
Automatic SignDetectionand Recognitionin Natural Scenes

PiyanuchSilapachote,JerodWeinman,Allen Hanson,RichardWeissy, andMarwanA. Mattar

Departmentof ComputerScience ySchoolof CognitiveScience
Universityof MassachusettsAmherst HampshireCollege

Amherst,MA 01003 Amherst,MA 01002

f pla,weinman,hanson,mmattarg@cs.umass.edu,rswCS@hampshire.edu

Abstract

Visually impaired individuals are unable to utilize the
signi�cant amountof informationin signs.VIDI is a system
for detectingandrecognizingsignsin theenvironmentand
voicesynthesizingtheir contents.Thewidevarietyof signs
and unconstrained imaging conditionsmake the problem
challenging. We detectsignsusinglocal color and texture
featuresto classifyimage regionswith a conditionalmaxi-
mumentropymodel.Detectedsignregionsare thenrecog-
nizedbymatching themagainsta knowndatabaseof signs.
A supportvectormachineclassi�er usescolor to focusthe
search, anda match is foundbasedon thecorrespondences
of cornersandtheir associatedshapecontexts.Our dataset
includesimagesof downtownsceneswith several signsex-
hibiting bothilluminationdifferencesandprojectivedistor-
tions. A wide range of signsare detectedand recognized
including both text and symbolicinformation. Thedetec-
tion andtherecognition componentseach performwell on
their respectivetasks,andinitial evaluationsof a complete
detectionandrecognitionsystemarepromising.

1. Intr oduction

Appearingin JamesCoughlanandRobertoManduchi,editors,IEEE Workshopon ComputerVision Applicationsfor
theVisually Impaired, SanDiego,June2005.

An automatedsign detectionand recognitionsystem
provides a visually impairedpersonthe chanceto obtain
usefulinformationfrom signsthesameway a sightedindi-
vidual does.With anembeddedlanguagetranslator[25], it
furthereliminateslanguagebarriers. Integratedinto a Per-
sonalDigital Assistantplatform,thesystembecomesamo-
bile travelingaid [26].

Several techniquesfor sign detectionand recognition
have recentlybeenstudied. Much of the previous work
hasfocusedonaconstraineddomainof standardizedtraf�c
signs(e.g.,[18, 2]). Many systemsrely on the knowledge

that traf�c signsaredesignedto be easilynoticeable,with
colorsthatstandout from thebackground.Others[15] ig-
norecolor cues.Instead,edgeorientationsandhierarchical
templatesareusedto searchfor speci�c geometricalshapes
of signs,which arethenclassi�ed by a decisiontreeanda
moment-basedshapedescriptor.

Many approachesto text detectionhave beendeveloped
[11, 12, 13, 24]. Somehave createdsystemsspeci�cally
to detectandreadtext from signsin naturalimages.Chen
andYuille [9] demonstratea visualaid systemfor theblind
that employs a chainof AdaBoostclassi�ers to detecttext
regionsusinghighly selective features.After binarization,
anOCRsystemis usedto reador rejectthedetectedtext. In
othersimilarwork,Chenetal. [8] detectChinesecharacters
in naturalimages,whicharethenrecognizedandtranslated
into English.

Althoughbothtext androadsignsplayanimportantrole
in navigation and contain crucial information for drivers
and pedestrians,other commercialsigns, such as restau-
rantsandbanks,areno lesssigni�cant to the visually im-
paired.Broaderthanpreviouslyproposedsystems,ourgoal
is to detectandrecognizea wide varietyof “sign”, includ-
ing traf�c, government,public, andcommercialsigns. In
thisunconstraineddomain,signsmaybeof arbitrarycolors
andshapes.They maybecomposedsolelyof text, symbolic
signscontaininglogosaloneandno text, or a combination
of both text andlogos. While approachesto detectingand
recognizingsuchsignsappearto be similar to thoseused
for traf�c signsor text, detectionandrecognitionof signs
underthis broaderde�nition is morechallenging.Compli-
cationsarisenotonly from how signsareencounteredin the
environment– their sizes,orientations,andpossibleocclu-
sions– but alsofrom the broadvariationsin both text and
symbolsaswell ascolorsandshapes.

