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(54) TIME-OF-FLIGHT CAMERA SYSTEM AND METHOD TO IMPROVE MEASUREMENT QUALITY 
OF WEAK FIELD-OF-VIEW SIGNAL REGIONS

(57) A time-of-flight camera system is described. The
time-of-flight camera system includes an illuminator to
illuminate a region within the time-of-flight camera sys-
tem’s field of view. The time-of-flight camera system in-
cludes an image sensor to receive optical signals from
the illumination for determining depth profile information
within the field of view using time-of-flight measurement
techniques. The image sensor has circuitry to determine
one or more regions within the field of view where a re-

ceived optical signal from the illuminating was weak. The
illuminator is also to re-illuminate the one or more regions
with stronger light than the one or more regions received
during the illuminating. Each of the one or more regions
being smaller than the region. The image sensor is also
to receive optical signals from the re-illumination for de-
termining depth profile information within the one or more
regions.
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Description

Field of Invention

[0001] The field of invention pertains to camera sys-
tems generally, and, more specifically, to a time-of-flight
camera system and method to improve measurement
quality of weak field-of-view signal regions.

Background

[0002] Many existing computing systems include one
or more traditional image capturing cameras as an inte-
grated peripheral device. A current trend is to enhance
computing system imaging capability by integrating
depth capturing into its imaging components. Depth cap-
turing may be used, for example, to perform various in-
telligent object recognition functions such as facial rec-
ognition (e.g., for secure system un-lock) or hand gesture
recognition (e.g., for touchless user interface functions).
[0003] One depth information capturing approach, re-
ferred to as "time-of-flight" imaging, emits light from a
system onto an object and measures, for each of multiple
pixels of an image sensor, the time between the emission
of the light and the reception of its reflected image upon
the sensor. The image produced by the time of flight pix-
els corresponds to a three-dimensional profile of the ob-
ject as characterized by a unique depth measurement
(z) at each of the different (x,y) pixel locations.
[0004] As many computing systems with imaging ca-
pability are mobile in nature (e.g., laptop computers, tab-
let computers, smartphones, etc.), the integration of a
light source ("illuminator") into the system to achieve
time-of-flight operation presents a number of design chal-
lenges such as cost challenges, packaging challenges
and/or power consumption challenges.

Summary

[0005] A time-of-flight camera system is described.
The time-of-flight camera system includes an illuminator
to illuminate a region within the time-of-flight camera sys-
tem’s field of view. The time-of-flight camera system in-
cludes an image sensor to receive optical signals from
the illumination for determining depth profile information
within the field of view using time-of-flight measurement
techniques. The image sensor has circuitry to determine
one or more regions within the field of view where a re-
ceived optical signal from the illuminating was weak. The
illuminator is also to re-illuminate the one or more regions
with stronger light than the one or more regions received
during the illuminating. Each of the one or more regions
being smaller than the region. The image sensor is also
to receive optical signals from the re-illumination for de-
termining depth profile information within the one or more
regions.
[0006] An apparatus is described having means for il-
luminating a region within a time-of-flight camera sys-

tem’s field of view. The apparatus includes first means
for determining depth profile information within the field
of view using time-of-flight measurement techniques.
The apparatus includes second means for determining
one or more regions within the field of view where a re-
ceived signal from the illuminating was weak. The first
means includes means for re-illuminating the one or more
regions with stronger light than the one or more regions
received during the illuminating. Each of the one or more
regions is smaller than the region. The second means
includes means for determining depth profile information
within the one or more regions.

Figures

[0007] The following description and accompanying
drawings are used to illustrate embodiments of the in-
vention. In the drawings:

Figs. 1a(i) and 1a(ii) pertain to a first possible smart
illumination feature;
Figs. 1b(i), 1b(ii) and 1b(iii) pertain to a partitioned
smart illumination approach;
Figs. 1c(i) and 1c(ii) also pertain to a partitioned
smart illumination approach;
Figs. 1d(i) and 1d(ii) pertain to another possible
smart illumination feature;
Fig. 1e shows an embodiment of a light source for a
partitioned field of view;
Figs. 2a through 2e pertain to scanning within a smart
illumination system;
Fig. 3 shows an embodiment of a smart illumination
system;
Figs. 4a through 4c show an embodiment of a smart
illumination method;
Fig. 5 shows a first illuminator embodiment;
Fig. 6 shows a second illuminator embodiment;
Fig. 7 shows a third illuminator embodiment;
Figs. 8a and 8b show a fourth illuminator embodi-
ment;
Fig. 9 shows a 2D/3D camera system;
Fig. 10 shows a computing system.

Detailed Description

[0008] A "smart illumination" time-of-flight system ad-
dresses some of the design challenges referred to in the
Background section. As will be discussed below, smart
illumination involves the intelligent manipulation of any
or all of the size, shape or movement of the emitted light
of a time-of-flight system. Time-of-flight systems, and in
particular time-of-flight systems that are integrated in a
battery powered system, generally exhibit a tradeoff be-
tween the demands made on the power supply and the
emitted and received strength of the optical signals.
[0009] That is, as the illuminated optical signal strength
grows, the received optical signal strength improves. Bet-
ter received optical signal strength results in better ac-
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curacy and performance of the time-of-flight system.
However, supporting higher emitted optical signal
strength results in a more expensive battery solution
and/or greater drain on battery life, either of which can
be a drawback on user enjoyment and/or acceptance of
a system having time-of-flight measurement capability.
[0010] Smart illumination strives to address this issue
by concentrating illuminated optical power into smaller
areas of illumination that are directed on regions of inter-
est in the camera field of view. By concentrating the op-
tical power into smaller areas of illumination, received
optical signal strength and time-of-flight system perform-
ance is enhanced without increasing the power draw from
the battery. As such, the aforementioned user perceived
drawbacks may be acceptably minimized.
[0011] Use of smaller regions of light involves the abil-
ity to direct smaller regions of illumination to regions of
interest within the camera’s field of view. A region of in-
terest is, for example, an area within the field of view of
the camera that is smaller than the camera’s field of view
and that is higher priority, in terms of obtaining depth
information, than other areas within the field of view. Ex-
amples of a region of interest include a region where an
object exists whose depth information is desired (e.g., a
hand, a face) or a region where a previously taken time-
of-flight measurement yielded poor received signal inten-
sity.
[0012] As such, after a region of interest within the field
of view is identified, the illumination system receives in-
formation indicative of the region of interest and concen-
trates optical intensity upon the region of interest. Con-
centrating optical intensity upon the region interest may
involve emitting optical light at or near a power limit of
the illuminator but directing that light primarily upon the
region of interest.
[0013] A first example includes, for an illuminator hav-
ing a single light source, emitting light from the light
source at a power limit of the illuminator and focusing a
smaller "spot" of the light at the region of interest. A sec-
ond example includes, for an illuminator having multiple
light sources, emitting light from one of the light sources
at a power limit of the illuminator such that other ones of
the light sources must be kept off and directing a beam
of light from the illuminated light source toward the region
of interest.
[0014] Other smart illumination schemes may take ad-
vantage of the illumination of a smaller region of interest
by illuminating the region of interest with less than full
illuminator power. For example, if a region of interest is
small enough, sufficiently accurate information about the
region may be obtainable with less than full illuminator
power.
[0015] Possible features of various smart illumination
systems are discussed at length below. In general, how-
ever, smart illumination systems may be designed to
change either or both of the size and shape of an illumi-
nated region in order to illuminate an object of interest
within the camera’s field of view. Additionally, smart illu-

