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(57) An image processing system allows pickup of
overlapping workpieces being transported, without
changing each workpiece position. An imaging unit has
its imaging field of view containing the conveyor, and
images a subject in the imaging field. The imaging unit
generates a luminance image (40) representing the sub-
ject and a range image (50) including height information
indicating a height of at least one point on the subject
from the conveyor by imaging the subject. A measure-
ment unit measures a position of each workpiece in the
luminance image (40). An obtaining unit obtains an over-
lap order of the workpieces based on the height informa-
tion in the range image (50) corresponding to the position
of each workpiece in the luminance image (40). A deter-
mination unit determines the workpiece pickup order to
allow a workpiece having a highest place in the overlap
order to be picked up with a higher priority than other
workpieces.
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Description

FIELD

[0001] The present invention relates to a technique for controlling a robot that picks up a workpiece transported on a
conveyor.

BACKGROUND

[0002] Industrial robots that pick up workpieces transported on a conveyor have been widely used in the field of factory
automation (FA). Such robots are used to, for example, pick up workpieces being transported on a conveyor and place
the workpieces into containers transported on another conveyor (commonly referred to as a pick-and-place operation).
[0003] Workpieces transported on a conveyor may overlap one another. When the robot picks up a lower one of two
overlapping workpieces, the upper workpiece is affected by the movement of the lower workpiece and can change its
position. In this case, the robot redetermines the position of this workpiece. One method for avoiding this is to eliminate
overlaps between workpieces during transportation. Japanese Unexamined Patent Application Publication No.
2015-174758 (Patent Literature 1) describes a technique for eliminating overlaps between workpieces, or specifically
describes a transportation device including conveyors that can eliminate various forms of overlaps between individually
packaged bags during transportation. This transportation device uses an additional mechanism for eliminating overlaps
between workpieces during transportation, and thus has a complicated structure.
[0004] Techniques for picking up workpieces without eliminating overlaps between workpieces during transportation
have been developed recently. One such technique described in Japanese Unexamined Patent Application Publication
No. 2012-055995 (Patent Literature 2) is a multi-articulated robot for picking up workpieces that are arranged without
being placed on one another. The robot picks up a lower one of workpieces without moving an upper one of the workpieces.
The multi-articulated robot described in Patent Literature 2 first moves a target workpiece by a predetermined displace-
ment in a horizontal direction, and then picks up the target workpiece.

CITATION LIST

PATENT LITERATURE

[0005]

Patent Literature 1: Japanese Unexamined Patent Application Publication No. 2015-174758
Patent Literature 2: Japanese Unexamined Patent Application Publication No. 2012-055995

SUMMARY

TECHNICAL PROBLEM

[0006] The multi-articulated robot described in Patent Literature 2 picks up, for workpieces arranged without being
placed on one another, a workpiece after moving it in a horizontal direction by a predetermined displacement. However,
when the multi-articulated robot moves a lower one of overlapping workpieces, the upper workpiece can be affected by
the movement of the lower workpiece and can change its position. In this case, the multi-articulated robot redetermines
the position of this workpiece. Techniques are thus to be developed for picking up overlapping workpieces being trans-
ported without changing the position of each workpiece.

SOLUTION TO PROBLEM

[0007] One aspect of the invention provides an image processing system for determining a workpiece pickup order
in which a plurality of overlapping workpieces being transported on a conveyor are picked up by a robot. The system
includes an imaging unit arranged to have an imaging field of view containing the conveyor, and images a subject
included in the imaging field of view. The imaging unit generates a luminance image representing the subject and a
range image including height information indicating a height of at least one point on the subject from the conveyor by
imaging the subject. The image processing system further includes a measurement unit that measures a position of
each of the plurality of workpieces in the luminance image, an obtaining unit that obtains an overlap order in which the
plurality of workpieces overlap one another based on the height information in the range image corresponding to the
position of each of the plurality of workpieces in the luminance image, and a determination unit that determines the
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workpiece pickup order for the plurality of workpieces to allow a workpiece having a highest place in the overlap order
to be picked up with a higher priority than other workpieces.
[0008] In some embodiments, the determination unit determines the workpiece pickup order for each workpiece to
allow a workpiece having a higher place in the overlap order to be picked up earlier.
[0009] In some embodiments, when the luminance image includes a plurality of workpiece groups each including a
plurality of overlapping workpieces, the obtaining unit obtains the overlap order for each workpiece group. The determi-
nation unit determines the workpiece pickup order for a workpiece having a highest place in the overlap order in each
workpiece group to allow a workpiece more downstream in a transport path on the conveyor to be picked up with a
higher priority.
[0010] In some embodiments, when the luminance image includes at least one workpiece that does not overlap another
workpiece and includes a plurality of overlapping workpieces, the determination unit determines the workpiece pickup
order for the at least one workpiece that does not overlap another workpiece and a workpiece having a highest place
in the overlap order among the plurality of overlapping workpieces to allow a workpiece more downstream in a transport
path on the conveyor to be picked up with a higher priority.
[0011] In some embodiments, the imaging unit includes a projector that projects, onto the plurality of workpieces
transported on the conveyor, linear light that diverges in a direction orthogonal to a transportation direction of the plurality
of workpieces, and a photoreceiver that successively receives reflected light of the linear light from the plurality of
workpieces transported on the conveyor to generate the range image based on a position of the received reflected light
upon every reception of light, and receives reflected light from the subject included in the imaging field of view to generate
the luminance image.
[0012] In some embodiments, the imaging unit includes a projector that projects, onto the plurality of workpieces
transported on the conveyor, linear light that diverges in a direction orthogonal to a transportation direction of the plurality
of workpieces, a first photoreceiver that successively receives reflected light of the linear light from the plurality of
workpieces transported on the conveyor to generate the range image based on a position of the received reflected light
upon every reception of light, and a second photoreceiver that receives reflected light from the subject included in the
imaging field of view to generate the luminance image.
[0013] Another aspect of the invention provides an image processing apparatus for determining a workpiece pickup
order in which a plurality of overlapping workpieces being transported on a conveyor are picked up by a robot. The image
processing apparatus includes an imaging unit that is arranged to have an imaging field of view containing the conveyor,
and images a subject included in the imaging field of view. The imaging unit generates a luminance image representing
the subject and a range image including height information indicating a height of at least one point on the subject from
the conveyor by imaging the subject. The image processing apparatus further includes a measurement unit that measures
a position of each of the plurality of workpieces in the luminance image, an obtaining unit that obtains an overlap order
in which the plurality of workpieces overlap one another based on the height information in the range image corresponding
to the position of each of the plurality of workpieces in the luminance image, and a determination unit that determines
the workpiece pickup order for the plurality of workpieces to allow a workpiece having a highest place in the overlap
order to be picked up with a higher priority than other workpieces.
[0014] Another aspect of the invention provides a pickup method for determining a workpiece pickup order in which
a plurality of overlapping workpieces being transported on a conveyor are picked up by a robot. The pickup method
includes imaging a subject included in an imaging field of view using an imaging unit arranged to have the imaging field
of view containing the conveyor. The imaging includes generating a luminance image representing the subject and a
range image including height information indicating a height of at least one point on the subject from the conveyor by
imaging the subject. The method includes measuring a position of each of the plurality of workpieces in the luminance
image, obtaining an overlap order in which the plurality of workpieces overlap one another based on the height information
in the range image corresponding to the position of each of the plurality of workpieces in the luminance image, and
determining the workpiece pickup order for the plurality of workpieces to allow a workpiece having a highest place in
the overlap order to be picked up with a higher priority than other workpieces.
[0015] Another aspect of the invention provides a pickup program for determining a workpiece pickup order in which
a plurality of overlapping workpieces being transported on a conveyor are picked up by a robot. The program enables
a computer to implement imaging a subject included in an imaging field of view using an imaging unit that is arranged
to have the imaging field of view containing the conveyor. The imaging includes generating a luminance image repre-
senting the subject and a range image including height information indicating a height of at least one point on the subject
from the conveyor by imaging the subject. The program enables the computer to implement measuring a position of
each of the plurality of workpieces in the luminance image, obtaining an overlap order in which the plurality of workpieces
overlap one another based on the height information in the range image corresponding to the position of each of the
plurality of workpieces in the luminance image, and determining the workpiece pickup order for the plurality of workpieces
to allow a workpiece having a highest place in the overlap order to be picked up with a higher priority than other workpieces.
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ADVANTAGEOUS EFFECTS

