Automatic Sign Detectionand Recognitionin Natural Scenes
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Abstract

Visually impaired individuals are unableto utilize the
signi cant amountof informationin signs.VIDI is a system
for detectingand recaynizingsignsin the ervironmentand
voicesynthesizingheir contents.Thewide variety of signs
and unconstained imaging conditionsmale the problem
challenging We detectsignsusinglocal color and texture
featuesto classifyimage regionswith a conditionalmaxi-
mumentopy model. Detectedsign regionsare thenrecay-
nizedby matding themagainsta knowndatabaseof signs.
A supportvectormadine classi er usescolor to focusthe
seach, anda matd is foundbasedonthecorrespondences
of corners andtheir associatedhapecontets. Our dataset
includesimagesof downtownsceneswith several signsex-
hibiting bothillumination differencesand projectivedistor
tions. A wide range of signsare detectedand recanized
including both text and symbolicinformation. The detec-
tion andthe recagnition componentgad performwell on
their respectivaasks,andinitial evaluationsof a complete
detectionandrecanition systenare promising

1. Intr oduction

An automatedsign detectionand recognitionsystem
provides a visually impaired personthe chanceto obtain
usefulinformationfrom signsthe sameway a sightedindi-
vidual does.With anembeddedanguagdranslatoif25], it
further eliminateslanguagebarriers. Integratedinto a Per
sonalDigital Assistantplatform,the systembecomesa mo-
bile traveling aid [26].

Several techniquesfor sign detectionand recognition
have recently beenstudied. Much of the previous work
hasfocusedon a constrainedlomainof standardizedraf c
signs(e.g.,[18, 2]). Many systemgely on the knowledge

thattraf c signsaredesignedo be easily noticeable with
colorsthat standout from the background.Others[15] ig-
norecolor cues.Instead edgeorientationsandhierarchical
templatesareusedto searchor speci ¢ geometricakhapes
of signs,which arethenclassi ed by a decisiontreeanda
moment-basedhapedescriptor

Many approacheto text detectionhave beendeveloped
[11, 12, 13, 24). Somehave createdsystemsspeci cally
to detectandreadtext from signsin naturalimages.Chen
andYuille [9] demonstrata visualaid systemfor the blind
thatemploys a chainof AdaBoostclassi ersto detecttext
regionsusinghighly selectve features.After binarization,
anOCRsystenis usedto reador rejectthedetectedext. In
othersimilarwork, Chenetal. [8] detectChinesecharacters
in naturalimageswhich arethenrecognizedandtranslated
into English.

Althoughbothtext androadsignsplay animportantrole
in navigation and contain crucial information for drivers
and pedestrianspther commercialsigns, such as restau-
rantsandbanks,are no lesssigni cant to the visually im-
paired.Broaderthanpreviously proposedsystemspurgoal
is to detectandrecognizea wide variety of “sign”, includ-
ing trafc, government,public, and commercialsigns. In
this unconstrainedomain,signsmay be of arbitrarycolors
andshapesThey maybecomposedolelyof text, symbolic
signscontaininglogosaloneandno text, or a combination
of bothtext andlogos. While approacheso detectingand
recognizingsuchsignsappearto be similar to thoseused
for trafc signsor text, detectionandrecognitionof signs
underthis broaderde nition is morechallenging.Compli-
cationsarisenotonly from how signsareencountereéh the
ervironment— their sizes,orientationsandpossibleocclu-
sions— but alsofrom the broadvariationsin both text and
symbolsaswell ascolorsandshapes.

Our systemis called VIDI (for Visual Integrationand
Disseminationof Information). It will be a wearablede-
vicewith aheadmountedcameraattachedo a mobilecom-
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putationalplatform, allowing a visually impaired userto
receve usefulinformation aboutthe presenceof signsin
the immediateervironment. The processconsistsof three
stagessigndetectionsignrecognition,andspeechsynthe-
sis. Thedetectiorstageusesa discriminatve maximumen-
tropy modelto classifyimageregionsbasedon local color
andtexturefeatures.Therecognitionmatchesypothesized
signregionsagainsta databasef signsin two steps.First,
color informationis usedto limit the numberof signscon-
sidered.Secondsalientcornerfeaturesandshapanforma-
tion are usedto rank possiblematchesfor the query The
contentof the bestmatchedsign is determinedand con-
veyedto a uservia speectsynthesiswhereevery sign has
avocalizedmessagesuchasthereadingof text or its sym-
bolic meaningvhennotext is present.

