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COMPUTER VISION

Optical Flow — Motion Estimation
Dense and sparse optical flow algorithms explained with real-world tradeoffs: handling illumination

change, occlusion, and fast motion in video analysis and tracking systems.

Dr. Farshid Pirahansiah · pirahansiah.com

1. Illumination Variations

• Problem: Changes in lighting conditions can distort motion estimation. • Solution: Use robust

optical flow algorithms like Lucas-Kanade with pyramids or deep learning models trained on

diverse lighting conditions.

• Challenge: Changes in lighting distort motion estimation. • Solution: • Use algorithms robust to

illumination changes, such as: • Horn-Schunck with brightness constancy assumption

modifications. • Advanced methods like FlowNet2 or RAFT trained on diverse lighting conditions. •

Normalize pixel intensities (e.g., histogram equalization) or use illumination-invariant feature

descriptors. • Function/Algorithm Examples: • Normalized Cross-Correlation (NCC) for robust

feature matching under varying lighting. • Illumination-Invariant Optical Flow in the Horn-Schunck

model (custom implementations exist). • Deep learning models like RAFT and PWC-Net, trained on

diverse lighting.

• OpenCV functions: • cv2.calcOpticalFlowFarneback(): Dense optical flow with Gaussian filtering

(robust under moderate illumination changes). • cv2.createCLAHE(): Apply Contrast Limited

Adaptive Histogram Equalization for preprocessing to normalize illumination. • cv2.equalizeHist():

Normalize brightness and contrast in grayscale images.

Illumination Variations in Motion Estimation Summary Robust motion estimation techniques for

handling diverse lighting conditions through preprocessing, algorithmic adaptations, and machine

learning. Markdown Implementation Optical Flow Preprocessing pythonCopyimport cv2 import

numpy as np

def robust_motion_estimation(frames, method=‘adaptive’): ““” Motion estimation with illumination

invariance
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Args:

    frames (list): Image sequence

    method (str): Estimation strategy

Returns:

    np.array: Motion flow field

"""

# Illumination normalization

preprocessed_frames = [

    cv2.createCLAHE(clipLimit=2.0, tileGridSize=(8,8)).apply(frame)

    for frame in frames

]

# Motion estimation methods

def adaptive_optical_flow(frames):

    return cv2.calcOpticalFlowFarneback(

        frames[0], frames[1], 

        None, 0.5, 3, 15, 3, 5, 1.2, 0

    )

def neural_flow_estimation(frames):

    # Placeholder for deep learning models

    pass

estimation_methods = {

    'adaptive': adaptive_optical_flow,

    'deep_learning': neural_flow_estimation

}

return estimation_methods.get(method, adaptive_optical_flow)(preprocessed_frames)

Illumination Normalization Techniques

Histogram Equalization

Redistributes pixel intensities Enhances local contrast Reduces lighting sensitivity

Contrast Limited Adaptive Histogram Equalization (CLAHE)

Local adaptive histogram normalization Prevents noise amplification Preserves image details

Advanced Optical Flow Algorithms

RAFT (Recurrent All Pairs Field Transforms) PWC-Net FlowNet2 Lucas-Kanade with pyramids Horn-

Schunck with modified brightness constraints
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Feature Matching Strategy pythonCopydef illumination_invariant_matching(image1, image2): ““”

Robust feature matching across lighting conditions ““” # Robust feature extraction sift =

cv2.SIFT_create() keypoints1, descriptors1 = sift.detectAndCompute(image1, None) keypoints2,

descriptors2 = sift.detectAndCompute(image2, None)

# Feature matching

bf_matcher = cv2.BFMatcher(cv2.NORM_L2, crossCheck=True)

matches = bf_matcher.match(descriptors1, descriptors2)

return matches

Validation Techniques

Synthetic lighting transformation tests Cross-dataset performance evaluation Metrics:

Endpoint Error (EPE) Angular Error Illumination Invariance Score

Practical Applications

Robotics navigation Autonomous vehicle perception Video surveillance Industrial machine vision

Recommendations

Use multi-modal approaches Train on diverse datasets Implement adaptive preprocessing Combine

traditional and learning methods

Limitations

Computationally intensive Requires extensive training data Variable performance in extreme

conditions

2. Occlusions

• Problem: Objects becoming partially or fully hidden in one frame cause inaccurate flow

predictions. • Solution: Handle occlusions using techniques like bilateral filtering or introducing an

occlusion detection module.

