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Abstract: Hand tracking in video is an increasingly popular research field due to the rise of
novel human-computer interaction methods. However, robust and real-time hand tracking in
unconstrained environments remains a challenging task due to the high number of degrees
of freedom and the non-rigid character of the human hand. In this paper, we propose
an unsupervised method to automatically learn the context in which a hand is embedded.
This context includes the arm and any other object that coherently moves along with the
hand. We introduce two novel methods to incorporate this context information into a
probabilistic tracking framework, and introduce a simple yet effective solution to estimate
the position of the arm. Finally, we show that our method greatly increases robustness
against occlusion and cluttered background, without degrading tracking performance if
no contextual information is available. The proposed real-time algorithm is shown to
outperform the current state-of-the-art by evaluating it on three publicly available video
datasets. Furthermore, a novel dataset is created and made publicly available for the
research community.

Keywords: hand tracking; particle filter; unsupervised learning; random forest; context
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1. Introduction

Robustly tracking human hands in real-time, through cluttered scenes with changing illumination, is
one of the most challenging tasks in current HCI (Human-Computer-Interaction) research. Whereas the
task of tracking rigid objects with a known appearance has been largely solved in academic literature,
tracking non-rigid objects remains a difficult problem. Specifically, the appearance of human hands
greatly depends on their pose and can not be easily described using discriminative features. Hands are
non-rigid, highly articulated objects with a large number of degrees of freedom: 27 in total, six of which
represent translation and rotation of the wrist [1].

To reduce the dimensionality of the problem, a common approach is to resort to template based
tracking and detection methods that can track hands in predefined poses only [2–5]. In many real-life
applications however, the user’s behaviour should be restricted as little as possible. Consequently, these
methods have limited applicability in practical applications. On the other hand, tracking methods that
can cope with non-rigid hand poses usually resort to a (skin-)color based tracking approach due to the
lack of other discriminative and easily exploitable features [6–14]. However, these methods tend to fail
in unconstrained environments with changing background and illumination.

In [15,16] we proposed to combine a particle filter based tracking framework with a discriminative
classifier to overcome these difficulties. By combining different cues such as skin-color probability,
motion likelihood and optical flow estimates into a probabilistic framework using a sensor-fusion
approach, local maxima in the likelihood function can be overcome. We showed that our method
can track hands robustly in unconstrained environments and greatly outperforms the state-of-the-art
solutions. However, a major shortcoming of the proposed technique is its tendency to be easily distracted
when the hand occludes the face, another hand, or skin-colored background objects that exhibit a
hand-like visual appearance.

In this paper we formulate a solution to the above problem, based on the idea that a moving object
is usually embedded in a specific context and rarely moves alone. In the case of human hands, an
obvious example of such contextual link would be the arm which exhibits a motion pattern that is strongly
correlated to that of the attached hand. Although an arm detector could be trained offline based on color
cues [17], edge detection [18] or background subtraction [19], these methods tend to fail in unconstrained
environments where the appearance of the subject’s arm is unknown before tracking starts. Instead, we
propose a method to exploit temporal correlation, in order to automatically learn which objects appear
to be temporally connected to the hand. These objects can then be used to increase tracking performance
in case of occlusion of the hand itself.

Furthermore, the proposed solution is not limited to arm tracking. In many practical applications,
the tracked hand holds an object such as a smartphone or game controller, or attributes such as an
umbrella (i.e., surveillance applications). Whereas this degrades tracking performance if a traditional
hand tracking algorithm were to be used [16], it can actually improve tracking if the system is able to
learn that the object’s position is temporally correlated with the hand.

Apart from increasing tracking robustness, our temporal learning scheme automatically results in
a rough segmentation of the supporting object (e.g., human arm). This could be of interest in many
applications such as surveillance or human-computer-interaction. Figure 1 illustrates this by drawing
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the supporting pixels in green, where the intensity of the color indicates the probability of correct
classification. The segmentation mask shown by Figure 1 and all following figures was obtained by
means of a simple and efficient active contour segmentation of the likelihood image described in [16].
The internal energy was set to zero, and smoothing is imposed by a postprocessing step on the resulting
contour. The segmentation mask does not directly contribute to the context learning method described
in this paper and is only shown for visualisation purposes.

It is important to note that the context segmentation, shown in green, is obtained using a single, static
video frame, and is not the result of motion detection. Therefore, our method is able to detect and
segment the supporting objects even in video frames that do not contain any motion.

Figure 1. Illustration of contextual learning. Objects colored in green exhibit a temporally
correlated behaviour to the hands, and are learned automatically. Hand and arm bounding
boxes are estimated by partitioned sampling particle filtering, and the hand segmentation
mask is obtained by active contour modeling.

We introduce a technique to automatically learn this context in real-time. Based on this continuous
learning process, we propose two methods to increase object tracking performance. The first method
models the spatial relationship between context and object of interest, and incorporates this information
into the proposal distribution of a particle filter. Therefore, this method naturally extends to object
tracking in general. The second method extends the state space of the hand tracker with an extra
parameter representing the arm and uses a context-based observation model to obtain the likelihood
estimates. This not only yields an estimate of the arm location, but also increases tracking robustness in
case of occlusion.

The remainder of this paper is outlined as follows: In Section 2 we briefly discuss related work
from literature. Sections 3.1 and 3.2 provide an extensive discussion of the online learning process. In
Section 3.3 we discuss how the contextual information is incorporated into the proposal distribution of
a particle filter to improve tracking robustness, and in Section 3.4 we propose an efficient method to
track the arm together with the corresponding hand. Finally, in Section 4 we evaluate our algorithm by
comparing the results with state-of-the-art solutions using three publicly available datasets.

2. Related Work

Learning the context of an object of interest is known to increase detection performance of object
detectors. For instance, Mittal et al. [20] explicitly train a parts based deformable model to capture the
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arm’s appearance while designing a hand detector. Their evaluation shows that including contextual
information yields a 10% increase in recall.

Similarly, Torralba [21] proposes to use a statistical model of low-level features to obtain a prior
which is used to improve object detection rates. However, since object detectors are trained offline and
should be able to detect objects embedded in an unknown context, only statistically significant relations
between the context of the training data and the objects of interest can be learned. In contrast, object
trackers are embedded in one specific context and could learn this context online. Furthermore, tracking
can benefit from learning temporary links between the context and the tracked object. These links might
appear and disappear at any time but can greatly increase robustness against occlusion and background
clutter when available.

Therefore, our goal is to automatically learn a model of the current context that supports the object of
interest in an unsupervised manner, based on few and unreliable measurements. The model should adapt
online and should be able to quickly learn and forget new information without overfitting.

The idea of unsupervised learning of unlabeled data was explored by Kalal et al. [22,23], resulting in
the well known “predator” tracking algorithm. Kalal et al. introduce the concept of structured unlabeled
data which is based on the observation that the labels of data in computer vision often exhibit strong
spatio-temporal dependencies. Structured unlabeled data is then defined as unlabeled data for which the
label is restricted if the label of related data is known. In a video sequence, the location of an object
defines a trajectory in time. Unlabeled image patches close to this trajectory are likely to be samples
from the same object class and are therefore considered structured data that can be used to train an
online classifier.

However, although the predator algorithm is able to quickly learn an appearance model for the object
of interest, it was shown to fail when applied to the task of hand tracking [15]. The main reason for
this is that the appearance of hands varies widely throughout the video sequence, making it difficult to
learn an accurate model. In this paper, we therefore extend the concept of structured unlabeled data by
considering trajectories of other objects in the scene that show a temporal correlation to the trajectory of
the object of interest. Instead of trying to learn the appearance of the object of interest, we propose to
learn the appearance of surrounding objects that move coherently with the object of interest, as illustrated
by Figure 2. These surrounding objects can then be used to steer the tracking algorithm in case of
uncertainty due to occlusion or cluttered backgrounds.

Figure 2. Structured data, shown in red and blue, is defined by the known hand trajectories
shown in cyan and green. Blue patches exhibit motion that is correlated to the motion of the
labeled hands, whereas red patches are negative samples.
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A related idea was explored by Cerman et al. [24]. In their work, objects are tracked using an
affine system model. A foreground model representing all coherently moving objects is learned online.
Although their approach illustrates that contextual learning can greatly improve tracking performance,
this method takes approximately 10 seconds to process a single video frame on modern hardware.
Furthermore, a background model is learned offline by processing the complete video before actual
tracking starts. Therefore, this solution is not suited for real-time tracking applications.

Grabner et al. [25] extended the work of Cerman et al. by defining so called “supporters” instead
of trying to obtain a complete model of the foreground and background. Supporters are regions in the
image that seem to move coherently with the object of interest. An online learned implicit shape model
is used to describe the object of interest and its supporting regions by means of SIFT descriptors. A
generalized Hough transform is then employed such that each supporting region votes for the object’s
position. However due to the use of the implicit shape model and several computationally expensive
feature descriptors, this approach can not be used for real-time purposes. Furthermore, if supporting
regions are anisotropic they can often not be used to obtain an estimate of the object’s location. An
obvious example are regions on a human arm which are not discriminative in the tangential direction.
Finally, the method proposed by Grabner et al. simply performs tracking by detection in each video
frame and therefore does not fully exploit temporal consistency.

