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Abstract: Previously, we presented two color mapping methods for the application of daytime
colors to fused nighttime (e.g., intensified and longwave infrared or thermal (LWIR)) imagery.
These mappings not only impart a natural daylight color appearance to multiband nighttime images
but also enhance their contrast and the visibility of otherwise obscured details. As a result, it has been
shown that these colorizing methods lead to an increased ease of interpretation, better discrimination
and identification of materials, faster reaction times and ultimately improved situational awareness.
A crucial step in the proposed coloring process is the choice of a suitable color mapping scheme.
When both daytime color images and multiband sensor images of the same scene are available,
the color mapping can be derived from matching image samples (i.e., by relating color values to
sensor output signal intensities in a sample-based approach). When no exact matching reference
images are available, the color transformation can be derived from the first-order statistical properties
of the reference image and the multiband sensor image. In the current study, we investigated new
color fusion schemes that combine the advantages of both methods (i.e., the efficiency and color
constancy of the sample-based method with the ability of the statistical method to use the image
of a different but somewhat similar scene as a reference image), using the correspondence between
multiband sensor values and daytime colors (sample-based method) in a smooth transformation
(statistical method). We designed and evaluated three new fusion schemes that focus on (i) a closer
match with the daytime luminances; (ii) an improved saliency of hot targets; and (iii) an improved
discriminability of materials. We performed both qualitative and quantitative analyses to assess the
weak and strong points of all methods.
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1. Introduction

The increasing availability and use of co-registered imagery from sensors with different spectral
sensitivities have spurred the development of image fusion techniques [1]. Effective combinations
of complementary and partially redundant multispectral imagery can visualize information that is
not directly evident from the individual sensor images. For instance, in nighttime (low-light) outdoor
surveillance applications, intensified visual (II) or near-infrared (NIR) imagery often provides a detailed
representation of the spatial layout of a scene, while targets of interest like persons or cars may be hard
to distinguish because of their low luminance contrast. While thermal infrared (IR) imagery typically
represents these targets with high contrast, their background (context) is often washed out due to
low thermal contrast. In this case, a fused image that clearly represents both the targets and their
background can significantly enhance the situational awareness of the user by showing the location of
targets relative to landmarks in their surroundings (i.e., by providing more information than either of
the input images alone). Additional benefits of image fusion are a wider spatial and temporal coverage,
decreased uncertainty, improved reliability, and increased system robustness.
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Fused imagery that is intended for human inspection should not only combine the information
from two or more sensors into a single composite image but should also present the fused imagery
in an intuitive format that maximizes recognition speed while minimizing cognitive workload.
Depending on the task of the observer, fused images should preferably use familiar representations
(e.g., natural colors) to facilitate scene or target recognition or should highlight details of interest
to speed up the search (e.g., by using color to make targets stand out from the clutter in a scene).
This consideration has led to the development of numerous fusion schemes that use color to achieve
these goals [2–5].

In principle, color imagery has several benefits over monochrome imagery for human inspection.
While the human eye can only distinguish about 100 shades of gray at any instant, it can discriminate
several thousand colors. By improving feature contrast and reducing visual clutter, color may help
the visual system to parse (complex) images both faster and more efficiently, achieving superior
segmentation into separate, identifiable objects, thereby aiding the semantic ‘tagging’ of visual
objects [6]. Color imagery may, therefore, yield a more complete and accurate mental representation of
the perceived scene, resulting in better situational awareness. Scene understanding and recognition,
reaction time, and object identification are indeed faster and more accurate with realistic and
diagnostically (and also—though to a lesser extent—non-diagnostically [7]) colored imagery than with
monochrome imagery [8–10].

Color also contributes to ultra-rapid scene categorization or gist perception [11–14] and drives
overt visual attention [15]. It appears that color facilitates the processing of color diagnostic objects
at the (higher) semantic level of visual processing [10], while it facilitates the processing of non-color
diagnostic objects at the (lower) level of structural description [16,17]. Moreover, observers can
selectively attend task-relevant color targets and to ignore non-targets with a task-irrelevant color [18–20].
Hence, simply mapping multiple spectral bands into a three-dimensional (false) color space may
already serve to increase the dynamic range of a sensor system [21]. Thus, it may provide immediate
benefits such as improved detection probability, reduced false alarm rates, reduced search times, and
increased capability to detect camouflaged targets and to discriminate targets from decoys [22,23].

In general, the color mapping should be adapted to the task at hand [24]. Although general design
rules can be applied to assure that the information available in the sensor image is optimally conveyed
to the observer [25], it is not trivial to derive a mapping from the various sensor bands to the three
independent color channels. In practice, many tasks may benefit from a representation that renders
fused imagery in realistic colors. Realistic colors facilitate object recognition by allowing access to
stored color knowledge [26]. Experimental evidence indicates that object recognition depends on stored
knowledge of the object’s chromatic characteristics [26]. In natural scene recognition, optimal reaction
times and accuracy are typically obtained for realistic (or diagnostically) colored images, followed by
their grayscale version, and lastly by their (nondiagnostically) false colored version [12–14].

