) ,
k

where πpl−1 is the linked subpart, of fp is offset location
(x, y) relative to πkl and indp is the index matching to
the corresponding sub-composition in Links(Ppl ). For a
detected category this always corresponds to one subpart
representing detected object part (of f p , indp , πpL−1 ) =
Λ(πkL ). Note, that we can have multiple detections of the
same category in an image but they will have different location cπk .
While each detected category part is defined the same as
detected part at L-th layer πjL = [PjL , cπj , λj ], we can also
add a category information since a vocabulary identifier PjL
from the L-th layer always directly matches to one learning
category. We can use Λ(πkL ) to recursively obtain list of all
subparts for πkL on all layers. List of all subparts obtained
this way is called an inferred parse tree, while using the
Links(Pil ) in the same recursive process would yield a list
of all recursively traced compositions of vocabulary called a
vocabulary parse tree. Minimal and maximal locations of all

G
X

(g)

θo(g) hj + θo(0) ,

g=1

(0)

D(I, L) = {πjL }j=1:J ,
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traced sub-parts in inferred parse tree define a bounding box
of detected image. We can therefore define a set of detected
objects from a given image I as:

(G)

where Θo = [θo , ..., θo ] is a vector of weights defining
linear hyperplane between model object PoL−1 and a background clutter or any other model. Calculated discriminative
score f (hj ; Θo ) is later used in filtering process during the
detection stage to retain only detections with high score.
We estimate the weights Θo via a linear Support Vector Machine from positive and negative detections of object
(0)
model PoL−1 . Additionally, we adjust bias by changing θo
to eliminate as many potential false detections in the filtering
stage as possible.
2.3

Vocabulary optimization

We start the vocabulary optimization process by assessing
how well each object model PoL−1 performs on our training
dataset. Using discriminative descriptor hj we obtain a discriminative scoring from a parse tree of all detections of object model PoL−1 and evaluate it according to its groundtruth
data. We remove an object model if it does not contribute to
the detection rate and produce mostly false positive detections. The optimization process tries to minimize the number of object models while retaining as high score as possible. The optimization is performed using a greedy approach
with the following procedure: we start with an empty vocabulary and simulate individually adding every object model
PoL−1 to the current vocabulary separately and calculate a
performance score with added candidate model. Performance score is measured as an area under the ROC curve
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Figure 2: Number of detections shown for original vocabulary (blue) and our method (red) with left figure (2a) showing
detections before any non-maxima suppression and right figure (2b) showing detections after non-maxima suppression. We
used HoC scoring in non-maxima suppression.
score (AUC) over all training images but only counting detections from current vocabulary objects plus the current
candidate object model. Out of all possible candidates we
add only the model which improves performance score the
most and repeat the procedure until performance cannot be
improved any more. Using this iterative process we produce
optimized vocabulary Lopt . With current optimization we
only remove parts from the L − 1 layer and fix L-th layer to
account for now missing parts, while we leave parts on other
layers unchanged.
2.4

Hypothesis verification with HoC

Using optimized vocabulary we perform another inference
of training images and calculate the HoC descriptor for every detected object Dopt (I, Lopt ). From detection we obtain
category information cj and detected bounding box rj and
within this bounding box we calculate a HoC descriptor Hj
from all activated parts of second and third layer. We calculate HoC using second and third layer of the vocabulary. All
computed descriptors Hj are then re-scored by a non-linear
Support Vector Machine for a category model cj . We used
libSVM [1] with an RBF kernel and χ2 distance function.
As the final step we perform a non-maxima suppression.

3

Experiments and results

We evaluated our method on the ETHZ Shape Classes [2]
dataset with the same procedure as in [11]. Each category
was evaluated independently and experiments were repeated
five times to account for randomness in selecting training examples. Single experiment for each category was performed
as follows. As training set we randomly selected half of the
images that contained evaluated category and used as testing set used the other half combined with other images that
did not contain any objects of the evaluated category. Similarly as in [11], we trained LHOP vocabulary L up to sixth
layer, where 6th layer parts represent a category models and
5th layer parts represent an object models. We then ran an

inference process with the LHOP vocabulary L on training
images only and produced a set of initial training detections.
Before the inference we also resized all the images by √
a factor of 1.2 and then started scaling them by a factor of 2 to
produce around 4-7 scales per image.
3.1

Learning discriminative weights

From ETHZ Shape Classes training set we learn weights Θo
for each object model Po5 from initial vocabulary. We first
produce detections with the initial vocabulary L on all training images. All detections with the overlap (using PASCAL
intersection/union function) of less than 0.3 are classified as
negative while all detections with overlap over 0.7 are classified as positives. Any other detection that falls in between
is classified as undefined and we avoid using them. From
positive and negative detections we create activation vector
hj and use linear libSVM [1] to obtain final weights Θo . We
additionally adjust bias for discriminative weights by performing detections on independent set of negative images.
We randomly select 20% of images from Caltech-101 as independent set of images. In the detection stage weights are
used to calculate discriminative score f (hj ; Θo ) of each detection and any detection with score below threshold value
of zero is filtered out.
3.2

Vocabulary optimization

In the vocabulary optimization step we used initial vocabulary L augmented with the discriminative weights for each
object model and ran optimization process to produce optimized vocabulary Lopt . As training set we used detections
from all training images of ETHZ Shape Classes dataset
for the specific category plus additional hard-negative detections from an independent set of images. The same criteria
of 0.3 and 0.7 overlap threshold is used to select positive and
negative detections. Similarly as in bias adjustment we also
randomly selected 20% of images from Caltech-101 dataset.
The object parts of both optimized and unoptimized vocabulary are show in Figure 6.
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Learning HoC classifier