2. Detection

Genericsign detectionis a challengingproblem. Signs
may be found at ary size,anywherein animage. Our goal
is to detectsignscontainingan extraordinarilybroadsetof
fonts, colors, arrangementgyraphics,etc. As aresult,we
needa representatioithat treatsimagessomevhat generi-
cally, yet captureghe broadtraits of signsin orderto ade-
guatelydistinguishthemfrom uninterestingpbackground.

We begin by dividing theimageinto squaregpatcheghat
will be the atomic units for a binary classi cation deci-
sion on whetherthe patch containssign or not. A patch
could consistof just onepixel, but such ne-grained deci-
sionsarenot necessarySincetheimageis beingarbitrarily
discretizedinto decisionregions, they mustonly be small
enoughto ensurethatthe smallestsignsto be detectedare
alwayswell-covered.

In thefollowing we describethe featureghatare calcu-
latedfor eachpatchandtheclassi cationmethodthatyields
our detectiorresults.

2.1.Features

Our overall approachto sign detectionoperateson the
assumptiorthat signsbelongto somegenericclassof tex-
tures,andwewill seekto discriminatesuchaclassfrom the
mary otherspresenin naturalimages.

It is well-establishedhatabankof scaleandorientation-
selectve lters areeffective asthe rst stageof imagepro-
cessingand mimics the so-called“simple cells” of mam-
malianvisual systems.We follow this generalframework,
usingthestatisticsof Iter bankresponseto describdocal
texture. Speci cally, we usethe statisticsproposedy Por
tilla and Simoncelli[17], which arebasedon the steerable
pyramid decompositiorof animageinto scaleandorienta-
tion componentsin additionto the usualcentralmoments
of Iter responseghefeaturesncludecorrelationdetween

theresponseat differentscalesandorientationghat prove

necessaryor texture synthesis.The pyramid is computed
oncefor the entireimage,andthenthesestatisticsarecom-

putedona“sub-pyramid” correspondingo aregionaround
eachpatch.

Scaleandorientation-selecte Iters respondndiscrim-
inately to singularstep-edgesandoneor morebars. How-
ever, thetext prominentin mary signsmaybethoughtof as
aseriesof shortbarsthataresimilarto a grating. Recently
neuronswere discoveredin the visual cortex of monkeys
that discriminatebetweenone bar anda grating of several
bars. One computationaimodelfor theseso-called“grat-
ing cells” hasbeenproposedy Petlov andKruizinga[16].
We emplgy aslightly modi ed versionof thismodelgrating
cellto measuranoredistinctlocal featuresespeciallyasan
aidin detectingsignsthatcontaintext.

For agivenscaleandorientation ourmodi ed versionof
the non-lineargrating lter requiresat leastthreeproximal
and nearly equalresponseso a simple Iter of that scale
andorientation.The“receptive eld” (or support)of agrat-
ing lter is aline sgmentorthogonalto the simple lter' s
orientationand six timesthe scalelength (sincea grating
is de ned asthreebars). The threestrongessimple Iter
responsenaximaarefound alongthe line, andif they are
all within somefraction (i.e., 90 percent)of the maximum
responsén thereceptve eld, thenthatmaximumbecomes
the Iter output; otherwisethe responses zero. More de-
tails maybefoundin [23].

Additionally, histogramsf patchhueandsaturatiorare
used. Accordingto a likelihood-gain featureranking[10],
the top threemostdiscriminative of thesefeaturesturn out
to be(in order): (i) thelevel of greenhue(easilyidentifying
vegetationas background)ii) meangrating cell response
(easilyidentifying text) and(iii) correlationbetweeraver
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 adiscriminatvely-trainedmaximumentrogy probabil-
ity model,commonlyusedn languagenodeling[3]. Class-
conditional maximum entrofy modelshave beenwidely
usedfor texture synthesis(e.g., the FRAME method of
Zhu, Wu, andMumford [27]) andrequireslow approxima-
tion methodsfor training andinferenceor sampling. For
classi cation, an alternateapproachis to train an image-
conditionalmaximumentrory model.For thebinarycase,

= m F(x));

wherey 2 f0; 1g representshe classof a patchin image
X, is aparameterectorof weights,andF is the feature
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Figure 1. ROC curve for the probability that a
patch is sign.

vectorfor the patch(asdescribedabove). Sincethenormal-
izing partitionfunctionZ is simply asumoverthetwo class
labelsratherthana sumover all possibleémagesno expen-
sive approximationmethodsare necessaryWith a labeled
training sampleof patchfeaturesthe maximum-likelihood
estimateof parameters maybefoundby corvex optimiza-
tion. A prior onthe parameterss commonlyusedfor reg-

ularization,leadinginsteadto a MAP estimate.We follow

this stratgy usingthetypical Gaussiarprior [7].