When sensors operate outside the visible waveband, artificial color mappings inherently yield
false color images whose chromatic characteristics do not correspond in any intuitive or obvious
way to those of a scene viewed under realistic photopic illumination [27]. As a result, this type of
false-color imagery may disrupt the recognition process by denying access to stored knowledge. In that
case, observers need to rely on color contrast to segment a scene and recognize the objects therein.
This may lead to a performance that is even worse compared to single band imagery alone [28,29].
Experiments have indeed demonstrated that a false color rendering of fused nighttime imagery which
resembles realistic color imagery significantly improves observer performance and reaction times in
tasks that involve scene segmentation and classification [30–33], and the simulation of color depth
cues by varying saturation can restore depth perception [34], whereas color mappings that produce
counter-intuitive (unrealistically looking) results are detrimental to human performance [30,35,36].
One of the reasons often cited for inconsistent color mapping is a lack of physical color constancy [35].
Thus, the challenge is to give night vision imagery an intuitively meaningful (‘realistic’ or ‘natural’)
color appearance, which is also stable for camera motion and changes in scene composition and
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lighting conditions. A realistic and stable color representation serves to improve the viewer’s scene
comprehension and enhance object recognition and discrimination [37]. Several different techniques
have been proposed to render night-time imagery in color [38–43]. Simply mapping the signals from
different nighttime sensors (sensitive in different spectral wavebands) to the individual channels of
a standard RGB color display or to the individual components of a perceptually decorrelated color
space (sometimes preceded by a principal component transform or followed by a linear transformation
of the color pixels to enhance color contrast) usually results in imagery with an unrealistic color
appearance [36,43–46]. More intuitive color schemes may be obtained by opponent processing through
feedforward center-surround shunting neural networks similar to those found in vertebrate color
vision [47–55]. Although this approach produces fused nighttime images with appreciable color
contrast, the resulting color schemes remain rather arbitrary and are usually not strictly related to the
actual daytime color scheme of the scene that is registered.

We, therefore, introduced a method to give fused multiband nighttime imagery a realistic
color appearance by transferring the first order color statistics of color daylight images to the
nighttime imager [41]. This approach has recently received considerable attention [3,5,56–66], and has
successfully been applied to colorize fused intensified visual and thermal imagery [5,57,58,60,61,64],
FLIR imagery [67], SAR and FLIR imagery [38], remote sensing imagery [68], and polarization
imagery [63]. However, color transfer methods based on global or semi-local (regional) image statistics
typically do not achieve color constancy and are computationally expensive.

To alleviate these drawbacks, we recently introduced a look-up-table transform-based color
mapping to give fused multiband nighttime imagery a realistic color appearance [69–71]. The transform
can either be defined by applying a statistical transform to the color table of an indexed false color
night vision image, or by establishing a color mapping between a set of corresponding samples taken
from a daytime color reference image and a multi-band nighttime image. Once the mapping has been
defined, it can be implemented as a color look-up-table transform. As a result, the color transform is
extremely simple and fast and can easily be applied in real-time using standard hardware. Moreover,
it yields fused images with a realistic color appearance and provides object color constancy, since the
relation between sensor output and colors is fixed. The sample-based mapping is highly specific for
different types of materials in the scene and can therefore easily be adapted to the task at hand, such as
optimizing the visibility of camouflaged targets. In a recent study [72], we observed that multiband
nighttime imagery that has been recolored using this look-up-table based color transform conveys the
gist of a scene better (i.e., to a larger extent and more accurately) than each of the individual infrared
and intensified image channels. Moreover, we found that this recolored imagery conveys the gist
of a scene just as well as regular daylight color photographs. In addition, targets of interest such as
persons or vehicles were fixated faster [72].

In the current paper, we present and investigate various alterations on the existing color fusion
schemes. We will compare various methods and come up with fusion schemes that are suited for
different tasks: (i) target detection; (ii) discrimination of different materials; and (iii) easy, intuitive
interpretation (using natural daytime colors).

2. Overview of Color Fusion Methods

Broadly speaking, one can distinguish two types of color fusion:

1. Statistical methods, resulting in an image in which the statistical properties (e.g., average color,
width of the distribution) match that of a reference image;

2. Sample-based methods, in which the color transformation is derived from a training set of
samples for which the input and output (the reference values) are known.

Both of these types of methods have their advantages and disadvantages. One advantage of the
statistical methods is that they require no exact match of a multiband sample image to derive the
color transformation, and an image showing a scene with similar content suffices to derive the color
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transformation. The outcome is a smooth transformation that uses a large part of the color space, which
is advantageous for the discrimination of different materials, as it leads to a smooth transformation this
method may also generalize better to untrained scenes. The downside is that, since no correspondence
between individual samples is used (only statistical properties of the color distribution are used),
it results in somewhat less naturalistic colors.