Inspired by the work of Grabner et al., we propose an online learning scheme to model image
regions that move coherently with the hand, and we incorporate this information probabilistically in
a particle filter framework. Our solution operates in real-time and as a side-effect also produces a rough
segmentation of the supporting objects. Supporting regions provide an estimate of the object’s location,
which is used to steer the particle filter. We propose a novel proposal distribution that greatly increases
sampling efficiency, resulting in robust tracking with only a few particles to represent the posterior
distribution of the state estimate.

3. Materials and Methods

Online contextual learning is a continuous process, such that the tracking algorithm becomes more
robust as time progresses. At each time instance, parts in the scene that are close to and move coherently
with the hand are use to train a classifier in an online manner. Both the process of selecting these training
samples, and the classifier that is trained based on these samples, are discussed in the next sections.

At each time instance, every pixel in the image is labeled by this classifier as being either part of the
context, or part of the background. Pixels that are part of the hand’s context are then used to steer the
particle filter, thereby increasing its robustness against occlusion and cluttered backgrounds. In the next
sections, we propose two methods to incorporate contextual information into a probabilistic tracking
scheme. Whereas the first method can be generally applied to any object tracking problem, the second
method is specifically focussed on hand-tracking, and involves estimating the arm’s position.
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3.1. Image Patch Selection Using Structural Constraints

The remainder of this paper is based on the hand detection and tracking algorithm that we proposed
earlier in [15,16]. This method was shown to be able to robustly track hands in unconstrained
environments, and to automatically initialize and recover from errors.

Given the hand location and trajectory, we define positive image patches as those patches that appear
to move coherently with the tracked hand, whereas negative patches are defined as those image regions
that do not exhibit such correlation. This is illustrated by Figure 2 in which positive patches are shown
in blue, while randomly sampled negative patches are indicated by red rectangles.

We define positive image patches as those patches that are close to the trajectory of the tracked
hands. These patches are therefore defined by spatio-temporal constraints. Only those patches
within a neighborhood of the hand that move coherently with the hand are considered positive. The
labels of patches within this neighborhood that do not exhibit coherent movement, and the labels of
patches outside this neighborhood that do move coherently with the hand, are considered unknown.
Finally, patches outside this neighborhood that do not move coherently with the hand, are labelled as
negative patches. This concept of using structured data for unsupervised learning was introduced by
Kalal et al. [22,23] and is known as PN-learning. Kalal et al. showed formally that iterative PN-learning
can converge to a zero-error classifier if certain assumptions are met such that errors that are introduced
by incorrectly labeled positive patches and incorrectly labeled negative patches cancel out each other.
Although this assumption does not necessarily hold in practice, it was shown that PN-learning using
imperfect constraints greatly boosts classification performance.

Since we use spatio-temporal constraints to exploit the structural nature of the unlabeled data, training
data is only available at time instances where the tracked hands actually move. To obtain a measure of
motion coherency, the real-time, sparse optical flow algorithm that we proposed earlier in [26] is used.
This method yields a sparse, regularized flow-field and was used to steer the motion model of the hand
tracking particle filter in [15,16]. Based on the optical flow estimates, positive samples can easily be
defined as those samples in a neighborhood of the hand, whose optical flow vector is similar to the
average of all flow vectors within the hand region itself.

In the following let x = (x, y) be a position in the image, around which we consider a square region
with scale s, such that the width of the region is 2s. We denote these regions by Rs,x. Let f(x) = (u, v)

be the optical flow vector that represents the velocity and direction of the motion of this region from the
previous frame to the current frame. Finally, let h = (x, y) represent the position of the hand in the video
frame, and let f̄(h) represent the average flow within the bounding box of the tracked hand.

A spatial constraint can then be defined simply by considering only patches for which ε = ‖x− h‖2 < τ ,
where τ is a parameter that defines the size of the neighborhood. Similarly, the temporal constraint is
defined simply by θ = ‖f(x)− f̄(h)‖2 < δ, where δ is a parameter that defines the temporal coherency
of two optical flow vectors.

Each image patch Rs,x can then be assigned a label l(Rs,x) ∈ {−1, 0, 1}, where l = −1 represents
the fact that no informed decision can be made, whereas l = 0 represents a background patch and l = 1

represents a patch that moves coherently with the hand. Image patches are labeled as follows:



Sensors 2014, 14 12029

l(Rs,x) =


0 if ε ≥ τ and θ ≥ δ

−1 if ε ≥ τ and θ < δ

1 if ε < τ and θ < δ

−1 if ε < τ and θ ≥ δ

(1)

The scale s of the square image patches at time instance t is chosen such that 2s = min(r), where
r = (w, h) represents the width and height of the hand in that video frame. Dynamic scale selection
results in a more efficient usage of the available training data and increases scale invariance of the
final classifier.

Although real-time, dense optical flow algorithms exist [27,28], in the context of our particle filter
framework the optical flow estimation stage should only consume a fraction of the available CPU power.
The sparse optical flow estimation method used in this paper was proposed in [26] and only needs 6 ms
of processing time on QVGA video. Similar to most dense optical flow algorithms, this method could
easily benefit from GPU parallelization to decrease processing times even further. Due to the nature
of the sparse optical flow algorithm used, optical flow vectors are often found around the edges of an
object. As a result, positive regions centered at those edge points tend to contain a lot of background
pixels, slowing down the learning process. Therefore, we propose to slightly relocate each positive image
patch such that it contains as much foreground pixels as possible. Assuming the foreground contains
moving pixels while the background consists of static objects, this corresponds to shifting the region’s
centroid such that the amount of moving pixels within the region is maximized. Since training data is
only gathered if the hands are moving, the first assumption is valid per definition. The second assumption
does not necessarily hold. However, in case both the background and foreground contain moving pixels,
the current position of the positive region already maximizes the amount of motion within the bounding
box such that no new position will be found. Therefore, in the worst case the region is not moved at all,
whereas the best case scenario moves the region closer towards the center of the supporting object.

For performance reasons we simply detect moving pixels by temporal frame differencing. Since the
frame difference image T is also used by the particle filter framework during hand tracking [15], no
additional computational cost is incurred. Each positive region is then pushed towards its closest local
maximum within the frame difference image T by executing a mean-shift iteration:

x̂ = x + ∆x : ∆x =

∑
p∈W

K(p− x)T (p) (p− x)∑
p∈W

K(p− x)T (p)
(2)

where K(.) defines a smoothing kernel and W represents the set of pixels within a window surrounding
x. We use a simple uniform kernel, the bandwidth of which is defined by the scale s of the region under
consideration. This allows us to re-use the integral images that are also used by the hand tracking particle
filter, to execute the mean-shift iteration in constant time.
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Finally, several slightly shifted versions of each region are added to the set of positive image patches,
in order to increase translational invariance of the final classifier. Figure 3 illustrates the PN-learning
process graphically. The top-row shows the positive (l(Rs,x) = 1) and negative (l(Rs,x) = 0) patch
candidates respectively by blue and red rectangles. The bottom-row shows the positive patch candidates
after mean-shift iteration and the introduction of small spatial shifting.

Figure 3. Positive (context) and negative (background) patches are sampled automatically
to train an online Random Forest classifier. Positive samples are shown in blue, whereas
negative samples are shown in red. (a) Positive and negative patch candidates are selected
automatically, based on the optical flow estimates. (b) Positive patches are pushed towards
the center of the arm and slightly shifted copies are instantiated.

(a)

(b)

Each region Rs,x is described using several simple feature descriptors. Although robust spatial
descriptors such as Histograms of Oriented Gradients (HOG) [29], SIFT [30] and SURF [31] or
spatio-temporal descriptors as discussed in [32] could be used to further improve our detection rates,
these descriptors introduce a high computational complexity. Therefore, to allow real-time processing,
we use several simple feature descriptors to model the color and texture of each image patch.