Our systemis called VIDI (for Visual Integration and
Disseminationof Information). It will be a wearablede-
vicewith aheadmountedcameraattachedto amobilecom-



putationalplatform, allowing a visually impaireduser to
receive useful information about the presenceof signsin
the immediateenvironment. The processconsistsof three
stages:signdetection,signrecognition,andspeechsynthe-
sis.Thedetectionstageusesadiscriminativemaximumen-
tropy modelto classifyimageregionsbasedon local color
andtexturefeatures.Therecognitionmatcheshypothesized
signregionsagainsta databaseof signsin two steps.First,
color informationis usedto limit thenumberof signscon-
sidered.Second,salientcornerfeaturesandshapeinforma-
tion areusedto rank possiblematchesfor the query. The
contentof the bestmatchedsign is determinedand con-
veyed to a uservia speechsynthesis,whereevery signhas
a vocalizedmessage,suchasthereadingof text or its sym-
bolic meaningwhenno text is present.

2. Detection

Genericsign detectionis a challengingproblem. Signs
maybefoundat any size,anywherein animage.Our goal
is to detectsignscontaininganextraordinarilybroadsetof
fonts, colors,arrangements,graphics,etc. As a result,we
needa representationthat treatsimagessomewhat generi-
cally, yet capturesthebroadtraitsof signsin orderto ade-
quatelydistinguishthemfrom uninterestingbackground.

We begin by dividing theimageinto squarepatchesthat
will be the atomic units for a binary classi�cation deci-
sion on whetherthe patchcontainssign or not. A patch
could consistof just onepixel, but such�ne-graineddeci-
sionsarenotnecessary. Sincetheimageis beingarbitrarily
discretizedinto decisionregions, they mustonly be small
enoughto ensurethat thesmallestsignsto bedetectedare
alwayswell-covered.

In thefollowing we describethefeaturesthatarecalcu-
latedfor eachpatchandtheclassi�cationmethodthatyields
ourdetectionresults.

2.1.Features

Our overall approachto sign detectionoperateson the
assumptionthatsignsbelongto somegenericclassof tex-
tures,andwewill seekto discriminatesuchaclassfrom the
many otherspresentin naturalimages.

It is well-establishedthatabankof scaleandorientation-
selective �lters areeffective asthe�rst stageof imagepro-
cessingand mimics the so-called“simple cells” of mam-
malianvisual systems.We follow this generalframework,
usingthestatisticsof �lter bankresponsesto describelocal
texture. Speci�cally, we usethestatisticsproposedby Por-
tilla andSimoncelli[17], which arebasedon thesteerable
pyramiddecompositionof animageinto scaleandorienta-
tion components.In additionto theusualcentralmoments
of �lter responses,thefeaturesincludecorrelationsbetween

theresponsesat differentscalesandorientationsthatprove
necessaryfor texture synthesis.The pyramid is computed
oncefor theentireimage,andthenthesestatisticsarecom-
putedona“sub-pyramid” correspondingto aregionaround
eachpatch.

Scaleandorientation-selective �lters respondindiscrim-
inately to singularstep-edgesandoneor morebars. How-
ever, thetext prominentin many signsmaybethoughtof as
a seriesof shortbarsthataresimilar to a grating.Recently,
neuronswere discoveredin the visual cortex of monkeys
that discriminatebetweenonebar anda gratingof several
bars. Onecomputationalmodel for theseso-called“grat-
ing cells” hasbeenproposedby Petkov andKruizinga [16].
Weemploy aslightly modi�ed versionof thismodelgrating
cell to measuremoredistinctlocal features,especiallyasan
aid in detectingsignsthatcontaintext.

For agivenscaleandorientation,ourmodi�ed versionof
thenon-lineargrating�lter requiresat leastthreeproximal
andnearlyequalresponsesto a simple �lter of that scale
andorientation.The“receptive �eld” (or support)of agrat-
ing �lter is a line segmentorthogonalto thesimple�lter' s
orientationandsix times the scalelength (sincea grating
is de�ned asthreebars). The threestrongestsimple �lter
responsemaximaarefound alongthe line, andif they are
all within somefraction (i.e., 90 percent)of themaximum
responsein thereceptive �eld, thenthatmaximumbecomes
the �lter output;otherwisethe responseis zero. More de-
tailsmaybefoundin [23].