On the other hand, the sample-based method derives the color transformation from the direct
correspondence between input sensor values and output daytime colors and therefore leads to colors
that match the daytime colors well. Hence, this method requires a multiband image and a perfectly
matching daytime image of the same scene. It can handle a highly nonlinear relationship between
input (sensor values) and output (daytime colors). This also means that the transformation is not as
smooth as that of the statistical method. Also, a limited part of the color range is used (available in
the training set). Therefore, the discrimination of materials is more difficult than with the statistical
method. We have seen [69] that it generalizes well to untrained scenes of a similar environment
and sensor settings. However, it remains to be seen how well it generalizes to different scenes and
sensor settings.

In this study we investigated new methods that combine the advantages of both types of methods.
We are looking for methods that lead to improvement on military relevant tasks: intuitive, natural
colors (for good situational awareness, easy and fast interpretation), good discriminability of materials,
good detectability of (hot) targets and a fusion scheme that generalizes well to untrained scenes.
Note that these properties may not necessarily be combined in a single fusion scheme. Depending on
the task at hand different fusion schemes can be optimal (and selected). Therefore, we have designed
three new methods based on the existing method, that focus on (i) naturalistic coloring; (ii) detection
of hot targets; (iii) discriminability of materials.

In this study we use the imagery obtained by the TRI-band color low-light observation
(TRICLOBS) prototype imaging system for a comparative evaluation of the different fusion
algorithms [73,74]. The TRICLOBS system provides co-axially registered visual, NIR (near infrared),
and LWIR (longwave infrared or thermal) imagery (for an example, see Figure 1). The visual and
NIR supply information about the context, while the LWIR is particularly suited for depicting (hot)
targets, and allows for looking through smoke. Images have been recorded with this system in various
environments. This makes it possible to investigate how well a fusion scheme derived from one image
(set) and reference (set) transfers to untrained images recorded in the same environment (and with the
same sensor settings) to an untrained, new scene recorded in the same environment or in a different
environment. The main training set consists of six images recorded in the MOUT (Military Operations
in Urban Terrain) village of Marnehuizen in the Netherlands [74].
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Figure 1. Example from the total training set of six images. (a) Visual sensor band; (b) near infra-red
(NIR) band; (c) longwave infrared or thermal (LWIR) (thermal) band; and (d) RGB-representation of
the multiband sensor image (in which the ‘hot = dark’ mode is used).
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3. Existing and New Color Fusion Methods

In this section, we give a short description of existing color fusion methods, and present our
proposals for improved color fusion mappings.

3.1. Existing Color Fusion Methods

3.1.1. Statistics Based Method

Toet [41] presented a statistical color fusion method (or SCF) in which the first order statistics of
the color distribution of the transformed multiband sensor image (Figure 1d) is matched to that of
a daytime reference color image (Figure 2a). In the proposed scheme the false color (source) multiband
image representation and the daytime color reference (target) image are first transformed to the
perceptually decorrelated quasi-uniform CIELAB (L*a*b*) color space. Next, the mean (–) and standard
deviation (σ) of each of the color channels (L*, a*, b*) of the multiband source image are set to the
corresponding values of the daytime color reference image as follows:

L∗ ′s =
σL∗

t
σL∗

s
(L∗s − L∗s ) + L∗t

a∗ ′s =
σa∗

t
σa∗

s
(a∗s − a∗s ) + a∗t

b∗ ′s =
σb∗

t
σb∗

s
(b∗s − b

∗
s ) + b

∗
t

(1)

Finally, the colors are transformed back to RGB for display (e.g., Figure 3a).
Another example of a statistical method is described by Pitié et al. [75]. Their method allows one

to match the complete 3D distribution by performing histogram equalization in three dimensions.
However, we found that various artifacts result when this algorithm is applied to convert the input
sensor values (RGB) into the output RGB values of the daytime reference images (e.g., Figure 3b).
It has to be noted that Pitié et al. [75] designed their algorithm to account for (small) color changes in
daytime photographs, and therefore it may not apply to an application in which the initial image is
formed by sensor values outside the visible range.

3.1.2. Sample Based Method

Hogervorst and Toet [70] have shown that a color mapping similar to Toet’s statistical method [41]
can also be implemented as a color-lookup table transformation (see also [4]). This makes the
color transform computationally cheap and fast and thereby suitable for real-time implementation.
In addition, by using a fixed lookup-table based mapping, object colors remain stable even when the
image content (and thereby the distributions of colors) changes (e.g., when processing video sequences
or when the multiband sensor suite pans over a scene).