Color is represented simply by three 16-bin histograms. To reduce the computational complexity of
our solution, we first calculate the integral histograms after which the histogram of each arbitrary region
in the image can be obtained in constant time. Similar to the well known integral images, proposed by
Viola and Jones [33], an integral histogram is a recursive propagation method to calculate a cumulative
histogram for each pixel in the image, by means of dynamic programming. At each pixel location, this
cumulative histogram is the histogram of all pixels above and to the left of the pixel under consideration.
For each pixel location an integral histogram, represented by vectors of integers and with bin size 16, is
obtained using a single pass propagation method during a preprocessing phase.
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Although color can be a discriminative cue, it is inherently sensitive to illumination changes and can
not represent local structure. Therefore, we model fine texture details by a 16-bin local binary pattern
(LBP) [34] histogram. The local binary pattern was originally defined by Ojala et al. [34] as an ordered
set of binary comparisons between a center pixel and each of its surrounding pixels, and was shown to
have high discriminative power for texture classification problems. The LBPs are calculated for each
pixel in the image, after which the histogram of LBPs within a region can be used to describe the texture
of this region. However, since each pixel is surrounded by eight neighbors, an 8-bit LBP descriptor
results in a 256-bin histogram, many of which are empty if small regions have to be described. Therefore,
to avoid the well known “curse of dimensionality”, we propose to use the Center Symmetric Local Binary
Pattern (CS-LBP) operator [35], which has been proven to outperform both the original LBP and the well
known SIFT descriptor in various image recognition problems. The CS-LBP is simply obtained by using
the sign of the difference between center-symmetric pairs of pixels, instead of the difference between
each pixel and a central pixel, resulting in a 4-bit descriptor and thus a 16-bin histogram. The CS-LBP
can be implemented efficiently using only bit-shifting operations.

While the LBP descriptor models fine grained texture details, we use several Haar-like features [33]
to model larger structural properties of the image patch. Haar-like features are defined as the normalized
difference between distinct subregions of the image patch under consideration and can therefore model
larger structural properties of the object. Haar-like features can be calculated efficiently and in constant
time by first obtaining the so called integral image, similar to the concept of integral histograms as was
explained above.

Finally, these Haar-like features are not only calculated using the grayscale version of the video frame,
but also based on a skin probability map in which each pixel contains the probability of it representing
human skin. We used the publicly available Compaq dataset [36] to train a Bayesian skin classifier. The
Compaq dataset contains over 3000 manually segmented skin coloured images and over 4000 non-skin
coloured images. During training of the skin classifier, we simply model the likelihood P (r, g, b|skin)

of observing a certain RGB triplet in a skin region by means of a 32-bin 3D histogram of skin pixels.
Similarly, the likelihood P (r, g, b|¬skin) of observing this color in a non-skin region, is modeled by
means of a 32-bin 3D histogram of non-skin pixels. Furthermore, the prior probabilities P (skin) and
P (¬skin) = 1 − P (skin), can be obtained directly from the training data. The posterior probability
P (skin|r, g, b) can then be obtained according to Bayes’ rule:

P (skin|r, g, b) =
P (r, g, b|skin)P (skin)

P (r, g, b)

=
P (r, g, b|skin)P (skin)

P (r, g, b|skin)P (skin) + P (r, g, b|¬skin)P (¬skin)

Figure 4 shows the skin probability map and the CS-LBP image together with the original video frame
for illustrative purposes.
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Figure 4. The original image, the skin probability map and the CS-LBP image.

3.2. Robust Online Learning and Forgetting

Since the training data becomes available only incrementally as time progresses, an online learning
scheme is needed. Furthermore, the chosen classifier needs to be extremely robust to noise in the training
data, since it is expected that errors occur during the image patch selection process described in the
previous paragraph. Finally, the classifier should be able to automatically select the most discriminative
features from the set of available features, and should be able to forget outdated information that was
learned in the past.

A well known issue that should be considered when choosing a classifier and that governs many
important requirements such as robustness to noise and overfitting, is the bias-variance trade-off. The
bias of a classifier corresponds to the systematic errors made by the classifier, independently on the
training subset. The decision boundaries of a linear classifier for instance are determined by only a few
parameters, such that approximately the same boundaries would be obtained if the classifier were to be
trained on different subsets of the training population. Therefore, linear classifiers would consistently
miss-classify the same samples across its training sets, and are known to be high-bias classifiers. On
the other hand, classifiers such as decision trees, neural networks or K-nearest-neighbour yield decision
boundaries that closely fit the training data and are therefore low-bias classifiers.

Whereas a low-bias classifier might seem preferable, this is not necessarily always the case. A
classifier that has a low average error, and is thus low-bias, might still make a lot of errors when trained
on one data subset, whereas only few errors are made when trained on another subset. This variability
is called classifier variance, and is a second important measure of classification performance. A linear
classifier, for instance, is a low-variance classifier, since the number of miss-classifications would be
stable across chosen training sets. Decision trees, neural networks or K-nearest-neighbour classifiers on
the other hand, are high-variance classifiers, since the number of miss-classifications strongly depends
on the chosen training set.

In general, classifiers that are able to fit the data well and often tend to overfit, exhibit low bias but
high variance, while classifiers that result in more general decision boundaries yield high bias but low
variance. Although a low-bias, low-variance classifier is desirable, lowering the variance of a classifier,
often implicitly increases the bias, and vice versa. If a low-bias classifier, such as a decision tree, is
available, an obvious way to lower the variance, is to train multiple decision trees on different subsets of
the population, and then use the average decision (i.e., regression) or a voting scheme (i.e., classification)
as the final result. However, in practice only a limited amount of training data is available, instead of the
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whole population. A well known method to approximate the distribution of the complete population
if only a limited number of observations are available, is to construct multiple training samples by
bootstrapping the original training dataset. Bootstrapping is a resampling method that is known by
statisticians as sampling with replacement.

The concept of aggregating votes of classifiers that are trained on bootstrapped samples of the
training data is called bootstrap aggregating or bagging [37] and is a well known technique to obtain
a low-variance ensemble classifier. However, bagging generally increases the bias of a classifier due to
the high correlation between each bootstrapped classifier as a result of the duplicated training samples.
To further lower the bias of the ensemble classifier, each classifier of the ensemble could be trained on
a different subset of features, thereby reducing their correlation. The idea of combining bagging with
random feature selection is used by random forest classifiers [38].

A random forest is an ensemble of decision tree classifiers, each of which are trained using a
bootstrapped sample of the original training data. Furthermore, each decision tree is trained by randomly
selecting a subset of the available feature descriptors, and then using those features that best split the data
based on the class labels. Random forests therefore are low-variance, low-bias classifiers that have been
shown to be extremely resilient to overfitting problems. Furthermore, bagging greatly increases the
classifier’s robustness to noise. Breiman [38] showed that randomly changing a fraction of the labels of
the training data causes a decrease in classifier performance when using traditional boosting techniques,
whereas bagging seems to be immune to the introduced noise. Finally, random forest classifiers can be
implemented efficiently as a sequence of conditional statements and are therefore perfectly suited for
real-time applications.

Saffari et al. [39] recently reformulated the problem of training random forests to an incremental
learning process using an online decision tree growing procedure. Furthermore, their method allows for
a temporal weighting scheme to automatically discard old and irrelevant trees while adding new trees
to the ensemble when needed. Saffari et al. further showed that the performance of the online random
forest algorithm converges to that of an offline trained random forest.

In this paper, we therefore use the online random forest algorithm proposed by Saffari et al. to
dynamically learn a representation of the supporting regions of the tracked hand. In our experiments
we use 10 decision trees which are grown to a maximum depth of 20. Furthermore, 200 random tests are
executed during each feature selection iteration while growing the trees.

Figure 5 shows several classification examples. The center pixel of each region Rs,x is indicated in
green if classified as being part of the hand’s context. The brightness represents the posterior probability
of being part of this context and thus indicates the classifier’s certainty.

Furthermore, although we are mostly interested in learning the appearance of the arm, due to our
related research on hand tracking, the proposed context learning scheme can also be used to learn the
appearance of other attributes. This is illustrated by Figure 6, in which the person holds a magazine.
The classifier learns that the magazine exhibits coherent motion with the hand and therefore learns its
appearance in real-time.
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Figure 5. Pixels that are classified as being part of the hand’s context are shown in green. The
brightness indicates the posterior probability (classifiers certainty) that the label assignment
was correct.

Figure 6. Context learning allows our hand tracker to automatically learn the appearance
of any object that exhibits coherent motion with the hand itself. In this image, the person is
holding a magazine.

3.3. A Context Based Proposal Distribution for Particle Filtering

The random forest classifier yields a probabilistic estimate about the class label of each pixel in the
image. In Figure 6, these probabilities for the positive class labels are represented by the intensity of the
green overlay. This set of probabilities therefore represents a spatial distribution. Throughout the video
frame, the modes of this distribution will shift due to the motion of the arm or the supporting objects.
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Therefore, instead of tracking the hand directly, we can track the changes in the context classification
distribution around the hand, and use these changes to predict the location of the hand in the next
video frame. Although robust histogram comparison methods, such as the Earth Mover’s Distance, are
available, many of these have a high computational complexity. Instead, we propose to simply use the
normalized cross-correlation as a measure of correspondence between the spatial context-histograms of
subsequent frames, since this can be implemented efficiently using integral images [40]. On a side node,
normalized cross-correlation is often used for template matching. Therefore, our approach of finding
the hand in the next frame could also be interpreted as a template matching solution, where the template
is defined by the context classification result of the previous frame. This is illustrated more clearly by
Figure 7, in which the position of the left hand is estimated.