mination systems may be designed to change the loca-
tion of an illuminated region, e.g., by scanning an emitted
beam within the field of view.
[0016] Figs. 1a through 1d as discussed below pertain
to aspects of changing illuminated region size and shape.
By contrast, Figs. 2a through 2c as discussed below per-
tain to aspects of changing the location of an illuminated
region.
[0017] Figs. 1a(i) and 1a(ii) demonstrate that the size
of an illuminated region may be adjusted in view of an
object of interest to be illuminated. That is, in a first sce-
nario 111 of Fig. 1a(i), a first, smaller object of interest
102 consumes a smaller area within the camera’s field
of view 101. As such, the size of the illuminated region
of interest 103 that is emitted by the illuminator is con-
tracted to encompass the smaller object of interest 102.
By contrast, in scenario 112 of Fig. 1a(ii), a second, larger
object of interest 104 consumes a larger area within the
camera’s field of view 101. As such, the size of the illu-
minated region of interest 105 that is emitted by the illu-
minator is expanded to encompass the larger object of
interest 104.
[0018] The contraction and expansion of the size of
the illuminated region 103, 105 can be accomplished, for
example, with an illuminator having a movable optical
component (e.g., a movable light source, a movable lens,
a movable mirror, etc.). The controlled movement of an
optical component within the illuminator can be used to
controllably set the size of the illuminated region. Exam-
ples of illuminators having movable optical components
are discussed in more detail further below with respect
to Figures 5a through 5c.
[0019] Alternatively, as observed in Figs. 1b(i) and
1b(ii), the field of view 101 can be partitioned into different
sections that can be individually illuminated (e.g., as ob-
served in Fig. 1b(i), the field of view is partitioned into
nine different sections 106_1 through 106_9). As ob-
served in scenario 121 of Fig. 1b(i), a smaller object of
interest 107 is illuminated by illuminating one of the par-
titions (partition 106_1). By contrast, as observed in sce-
nario 122 of Fig. 1b(ii), a larger object of interest 109 is
illuminated by illuminating four of the partitions (partitions
106_1, 106_2, 106_4 and 106_5). As such, the illuminat-
ed region of interest 110 of Fig. 1b(ii) is noticeably larger
than the illuminated region of interest 108 of Fig. 1b(i).
[0020] Referring to Fig. 1b(ii) note that the entire field
of view can be illuminated by illuminating all partitions
simultaneously, or, by illuminating each partition individ-
ually in succession (or some mixture of the two approach-
es). The former approach is apt to induce weaker re-
ceived optical signals. The later approach may be per-
formed with higher optical concentrations on the individ-
ually illuminated partitions but at the expense of the time
needed to "scan" the field of view. Here, illuminating each
partition in succession corresponds to a form of scanning.
Scanning is described in more detail further below with
respect to Figs. 2a through 2e.
[0021] The illumination of partitioned regions within the
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field of view can be accomplished with a partitioned light
source. Fig. 1b(iii) depicts a top view (looking into the
face of the illuminator) of an exemplary partitioned illu-
minator light source 117 having nine individual light
sources 113_1 through 113_9. In various embodiments,
each individual light source is implemented as an array
of vertical cavity side emitting lasers (VCSELs) or light
emitting diodes (LEDs) and is responsible for illuminating
a particular partition. All of the individual light sources
113_1 through 113_9 may be integrated, for example,
on a same semiconductor chip. In an embodiment, each
individual light source is implemented as an array of light
source devices (VCSELs or LEDs) so that the entire il-
luminator power budget can be expended illuminating
only a single partition (in which case, the individual light
sources for the other partitions must be off).
[0022] If illuminator light source 117 is used for sce-
nario 121 of Fig. 1b(i), individual light source 113_1 would
be on in order to illuminate partition 106_1. By contrast,
if illuminator light source 117 is used for scenario 112 of
Fig. 1b(i), individual light sources 113_1, 113_2, 113_4
and 113_5 would be on. More details about illuminators
having a partitioned field of view and corresponding light
source embodiments are described in more detail further
below.
[0023] Fig. 1c(i) shows another partitioned approach
in which the partitions themselves are not all of the same
size. That is, there exist different partitions having differ-
ent sizes. With partitions of different sizes, the size of the
illuminated region can be changed by illuminating differ-
ent sized partitions in sequence. For example, if only a
smaller partition is illuminated and then only a larger par-
tition is illuminated the size of the illuminated region will
expand. An exemplary light source 119 for the partition-
ing approach of Fig. 1c(i) is observed in Fig. 1c(ii). Note
that individual light sources that illuminate larger parti-
tions have greater potential optical power output (e.g.,
as demonstrated by having more VCSELs or LEDs) than
individual light sources that illuminate smaller partitions.
[0024] Note that the expansion and/or contraction of
the size of the illuminated region for a same emitted op-
tical power (whether by non-partitioned or partitioned
mechanisms) involves a trade-off between the size of the
illuminated region and the strength of the received signal.
That is, for a same emitted optical power, a smaller illu-
minated region corresponds to a stronger received signal
intensity. By contrast, again for a constant emitted optical
power, a larger illuminated region corresponds to a weak-
er received signal.
[0025] If a larger illuminated region size is desired but
without the loss in received signal strength, another
tradeoff exists between the illuminated region size and
the amount of power that will be consumed by the illumi-
nator. That is, in order to increase the size of the illumi-
nated region but maintain the received optical signal
strength, the illuminator (without any scanning as de-
scribed below) will generally need to emit more intense
light which will cause the illuminator to consume more