In the default (so-called color-the-night or CTN) sample-based color fusion scheme [70] the color
mapping is derived from the combination of a multiband sensor image and a corresponding daytime
reference image. Each pair of corresponding pixels in both images is used as a training sample.
Therefore, the multiband sensor image and its daytime color reference image need to be perfectly
matched (i.e., they need to represent the same scene and need to have the same pixel dimensions).
An optimized color transformation between the input (multiband sensor values) and the output
(the corresponding daytime color) can then be derived in a training phase that consists of the following
steps (see Figure 4):

1. The individual bands of the multiband sensor images and the daytime color reference image are
spatially aligned.

2. The different sensor bands are fed into the R, G, B, channels (e.g., Figure 1d) to create an initial
false-color fused representation of the multiband sensor image. In principle, it is not important
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which band feeds into which channel. This is merely a first presentation of the image and has
no influence on the final outcome (the color fused multiband sensor image). To create an initial
representation that is closest to the natural daytime image we adopted the ‘black-is-hot’ setting
of the LWIR sensor.

3. The false-color fused image is transformed to an indexed image with a corresponding CLUT1

(color lookup table) that has a limited number of entries N. This comes down to a cluster
analysis in 3-D sensor space, with a predefined number of clusters (e.g., the standard k-means
clustering techniques may be used for implementation, thus generalizing to N-band multiband
sensor imagery).

4. A new CLUT2 is computed as follows. For a given index d in CLUT1 all pixels in the false-color
fused image with index d are identified. Then, the median RGB color value is computed over
the corresponding set of pixels in the daytime color reference image, and is assigned to index d.
Repeating this step for each index in CLUT1 results in a new CLUT2 in which each entry represents
the daytime color equivalent of the corresponding false color entry in CLUT1. Thus, when
I = { 1, . . . , N } represents the set of indices used in the indexed image representation, and d ∈ I
represents a given index in I, then the support Ωd of d in the source (false-colored) image S is
given by

Ωd = {{i, j} | Index (Si,j) = d } (2)

and the new RGB color value S ′i,j for index d is computed as the median color value over the
same support Ωd in the daytime color reference image R as follows:

S ′i,j = Median
{ {

Ri,j } | {i, j} ∈ Ωd} (3)

5. The color fused image is created by swapping the CLUT1 of the indexed sensor image to the new
daytime reference CLUT2. The result from this step may suffer from ‘solarizing effects’ when
small changes in the input (i.e., the sensor values) lead to a large jump in the output luminance.
This is undesirable, unnatural and leads to clutter (see Figure 2b).

6. To eliminate these undesirable effects, a final step was included in which the luminance channel
is adapted such that it varies monotonously with increasing input values. The luminance of
the entry is thereto made proportional to the Euclidean distance in RGB space of the initial
representation (the sensor values; see Figure 2c).
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3.2. New Color Fusion Methods

3.2.1. Luminance-From-Fit

In the original CTN scheme, the luminance of the fused image was regularized using only on the
input sensor values (see step 6, Section 3.1.2, and Figure 4). This regularization step was introduced
to remove unwanted solarizing effects and to assure that the output luminance is a smooth function
of the input sensor values. To make the appearance of the fused result more similar to the daytime
reference image we derived a smooth luminance-from-fit (LFF) transformation between the input
colors and the output luminance of the training samples. This step was implemented in the original
CTN scheme as a transformation between two color lookup tables (the general processing scheme is
shown Figure 5). Therefore, we converted the RGB data of the reference (daytime) image to HSV (hue,
saturation, value) and derived a smooth transformation between input RGB colors and output value
using a pseudo-inverse transform:

V = V0 + M · x (4)

where x’ = (r, g, b). We tried fitting higher polynomial functions as well as a simple linear relationship
and found that the latter gave the best results (as judged by eye). The results of the LFF color fusion
scheme derived from the standard training set and applied to this same set are depicted in Figure 6c.
This figure shows that the LFF results show more resemblance with the daytime reference image
(Figure 3a) than the result of the CTN method (Figure 6b). This is most apparent for the vegetation,
which is darker in the LFF result than in the CTN fusion result, in line with the daytime luminance.
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3.2.2. Salient-Hot-Targets

For situations in which it is especially important to detect hot targets, we derived a color
scheme intended to make hot elements more salient while showing the environment in natural
colors. This result was obtained by mixing the result from the CTN method (see Figure 7a) with the
result from a two-band color transform (Figure 7b) using a weighted sum of the resulting CLUTs in
which the weights depend on the temperature to the power 6 (see Figure 8 for the processing scheme
of this transformation). This salient-hot-target (SHT) mapping results in colors that are the same as the
CTN scheme except for hot elements, which are depicted in the color of the two-band system. We chose
a mix with a color scheme that depends on the visible and NIR sensor values using the colors depicted
in the inset of Figure 7b, with visible sensor values increasing from left to right, and NIR sensor values
increasing from top to bottom. An alternative would be to depict hot elements in a color that does not
depend on the sensor values of the visible and NIR bands. However, the proposed scheme also allows
for discrimination between hot elements that differ in the values of the two other sensor bands.
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3.2.3. Rigid 3D-Fit

In our quest for a smooth color transformation we first tried to fit an affine (linear) transformation
to convert the input RGB triples x into output RGB triples y:

y = M · x + t (5)

where M is a linear transformation and t is a translation vector. However, although this resulted
in a smooth transformation, it also gave images a rather grayish appearance (see Figure 9a).
By introducing higher-order terms, the result was smoother (see Figure 9b) and approached the
CTN result, but the range of colors that was used remained limited. This problem may be due to the
fact that the range of colors in the training set (the reference daytime images) is also limited. As a result,
only a limited part of the color space is used, which hinders the discrimination of different materials
(and is undesirable). This problem may be solved by using a larger variety of training sets.

