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Abstract: Knowing the amounts of energy and nutrients in an individual’s diet is important for
maintaining health and preventing chronic diseases. As electronic and AI technologies advance
rapidly, dietary assessment can now be performed using food images obtained from a smartphone or
a wearable device. One of the challenges in this approach is to computationally measure the volume
of food in a bowl from an image. This problem has not been studied systematically despite the bowl
being the most utilized food container in many parts of the world, especially in Asia and Africa.
In this paper, we present a new method to measure the size and shape of a bowl by adhering a paper
ruler centrally across the bottom and sides of the bowl and then taking an image. When observed
from the image, the distortions in the width of the paper ruler and the spacings between ruler
markers completely encode the size and shape of the bowl. A computational algorithm is developed
to reconstruct the three-dimensional bowl interior using the observed distortions. Our experiments
using nine bowls, colored liquids, and amorphous foods demonstrate high accuracy of our method
for food volume estimation involving round bowls as containers. A total of 228 images of amorphous
foods were also used in a comparative experiment between our algorithm and an independent
human estimator. The results showed that our algorithm overperformed the human estimator who
utilized different types of reference information and two estimation methods, including direct volume
estimation and indirect estimation through the fullness of the bowl.

Keywords: 3D reconstruction; food volume estimation; image-based dietary assessment; round bowl

1. Introduction

Image-based dietary assessment using a wearable camera (e.g., eButton) or a smart-
phone has been increasingly adopted in the study of nutrition and health [1–10]. To monitor
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the intake of energy and nutrients accurately, each food in the image must be identified and
its volume estimated. Although food recognition has been extensively studied using deep
learning techniques [11–17], estimating food volume from images remains a challenging
problem [9–11,18]. Several sensor-based approaches have been reported [18–33]. A special
imaging sensor called a depth sensor has been used to produce depth on a per-pixel basis
from which food volume can be estimated [22–26]. Another effective approach uses a pair
of stereo cameras separated by a distance. Food volume is estimated based on stereoscopic
vision, a mechanism similar to depth perception by human eyes [27–29,33]. The structural
light method is also an effective approach to capture 3D information. This method uses
an optical scanning device to produce a light grid. When projected onto a food surface,
this grid appears to be distorted. The 3D surface is then reconstructed from the observed
distortion [30,31]. Although these sensor-based approaches are effective, the depth and
structured light sensors are costly. Their sizes, weights, and power consumptions cause
additional concerns when they are utilized within a wearable device. The stereo camera
approach is less costly, but it suffers from the power consumption problem. In addition, it
requires a sufficient separation between the two cameras, which elongates the wearable
device, affecting its wearability. Because of these issues, current food volume estimation
methods mostly use ordinary images (i.e., RGB images) in two dimensions (2D).

In general, it is difficult, if not impossible, to reconstruct a 3D surface of an amorphous
food from a single 2D image or several 2D images taken from closely spaced viewpoints
because (1) the whole 3D object is usually not fully observable from the image(s) and
(2) a scale factor relating the physical space and the image space is missing [34]. Due
to these limitations, the volume of food in a 2D image can only be estimated roughly
and an estimation error, sometimes considerably large, must be tolerated [35,36]. Several
estimation methods have been reported [10,17,18,35,37–49]. A set of computer-generated
three-dimensional wireframes is used to conform to food surfaces and compute food
volumes [37–42]. Although simple and effective, this method must be manually performed.
Videos or multiple images from different views are also used to reconstruct the shape of
the food and estimate its volume, but a fiducial marker is still required to provide the scale
information [50–52]. Recently, AI-based methods are proposed that estimate depths of
food in an image or food calories directly using deep networks [47–49]. However, their
inaccuracy and depth/calorie uncertainty are major drawbacks. Recently, deep networks
have been utilized to reconstruct 3D objects from a single image [53–55], but the networks
need to be trained by large 3D datasets, such as synthetic datasets [55,56] or 3D scanner
produced ones [57], which provide complete surface points of objects in 3D space. Due to
the complexity of food in geometric attributes and shapes, there is no such food dataset
currently available. A novel network, called the hungry network, has been proposed to
reconstruct both the food and plate from a single image for estimating food volume [57].
A 3D dataset consisting of 240 models of foods and 38 models of plates (both in 3D) are
used to train the hungry network. Since the size of this dataset is relatively small for deep
learning, it is hard for the hungry network to reconstruct food or a food container that
the network has never seen. In addition, a scale factor in the image is still necessary to
obtain the actual food volume besides the 3D shape. To obtain the missing scale factor in
an image, an object with known physical dimensions is often used as a size reference, such
as a checkerboard card [6], a coin [51], a standardized cube [44–46], or a food serving object
with known size (e.g., a circular plate [37] or a pair of chopsticks [43]).