Additionally, histogramsof patchhueandsaturationare
used.Accordingto a likelihood-gain featureranking[10],
the top threemostdiscriminative of thesefeaturesturn out
to be(in order):(i) thelevel of greenhue(easilyidentifying
vegetationasbackground)(ii) meangratingcell response
(easilyidentifying text) and(iii) correlationbetweena ver-
tically anddiagonallyoriented�lter of moderatescale(the
singlemostusefulothertextural feature).

2.2.Classi�cation

Once featuresare calculatedat each patch, we must
classify them as sign or background. For this we em-
ploy adiscriminatively-trainedmaximumentropy probabil-
ity model,commonlyusedin languagemodeling[3]. Class-
conditional maximum entropy modelshave beenwidely
used for texture synthesis(e.g., the FRAME methodof
Zhu,Wu, andMumford [27]) andrequireslow approxima-
tion methodsfor training and inferenceor sampling. For
classi�cation, an alternateapproachis to train an image-
conditionalmaximumentropy model.For thebinarycase,

p(y j x ; �) =
1

Z (x)
exp(� (y � 1) � � F (x)) ;

wherey 2 f 0; 1g representsthe classof a patchin image
x, � is a parametervectorof weights,andF is the feature
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Figure 1. ROC cur ve for the probability that a
patc h is sign.

vectorfor thepatch(asdescribedabove). Sincethenormal-
izing partitionfunctionZ is simplyasumoverthetwo class
labelsratherthanasumoverall possibleimages,noexpen-
sive approximationmethodsarenecessary. With a labeled
trainingsampleof patchfeatures,themaximum-likelihood
estimateof parameters� maybefoundby convex optimiza-
tion. A prior on theparametersis commonlyusedfor reg-
ularization,leadinginsteadto a MAP estimate.We follow
thisstrategy usingthetypicalGaussianprior [7].

After training, classi�cation involvescheckingwhether
theprobabilitythatanimagepatchis signis aboveathresh-
old. For a MAP estimateof thelabel,thethresholdis 1/ 2,
andthetestcanbedeterminedsimplyby thesignof thedot
product� � F (x).

2.3.Experiments

Testsof our detectionmethodareperformedon a hand-
labeleddatabaseof 309 imagescollectedfrom the down-
town areaof Amherst,MA with a still camera(available
online [20]). The ratio of backgroundto sign patchesis
morethan13:1 in our dataset. Patchesare64 pixels on a
side,andwe breakthe1024� 768imagesinto 713overlap-
ping regions.For evaluation,we randomlysplit theimages
into tensets,trainingonnineandtestingontheheldoutset.
We presentthe overall resultsfor the entire dataset with
eachof thetensetsheldout in turn.

Figure1 shows theROC curve for theprobability thata
patchis sign. Although the curve doesnot directly corre-
spondto the numberof signsdetected,it nicely illustrates
thetrade-off betweenfalsepositivesandthedetectionrate.
If ahigherfalsepositiveratecanbetolerated,wemaylower
theprobabilityat which we accepta patchassignandpass
theresultingareato therecognizer.

Figure 2. Example detection results: green
(solid) boxes indicate detected sign patc hes,
and red (dashed) boxes are false positives.



Table 1. Detection perf ormance at diff erent
probability thresholds. Sign level detection
rate is the percenta ge of signs in whic h at
least one patc h is detected. When a sign is
detected, coverage describes the percenta ge
of the sign that is found.

Classi�cationThreshold p � 0:50 p � 0:07
SignDetectionRate 84.46% 96.07%

Avg. Coverage 81� 23% 94� 13%
MedianCoverage 91.75% 100%

FalseAlarms/Image 2� 2 6� 3

Figure 3. Examples of signs that went unde­
tected. Most missed signs are either small
and blurr y, have projective distor tions, spec­
ular re�ections, low contrast, or uncommon
orientation.

Overalldetectionperformanceis givenin Table1. Many
of thesignsthatarelabeledin thegroundtrutharefoundat
theconservativeMAP thresholdp � 0:5. Onaverage,there
areonly two falsepositive regions(connectedpatches)per
image. As we show next, suchfalsepositivescanbe eas-
ily identi�ed by their high matchcostduring recognition.
Theseresultsareillustratedin Figure2, showing MAP clas-
si�cation of imagesfrom the testset. Note that the signs
containcharactersin unconventionalfonts, foreigncharac-
ters,or no text atall.