• Challenge: Objects becoming partially or fully hidden in frames affect accuracy. • Solution: •

Introduce occlusion detection to identify and ignore occluded regions during computation. • Use

bilateral filtering or smoothness regularization for consistency in visible areas. • Advanced: Train

deep models with occlusion-aware modules.

• Function/Algorithm Examples: • Bilateral Filtering to maintain edge-aware flow estimation. •

Backward-Forward Flow Consistency Check to detect occlusions (e.g., in PWC-Net). • Occlusion-

aware models such as MaskFlowNet or FlowNet2-CSS.

• OpenCV functions: • cv2.calcOpticalFlowPyrLK(): Tracks sparse feature points and can handle

occlusion by limiting tracking failures. • cv2.findContours(): Detect occluded regions or

irregularities to filter them out during processing. • cv2.remap(): Can warp images with flow fields

for backward-forward consistency checks.

3. Fast Motion or Large Displacements
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• Problem: Traditional optical flow methods struggle with fast-moving objects due to large pixel

displacements. • Solution: Use hierarchical approaches like pyramid-based methods or advanced

techniques like FlowNet.

• Challenge: Traditional methods fail with large pixel displacements. • Solution: • Use pyramidal

approaches to handle motion at multiple scales (e.g., Lucas-Kanade Pyramid). • Employ deep

learning models designed for large motions, like FlowNet2 or PWC-Net.

• Function/Algorithm Examples: • Lucas-Kanade with Pyramid Approach: Handles multi-scale

displacements. • Deep models like PWC-Net and FlowNet2, optimized for large displacements. •

Coarse-to-Fine Estimation in OpenCV’s calcOpticalFlowPyrLK(). • OpenCV functions: •

cv2.calcOpticalFlowPyrLK(): Pyramidal Lucas-Kanade for sparse optical flow with coarse-to-fine

estimation. • cv2.calcOpticalFlowFarneback(): Dense optical flow with multi-resolution support for

handling larger displacements. • CUDA module: cv2.cuda::calcOpticalFlowPyrLK() for GPU-

accelerated motion estimation.

4. Textureless Regions

• Problem: Low texture areas (e.g., walls or sky) lack features for tracking. • Solution: Add

constraints (e.g., smoothness assumptions) or use dense optical flow techniques like Farneback.

• Challenge: Low-texture areas lack distinct features for tracking. • Solution: • Impose smoothness

constraints to estimate consistent flow in uniform regions. • Apply dense flow techniques like

Farneback optical flow to model gradual changes. • Deep models trained on challenging datasets

can better predict flow in such areas.

• Function/Algorithm Examples: • Farneback Optical Flow (cv2.calcOpticalFlowFarneback): Dense

flow estimation for smooth gradients. • Smoothness-constrained solvers in Horn-Schunck Optical

Flow implementations. • Deep models like RAFT, which generalize well in low-texture areas.

• OpenCV functions: • cv2.calcOpticalFlowFarneback(): Dense optical flow with smoothness

assumptions for regions lacking texture. • cv2.dilate() and cv2.erode(): Can preprocess textureless

regions by enhancing edges. • cv2.GaussianBlur(): Smooth flow fields in low-texture regions.

5. Motion Blur

• Problem: Blurry frames reduce feature detectability and tracking accuracy. • Solution:

Preprocess the frames to reduce blur or use motion-compensated techniques.

• Challenge: Blurry frames reduce feature detectability. • Solution: • Apply preprocessing

techniques like deblurring algorithms (e.g., Wiener filtering). • Use robust flow estimation models

trained to handle motion blur. • Utilize motion-compensated frame interpolation to improve

temporal coherence.

