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(54) DETECTING ROOM OCCUPANCY WITH BINARY PIR SENSORS

(57) The present invention relates to a system for
estimating the number of persons (P) inside an area (1),
wherein the system comprises at least one passive in-
frared sensor (S1..S3) configured to detect the presence
of an object (P) in at least a part (A1..A3) of the area (1)
and to output a binary signal sequence depending on

presence of at least one person (P) in the part (A1..A3)
of the area (1), and a computing unit (13) configured to
estimate the number of persons (P) inside the area (1)
based on the binary signal sequence by machine learn-
ing.
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Description

[0001] The present invention relates to a method and
system for estimating the number of live objects inside a
monitored environment and in particular to a method and
system for estimating the number of occupants in a room
with a passive infrared sensor outputting a binary signal.
[0002] A passive infrared sensor (PIR sensor) detects
changes in the amount of infrared radiation and is most
often used in PIR-based motion detectors for detecting
the presence of persons in lighting systems.
[0003] Further, PIR sensors are used for determining
motion directions of persons or room occupancy, which
is necessary for controlling building systems and room
management.
[0004] EP 2 732 440 A2 discloses a method for count-
ing the number of persons passing through a first area
sensed by a first PIR sensor and a second area sensed
by a second PIR sensor.
[0005] A method, in which the number of persons in a
room is estimated based on an analog signal (RAW sig-
nal) of a PIR sensor, is described in Yordan P. Raykov
et al: "Predicting room occupancy with a single passive
infrared (PIR) sensor through behavior extraction", UBI-
COMP ’16, SEPTEMBER 12-16, 2016, HEIDELBERG,
GERMANY.
[0006] However, PIR sensors are normally used as bi-
nary sensors, i.e., they can detect whether a heat source
(person) is present or not in the sensing region of the PIR
sensor and output a binary signal. A modification of such
sensors is complex and sensors, which provide a RAW
signal, are expensive and less reliable due to false pos-
itive (manly) and true negative results.
[0007] It is an object of the present invention to over-
come the above mentioned drawbacks and to provide an
improved system for estimating the number of persons
inside a monitored environment. More specifically, it is
an object of the invention to provide a system and meth-
od, with which the number of persons inside an area can
be estimated with low effort and costs.
[0008] This object is achieved by a system and a meth-
od according to the enclosed independent claims. Ad-
vantageous features of the present invention are defined
in the corresponding subclaims.
[0009] According to the present invention, the system
for estimating the number of objects inside an area com-
prises at least one PIR sensor configured to detect the
presence of a person in at least a part of the area and to
output a binary signal which is a sequence of pulses
caused by the presence of least one person in the part
of the area and a computing unit configured to estimate
the number of persons inside the area based on the bi-
nary signal using a machine learned model.
[0010] Thus, with the present invention, even if a binary
PIR sensor (PIR-based motion detector) is already in-
stalled for presence detection, the system can be easily
integrated into existing buildings or only minimal modifi-
cations are required.

[0011] Preferably, time delay of the PIR sensor be-
tween two consecutive presence detections is less or
equal 2 seconds.
[0012] To further improve the accuracy, the system can
comprise a plurality of passive infrared sensors, wherein
each passive infrared sensor is configured to detect the
presence of an object in a different part of the area and
to output a binary signal sequence depending on the
presence of at least one person and their actions in the
sensed area. The computing unit is configured to esti-
mate the number of objects inside the area based on the
binary signal sequences received from the plurality of
passive infrared sensors.
[0013] Alternatively or in addition, the system can com-
prise at least one of an air pollution sensor, a sound level
meter and a temperature sensor, wherein the computing
unit is configured to estimate the number of objects inside
the area based on at least one binary signal sequence
received from the at least one passive infrared sensor
and the sensor signal received from the air pollution sen-
sor, the sound level meter or the temperature sensor by
machine learning.
[0014] The computing unit can be configured to per-
form the machine learning by producing a model that
assigns different binary signals to one of a plurality of
classes, wherein each class corresponds to predeter-
mined numbers of objects.
[0015] Alternatively, the computing unit can be config-
ured to perform the machine learning by producing a
model that assigns different binary signals to a number
of objects.
[0016] The area can be a room in a building, wherein
the objects are persons and the computing unit is con-
figured to produce the model using the number of persons
counted manually or automatically. To this end, the sys-
tem comprises a means for inputting or receiving the
number of persons present in a specified period.
[0017] Alternatively or in addition, the system can com-
prises a means for receiving, from the room booking sys-
tem, the number of persons for which the room is booked
for a specified period of time and a means for determining
the difference between the number of persons and the
number of objects estimated by the computing unit for
the specified period of time and for outputting a signal if
the difference exceeds a certain threshold.
[0018] According to the present invention, a method
for estimating the number of objects inside an area com-
prises the steps of:

- detecting, by at least one passive infrared sensor,
the presence of a person in at least a part of the area,

- outputting, by the at least one passive infrared sen-
sor, a binary signal sequence depending on pres-
ence of the least one person in the part of the area
and

- estimating the number of objects inside the area
based on the binary signal sequence based on a
machine learned model.
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[0019] Preferably, in the detecting step, each of a plu-
rality of passive infrared sensors detects the presence
of persons in a different part of the area and in the esti-
mating step, the number of persons inside the area is
estimated based on the binary signal sequences re-
ceived from the plurality of passive infrared sensors.
[0020] The method can further comprise the step of
sensing the area by at least one of an air pollution sensor,
a sound level meter and a temperature sensor, wherein
in the estimating step, the number of objects inside the
area is estimated based on at least one binary signal
received from the at least one passive infrared sensor
and the sensor signal received from the air pollution sen-
sor, the sound level meter or the temperature sensor by
machine learning.
[0021] The machine learning can be performed by pro-
ducing a model that assigns different binary signal se-
quences to one of a plurality of classes, wherein each
class corresponds to a predetermined number of objects.
[0022] Alternatively, the machine learning can be per-
formed by producing a model that assigns different binary
signals to a number of persons.
[0023] The area can be a room in a building and the
method further comprises the steps of:

- manually or automatically counting the number of
persons present in the room at a specified period of
time and

- producing the model using the counted number of
persons.

[0024] Alternatively, the method can further comprise
the steps of:

- receiving, from the room booking system, the
number of persons for which the room is booked for
a specified period of time,

- determining the difference between the number of
persons and the estimated number of objects and

- outputting a signal if the difference exceeds a certain
threshold.

[0025] The invention is to be explained more detailed
in the following with reference to the accompanying draw-
ing, wherein:

FIG. 1 shows a conference room with the system
according an embodiment of the present invention,

FIG. 2 shows a schematic structural diagram of the
system shown in FIG. 1, and

FIG. 3 shows a flowchart of the method according
to an embodiment of the present invention.

[0026] The same features are denoted in the figures
by the same reference signs.
[0027] FIG. 1 shows top view of a conference room 1,