[0016] The technique according to the above aspects allows overlapping workpieces being transported to be picked
up without changing the position of each workpiece.
[0017] The above and other objects, features, aspects, and advantages of the present disclosure will be apparent
from the following detailed description of the embodiments of the present invention when taken in conjunction with the
accompanying drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0018]

Fig. 1 is a schematic diagram showing the basic structure of an image processing system according to a first
embodiment.
Fig. 2 is a diagram showing an imaging device according to the first embodiment.
Fig. 3 is a schematic conceptual diagram describing a method for determining a workpiece pickup order.
Fig. 4 is a functional block diagram of an image sensor according to the first embodiment.
Fig. 5 is a diagram showing workpieces being transported on a conveyor in one example.
Fig. 6 is a diagram showing workpieces being transported on the conveyor in another example.
Fig. 7 is a conceptual diagram schematically showing the processing for obtaining a workpiece overlap order.
Fig. 8 is a sequence diagram showing data interactions between the image sensor, a programmable logic controller
(PLC), and a robot.
Fig. 9 is a flowchart showing a workpiece measurement process.
Fig. 10 is a flowchart showing an enqueue process for a pickup target workpiece.
Fig. 11 is a flowchart showing a dequeue process for a pickup target workpiece.
Fig. 12 is a schematic block diagram showing the hardware configuration of the image sensor according to the first
embodiment.
Fig. 13 is a block diagram showing an example hardware configuration of the PLC according to the first embodiment.
Fig. 14 a schematic diagram showing the basic structure of an image processing system according to a second
embodiment.
Fig. 15 is a diagram showing an imaging device according to a third embodiment.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

[0019] Embodiments of the present invention will now be described with reference to the drawings. The same or
corresponding components in the figures have the same names and functions and are given the same reference numerals,
and will not be described repeatedly.

First Embodiment

A. Image Processing System 1

[0020] Referring now to Fig. 1, the basic structure of an image processing system 1 according to one or more embod-
iments will now be described.
[0021] As shown in Fig. 1, the image processing system 1 includes an image processing apparatus 2, an imaging
device 130, and a robot 300. The image processing apparatus 2 includes an image sensor 100 and a programmable
logic controller (PLC) 200.
[0022] The PLC 200 is connected to the image sensor 100, a counter 127, a servo driver 230, a display 231, an input
device 232, or to other components. The image sensor 100 and the counter 127 are daisy-chain connected to the PLC
200 with field networks NW1. The field networks NW1 may be, for example, EtherCAT (registered trademark). The robot
300 is connected to the PLC 200 with a field network NW2. The field network NW2 may be, for example, EtherNET
(registered trademark). The servo driver 230, the display 231, and the input device 232 are electrically connected to the
PLC 200. The display 231 includes, for example, a liquid crystal panel that can display images. The input device 232
receives input operations for the image processing system 1, and typically includes a touch panel, a keyboard, and a
mouse. The counter 127 is electrically connected to an encoder 128.
[0023] The counter 127 measures a displacement of the conveyor 20A using pulse waves generated by the encoder
128. More specifically, the encoder 128 generates pulse signals in accordance with the displacement of the conveyor
20A. The counter 127 receives the pulse signals from the encoder 128, and counts the number of pulses included in
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the pulse signals to measure the displacement of the conveyor 20A. The counter 127 transmits the count of the pulse
waves to the image sensor 100 in every predetermined communication cycle.
[0024] The imaging device 130 is arranged to have an imaging field of view AR1 containing the conveyor 20A, and
images subjects included in the imaging field of view AR1 in response to an imaging instruction provided from the image
sensor 100. The subjects herein refer to all imaging targets included in the imaging field of view AR1. More specifically,
the subjects include the conveyor 20A and workpieces W. The image sensor 100 periodically transmits an imaging
instruction to the imaging device 130. For example, the image sensor 100 transmits an imaging instruction to the imaging
device 130 when a difference between the count of the counter 127 at a time of output of a preceding imaging instruction
and the current count exceeds a predetermined value. This allows an imaging operation for workpieces W to be performed
periodically.
[0025] The image sensor 100 measures a workpiece W in a luminance image captured by the imaging device 130.
For example, the image sensor 100 measures the workpiece W through image processing such as pattern matching.
More specifically, the image sensor 100 prestores a model image representing the workpiece to be measured. The
image sensor 100 then searches for an image area similar to the model image in the luminance image captured by the
imaging device 130. When detecting an image area similar to the model image, the image sensor 100 stores the position
of the detected image area. The position of the workpiece W measured by the image sensor 100 is represented using
the coordinate values (cx, cy) in pixels defined in a camera coordinate system of the imaging device 130. The image
sensor 100 outputs the workpiece position in the luminance image to the PLC 200.
[0026] The PLC 200 transforms the coordinate values in the camera coordinate system into the coordinate values in
a world coordinate system based on the count obtained by the counter 127 in the imaging operation and using a
predetermined coordinate transformation formula. The world coordinate system for controlling the robot 300 defines the
position of the workpiece W using the coordinate values (wx, wy, wz) in mm. The coordinate values indicate the position
of the workpiece in the imaging operation (hereafter also referred to as a reference position).
[0027] The PLC 200 tracks the workpiece W based on its reference position defined in the world coordinate system.
More specifically, when receiving a current count from the counter 127, the PLC 200 calculates, based on the difference
between the current count and the count obtained in the imaging operation for the workpiece W, the displacement of
the workpiece W from the preceding workpiece position in the imaging operation. The displacement per count is prede-
fined. The PLC 200 adds the calculated displacement to the reference position of the workpiece in the imaging operation
to update the current position of the workpiece W. Upon receiving every new count, the PLC 200 calculates the dis-
placement of the workpiece W from the preceding position based on the difference between the current count and the
preceding count. The PLC 200 adds the displacement to the stored workpiece position to update the current position of
the workpiece W. The workpiece position is updated repeatedly in this manner to track the workpiece W.
[0028] The PLC 200 determines whether the current position of the workpiece W has reached a working area AR2
for the robot 300. When determining that the current position of the workpiece W has reached the working area AR2,
the PLC 200 generates an operation instruction for picking up the workpiece W in accordance with the current position
of the workpiece W, and outputs the operation instruction to the servo driver 230. In response to the operation instruction
received from the PLC 200, the servo driver 230 drives the robot 300 to pick up the workpiece W and places the workpiece
W into a container C. The robot 300 may pick up the workpiece with any method. For example, the robot 300 may suck
the workpiece W or grasp the workpiece W with its arm to perform the pickup operation.
[0029] Although the image sensor 100 and the imaging device 130 are separate devices in Fig. 1, the image sensor
100 and the imaging device 130 may be a single device.

