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Abstract Online object tracking under complex environments is an important but challenging problem in computer vision, especially for illumination changing and occlusion
conditions. With the emergence of commercial real-time depth cameras like Kinect, depth
image-based object tracking, which is insensitive to illumination changing, gains more and
more attentions. In this paper, we propose an online depth image-based object tracking method
with sparse representation and object detection. In this framework, we combine tracking and
detection to leverage precision and efficiency under heavy occlusion conditions. For tracking,
objects are represented by sparse representations learned online with update. For detection,
we apply two different strategies based on tracking-learning-detection and wider search window approaches. We evaluate our methods on both the subset of the public dataset Princeton
Tracking Benchmark and our own driver face video in a simulated driving environment. The
quantitative evaluations of precision and running time on these two datasets demonstrate the
effectiveness and efficiency of our proposed object tracking algorithms.
Keywords

Object tracking · Depth image · Sparse representation · Object detection

1 Introduction
Online object tracking plays a critical role in many computer vision applications such as
activity recognition, human-computer interaction and automated surveillance [29,36]. While
much progress has been achieved in recent years, online object tracking is still an important but
challenging task, especially under complex environments. The difficulties of object tracking
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account for intrinsic (e.g., nonrigid object structure, complex shapes and pose variation) and
extrinsic factors (e.g., illumination changing and heavy occlusions) [36].
To address these issues, numerous approaches have been proposed [1,7,31]. Basically,
object tracking contains two important components: the appearance modeling and target
searching. Tracking algorithms use the appearance models to discriminate the target object
and the background and adaptively update the appearance models online. For the appearance modeling, it is very important to balance the invariance and the discrimination. The
appearance modeling should be adaptive to the intrinsic variations such as pose changes and
shape changes and robust to the extrinsic variations such as varying illumination and heavy
occlusions. For target searching, the computation complexity should be considered to find
the sampled candidates that best match to the target object in real-time.
Most of visual object tracking are based on color images for their rich information, which
is helpful to represent target objects. Generally speaking, there are four types of common
visual features extracted from color images: color, edges, optical flow and texture [2,6,
16,20,21]. Various algorithms based on these features perform well in some constrained
situations. Pérez et al. introduced a Monte Carlo tracking technique within a probabilistic
framework using the principle of color histogram distance [20]. The RGB (red, green, blue)
color space is usually used to represent color. However, the differences between the colors
in the RGB space do not correspond to the color differences perceived by humans [18].
Moreover, color features are easily influenced by illumination. Object boundaries often locate
the areas where image intensities strongly change. Paragios et al. proposed the variational
framework for detecting and tracking multiple moving objects using edge detection approach
[17], which uses a statistical method based on a mixed model. This framework is robust
to illumination changes, but when occlusions occur, the edge based method would lose
target.
Projection of the 3D world on a 2D image causes loss of information [36]. The performance of the color image-based tracking methods usually decreases a lot with varying
complex illumination. Meanwhile, with the emergence of commercial depth sensors, such as
Microsoft Kinect and PrimeSense, it is easier to collect depth images. Unlike color image,
the pixel of depth image represents the distance between the points of object and camera,
instead of intensity. Depth images can provide additional valuable information for improving
the performance of tracking and detection. Moreover, depth images are insensitive to varying
illumination, which bypass the drawbacks of color images. Depth image-based approaches
gain more and more attention in recent years. In [3], Cai et al. developed a regularized maximum likelihood deformable model fitting algorithms for face tracking. Cao and Lu proposed
an online depth image based face tracking method for driving fatigue detection on the assumption that face shape is an ellipse [4]. In order to standardize uniform evaluation criteria for
comparing different kinds of algorithms, Song and Xiao constructed one unified benchmark
dataset called Princeton Tracking Benchmark (PTB) [25]. Another publicly available RGBD
People Dataset [26] contains one sequence with 1,132 frames with people moving. In this
paper, we focus on depth image-based object tracking to tackle the problem of illumination
changing.
Another critical challenge for object tracking is occlusion. To address the challenges of
occlusion is technically difficult in various applications of computer vision [14,34,35]. This
difficult is mainly due to the unpredictable nature of the error incurred by occlusion [28].
It can corrupt the representations of the target and introduce unpredictable noise. Numerus