Figure 7. In this illustration, the location of the left hand is estimated in frame t + 1, based on
its context in frame t. Cross-correlation based template matching is used to match a region
of interest in the context classification distribution of frame t, with the context classification
distribution of frame t + 1. The result is a prediction of the hand location, purely based on
static, contextual information.
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Normalized cross-correlation is defined as

r(u, v) =

∑
x,y(f(x, y)− f̄u,v)(t(x− u, y − v)− t̄)√(∑

x,y(f(x, y)− f̄u,v)2
∑

x,y(t(x− u, y − v)− t̄)2
) (3)

where f(x, y) represents the image under consideration, t(x, y) is the template, f̄u,v represents the mean
of f(x, y) in the region of the template centered at (u, v), and t̄ is the mean of the template image t(x, y).

To obtain an estimate of the hand location we simply want to maximize this correlation. Therefore,
the estimate ŷ = (x̂, ŷ) is obtained as

ŷ = arg max
y

r(y) (4)



Sensors 2014, 14 12036

This state estimate is complementary to the skin-color and motion based state estimate as obtained by
the hand tracker used [16]. The question now remains how to incorporate this estimate into the particle
filter framework to improve tracking performance. The skin-color and motion based likelihood, used by
the hand tracker’s observation model [15], represents p(yt|xit), where y is the latest observation and x

is the state to be estimated, i.e., the hand location hypothesis of particle i. In earlier work, we showed
that this likelihood function is extremely accurate if a good estimate xit is available. Therefore, instead
of incorporating the contextual information in the observation model of the particle filter, we propose to
use it to improve the estimate xit of each particle, which is then simply assigned a skin-color and motion
based likelihood.

One way of improving the estimate xit would be to adapt the motion model of the particle filter.
Several approaches can be found in literature that incorporate the latest measurements directly into the
motion model of a particle filter [41,42]. However, from a Bayesian perspective, the motion model of
the particle filter, yielding the state transition prior p(xt|xt−1), should only depend on the previous state
estimate and not on the current observations. Therefore, directly incorporating the latest measurements
into the particle filter’s motion model, is mathematically incorrect and would force us to abandon the
Bayesian framework which forms the theoretical foundation of particle filters.

We therefore propose to incorporate the context classification results into the proposal distribution of
the particle filter. However, to do so we need to abandon the widely used bootstrap filtering idea (also
known as the “condensation” algorithm [43]), in which a particle filter iteration simply corresponds to a
prediction step and an update step. Bootstrap filters are probably the most widely used type of particle
filter and are often used as a synonym of particle filtering. However, bootstrap filters make an important,
yet often invalid assumption to simplify the particle filter theory to a simple set of prediction-update
iterations. In the following paragraphs, we review the theoretical foundations of the particle filter in
order to show how a custom proposal distribution can improve the tracking results.

Particle filters are used to obtain an estimate of a certain state variable x at each time instance t
by sequentially integrating new observations into a probabilistic framework. To be able to cope with
non-linearities in the observation or motion models, and to deal with non-Gaussian likelihoods, a Monte
Carlo simulation is used to directly represent the posterior PDF as a weighted sum of N discrete samples
(a.k.a. particles) as shown by Equation (5).

p(xt|y1:t) ≈
N∑
i=1

witδ(xt − xit) (5)

where xit is a random sample from this distribution xit ∼ p(xt|y1:t), and wit = 1
N

. In practice however,
drawing samples from the posterior is impossible because the posterior distribution is exactly what we
are trying to estimate. On the other hand, for a given observation yt, the likelihood p(yt|xit) can often be
easily obtained.

To approximate a distribution that can not be sampled directly but whose likelihood can be evaluated
easily if a sample is given, a technique called importance sampling can be used. Importance sampling
states that a distribution can be approximated by weighting random samples from any other distribution
whose support includes the support of the distribution to be approximated. The distribution from which
samples are drawn is called the proposal distribution, and the weights wi of the drawn samples are
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obtained as the ratio of the samples’ likelihood according to the distribution to be approximated, and their
likelihood according to the proposal distribution. The resulting set of weighted samples then represents
an approximation of the original distribution.

Particle filters are based on importance sampling as follows: Let the proposal density, also called
importance density, be q(.). According to Bayes’ rule, we can write the posterior to be estimated as
p(xt|y1:t) = αp(y1:t|xt)p(xt), where α is a normalization factor that is equal for all the samples drawn
from q(.). Based on the concept of importance sampling, the importance weight of each particle can then
be calculated as shown by Equation (6).

wit =
p(y1:t|xit)p(xit)
q(xit|y1:t)

(6)

Moreover, under the Markov assumption, these weights can be estimated recursively [44] as

wit = wit−1
p(yt|xit)p(xit|xit−1)
q(xit|xi1:t−1,y1:t)

(7)

The numerator of Equation (7) is then simply the product of the likelihood (i.e., observation model)
p(yt|xit) and the state transition prior (i.e., motion model) p(xit|xit−1). The remaining problem now is
how to choose the proposal distribution q(xit|xi1:t−1,y1:t).

In theory, the proposal distribution can be any distribution that includes the support of the posterior.
However, the closest the proposal distribution matches the posterior distribution, the more efficient the
sampling process is. In practice, choosing a good proposal distribution is often a difficult problem, and
most particle filter implementations, such as the well known “condensation” algorithm [43], simply use
the state transition prior p(xit|xit−1) as the proposal distribution. These type of particle filters are called
bootstrap filters and are the most widely used particle filter variant.

A major disadvantage of the bootstrap filter approach however, is that it ignores the fact that the
proposal distribution is conditioned on the latest observation. Instead, a bootstrap filter assumes that
the current state is only a function of the previous state and is independent of the latest observation.
Therefore, bootstrap filters do not fully exploit the power of the Bayesian filtering framework since they
assume that the posterior changes smoothly over time and thus closely resembles the transition prior at
each time step t. Plugging the state transition prior into Equation (7) indeed results in a greatly simplified
weight calculation:

wit = wit−1
p(yt|xit)p(xit|xit−1)

p(xit|xit−1)
= wit−1p(yt|xit) (8)

The proposal distribution is cancelled out in the bootstrap filter equation, and as a result only a
prediction and an update needs to be performed at each time instance t. Although bootstrap filters are
the most widely used type of particle filter, failing to introduce the latest observation into the proposal
distribution causes particle depletion if either the state transition prior or observation likelihood has small
tails and is highly peaked, or if the state transition prior does not include the support of the posterior. This
is illustrated by Figure 8 in which the state transition prior is used as a proposal distribution. Particles
are sampled according to the state transition prior, and are then assigned a weight according to the
observation likelihood. In this illustration, the size of each particle represents its likelihood. Due to the
use of the state transition prior as a proposal distribution, only few particles are assigned a high weight
whereas most particles will only model the tails of the posterior.
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To avoid this problem, we abandon the bootstrap filter idea, and design a more appropriate proposal
distribution based on our context classifier, such that the proposal distribution depends both on the
previous state estimate and on the latest measurements. However, it is important to note that the
transition prior in the numerator of Equation (7) is no longer cancelled out by the denominator in this
case. Therefore, not only do we need an analytic expression of the proposal distribution such that it can
be sampled, we also need to calculate the actual transition prior likelihood during weight assignment.

We propose to represent the proposal distribution of each particle by a Kalman filter which
incorporates the context classification results into its measurement model. Each particle is then drawn
from its corresponding Gaussian distribution, defined by the Kalman filter, during the importance
sampling step. Using Equation (7) a weight is then assigned to the sample, based on the particle filter’s
observation and motion models.

Figure 8. Bootstrap filters use the state transition prior as a proposal distribution. This can
cause particle depletion in which few particles are assigned a high weight whereas most
particles only model the tails of the posterior.

q(.) = p(xt | xt-1)

p(yt | xt)

This idea is based on the “Unscented Particle Filter” algorithm, proposed by van der Merwe et al. [44].
Their method uses an Unscented Kalman filter [45] to generate a proposal distribution that can be used
for non-linear filtering problems. However, the unscented transform is computationally expensive,
and unnecessary if a linear motion model is used. In our case, a simple constant velocity and thus
linear motion model is employed such that a standard Kalman filter can be used to obtain the proposal
distribution. For each particle, the Kalman filter allows us to generate a proposal distribution that
incorporates both the context classification results and the constant velocity motion estimate in an
optimally weighted manner.

Although Kalman filters assume Gaussian likelihoods and linear models, it is important to note that
our particle filter solution, with Gaussian proposal distributions, does not require the posterior to be
normally distributed and does not require linear observation models. The reason for this is that a distinct
Kalman filter is used per individual particle, from which the new particle state will be sampled during
the importance sampling process. Hence only the distribution of each single particle is assumed to be
Gaussian. During importance sampling, the particle is drawn from the normal distribution that serves as
the proposal distribution, as shown by Equation (9).

q(xit|xit−1,y1:t) ∼ N(x̄it, P
i
t ) i = 1, ..., N (9)

where x̄it represents the Kalman filter’s state estimate and P i
t represents its covariance matrix.
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Thus, at time t, the latest observation ŷ, defined by Equation (4), is used to obtain the mean, x̄it, and
covariance matrix P i

t of the proposal distribution of each particle i, using the Kalman filter measurement
and update equations. Next, the ith particle is sampled from this distribution, and is assigned a weight
by the observation model, as in a traditional particle filter. This method requires us to propagate
the covariance P i

t for each particle since multiple particles might share the same covariance matrix
after resampling.