B. Imaging Device 130

[0030] The imaging device 130 will now be described with reference to Fig. 2. Fig. 2 is a diagram showing the imaging
device 130 in one embodiment. In Fig. 2, workpieces W transported on the conveyor 20A are being imaged by the
imaging device 130.
[0031] The imaging device 130 includes a photoreceiver 131 and a projector 132. The imaging device 130 has the
imaging field of view AR1. The imaging device 130 images a subject included in the imaging field of view AR1 to generate
a luminance image representing the subject. At the same time, the imaging device 130 generates a range image including
height information indicating the height of each point on the subject from the transportation surface on the conveyor 20A.
[0032] In one example, the range image is generated with a light-section method. More specifically, the projector 132
projects, onto the workpiece W, linear light LT that diverges in a direction orthogonal to the transportation direction of
the workpiece W. The photoreceiver 131 successively receives reflected light of the linear light LT from the workpiece
W, and generates a range image based on the position of the received reflected light upon every reception of light.
[0033] The photoreceiver 131 typically includes a plurality of photoreceiving elements arranged in two dimensions.
The reflected light of the linear light LT enters different photoreceiving elements depending on the distance between the
imaging device 130 and the subject. More specifically, the photoreceiver 131 can obtain a profile along the line LN by
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imaging using the reflected light of the linear LT from the subject. The profile undergoes triangulation to produce sets
of height information each indicating the height of a point on the subject on the line LN from the transportation surface
on the conveyor 20A. The imaging device 130 arranges the obtained sets of height information chronologically to generate
a range image.
[0034] The imaging device 130 generates a luminance image at the same time as or substantially at the same time
as when generating the range image. When generating the luminance image, the imaging device 130 may stop the light
LT projected from the projector 132. The photoreceiver 131 thus receives only reflected natural light from the subject,
and can generate the luminance image without being affected by the light LT.
[0035] Although each pixel in the range image represents the height of a point on the subject from the conveyor in the
above example, each pixel in the range image may represent the distance between a point on the subject and the
imaging device 130.

C. Determining Workpiece Pickup Order

[0036] The image processing system 1 according to the present embodiment obtains the overlap order of a plurality
of overlapping workpieces, and determines the workpiece pickup order for each workpiece to allow a workpiece having
a higher place in the overlap order to be picked up earlier. The image processing system 1 then picks up and places
the workpieces in the determined pickup order.
[0037] Referring now to Fig. 3, a method for determining the workpiece pickup order for workpieces will be described.
Fig. 3 is a schematic conceptual diagram describing the method for determining the workpiece pickup order for workpieces
W.
[0038] As described above, the imaging device 130 images the subject included in the imaging field of view AR1 to
generate a luminance image representing the subject and a range image including height information indicating the
height of each point on the subject from the transportation surface on the conveyor 20A. Fig. 3 shows a luminance image
40 and a range image 50. In the examples shown in Fig. 3, the luminance image 40 and the range image 50 each include
workpieces WA to WC overlapping one another.
[0039] The image sensor 100 measures the position of each of the workpieces WA to WC in the luminance image 40.
In one example, the workpieces WA to WC undergo measurement through image processing such as pattern matching.
After the image processing, the image sensor 100 measures a workpiece area 41A representing the workpiece WA, a
workpiece area 41B representing the workpiece WB, and a workpiece area 41C representing the workpiece WC.
[0040] The image sensor 100 then defines the areas in the range image 50 corresponding to the workpiece areas
41A to 41C (hereafter also referred to as corresponding areas) in the luminance image 40. The luminance image 40
and the range image 50 are typically generated by the same imaging device 130, and thus are captured at the same
time or substantially at the same time. The subjects in the luminance image 40 and the subjects in the range image 50
appear at the same positions between these images. The image sensor 100 thus defines a workpiece area 51A, which
has the same coordinate values as the workpiece area 41A, as a corresponding area for the workpiece area 41A.
Similarly, the image sensor 100 defines a workpiece area 51B as a corresponding area for the workpiece area 41B, and
a workpiece area 51C as a corresponding area for the workpiece area 41C.
[0041] The image sensor 100 obtains the overlap order of the workpieces WA to WC based on height information for
the workpiece areas 51A to 51C. The image sensor 100 typically determines a workpiece with a larger height in any of
the workpiece areas 51A to 51C as a workpiece at a higher location overlapping other workpieces. In the example of
Fig. 3, the image sensor 100 determines that the workpiece WA has the highest place in the overlap order, the workpiece
WB has the second highest place, and the workpiece WC has the third highest place in the overlap order.
[0042] The image sensor 100 determines the workpiece pickup order for the workpieces WA to WC to allow the
workpiece WA having the highest place in the overlap order to be picked up with a higher priority than the other workpieces
WB and WC. The image sensor 100 typically determines the workpiece pickup order for each workpiece to allow a
workpiece having a higher place in the overlap order to be picked up earlier. In the example of Fig. 3, the image sensor
100 determines the workpiece pickup order to allow the workpieces WA, WB, and WC to be picked up in this order.
[0043] The image sensor 100 enters (enqueues) workpiece information into a queue 225 in accordance with the
determined workpiece pickup order. The workpiece information to be entered includes, for example, workpiece identi-
fication information and the workpiece position. The workpiece position is defined by, for example, the coordinate values
(x-coordinate, y-coordinate) in the luminance image 40 or in the range image 50, the tilt θ of the workpiece in the luminance
image 40 or in the range image 50, and the height h of the top surface of the workpiece from the conveyor.
[0044] In the example of Fig. 3, the image sensor 100 enters information for the workpiece WA having the highest
place in the overlap order into the queue 225. The image sensor 100 then enters information for the workpiece WB
having the second highest place in the overlap order into the queue 225. The image sensor 100 then enters information
for the workpiece WC having the third overlap order into the queue 225.
[0045] The position of each workpiece entered in the queue 225 is successively updated through the tracking operation
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described above. When the time for picking up a workpiece arrives, the PLC 200 refers to the queue 225 and retrieves
(dequeues) workpiece information entered earlier. More specifically, workpiece information entered in the queue 225 is
retrieved in a first-in first-out (FIFO) manner. In the example of Fig. 3, workpiece information for the workpiece WA is
retrieved. The PLC 200 generates an operation instruction for picking up the workpiece WA, and outputs the generated
operation instruction to the servo driver 230. In response to the operation instruction received from the PLC 200, the
servo driver 230 drives the robot 300 to pick up the designated workpiece WA and place the workpiece WA into a
container C. The PLC 200 retrieves, from the queue 225, the workpiece information entered earlier every time when the
workpiece pickup time arrives, and performs a pick-and-place operation for a workpiece indicated by the retrieved
workpiece information.
[0046] As described above, the image sensor 100 according to the present embodiment determines the workpiece
pickup order for each workpiece to allow a workpiece having a higher place in the overlap order to be picked up earlier.
This allows the robot 300 to pick up a workpiece at a higher location earlier. The robot 300 picks up workpieces sequentially
from upper workpieces, and thus can pick up these workpieces without interference between them. The image sensor
100 does not redetermine the position of each workpiece. This allows efficient pickup of workpieces.