We have determined85 of the 87 signsthat aremissed
completelysuffer from oneor moreof the following con-
ditions: small andblurry (34%), projective foreshortening
(13%), low contrast(42%), behindglasswith specularre-
�ection (33%),andtext atanuncommonorientation(13%).
Horizontalandverticaltext (� 30� ) is mostcommon,sothe
textural propertiesare learnedby the model, but any re-
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Figure 4. The structure of the sign recognition
system.

maining text (45 � 15� ) doesnot appearoften enoughto
belearnedwell. Signsdo not needto beparallelto theim-
ageplane,asmany signswith foreshorteningaredetected.
However, failure canoccurwhen the projective distortion
shrinksthespacebetweenlettersenoughto virtually elim-
inate the edgesand grating effect. The MAP threshold
is conservative, keepingthe falsealarmratevery low, but
causingthesesignsto be missed.By lowering the thresh-
old, we can detect94% of the signs,althoughwith more
falsealarms.

3. Recognition

Recognitionof a sign in a query imageinvolvesa two
level hierarchicalframework,asoutlinedin Figure4. Firsta
supportvectormachine(SVM) classi�ernarrowsthesearch
basedon the apparentcolorsof a query image. Then the
queryand the relevant subsetof signsin the databaseare
comparedin detail by rankingthecorrespondencesof cor-
nersandtheir shapecontexts.

Colorandshapefeaturescontainmostlycomplementary
imageinformation. Colors may not always be presentor
usableandmaybehighly affectedby naturallighting vari-
ations.Cornersandshapecontexts canprovidemorestable
recognitionby capturingthespatialrelationsamongsalient
imagepoints.

Although suf�cient for recognition,the computational
complexity of matchingvia correspondenceof cornersand
theirassociatedshapecontextsmakesit impracticalto apply
to a large database.For this reason,the color-basedSVM
classi�er is animportantfocusof attentionmechanism.

In the following we brie�y describethe two stagesof
the recognitionsystem;for further detailsthe readersmay
consult[19].



3.1.Color­BasedSVM Classi�er

Humansareremarkablygoodat adaptingto many color
variationscausedby naturalilluminationeffectssuchasre-
�ections, refractions,specularity, andshadowing. In princi-
ple,colorcanserveasahighly discriminativefeature.How-
ever, the reliability of color information is limited due to
its instability underuncontrolledoutdoorsettings.Accord-
ingly, our sign recognizerrelieson color only for a quick,
coarseclassi�cation.

A queryimageis representedby two 1-dimensionalhis-
togramsof hueandsaturationfrom thehue-saturation-value
color space[21]. Thevaluecomponentis ignoredbecause
illumination canvary considerably. The contribution of a
pixel to the hue histogramis weightedby the amountof
white light its color contains,i.e., its saturation. Further-
more, to accountfor the instability of hue when there is
insuf�cient color, only pixelswith saturationsabove a pre-
de�ned thresholdcontributeto thehuehistogram.

An SVM classi�er [14] basedon thesecolor features
restrictsthe subsequentsearchto a few signswith similar
colors. TheSVM is anapproximateimplementationof the
StructuralRisk Minimization inductionprinciple in which
ageneralizationerroris minimally boundedandamargin is
maximized. Sincethe SVM is formulatedfor binary clas-
si�cation, multi-classcategorizationis handledby a one-
against-allvotingscheme.

3.2.Matching Cornersand ShapeContexts

In additionto color, shapeis anotherdiscriminative fea-
turein thegeneralsigndomain.Sinceit is neitherpossible
nor practicalto explicitly modeltheextremelylargesetof
arbitraryshapescomprisingsigns,we employ a statistical
shapedescriptor. A sign is representedby a set of local
cornerswhosegeometricrelationsconvey globalshapein-
formation.

