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ABSTRACT
Humans can understand their surroundings by an additional
depth cue that provides by stereopsis, which plays an impor-
tant role in the human visual system. Recently, depth saliency
has been attracted much attention. But depth image differs a
lot from color image. Feature extraction in depth image is
an important problem in depth saliency analysis. Previous s-
tudies always extract features from depth map directly. This
paper proposes a method which can make the saliency analy-
sis easier and more accurate by increasing the depth contrast
between the salient object and distractors. Then, we extended
a recent saliency analysis approach to evaluate the saliency of
the difference map. Finally, after the optimization by depth
information and color information the final saliency map can
be obtained. Our experiments on public dataset show that our
method significantly outperforms state-of-the-art.

Index Terms— saliency detection, depth information, in-
creased depth contrast

1. INTRODUCTION

In recent years, image saliency[1] has attracted much atten-
tion. As studied in cognitive psychology[2] and neuroscience[3],
visual attention for human including visual information gath-
ering and filtering that makes something saliency in an image
catch a viewers attention immediately. In computer vision
problems, saliency detection[4] is an important preprocess-
ing step to reduce computational complexity in the early
stage of many higher visual analysis applications, such as
object segmentation[5], image classification[6, 7], image
compression[8] and so on.

In the past decades, a lot of approaches have been pro-
posed for detecting salient objects in images[4, 14, 15, 16,
17]. How to distinguish salient objects from background is
the key step of saliency detecting. In existing works, there
are mainly two kinds of approaches to solve this problem. A
wide variety of computational methods have been develope-
d to estimate saliency from intrinsic cues[18, 19]. Most of
these methods compute saliency based on feature only from

(a) Color Image (b) Ground Truth (c) Depth Image

(d) GS[9] (e) MR[10] (f) wCtr[11]
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Fig. 1. Saliency maps. When an object and distractors share
some common visual attributes, the intrinsic cues are often
insufficient to distinguish them. This example shows that
saliency analysis based on depth information can be a useful
complement to existing visual saliency.

the input image itself such as color, shape, texture, etc. How-
ever, in many cases the intrinsic cues are often insufficient to
distinguish salient object from distractors. So another kind of
approaches proposes to calculate saliency via extrinsic cues
such as depth map[20, 12, 13], user annotations, or image
statistical information. Therefore, methods based on extrin-
sic cues often using the intrinsic cues at the same time. As
is shown in Figure 1, the three methods in the second raw
are based on only intrinsic cues and the three methods in the
third raw are based on stereo and depth information. It is
hard to distinguish objects and distractors only from intrinsic
cues, because they share some common visual attributes. At
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the same time, depth information supplies a powerful cue for
saliency detection.

Human beings live in a 3D world and human visual sys-
tem operates in real 3D environments. Humans can under-
stand their surroundings by an additional depth cue that pro-
vides by stereopsis, which plays an important role in the hu-
man visual system. Similar to color image, feature extraction
is also an important problem in depth saliency analysis. S-
tudies using depth information for saliency detection always
extract features from depth map directly[20, 12]. But as depth
image differs a lot from color image, is there a better way to
extract features from depth map?

To solve this problem, this paper proposes a method
which can make the saliency analysis easier and more accu-
rate by increase the depth contrast between the salient object
and background. This method is based on the following con-
siderations: 1. The area of salient regions in the whole image
will not be large. 2. When taking a photo, people tends to
place an important object at a different depth level than the
others. We get a surface which can considered as most of the
original depth map points on it by fitting the input depth map.
Then by using the original depth map subtract this surface, a
difference map can be got, which increasing contrast between
salient object and background. Then, we extended a recent
saliency analysis approach which based on manifold ranking
to evaluate the saliency of the difference map. Finally, after
the optimization by depth information and color information
the final saliency map can be obtained.