In this process we used optimized vocabulary Lopt to produce hard-negative examples on ETHZ Shape Classes training set. Similarly as before we used detections overlapping
less than 0.3 with the groundtruth as negative and examples
overlapping more than 0.7 as positive. Together with the
extracted original positive examples (regions were scaled to
120 pixels before inference process) we trained HoC classifier for each category.
3.4

Evaluation and results

In Figures 2 we measured the absolute number of all detections for each category separately. Figure 2a shows the
number of detections before the non-maxima suppression
and Figure 2b shows detections after the non-maxima suppression process. By looking at the detections before nonmaxima suppression we see that the our method produces
approximately 50% of all detections compared to the original vocabulary. The reductions is highest in the apple logo,
giraffe and swan categories with only 45% of original detections while in categories bottle and mug there we retained
60% of all original detections. After the non-maxima suppression step this difference becomes less significant but we
still produce by approximately 10% less detections.
We also measured a number of object models retained
in the vocabulary after the optimization process. Figure 3
shows the absolute number of parts in 5th layer for each
category compared to the number of parts from the original vocabulary. We can see that in each category we were
able to significantly reduce number of parts. In particular the category apple logo has retained only 40% of original parts while category giraffe has around 52% of original
parts. Slightly less parts were removed for other categories
with 73% of original parts for bottle, 61% for mug and 58%
of original parts for category swan.
Our optimizations also improved processing time in the
detection stage. In Figure 4 we report for each category the
time required for LHOP stage and for HoC verification stage
in percent of the time required by the original vocabulary.
Focusing on HoC verification stage (red bar), the biggest
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Figure 3: Number of object parts in 5th layer of our optimized vocabulary (red) compared to original vocabulary
(blue).
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Figure 4: Computation time speedup. We report time required to complete LHOP detection stage (blue) and HoC
verification stage (red) when using optimized vocabulary
expressed in percent of the time taken by the unoptimized
vocabulary.
speedup has been achieved for the apple logo category with
45% of original time. With other categories the improvements are: 75% for bottle, 62% for giraffe, 63% for mug
and 57% for category swan. We can also notice slight improvements in the LHOP inference stage (blue bar) with the
averaged time of 83% of original time. Note, that we have
optimized only 5th layer while other layers remained unchanged with the same number of parts. Considering that
only 1/5th of the vocabulary has been optimized, the 17%
speedup is quite significant. Overall we still need to take
into account that LHOP inference stage takes most of the
time and therefore overall speedup combined with HoC verification time is still around 17%.
We also evaluate overall detection rate to ensure we did
not remove any information that is crucial for the detection.
Looking at the result of Table 1 we see similar detection rate
of our method and original method of [11]. In some cases
our method performed by a percent or two better, while in
other cases it performed slightly worse. In particular, our
method achieved higher scores in categories apple logo and
mug, while original method performed better in categories
bottle, giraffe and swan. On average our method performed
by less then half a percent worse, but still by almost 3% better then LHOP without any HoC verification step. We also
noticed that both methods produced high variance, particularly in categories bottle and swan. The variations between
different iterations are observable from Figure 5, where we
see detection rate of category bottle varied between 70% and
90% and detection rate of category swan varied almost between 60% and 90%. Low performance is particularly noticeable in our method where at least two iterations in swan
category produced detection rate of only 60%. This also
explains a significant drop in overall performance of this
category compared to the original method. Note, however
overall performance is still at least at the same level as the
results from [11].
We also report detection rate at 1.0 FPPI in Table 2 to
compare our approach to the discriminative nodes of Kris-

Tabernik Domen, Kristan Matej, Boben Marko, Leonardis Ales

bottle

0.8

0.8

0.8

0.7

0.7

0.7

0.6
0.5
0.4

0.6
0.5
0.4
0.3

Iteration 1
Iteration 2
Iteration 3
Iteration 4
Iteration 5

0.2
0.1
0

Detection rate

1
0.9

0.3

0

0.5

1

1.5

0.2
0.1
0

2

0

0.5

1

1.5

0.1
0

2

0.8

0.8

0.7

0.7

0.7

0.5
0.4

Detection rate

0.8

0.6

0.6
0.5
0.4
0.3

Iteration 1
Iteration 2
Iteration 3
Iteration 4
Iteration 5

0.2
0.1
1

1.5

0.1
0

0

0.5

False Positive per Image (FPPI)

1

1.5

0.8

0.8

0.7

0.7

0.6
0.5
0.4
0.3

0.5
0.4

Iteration 1
Iteration 2
Iteration 3
Iteration 4
Iteration 5

0.1
0

2

0

0.5

1

1.5

2

False Positive per Image (FPPI)

0.6
0.5
0.4
0.3

Iteration 1
Iteration 2
Iteration 3
Iteration 4
Iteration 5

0.2
0.1
0

0.5

1

1.5

Iteration 1
Iteration 2
Iteration 3
Iteration 4
Iteration 5

0.2
0.1
0

2

0

False Positive per Image (FPPI)