approaches are proposed to address this problem [14,34,35]. Among these approaches, the
sparse representation based methods have advantages in efficiency and robustness [28,32,
33,37]. The basic idea of sparse representation is that a test image can be represented as a
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linear combination of basis images (dictionary), while the weights are relatively sparse. The
sparse representation of an occluded test image is a sparse linear combination of basis images
plus errors due to occlusion, which can separate the occlusion components from the identity
components.
Recently, sparse representation is considered as an efficient solution to object tracking
problems. The sparse representation approach can be categorized into three classes: (1)
appearance modeling based on sparse coding (AMSC); (2) target searching based on sparse
coding (TSSR); (3) the combination of both. Jia et al. proposed a structural local sparse
coding model [12]. Mei and Ling solved most challenges like occlusion through a set of
positive and negative trivial templates [15]. By transferring object tracking problem to a sparse
approximation problem, they proposed a robust algorithm. Wang et al. proposed an online
object tracking algorithm with sparse prototypes. Their approach accounts explicitly for data
and noise [27]. The existing studies mentioned above have demonstrated that sparse coding
is a good solution to color image based object tracking. However, to our best knowledge,
limited studies about depth image based tracking using sparse representation are reported
in the literature. In this study, we apply sparse representation method to depth image based
tracking algorithm in order to tackle the problems of occlusion.
There have been several methods proposed for depth image-based object tracking and
detection in the literature. For example, Colombo et al. proposed a feature-based approach
to detect salient face features, such as eyes and nose, through an analysis of the curvature
of the surface [5]. To handle the noisy input depth data, Cai et al. developed a regularized
maximum likelihood deformable model fitting algorithm for 3D deformable face tracking
[3]. Xia et al. presented an approach for human detection using a 2D head contour model
and a 3D head surface model. They utilized both the edge information and the depth change
information in depth images [30].
In this paper, we propose a general object tracking method based on single depth image,
which is robust to occlusion and illumination changes. In comparison with color image
based methods, our algorithm is less influenced by illumination changes. With sparse coding representation, we can keep tracking the target object until the occlusion area reaches
50 % of the whole target object. This study is the extension of our previous work [23]. We
introduce the tracking-learning-detection (TLD) framework to our methods by restarting
with detection when failing the track. Moreover, we design a simulated driving environment and collect the driver face videos. We evaluate our methods on both the subset of
the benchmark dataset and our own dataset with measures of precision and response time.
The promising results demonstrate the efficiency of our methods in real-world applications.
Compared with the existing studies, this paper has three major contributions. First, unlike
the existing ways proposed for face tracking or detection, we do not assume that the tracking targets are specific. The proposed approach can achieve superior results for generic
object tracking. Second, the proposed models in this paper can be updated and trained adaptively, rather than base on some heuristical prior knowledge. Third, most of these previous
studies cannot deal with the occlusion situations. On the contrary, we introduce a sparse
representation method and employ different update strategies to tackle the occlusion problems.
The rest of this paper is organized as follows. In Sect. 2, we give a detailed descriptions
about our tracking method. In Sect. 3, we present qualitative and quantitative results of our
tracker on the subset of the public available dataset called Princeton Tracking Benchmark as
well as the face videos we collected from a simulated driving environment. Finally we make
a conclusion of this paper in Sect. 4.
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Fig. 1 Workflow of our proposed depth image-based tracking algorithm with sparse representation and object
detection

2 Object Tracking with Sparse Representation and Object Detection
Here, we present a novel general framework for object tracking with sparse representation
and object detection. Figure 1 shows the workflow of our object tracking algorithm. Firstly,
we initialize the tracker by manually calibrating target position, computing PCA bases and
setting other parameters such as patch size and bases number. Secondly, we sample the
original depth image according to sampling parameters. The samples are size-adjustable to
suit for demand of object front-back moving. To speed up the proposed tracking algorithm,
we transfer all the samples to the same size patches. By evaluating every patch, we find
the patch with the highest posterior probability and return its location as the target. During
the process, we compute the occlusion rate by using coefficients of trivial templates. If the
occlusion rate exceeds the upper bound, we discard the result and regard it as losing target.
Then we startup the detection module with two different strategies: the TLD approach and
wider search window approach. If not, we update the PCA bases and go to the next loop.