To prevent the transformation from leading to a collapse of the color space, we propose to use
a 3D rigid transformation. We have fitted a rigid 3D transformation describing the mapping from the
input values corresponding to the entries of the initial CLUT1 to the values held in the output CLUT2

(see step 4 in Section 3.1.2), by finding the rigid transformation (with rotation R and translation t) that
best describes the relationship (with ζ a deviation term that is minimized) using the method described
by Arun et al. [76]:

CLUT2 = t + R · CLUT1 + ζ (6)

Next, the fitted values of the new CLUT3 were obtained by applying the rigid transformation to
the input CLUT1:

CLUT3 = t + R · CLUT1 (7)

As in the LFF method, this step was implemented in the original CTN scheme as a transformation
between two color lookup tables (the general processing scheme is shown in Figure 5). Figure 9c shows
an example in which the rigid-3D-fit (R3DF) transformation has been applied. Figure 10b shows the
results obtained by applying the fitted 3-D transformation derived from the standard training set to
the test set, which are the same in this case. The result shows some resemblance with the result of
the statistical method (Figure 10a). However, R3DF results in a broader range of colors, and therefore
a better discriminability of different materials. The colors look somewhat less natural than those
resulting from the CTN method (Figure 6b). An advantage of the R3DF method over the SCF statistical
method is that the color transformation is derived from a direct correspondence between the multiband
sensor values and the output colors of individual samples (pixels), and therefore does not depend on
the distribution of colors depicted in the training scene.
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4. Qualitative Comparison of Color Fusion Methods

First, we performed a qualitative comparison between the different color fusion schemes. In our
evaluation we included the CTN method (Figure 6b), the SCF method (Figure 10a), and the three
newly proposed schemes: (1) the LFF method (see Figure 6c); (2) the SHT method (Figure 6d); and
(3) the R3DF method (Figure 10b). We also included the result of the CTN method using only two
input bands: the visible and the NIR band (CTN2: for the processing scheme see Figure 11). This last
condition was added to investigate whether the colors derived from this two-band system transfer
better to untrained scenes than when the LWIR band is used as well. The idea behind this is that
only bands close to the visible range can be expected to show some correlation with the visible
daytime colors. However, the LWIR values are probably relatively independent of the daytime color
and therefore may not help in inferring the daytime color (and may even lead to unnatural colors).
Next, we present some examples of the various images that were evaluated.
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Figure 11. Processing scheme of the CTN2 sample-based color fusion method.

Figures 6 and 7 show the results of the various color methods that were derived from the standard
training set (of six images) and were applied to multiband images of the same scenes (except for the
two-band system). In line with our expectations, the LFF method (Figure 6c) leads to results that are
more similar to the daytime reference image (Figure 6a), with for instance vegetation shown in dark
green instead of in light green in the CTN scheme (Figure 6b). As intended, the SHT method (Figure 6d)
leads to hot elements (the engine of the vehicle) depicted in bright blue, which makes them more salient
and thus easier to detect. The elements are shown in blue because the sensor values in the visible
and NIR bands are close to zero in this case. The result of the R3DF method are shown in Figure 10b.
As mentioned before, in this case, the results show some resemblance with the statistical method.
However, the colors are more outspoken, due to the fact that the range of colors is not reduced in the
transformation. Therefore, the discriminability of materials is quite good. The downside is that the
colors are somewhat less natural than the CTN result (Figure 6b), although they are still quite intuitive.
Figure 12 shows an example in which the color transformations derived from the standard training
set were applied to a new (untrained) scene taken in the same environment. As expected, the CTN
scheme transfers well to the untrained scene. Again, the LFF result matches the daytime reference
slightly better than the CTN scheme, and the R3DF result shows somewhat less natural colors, but still
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yields good discriminability of the different materials in the scene. Surprisingly, the two-band system
(Figure 12e) does not lead to more naturalistic colors than the three-band (CTN) method (Figure 12a).
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Figure 13 shows yet another example of applying the methods to an image that was taken in the
same environment but not used in the training set. In this case, the light level was lower than the levels
that occur in the training set, which also led to differences in the sensor settings. No daytime reference
is available in this case. Most of the color fusion methods lead to colors that are less outspoken.
Again, the colors in the R3DF result are the most vibrant and lead to the best discriminability of
materials. Figure 14 shows an example in which the SHT method leads to a yellow hot target, due to
the fact that the sensor values in the visible and NIR bands are both high (see the inset Figure 7b for the
color scheme that was used). In this case this leads to lower target saliency, since the local background
is white. This indicates that this method is not yet optimal for all situations.