0.5

1

1.5

2

False Positive per Image (FPPI)

mug

swan

1

1

0.9

0.9

0.8

0.8

0.7

0.7

Detection rate

Detection rate

0.6

swan
1
0.9

Detection rate

Detection rate

mug
1

0.6
0.5
0.4
0.3

0.6
0.5
0.4
0.3

Iteration 1
Iteration 2
Iteration 3
Iteration 4
Iteration 5

0.2
0.1
0

2

0.2

False Positive per Image (FPPI)

0.9

0

1.5

0.3
Iteration 1
Iteration 2
Iteration 3
Iteration 4
Iteration 5

0.2

2

1

giraffe
1
0.9

0.5

0.5

bottle
1

0

0

False Positive per Image (FPPI)

0.9

0

Iteration 1
Iteration 2
Iteration 3
Iteration 4
Iteration 5

0.2

1

Detection rate

Detection rate

0.4

0.9

0.3

(b)

0.5

False Positive per Image (FPPI)

applelogo

(a)

0.6

0.3
Iteration 1
Iteration 2
Iteration 3
Iteration 4
Iteration 5

False Positive per Image (FPPI)

(b)

giraffe

1
0.9

Detection rate

(a)

Detection rate

applelogo
1
0.9

0

0.5

1

1.5

Iteration 1
Iteration 2
Iteration 3
Iteration 4
Iteration 5

0.2
0.1
2

False Positive per Image (FPPI)

0

0

0.5

1

1.5

2

False Positive per Image (FPPI)

Figure 5: Detection rate over different FPPI rates (false positives per image) for each category from the ETHZ Shape Classes
dataset. We ran five iterations and sampled examples randomly in each iteration to obtain different training/testing splits.
Results are separated into row (a) for unoptimized vocabulary and row (b) for optimized vocabulary (our). Note, we used
identical training/testing split for evaluation of both libraries.

our method
LHOP + HoC verification [11]
LHOP only [3]
Maji et al. [7]

Apple logo
94.0 (5.6)
93.9 (3.8)
88.2 (3.4)
95.0

Bottle
83.1 (8.2)
84.5 (4.4)
87.6 (1.5)
96.4

Giraffe
86.1 (6.1)
87.9 (4.0)
83.5 (1.1)
89.6

Mug
94.5 (3,9)
93.9 (3.8)
86.1 (2.0)
96.7

Swan
83.7 (11.4)
85.0 (10.5)
80.0 (3.5)
88.2

Average
88.3
89.0
85.1
93.2

Table 1: Evaluation result on ETHZ Shape Classes with reported detection-rate (%) at 0.4 FPPI averaged over five iterations
(standard deviation values are shown in parentheses)

115

Using discriminative analysis for improving hierarchical compositional models

Apple logo
Bottle
Giraffe
Mug
Swan
Average

[6]
92.5
85.4
82.3
86.5
70.5
83.4

our method
95.7
86.6
87.0
96.0
87.5
90.4

Table 2: Performance comparison to LHOP with discriminative node from [6] on ETHZ Shape Classes with reported
detection-rate (%) at 1 FPPI averaged over five iterations.
tan et al. [6]. We notice considerable improvements in the
performance across all categories, with our average detection rate of 90.4% compared to detection rate of 83.4% in
[6].

4

Discussion and conclusion

In this paper we introduced filtering with the discriminative
information and vocabulary optimization to reduce number of false positive detections produced by hierarchical
method learnt-hierarchy-of-parts (LHOP) [4]. We achieve
this through vocabulary optimization to eliminate object
models with poor discriminative information and through
additional detection filtering step with the discriminative information. In contrast to [6] we introduce a discriminative
information based on activation vector computed from response values and spatial information of activations from a
detection’s parse tree.
Using the ETHZ Shape Classes [2] database we have
demonstrated that our method does not reduce performance
in terms of detection rate but considerably reduces number
of false positive detections while retaining only smaller set
of object models in the vocabulary. In some cases, such
as apple logo category, we are able to even increase the
detection rate while we reduce false positives and the vocabulary of 5th layer by more then 60%. While detections
before non-maxima suppression get reduced considerably,
detections after non-maxima suppression are reduced only
slightly. This indicates that in original method the false positive detections were handled mostly by good scoring of HoC
descriptor and proper non-maxima suppression, while in our
method they are now reduced even before non-maxima suppression. Additionally, we showed that our method also positively affect computation time. We were able to decrease
computation time of LHOP inference stage by around 17%
and by around 40% for the HoC verification stage. Lowered computation time of the HoC verification comes directly from the lower number of detections as there are less
detections required to compute theirs HoC score with the
non-linear kernel of support vectors. In the LHOP inference stage, saved computation time comes directly from the
reduced number of object models in the optimized vocabulary. But since we optimize only 5th layer of the vocabulary
we are only able to achieve 17% improvements in speedup.
In the future work we plan to reduce vocabulary parts in
lower layers as well, in particular, we could remove parts
116

connected to the 5th layer object parts that have been removed by our optimization method. We also plan to incorporate optimization step directly into learning of object layers to immediately select and reduce to the most optimal set
of vocabulary parts.
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(b) Bottle - unoptimized vocabulary
(a) Applelogo - unoptimized vocabulary

(d) Applelogo - optimized vocabulary (our)

(c) Giraffe - unoptimized vocabulary

(e) Bottle - optimized vocabulary (our)

(g) Mug - unoptimized vocabulary

(f) Giraffe - optimized vocabulary
(our)