D. Functional Structure of Image Sensor 100

[0047] Referring now to Figs. 4 to 6, the functions of the image sensor 100 will be described. Fig. 4 is a functional
block diagram of the image sensor 100 in one example.
[0048] As shown in Fig. 4, the image sensor 100 includes a controller 101 and a storage 120 as its main hardware
components. The controller 101 includes a measurement unit 152 and an obtaining unit 154 as its functional components.
The PLC 200 includes a controller 201 and a storage 220 as its main hardware components. The controller 201 includes
a reception unit 252, a determination unit 254, an update unit 256, and a robot control unit 258 as its functional components.
[0049] The measurement unit 152 periodically obtains luminance images, which are captured by imaging workpieces
transported on the conveyor, from the imaging device 130. When obtaining a luminance image from the imaging device
130, the measurement unit 152 performs predetermined image processing for measuring the workpieces on the lumi-
nance image to measure the workpiece positions in the luminance image. The workpiece position may be defined by,
for example, the coordinate values in the luminance image and the tilt of the workpiece in the luminance image.
[0050] The obtaining unit 154 obtains the range image, which is captured by imaging the workpieces at the same time
as or substantially at the same time as when the luminance image is captured by the measurement unit 152, from the
imaging device 130. As described above, each pixel in the range image represents the height of a point on the subject
from the conveyor. The obtaining unit 154 defines an area in the range image corresponding to the position of each
workpiece (or corresponding area) in the luminance image, and obtains the workpiece overlap order based on the height
information included in the corresponding area.
[0051] When the luminance image includes a plurality of workpiece groups each including a plurality of overlapping
workpieces, the obtaining unit 154 obtains the overlap order for each workpiece group. A group of workpieces herein
refers to a group of overlapping workpieces. The obtaining unit 154 typically identifies a group of workpieces each having
a distance between the center of gravity of each workpiece smaller than a predetermined distance as one group of
workpieces. The obtaining unit 154 does not obtain the overlap order for a workpiece that does not overlap another
workpiece (hereafter also referred to as an isolated workpiece). An isolated workpiece herein refers to a workpiece
spaced apart from another workpiece by at least a predetermined distance.
[0052] The workpiece position measured by the measurement unit 152 and the overlap order obtained by the obtaining
unit 154 are written into measurement result 124 in a manner associated with a workpiece ID for identifying each
workpiece and a workpiece group ID for identifying each group of workpieces. No workpiece group ID or no overlap
order is assigned to an isolated workpiece.
[0053] The reception unit 252 receives the measurement result 124 from the image sensor 100, and outputs the
received measurement result 124 to the determination unit 254. The reception unit 252 also receives a count corre-
sponding to a displacement of the conveyor from the counter 127, and outputs the received count to the update unit 256.
[0054] The determination unit 254 refers to the measurement result 124 to determine the workpiece pickup order. The
determination unit 254 may determine the workpiece pickup order with any of various methods. For a plurality of groups
of workpieces, for example, the determination unit 254 determines the workpiece pickup order for each group based on
the position of the workpiece at the highest location in each group of workpieces. The determination unit 254 typically
enters, into the queue 225, a workpiece having the highest place in the overlap order (hereafter also referred to as a
highest workpiece) in each group of workpieces and more downstream in the transport path on the conveyor. This entry
operation is repeated to allow each workpiece to be picked up without interference between the workpieces.
[0055] Fig. 5 is a diagram showing the workpieces being transported on the conveyor 20A in one example. In the
example of Fig. 5, the determination unit 254 determines the workpiece pickup order for a highest workpiece WD in a
workpiece group 30A and a highest workpiece WE in a workpiece group 30B to allow the highest workpiece WD more
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downstream in the transport path on the conveyor 20A to be picked up with a higher priority than the highest workpiece WE.
[0056] When the luminance image includes groups of overlapping workpieces as well as isolated workpieces that do
not overlap other workpieces, the determination unit 254 enters, from the isolated workpieces and the highest workpieces
in the respective workpiece groups, a workpiece more downstream in the transport path on the conveyor into the queue
225. This entry operation is repeated to allow each workpiece to be picked up without interference between the workpieces.
[0057] Fig. 6 is a diagram showing the workpieces being transported on the conveyor 20A in another example. In the
example of Fig. 6, the determination unit 254 determines the workpiece pickup order for the highest workpiece WD in
the workpiece group 30A and isolated workpieces WF to WH to allow the isolated workpiece WF more downstream in
the transport path on the conveyor 20A to be picked up with a higher priority.
[0058] The update unit 256 sequentially updates the workpiece position information entered in the queue 225 in
accordance with the latest count obtained from the counter 127 for tracking the workpieces. The tracking operation is
described above, and will not be described repeatedly.
[0059] The robot control unit 258 retrieves, from the queue 225, a workpiece entered earlier every time when the
workpiece pickup time arrives. The robot control unit 258 determines to pick up a workpiece retrieved from the queue
225 as a pickup target, and generates an operation instruction to pick up the workpiece. The generated operation
instruction is output to the servo driver 230. In response to the operation instruction received from the PLC 200, the
servo driver 230 drives the robot 300 to pick up the designated workpiece.
[0060] Some of the functional components included in the image sensor 100 (e.g., the measurement unit 152 and the
obtaining unit 154) may be implemented in the PLC 200, or implemented in another information processing terminal,
such as a server. Some of the functional components included in the PLC 200 (e.g., the determination unit 254 and the
update unit 256) may be implemented in the image sensor 100, or implemented in another information processing
terminal, such as a server.

E. Obtaining Unit 154

[0061] Referring now to Fig. 7, the processing for obtaining the workpiece overlap order performed by the obtaining
unit 154 described above will be described in more detail. Fig. 7 is a conceptual diagram schematically showing the
processing for obtaining the workpiece overlap order.
[0062] As described above, the obtaining unit 154 defines a corresponding area 82A in a range image 80 corresponding
to a workpiece area 72A in a luminance image 70, and a corresponding area 82B in the range image 80 corresponding
to a workpiece area 72B in the luminance image 70. Based on the height information included in the corresponding
areas 82A and 82B, the obtaining unit 154 determines the overlap order of the workpieces WI and WJ.
[0063] The height information, which is used to obtain the workpiece overlap order, may be calculated with any of
various methods. For example, the obtaining unit 154 uses a differential filter on the range image 80 to generate a
differential image, and detects a point having a pixel value larger than a predetermined value as an edge in the differential
image. The obtaining unit 154 selects stable edge points E1 to E4 on the detected edge points. The selected stable
edge points may include, for example, a predetermined number of pixels having larger pixel values. The obtaining unit
154 then sums the height values obtained between each of the edge points E1 to E4 and the center 83A (or the center
of gravity) of the workpiece WI.
[0064] As described above, the range image is generated through triangulation. However, triangulation can yield
unstable distance values around the edge points E1 to E4. The obtaining unit 154 may thus exclude, from the summation,
the height values falling within a predetermined percentage range (e.g., 10 to 20 percent) of the values among the height
values obtained between each of the edge points E1 to E4 and the center 83A.
[0065] The obtaining unit 154 extracts stable edge points E11 to E14 on the edge of the workpiece WJ in the same
manner as described above. In this process, the obtaining unit 154 selects the same number of edge points (E11 to
E14) on the workpiece WJ as the number of the edge points (E1 to E4) selected on the workpiece WI. The obtaining
unit 154 sums the height values obtained between each of the edge points E11 to E14 and the center 83B (or the center
of gravity) of the workpiece WJ.
[0066] Using the sum values for each of the workpieces WI and WJ, the obtaining unit 154 obtains the overlap order
of the workpieces WI and WJ. The obtaining unit 154 typically determines the overlap order of the workpieces WI and
WJ to allow a workpiece having a higher sum value to have a higher place in the overlap order.
[0067] The height information, which is used to obtain the overlap order, may be calculated with another method. For
example, the obtaining unit 154 may compare the height value at the center 83A corresponding to the center 73A of the
workpiece area 72A with the height value at the center 83B corresponding to the center 73B of the workpiece area 72B
to obtain the overlap order of the workpieces WI and WJ.
[0068] In some embodiments, the obtaining unit 154 may compare the height value at the center of gravity of the
corresponding area 82A corresponding to the center of gravity of the workpiece area 72A with the height value at the
center of gravity of the corresponding area 82B corresponding to the center of gravity of the workpiece area 72B to
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obtain the overlap order of the workpieces WI and WJ.
[0069] In some embodiments, the obtaining unit 154 may compare a representative value (e.g., an average, a median,
a minimum, or a maximum) of the height values in the corresponding area 82A corresponding to the workpiece area
72A with a representative value (e.g., an average, a median, a minimum, or a maximum) of the height values in the
corresponding area 82B corresponding to the workpiece area 72B to obtain the overlap order of the workpieces WI and
WJ. The representative values may be calculated using the height values of portions of the corresponding areas 82A
and 82B that do not overlap each other in the workpieces.
[0070] The obtaining unit 154 may also obtain the overlap order of the workpieces WI and WJ based on the surface
areas of the portions of the corresponding areas 82A and 82B having height values falling within a predetermined range.
[0071] Although each pixel in the range image represents the height of a point on the subject from the conveyor in the
example described above, each pixel in the range image may represent the distance between a point on the subject
and the imaging device 130. In the latter case, the relationship between a large value and a small value of each pixel
in the range image is reversed. The obtaining unit 154 identifies a workpiece having a smaller value of the distance
information in a workpiece portion of the range image as a workpiece at a higher location among the overlapping
workpieces.