In the following, let x(t|t − 1) be the state estimate at time instance t, given observations up to and
including time t − 1. We need to define the motion model matrix A that is used to predict the next
state based on the previous state estimate as x(t|t − 1) = Ax(t − 1|t − 1) + m, where m is the noise
component. In our case, A corresponds to the 4× 4 matrix that represent the following constant velocity
transformation:

xt = 2xt−1 − xt−2 (10)

= xt−1 + (xt−1 − xt−2) (11)

= xt−1 + ∆V (12)

where ∆V models the velocity of the object in the previous video frame. For state vector xt =

(xt, yt, xt−1, yt−1), the motion model matrix A then becomes:

A =


2 0 −1 0

0 2 0 −1

1 0 0 0

0 1 0 0

 ,xt−1 =


xt−1

yt−1

xt−2

yt−2

 (13)

Similarly, the observation matrix H needs to be defined, such that ŷ = H x(t|t− 1) + n, where n is a
white noise component and where ŷ is the context classifier based observation defined by Equation (4).
Since both the state estimate x and the observation ŷ consists of a coordinate pair (x, y) representing the
hand location, the observation matrix H simply reduces to:

H =

[
1 0 0 0

0 1 0 0

]
(14)

In the following, let Q be the covariance matrix that defines the white Gaussian process noise
component m, and let R be the covariance matrix that defined the white Gaussian measurement noise
component n. For each particle i in the set of N particles, the Kalman filter estimates the mean
µi = x(t|t) and covariance matrix P i = P (t|t) of the multivariate Gaussian proposal distribution
q(.) ∼ N(µi, P i). The state prediction at time t, given observations up to and including time t− 1 is:

x(t|t− 1) = Ax(t− 1|t− 1) (15)

and the corresponding covariance is

P (t|t− 1) = AP (t− 1|t− 1)Aᵀ +Q (16)

The new estimate, after incorporating the context classification result ŷ, is then:

x(t|t) = x(t|t− 1) +K(t)[ŷ(t)−Hx(t|t− 1)] (17)
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with covariance
P (t|t) = P (t|t− 1)−K(t)S(t)K(t)ᵀ (18)

where the Kalman gain is
K = P (t|t− 1)HᵀS−1(t) (19)

and the innovation covariance is
S(t) = HP (t|t− 1)Hᵀ +R (20)

If N particles are used to represent the posterior distribution, then also N Kalman filters are used
to generate particle-specific proposal distributions. The particle filter then draws N new particles, each
from their corresponding proposal distribution. In the following, let xit be the state of the particle that
is sampled from this proposal distribution of particle i at time instance t. Let ẋit be the state estimate of
the same particle, obtained by the motion model of the particle filter. The state transition prior for this
particle i is then obtained by evaluating the likelihood of the sample xit by the particle filter’s motion
model. If the motion model’s likelihood function is normally distributed, centered at the state that was
predicted by the constant velocity model, then the state transition prior is:

p(xit|xit−1) ∼ e−
1
2
(xi

t−ẋi
t)

ᵀQ−1(xi
t−ẋi

t) (21)

The above equation shows that, although we do not assume a linear observation model for the particle
filter, and we do not assume a Gaussian posterior distribution, we do assume a Gaussian state transition
prior and a linear motion model. However, most particle filter implementations use simple linear motion
models like the constant velocity or the random walk model, such that this constraint does not pose a
practical problem.

The proposal density likelihood for sample i is defined by the Gaussian posterior that is estimated by
the Kalman filter:

q(xit|xi1:t−1, ŷ1:t) ∼
1√
|P i
t |
e−

1
2
(xi

t−µit)ᵀ(P i
t )

−1(xi
t−µit) (22)

Finally, the observation likelihood p(yt|xit) is obtained using the skin-color and motion based
measurement model of our particle filter as discussed in [16]. Substituting Equations (21), (22) and
the observation likelihood into Equation (7) allows us to calculate the particle weights wit as follows:

wit = wit−1
p(yt|xit)p(xit|xit−1)
q(xit|xi1:t−1, ŷ1:t)

(23)

In contrast to the widely used bootstrap filter, our approach is able to incorporate the latest
observations into the proposal distribution to greatly improve sampling efficiency. As a result, relatively
few particles (50 in our experiments) are needed for robust tracking. Furthermore, since the proposal
density is based on the context classification result, particles are samples around the maxima of the
cross-correlation map shown by Figure 7 and are therefore less sensitive to distractions caused by
hand-like objects in the neighborhood.
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3.4. Context Based Arm Tracking Using Partitioned Sampling

In the previous section we proposed a method to incorporate contextual information into a particle
filter tracking framework. Contextual information in this setting could be the arm if tracking a hand,
but might as well be a shadow when tracking vehicles [46] or a limb when tracking articulated objects
in general.

In this section we introduce a second method to improve tracking performance. This solution however
is specific to hand tracking, and improves robustness against occlusion by explicitly tracking the arm. In
the previous section, the state vector was defined as x = (x, y) and represented the coordinates of the
hand to be estimated. We now extend the state vector with a parameter that describes the angle θ of the
arm. The state vector then becomes x = (x, y, θ).

Directly estimating the joint probability p(x, y, θ|y1:t) would require exponentially more particles to
be used compared to estimating the previous posterior p(x, y|y1:t). Intuitively this can be explained as
follows: If 10 samples would be needed to sample a 1-dimensional unit interval with sufficient sample
density, then 102 = 100 samples would be needed to model a two-dimensional problem with the same
density, and 103 = 1000 samples would be needed in the 3D case. In the above problem, 50 particles
are used such that (

√
50)3 = 354 particles would be needed to maintain the same sample density in

the current 3D state space. However, this would greatly increase the computational complexity of the
particle filter, preventing real-time operation.

To avoid the curse of dimensionality, we partitioned our search space based on the assumption that the
arm angle is independent of the (x, y) location of the hand. Particle filtering in a partitioned state space
is called partitioned sampling and was proposed by MacCormick et al. [47]. They showed that different
state partitions can be solved for sequentially instead of simultaneously if a hierarchical relation exists
between the subspaces. We use this concept to transform our 3D search space to a sequence of a 2D and
a 1D estimation problem.

Partitioned sampling can be considered the statistical equivalent of a hierarchical search, in which
the child node in a tree depends on the state of its parent. In the current setting, we first estimate the
hand coordinates, and use this estimate to obtain an estimate of the arm angle if contextual information
is available. An additional advantage of this approach is that the second partition, i.e., estimating θ, can
easily be omitted if no contextual information is available at a time instance t.

A valid question is now how estimating θ would improve the estimate of the hand location (x, y), since
the hand location is estimated before and independently from the arm angle. However, it is important
to note that particle filters employ a resampling strategy to avoid the particle depletion problem. When
the variance of the particle weights becomes large, the sample set is replaced by a new sample set by
resampling with replacement. This means that particles with a bad θ estimate and corresponding low
arm-likelihood, get replaced by duplicates of particles with a good θ estimate with corresponding high
arm-likelihood. In the next iteration, the (x, y) location of the hand is then estimated for this new set of
particles. Therefore, arm tracking makes sure that particles with a high skin-color and motion likelihood
are deleted from the sample set if they correspond to a low arm-likelihood. Furthermore, resampling
only occurs if the variance of the particle weights becomes large and thus when the covariance of the
particles increases. Therefore, the correcting effect of the arm tracking partition is negligible during
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stable hand tracking (almost no resampling occurs), whereas it becomes more apparent in case of clutter,
and occlusion (resampling occurs often). This is illustrated in Figure 9, where the top row shows the
tracking result if only the first partitioned is estimated, whereas the bottom row shows the result if also
the arm angle is tracked.

Figure 9. Top row: Hand tracking fails due to occlusion. Bottom row: Arm tracking helps to
disambiguate in case of clutter or occlusion. (a) Hand tracking as proposed in [16]. (b) Arm
and hand tracking using partitioned sampling.

(a)

(b)

Whereas a custom proposal distribution was used to estimate the parameters of the first state partition,
i.e., the hand location, a simple bootstrap filter was used for the second partition, i.e., the arm angle. The
state transition prior is therefore used as a proposal distribution, and the motion model for this partition
is a random walk model.