(h) Swan - unoptimized vocabulary

(j) Swan - optimized vocabulary
(our)
(i) Mug - optimized vocabulary (our)

Figure 6: Examples of 5th layer object parts for each category. In the first and third row are parts of the original vocabulary
while in the second and fourth row are parts of our optimized vocabulary.
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Abstract This paper presents a novel encoding scheme for
a combinatorial pyramid. A combinatorial pyramid is a hierarchy of successively reduced combinatorial maps. Important properties of the combinatorial pyramids such as
topology preservation, the process global and local features
within the same data structure, etc. made them useful for
image processing and pattern recognition tasks. Their advantages have been widely proved in the literature. Nevertheless, the main disadvantage of this approach is the high
rate of memory requirement. A combinatorial map of an image maybe stored in an array of size approximately equal to
four times the number of pixels of the image. Furthermore,
every level of the combinatorial pyramid stores a different
combinatorial map. In respond to this problem a canonical encoding of the combinatorial pyramid is provided. It
consists of a single array where its elements are ordered
with respect to the construction history of the pyramid. In
this manner the memory consumptions are equal to the size
of the initial combinatorial map and do not depend on the
number of pyramid’s levels. In addition, this canonical encoding allows the whole reconstruction of the pyramid in
both directions: from the base to the top level and from the
top to the base level, without additional information.

1

Introduction

A 2D combinatorial map [11, 15] defines a data structure
to encode the subdivision of the plane in different regions.
It has more advantages compared to the traditional Region
Adjacency Graphs (RAG):
• The combinatorial maps represent topological information (multi-adjacency or inclusion relations). Unlike the
RAG, where two topologically different images could be
represented by the same RAG.
• They can be extended to higher dimensions (nD).
• They allow efficient algorithms to retrieve information
and modify the partition.
The combinatorial pyramid [4] is a stack of successively
reduced combinatorial maps. Such structure takes advantages of the combinatorial maps as well as benefits from additional properties:
• The combinatorial pyramids preserve topology.
118

• They process global and local features within the same
data structure.
Nowadays, the combinatorial maps and the combinatorial pyramids are applied for various tasks such as image
segmentation [1, 8], map matching [9, 14, 13, 17], 3D
mesh representation [10], etc. These structures require high
memory consumptions, and this requirement is even more
exacerbated by the pyramid -the pyramid structure stores
one combinatorial map at each level of its hierarchy.
The literature reports several methods to reduce the memory
consumptions [12, 16, 5].
Goffe et al [12] segment the initial image -they pre-process
the initial image. They find the combinatorial map for this
segmented image -it is the top level of the pyramid. And
they progressively create the lower levels of the hierarchy
by increasing the size of the combinatorial maps.
[16] and [5] define the implicit encoding of the 2dimensional and n-dimensional combinatorial pyramid,
respectively. For the 2D implicit encoding, Brun et al [5]
store the combinatorial map of the initial image and two
functions which describe the construction history -one
function specifies the type of operation done over each
element of the initial combinatorial map and the other
function defines the highest level of the pyramid until which
the element survives.
The canonical encoding of the combinatorial pyramid
stores the whole pyramid and its construction history in
the same memory space than the initial combinatorial map.
The operation applied to each element of the initial combinatorial map is implicitly encoded in the representation;
and the highest level until which the element survive are
implicitly encoded in the order of the elements. In this
manner the memory consumptions are equal to the initial
combinatorial map and do not depend on the number of
levels of the pyramid, as previous works. It allows the
construction of the pyramid from the top to the base level
without additional information. Meanwhile Goffe et al [12]
require additional information (parent/child relations).
The rest of this paper is organized as follows: Basic definitions on combinatorial maps and combinatorial pyramids
are recalled in sections 2 and 3. Section 4 describes our
contribution -the canonical encoding of the combinatorial
pyramid. The experimental results proving the theoretical
concept of the canonical encoding are described in Section
5. Finally, conclusions and future work are unfolded at Sec-
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Figure 1: Combinatorial map example.
Table 1: Combinatorial Map (G=(D,α,σ)) of Fig. 1.

darts (d)
α
σ

1
2
3

2
1
5

3
4
1

4
3
7

5
6
2

6
5
10

7
8
9

8
7
6

9
10
4

10
9
8

tion 6.

2

Recalls on Combinatorial Maps

Definition 1. 2D Combinatorial Map: A 2D combinatorial map encodes the subdivision of the plane in different
regions. It represents the inclusion and adjacency relations
between the regions. This principle enables to fully describe
the topology of the plane partition [11, 15]. The 2D combinatorial map (G) is defined by a triplet G=(D, α, σ), where:
• D is a finite set of darts.
• α is an involution on the set D.
• σ is a permutation on the set D.
An additional explanations of the definition above: The
edges (paths connecting two vertices) are divided into
two half edges called darts. α is an one-to-one mapping
between consecutive darts forming the same edge, such
that α(α(d))=d). σ is a mapping between consecutive darts
around the same vertex while turning counterclockwise.
Example. 2D Combinatorial Map: Fig. 1 and Tab. 1
give an example of a 2D combinatorial map. Where:
• D = { 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10 }.
• α(4) = 3.

• σ(4) = 7.