F. Data Interactions

[0072] Referring now to Fig. 8, the data interactions in the image processing system 1 will be described. Fig. 8 is a
sequence diagram showing data interactions between the image sensor 100, the PLC 200, and the robot 300.
[0073] In step S10, the time for the imaging device 130 to perform imaging arrives. The imaging time arrives periodically.
When the imaging time has arrived, the image sensor 100 outputs an imaging instruction to the imaging device 130. In
response to the instruction, the imaging device 130 performs an imaging operation to generate a luminance image
representing a subject and a range image including height information indicating the height of each point on the subject
from the conveyor. The image sensor 100 obtains the generated luminance image and the range image from the imaging
device 130.
[0074] In step S12, the image sensor 100 performs predetermined image processing for measuring workpieces to
measure the position of each workpiece in the luminance image. The workpiece position may be defined by, for example,
the coordinate values in the luminance image and the tilt of the workpiece in the luminance image. The obtained workpiece
position in the luminance image is written into the measurement result 124 described above.
[0075] In step S14, the image sensor 100 defines an area in the range image corresponding to the position of each
workpiece (or corresponding area) in the luminance image measured in step S12, and obtains the workpiece overlap
order based on the height information included in the corresponding area. The workpiece overlap order is written into
the measurement result 124.
[0076] In step S20, the image sensor 100 transmits the measurement result 124 to the PLC 200. The image sensor
100 repeats the processing in steps S10, S12, S14, and S20 and successively transmits the measurement result 124
to the PLC 200. The image sensor 100 excludes, from the measurement result 124, any workpiece that is redundant
with the workpiece that has undergone the preceding measurement, among workpieces that have undergone the current
measurement. The image sensor 100 then transmits the obtained measurement result 124 to the PLC 200.
[0077] In step S22, the PLC 200 refers to the measurement result 124 received from the image sensor 100 to determine
the workpiece pickup order. The method for determining the workpiece pickup order is described above, and will not be
described repeatedly.
[0078] In step S24, the PLC 200 enters the workpiece information into the queue 225 in accordance with the workpiece
pickup order determined in step S22. The workpiece information to be entered includes, for example, workpiece iden-
tification information and the workpiece position. The workpiece position is defined by, for example, the coordinate values
(x-coordinate, y-coordinate) in the luminance image or in the range image, the tilt θ of the workpiece in the luminance
image or in the range image, and the height h of the workpiece from the conveyor. The PLC 200 then periodically obtains
the count from the counter 127, and sequentially updates the workpiece positions entered in the queue 225 in accordance
with the obtained count. The tracking operation is performed in this manner.
[0079] At every reception of a new measurement result 124 from the image sensor 100, the PLC 200 repeats the
processing in steps S22 and S24. This allows the pickup target workpieces to be successively entered in the queue 225.
[0080] When the time for picking up a workpiece has arrived in step S30, the PLC 200 retrieves, from the workpiece
information entered in the queue 225, workpiece information entered earlier for the pickup target workpiece. The PLC
200 generates an operation instruction to pick up the target workpiece, and transmits the generated operation instruction
to the robot 300.
[0081] In step S32, the robot 300 picks up the target workpiece in response to the operation instruction received from
the PLC 200. In this process, the robot 300 sequentially obtains information about the position of a destination container,
and carries the picked workpiece into the container in accordance with the obtained position information.
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[0082] The PLC 200 repeats the processing in steps S30 and S32 every time when the workpiece pickup time arrives.
Through this operation, the PLC 200 allows a workpiece entered earlier in the queue 225 to be picked up earlier.

G. Control Mechanism

[0083] Referring now to Figs 9 to 11, the control mechanism for the image processing system 1 will be described. Fig.
9 is a flowchart showing the workpiece measurement process. The process in Fig. 9 is performed by the controller 101
in the image sensor 100 executing a program. In another embodiment, the process may be partly or entirely performed
by a circuit element or other hardware.
[0084] Fig. 10 is a flowchart showing an enqueue process for a pickup target workpiece.
[0085] Fig. 11 is a flowchart showing a dequeue process for a pickup target workpiece. The processes shown in Figs.
10 and 11 are performed by the controller 201 included in the PLC 200 executing programs. In another embodiment,
the processes may be partly or entirely performed by a circuit element or other hardware.
[0086] The measurement process shown in Fig. 9, the enqueue process shown in Fig. 10, and the dequeue process
shown in Fig. 11 will now be described in the stated order.

G1. Measurement Process

[0087] Referring to Fig. 9, the controller 101, or specifically the measurement unit 152 described above (refer to Fig.
4), determines whether the time for the imaging device 130 to perform imaging has arrived in step S110. In one example,
the imaging time arrives at predetermined intervals. When determining that the time for the imaging device 130 to perform
imaging has arrived (Yes in step S110), the controller 101 advances to step S112. Otherwise (No in step S110), the
controller 101 repeats the processing in step S110.
[0088] In step S112, the controller 101, or specifically the measurement unit 152, outputs an imaging instruction to
the imaging device 130, and obtains a luminance image representing the subject and a range image including height
information indicating the height of each point on the subject from the conveyor.
[0089] In step S114, the controller 101, or specifically the measurement unit 152, performs predetermined image
processing for measuring workpieces to measure the workpiece positions in the luminance image. The obtained work-
piece positions in the luminance image are written into the measurement result 124 (refer to Fig. 4) described above.
[0090] In step S116, the controller 101 excludes, from the measurement result 124, the same workpiece as the
workpiece that has undergone the preceding measurement, among workpieces that have undergone the current meas-
urement. More specifically, the controller 101 calculates the moving distance of the workpiece corresponding to the time
period between the preceding measurement and the current measurement. The moving distance is calculated based
on, for example, the moving speed of the conveyor. The controller 101 transforms the moving distance in the real space
into the distance in the image (hereafter also referred to as an intra-image distance). The controller 101 excludes, from
the measurement result 124, a workpiece at a position advanced from the preceding measurement position by the intra-
image distance in the moving direction of the workpiece among workpieces that have undergone the current measure-
ment, assuming that the workpiece has undergone the preceding measurement.
[0091] In step S118, the controller 101, or specifically the obtaining unit 154 described above (refer to Fig. 4), assigns
a workpiece group ID to each of the measured workpieces. More specifically, the controller 101 calculates, for each
workpiece, the distance between the workpieces. The controller 101 assigns a workpiece group ID of 0 to a workpiece
spaced apart from other workpieces by at least a predetermined distance. In other words, the workpiece having the
workpiece group ID of 0 is determined as an isolated workpiece. The controller 101 identifies a group of workpieces
each having a distance between workpieces smaller than the predetermined value as one group of workpieces. The
controller 101 then assigns a workpiece group ID (e.g., a number selected from 1 to 999) to each group of workpieces.
The workpiece group ID is incremented at every assignment of an ID to one group of workpieces. The assigned workpiece
group ID is written into the measurement result 124.
[0092] In step S120, the controller 101, or specifically the obtaining unit 154, obtains the workpiece overlap order in
each group of workpieces in step S118. More specifically, the controller 101 defines an area in the range image corre-
sponding to the position of each workpiece (or corresponding area) in the luminance image measured in step S114.
Based on the height information included in the corresponding area, the controller 101 obtains the workpiece overlap
order in each group of workpieces. The obtained workpiece overlap order is written into the measurement result 124.
[0093] In step S130, the controller 101 determines whether the measurement process is to be complete. For example,
the controller 101 determines that the measurement process is to be complete when the controller 101 receives an
instruction for completing the measurement process from a user. When determining that the measurement process is
to be complete (Yes in step S130), the controller 101 completes the process shown in Fig. 9. Otherwise (No in step
S130), the controller 101 returns to step S110.
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G2. Entering Workpiece