Our choice of observation model used to obtain the likelihood for each estimate θi of the arm location
is again driven by the real-time constraints of our tracking solution and is therefore computationally
inexpensive. For each particle, the arm is represented by a straight line segment, the length of which is
proportional to max(w, h), where (w, h) defines the width and height of the hand’s bounding box. Each
point on this line corresponds to a context probability p(l = 1|x, y) , indicated in green in Figure 9.
We obtain the probability that a line represents the arm by marginalizing this conditional density such
that p(l = 1; θ) =

∑
x,y p(l = 1|x, y; θ), where θ is the arm angle that defines which points (x, y) are

considered. The actual arm angle then corresponds to

θ̂ = arg max
θ

p(l = 1; θ)

Iterating over all pixel coordinates (x, y) defined by the line segment with angle θ can be implemented
extremely efficiently using the well known Bresenham line algorithm. Figure 10 shows all particles of
each particle filter visually for illustrative purposes.
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Figure 10. Visual representation of the particle filter’s posterior distribution. The
(x, y, width, height) parameters of the particles are represented by colored rectangles,
whereas the arm angle θ is represented by line segments.

4. Results and Discussion

In this section, we compare our hand tracking results with several state-of-the-art tracking algorithms
using three publicly available datasets. The first dataset was created to specifically test tracking
robustness against occlusion and cluttered backgrounds. This dataset contains eight video sequences with
an average duration of 45 s, and is made publicly available online (http://telin.ugent.be/ vspruyt/sensors/)
for research purposes to allow for fair comparison with future methods. The sequences contain cluttered
backgrounds, fast motion, both long and short sleeved arms, and several cases of occlusion. Table 1 lists
the characteristics of each video in this dataset.

Table 1. Test dataset specification.

Seq. 1 Seq. 2 Seq. 3 Seq. 4 Seq. 5 Seq. 6 Seq. 7 Seq. 8 Seq. 9

Scene clutter no yes yes yes yes yes yes no yes
Fast motion no yes no no yes yes no no no
Short sleeves no no no no yes yes no no no
Hand occlusion yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes
Face occlusion yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes no
Arm hidden no no no no no no no yes no
Hand hidden no no no no no no no yes no
Textured clothing yes yes yes no no no yes no no
Background motion no no no no no no no no yes
Length 34 s 46 s 67 s 35 s 35 s 56 s 47 s 45 s 45 s

To evaluate the increase in robustness by incorporating contextual information into the original hand
tracking method described in [15], we simply count the number of tracking errors in each video sequence.
A tracking result is considered erroneous if the Pascal VOC score [48] is below 0.5. The VOC score
defines the amount of overlap between the detected bounding box, and the given ground truth bounding
box and is calculated as V OC = Bg∩Bd

Bg∪Bd
, whereBg represents the pixels within the ground truth bounding

box, whereas Bd represents the pixels within the detected bounding box.
Table 2 compares the number of tracking errors for the original algorithm of [15] with the number of

tracking errors obtained using the approach proposed in this paper based on the new proposal distribution
and our arm tracking solution.
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Table 2. Evaluation results on the novel dataset. For each algorithm, the number of tracking
errors is reported. Both the custom proposal distribution and the partitioned sampling based
arm tracking reduce the number of tracking errors on average.

Sequence # [15] Ours (Proposal) Ours (Arm Tracking) Ours (Proposal + Arm Tracking)

Video 1 2 0 0 0
Video 2 1 0 1 0
Video 3 1 0 0 0
Video 4 4 1 2 0
Video 5 3 1 0 1
Video 6 2 1 0 0
Video 7 6 3 1 1
Video 8 4 2 0 0
Video 9 6 1 1 0

These results illustrate that both methods proposed in this paper to incorporate contextual information
into the tracking framework contribute to an increased tracking robustness. Both methods are
complementary as can be seen by the decrease in tracking errors when combined, e.g., in video 2,
video 4, video 7 and video 8.

The first six video sequences are meant to test the tracker’s robustness against occlusion. Results for
these sequences are shown by Figure 11.

Video 7 serves as a special case. In this sequence we deliberately tracked only one hand, such that the
other hand and its corresponding arm can serve as a distraction as if it was any moving, hand-like object.
This allows us to evaluate the behaviour of the tracking algorithm in case of occlusion with unknown,
hand-like objects. Figure 12 compares the tracking results of this sequence by the algorithm described
in [15] with the results obtained using the proposed method.

These results clearly show the benefits of incorporating contextual information into the tracking
process. Whereas the original hand tracking algorithm is unable to distinguish between the tracked left
hand and the unknown right hand, context learning allows the particle filter to use spatial dependencies
to resolve ambiguous situations.

Video 8 contains several cases of severe occlusion of both the object of interest, i.e., the hand moves
out of picture, and its context, i.e., the arm moves behind a chair, as shown in Figure 13. When the hand
is completely occluded, the context based proposal distribution allows the particle filter to overcome the
local minimum of the observation likelihood, thereby increasing tracking robustness. When the context
itself is completely occluded, it does not contribute to the proposal distribution, such that the particle
filter falls back to its normal bootstrap filter behavior. However, the partitioned sampling based arm
tracking stage still predicts the most likely position of the arm, which in turn helps the hand tracking
stage to overcome ambiguity due to occlusion between the left and right hands.
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Figure 11. Several hand tracking results for the newly proposed publicly available dataset.
Each row corresponds to a different video sequence in this dataset.

Sequence 9 contains a lot of background motion. The video sequence was captured while projecting
a movie clip on the background wall. The hand only moves perpendicular to the camera plane, i.e.,
towards and away from the camera. Therefore, this sequence challenges the capabilities of the context
learning method which depends on optical flow similarity between the tracked hand and its context.
Figure 14 shows several frames from sequence 9. Although the context segmentation is less accurate
than in the other videos, due to the challenging background motion, the results illustrate the robustness
of our method in unconstrained environments.
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Figure 12. Several video frames from sequence 7, in which only the left hand is tracked
such that the right hand can serve as a distraction to test robustness against occlusion with
unknown hand-like objects. (a) Our result (proposal + arm tracking). (b) Result of [15].

(a)

(b)

Figure 13. Several video frames from sequence 8, in which both the hands (a) and the arms
(b) are completely occluded. Incorporating context in the proposal distribution resolves
ambiguity when the object of interest is occluded. On the other hand, if the context itself
is occluded, the proposal distribution becomes non-informative and does not hurt tracking
performance. The predicted arm location in this case still increases robustness of the
hand tracker.

(a) Tracking hands through occlusion

(b) Tracking context (i.e., arms) through occlusion

Figure 15 shows the percentage of frames that is tracked correctly in each video sequence. Whereas
Table 2 listed the number of times a tracking error begins, Figure 15 also incorporates the duration of
each tracking failure by reporting the fraction of video frames that was tracked correctly.
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Figure 14. Several video frames from sequence 9, in which the hand only moves
perpendicular to the camera plane while background motion serves to test the tracker’s
robustness.

Figure 15. Percentage of correctly tracked frames in each video sequence. When tracking
failure occurs (Table 2), all frames are considered incorrectly tracked until the VOC score
exceeds 0.5 again.
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These results consider tracking to be failed when the resulting bounding box corresponds to a VOC
score lower than 0.5. However, many practical applications would benefit from a lower threshold, since
even a VOC score of 0.2 corresponds to a reasonable tracking results. Therefore, Figure 16 shows the
percentage of correctly tracked video frames, plotted against the corresponding VOC score. A VOC
threshold of 0.5 is often used in object detection research to indicate correct detections, whereas a VOC
threshold of 0.25 is common in face detection literature.

Although the focus of this paper is context based hand tracking, we showed that the context can be
used to obtain an estimate of the arm location. To evaluate the arm tracking capabilities, we compared
our method with the pictorial structure based upper body pose detector described by Eichner et al. [49].
This method estimates the spatial structure of the upper body. Although no temporal information is used
by their method, the algorithm requires a bounding box of the upper body as input and can therefore be
compared fairly with our tracking algorithm.
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Figure 16. Percentage of correctly tracked frames in each video sequence, plotted against
the VOC score. Perfect tracking is obtained if results with a VOC score of 0.4 and higher are
considered to be correctly tracked instances. A VOC threshold of 0.5 is often used in object
detection research to indicate correct detections.
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In [49], the algorithm is evaluated by reporting the Percentage of correctly estimated body Parts
(PCP). An estimated body part, i.e., the arm, is considered correct if its segment endpoints lie within a
fraction f of the length of the ground-truth segment. In the following, we adopt this evaluation measure
and compare their method with ours by reporting the PCP while varying the threshold f ∈ (0, 1.5). The
results are illustrated by Figure 17.

Although our method appears slightly less accurate when the PCP threshold is low, its accuracy
increases rapidly and outperforms [49] for higher PCP thresholds. Our method is able to provide a rough
estimate of the arm pose, even in cluttered scenes with complicated interactions, whereas the algorithm
proposed by [49] provides an accurate estimate in simple sequences but quickly breaks down in cluttered
scenes. Furthermore, [49] requires approximately 1.5 s of processing time per video frame, whereas our
solution processes 17 frames per second.