3

Recalls on Combinatorial Pyramids

Definition 2. Combinatorial Pyramid: A combinatorial
pyramid is a stack of successively reduced combinatorial
maps (Fig. 2). The size of the combinatorial maps is
successively reduced by contractions and removals. The

Figure 2: Combinatorial pyramid example.

contraction and the removal kernels specify a set of darts,
which will be contracted and removed, respectively, between
two consecutive levels (as previously described [7]). Given
an initial combinatorial map G0 =(D,α,σ) and the sequence
of kernels (k1 , k2 , k3 ,..., kn ) we can build the stack of
successively reduced combinatorial maps G1 , G2 ,..., Gn .
The combinatorial maps at all the levels preserve the
topology of the initial combinatorial map [3, 6].
Example. Combinatorial Pyramid: Fig. 2 gives an example of a combinatorial pyramid. Where:
• G0 (the base level in the pyramid) is equal to the combinatorial map of Fig. 1.
• We reduce the number of darts in G0 by the removal kernel k1 = {9, 10} and we obtain G1 .
• We apply on G1 the contraction kernel k2 = {7, 8} and
we get the top level (G2 ) of the pyramid.

4

Folding and Unfolding the Pyramid

The aim of this section is to explain the canonical encoding
of the combinatorial pyramid.
4.1

Folding the Pyramid

The operations used to build a pyramid are the removal and
contraction operations. The kernels K (as described in Sec.
3) selects the darts which will be removed or contracted.
The removal and contraction involve 6 dependent darts
(Fig. 3): d, α(d), f= σ −1 (d), g= σ(d), h= σ −1 (α(d)), i=
σ(α(d)). Special cases are the empty self-loop and the
pending edge where σ(d) = α(d) and σ(α(d)) = α(d),
respectively.
We need additional definitions in order to be able to define
the contraction and removal operations [2]:
Definition 3. σ ∗ is the σ orbit, which defines all the darts
belonging to the same vertex.
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Proof. (1) The proof that G0 is a valid combinatorial map
without α∗ (d) can be found in [2]
Proof. (2) r = σ(d), q = α(d) ⇒ σ(d)= α(d) is an empty
self-loop.
Proof. (3) s = σ(α(d)), q = α(d) ⇒ σ(α(d))= α(d) is a
pending edge.
Figure 3: Dependent Darts in the operations.

NOTE: σ −1 (d)= σ n (d) with n= min{i | σ i (d) = d};
where n is the number of successive applications of σ on the
dart d.
Definition 4. α∗ is the α orbit, which defines the pair of
darts belonging to the same edge.
Definition 5. Empty Self loop: A pair of darts are an empty
self loop, iff σ(d) = α(d) for d ∈ α∗ .

Definition 8. Contraction Operation [2]:
We remove a pair of darts α∗ (d) from G=(D,α,σ), D0 =
D \α∗ (d). And in addition, we modify the permutation σ
and we obtain σ 0 . The values of σ 0 for the all the d’ ∈ D0
are:
• if α∗ (d) is not an empty self loop (σ(d) = α(d)) and
neither a pending edge (σ(α(d)) = α(d)):
σ 0 (σ −1 (d)) = σ(α(d))

(7)

σ 0 (σ −1 (α(d))) = σ(d)

(8)

Definition 6. Pending edge: A pair of darts are a pending
edge, iff σ(α(d)) = α(d) for d ∈ α∗ .

• if α∗ (d) is a pending edge (σ(α(d)) = α(d)):

Definition 7. Removal Operation [2]: We remove a pair
of darts α∗ (d) from G=(D,α,σ), D0 = D \α∗ (d). And in
addition, we modify the permutation σ and we obtain σ 0 .
The values of σ 0 for the all the d’ ∈ D0 are:

• For the rest of darts, which are not included in the cases
above:

• if α∗ (d) is not an empty self loop (σ(d) = α(d)) and
neither a pending edge (σ(α(d)) = α(d)):
σ 0 (σ −1 (d)) = σ(d)
σ (σ
0

−1

(α(d))) = σ(α(d))

∀d0 ∈ D \ {σ −1 (d), σ −1 (α(d))}σ 0 (d0 ) = σ(d0 )

(9)

(10)

Parts disappearing from G are saved as left over of the
contraction (LoC). LoC is a quadruplet {p, q, r, s} ∈ D 4 ,
where p= d, q= α(d) r=σ(d) and s=σ(α(d)).

(1)

Proposition 2.

(2)

1. The triplet (D0 , α, σ 0 ) form a valid combinatorial
map(G’).
2. In an empty self-loop:

• if α∗ (d) is an empty self loop (σ(d) = α(d)):
σ 0 (σ −1 (d)) = σ(α(d))

σ 0 (σ −1 (d)) = σ(d)

(3)

r=q

(11)

s=q

(12)

3. In a pending edge:
• For the rest of darts, which are not included in the cases
above:
∀d0 ∈ D \ {σ −1 (d), σ −1 (α(d))}σ 0 (d0 ) = σ(d0 )

(4)

Parts disappearing from G are saved as left over of the
removal (LoR). LoR is a quadruplet {p, q, r, s} ∈ D 4 , where
p= d, q= α(d) r=σ(d) and s=σ(α(d)).

Proof. (1) The proof that G0 is a valid combinatorial map
without α∗ (d) can be found in [2]
Proof. (2) r = σ(d), q = α(d) ⇒ σ(d)= α(d) is an empty
self-loop.

Proposition 1.

Proof. (3) s = σ(α(d)), q = α(d) ⇒ σ(α(d))= α(d) is a
pending edge.