power.
[0026] Some smart illumination systems may be de-
signed to maintain a minimum received optical signal
strength at the image sensor. In situations where the il-
luminated region of interest contracts the emitted optical
intensity may be reduced because a sufficiently strong
optical intensity per unit of illuminated surface area can
still be maintained. Conversely illuminator power may in-
crease with an expansion of the size of the region of
interest.
[0027] Additionally, in situations where the region of
interest is smaller because the object to be illuminated
is farther away, the emitted optical intensity may reduce
only slightly, remain constant or even increase because
received optical signal is generally inversely proportional
with distance of the reflecting object from the camera. As
such, a smart illumination system, besides considering
the size of an object of interest may also consider its
distance when determining appropriate illuminator opti-
cal power. A more thorough discussion of the factors that
a smart illumination system may consider when setting
the illumination characteristics are described in more de-
tail below with respect to Fig. 3.
[0028] In various embodiments the shape of the illumi-
nated region can be changed. Fig. 1d(i) shows a first
scenario 131 is which a pointed beam when directed in
the middle of the field of view is essentially circular, but,
as observed in scenario 132 of Fig. 1d(ii), when the same
beam is pointed to the corner of the field of view the illu-
minated region becomes more elliptical in shape. Move-
ment of a pointed beam can be accomplished with an
illuminator having a movable optical component as will
be discussed in more detail below.
[0029] Fig. 1e shows an embodiment of a light source
for a partitioned field of view approach where the parti-
tions themselves have different shapes. As such, illumi-
nating only a first partition having a first shape, a then
only illuminating only a second partition having a second,
different shape will correspondingly produce illuminated
regions within the field of view that change shape.
[0030] Figs. 1a through 1e discussed above pertain to
smart illumination systems that can change the size
and/or shape of the illuminated region as the system at-
tempts to suitably illuminate the different objects of inter-
est that may be present in the field of view of a time-of-
flight camera system.
[0031] By contrast, Figs 2a through 2c pertain to the
scanning of emitted light within the camera’s field of view.
Scanning involves the intelligent changing of regions that
receive illumination over time in order to capture an over-
all region of interest that is larger than the size(s) of the
illuminated region(s) themselves. Here, recall from the
discussion of Figs. 1a through 1e above that as the region
of interest expands, emitted optical intensity may have
to be increased in order to maintain sufficiently strong
illumination and corresponding received signal strength.
Conceivably some regions of interest may be large
enough where the appropriate emitted optical intensity
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exceeds a desired or permitted power budget for the il-
luminator.
[0032] Scanning helps maintain or enhance received
signal strength over larger regions of interest but without
conesponding increases in emitted optical power inten-
sity. That is, for example, by scanning an illuminated
smaller "spot" over a larger region of interest, depth in-
formation can be collected for the larger region of interest
even though optical power that is sufficient only to illumi-
nate the smaller spot is expended.
[0033] Fig. 2a shows an example of scanning as de-
scribed just above. As observed in Fig. 2a, a larger object
of interest 205 is illuminated by scanning a smaller illu-
minated region initially from position 206 at time T1 to
position 207 at time T2 and then to position 208 at time
T3 and finally to position 209 at time T4. The scanning
of Fig. 2a may be achieved, for example, with an illumi-
nator having a moving optical component that is able to
point and sweep a beam of light in a scanning motion
within the field of view.
[0034] Alternatively or in combination, as observed in
Fig. 2b, scanning may be achieved with a partitioned il-
lumination system by illuminating different partitions in
an on and off sequence. That is, as observed in Fig. 2b,
a first partition 211 is illuminated at time T1. Subsequent-
ly, at time t2, the first partition 211 is turned off and a
second partition 212 is turned on. Similar sequences sub-
sequently occur at times t3 and t4 for third and fourth
partitions 213, 214. Accordingly, a region of interest with-
in all four partitions can be illuminated over times t1
through t4.
[0035] Fig. 2c shows that scanning may be disjointed.
That is, the embodiments of Figs. 2a and 2b assumed
that a next region to be illuminated in a scan was adjacent
to a previous region that was just illuminated. By contrast,
Fig. 2c illustrates that a scan may include illuminating
two separate regions that are not adjacent. Here, at time
T1 a first region 221 is illuminated. Then, at time T2, a
second region 222 is illuminated where the two regions
are not adjacent to one another within the field of view.
Disjointed scanning may be performed, for example,
when a "region of interest" includes two or more different,
non adjacent areas or items within the field of view that
need to be illuminated. Disjoint scanning may be per-
formed with partitioned as well as non partitioned illumi-
nation schemes.
[0036] Note that the example of Fig. 2c also shows that
the size of the illuminated region may change over a
scanning sequence (illuminated region 222 is larger than
illuminated region 221). Changing illuminated region size
over the course of a scan is not limited to disjointed scans
and may be a feature of continuous scans such as the
scans of Figs. 2a and 2b discussed above. In the case
of partitioned scans, changing the size of the illuminated
region is possible, e.g., by first turning on one partition
and then turning on multiple partitions.
[0037] Fig. 2d further illustrates that some partitioned
smart illumination systems may be designed to perform