Figure 18 illustrates some of the results obtained by both methods.
Finally, Figure 11 shows several results on the proposed dataset for illustrative purposes.
Whereas evaluation results on this challenging dataset clearly indicate the advantages of our solution,

a second question of interest is whether or not context learning would degrade tracking performance in
the cases where near-perfect tracking can already be accomplished without contextual information.

To evaluate this question, we performed additional tests using the publicly available dataset from [15].
This dataset contains eight video sequences each spanning approximately 90 s. These sequences contain
changing illumination, fast motion, camera motion, and both long and short sleeved arms. The dataset
was proposed in [15] and is publicly available for academic research, together with manually annotated
groundtruth bounding boxes for both hands. Table 3 summarizes the characteristic of each video
sequence in this dataset.
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Figure 17. Comparison of the arm tracking results of our method with the results obtained
with the pictorial structure based algorithm proposed by [49]. The PCP score represents the
percentage of correctly tracked arm instances, whereas the PCP-threshold defines when a
detected instance is considered correct.
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Figure 18. Some example frames comparing our arm tracking method with the pictorial
structure based algorithm proposed by [49].

(a) Arm tracking by context

(b) Pictorial structure based pose estimation [49]

As listed by Table 3, this dataset does not contain occlusions. Even for sequence 8, the occlusions
that occur are partial occlusions behind semi-transparent objects. The hands never completely overlap
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in these sequences, whereas the major novelty introduced in this paper specifically increases robustness
in case of occlusion. Furthermore, the results obtained by the original hand tracker upon which the work
presented here is based, are already impressive; yielding an average VOC score of 76%. This means that
the tracker of [15] never looses track of the target object and is able to accurately model its appearance
at all times.

Table 3. Test dataset ([15]) specification.

# Scene Lighting Motion Sleeves Camera Occlusion Length

1 cluttered dark normal long fixed no 83 s
2 cluttered bright normal long fixed no 82 s
3 normal normal fast long fixed no 85 s
4 normal bright normal long moving no 88 s
5 normal normal normal long fixed no 89 s
6 cluttered normal normal short fixed no 84 s
7 normal changing normal long fixed no 85 s
8 normal normal normal short fixed yes 83 s

Figure 19 shows the VOC scores obtained on these sequences using the method proposed in this
paper. These results clearly show that a VOC score around 75% represents almost perfect tracking in
the sense that higher VOC scores would probably not be very meaningful because even the groundtruth
annotations might not be that perfect. Therefore it is obvious that no tracker could largely outperform
the near perfect results reported in [15] on this dataset. Nevertheless, it would be interesting to see if the
addition of contextual information would degrade the results in this case, especially since this dataset
contains abruptly changing illumination, moving camera’s and very fast motion.

Figure 20 shows the VOC scores for several state-of-the-art algorithms, applied to this dataset. Each
method was initialized manually based on the ground truth bounding boxes in the first video frame to
allow for a fair comparison. The first method is the Camshift algorithm [50] which is often used as a
baseline when evaluating tracking methods in computer vision. The second method is the HandVU
system [9], a well known hand-tracking method based on a combination of color cues and Harris
corner features that are spatially constrained using flocking behaviour rules. Third, we compare our
method with the RTseg solution that we proposed earlier in [14]. The RTseg method combines multiple
color spaces using a Gaussian Mixture Model, in an attempt to decrease illumination dependence. The
fourth algorithm is the Predator tracker [23] which was discussed in Section 2 and is a patch-based
tracking solution that employs PN-learning to automatically learn the object’s appearance over time.
Whereas the predator tracker is designed to track rigid objects and is therefore expected to fail when
the hand undergoes large deformations, the adaptive basin hopping monte carlo filter (BHMC) proposed
in [51] is an adaptive patch based tracker designed for tracking non-rigid objects. Finally, the Fragtrack
algorithm [52] implements the generalized Hough transform to perform patch based tracking and uses
integral histograms to efficiently represent the object’s appearance. The method labelled [15], is the
hand tracking algorithm we proposed in [15] and forms the base of the solution described in this paper.
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This method use a combination of color and motion cues, optical flow and a discriminative Hough
voting scheme.

Figure 19. Several hand tracking results for the publicly available dataset from [15] with
corresponding VOC score (expressed as a percentage). The groundtruth is indicated by a
green rectangle. VOC scores higher than 0.5 are usually considered correct detections in
object detection literature.
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These results show that our solution maintains the near perfect tracking results on this dataset, with
the added value that the location and a segmentation of the arm is obtained automatically.

Finally, similar to the HandVU and Predator algorithms, our non-optimized C++ code processes
QVGA data in 70 milliseconds, resulting in a framerate of 14 fps on a quadcore Intel I7 architecture
with 8 gigabytes of RAM. The original hand tracking algorithm proposed in [15] runs at 18 fps such that
the overhead, introduced by the contextual learning, is negligible compared to the benefit of increased
robustness. As a comparison, both the BHMC and the Fragtrack algorithms need several seconds per
video frame and are unable to robustly track hands.
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Figure 20. VOC score comparison for several state-of-the-art tracking algorithms on the
publicly available hand dataset from [15].
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Finally, it would be interesting to compare our hand tracking results with tracking algorithms that
employ pictorial structure to track articulated objects. To this end, we compared our method with two
well know upper body tracking solutions [53,54], applied to the publicly available and widely used
Signers dataset [55]. The Signers dataset contains five real and challenging BBC news sequences with
signers performing a sign language translation.

Pictorial structure based approaches employ prior knowledge about the articulated nature of an object
of interest to infer its joint configuration. Buehler et al. [53] proposed an efficient method to sample from
a pictorial picture proposal distribution to perform upper body tracking. Their method searches for key
frames in which accurate detection can be achieved, and performs temporal tracking between these key
frames based on HOG features and color cues. Their solution is able to accurately detect and track upper
and lower arms, and uses this information to infer the hand location.

Buehler et al. [53] report the percentage of video frames in which hands were correctly tracked. Hands
are considered to be tracked correctly, if the VOC score is above a certain threshold. Results are reported
for VOC scores of V OC ≥ 0.2, V OC ≥ 0.5 and V OC ≥ 0.6. Table 4 compares the results obtained by
Buehler et al. with the results obtained by [15] and with the results obtained by the method proposed in
this paper.

These results show that the incorporation of context clearly improves tracking performance for this
real-life dataset, when compared to the original tracking method, proposed in [15]. This can be explained
by observing the first row of Table 4: Without context based information, the target hand is lost during
tracking several times. When context is added however, tracking accuracy still varies, but the hand is
never truly lost.
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Furthermore, our method provides a higher precision (row two of Table 4) than the method proposed
by Buehler et al., when applied to the task of hand tracking. On the other hand, Buehler’s approach
yields a slightly higher accuracy (last row of Table 4) than ours, and has the added advantage of
returning an accurate estimate of both the upper and lower arm position. However, their approach
requires approximately 100 s of processing per video frame, whereas our proposed solution operates
in real-time, processing approximately 17 frames per second.

Table 4. Results on the Signer dataset, reported as the percentage of video frames for which
the VOC score exceeds a predefined threshold.

VOC Threshold Buehler [53] Spruyt [15] Our Method

V OC ≥ 0.2 100.0% 96.0% 100.0%
V OC ≥ 0.5 94.3% 91.9% 96.8%
V OC ≥ 0.6 83.4% 75.8% 82.6%

A related, pictorial structure based approach was proposed by Karlinsky et al. [54], who detect hand
and arm configurations using an ensemble of feature chains leading from the face location to the hand
location. In their method, a face detector is used to estimate the face location, after which the chains
model infers the upper body configuration. Karlinsky et al. assume the hand width equal to half the
face size, and consider a hand detection to be correct if it is within one hand width from the ground
truth location.

Finally, Kumar et al. [56] proposed a discriminative parts based classifier to detect the upper body
of a person by embedding pictorial structure. Although their method performs object detection and
therefore does not incorporate temporal information, we include their results on the Signers dataset
for completeness.

Table 5 shows the results for both methods on the Signer dataset, compared to the results obtained by
our method with and without contextual information.

Table 5. Results on the Signer dataset, reported as the percentage of video frames for which
the detected hand location is less than one hand-width from the ground truth location.

Karlinsky [54] Kumar [56] Spruyt [15] Our Method

84.9 % 78.95% 97.3% 100.0%

Although the chains model proposed by Karlinsky does not employ temporal information, it does
require the face location to be known for initialization purposes in each video frame. As such, it can
be compared fairly to tracking algorithms. The results illustrated by Table 5 show the advantage of
incorporating contextual information into a tracking framework, considering the real-time performance
of our solution whereas the pictorial structure based approach of Kumar et al. needs approximately 15 s
of processing time per video frame.

Figure 21 shows several frames from the Signer data set for illustrative purposes.
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Figure 21. Illustration of hand tracking on the Signer dataset. Although context modeling
is not perfect due to the uniform color of arms and body of the signer, the tracker clearly
benefits from the local contextual information.