[0094] Referring now to Fig. 10, the enqueue process performed by the PLC 200 will be described.
[0095] In step S210, the controller 201 receives the measurement result 124 obtained through the measurement
process described in Fig. 9 from the image sensor 100.
[0096] In step S212, the controller 201 initializes a variable i to, for example, 0.
[0097] In step S214, the controller 201 refers to the measurement result 124 to select an i+1th workpiece downstream
in the transport path on the conveyor as an entry target workpiece to be entered into the queue 225.
[0098] In step S220, the controller 201 determines whether the entry target workpiece is an isolated workpiece. In this
process, the controller 201 refers to the measurement result 124 and determines the entry target workpiece as an isolated
workpiece when the workpiece group ID assigned to the target workpiece is 0. When determining that the entry target
workpiece is an isolated workpiece (Yes in step S220), the controller 201 advances to step S234. Otherwise (No in step
S220), the controller 201 advances to step S230.
[0099] In step S230, the controller 201 refers to the measurement result 124 to determine whether the entry target
workpiece has the highest place in the overlap order in its group of workpieces. When determining that the entry target
workpiece has the highest place in the overlap order in its group of workpieces (Yes in step S230), the controller 201
advances to step S234. Otherwise (No in step S230), the controller 201 advances to step S232.
[0100] In step S232, the controller 201 increments the variable, or specifically increases the variable i by 1.
[0101] In step S234, the controller 201, or specifically the determination unit 254 described above (refer to Fig. 4),
enters the entry target workpiece into the queue 225.
[0102] In step S236, the controller 201 updates the measurement result 124. More specifically, the controller 201
deletes the workpiece entered in the queue 225 from the measurement result 124, and updates the overlap order of
other workpieces included in the same group of workpieces as the group of the entry target workpiece. The controller
201 also deletes, from the measurement result 124, the workpiece that has passed through the working area AR2 (refer
to Fig. 1) for the robot 300 among workpieces included in the measurement result 124.
[0103] In step S240, the controller 201 determines whether the enqueue process is to be complete. For example, the
controller 201 determines that the enqueue process is to be complete when the controller 201 receives an instruction
for completing the enqueue process from a user. When determining that the enqueue process is to be complete (Yes
in step S240), the controller 201 completes the processing shown in Fig. 10. Otherwise (No in step S240), the controller
201 returns to step S210.

G3. Pickup of Workpieces

[0104] Referring now to Fig. 11, a dequeue process performed by the PLC 200 will be described.
[0105] In step S310, the controller 201, or specifically the robot control unit 258 described above (refer to Fig. 4),
determines whether the workpiece transported on the conveyor 20A has reached the working area AR2 (refer to Fig. 1)
for the robot 300. For example, the controller 201 tracks each workpiece. When a workpiece is included in a predetermined
area corresponding to the working area AR2, the controller 201 determines that the workpiece has reached the working
area. When determining that the workpiece transported on the conveyor 20A has reached the working area AR2 for the
robot 300 (Yes in step S310), the controller 201 advances to step S312. Otherwise (No in step S310), the controller 201
repeats the processing in step S310.
[0106] In step S312, the controller 201, or specifically the robot control unit 258, retrieves a pickup target workpiece
from the queue 225. In this process, the controller 201 retrieves a workpiece entered earlier from the queue 225.
[0107] In step S314, the controller 201, or specifically the robot control unit 258 generates an operation instruction for
picking up the workpiece retrieved from the queue 225 in step S312, and outputs the generated operation instruction to
the robot 300.
[0108] In step S320, the controller 201 determines whether the robot 300 has completely moved the workpiece. For
example, the controller 201 determines that the workpiece has been moved when the controller 201 receives a signal
indicating the completion of the workpiece placement from the robot 300. When determining that the robot 300 has
completely moved the workpiece (Yes in step S320), the controller 201 advances to step S330. Otherwise (No in step
S320), the controller 201 repeats the processing in step S320.
[0109] In step S330, the controller 201 determines whether the dequeue process is to be complete. In one example,
the controller 201 determines that the dequeue process is to be complete when the controller 201 receives an instruction
for completing the dequeue process by a user. When determining that the dequeue process is to be complete (Yes in
step S330), the controller 201 completes the processing shown in Fig. 11. Otherwise (No in step S330), the controller
201 returns to step S310.
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H. Hardware Configuration of Image Sensor 100

[0110] Referring now to Fig. 12, the hardware configuration of the image sensor 100 according to the present embod-
iment will be described. Fig. 12 is a schematic block diagram showing the hardware configuration of the image sensor
100 according to the present embodiment.
[0111] The image sensor 100 is, for example, a computer with a general-purpose computer architecture. The image
sensor 100 includes the controller 101, a main memory 102, a communication interface 103, a camera interface 104, a
PLC interface 105, an optical drive 107, and the storage 120 (memory unit). These components are connected to one
another with an internal bus 119 to allow communication between them.
[0112] The controller 101 includes, for example, at least one integrated circuit. The integrated circuit includes, for
example, at least one central processing unit (CPU), at least one application specific integrated circuit (ASIC), at least
one field programmable gate array (FPGA), or their combinations. The controller 101 expands an image processing
program 122 stored in the storage 120 into the main memory 102, and executes the program to perform various types
of processing according to the present embodiment. The main memory 102, which is a volatile memory, serves as a
work memory used by the controller 101 to execute the programs.
[0113] The communication interface 103 allows data communication with external devices through a network. The
external devices includes, for example, the counter 127 described above (refer to Fig. 1), the imaging device 130
described above (refer to Fig. 1), the PLC 200 described above (refer to Fig. 1), a server, or other communication devices.
The image sensor 100 may also download the image processing program 122 according to the present embodiment
through the communication interface 103.
[0114] The camera interface 104 is connected to the imaging device 130 described above. The camera interface 104
receives an image signal obtained through an imaging operation performed by the imaging device 130, and transmits
an instruction such as the imaging time to the imaging device 130. The imaging device 130 includes, for example, an
imaging element such as a charge-coupled device (CCD) sensor or a complementary metal oxide semiconductor (CMOS)
sensor, which has multiple pixels, in addition to optical systems such as a lens.
[0115] The PLC interface 105 is connected to the PLC 200. The image sensor 100 transmits the measurement results
for the workpieces or other data to the PLC 200 through the PLC interface 105.
[0116] The optical drive 107 reads various programs from, for example, an optical disc 107A, and installs the programs
into the storage 120. The storage 120 stores, for example, the image processing program 122.
[0117] Although Fig. 12 shows the example configuration in which the programs to be used are installed into the image
sensor 100 through the optical drive 107, another configuration may be used. The programs may be downloaded from
a server on a network. The programs installed in the image sensor 100 may also be rewritten using a program written
in a storage medium such as a universal serial bus (USB) memory, a secure digital (SD) card, or a compact flash (CF) card.
[0118] The storage 120 is, for example, a hard disk drive or an external storage medium. In one example, the storage
120 stores the image processing program122 for performing various types of processing according to the present
embodiment, the measurement result 124 described above (refer to Fig. 4), and the model image 126 used as a reference
for the workpiece to be measured.
[0119] The image processing program 122 may not be an independent program, but may be incorporated into a part
of another program. In this case, the program works with the other program to perform the processing according to the
present embodiment. Such a program without including some modules does not depart from the scope of the image
sensor 100 according to the present embodiment. All or some of the functions provided by the image processing program
122 according to the present embodiment may also be implemented using dedicated hardware. Further, at least two of
the image sensor 100, the PLC 200, and the robot 300 may operate in cooperation with each other to perform the
processing according to the present embodiment. The image sensor 100 may also operate in the form of a cloud service,
in which at least one server performs the processing according to the present embodiment.