Figure 15 shows an example in which the color transformations were applied to an image recorded
in a totally different environment (and with different sensor settings). Again, the CTN method transfers
quite well to this new environment, while the two-band method performs less well. Finally, Figure 16
shows the results of applying the different color mapping schemes to a multiband image recorded
in the standard environment, after they were trained on scenes representing a different environment
(see Figure 16d). In this case, the resulting color appearance is not so natural as when the mapping
schemes were trained in the same environment (see e.g., Figure 7a,c). Also here, the R3DF method
(Figure 16g) appears to transfer well to this untrained situation (environment and sensor settings).
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Figure 16. Results from color transformations derived from the scene shown on the right (d) with 
different sensor settings: (a) CTN method; (b) LFF method; (c) SHT method; (d) scene used for training 
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5. Quantitative Evaluation of Color Fusion Methods

To quantitatively compare the performance of the different color fusion schemes discussed in
this study we performed both a subjective ranking experiment and a computational image quality
evaluation study. Both evaluation experiments were performed with the same set of 138 color fused
multiband images. These images were obtained by fusing 23 three-band (visual, NIR, LWIR) TRICLOBS
images (each representing a different scene, see [74]) with each of the six different color mappings
investigated in this study (CTN, CTN-2 band, statistical, luminance-from-fit, salient-hot-targets, and
rigid-3D-fit).

5.1. Subjective Ranking Experiment

5.1.1. Methods

Four observers (two males and two females, aged between 31 and 61) participated in a subjective
evaluation experiment. The observers had (corrected to) normal vision and no known color deficiencies.
They were comfortably seated at a distance of 50 cm in front of a Philips 231P4QU monitor that was
placed in a dark room. The images were 620 × 450 pixels in size, and were presented on a black
background with a size of 1920 × 1080 pixels in a screen area of 50.8 × 28.8 cm2. For each scene,
the observers ranked its six different fused color representations (resulting from the six different
color fusion methods investigated in this study) in terms of three criteria: image naturalness (color
realism, how natural the image appears), discriminability (the amount of different materials that can
be distinguished in the image), and the saliency of hot targets (persons, cars, wheels, etc.) in the scene.
The resulting rank order was converted to a set of scores, ranging from 1 (corresponding to the worst
performing method) to 6 (denoting the best performing method). The entire experiment consisted of
three blocks. In each block, the same ranking criterium was used (either naturalness, discriminability
or saliency) and each scene was used only once. The presentation order of the 23 different scenes was
randomized between participants and between blocks. On each trial, a different scene was shown
and the participant was asked to rank order the six different color representations of that given scene
from “best performing” (leftmost image) to “worst performing” (rightmost image). The images were
displayed in pairs. The participant was instructed to imagine that the display represented a window
showing two out of six images that were arranged on a horizontal row. By selecting the right (left)
arrow on the keyboard the participant could slide this virtual window from left to right (vice versa)
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over the row of images, corresponding to higher (lower) ratings. By pressing the up-arrow the left-right
order of the two images on the screen could be reversed. By repeatedly comparing successive image
pairs and switching their left-right order the participant could rank order the entire row of six images.
When the participant was satisfied with the result, he/she pressed the Q-key to proceed to the next trial.

5.1.2. Results

Figure 17 shows the mean observer ranking scores for naturalness, discriminability, and hot
target saliency for each of the six color fusion methods tested (CTN, SCF, CTN2, LFF, SHT, and R3DF).
This figure shows the scores separately both for images that were included and excluded from the
training sets.

To measure the inter-rater agreement (also called inter-rater reliability or IRR) between our
observers we computed Krippendorff’s alpha, using the R package ‘irr’ [77]. The IRR analysis showed
that the observers had a substantial agreement in their ratings on naturalness (α = 0.51), and a very
high agreement in their ratings of the Saliency of hot targets in the scenes (α = 0.95). However, they
did not agree in their ratings of the discriminability of different materials in the scene (α = 0.03).

Figure 17a shows that the CTN and LFF methods score relatively high on naturalness, while the
results of the R3DF method were rated as least natural by the observers. This figure also shows that
the LFF method yields more natural looking results especially for images that were included in the
training set. For scenes that were not included in the training set the naturalness decreases, meaning
that the relation between daytime reference colors and nighttime sensor values does not extrapolate
very well to different scenes.

Figure 17b shows that the ratings on discriminability vary largely between observers, resulting
in a low inter rater agreement. This may be a result of the fact that different observers used different
details in the scene to make their judgments. In a debriefing, some observers remarked that they had
paid more attention to the distinctness of vegetation, while others stated that they had fixated more on
details of buildings. On average, the highest discriminability scores are given to the R3DF, SHT and
SCF color fusion methods (in descending order).