scanning within a partition. That is, the illuminator may
have both a partitioned light source and movable optical
components so that a smaller beam within a partition is
scanned within the surface area of the partition to effec-
tively illuminate the partition. As observed in Fig. 2d, an
illumination "spot" that is smaller than the size of a par-
tition is scanned within the upper left partition to effec-
tively illuminate the upper left partition. The entire field
of view can be scanned by scanning each partition in
succession (sequentially) or simultaneously (as dis-
cussed further below with respect to Fig. 2e) or some
mixture of these two approaches.
[0038] As discussed above, various illuminator em-
bodiments are capable of changing the size of the illumi-
nated region (by changing the cross section of the bean
of emitted light) while other illuminator embodiments em-
brace a partitioned approach in which the field of view is
partitioned and the illuminated is capable of individually
illuminating each partition. The approach of Fig. 2d can
be integrated into an illuminator having both of these
characteristics. That is, an illuminator whose design sup-
ports changing the size of the illuminated region can con-
ceivably form a beam large enough to illuminate an entire
partition and also form a beam smaller than the entire
partition so that it can be scanned within the partition.
[0039] Fig. 2e shows another partitioned scanning ap-
proach in which respective partitions are scanned simul-
taneously with their own respective light beams. In an
embodiment, the illuminator is designed to not only direct
a separate light beam to each partition simultaneously
but also be able to scan the light beams. Embodiments
of an illuminator design capable of simultaneously scan-
ning multiple partitions within the field of view are de-
scribed in more detail further below.
[0040] Note that although the embodiment of Fig. 2d
is directed to a partitioned approach, other embodiments
may scan over a region where the illuminator design does
not fully embrace a partitioned designed (e.g., a particular
beam of light can be directed anywhere in a field of view).
Simultaneous scanning of multiple beams, however, in-
cludes each beam having its own respective region in
which to scan. Such regions may be deemed to be par-
titions during the simultaneous multiple beam scanning
sequence.
[0041] Any of the scanning approaches of Figs. 2a
through 2e discussed above may introduce a tradeoff
between the time it takes to collect the time-of-flight in-
formation for a region of interest and the size of the region
of interest. That is, for a constant illuminated region size
(e.g., a "spot size"), as the size of the region of interest
to be illuminated grows more scanning time will be con-
sumed. Contra-wise, if the region of interest is increased,
scanning time can be reduced by increasing the size of
the illumination but at the expense of increased emitted
optical power (if optical intensity per unit area is to be
maintained) or received signal intensity (if optical inten-
sity per unit area is permitted to fall).
[0042] The discussion of Figs. 1a through 1e and 2a
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through 2d highlighted some basic tradeoffs that may
exist in a smart illumination system such as a: 1) a tradeoff
between illuminated region size and received signal
strength; 2) a tradeoff between received signal strength
and illuminator power consumption; 3) a tradeoff be-
tween illuminated region size and scanning time; 4) a
tradeoff between illuminator power and the distance be-
tween an object of interest and the camera. An additional
tradeoff may include the reflectivity of the object of inter-
est and emitted optical power. Here, a typical time-of-
flight illuminator will emit infra-red (IR) light. If the object
of interest to be illuminated substantially reflects IR light,
the illuminator may emit less optical power. By contrast,
if the object of interest to be illuminated does not reflect
IR light particularly well, the illuminator may increase its
emitted optical power.
[0043] Which tradeoffs control and/or which direction
and how heavily any particular tradeoff should be
weighed is apt to be a function of the particular circum-
stances surrounding any particular illumination scenario.
[0044] For example, consider a situation where an ob-
ject of interest to be illuminated is of modest size and is
far away from the camera. Here, if the available power
budget is large and there is a desire for a complete read-
ing in a short amount of time, a smart illumination control
system may choose to fully illuminate the object’s region
with high illuminator power without any scanning. By con-
trast, in another situation in which the object of interest
is large and is close to the camera but where the available
power budget is small and the need for a complete read-
ing immediately is lacking, the same smart illumination
system may choose to form a smaller illuminated region
and scan it over the region of interest.
[0045] From these examples it should be clear that a
smart illumination system may consider the surrounding
conditions before illuminating a particular region of inter-
est with a specific illuminated region size, illuminator
power and whether any scanning is to take place.
[0046] Fig. 3 shows the integration of smart illumination
technology 301 into a working computing system such
as a handheld tablet or smartphone. Here, the smart il-
lumination technology may be implemented, e.g., partial-
ly or wholly in the device driver software and/or firmware
for an integrated camera device that includes time-of-
flight measurement capability. The software/firmware
may be stored, e.g., in non volatile memory of the com-
puting system (e.g., in FLASH firmware or system stor-
age).
[0047] As observed in Fig. 3, the smart illumination
technology software/firmware may be realized as a sys-
tem of methods that are designed to strike appropriate
balances amongst the aforementioned tradeoffs given a
set of input parameters that correspond to the surround-
ing conditions of a depth profiling image capture se-
quence.
[0048] As observed in Fig. 3, the smart illumination
methods 301 may accept one or more of the following
input parameters from the host system 302: 1) the object

of interest (which may be specified as what the object is
(e.g., hand, face, etc.) and/or characteristics of the ob-
ject’s location and/or shape within the field of view); 2)
how time critical the time-of-flight measurement is (how
quickly it needs to be performed); and, 3) the power budg-
et of the time-of-flight system and/or its illuminator (e.g.,
specified as a maximum permitted power). The compo-
nents of the host system 302 that generate these input
parameters may include an intelligent object recognition
software application and/or hardware logic circuit com-
ponent (e.g., for facial recognition, hand recognition etc.).
Power management software, firmware and/or hardware
of the host system 302 may generate the power budget
input information.
[0049] The smart illumination methods 301 may also
accept input information from the camera system 303b
itself such as: 1) the distance between the object of in-
terest and the camera; 2) the reflectivity of the object of
interest; 3) the location and/or shape of the object of in-
terest; 4) the intensity of the background light. Any of the
input parameters provided by the camera may be pro-
vided after initial illumination of the object (or the field of
view generally). That is, e.g., as an initial response to
input from the host system 302, the time-of-flight system
may initially illuminate the object and/or field of view as
a first pass. Data collected from the first pass is then
presented to the smart illumination methods 301 so that
they can better optimize the capture of the object in terms
of which regions are illuminated and how intense the
emitted light should be.
[0050] With the applicable input parameters the smart
illumination methods 301 effectively determine which
tradeoffs control and/or which direction and how heavily
any particular tradeoff should be weighed in order to gen-
erate image capture control commands for the camera
303b that specify what region(s) to illuminate, the inten-
sity of the emitted light, whether any scanning applies
and, e.g., if so applicable scanning parameters (e.g., time
to scan, velocity of scan, scanning pattern, etc.).
[0051] Figs. 4a through 4c show another embodiment
of a method that the smart illumination methods 301 of
Fig. 3 may be designed to perform. As observed in Fig.
4a, initially, a large area 410 that, e.g., substantially cov-
ers the camera’s field of view 401 is first illuminated by
the time-of-flight illuminator. In some embodiments, as
observed in Fig. 4a, the large area 410 may correspond
to the entire field of view 401. In other embodiments the
large area 410 may correspond to a substantial portion
but less than the entire field of view 401 (e.g., approxi-
mately 33%, 50%, 66%, 75% of the field of view 410).
Here, note that the illumination of a large area 410 within
the field of view 401 may correspond to weaker received
optical intensities because the emitted illumination is
"spread out" over a wider surface area.
[0052] The image sensor that receives the reflected
light includes circuitry (such as sense amplifier circuitry)
that measures the received signal intensity against some
threshold at each pixel. Those of the pixels that received
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light at a weak optical intensity are identified (e.g., the
pixels whose received optical intensity fell below the
threshold are identified). In many situations, as observed
in Fig. 4b, it is expected that groups of neighboring pixels
will fall below the threshold which, in turn, corresponds
to the identification of regions 411 within the field of view
401 that received a weak optical signal.
[0053] Here, a smart illumination method 301 of Fig. 3
may receive signal intensity information for all of the im-
age sensor’s pixels and apply the threshold to determine
the size and location of regions 411, or, alternatively, may
only receive the identity of the pixels that fell below the
threshold and from them determine regions 411. Upon
recognition of the weak signal regions 411, the smart
illumination method will proceed, as observed in Fig. 4c,
to direct commands to the time-of-flight illuminator to re-
illuminate these same regions 411.
[0054] The re-illumination is performed with more con-
centrated light to "boost" the optical intensity directed to
the regions 411. The concentration is effected through
the formation of smaller regions of illuminated light (as
compared to illuminating the entire field of view), e.g.,
with the same amount of illuminator intensity that was
emitted when the field of view was flooded. With the re-
illumination of these regions with stronger light, the time-
of-flight measurement should be complete in that the pix-
els that previously received a weak optical signal will now
receive a sufficiently strong optical signal.
[0055] In the case of an illuminator having a movable
optical component, the portions of the field of view re-
quiring re-illumination can be re-illuminated by moving
one or more optical components to direct a beam of light
onto each region. In the case of an illuminator having a
partitioned field of view, the portions of the field of view
requiring re-illumination are re-illuminated by illuminating
their corresponding partitions. In one embodiment, the
same total amount of optical power used to initially illu-
minate the entire field of view may be the same as the
total amount of power used to illuminate only a partition
that is re-illuminated.
[0056] Figs. 5 through 8a,b provide different embodi-
ments of illuminators that are capable of performing the
smart illumination techniques discussed above.
[0057] Fig. 5 shows an embodiment of an illuminator
having a movable lens assembly 501, 502 for adjusting
the size of the illuminated region (by moving the lens
vertically above the light source) as well as scanning the
illumination region or at least directing the illumination to
any area with the camera’s field of view (by tiling the
plane of the lens above the light source).
[0058] As observed in Fig. 5, a light source 503 sits
beneath the lens 501 and, when illuminated, the emitted
light propagates through the lens and into the camera’s
field of view. The light source 503 may be implemented,
for example, as a semiconductor chip having an array of
infra-red (IR) VCSELs or LEDs. The use of the array helps
"boost" maximum optical output power which runs ap-
proximately coextensively with NL where N is the number