I. Hardware Configuration of PLC 200

[0120] Referring now to Fig. 13, the hardware configuration of the PLC 200 according to the present embodiment will
be described. Fig. 13 is a block diagram showing an example hardware configuration of the PLC 200 according to the
present embodiment.
[0121] The PLC 200 includes the controller 201, such as a central processing unit (CPU) or a micro-processing unit
(MPU), a chipset 202, a main memory 206, the storage 220, a local network controller 203, a universal serial bus (USB)
controller 204, a memory card interface 205, an internal bus controller 210, fieldbus controllers 208 and 209, and I/O
units 211-1, 211-2, and subsequent I/O units.
[0122] The controller 201 reads various programs stored in the storage 220, and expands the programs in the main
memory 206 and executes the programs to implement control for the control target and the processing according to the
present embodiment. The chipset 202 controls the controller 201 and each component to implement the overall processing
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performed by the PLC 200.
[0123] The storage 220 is, for example, a secondary storage. The storage 220 stores system programs for implementing
a PLC engine, as well as user programs 221 executed using the PLC engine, the queue 225 described above (refer to
Fig. 4), and other data. The user programs 221 include, for example, a sequence program 222 mainly responsible for
logical computations, a motion program 223 mainly responsible for numerical computations such as positional control
or speed control, and a control program 224 mainly responsible for computations for implementing the processing
according to the present embodiment.
[0124] The local network controller 203 controls data communication with another device (e.g., a server) through a
local network. The USB controller 204 controls data communication with another device (e.g., a personal computer, or
a PC) through USB connection.
[0125] The memory card interface 205 can receive a removable memory card 216. The memory card interface 205
allows data to be written into the memory card 216, and various data (e.g., user programs and trace data) to be read
from the memory card 216.
[0126] The internal bus controller 210 is an interface that allows data communication with the I/O units 211-1, 211-2,
and other I/O units incorporated in the PLC 200.
[0127] The fieldbus controller 208 controls data communication with another device (e.g., the image sensor 100 and
the counter 127) through the field network NW1. Similarly, the fieldbus controller 209 controls data communication with
another device (e.g., the robot 300) through the field network NW2.
[0128] Although Fig. 13 shows the configuration in which program execution by the controller 201 provides each
intended function, some or all of these functions may also be implemented using dedicated hardware circuits (e.g.,
ASICs or FPGAs). In some embodiments, the main part of the PLC 200 may be implemented with hardware having a
general-purpose architecture (e.g., an industrial personal computer based on a general-purpose personal computer).
In that case, multiple operating systems (OSes) for different uses may be executed in parallel using a virtualization
technique, and an intended application may be executed on each OS.

J. Summary of First Embodiment

[0129] As described above, the image sensor 100 according to the present embodiment obtains a luminance image
representing a subject and a range image including height information indicating the height of each point on the subject
from the transportation surface on the conveyor 20A. The image sensor 100 performs predetermined image processing
for measuring workpieces to measure the workpiece positions in the luminance image. The image sensor 100 then
defines an area in the range image corresponding to the position of each workpiece (or corresponding area) in the
luminance image, and obtains the workpiece overlap order based on the height information included in the corresponding
area. The image sensor 100 determines the workpiece pickup order for each workpiece to allow a workpiece having a
higher place in the overlap order to be picked up earlier.
[0130] This allows the robot 300 to pick up a workpiece at a higher location earlier. The robot 300 picks up workpieces
sequentially from upper workpieces, and thus can pick up these workpieces without interference between them. The
image sensor 100 does not redetermine the position of each workpiece. This allows efficient pickup of workpieces.

Second Embodiment

A. Overview

[0131] The image processing system 1 according to the first embodiment picks up the workpieces in the determined
workpiece pickup order and places the workpieces in the containers. Unlike this, an image processing system 1 according
to a second embodiment picks up workpieces in the determined workpiece pickup order and aligns the workpieces on
a conveyor.
[0132] The other features of the image processing system 1 according to the second embodiment are the same as
the corresponding features in the image processing system 1 in the first embodiment, and will not be described repeatedly.

B. Image Processing System 1

[0133] Referring now to Fig. 14, the basic structure of the image processing system 1 according to the second em-
bodiment will be described. Fig. 14 is a schematic diagram showing the basic structure of the image processing system
1 according to the second embodiment.
[0134] As shown in Fig. 14, the image processing system 1 according to the present embodiment further includes a
robot 300A, in addition to the robot 300. The PLC 200 thus further includes a servo driver 230A for controlling the robot
300A, in addition to the servo driver 230 for controlling the robot 300.
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[0135] The robot 300A picks up workpieces W in the workpiece pickup order determined by the PLC 200, and aligns
the workpieces W without overlaps on the conveyor 20A. A method for determining the workpiece pickup order for the
workpieces W is the same as the method described above, and will not be described repeatedly.
[0136] The subsequent robot 300 moves the aligned workpieces W into containers B. The workpieces W have been
aligned without overlaps by the preceding robot 300A. The subsequent robot 300 can thus pick up any workpiece in any
pickup order.
[0137] Although the robot 300 picks up one workpiece after another in Fig. 14, the robot 300 may pick up multiple
workpieces W at a time. In this case, the robot 300 can easily pick up multiple workpieces W after aligned without any
overlaps by the preceding robot 300A. This allows different types of workpieces (e.g., dried ingredients) to be carried
into a container B at a time, and greatly improves the efficiency of the pick-and-place operation of workpieces.

C. Summary of Second Embodiment

[0138] In the embodiment described above, the preceding robot 300A aligns the workpieces W on the conveyor 20A
in the determined workpiece pickup order, and the subsequent robot 300 carries the aligned workpieces W into containers.
The workpieces W have been aligned without overlaps by the preceding robot 300A, and thus the subsequent robot
300 can carry any workpiece W into the container B in any order.

Third Embodiment

A. Overview

[0139] The imaging device 130 according to the first embodiment includes the single projector and the single photore-
ceiver (refer to Fig. 2). Unlike this, an imaging device 130 according to a third embodiment includes a single projector
and two photoreceivers.
[0140] The other features of the image processing system 1 according to the third embodiment are the same as the
corresponing features of the image processing system 1 in the first embodiment, and will not be described repeatedly.

B. Image Processing System 1

[0141] Referring now to Fig. 15, the imaging device 130 according to the third embodiment will be described. Fig. 15
is a diagram showing the imaging device 130 in one embodiment. In Fig. 15, workpieces W transported on the conveyor
20Aare being imaged by the imaging device 130.
[0142] The imaging device 130 includes photoreceivers 131 and 133, and a projector 132. The photoreceiver 131 and
the projector 132 generate a range image. The range image is generated by the light-section method. More specifically,
the projector 132 projects, onto the workpiece W, linear light LT that diverges in a direction orthogonal to the transportation
direction of the workpiece W. The photoreceiver 131 (a first photoreceiver) successively receives reflected light of the
linear light LT from the workpiece W, and generates a range image based on the position of the received reflected light
upon every reception of light.
[0143] The photoreceiver 131 typically includes a plurality of photoreceiving elements arranged in two dimensions.
The reflected light of the light LT enters different photoreceiving elements depending on the distance between the imaging
device 130 and the subject. More specifically, the photoreceiver 131 can obtain a profile along the line LN by imaging
the reflected light of the linear LT from the subject. The profile undergoes triangulation to produce sets of height information
each indicating the height of a point on the subject on the line LN from the transportation surface on the conveyor 20A.
The imaging device 130 arranges the obtained sets of height information chronologically to generate a range image.
[0144] In contrast, the photoreceiver 133 (a second photoreceiver) receives reflected natural light from the subject
included in the imaging field of view AR3 to generate a luminance image representing the subject. The range image and
the luminance image are captured from different viewpoints and thus the subject in the range image and the subject in
the luminance image appear at different positions between these images. The image sensor 100 thus aligns the range
image and the luminance image with each other. The deviation between the subject in the range image and the subject
in the luminance image is determined when the positional relationship between the photoreceivers 131 and 133 is
defined. The image sensor 100 thus aligns the two images based on the predefined positional relationship between the
photoreceivers 131 and 133. The image sensor 100 then defines an area in the range image corresponding to the
position of each workpiece (or corresponding area) in the luminance image, and obtains the workpiece overlap order
based on the height information included in the corresponding area.
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C. Summary of Third Embodiment