Figure 17c shows that the SHT method, which was specifically designed to enhance the saliency
of hot targets in a scene, appears to perform well in this respect. The R3DF method also appears to
represent the hot targets at high contrast.
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represent the mean ranking scores for methods applied to images that were (not) in their training
set. Filled (open) bars represent the scores when the methods were applied to images that were (not)
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5.2. Objective Quality Metrics

5.2.1. Methods

We used three no-reference and three full-reference computational image quality metrics to
objectively assess and compare the performance of the six different color fusion schemes discussed in
this study.

The first no-reference metric is the global color image contrast metric (ICM) that measures the
global image contrast [78]. The ICM computes a weighted estimate of the dynamic ranges of both the
graylevel and color luminance (L* in CIELAB L*a*b* color space) histograms. The range of ICM is [0,1].
Larger ICM values correspond to higher perceived image contrast.

The second no-reference metric is the color colorfulness metric (CCM) that measures the color
vividness of an image as a weighted combination of color saturation and color variety [78]. Larger CCM
values correspond to more colorful images.

The third no-reference metric is the number of characteristic colors in an image (NC).
We obtained this number by converting the RGB images to indexed images using minimum variance
quantization [79] with an upper bound of 65,536 possible colors. NC is then the number of colors that
are actually used for the indexed image representation.

The first full-reference metric is the color image feature similarity metric (FSIMc) that combines
measures of local image structure (computed from phase congruency) and local image contrast
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(computed as the gradient magnitude) in YIQ color space to measure the degree of correspondence
between a color fused image and a daylight reference color image [80]. The range of FSIMc is [0,1].
The larger the FSIMc value of a colorized image is, the more similar it is to the reference image.
Extensive evaluation studies on several color image quality databases have shown that FSIMc predicts
human visual quality scores for color images [80].

The second full-reference metric is the color natural metric (CNM: [78,81,82]). The CNM measures
the similarity of the color distributions of a color fused image and a daylight reference color image
in Lab color space using Ma’s [83] gray relational coefficients. The range of CNM is [0,1]. The larger
the CNM value of a colorized image is, the more similar its color distribution is to that of the
reference image.

The third full-reference metric is the objective evaluation index (OEI: [81,82]). The OEI measures
the degree of correspondence between a color fused image and a daylight reference color image by
effectively integrating four established image quality metrics in CIELAB L*a*b* color space: phase
congruency (representing local image structure; [84]), gradient magnitude (measuring local image
contrast or sharpness), image contrast (ICM), and color naturalness (CNM). The range of OEI is [0,1].
The larger the OEI value of a colorized image is, the more similar it is to the reference image.

5.2.2. Results

Table 1 shows the mean values (with their standard error) of the computational image metrics for
each of the six color fusion methods investigated in this study. The full-reference FSIMc, CNM and
OEI metrics all assign the largest values to the LFF method. This result agrees with our subjective
observation that LFF produces color fused imagery with the most natural appearance (Section 5.1.2).
The original CTN method also appears to perform well overall, with the highest mean image contrast
(ICM), image colorfulness (CCM) and color naturalness (CNM) values. In addition, the sample-based
CTN method outperforms the statistical SCF method (which is computationally more expensive and
yields a less stable color representation) on all quality metrics. The low CNM value for the R3DF
method confirms our subjective observation that the imagery produced by this method yields looks
less natural. CTN and CTN2 both have the same CNM values, and do not differ much in their CCM
values, supporting our qualitative and somewhat surprising observation that CTN2 does not lead to
more naturalistic colors than the three band CTN color mapping.

To assess the overall agreement between the observer judgements and the computational metrics
we computed Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient between all six computational image quality
metrics and the observer scores for naturalness, discriminability and saliency of hot targets (Table 2).
Most computational metrics show a significant correlation with the human observer ratings for
naturalness. It appears that the OEI metric most strongly predicts the human observer ratings on all
three criteria. This agrees with a previous finding in the literature that the OEI metric ranked different
color fused images similar as human observers [81]. The correlation between the OEI and perceived
naturalness is specially high (0.95).

Table 1. Results of the computational image quality metrics (with their standard error) for each of the
color fusion methods investigated in this study. Overall highest values are printed in bold.

Method
No-Reference Metric Full-Reference Metric

ICM CCM NC FSIMc CNM OEI

CTN 0.382 (0.008) 4.6 (1.2) 815 (43) 0.78 (0.02) 0.82 (0.02) 0.73 (0.02)
SCF 0.370 (0.006) 3.6 (1.0) 1589 (117) 0.77 (0.02) 0.76 (0.02) 0.72 (0.02)

CTN2 0.380 (0.008) 4.4 (1.2) 938 (102) 0.78 (0.02) 0.82 (0.02) 0.73 (0.02)
LFF 0.358 (0.009) 4.5 (1.2) 860 (64) 0.80 (0.01) 0.82 (0.02) 0.74 (0.02)
SHT 0.349 (0.007) 4.4 (1.2) 1247 (241) 0.78 (0.01) 0.82 (0.02) 0.72 (0.02)

R3DF 0.341 (0.011) 4.1 (1.1) 2630 (170) 0.77 (0.01) 0.74 (0.02) 0.70 (0.03)

ICM = image contrast metric, CCM = color colorfulness metric, NC = number of colors, FSIMc = feature similarity
metric, CNM = color natural metric, OEI = objective evaluation index.
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Table 2. Pearson’s correlation coefficient between the computational image quality metrics and the
observer ratings for naturalness, discriminability and the saliency of hot targets. Overall highest values
are printed in bold.