of VCSELs/LEDs in the array and L is the maximum out-
put power of each VCSEL/LED. In an embodiment, all
VCSELs/LEDs in the array receive a same drive current
so that the emitted optical power of each VCSEL/LED is
approximately the same as the other VCSELs/LEDs in
the array. Optical output power is controlled by controlling
the magnitude of the drive current.
[0059] A pair of voice coil motors 531, 532 each with
spring return 533, 534 are used as actuators to define
the vertical position of each of two points along the outer
edge of the lens 501. The tilt angle of the lens 501 about
the y axis is substantially defined by the force of a first
motor 531 as applied against its return spring 533. The
tilt angle of the lens 502 about the x axis is substantially
defined by the force of a first motor 532 as applied against
its return spring 534. From these basic scenarios, any tilt
angle for the lens can be established as a function of the
respective forces applied by the motors and the counter-
active forces applied by the springs. On opposite sides
of the lens holder 501 from the return springs may exist
hinged pins or ball joints, for example, to permit the lens
holder 501 to pivot around both the x and y axis.
[0060] Additionally, the vertical positioning of the lens
501 can be established by actuating the two motors 531,
532 equally. That is, if both motors 531, 532 extend an
equal amount outward the lens will be raised in the +z
direction. Correspondingly, if both motors 531, 532 re-
cess an equal amount inward the lens will be lowered in
the -z direction. Instead of the aforementioned hinged
pins or ball joints, one or more additional voice coil motor
actuators may be located along the periphery of the lens
holder 502 to further stabilize both tilt angle and vertical
positioning of the lens (e.g., three actuators spaced 120°
apart, four actuators spaced 90° apart, etc.).
[0061] Fig. 6 shows an illuminator having a movable
light source 603. The light source itself may be imple-
mented as the light source 503 discussed above with
respect to Fig. 5. In the approach of Fig. 6, the lens as-
sembly positioning remains substantially fixed but a plat-
form or substrate 610 that the light source 603 is mounted
on is movable according to the same principles discussed
above with respect to the lens holder 502 of Fig. 5. That
is, a set of voice coil motor actuator and return spring
pairs 631/633, 632/634 can be used to effect a tilt angle
of the platform 610 about either or both of the x and y
axes. Changing the tilt angle of the platform changes the
angle of incidence of the emitted light into the lens, which,
in turn, will change the pointing direction of the beam of
light that is emitted from the lens into the camera’s field
of view.
[0062] A third voice coil actuator and return spring pair
(not shown) may be coupled on an edge of the platform
610 other than the two edges where voice coil motor ac-
tuator and return spring pairs 631/633, 632/634 are lo-
cated to effect vertical movement of the platform 610
along the z axis, which, in turn, will affect the size of the
illuminated region (spot size) in the camera’s field of view.
[0063] Fig. 7 shows another illuminator embodiment in
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which a light source 712 is affixed to the underside of a
mechanical arm 713 oriented at an angle that positions
the light source to direct light to a mirror 714 mounted on
a movable platform 710. A lens and lens holder are fixed
in position above the mirror so that light that is reflected
off the surface of the mirror propagates through the lens
and into the camera’s field of view. The light source may
be implemented as described above with respect to Figs.
5 and 6.
[0064] A set of voice coil motor actuator and return
spring pairs 731/733, 732/734 can be used to effect a tilt
angle of the platform 710 about either or both of the x
and y axes. Changing the tilt angle of the platform 710
changes the angle of incidence of the emitted light into
the lens, which, in turn, will change the pointing direction
of the beam of light that is emitted from the lens into the
camera’s field of view.
[0065] A third voice coil actuator and return spring pair
(not shown) may be coupled on an edge of the platform
710 other than the two edges where voice coil motor ac-
tuator and return spring pairs 731/733, 732/734 are lo-
cated to effect vertical movement of the platform 710
along the z axis, which, in turn, will affect the size of the
illuminated region (spot size) in the camera’s field of view.
[0066] Either of the illuminator designs of Figs. 6 and
7 may be enhanced to include a movable lens arrange-
ment as discussed in Fig. 5. Adding movable lens capa-
bility to the designs of Figs. 6 and 7 may, for example,
provide faster scanning times and/or larger emission an-
gles from the illuminator. Each of the movable platforms
610, 710 of Figs. 6 and 7 may be implemented as a micro-
electrical-mechanical (MEM) device to place the light
source (Fig. 6) or mirror (Fig. 7) in any location on the xy
plane.
[0067] Figs. 8a and 8b show an embodiment of an il-
luminator that is designed to individually illuminate differ-
ent partitions within the field of view. As observed in Figs.
8a and 8b the illuminator 801 includes a semiconductor
chip 804 having a light source array 806_1 through 806_9
for each partition within the field of view. Although the
particular embodiment of Figs. 8a and 8b show nine field
of view sections arranged in an orthogonal grid, other
numbers and/or arrangements of partitions may be uti-
lized. Likewise, although each light source array is de-
picted as a same sized NxN square array other array
patterns and/or shapes including different sized and/or
shaped arrays on a same semiconductor die may be uti-
lized. Each light source array 106_1 through 106_9 may
be implemented, for example, as an array of VCSELs or
LEDs.
[0068] Referring to Fig. 8a and 8b, in an embodiment,
the illuminator 801 also includes an optical element 807
having a micro-lens array 808 on a bottom surface that
faces the semiconductor chip 804 and having an emis-
sion surface with distinct lens structures 805 for each
partition to direct light received from its specific light
source array to its corresponding field of view partition.
Each lens of the micro-lens array 808 essentially be-