5. Conclusions

In this paper we proposed a novel method to automatically learn the context of a tracked object in an
unsupervised manner. Furthermore, we introduced two approaches to incorporate this information into
a particle filter tracking framework to improve the tracker’s robustness against occlusion and distracting
background objects. Our algorithm operates in real-time, and as a by-product can output a rough
segmentation of the object’s context, i.e., the arm in the case of hand tracking. We showed that our
solution outperforms the state-of-the-art when dealing with occlusions, whereas tracker performance
is not degraded when no occlusions are present. Finally, our method runs in real-time, processing
approximately 14 frames per second on modern hardware.
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24. Cerman, L.; Matas, J.; Hlaváč, V. Sputnik Tracker: Having a Companion Improves Robustness
of the Tracker. In Proceedings of the 16th Scandinavian Conference on Image Analysis, Oslo,
Norway, 15–18 June 2009; pp. 291–300.

25. Grabner, H.; Matas, J.; Van Gool, L.; Cattin, P. Tracking the invisible: Learning where the
object might be. In Proceedings of the 2010 IEEE Conference on Computer Vision and Pattern
Recognition, San Francisco, CA, USA, 13–18 June 2010; pp. 1285–1292.

26. Spruyt, V.; Ledda, A.; Philips, W. Sparse optical flow regularization for real-time visual tracking.
In Proceedings of the 2013 IEEE International Conference on Multimedia and Expo, San Jose,
CA, USA, 15–19 July 2013; pp. 1–6.

27. Newcombe, R.A.; Lovegrove, S.J.; Davison, A.J. DTAM: Dense tracking and mapping in
real-time. In Proceedings of the 2011 IEEE International Conference on Computer Vision,
Barcelona, Spain, 3–16 November 2011; pp. 2320–2327.

28. Sundaram, N.; Brox, T.; Keutzer, K. Dense point trajectories by GPU-accelerated large
displacement optical flow. In Proceedings of the 2010 European Conference on Computer Vision,
Crete, Greece, 11 September 2010; pp. 438–451.

29. Dalal, N.; Triggs, B. Histograms of Oriented Gradients for Human Detection. Comput. Vision
Pattern Recognit. 2005, 1, 886–893.

30. Lowe, D.G. Distinctive Image Features from Scale-Invariant Keypoints. Int. J. Comput. Vision
2004, 60, 91–110.

31. Bay, H.; Tuytelaars, T.; Gool, L.V. Surf: Speeded up robust features. In Proceedings of the 2006
European Conference on Computer Vision, Graz, Austria, 7–13 May 2006; pp. 404–417.

32. Wang, H.; Ullah, M.M.; Kläser, A.; Laptev, I.; Schmid, C. Evaluation of local spatio-temporal
features for action recognition. In Proccedings of the British Machine Vision Conference,
London, UK, 7–10 September 2009; p. 127.



Sensors 2014, 14 12057

33. Viola, P.; Jones, M. Robust Real-time Object Detection. Int. J. Comput. Vision 2004, 57,
pp. 137–154.

34. Ojala, T. A comparative study of texture measures with classification based on featured
distributions. J. Pattern Recognit. 1996, 29, 51–59.

35. Heikkilä, M.; Pietikäinen, M.; Schmid, C. Description of interest regions with local binary
patterns. J. Pattern Recognit. 2009, 42, 425–436.

36. Jones, M.; Rehg, J. Statistical color models with application to skin detection. In Proceedings of
the IEEE Computer Society Conference on Computer Vision and Pattern Recognition, Ft. Collins,
CO, USA, 23–25 June 1999; p. 280.

37. Valentini, G. Ensemble Methods Based on Bias-Variance Analysis. Ph.D. Thesis, Dipartimento
di Informatica e Scienze dell, Genova, Italy, 2003.

38. Breiman, L. Random Forests. J. Mach. Learning 2001, 45, 5–32.
39. Saffari, A.; Leistner, C.; Santner, J.; Godec, M.; Bischof, H. On-Line Random Forests. In

Proceedings of the 2009 IEEE 12th International Conference on Computer Vision Workshops,
Kyoto, Japan, 27 September 2009; pp. 1393–1400.

40. Lewis, J.P. Fast Template Matching. In Vision Interface 1984; Canadian Image Processing and
Pattern Recognition Society: Quebec, QC, Canada, 1995; Volume 95, pp. 15–19.

41. Belgacem, S.; Chatelain, C.; Ben-Hamadou, A.; Paquet, T. Hand tracking using optical-flow
embedded particle filter in sign language scenes. In Proceedings of the 2012 international
conference on Computer Vision and Graphics, Warsaw, Poland, 24–26 September 2012;
pp. 288–295.

42. Yao, A.; Uebersax, D.; Gall, J.; Gool, L. Tracking People in Broadcast Sports. Lect. Notes
Comput. Sci. 2010, 6376, 151–161.

43. Isard, M.; Blake, A. ICONDENSATION: Unifying Low-Level and High-Level Tracking in a
Stochastic Framework. In Proceedings of the Fifth European Conference on Computer Vision,
Freiburg, Germany, 2–6 June 1998; pp. 893–908.

44. Van der Merwe, R.; de Freitas, N.; Doucet, A.; Wan, E. The Unscented Particle Filter. In
Advances in Neural Information Processing Systems (NIPS13); MIT Press: Cambridge, MA,
USA, 2000.

45. Julier, S. The scaled unscented transformation. In Proceedings of the American Control
Conference, Anchorage, AK, USA, 8–10 May 2002; Volume 6, pp. 4555–4559.

46. Mosabbeb, E.A.; Sadeghi, M.; Fathy, M. A New Approach for Vehicle Detection in Congested
Traffic Scenes Based on Strong Shadow Segmentation. In Proceedings of the 3rd International
Conference on Advances in Visual Computing—Volume Part II, Lake Tahoe, NV, USA, 26–28
November 2007; pp. 427–436.

47. MacCormick, J.; Isard, M. Partitioned Sampling, Articulated Objects, and Interface-Quality
Hand Tracking. In Proceedings of the Sixth European Conference on Computer Vision, Dublin,
Ireland, 26 June 2000; pp. 3–19.

48. Everingham, M.; van Gool, L.; Williams, C.K.I.; Winn, J.; Zisserman, A. The Pascal Visual
Object Classes (VOC) Challenge. Int. J. Comput. Vision 2010, 88, 303–338.



Sensors 2014, 14 12058

49. Eichner, M.; Marin-Jimenez, M.; Zisserman, A.; Ferrari, V. 2d articulated human pose estimation
and retrieval in (almost) unconstrained still images. Int. J. Comput. Vision 2012, 99, 190–214.

50. Exner, D.; Bruns, E.; Kurz, D.; Grundhofer, A.; Bimber, O. Fast and robust CAMShift tracking.
In Proceedings of the IEEE Computer Society Conference on Computer Vision and Pattern
Recognition Workshops, San Francisco, CA, USA, 13–18 June 2010; pp. 9–16.

51. Kwon, J.; Lee, K.M. Tracking of a non-rigid object via patch-based dynamic appearance
modeling and adaptive Basin Hopping Monte Carlo sampling. In Proceedings of the IEEE
Conference on Computer Vision and Pattern Recognition, Miami, FL, USA, 20–25 June 2009;
pp. 1208–1215.

52. Adam, A.; Rivlin, E.; Shimshoni, I. Robust Fragments-based Tracking using the Integral
Histogram. In Proceedings of the IEEE Conference on Computer Vision and Pattern Recognition,
New York, NY, USA, 17–22 June 2006; pp. 798–805.

53. Buehler, P.; Everingham, M.; Huttenlocher, D.P.; Zisserman, A. Upper Body Detection and
Tracking in Extended Signing Sequences. Int. J. Comput. Vision 2011, 95, 180–197.

54. Karlinsky, L.; Dinerstein, M.; Harari, D.; Ullman, S. The chains model for detecting parts by
their context. In Proceedings of the 2010 IEEE Conference on Computer Vision and Pattern
Recognition, San Francisco, CA, USA, 13–18 June 2010; pp. 25–32.

55. Buehler, P.; Everingham, M.; Huttenlocher, D.P.; Zisserman, A. Long Term Arm and Hand
Tracking for Continuous Sign Language TV Broadcasts. In Proceedings of the British Machine
Vision Conference, Leeds, UK, 1–4 September 2008.

56. Kumar, M.; Zisserman, A.; Torr, P.H.S. Efficient discriminative learning of parts-based models.
In Proceedings of the 2009 IEEE 12th International Conference on Computer Vision, Kyoto,
Japan, 27 September 2009; pp. 552–559.

c© 2014 by the authors; licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access article
distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/).


	Introduction
	Related Work
	Materials and Methods
	Image Patch Selection Using Structural Constraints
	Robust Online Learning and Forgetting
	A Context Based Proposal Distribution for Particle Filtering
	Context Based Arm Tracking Using Partitioned Sampling

	Results and Discussion
	Conclusions