in which ten chairs 2..11 are positioned around a table
12 at room center and three PIR sensors S1, S2, S3 are
mounted on the ceiling at different positions to detect the
presence of an object within the respective detection ar-
eas A1, A2, A3 of the PIR sensors S1, S2, S3.
[0028] Based on the detections, to be more precise
based on the sequence of signal outputs which are "high",
the number of persons (not shown) inside the conference
room 1 is estimated, wherein the detection areas S1, S2,
S3 do not cover the complete area of conference room
1 and the detection area A2 partially overlaps with the
detection areas A1 and A2. The number of PIR sensors
S1, S2, S3 depends on the room size/layout and can be
one, two or more than three.
[0029] FIG. 2 shows a schematic structural diagram of
the system for estimating the number of persons P inside
the conference room 1 shown in FIG. 1. The system
shown in FIG. 2 comprises the PIR sensors S1, S2, S3,
a computing unit 13 for estimating the number of objects
based on the sensor signals, a display device 14 for dis-
playing the results of the estimation and a data bus 15
that connects the PIR sensors S1, S2, S3, the computing
unit 13 and the display device 14.
[0030] The computing unit 13 receives, via the data
bus 15, from each PIR sensor S1, S2, S3, a binary signal
indicating whether or not at least one person P is present
in the respective detection area A1, A2, A3, estimates
the number of persons P inside the conference room 1
based on the binary signals by a model that was train by
machine learning in advance, and transmits the result to
the display device 14.
[0031] Machine learning itself is a well-known tech-
nique, in which a general rule that maps inputs to outputs
is learned based on example inputs during a training
phase and their desired outputs. For example, inputs are
divided into two or more classes and a model that assigns
unseen inputs to one of these classes is generated. It is
to be noted, that the output signal, when a person is
present in a sensing area of a sensor, is not continuously
"high", but only if an internal threshold of the sensor is
exceeded. Thus, given presence of a person, the sensor
will produce a sequence of "highs" and "lows" which are
used as input into the machine learned model.
[0032] According to the present invention, the comput-
ing unit 13 learns a model that determines from binary
signal sequences a class that corresponds to predeter-
mined numbers of persons, e.g. class 1 corresponds to
1..2 persons, class 2 corresponds to 3..5 persons, class
3 corresponds to 6..10 persons and class 4 corresponds
to 11 or more persons (number of persons exceeds the
number of chairs 2..11). Alternatively, a model that as-
signs binary signals to an exact number of persons can
be learned.
[0033] For said training phase, the real number of per-
sons present in the conference room 1 is counted man-
ually and inputted by an input device (not show). Alter-
natively, the real number of persons can be determined
by image recognition, wherein the persons are observed
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with a video system and are recognized/counted by an
image image-processing system.
[0034] The number of persons P estimated based on
the model is received and displayed by the display device
14.
[0035] The results of the estimation can be used, for
instance, to optimize the use of rooms by a room booking
system that determines an appropriate room size for a
certain meeting based on the estimated numbers from
former meetings and/or to compare the number of per-
sons P planned for a meeting with the estimated number
of persons P and to output a warning message if the
difference between the planned number and the estimat-
ed number exceeds or falls below a certain threshold.
The system for estimating the number of persons can be
a part of the room booking system, wherein the step of
comparing the number of persons P planned for the meet-
ing with the estimated number of persons P and/or the
step of outputting the warning message can be per-
formed by the computing unit 13 or another control device
of the room booking system.
[0036] On the other hand, the number of persons P
planned/set by the room booking system can be used as
the desired output for generating/learning the model
when the difference between the planned number and
the actual number is generally small. The information on
the planned number of persons P can be transmitted from
the room booking system to the computing unit 13 via
the data bus 15 or a radio connection. Alternatively, the
room booking system can be a part of the computing unit
13.
[0037] The computing unit 13 can be a central building
control unit and/or can be designed as a microcontroller,
personal computer or a tablet.
[0038] To increase the accuracy, the number of per-
sons P planned/set by the room booking system and/or
signals of other sensors in the conference room 1 that
vary depending on the number of persons P can be used
for the estimation. For example, in addition to the PIR
sensor S1, S2, S3, the number of persons P planned/set
by the room booking system and/or the output of an air
pollution sensor, a sound level meter and/or a tempera-
ture sensor can be used to generate the model and to
estimate the number of persons P.
[0039] Although the estimation of the number of per-
sons P is an important field of application, with the present
invention, also animals, which are detectable by the PIR
sensor S1, S2, S3 can be counted, e.g., the number of
animals inside a fenced area.
[0040] FIG. 3 shows a very simplistic flowchart show-
ing the single steps performed by the realisation of the
method described in detail above.

Claims

1. A system for estimating the number of persons (P)
inside an area (1), the system comprising

at least one passive infrared sensor (S1..S3)
configured to detect the presence of an person
(P) in at least a part (A1..A3) of the area (1) and
to output a binary signal sequence depending
on presence of a person in the part (A1..A3) of
the area (1), and
a computing unit (13) configured to estimate the
number of persons (P) inside the area (1) based
on the binary signal sequence by a machine
learned model.