haves as a smaller objective lens that collects divergent
light from the underlying light sources and shapes the
light to be less divergent internal to the optical element
as the light approaches the emission surface. In one em-
bodiment, there is a micro-lens allocated to and aligned
with each light source in the underlying light source array
although other embodiments may exist where there is
more or less micro-lenses per light source for any par-
ticular array.
[0069] The micro-lens array 808 enhances optical ef-
ficiency by capturing most of the emitted optical light from
the underlying laser array and forming a more concen-
trated beam. Here, the individual light sources of the var-
ious arrays typically have a wide emitted light divergence
angle . The micro-lens array 808 is able to collect most/all
of the diverging light from the light sources of an array
and help form an emitted beam of light having a smaller
divergence angle.
[0070] Collecting most/all of the light from the light
source array and forming a beam of lower divergence
angle essentially forms a higher optical bower beam (that
is, optical intensity per unit of surface area is increased)
resulting in a stronger received signal at the sensor for
the region of interest that is illuminated by the beam. Ac-
cording to one calculation, if the divergence angle from
the light source array is 60°, reducing the emitted beam’s
divergence angle to 30° will increase the signal strength
at the sensor by a factor of 4.6. Reducing the emitted
beam’s divergence angle to 20° will increase the signal
strength at the sensor by a factor of 10.7.
[0071] The optical element 807 may additionally be de-
signed to provide further diffusion of the collected light
by, e.g., constructing the element 807 with materials that
are translucent in the IR spectrum and/or otherwise de-
signing the optical path within the element 807 to impose
scattering internal reflections (such as constructing the
element 807 as a multi-layered structure). As mentioned
briefly above, the emission surface of the optical element
807 may include distinctive lens structures 805 each
shaped to direct light to its correct field of view partition.
As observed in the specific embodiment of Figs. 8a and
8b, each lens structure 805 has a rounded convex shape.
Other embodiments may have, e.g., sharper edged trap-
ezoidal shapes or no structure at all.
[0072] The optical element 807 may also be movable,
e.g., by mechanically coupling, e.g., two or three voice-
coil motor actuator and return spring pairs consistent with
the discussions provided above with respect to Figs. 5,
6 and 7. By designing the optical element 807 to be mov-
able, scanning a single beam within a partition as dis-
cussed above with respect to Fig. 2d can be achieved
by moving the optical element 807 in a scanning motion
while illuminating only the light source associated with
the partition being scanned. Additionally, the simultane-
ous scanning of multiple partitions as observed in Fig.
2e can be accomplished by illuminating each of the par-
titions’ respective light sources and moving the optical
element 807 in a scanning motion.
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[0073] Fig. 9 shows an integrated traditional camera
and time-of-flight imaging system 900. The system 900
has a connector 901 for making electrical contact, e.g.,
with a larger system/mother board, such as the sys-
tem/mother board of a laptop computer, tablet computer
or smartphone. Depending on layout and implementa-
tion, the connector 901 may connect to a flex cable that,
e.g., makes actual connection to the system/mother
board, or, the connector 901 may make contact to the
system/mother board directly.
[0074] The connector 901 is affixed to a planar board
902 that may be implemented as a multi-layered structure
of alternating conductive and insulating layers where the
conductive layers are patterned to form electronic traces
that support the internal electrical connections of the sys-
tem 900. Through the connector 901 commands are re-
ceived from the larger host system such as configuration
commands that write/read configuration information
to/from configuration registers within the camera system
900. Additionally, the commands may be any commands
associated with a smart illumination technology system
such as any of the outputs provided by the smart tech-
nology methods 301 discussed above with respect to Fi. 3
[0075] An RGBZ image sensor 903 is mounted to the
planar board 902 beneath a receiving lens 904. The RG-
BZ image sensor 903 includes a pixel array having an
RGBZ unit pixel cell. The RGB pixel cells are used to
support traditional "2D" visible image capture (traditional
picture taking) functions. The Z pixel cells are sensitive
to IR light and are used to support 3D depth profile im-
aging using time-of-flight techniques. Although a basic
embodiment includes RGB pixels for the visible image
capture, other embodiments may use different colored
pixel schemes (e.g., Cyan, Magenta and Yellow).
[0076] The image sensor 903 may also include ADC
circuitry for digitizing the signals from the image sensor
and timing and control circuitry for generating clocking
and control signals for the pixel array and the ADC cir-
cuitry.
[0077] The planar board 902 may include signal traces
to carry digital information provided by the ADC circuitry
to the connector 901 for processing by a higher end com-
ponent of the host computing system, such as an image
signal processing pipeline (e.g., that is integrated on an
applications processor).
[0078] A camera lens module 904 is integrated above
the RGBZ image sensor 903. The camera lens module
904 contains a system of one or more lenses to focus
received light to the image sensor 903. As the camera
lens module’s reception of visible light may interfere with
the reception of IR light by the image sensor’s time-of-
flight pixel cells, and, contra-wise, as the camera mod-
ule’s reception of IR light may interfere with the reception
of visible light by the image sensor’s RGB pixel cells,
either or both of the image sensor’s pixel array and lens
module 903 may contain a system of filters arranged to
substantially block IR light that is to be received by RGB
pixel cells, and, substantially block visible light that is to