2.1 Alternative Box Sampling
In sampling stage, we aim to select the candidate patches of target object with respect to
current frame. In this paper, we apply an affine image warp to model the taget motion
between two consecutive frames. In detail, there are five parameters (x, y, α, β, θ ) of the
affine transform [19] in tracking sampling stage: x and y denote transformations in plane, α
and β are scale variations, and θ is angle rotation. Alternative boxes are uniformly distributed
around the target. To adapt to the characteristics of the depth map, we set α and β a little
bigger. But too big α and β mean more alternative boxes to be computed and slower processing
speed. To speed up the tracking algorithm, we transfer all the samples to the same size by
interpolation. The size of candidate patches is fixed as 32×32, which is the trade-off between
speed and accuracy. During the tracking process, the tracking sampling alternative boxes are
adjustable. Figure 2 shows the candidate patches in the sampling stage.
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Fig. 2 The candidate patches in
the sampling stage
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Fig. 3 Pixel value shifts of two frames. Left top is the face far from the camera, left down is the nearer one,
and right is the pixel value difference of two patches after interpolating

2.2 Depth Image Normalization
The value of pixels in depth image represents the distance between camera and the point
on object. The whole depth image represents the shape of the target. Transformation in the
same depth can remain both the same pixel values and pattern. But once target object moves
forward or backward, the pattern is remained but the pixel values shift. The pixel values of
target objects in color images remain similar when moving forward or backward. This is why
color image based methods can utilize absolute pixel values to extract the patterns. However,
for depth image, this assumption can not be satisfied.
As shown in Fig. 3, in order to extract depth-invariant patterns, we should normalize the
patches with relative pixel values to eliminate the offset. The most common method of normalization is min-max normalization. However, if there are much noises, they often deviate
from average values that are the outliers from valid values. In this case, the normalization
results are extreme minimum or maximum. The noise in depth images limits the performance
of min-max normalization. Therefore, the min-max normalization is not suitable for depth
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Fig. 4 The framework of sparse representation with subspace learning for object tracking used in this study.
Each target appearance can be represented with PCA bases and trivial templates that account for occlusion

images. Here, we adopt the sigmoid filter to normalize the images patches. The sigmoid
function is a S-type function as follows,
y = f (x) =

1
1+e

x−μ
σ

(1)

In our method, σ equals to 1 and μ is set to the median of each patch. The reason of setting
the value of μ to the median of a patch is less sensitive to noise. The sigmoid normalization
is insensitive to outliers of the patches in depth images.

2.3 Sparse Representation with Subspace Learning for Object Tracking
Object tracking via incremental subspace learning [9,21] and sparse representation [12,15,
27] has gained much progress and attracted much attention in recent years. However, there are
some limitations with these two approaches. For incremental subspace learning approach such
as the incremental visual tracking (IVT) method [21], the PCA subspace based representation
scheme is sensitive to partial occlusion. For original sparse representation, it does not exploit
the rich information that can be compactly represented in subspace learning. Additionally, it
requires much computational complexity to solve 1 minimization problem, which limits the
performance of tracking. In this paper, we combine the characteristics of both incremental
subspace learning and sparse representation for modeling object appearance based on the
methods proposed by Wang et al. [27]. As shown in Fig. 4, each target appearance can be
represented with PCA bases and trivial templates that account for occlusion.
In the framework of sparse representation with subspace learning, tracking problem is
casted to finding the most likely patch among candidates by
 