1. The triplet (D0 , α, σ 0 ) form a valid combinatorial
map(G’).

Tab. 2 summarize the contraction and removal operations.

2. In an empty self-loop:

Example. Remove Empty Self-Loop: Fig. 4 gives
an example of an empty self-loop removal. It shows the
combinatorial map before the removal (Fig. 4 on the left)
and after the removal (Fig. 4 on the right). Where we can
see that the value of σ 0 (3) changes according to Tab. 2,
σ 0 (σ −1 (d)) := σ(α(d)) (eq. 3) (σ(3)=d, σ 0 (3)=1).

r=q

(5)

s=q

(6)

3. In a pending edge:
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Table 2: Removal and Contraction operations.

case
pending edge

empty-self-loop
remove
contract

REDUCE (d, α(d))
if σ(α(d)) = α(d) then
σ 0 (σ −1 (d)) := σ(d) (eq. 9)
if σ(d) = α(d) then
σ 0 (σ −1 (d)) := σ(α(d)) (eq. 3)
σ 0 (σ −1 (d)) := σ(d) (eq. 1)
0 −1
σ (σ (α(d))) := σ(α(d)) (eq. 2)
σ 0 (σ −1 (d)) := σ(α(d)) (eq. 7)
σ 0 (σ −1 (α(d))) := σ(d) (eq. 8)

Property. Canonical Encoding (Folding the pyramid):
The canonical encoding of the combinatorial pyramid encodes the whole pyramid with the same memory as in the
base level -it does not increase with the height of the pyramid. Traditional methods (also called explicit encoding)
store the initial combinatorial map at the base level; but they
also need additional memory every new level -they store a
new combinatorial map per level. The implicit encoding [5]
also needs additional memory every new level to describe
the construction history of the pyramid.
4.2

Unfolding the Pyramid

In order to retrieve the initial combinatorial map (G0 ) from
the combinatorial map at any level, the darts in the passive
part are moving to the active part. In the folding previous
to the unfolding operation, the darts have been ordered with
respect to the construction history. Therefore, we only have
to shift the boundary between the active and the passive part;
and to apply -re-insertion or de-contraction.
Figure 4: Remove Empty-Self-Loop(d,α(d)).

Definition 9. The canonical encoding: The canonical encoding of the combinatorial pyramid is an ordered sequence
of darts which fully encodes the combinatorial map G at any
level and its construction history. The darts are encoded by
even and odd integers; in a way that the involution α could
be implicitly encoded by eq. 13.

d+1
if d odd
α(d) =
(13)
d − 1 if d even

The pyramid is built by a sequence of contraction and
removal operations. Each one producing a smaller combinatorial map and the quadruplet of the Lo (Left over).
The canonical encoding reorder the darts of the Lo in the
chronological order. The surviving darts constitute the active part of the canonical encoding. Meanwhile, the ordered
Lo constitute the passive part.
We assume that we have executed n operations in total,
then we have n Lo (Tab. 3). The Π function (Π: D → E)
(eq. 14, 15) gives the new order of this darts in the passive part of the canonical encoding. The unique identifier of
each pt and qt is assigned to its position in the passive part,
therefore we only need to store Π (rt ) and Π (st ) (such that
E 1 =Π (r1 ), E 2 =Π (s1 ), etc.).

Definition 10. Re-insertion Operation: We add the
LoR(t)={p, q, r, s} to G0 =(D0 ,α,σ 0 ), D00 = D0 ∪ {p, q}. And
in addition, we modify the permutation σ 0 and we obtain
σ 00 . The values of σ 00 for the all the d” ∈ D00 are:
• if r 6= q(eq. 5) and s 6= q (eq. 6):

σ 00 (σ 0−1 (r)) := p

(16)

σ 00 (σ 0−1 (s)) := q

(17)

σ 00 (σ 0−1 (s)) := p

(18)

• if r = q (eq. 5):

• For the rest of darts, which are not included in the cases
above:
∀d00 ∈ D00 \ {σ 0−1 (p), σ 0−1 (q)}σ 00 (d00 ) = σ 0 (d00 ) (19)
The values of α00 for the all the d” ∈ D00 are:
∀d00 ∈ D00 \ {p, q}α00 (d00 ) = α0 (d00 )

(20)

{p, q} ∈ LoR(t)00 α00 (p) = q; α00 (q) = p

(21)

Π(pt ) = 2t − 1

(14)

Proposition 3.

Π(qt ) = 2t

(15)

1. The triplet (D00 , α00 , σ 00 ) form a valid combinatorial
map(G”).
2. G”(Def. 10)= G (Def. 7).

Table 3: Left over table.

t
1
2
3
4

Left over (Lo)
p1 , q1 , r1 , s1
p2 , q2 , r2 , s2
p3 , q3 , r3 , s3
p4 , q4 , r4 , s4

n

pn , qn , rn , sn

Proof. (1)
• D00 = D0 ∪{p, q} is a finite set of darts.