[0145] As described above, the image processing system 1 according to the present embodiment includes the pho-
toreceiver 131 and the projector 132 for generating the range image and the photoreceiver 133 for generating the
luminance image. This structure allows the photoreceiver 133 to generate the luminance image without being affected
by the projector 132, and thus improves the accuracy of workpiece measurement. The image sensor 100 can obtain the
workpiece overlap order in an accurate manner.
[0146] The embodiments disclosed herein should be considered to be in all respects illustrative and not restrictive.
The scope of the invention is not defined by the embodiments described above but is defined by the appended claims,
and all changes that come within the meaning and range of equivalency of the claims are intended to fall within the claims.

REFERENCE SIGNS LIST

[0147]

1 image processing system
2 image processing apparatus
20A conveyor
30A, 30B workpiece group
40 luminance image
41A to 41C, 51A to 51C, 72A, 72B workpiece area
50, 80 range image
73A, 73B, 83A, 83B center
82A, 82B corresponding area
100 image sensor
101, 201 controller
102, 206 main memory
103 communication interface
104 camera interface
105 PLC interface
107 optical drive
107A optical disc
119 internal bus
120,220 storage
122 image processing program
124 measurement result
126 model image
127 counter
128 encoder
130 imaging device
131, 133 photoreceiver
132 projector
152 measurement unit
154 obtaining unit
202 chipset
203 local network controller
204 controller
205 memory card interface
208, 209 fieldbus controller
210 internal bus controller
211 I/O unit
216 memory card
221 user program
222 sequence program
223 motion program
224 control program
225 queue
230, 230A servo driver
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231 display
232 input device
252 reception unit
254 determination unit
256 update unit
258 robot control unit

Claims

1. An image processing system for determining a workpiece pickup order in which a plurality of overlapping workpieces
being transported on a conveyor are picked up by a robot, the system comprising:

an imaging unit arranged to have an imaging field of view containing the conveyor, and configured to image a
subject included in the imaging field of view, the imaging unit being configured to generate a luminance image
representing the subject and a range image including height information indicating a height of at least one point
on the subject from the conveyor by imaging the subject;
a measurement unit configured to measure a position of each of the plurality of workpieces in the luminance
image;
an obtaining unit configured to obtain an overlap order in which the plurality of workpieces overlap one another
based on the height information in the range image corresponding to the position of each of the plurality of
workpieces in the luminance image; and
a determination unit configured to determine the workpiece pickup order for the plurality of workpieces to allow
a workpiece having a highest place in the overlap order to be picked up with a higher priority than other work-
pieces.

2. The image processing system according to claim 1, wherein
the determination unit determines the workpiece pickup order for each workpiece to allow a workpiece having a
higher place in the overlap order to be picked up earlier.

3. The image processing system according to claim 1 or claim 2, wherein
when the luminance image includes a plurality of workpiece groups each including a plurality of overlapping work-
pieces, the obtaining unit obtains the overlap order for each workpiece group, and
the determination unit determines the workpiece pickup order for a workpiece having a highest place in the overlap
order in each workpiece group to allow a workpiece more downstream in a transport path on the conveyor to be
picked up with a higher priority.

4. The image processing system according to any one of claims 1 to 3, wherein
when the luminance image includes at least one workpiece that does not overlap another workpiece and includes
a plurality of overlapping workpieces, the determination unit determines the workpiece pickup order for the at least
one workpiece that does not overlap another workpiece and a workpiece having a highest place in the overlap order
among the plurality of overlapping workpieces to allow a workpiece more downstream in a transport path on the
conveyor to be picked up with a higher priority.

5. The image processing system according to any one of claims 1 to 4, wherein
the imaging unit includes
a projector configured to project, onto the plurality of workpieces transported on the conveyor, linear light that
diverges in a direction orthogonal to a transportation direction of the plurality of workpieces, and
a photoreceiver configured to successively receive reflected light of the linear light from the plurality of workpieces
transported on the conveyor to generate the range image based on a position of the received reflected light upon
every reception of light, and receive reflected light from the subject included in the imaging field of view to generate
the luminance image.

6. The image processing system according to any one of claims 1 to 4, wherein
the imaging unit includes
a projector configured to project, onto the plurality of workpieces transported on the conveyor, linear light that
diverges in a direction orthogonal to a transportation direction of the plurality of workpieces,
a first photoreceiver configured to successively receive reflected light of the linear light from the plurality of workpieces
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transported on the conveyor to generate the range image based on a position of the received reflected light upon
every reception of light, and
a second photoreceiver configured to receive reflected light from the subject included in the imaging field of view to
generate the luminance image.

7. An image processing apparatus for determining a workpiece pickup order in which a plurality of overlapping work-
pieces being transported on a conveyor are picked up by a robot, the apparatus comprising:

an imaging unit arranged to have an imaging field of view containing the conveyor, and configured to image a
subject included in the imaging field of view, the imaging unit being configured to generate a luminance image
representing the subject and a range image including height information indicating a height of at least one point
on the subject from the conveyor by imaging the subject;
a measurement unit configured to measure a position of each of the plurality of workpieces in the luminance
image;
an obtaining unit configured to obtain an overlap order in which the plurality of workpieces overlap one another
based on the height information in the range image corresponding to the position of each of the plurality of
workpieces in the luminance image; and
a determination unit configured to determine the workpiece pickup order for the plurality of workpieces to allow
a workpiece having a highest place in the overlap order to be picked up with a higher priority than other work-
pieces.

8. A pickup method for determining a workpiece pickup order in which a plurality of overlapping workpieces being
transported on a conveyor are picked up by a robot, the method comprising:

imaging a subject included in an imaging field of view using an imaging unit arranged to have the imaging field
of view containing the conveyor, the imaging including generating a luminance image representing the subject
and a range image including height information indicating a height of at least one point on the subject from the
conveyor by imaging the subject;
measuring a position of each of the plurality of workpieces in the luminance image;
obtaining an overlap order in which the plurality of workpieces overlap one another based on the height infor-
mation in the range image corresponding to the position of each of the plurality of workpieces in the luminance
image; and
determining the workpiece pickup order for the plurality of workpieces to allow a workpiece having a highest
place in the overlap order to be picked up with a higher priority than other workpieces.

9. A pickup program for determining a workpiece pickup order in which a plurality of overlapping workpieces being
transported on a conveyor are picked up by a robot, the program enabling a computer to implement:

imaging a subject included in an imaging field of view using an imaging unit arranged to have the imaging field
of view containing the conveyor, the imaging including generating a luminance image representing the subject
and a range image including height information indicating a height of at least one point on the subject from the
conveyor by imaging the subject;
measuring a position of each of the plurality of workpieces in the luminance image;
obtaining an overlap order in which the plurality of workpieces overlap one another based on the height infor-
mation in the range image corresponding to the position of each of the plurality of workpieces in the luminance
image; and
determining the workpiece pickup order for the plurality of workpieces to allow a workpiece having a highest
place in the overlap order to be picked up with a higher priority than other workpieces.
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