Geometricallyspeaking,a corneris the intersectionof
lines.Wedetectcornersontheoutputof theCanny edgeop-
erator, a grayscaleimagewhosebrightnessrepresentsedge
strength[22]. This edgemap is thresholdedto eliminate
pixelswith low edgestrength.Sinceevery edgeshouldbe
of considerablelength,neighboringpixelsalonganedge's
orientationmust also be marked as edges,otherwiseit is
disregardedasa non-edgepixel. This doublethresholding
of theedgemapeffectively reducesnoiseintensi�ed by an
edgedetector.

Adopting the de�nition of Chabat,Yang, and Hansell
[5], cornersarepointswith stronggradientintensityandno
singledominantgradientorientation. Non-maximumsup-
pressionis performedon a resultingcornernessmap,and
only thosecornerswith suf�cient armsupports(i.e.,at least
two associatededges)areaccepted.

Every cornerhasa shapecontext de�ned by the distri-
bution of the positionsof all other cornersrelative to it-
self [1]. We measurethe similarity betweentwo images
by computingcorrespondencesbetweenthecornersacross
both images.We usethe normalizedcross-correlationbe-
tweentheshapecontextsof two cornersto measurethedis-
tancebetweenthem. Speci�cally, thesedistancesareused
by the Hungarianalgorithm[4] to �nd the optimal corre-
spondencesbetweenthetwo setsof corners.

This secondstageof our recognitionsystembeginswith
thedetectionof cornersandtheconstructionof their shape
contexts. A queryis comparedto therelevantdatabaseim-
ages,asdeterminedin the�rst stage.Therelevantsignsare
ranked by their similarity to the query, andthe top-ranked
matchis theoutput.

3.3.Data Collection and Experimental Setup

Frontal imagesof signswere taken arounddowntown
Amherst, MA. Natural lighting effects were capturedby
taking one picture of eachsign from approximatelythe
samelocation at � ve different times throughoutthe day.
Eachimageishand-segmentedandrotatedin theplanefrom
-90� to +90� at10� intervals.

Figure 5. Image features for two signs: (Top)
Detected corner s overlaid on the signs; (Mid­
dle) Hue histogram: from blue to cyan col­
ors along the x­axis; (Bottom) Saturation his­
togram: from low to high values along the
x­axis.



Figure 6. An example of ranking results by the
matc her. The image in the upper left corner
is the quer y, the remaining 19 images are the
matc hes in rank order: rank 1­4 on the �r st
row, 5­9 on the second, 10­14 on the thir d,
and rank 15, 19, 23, 27, and 31 on the four th
row. The length of the bar on the bottom of
each sign represents the matc hing cost.

The databaseconsistsof 35 sign classesfor a total of
3,325sign images(available online [20]). We group the
sign classesby color similarity into 8 superclasses,3 of
which containa single sign classand the other 5 contain
2, 2, 7, 10,and11 individual signclasses,respectively.

Color histograms(seeFigure5) areusedasfeaturevec-
tors for anSVM classi�er [6] with a Gaussianradialbasis
kernel. Theclassi�er performanceis evaluatedbasedon a
5-fold crossvalidationanalysis.

When the SVM classi�er labels a query as a super-
classcontaininga singlesignclass,therecognitionis com-
plete.Otherqueriesfalling into multi-classsuperclassesare
passedto the matchingprocess,which �nds the sign class
thatis thebestmatchto thequery.

The� veoriginal(non-rotated)imagesareconsideredour
prototype,or representative, sign imagesin a conjectured
superclass.With cornersdetected(seeFigure5) andshape
contextsconstructed,weperformapairwisecomparisonbe-
tweena query and every prototype. The similarity score
providesa rank-order, andthe top ranked prototypeis se-
lectedasthematchingsign.

3.4.Results

We �rst conductan experimenton 24 sign classesse-
lectedfrom our database.TheSVM putsevery queryinto
thecorrectsuperclass,andthematchingprocessrecognizes
thesign in all but 2 of 1,900queries.In bothof thesemis-
classi�edcasesthecorrectmatchoccursat thesecondrank.
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Figure 7. The average matc h costs by rank:
(Top) Correctl y classi�ed queries; (Bottom)
Misc lassi�ed queries.