• ∀d00 ∈ D0 ⇒ α00 (d00 )= α0 (d00 ) (eq. 20) is an involution.
• ∀d00 ∈
/ D0 ⇒ d00 = p ∈ LoR and α00 (d00 ) = q ∈ LoR
⇒ q = α00 (p) (eq. 21) is an involution.
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• ∀d00 such that σ 0 (d00 ) 6= r and σ 0 (d00 ) 6= s ⇒ σ 00 (d00 )=
σ 0 (d00 ) (eq. 19) is a permutation.
• if σ 0 (d00 ) = r and r 6= q (eq. 5) and s 6= q (eq. 6)
⇒ σ 00 (d00 ) = p (eq. 16) and σ 00 (p) = r (Def. 7) is a
permutation.
• if σ 0 (d00 ) = s and r 6= q (eq. 5) and s 6= q (eq. 6)
⇒ σ 00 (d00 ) = q (eq. 17) and σ 00 (q) = s (Def. 7) is a
permutation.
• if σ 0 (d00 ) = s and r = q (eq. 5) ⇒ σ 00 (d00 ) = p (eq. 18)
and σ 00 (q) = s (Def. 7) is a permutation.

The values of α00 for the all the d” ∈ D00 are:
∀d00 ∈ D00 \ {p, q}α00 (d00 ) = α0 (d00 )

(26)

{p, q} ∈ LoC(t)00 α00 (p) = q; α00 (q) = p

(27)

Proposition 4.
1. The triplet (D00 , α00 , σ 00 ) form a valid combinatorial
map(G”).
2. G”(Def. 11)= G (Def. 8).
Proof. (1)

Proof. (2)

• D00 = D0 ∪{p, q} is a finite set of darts.

• if r 6= q (eq. 5) and s 6= q (eq. 6):
Given σ 00 (σ 0−1 (r)) := p (eq.
16). We have
r = σ 0 (σ −1 (p)) (eq. 1) thus:
σ 00 (σ 0−1 (σ 0 (σ −1 (d))) = σ 00 ((σ −1 (p))) := p
Given σ 00 (σ 0−1 (s)) := q (eq.
17).
s = σ 0 (σ −1 (q)) (eq. 2) thus:
σ 00 (σ 0−1 (σ 0 (σ −1 (q)))) = σ 00 (σ −1 (q)) := q

We have

We have

Definition 11. De-contraction Operation: We add the
LoC(t)={p, q, r, s} to G0 =(D0 ,α, σ 0 ), D00 = D0 ∪ {p, q}. And
in addition, we modify the permutation σ 0 and we obtain σ 00 .
The values of σ 00 for the all the d” ∈ D00 are:
• if r 6= q (eq. 11) and s 6= q (eq. 12):
σ 00 (σ 0−1 (r)) := q

(22)

σ 00 (σ 0−1 (s)) := p

(23)

• if s = q (eq. 12):
(24)

• For the rest of darts, which are not included in the cases
above:
∀d00 ∈ D \ {σ 0−1 (p), σ 0−1 (q)}σ 00 (d00 ) = σ 0 (d00 ) (25)
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• ∀d00 such that σ 0 (d00 ) 6= r and σ 0 (d00 ) 6= s ⇒ σ 00 (d00 )=
σ 0 (d00 ) (eq. 25) is a permutation.

• if σ 0 (d00 ) = s and r 6= q (eq. 11) and s 6= q (eq. 12)
⇒ σ 00 (d00 ) = q (eq. 22) and σ 00 (q) = s (Def. 8) is a
permutation.
• if σ 0 (d00 ) = r and s = q (eq. 12) ⇒ σ 00 (d00 ) = p (eq. 24)
and σ 00 (q) = s (Def. 8) is a permutation.

• ∀d00 ∈ D00 \{σ 0−1 (r), σ 0−1 (s)} σ 00 (d00 ) = σ 0 (d00 ) (eq.
19). We have ∀d0 ∈ D \{σ −1 (d), σ −1 (α(d))} σ 0 (d0 ) =
σ(d0 ) (eq. 4) thus:
σ 00 (d00 ) = σ(d00 )

σ 00 (σ 0−1 (r)) := p

• ∀d00 ∈
/ D0 ⇒ d00 = p ∈ LoC and α00 (d00 ) = q ∈ LoC
⇒ q = α00 (p) (eq. 27) is an involution.

• if σ 0 (d00 ) = r and r 6= q (eq. 11) and s 6= q (eq. 12)
⇒ σ 00 (d00 ) = p (eq. 23) and σ 00 (p) = r (Def. 8) is a
permutation.

• if r = q (eq. 5):
Given σ 00 (σ 0−1 (s)) := p (eq.
18).
s = σ 0 (σ −1 (p)) (eq. 3) thus:
σ 00 (σ 0−1 (σ 0 (σ −1 (p)))) = σ 00 (σ −1 (p)) := p

• ∀d00 ∈ D0 ⇒ α00 (d00 )= α0 (d00 ) (eq. 26) is an involution.

Proof. (2)
• if r 6= q (eq. 11) and s 6= q (eq. 12):
Given σ 00 (σ 0−1 (r)) := q (eq. 22).
r = σ 0 (σ −1 (q)) (eq. 8) thus:
σ 00 (σ 0−1 (σ 0 (σ −1 (q)))) = σ 00 (σ −1 (q)) := q

We have

Given σ 00 (σ 0−1 (s)) := p (eq. 23).
s = σ 0 (σ −1 (p)) (eq. 7) thus:
σ 00 (σ 0−1 (σ 0 (σ −1 (p)))) = σ 00 (σ −1 (p)) := p

We have

• if s = q (eq. 12):
Given σ 00 (σ 0−1 (r)) := p (eq. 24).
σ 0 (σ −1 (p)) = r (eq. 9).
σ 00 (σ 0−1 (σ 0 (σ −1 (p)))) = σ 00 (σ −1 (p)) := p