After training, classi cationinvolves checkingwhether
the probabilitythatanimagepatchis signis above athresh-
old. For a MAP estimateof thelabel,thethresholds 1/ 2,
andthetestcanbe determinedsimply by the signof the dot
product F (x).

2.3.Experiments

Testsof our detectionmethodare performedon a hand-
labeleddatabasef 309 imagescollectedfrom the down-
town areaof Amherst,MA with a still camera(available
online [20]). The ratio of backgroundto sign patchesis
morethan13:1in our dataset. Patchesare 64 pixelson a
side,andwe breakthe 1024 768imagesinto 713overlap-
ping regions. For evaluation,we randomlysplit theimages
into tensets trainingon nineandtestingontheheldout set.
We presentthe overall resultsfor the entire datasetwith
eachof thetensetsheldoutin turn.

Figurel shavs the ROC curve for the probabilitythata
patchis sign. Although the curve doesnot directly corre-
spondto the numberof signsdetectedjt nicely illustrates
thetrade-of betweerfalsepositvesandthe detectionrate.
If ahigherfalsepositive ratecanbetoleratedwe maylower
the probability at which we accepta patchassignandpass
theresultingareato therecognizer

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



Table 1. Detection performance at diff erent
probability thresholds. Sign level detection
rate is the percentage of signs in which at
least one patch is detected. When a sign is
detected, coverage describes the percentage
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 blurry, have projective distor tions, spec-
ular re ections, low contrast, or uncommon
orientation.

Overalldetectiorperformancas givenin Tablel. Many
of thesignsthatarelabeledin the groundtruth arefoundat
theconserative MAP thresholdo  0:5. Onaveragethere
areonly two falsepositive regions(connectecpatchesper
image. As we shav next, suchfalsepositivescanbe eas-
ily identi ed by their high matchcostduring recognition.
Theseesultsareillustratedin Figure2, shaving MAP clas-
si cation of imagesfrom the testset. Note that the signs
containcharactersn uncorventionalfonts, foreign charac-
ters,or notext atall.

We have determined5 of the 87 signsthatare missed
completelysuffer from one or more of the following con-
ditions: smallandblurry (34%), projective foreshortening
(13%), low contrast(42%), behindglasswith speculare-
ection (33%),andtext atanuncommororientation(13%).
Horizontalandverticaltext ( 30 ) is mostcommonsothe
textural propertiesare learnedby the model, but ary re-
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Figure 4. The structure of the sign recognition
system.

mainingtext (45 15 ) doesnot appearoften enoughto

belearnedwell. Signsdo not needto be parallelto theim-

ageplane,asmary signswith foreshorteningare detected.
However, failure can occurwhenthe projective distortion
shrinksthe spacebetweenettersenoughto virtually elim-

inate the edgesand grating effect. The MAP threshold
is conserative, keepingthe falsealarmrate very low, but

causingthesesignsto be missed. By lowering the thresh-
old, we candetect94% of the signs, althoughwith more
falsealarms.

3. Recognition

Recognitionof a signin a queryimageinvolves a two
level hierarchicaframawvork, asoutlinedin Figure4. Firsta
supportvectormaching(SVM) classi er narrovsthesearch
basedon the apparentcolors of a queryimage. Thenthe
guery andthe relevant subsetof signsin the databasere
comparedn detail by rankingthe correspondencesf cor
nersandtheir shapecontets.

Colorandshapdeaturescontainmostly complementary
imageinformation. Colors may not always be presentor
usableandmay be highly affectedby naturallighting vari-
ations.Cornersandshapecontexts canprovide morestable
recognitionby capturingthe spatialrelationsamongsalient
imagepoints.

Although sufcient for recognition,the computational
compleity of matchingvia correspondencef cornersand
theirassociategdhapecontexts makesit impracticalto apply
to a large databaseFor this reasonthe color-basedSVM
classi eris animportantfocusof attentionmechanism.

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



3.1.Color-BasedSVM Classi er

Humansareremarkablygoodat adaptingto mary color

variationscausedy naturalillumination effectssuchasre-

ections, refractions specularityandshadaving. In princi-
ple,colorcanseneasahighly discriminative feature.How-
ever, the reliability of color informationis limited dueto
its instability underuncontrolledoutdoorsettings.Accord-
ingly, our signrecognizerelieson color only for a quick,
coarseclassi cation.