z
y = U z + e = [U I ]
= Bc
(2)
e
where y indicates an observation vector, U denotes a matrix of basis vectors, z represents
coefficients of basis vectors, and e is the coefficient of trivial templates. As shown in Fig. 4,
the bases consist of a number of PCA basis vectors and trivial templates. We solve Eq. (2)
via 1 minimization:
1
min  y − U z − e 22 +λ  e 1
(3)
z,e 2
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where  · 22 and  · 1 are the 2 and 1 norm forms, respectively , and λ is a tradeoff
parameter. In Eq. (3), the first term denotes the reconstruct error and the second term represents
the error term with arbitrary but sparse noise. For sparse approximation, we use 1 -norm
instead of 0 -norm to reduce the computational complexity. In Eq. (3), the coefficients for
trivial templates should be sparse, while the coefficients for PCA basis vectors are not sparse
since PCA basis vectors are orthogonal. Wang et al. [27] presented an iteration algorithm to
compute optimal z and e for each candidate.
Given eopt , the problem of Eq. (3) is equivalent to the minimization of J (z), where
J (z) = 21  (y − eopt ) − U z 22 . The solution of this least squares problem is z opt =
U  (y − eopt ). If z opt is given, the minimization of Eq. (3) is equivalent to the minimization
of G(e) = 21  e − (y − U z opt ) 22 +λ  e 1 . The global minimization can be obtained as
eopt = Sλ (y − U z opt ) through convex optimization, where Sτ (x) is a shrinkage operation
defined as Sτ (x) = sgn(x) · (|x| − τ ) [8]. The details of the algorithm solving Eq. (3) are
presented in Algorithm 1. After getting the optimal z and e for each candidate, the object
tracking problem is transferred to a statistical inference problem. In this framework, the
proposed algorithm models partial occlusion explicitly and hence is robust to occlusion.
Moreover, this method utilizes subspace representation with less computational complexity.
In order to adaptively handle appearance changes of target objects, it is necessary to update
the observation models when tracking. Some target objects can not be utilized to update the
observation models directly due to occlusion. Here, we introduce a parameter η to represent
the degree of occlusion with the trivial coefficients since the trivial templates account for
occlusion. We compute the ratio η between the number of non-zero trivial coefficients and
the total number of trivial coefficients. We employ different update strategies according to
the degree of occlusion as
⎧
⎪
⎨ < lower threshold: little occlusion, full update
η > higher threshold: much occlusion, no update
⎪
⎩
others: partial occlusion, partial update

(4)

Here, we use the incremental PCA method [21] to update the observation model.

2.4 Restarting Object Tracking by Object Detection
As mentioned in the preceding section, we estimate the degree of occlusion by the parameter
η. We set a lower threshold and a higher threshold for η. Different values correspond to
different tracking results. If η is larger than higher threshold, we view this situation as
tracking failure, and we startup the detecting module. Here, we startup the detection module
with two different strategies: the TLD approach and wider search window approach.

Algorithm 1 Algorithm for Computing z opt and eopt
Input : An observation vector y, orthogonal basis vectors U , and a small parameter λ.
1: Initialize e0 = 0 and i = 0
2: Iterate
3: Obtain z i+1 via z i+1 = U  (y − ei )
4: Obtain ei+1 via ei+1 = Sλ (y − U z i+1 )
5: i ← i + 1
6: Until convergence or termination
Output : z opt and eopt
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Tracking-Learning-Detection (TLD) Approach The framework of TLD was proposed by
Zdenek et al. [13] for long-term tracking. The key problem of long-term tracking is the
detection of object when it reappears in the images. The TLD framework consists of three
modules: detection module, tracking module, and learning module. The tracking module
corresponds to tracking target objects based on the relations between two consecutive frames.
The detection module aims to detect target objects when tracking fails due to heavy occlusion
or disappearance from images. Unlike tracking module, the assumption of detection module
is that two consecutive frames are mutually independent. The learning module aims to update
and record appearance models of target. The original TLD approach is proposed for color
images. Here, we introduce the TLD framework to re-detect target objects in depth images
when tracking failures occur.
Wider Search Window Approach On the assumption that when losing the target we still can
find it in a wider scope centered on the original position, the sampling scope spreads to
three times of the size of the original one. After sampling stage, the rest stages are the same
as tracking method. We call this approach as wider search window (WSW) approach. By
computing the coefficients of bases and solving the Bayesian task, we find the most likely
patch among candidates. We compute error ratio η in detecting module. If η becomes lower
than its upper bound, we start the tracking module.