We have

• ∀d00 ∈ D \{σ 0−1 (d), σ 0−1 (α(d))} σ 00 (d00 ) = σ 0 (d00 )
(eq. 25). We have ∀d0 ∈ D \{σ −1 (d), σ −1 (α(d))}
σ 0 (d0 ) = σ(d0 ) (eq. 10) thus:
σ 00 (d00 ) = σ(d00 )
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Table 4: Re-insert and De-contract operations.

case

re-insert
-conditions
-operations
de-contract
-conditions
-operations

EXPAND (p, q)
if s = q then
σ 00 (σ 0−1 (r)) := p (eq. 24)
if r = q then
σ 00 (σ 0−1 (s)) := p (eq. 18)
if σ 0 (q) 6∈ σ 0∗ (σ 0 (p))
or σ 0 (p) 6∈ σ 0∗ (σ 0 (q))
if σ 0∗ (p) = σ 0∗ (q)
00 0−1
σ (σ (s)) := q (eq. 16)
σ 00 (σ 0−1 (s)) := q (eq. 17)
if σ 0 (q) ∈ σ 0∗ (σ 0 (p))
or σ 0 (p) ∈ σ 0∗ (σ 0 (q))
00 0−1
σ (σ (r)) := q (eq. 22)
σ 00 (σ 0−1 (s)) := p (eq. 23)

Figure 6: Input Image.

the contraction kernels are composed of darts all having the
same color. The contraction may create redundant edges,
which constitutes the removal kernels.
Figure 5: Re-Insert Empty-Self-Loop(d, α(d)).

Tab. 4 summarizes the re-insertions and de-contractions.
It gives the conditions to recognize whether the pair of
darts were previously either removed (re-insert conditions)
or contracted (de-contract conditions) in the folding procedure.
Example. Re-Insert Empty-Self-Loop: Fig. 5 gives an
example of an empty self-loop re-insertion. It shows the
combinatorial map before the re-insertion (Fig. 5 on the
left) and after the re-insertion (Fig. 5 on the right). Where
we can see that the value of σ 00 (3) changes according to
Tab. 4, σ 00 (σ 0−1 (σ 0 (α(d)))) := d (eq. 18) (σ 0 (3) = 1,
σ 00 (3) = d).
Property. Canonical Encoding (Unfolding the pyramid): Given the canonical encoding of the combinatorial
pyramid at any level, the initial combinatorial map (G0 ) can
be retrieved -without extra information. Traditional methods store the parent/child relations to be able to unfold the
pyramid. In the canonical encoding, we detect if we should
either re-insert or de-contract the pair of darts, of the passive
part, according with Tab. 4. And we apply the corresponding
operation either re-insertion or de-contraction.

5

Proof of concepts

Application (Connected component labeling).
The
canonical encoding of the combinatorial pyramid has been
used for connected components labeling. At the base level
G0 , a pair of darts (d, α(d)) connects a pixel of the initial
image with its 4-neighbors. Each dart stores the color of
its related pixel. In the connected component application,

Example (Connected components labeling). Fig. 6
is the input image of the combinatorial pyramid. Fig. 7
shows the first level of the pyramid, where the pixels which
have all their related darts in the passive part have black
color. Fig. 8 shows the combinatorial map at the top level
of the pyramid. Each connected component is contracted
to a single vertex. The combinatorial map encodes the
inclusion and adjacency relations among these connected
components. It fully describes the topology of the plane
partition.
Property (Memory requirements). A combinatorial
map with |D| darts maybe stored in one array of dimensions
equal to |D| × log2 (D) bits (assuming that the unique
identifier of each dart (d) is assigned to its position in the
array, we only need to store σ(d)). If the reduction factor
between any two levels of the pyramid is K. The number of
darts at one level of the pyramid Gl is |D|
. Therefore,
kl
Pnthe
bits used to store the pyramid explicitly is log2 (D) l=0
|D|
. It also needs in addition the parent/child relations to
kl
unfold the pyramid. The implicit encoding [16, 5] requires
the storage of the combinatorial map at the base level and
one integer for each pair darts. The bits used to store the
implicit encoding is |D| log2 (D) + 12 |D| (log2 (n)). The
canonical implementation requires only the storage of the
combinatorial map at the base level |D| × log2 (D) bits.

6

Conclusions and Future work

In the present work, we propose a canonical encoding of a
combinatorial pyramid. This new structure stores the whole
combinatorial pyramid and its construction history in the
same memory as the initial combinatorial map. We use the
order of the darts to encode the information about the pyramid structure. It allows the full reconstruction of the pyra123
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mid in both directions (folding and unfolding the pyramid).
Different ways to construct a combinatorial pyramid can be
found in the literature. Such methods either store a stack of
successively reduced maps; or they store the initial combinatorial map and additional information to describe the construction history of the pyramid. The canonical encoding
of the combinatorial pyramid reduces the memory requirements of the previous works without loss the functionality.
In our proposed framework to encode the combinatorial
pyramid the darts ranked according to its importance on the
initial image (i.e. most of the darts of the uniform regions
are contracted at the firsts level of the pyramid. They will be
in the lasts positions of the canonical encoding). Now, we
plan to study this property of our canonical encoding and to
build signatures for image matching applications such as in
[14, 13].
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Figure 7: Darts at the first level(D1 ).

Figure 8: Combinatorial Map at the top level(G9 ).
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