2. METHOD

2.1. Depth Contrast Increased

This paper presents a novel method to make depth saliency
easy to evaluate. Firstly, we show the influence of different
depth contrast. As Fig. 2 shows, due to the restriction of en-
vironment factors, photographer always takes photo on view
point 1. On such a view point, the obtained RGB image is
shown as Fig. 2(b) and the depth image is shown as Fig. 2(d).
In this situation, the depth distribution is very wide and the
contrast between each part of image is not clear. And RGB
and depth image like Fig. 2(c) and Fig. 2(e) can be obtained
when the photographer takes photo on view point 2. Compar-
ing the four pictures, Fig. 2(b) and Fig. 2(c) contains almost
same information. But there are large differences between
these two depth images. To Fig. 2(d), a very poor saliency
map can be got by using the contrast-based saliency method.
But to Fig. 2(e), a very perfect saliency map can be obtained
by using the same method. It is because that compared with
the global depth, depth of object in Fig. 2(e) is more outstand-
ing than it in Fig. 2(d). To photos which are shooting on view
point 2, the saliency is very easy to evaluate. But unfortunate-
ly, most of the photos are taken on view point 1.

According to the above phenomenon, if we can change

(a) (b)

(c) (d) (e)

Fig. 2. This example shows the difference between RGB and
depth images of different view points.

from view point 2 to view point 1, then the evaluation of
saliency will be very easy. But the only information can be
got is the image itself, so there is no way to carry out the view
point change in fact. Based on the domain knowledge in pho-
tography that important objects always placed at a different
depth level than the others things in the scene and salient re-
gions always take small areas. This paper presents a simple
method to increase depth contrast and get a good result like
view point change. A surface can be achieved by using this
surface to fit the input depth map. In order to facilitate un-
derstanding, this surface can considered as a surface which
has most of the original depth map points on it. Then us-
ing the original depth map subtract this surface, a difference
map which contrast between salient object and backgrounds
has be increased can be got. As shown in Fig. 3, comparing
with depth image, object regions in the difference image has
a clear contrast with other regions. Moreover, in some ideal
cases, the difference map can pop-out the object completely.

Fig. 3. From left to right: Color Image, Depth Image, Fitting
Image and Difference Image.

1348



In practice, we increase the contrast between salient ob-
ject and backgrounds by following steps. Firstly, by using
pixel value of the depth map as dependent variable and im-
age coordinate value as independent variable, linear regres-
sion based on least square algorithm can be used to fit a new
plane. This process can be understood as founding a plane
which contains most depth map points on it. For each pixel,
a new value can be obtained by using the original depth val-
ue minis the fitting value. Secondly, our real world is three-
dimensional, so the background in many scenes is not simply
a plane. In fact, in many saliency dataset, most of the scenes
have a complex background. In this situation, objects which
popping out from the background tend to be salient is still
tenable. So by using our method, the goal of reduces the dif-
ficulty of saliency calculation still can be achieved. But it is
impossible to adapt a variety of situations with a plane back-
ground template. In order to maximize the contrast between
salient object and backgrounds, quadric surface was used to
solve this problem. So the process of first step can be re-
peated, but use x2, y2, xy, x, and y as independent variable
instead. As a result, another difference map can be got. Final-
ly, it is difficult to combine multiple saliency cues, as many
previous works, we simply summation these two difference
map as the final difference map.

2.2. Depth Saliency Analysis and Optimization

This paper extend a recent color based saliency detection
method from Yang[10] for depth saliency analysis. This is
a bottom-up method which measure the saliency of a pixel
or region based on its low-level cues. And it is based on the
consideration that center regions are more salient than periph-
eral, which has been demonstrated by previous work[21]. In
this method image pixels or regions are ranked based on the
similarity to background and foreground queries via manifold
ranking. Manifold ranking is a data classification method,
which assigns ranks to elements in a data set. It can reveal
their likelihood being in a certain group with respect to the
intrinsic manifold structure. A good survey can be found in
[22]. When we use this method, the weight of the edge is
computed based on the distance in the depth space and is
defined as the following equation :

wij = exp{−‖di − dj‖
2

σ2
} (1)

In this equation di and dj are the mean value of the two su-
perpixels, and σ is controlling constant of the weight strength.
Then, we can use this weight matrix to calculate a saliency
map.