be received by time-of-flight pixel cells.
[0079] An illuminator 905 capable of illuminating spe-
cific regions within the field of view consistent with the
smart illumination technology as explained in the above
discussions is mounted on the planar board 902. The
illuminator 905 may be implemented, for example, as any
of the illuminators discussed above with respect to Figs.
5 through 8a,b. A light source driver is coupled to the
illuminator’s light source 907 to cause it to emit light with
a particular intensity and modulated waveform.
[0080] In an embodiment, the integrated system 900
of Fig. 9 supports three modes of operation: 1) 2D mode;
3) 3D mode; and, 3) 2D/3D mode. In the case of 2D mode,
the system behaves as a traditional camera. As such,
illuminator 905 is disabled and the image sensor is used
to receive visible images through its RGB pixel cells. In
the case of 3D mode, the system is capturing time-of-
flight depth information of an object in the field of view of
the illuminator 905. As such, the illuminator 905 is ena-
bled and emitting IR light (e.g., in an on-off-on-off... se-
quence) onto the object. The IR light is reflected from the
object, received through the camera lens module 1504
and sensed by the image sensor’s Z pixels. In the case
of 2D/3D mode, both the 2D and 3D modes described
above are concurrently active.
[0081] Fig. 10 shows a depiction of an exemplary com-
puting system 1000 such as a personal computing sys-
tem (e.g., desktop or laptop) or a mobile or handheld
computing system such as a tablet device or smartphone.
As observed in Fig. 10, the basic computing system may
include a central processing unit 1001 (which may in-
clude, e.g., a plurality of general purpose processing
cores) and a main memory controller 1017 disposed on
an applications processor or multi-core processor 1050,
system memory 1002, a display 1003 (e.g., touchscreen,
flat-panel), a local wired point-to-point link (e.g., USB)
interface 1004, various network I/O functions 1005 (such
as an Ethernet interface and/or cellular modem subsys-
tem), a wireless local area network (e.g., WiFi) interface
1006, a wireless point-to-point link (e.g., Bluetooth) in-
terface 1007 and a Global Positioning System interface
1008, various sensors 1009_1 through 1009_N, one or
more cameras 1010, a battery 1011, a power manage-
ment control unit 1012, a speaker and microphone 1013
and an audio coder/decoder 1014.
[0082] An applications processor or multi-core proces-
sor 1050 may include one or more general purpose
processing cores 1015 within its CPU 1001, one or more
graphical processing units 1016, a main memory control-
ler 1017, an I/O control function 1018 and one or more
image signal processor pipelines 1019. The general pur-
pose processing cores 1015 typically execute the oper-
ating system and application software of the computing
system. The graphics processing units 1016 typically ex-
ecute graphics intensive functions to, e.g., generate
graphics information that is presented on the display
1003. The memory control function 1017 interfaces with
the system memory 1002. The image signal processing
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pipelines 1019 receive image information from the cam-
era and process the raw image information for down-
stream uses. The power management control unit 1012
generally controls the power consumption of the system
1000.
[0083] Each of the touchscreen display 1003, the com-
munication interfaces 1004 - 1007, the GPS interface
1008, the sensors 1009, the camera 1010, and the speak-
er/microphone codec 1013, 1014 all can be viewed as
various forms of I/O (input and/or output) relative to the
overall computing system including, where appropriate,
an integrated peripheral device as well (e.g., the one or
more cameras 1010). Depending on implementation,
various ones of these I/O components may be integrated
on the applications processor/multi-core processor 1050
or may be located off the die or outside the package of
the applications processor/multi-core processor 1050.
[0084] In an embodiment one or more cameras 1010
includes an illuminator capable of illuminating specific
regions within the camera field of view consistent with
the smart illumination technology as explained in the
above discussions. Application software, operating sys-
tem software, device driver software and/or firmware ex-
ecuting on a general purpose CPU core (or other func-
tional block having an instruction execution pipeline to
execute program code) of an applications processor or
other processor may direct smart illumination com-
mands, or other commands, to and receive image data
from the camera system. Other commands that may be
received by the camera 1010 include commands for en-
trance into or exit from any of the 2D, 3D or 2D/3D camera
system states discussed above.
[0085] The smart illumination technology itself may be
implemented, partially or wholly, as any one or more of
the following: 1) software that runs on a general purpose
processing core; 2) system firmware (e.g., BIOS
firmware); 3) dedicated logic circuitry (e.g., disposed at
one or more of the following: on the camera 1010, inte-
grated in an ISP 1019; integrated with an I/O or peripheral
controller 1018). As discussed above the smart illumina-
tion technology may receive input information from the
power management control unit which itself may be im-
plemented, partially or wholly, with any one or more of
software that runs on a general purpose processing core,
system fumware, dedicated logic circuitry, etc.
[0086] Embodiments of the invention may include var-
ious processes as set forth above. The processes may
be embodied in machine-executable instructions. The in-
structions can be used to cause a general-purpose or
special-purpose processor to perform certain processes.
Alternatively, these processes may be performed by spe-
cific hardware components that contain hardwired logic
for performing the processes, or by any combination of
programmed computer components and custom hard-
ware components.
[0087] Elements of the present invention may also be
provided as a machine-readable medium for storing the
machine-executable instructions. The machine-readable

medium may include, but is not limited to, floppy dis-
kettes, optical disks, CD-ROMs, and magneto-optical
disks, FLASH memory, ROMs, RAMs, EPROMs, EEP-
ROMs, magnetic or optical cards, propagation media or
other type of media/machine-readable medium suitable
for storing electronic instructions. For example, the
present invention may be downloaded as a computer pro-
gram which may be transferred from a remote computer
(e.g., a server) to a requesting computer (e.g., a client)
by way of data signals embodied in a carrier wave or
other propagation medium via a communication link (e.g.,
a modem or network connection).
[0088] In the foregoing specification, the invention has
been described with reference to specific exemplary em-
bodiments thereof. It will, however, be evident that vari-
ous modifications and changes may be made thereto
without departing from the broader spirit and scope of
the invention as set forth in the appended claims. The
specification and drawings are, accordingly, to be regard-
ed in an illustrative rather than a restrictive sense.
[0089] The present application discloses subject mat-
ter in correspondence with the following numbered claus-
es:

Clause 1. A method, comprising:

illuminating a region within time-of-flight camera
system’s field of view;
determining depth profile information within said
field of view using time-of-flight measurement
techniques;
determining one or more regions within said field
of view where a received signal from said illumi-
nating was weak;
re-illuminating said one or more regions with
stronger light than said one or more regions re-
ceived during said illuminating, each of said one
or more regions being smaller than said region;
and,
determining depth profile information within said
one or more regions.

Clause 2. The method of clause 1 wherein said re-
gion is said time-of-flight’s entire field of view.
Clause 3. The method of clause 1 wherein said re-
illuminating further comprises re-illuminating a par-
tition with said field of view.
Clause 4. The method of clause 3 wherein a light
source that illuminates said partition emits stronger
light during said re-illuminating than during said illu-
minating.
Clause 5. The method of clause 1 wherein said re-
illuminating further comprises directing light directly
to each of said one or more regions.
Clause 6. The method of clause 5 wherein said light
is shaped in size to respectively encompass each of
said one or more regions during said re-illuminating.
Clause 7. The method of clause 6 wherein a light

17 18 



EP 3 346 289 A1

11

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

source that illuminates said region and said one or
more regions does not emit stronger light when re-
illuminating at least one of said one or more regions
than when illuminating said region.
Clause 8. A machine readable storage medium com-
prising stored program code that when processed
by a digital processing system causes a method to
be performed by a time-of-flight camera system, said
method comprising:

illuminating a region within time-of-flight camera
system’s field of view;
determining depth profile information within said
field of view using time-of-flight measurement
techniques;
determining one or more regions within said field
of view where a received signal from said illumi-
nating was weak;
re-illuminating said one or more regions with
stronger light than said one or more regions re-
ceived during said illuminating, each of said one
or more regions being smaller than said region;
and,
determining depth profile information within said
one or more regions.