A queryimageis representetdy two 1-dimensionahis-
togramsof hueandsaturatiorfrom thehue-saturation-aiue
color spacd?21]. Thevaluecomponenis ignoredbecause
illumination canvary considerably The contritution 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 thereis
insufcient color, only pixelswith saturationsabove a pre-
de ned thresholdcontributeto the huehistogram.

An SVM classi er [14] basedon thesecolor features
restrictsthe subsequensearchto a few signswith similar
colors. The SVM is anapproximatamplementatiorof the
StructuralRisk Minimization induction principle in which
ageneralizatiorerroris minimally boundedandamagin is
maximized. Sincethe SVM is formulatedfor binary clas-
si cation, multi-classcateyorizationis handledby a one-
agpinst-allvoting scheme.

3.2.Matching Corners and ShapeContexts

In additionto color, shapds anotherdiscriminatve fea-
turein the generakigndomain. Sinceit is neitherpossible
nor practicalto explicitly modelthe extremelylarge setof
arbitrary shapessomprisingsigns,we emplg a statistical
shapedescriptor A sign is representedby a set of local
cornerswhosegeometricrelationscorvey global shapen-
formation.

Geometricallyspeaking,a corneris the intersectionof
lines. We detectcornersontheoutputof the Canry edgeop-
erator a grayscalemagewhosebrightnesgepresentedge
strength[22]. This edgemapis thresholdedo eliminate
pixels with low edgestrength.Sinceevery edgeshouldbe
of considerabldength, neighboringpixels alongan edges
orientationmust also be marked as edges,otherwiseit is
disreggardedasa non-edgepixel. This doublethresholding
of the edgemapeffectively reducesoiseintensi ed by an
edgedetector

Adopting the de nition of Chabat,Yang, and Hansell
[5], cornersarepointswith stronggradientintensityandno
single dominantgradientorientation. Non-maximumsup-
pressionis performedon a resultingcornernessnap, and
only thosecornerswith sufcient armsupportgi.e., atleast
two associate@dgesyareaccepted.

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 computingcorrespondencdsetweerthe cornersacross
bothimages. We usethe normalizedcross-correlatiorbe-
tweenthe shapecontexts of two cornersto measurehedis-
tancebetweenthem. Speci cally, thesedistancesare used
by the Hungarian algorithm[4] to nd the optimal corre-
spondencebetweerthetwo setsof corners.

This secondstageof our recognitionsystembeginswith
the detectionof cornersandthe constructiorof their shape
contets. A queryis comparedo therelevantdatabasém-
agesasdeterminedn the rst stage.Therelevantsignsare
ranked by their similarity to the query andthe top-ranked
matchis the output.

3.3.Data Collection and Experimental Setup

Frontal imagesof signswere taken arounddowntown
Ambherst, MA. Natural lighting effects were capturedby
taking one picture of eachsign from approximatelythe
samelocation at ve different times throughoutthe day
Eachimageis hand-sgmentedandrotatedn theplanefrom
-90 to+90 atl0 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 x-axis; (Bottom) Saturation his-
togram: from low to high values along the
X-axis.



Figure 6. An example of ranking results by the
matc her. The image in the upper left corner
is the query, the remaining 19 images are the
matches in rank order: rank 1-4 on the r st
row, 5-9 on the second, 10-14 on the third,
and rank 15, 19, 23, 27, and 31 on the fourth
row. The length of the bar on the bottom of
each sign represents the matching cost.

The databaseconsistsof 35 sign classedor a total of
3,325sign images(available online [20]). We group the
sign classesby color similarity into 8 superclasses3 of
which containa single sign classandthe other5 contain
2,2,7,10,and11individual signclassestespectiely.

Color histogramgqseeFigure5) areusedasfeaturevec-
torsfor an SVM classi er [6] with a Gaussiamradial basis
kernel. The classi er performanceas evaluatedbasedon a
5-fold crossvalidationanalysis.

When the SVM classi er labels a query as a supef
classcontaininga singlesignclass therecognitionis com-
plete.Otherqueriedalling into multi-classsuperclassesre
passedo the matchingprocesswhich nds the sign class
thatis the bestmatchto thequery

The veoriginal (non-rotated)magesareconsidereaur
prototype,or representadie, sign imagesin a conjectured
superclassWith cornersdetectedseeFigure5) andshape
contets constructedye performapairwisecomparisorbe-
tweena query and every prototype. The similarity score
provides a rank-order andthe top ranked prototypeis se-
lectedasthe matchingsign.