3 Experiments and Results
3.1 Experiment Setup
Our algorithm is implemented in Matlab on a Triple-Core Processor 2.10GHz with 6GB
memory. The speed of our algorithm is related to sampling number. More sampling candidate boxes would slow down the processing speed. As a trade-off between computational
complexity and accuracy, sampling number is set to 600. To speed up the tracking algorithm,
we transfer all the samples to the same size by interpolation. The size of candidate patches is
fixed as 32 × 32. For the parameters of the models, the variance of affine parameters is set to
[4, 4, 0.02, 0.1, 0.01, 0.001]. The maximum number of basis vectors is 10 and the number of
collected samples for update is 5. The regularization parameter λ for 1 -norm is set to 0.05.
The high and low thresholds for model update are 0.6 and 0.2, respectively. We evaluate our
methods on both subset of the public dataset Princeton Tracking Benchmark and our own
driver face videos in simulated driving environments. We use two accumulative metrics for
all frames of videos to evaluate the performance. The first one is the center position error
(CPE), which is the Euclidean distance between centers of output bounding boxes and the
ground truth. This metric shows how close the tracking results are to the ground truth. The
other is the frame per second (FPS), which is to measure the processing speed of different
approaches. This metric shows the computational complexity of different methods.

3.2 Experimental Results on the Public Dataset PTB
Song et al. [25] constructed a RGBD dataset of 100 videos, named as Princeton Tracking
Benchmark (PTB), which includes deformable objects, various occlusion conditions, moving
camera and different scenes. In this study, we select eight typical sequences in PTB as test
data to evaluate the performance of our approach. Table 1 shows the detailed descriptions for
the selected sequences.
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Table 1 The detailed
descriptions of the selected
sequences from PTB

Test sequence

Frame number

Challenge

Cup

368

Move forward and backward

Ball

117

Illumination change

Bear

281

Severe occlusion

Child

164

No-rigid object tracking

Face_move1

469

Face moving

Face_occ2

387

Partial face occlusion

Face_occ3

262

Full face occlusion

Face_turn

600

Face turning

Fig. 5 The selected image sequences of bear, cup, child and ball are listed from top to bottom (only the RGB
images are presented.)

Table 2 Experimental results with the mean center position errors (CPE) for color image-based and depth
image-based methods.
Test sequence

Color image

Depth image (WSW)

Depth image (TLD)

Cup

13.93

12.83

13.15

Ball

263.60

14.49

13.26

Bear

192.99

46.23

27.98

Child

47.57

135.34

82.49

Mean

129.51

52.22

34.22

WSW and TLD denote two different detection strategies, wider search window and tracking-learning-detection,
respectively
The bold numbers denote the best results for each test sequence. Smaller errors indicate higher accuracies

We first evaluate our approach on arbitrary object tracking. Figure 5 shows the selected
image sequences of bear, cup, child and ball. Table 2 shows the mean center position errors
of different sequences for color image-based and depth image-based methods. From the
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Table 3 Experimental results of
tracking speed measured by
frame per second (FPS) for
different sequences

Test sequence

Depth image (WSW)

Depth image (TLD)