2. The system according to claim 1, wherein

the system comprises a plurality of passive in-
frared sensors (S1..S3), wherein each passive
infrared sensor (S1..S3) is configured to detect
the presence of an object (P) in a different part
(A1..A3) of the area (1) and to output a respec-
tive binary signal sequence, and
the computing unit (13) is configured to estimate
the number of persons (P) inside the area (1)
based on the binary signal sequences received
from the plurality of passive infrared sensors
(S1..S3).

3. The system according to claim 1 or 2, wherein

the system further comprises at least one of an
air pollution sensor, a sound level meter and a
temperature sensor; and
the computing unit (13) is configured to estimate
the number of persons (P) inside the area based
on at least one binary signal sequence received
from the at least one passive infrared sensor
(S1..S3) and the sensor signal received from the
air pollution sensor, the sound level meter or the
temperature sensor by machine learning.

4. The system according to anyone of claims 1 to 3,
wherein
the computing unit (13) is configured to perform the
machine learning by producing a model that allows
to determine from different binary signal sequences
one of a plurality of classes, wherein each class cor-
responds to predetermined numbers of objects (P).

5. The system according to anyone of claims 1 to 3,
wherein
the computing unit (13) is configured to perform the
machine learning by producing a model that allows
to determine from different binary signals a number
of objects (P).

6. The system according to claim 4 or 5, wherein

the area (1) is a room in a building;
the system further comprises means for receiv-
ing the number of persons which is present in

5 6 



EP 3 617 933 A1

5

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

the room for a specified period of time; and
the computing unit (13) is configured to produce
or improve the model using the number of per-
sons (P) received from said receiving means.

7. The system according to anyone of claims 1 to ,
wherein

the area (1) is a room in a building; and
the system further comprises means for receiv-
ing, from a room booking system, the number
of persons for which the room is booked for a
specified period of time, and a means for deter-
mining the difference between the number of
persons and the number of objects (P) estimated
by said the computing unit (13) for said specified
period of time and to output a signal if the differ-
ence exceeds a certain threshold.

8. A method for estimating the number of persons (P)
inside an area (1), the method comprising the steps
of:

detecting, by at least one passive infrared sen-
sor (S1..S3), the presence of a person (P) in at
least a part (A1..A3) of the area (1);
outputting, by the at least one passive infrared
sensor (S1..S3), a binary signal sequence de-
pending on presence of a person (P) in the part
(A1..A3) of the area (1), and
estimating the number of persons (P) inside the
area (1) based on the binary signal based on a
machine learned model.

9. The method according to claim 8, wherein

in the detecting step, each of a plurality of pas-
sive infrared sensors (S1..S3) detects the pres-
ence of a person (P) in a different part (A1..A3)
of the area (1); and
in the estimating step, the number of persons
(P) inside the area (1) is estimated based on the
binary signals received from the plurality of pas-
sive infrared sensors (S1..S3).

10. The method according to claim 8 or 9, further com-
prising the step of:

sensing the area (1) by at least one of an air
pollution sensor, a sound level meter and a tem-
perature sensor; wherein
in the estimating step, the number of persons
(P) inside the area (1) is estimated based on at
least one binary signal sequence received from
the at least one passive infrared sensor (S1..S3)
and the sensor signal received from the air pol-
lution sensor, the sound level meter or the tem-
perature sensor by machine learning.

11. The method according to anyone of claims 8 to 10,
the machine learning is performed by producing a
model that allows to determine from different binary
signal sequences one of a plurality of classes,
wherein each class corresponds to a predetermined
number of objects (P).

12. The method according to anyone of claims 8 to 10,
wherein
the machine learning is performed by producing a
model that allows to determine from different binary
signals sequences a number of objects (P).

13. The method according to claim 11 or 12, wherein

the area (1) is a room in a building; and
the method further comprises the step of:

receiving the number of persons which is
present in the room in a specified period of
time; wherein
the model is produced using the number of
persons (P) received.

14. The method according to anyone of claims 8 to 12,
wherein
the area (1) is a room in a building; and the method
further comprises the steps of:

receiving, from a room booking system, the
number of persons (P) for which the room is
booked for a specified period of time;
determining the difference between the number
of persons and the estimated number of persons
(P); and
outputting a signal if the difference exceeds a
certain threshold.
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