Anotherexperimentinvolvesour full datasetof 35 sign
classes.In thiscase,theSVM classi�er hasa97.14%accu-
racy and97.83%for thematcher. This resultdemonstrates
how additionalcomplexity in thedataweakenstheperfor-
manceof therecognizer. At thesametime, it raisesa ques-
tion involving anerrorpropagationfrom onelevel of thehi-
erarchy to thenext; a recoveryof errorsmadeby thecoarse
SVM classi�cationbeforeenteringthematchingstage.

In thefollowing, we examinethecaseswherethesuper-
classi�cation by the SVM is correct. The matchscoreof
a query's true classis well-separatedfrom thoseof other
signswhenit is ranked �rst. Figure6 illustratesonesuch
examplewherethematchersuccessfullyranksevery proto-
typeof thecorrectclass�rst. Eventhoughthetrueclassof a
queryandthesecondrankedcandidateclassarebothstreet-
namesignswhosecontexts are very similar, the matcher
givesthemverydifferentmatchcosts.Thisbehavior is typ-
ical of theranking,asillustratedin Figure7. Whenamatch
is correct,thereis anoticeablejumpbetweenthe4th andthe



Figure 8. Four sample results of the integrated system. The top row is an image scene; green (solid)
boxes mark detected sign regions and red (dashed) are false positives. The second row is a set of
connected, detected patc h components that are passed to the recognition system. The thir d row
sho ws sign classes successfull y recogniz ed.

5th rankmatchscores,which is notapparentwhenmatches
areincorrect.This sharpincreaseof thematchscoresindi-
catesthechangefrom the trueclassof thequeries(ranked
1 to 4) to the incorrectones. Insteadof � ve for eachsign
class,thereareonly four prototypesincludedin theranking
sincetheprototypeusedto synthesizethequeryis excluded
from matchconsideration.

4. End-to-End System

Here we report preliminary work on an integration of
the detectionandrecognitioncomponents.Queriesto the
recognizerareconnectedimagepatchesgivenby theauto-
matic sign detection. Four examplesof the detectionand
subsequentrecognitionare shown in Figure 8. Thereare
bothocclusionsandbackgroundeffectsin thedetectedsign
regions. Additionally, the sign in the third column has
someprojectivedistortion,andthefourth is relatively small
in size. Theseexamplesshow how the detectionand the
recognitioncomponentshaverobustly locatedthesignsand
matchedtheir correctclasses.

Althoughmany signsin anumberof differentscenesare
successfullydetectedandrecognized,severalchallengesare
still faced. For instance,the detectedsign regions,which
becomequeriesto therecognizer, containsomeimageback-
groundandhaveocclusions.Additionally, naturalillumina-
tion effectsandprojectivedistortionscomplicatetherecog-

Figure 9. A scene where a detected region
covers two signs.

nition. Furthermore,juxtaposedsignsin aqueryimagemay
bepassedto therecognizerasoneregion,asshown in Fig-
ure 9. An intermediatestepwould be requiredto separate
thesebeforebeingpassedto therecognitionstage.

5. Summary and Conclusions

We have proposedalgorithms for detectingand rec-
ognizing generalsigns in everydayscenes. The individ-
ual componentswere testedsuccessfullyon experimental
databases.Preliminaryexperimentson an integratedsys-
temgive promisingresultsandposeinterestingchallenges
for furtherexploration.



We are able to detect signs containing text in non-
standardfonts, foreigncharacters,andeven thosecontain-
ing little or no text at all. A hierarchicalrecognitionpro-
cessreducescomputationtime by focusingthesearchfor a
matchandprovides�e xibility by allowing differentfeatures
ateachlevel. Recognitionon thetestbedis accurateandro-
bust to illumination effectsandin-planerotations. We are
currentlyexaminingpossibilitiesfor recoveringfrom errors
madeby theSVM.

VIDI is a work in progress.Besidesanextensionof our
datasetto a largercollectionof scenesandsignclasses,our
immediategoal is to continueintegratingthedetectionand
recognitioncomponentsandaddthe voice synthesismod-
ule. Finally, optimizationis to be completedfor practical
useof the VIDI systemasa wearabletraveling aid for the
visually impaired.Wearealsoexploringtheuseof wireless
telephony for transmittingimagesfrom theportabledevice
to a server that would perform the recognitionand voice
synthesis,returningtheresultto theuserover thesamecon-
nection.
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