Cup

4.26

1.78

Ball

4.06

1.19

Bear

3.46

1.09

Child

1.79

0.69

Mean

3.39

1.18

experimental results, we can see that the depth image-based methods can achieve better
performance than the color image-based approach except for child sequences.
In cup sequences, the challenge is that target object is moving forward and backward. The
mean CPEs of color-based and depth-based methods with WSW and TLD are 13.93, 12.83,
and 13.15, respectively. The depth-based methods achieve slightly better performance than
the color-based one.
In ball sequences, the challenge is that the ball rolls around with illumination changes. In
color image sequence, the color-based method loses target in the fortieth frame as the ball
rolls to another brighter room. While in depth image sequence, our method keeps tracking
the ball through out the whole sequence. Therefore, the errors of depth image-based methods
are significantly much lower than the color-based one.
In bear sequences, severe occlusion is the main challenge when a book occludes the
target bear for a while. Severe occlusion leads to losing target in color image, and without
restarting module in the rest images the color-based method fails in finding the target again.
In our proposed methods, we introduce the detecting module to detect the losing target and
keep tracking again. In this case, the mean CPEs of color-based and depth-based methods
with WSW and TLD are 192.99, 46.23 and 27.98, respectively. These significant results show
the efficiency of our detection module in our tracking algorithm.
Finally, no-rigid target tracking in child sequences is the main challenge. From Table 2,
we can see that our methods fail to track the target sometimes. It is because the target child
is not a rigid object and his movements result in changing of target’s shape. Depth image
contains most information with shape information. The characteristic nature of depth images
make it difficult to track no-rigid objects.
Table 3 shows the results of tracking speed (frame per second) for different sequences. The
average tracking speed of depth image-based methods with WSW and TLD are 3.39 and 1.18
frames per second. As we can see, although the depth-based method with TLD achieves higher
accuracies than that with WSW, it is slower for tracking with more computational complexity.
In the TLD framework, it need additional memory and time cost for different models in
tracking module and detection module. Moreover, it should be noted that with optimization
improvements and powerful processors, the running times will certainly decrease to satisfy
real time requirements in various applications.
We further evaluate our methods on face tracking. Figure 6 shows the selected four face
sequences under different conditions (face moving, partial occlusion, full occlusion and face
turning). The challenges here are occlusion and head turn. From the results of Table 4, we can
see that our proposed methods can achieve comparative performance in face tracking as well
as arbitrary object tracking. The performance of depth-based method with TLD is slightly
better than that with WSW. However, both methods fail to track faces with high degrees of
head turning due to the no-rigid challenge.
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Fig. 6 The face sequences under different conditions (face moving, partial occlusion, full occlusion and face
turning)
Table 4 Experimental results
with the mean center position
errors for face tracking

Test sequence
Face_move1

Depth image (WSW)

Depth image (TLD)

5.53

6.76

Face_occ2

13.44

12.49

Face_occ3

14.17

13.46

Face_turn2

87.66

79.48

Mean

30.14

28.05

3.3 Experimental Results on Driver Face Tracking
Driving fatigue is one of the main causes of road accidents [22,24]. In order to prevent these
accidents, the state of drowsiness of drivers should be monitored. It is straightforward to detect
and recognize facial expression of drivers as the measurement of fatigue level [4,10,11].
Robust face tracking plays a critical role in these approaches. However, the challenges of
complex driving environments including various illumination, occlusion and camera motion
degrade the performance of monitoring systems, which limit the real world applications.
In this study, we evaluate the performance of our proposed methods on driver face tracking
in a simulated driving system. We have developed a simulated driving system to collect the
data as shown in Fig. 7. We record both RGB and depth data using a standard Microsoft
Kinect 1.0, and manually annotate ground truth bounding boxes of faces. Here, we evaluate
the performance of our proposed tracking algorithms on depth driver face sequences. The
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Fig. 7 Our simulated driving system. a the virtual driving environment displayed on the screen. b the face
videos are recorded with Kinect while the participant is driving the virtual vehicle

Fig. 8 The samples of driver face sequences recorded from our simulated driving system

sample driver face sequences are shown in Fig. 8. The dataset contains different conditions
in driving environments including various illumination and occlusion with ten-minute time
length. The mean CPEs of depth-based methods with WSW and TLD are 11.33 and 16.34,
respectively. From the experimental results, we can see that even there exist illumination
changing and hand occlusion, our proposed methods using depth images can still achieve
comparative tracking performance. These results indicate the efficiency and effectiveness of
our proposed methods for real world applications such as driving fatigue detection.

4 Conclusions
In this paper, we have proposed a robust tracking method based on depth image with sparse
representation and object detection under challenging conditions like illumination changing
and occlusion. We have introduced a framework of combining tracking and detection to
leverage precision and efficiency under severe occlusion conditions. The sigmoid normalization algorithm is used to preprocess depth images. For tracking, objects are represented with
sparse representation with a set of online updated PCA basis vectors and trivial templates.
For detection, we have introduced two detection strategies of WSW and TLD to our tracking
algorithm. We have evaluated our methods on both the public available dataset PTB and our
own driver face video in a simulated driving environment. The comparative performance
with respect to precision and running time demonstrate the effectiveness and efficiency of
our proposed methods.
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