• Function/Algorithm Examples: • Preprocessing with Wiener Filtering (scipy.signal.wiener) or

DeblurGAN. • Use robust methods like Dual TV-L1 Optical Flow (cv2.DualTVL1OpticalFlow_create).

• Motion blur-aware deep networks (custom trained or fine-tuned models).

• OpenCV functions: • cv2.filter2D(): Apply custom deblurring kernels to reduce motion blur

before flow estimation. • cv2.calcOpticalFlowFarneback(): Handles moderate motion blur but may
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require preprocessing. • cv2.fastNlMeansDenoisingColored(): Reduce noise and improve flow

estimation in blurry frames.

6. Computational Complexity

• Problem: Real-time applications like autonomous driving or AR/VR demand fast computation. •

Solution: Opt for GPU-accelerated algorithms or lightweight deep learning models like RAFT. •

Challenge: Real-time applications require high speed. • Solution: • Use GPU-accelerated libraries

like CUDA-optimized OpenCV or TensorFlow/PyTorch. • Opt for lightweight models like

LiteFlowNet or pruned versions of RAFT. • Implement coarse-to-fine approaches to focus

computational power on critical areas.

• Function/Algorithm Examples: • Lightweight flow models like LiteFlowNet or TinyFlowNet. •

CUDA-accelerated Optical Flow in NVIDIA’s Optical Flow SDK for real-time performance. • OpenCV

functions like calcOpticalFlowPyrLK() for efficient sparse tracking. • OpenCV functions: •

cv2.calcOpticalFlowPyrLK(): Lightweight, sparse optical flow. • cv2.cuda::calcOpticalFlowPyrLK():

CUDA-accelerated version for real-time performance. •

cv2.optflow.DualTVL1OpticalFlow_create(): Fast and robust dense optical flow implementation.

7. Scaling Issues

• Problem: Handling high-resolution video can be computationally expensive. • Solution: Use

downscaling strategies with multi-scale refinement.

• Challenge: High-resolution videos demand high computational resources. • Solution: •

Downscale frames and process optical flow at lower resolutions, then refine at the original scale. •

Use multi-scale models (e.g., PWC-Net) to compute flow efficiently across resolutions. • Leverage

cloud-based or distributed systems for heavy computation.

• Function/Algorithm Examples: • Pyramidal Optical Flow implementations in OpenCV (e.g.,

cv2.calcOpticalFlowPyrLK). • Downscale with cv2.resize() and process at multiple scales using

multi-resolution models. • Use scalable architectures like RAFT, which adapt to resolutions.

• OpenCV functions: • cv2.resize(): Downscale frames for faster processing, then upscale results.

• cv2.pyrDown() and cv2.pyrUp(): Build image pyramids for multi-resolution processing. •

cv2.calcOpticalFlowPyrLK(): Automatically handles scaling through pyramidal processing.

8. Training Data for Deep Learning

• Problem: Annotating ground truth optical flow data is challenging. • Solution: Leverage synthetic

datasets (e.g., FlyingChairs, FlyingThings) or use unsupervised/self-supervised learning methods.

• Challenge: Lack of annotated ground truth flow data. • Solution: • Train models on synthetic

datasets like FlyingChairs or FlyingThings3D, which provide ground truth flow. • Use

unsupervised/self-supervised learning techniques to estimate flow directly from video without

labeled data. • Fine-tune on small, annotated datasets from your specific domain for better

generalization.

• Function/Algorithm Examples: • Datasets: FlyingChairs, FlyingThings3D, KITTI Flow, MPI-Sintel. •

Self-supervised learning frameworks such as UnFlow or SelFlow. • Use transfer learning: fine-tune

pre-trained models (e.g., RAFT, PWC-Net) on domain-specific data.
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• OpenCV functions (for dataset preparation): • cv2.warpAffine() and cv2.warpPerspective():

Generate synthetic flow by simulating motion between frames. •

cv2.optflow.createOptFlow_DeepFlow(): Pre-trained deep optical flow model for experiments.