Clause 9. The machine readable storage medium of
clause 8 wherein said region is said time-of-flight’s
entire field of view.
Clause 10. The machine readable storage medium
of clause 8 wherein said re-illuminating further com-
prises re-illuminating a partition with said field of
view.
Clause 11. The machine readable storage medium
of clause 10 wherein a light source that illuminates
said partition emits stronger light during said re-illu-
minating than during said illuminating.
Clause 12. The machine readable storage medium
of clause 8 wherein said re-illuminating further com-
prises directing light directly to each of said one or
more regions.
Clause 13. The machine readable storage medium
of clause 12 wherein said light is shaped in size to
respectively encompass each of said one or more
regions during said re-illuminating.
Clause 14. The machine readable storage medium
of clause 13 wherein a light source that illuminates
said region and said one or more regions does not
emit stronger light when re-illuminating at least one
of said one or more regions than when illuminating
said region.
Clause 15. An apparatus, comprising:

a time-of-flight camera system comprising:

an illuminator to illuminate a region within
said time-of-flight camera system’s field of
view;

an image sensor to receive optical signals
from said illumination for determining depth
profile information within said field of view
using time-of-flight measurement tech-
niques, said image sensor having circuitry
to determine one or more regions within said
field of view where a received optical signal
from said illuminating was weak;
said illuminator to also re-illuminate said
one or more regions with stronger light than
said one or more regions received during
said illuminating, each of said one or more
regions being smaller than said region; and,
said image sensor to also receive optical
signals from said re-illumination for deter-
mining depth profile information within said
one or more regions.

Clause 16. The apparatus of clause 15 wherein said
one-or-more regions are defined with pixels of said
image sensor.
Clause 17. The apparatus of clause 15 wherein said
region is said time-of-flight’s entire field of view.
Clause 18. The apparatus of clause 15 wherein said
illuminator has an optical component and a light
source designed to partition illumination of said time-
of-flight camera’s field of view.
Clause 19. The apparatus of clause 18 wherein said
re-illumination of said one or more regions is per-
formed by individually illuminating respective one or
more partitions where said one or more regions re-
side.
Clause 20. The apparatus of clause 15 wherein said
illuminator has a movable optical component to in-
dividually direct said re-illumination to said one or
more regions.
Clause 21. A computing system, comprising:

an applications processor having a plurality of
processing cores and a memory controller, a
system memory being coupled to said memory
controller;
a time-of-flight camera system coupled to said
applications processor, said time-of-flight cam-
era system including:

an illuminator to illuminate a region within
said time-of-flight camera system’s field of
view;
an image sensor to receive optical signals
from said illumination for determining depth
profile information within said field of view
using time-of-flight measurement tech-
niques, said image sensor having circuitry
to determine one or more regions within said
field of view where a received optical signal
from said illuminating was weak;
said illuminator to also re-illuminate said
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one or more regions with stronger light than
said one or more regions received during
said illuminating, each of said one or more
regions being smaller than said region; and,
said image sensor to also receive optical
signals from said re-illumination for deter-
mining depth profile information within said
one or more regions.

Clause 22. The computing system of clause 21
wherein said one-or-more regions are defined with
pixels of said image sensor.
Clause 23. The computing system of clause 21
wherein said region is said time-of-flight’s entire field
of view.
Clause 24. The computing system of clause 21
wherein said illuminator has an optical component
and a light source designed to partition illumination
of said time-of-flight camera’s field of view.
Clause 25. The computing system of clause 21
wherein said re-illumination of said one or more re-
gions is performed by individually illuminating re-
spective one or more partitions where said one or
more regions reside.
Clause 26. The computing system of clause 21
wherein said illuminator has a movable optical com-
ponent to individually direct said re-illumination to
said one or more regions.

Claims

1. A computer implemented method comprising:

accepting one or more of the following input pa-
rameters from a host system (302): (i) an object
of interest, (ii) characteristics of the object of in-
terest, (iii) how time critical a time-of-flight meas-
urement is, and (iv) a power budget of the time-
of- flight system and/or its illuminator;
determine with the applicable input parameters
which tradeoffs control and/or which direction
and how heavily any particular tradeoff should
be weighted in order to generate image capture
control commands for a camera (303b) that
specify what region to illuminate, an intensity of
emitted light, whether any scanning applies and
if so applicable scanning patterns.

2. The computer implemented method of claim 1 com-
prising:

adjusting a size of an illuminated region (103,
105) in view of the object of interest (102, 104)
to be illuminated by either:

contracting the size of the illuminated region
of interest (103) to encompass a smaller ob-

ject of interest (102) if the smaller object of
interest (102) consumes a smaller area
within a field of view (101) of a camera; or
expanding the size of the illuminated region
of interest (105) to encompass a second
larger object of interest (104) if the second
larger object of interest (104) consumes a
larger area within the field of view (101) of
the camera.

3. The computer implemented method of claim 2 com-
prising:

in situations where the illuminated region of in-
terest (103) contracts, reducing an emitted op-
tical intensity because a sufficiently strong opti-
cal intensity per unit of illuminated surface area
can still be maintained; and
increasing illuminator power with an expansion
of the illuminated region of interest (105).

4. The computer implemented method of claim 3 com-
prising:

reducing the optical intensity only slightly in sit-
uations where the illuminated region of interest
(103) is smaller because the object of interest
(102) is farther away.

5. The computer implemented method of any of claims
1 to 4 wherein a field of view (101) is partitioned into
different sections that are individually illuminated
and wherein the method further comprises:

illuminating each partition individually in succes-
sion.

6. The computer implemented method of claim 5
wherein illuminating each partition individually in
succession comprises illuminating different parti-
tions in an on and off sequence.

7. The computer implemented method of claim 5 com-
prising changing a size of the illuminated region (103,
105) over a scanning sequence by first turning on
one partition and then turning on multiple partitions.

8. The computer implemented method of any of claims
1 to 4 wherein a field of view (101) is partitioned into
different sections that are individually illuminated
and wherein the method further comprises:

illuminating all the partitions simultaneously.

9. The computer implemented method of any of claims
1 to 4 wherein a field of view (101) is partitioned into
different sections that are individually illuminated
and the method further comprises:
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scanning the entire field of view by a mixture of
scanning each partition in succession and scan-
ning each partition simultaneously.

10. The computer implemented method of any previous
claim comprising:

initially illuminating, by the illuminator, a large
area (410);
measuring, using circuitry of an image sensor
that receives reflected light, a received signal
intensity against a threshold at each pixel of the
image sensor;
identifying those pixels that received light at a
weak optical intensity and from them determin-
ing regions (411); and
upon recognition of the weak signal regions
(441), directing commands to the illuminator to
re-illuminate regions (411) wherein the re-illumi-
nation is performed with more concentrated
light.

11. The computer implemented method of any previous
claim further comprising:

receiving information indicative of a region of in-
terest and concentrating optical intensity upon
the region of interest.

12. The computer implemented method of claim 11
wherein concentrating optical intensity upon the re-
gion of interest involves emitting optical light at or
near a power limit of an illuminator but directing that
light primarily upon the region of interest.

13. A computing system comprising:

an integrated camera; and
non-volatile memory having stored therein de-
vice driver software/firmware that when execut-
ed causes the computing system to perform op-
erations comprising a method according to any
of claims 1 to 12.
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