There are a lot of optimization methods, but rarely have
methods considered depth feature and RGB feature simulta-
neously. This paper use a saliency optimization method to
integrates depth cues and RGB cues. In order to achieve this

goal, the cost function blow will be minimized.

f(si) =

N∑
i=1

fbi(si − 1)2 +

N∑
i=1

pbis
2
i +

N∑
i,j=1

wij(si − sj)2

(2)
This function control the optimization from three aspects.
The first term imply nodes which have large foreground prob-
ability tend to have a large saliency value. The foreground
probability fb in the function is result of previous stage. The
second term encourage nodes with large background proba-
bility have a less saliency value. In this term, the background
probability is initialized by 1 minus foreground probability,
then, optimized by the depth prior which far regions appear
large background probability. The third term use color in-
formation and encourage adjacent regions with similar color
have similar saliency, which can smooth the saliency map
by decrease the noise in both background and foreground.
The weight wij is defined as Gaussian weighted function like
equation 1, but the distance between two nodes is calculat-
ed in CIE-Lab color space. Then we can minimize the cost
function though least-square which takes very little time and
obtain a optimized saliency map.

3. EXPERIMENT AND ANALYSIS

3.1. Dataset

There are many public benchmark datasets available for RGB
saliency analysis, but few publicly dataset with depth infor-
mation. To the best of our knowledge, we found two dataset-
s: a stereo saliency analysis benchmark dataset that contains
1000 stereoscopic image built by [13] and NJU-2000 dataset
which has 2000 images with depth information provide by
[12]. In these two datasets, most color images are stereo im-
ages collected from Internet. So, depth or disparity informa-
tion can be got through stereo matching and the ground truth
can be labeled following the procedure in [13]. Here, we use
NJU-2000 dataset to evaluate our algorithm.

3.2. Result Analysis

For performance evaluation, we use the widely used precision-
recall curves (PR curves). Specifically, we obtain a curve for
every image by comparing the ground truth and a series
of binary masks which can be got from the saliency map
by using increasing threshold from 0 to 255. Then, the
curves are averaged on dataset. We compare with the most
recent five state-of-the-art saliency detection methods, in-
cluding MR[23], wCtr[11], GS[9], SS[13] and ACSD[12].
Among these, the first three methods are based color images;
SS[13] uses the disparity information and stereoscopic rules;
ACSD[12] works on depth images.

We show some example saliency maps generated by pre-
vious methods in Fig. 4. It can be see that, methods based

1349



(a) Color (b) Depth (c) GT (d) GS[9] (e) MR[23] (f) wCtr[11] (g) ACSD[12] (h) SS[13] (i) Ours

Fig. 4. Saliency map of different methods. The first column shows the input color images. The second and third column
shows the depth images and ground truth salient object masks. The next three columns shows the results of color image based
methods. The last three columns are the saliency results of depth based methods
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Fig. 5. Precision-recall curves of several methods.

on depth information perform better than color information
based methods. And, the saliency maps generated by our
method have clearer details and finer boundaries. Moreover,
by using our increased depth contrast method, we can handle
some case (like the fourth image in Fig. 4) that other depth
based methods can’t. The precision-recall curves are given in
Fig. 5. Again, this paper proposed method outperforms all of

the other approaches.

4. CONCLUSION

This paper explored a new way to use depth information. We
present a novel and simple method to get a contrast increased
map by using the original depth map subtracts the fitted sur-
face. Then, we extended a recent saliency analysis approach
to evaluate the saliency of the generated difference map. Fi-
nally, both depth and color information are used to optimize
the saliency map. Extensive experimental results demonstrate
that the proposed method significantly outperforms 5 state-of-
the-art saliency detection algorithms and our depth contrast
increase method is a useful complement to existing saliency
analysis.
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