3.4.Results

We rst conductan experimenton 24 sign classesse-
lectedfrom our databaseThe SVM putsevery queryinto
thecorrectsuperclassandthe matchingprocessecognizes
the signin all but 2 of 1,900queries.In both of thesemis-
classi edcaseghecorrectmatchoccursatthesecondank.

25¢
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== Blue superclass

Yellow superclass

Green superclass

20¢

15r

Match cost

10r

5 6 7 8
Ranking index

257
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15r

---------------------------
‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘

Match cost

10

i i i i i i ;
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Ranking index

Figure 7. The average match costs by rank:
(Top) Correctly classied queries; (Bottom)
Misclassied queries.

Anotherexperimentinvolvesour full datasetof 35 sign
classesin this casethe SVM classi er hasa97.14%accu-
ragy and97.83%for the matcher This resultdemonstrates
how additionalcompleity in the datawealensthe perfor
manceof therecognizerAt the sametime, it raisesa ques-
tion involving anerrorpropagtionfrom onelevel of thehi-
erarcly to thenext; arecovery of errorsmadeby the coarse
SVM classi cationbeforeenteringthe matchingstage.

In thefollowing, we examinethe caseswvherethe super
classi cation by the SVM is correct. The matchscoreof
a querys true classis well-separatedrom thoseof other
signswhenit is ranked rst. Figure6 illustratesone such
examplewherethe matchersuccessfullyanksevery proto-
typeof thecorrectclassrst. Eventhoughthetrueclassof a
gueryandthesecondankedcandidateclassarebothstreet-
namesignswhosecontets are very similar, the matcher
givesthemvery differentmatchcosts.This behaior is typ-
ical of theranking,asillustratedin Figure7. Whena match

is correctthereis anoticeablgump betweerthe4th 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 patch components that are passed to the recognition system. The third row

shows sign classes successfull y recogniz ed.

5th rankmatchscoreswhichis notapparentvhenmatches

areincorrect. This sharpincreaseof the matchscoresndi-
catesthe changefrom the true classof the queries(ranked
1 to 4) to theincorrectones. Insteadof ve for eachsign
classthereareonly four prototypesncludedin theranking
sincetheprototypeusedto synthesizehe queryis excluded
from matchconsideration.

4. End-to-End System

Here we report preliminary work on an integration of
the detectionand recognitioncomponents.Queriesto the
recognizerare connectedmagepatchegyiven by the auto-
matic sign detection. Four examplesof the detectionand
subsequentecognitionare shavn in Figure8. Thereare
bothocclusionsaandbackgrounceffectsin the detectedsign
regions. Additionally, the sign in the third column has
someprojective distortion,andthefourthis relatively small
in size. Theseexamplesshav how the detectionand the
recognitioncomponentsave robustly locatedthe signsand
matchedheir correctclasses.

Althoughmary signsin anumberof differentscenesre
successfullyletectecgndrecognizedseveralchallengesre
still faced. For instance the detectedsign regions, which
becomejueriego therecognizercontainsomeimageback-
groundandhave occlusions Additionally, naturalillumina-
tion effectsandprojectie distortionscomplicatetherecog-

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

nition. Furthermorejuxtaposedignsin aqueryimagemay
be passedo therecognizermsoneregion, asshavn in Fig-
ure 9. An intermediatestepwould be requiredto separate
thesebeforebeingpassedo therecognitionstage.

5. Summary and Conclusions

We have proposedalgorithms for detectingand rec-
ognizing generalsignsin everyday scenes. The individ-
ual componentsvere testedsuccessfullyon experimental
databases Preliminary experimentson an integratedsys-
tem give promisingresultsand poseinterestingchallenges
for furtherexploration.



We are able to detect signs containing text in non-
standardonts, foreign charactersand even thosecontain-
ing little or no text at all. A hierarchicalrecognitionpro-
cessreducesomputatiortime by focusingthe searchor a
matchandprovides e xibility by allowing differentfeatures
ateachlevel. Recognitiononthetestbeds accurateandro-
bustto illumination effectsandin-planerotations. We are
currentlyexaminingpossibilitiesfor recoreringfrom errors
madeby the SVM.

VIDI is awork in progressBesidesan extensionof our
datasetto alargercollectionof scenesndsignclassesour
immediategoalis to continueintegratingthe detectionand
recognitioncomponentsand add the voice synthesismod-
ule. Finally, optimizationis to be completedfor practical
useof the VIDI systemasa wearabletraveling aid for the
visuallyimpaired.We arealsoexploring the useof wireless
telephory for transmittingimagesfrom the portabledevice
to a sener that would performthe recognitionand voice
synthesisreturningtheresultto the userover the samecon-
nection.
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