Method
No-Reference Metric Full-Reference Metric

ICM CCM NC FSIMc CNM OEI

Naturalness 0.66 0.64 0.92 0.81 0.81 0.95
Discriminability 0.68 0.45 0.77 0.67 0.66 0.84

Saliency hot targets 0.68 0.16 0.58 0.65 0.32 0.77

6. Discussion and Conclusions

We have proposed three new methods that focus on improving performance in different military
tasks. The luminance-fit (LFF) method was intended to give a result in which the luminance more closely
matches the daytime situation (compared to the result of the CTN method). Both our qualitative and
quantitative (observer experiments and computational image quality metrics) evaluations indicate that
this is indeed the case. This method is especially suited for situations in which natural daytime colors
are required (leading to good situational awareness, and fast and easy interpretation) and for systems
that need to be operated by untrained users. The disadvantage of this method over the CTN-scheme is
that it leads to a somewhat lower discriminability of different materials. Again, the choice between the
two fusion schemes has to be based on the application (i.e., adapted to the task and situation).

Secondly, we proposed a salient-hot-targets (SHT) fusion scheme, intended to render hot targets
as more salient by painting the hot elements in more vibrant colors. The results of the quantitative
evaluation tests show that this method does indeed represent hot elements as more salient in the fused
image in most situations. However, in some cases a decrease in saliency may result. This suggests that
this fusion scheme may be improved, e.g., by adapting the luminance of the hot elements to that of
their local background (i.e., by enhancing local luminance contrast), or by using a different mixing
scheme (e.g., by replacing the scheme depicted in the inset of Figure 10b by a different one).

Our third proposal was to create a color fusion method (rigid-3D-fit or R3DF method) that
combines the advantages of the sample-based method (the fact that the direct correspondence between
sensor values and output colors is used to create a result that closely matches the daytime image) along
with the advantages of the statistical method (the fact that this method leads to a smooth transformation
in which a fuller range of colors is used, leading to better discriminability of materials). A rigid-3D-fit
was used to transform the input (sensor values) and output (daytime colors) (by mapping their CLUTs)
to assure that the color space did not collapse under the transformation. The results of this fusion
scheme look somewhat similar to that of the statistical method, although the colors are somewhat less
naturalistic (but still intuitive). However, this method results in better discriminability of materials
and has good generalization properties (i.e., it transfers well to untrained scenes). This is probably
due to the fact that the transformation is constrained by the direct correspondence between input and
output (and not only by the widths of the distributions). This fusion method is especially suited for
applications in which the discriminability of different materials is important while the exact color is
somewhat less important. Still, the colors that are generated are quite intuitive. Another advantage of
this method is that the transformation may be derived from a very limited number of image samples
(e.g., N = 4), and does not rely on a large training set spanning the complete set of possible multiband
sensor values. The transformation can be made to yield predefined colors for elements of interest in
the scene (e.g., vegetation, certain targets).

The results from both our qualitative and quantitative evaluation studies show that the original
CTN method works quite well and that it shows good transfer to untrained imagery taken in the
same environment and with similar sensor settings. Even in cases in which the environment or sensor
settings are different, it still applies reasonably well.



J. Imaging 2017, 3, 36 21 of 25

Surprisingly, the CTN2 two-band mapping does not performs as well as expected, even when
applied to untrained scenes. This suggests that there may be a relationship between the daytime
colors and the LWIR sensor values which the fusion method utilizes and that this also applies to the
untrained situations. It may be the case that there are different types of environments in which this
relationship differs and that we happen to have recorded (and evaluated) environments in which
this relationship was quite similar. Given the limited dataset we used (and which is freely available
for research purposes: [74]) this may not be surprising. It suggests that the system should be trained
with scenes representing different types of environments in which LWIR can be used to infer the
daytime color.

One of the reasons why the learned color transformation does not always transfer well to untrained
situations is probably that, in a new situation, the sensor settings can differ considerably. When, for
instance, the light level changes, the (auto)gain settings may change, and one may end up in a very
different location in 3D sensor/color space, which may ultimately result in very different output
colors (for the same object). This can be only be prevented by using the sensor settings to recalculate
(recalibrate) the values to those that would have been obtained if sensor settings had been used that
corresponded to the training situation.

The set of images that is available for testing is still rather limited. Therefore, we intend to
extend our dataset to include more variation in backgrounds, environmental conditions (weather,
light conditions, etc.), which can serve as a benchmark set for improving and testing new color fusion
schemes in the future.
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