Because food is usually contained on/in a plate/bowl, it would be convenient and ad-
vantageous to use the food container as the scale reference. In this method, the plate/bowl
is pre-measured. When the container reappears in the images acquired during a dietary
study, the pre-measured information is used to determine the volume of food or beverage
inside the container. While measuring the diameter of a shallow plate is usually sufficient
to provide a reference [58], measuring the shape and size of a bowl in the home environ-
ment represents a significant challenge to both field researchers and research participants.
There is a strong need to meet this challenge because bowls are primary food containers in
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many parts of the world, especially in Asia and Africa [59]. In addition, meeting the bowl
measurement challenge reduces the previously mentioned food volume estimation error
and its uncertainty. The reason is simple: for amorphous food within a bowl, a major part
of the food is confined by the known shape of the bowl except for the free-standing part on
the top.

In this work, we proposed a convenient way to pre-measure the size and shape of a
bowl using an adhesive paper strip printed with ruler markers as the measurement tool
(Figure 1a). This paper ruler is pasted centrally across the bottom and sides of the bowl
and then a photograph is taken from the top using a smartphone or a camera (Figure 1b).
Because the equally spaced markers (in a chosen physical unit, e.g., inch) on the tape
become uneven and the strip width varies when observed from the image, these markers
and variations provide unique information about the shape and the size of the bowl. We
extract and process the information to reconstruct the interior shape of the bowl in 3D
computationally. After the reconstruction, for each image containing the reconstructed bowl,
the orientation and the location of the bowl relative to the camera are first estimated (details
described in Section 2.2). Next, the reconstructed bowl with pre-marked volume levels
is projected onto the bowl in the image based on the calculated location and orientation
of the bowl. Finally, the food volume is estimated from the observed level of food within
the bowl.
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Figure 1. (a) A roll of the adhesive paper ruler as a tool for bowl measurement, (b) a bowl taped with
an adhesive paper ruler centrally across the bottom and sides of the bowl, and (c) selected landmark
points for computation (red asterisks).

2. Methods
2.1. 3D Reconstruction of the Bowl

When observed from the top (Figure 1b), both the width of the yellow paper ruler
and the spacings between the black markers vary in different parts of the bowl despite the
ruler having a constant width and marker spacing. We use these observed variations to
reconstruct the 3D shape of the bowl since these variations “encode” both the shape and the
size of the bowl. Moreover, the paper ruler has some features favorable to our application:
its color is fixed, and its surface is anti-reflective. Because of these properties, which are
independent of the bowl, the performance of our method is stable and not affected by the
material properties such as the reflectivity, decorative pattern, and color of the bowl.

Our method consists of four components as described below.

2.1.1. Landmark Labeling

We selectively label the markers (shown as red asterisks in Figure 1c) to form two sets
of landmark points in the image, one set along the top border of the paper ruler and the
other along the bottom. For example, the labeled interval between adjacent markers in
Figure 1b is 0.5 inches (which is the curve length of the tape on the bowl surface) except
at the two endpoints. In this study, landmark labeling is performed manually. For a
large amount of labeling, image processing algorithms could be developed to accelerate
the process.
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Next, we perform a coordinate transformation to convert the image coordinates of
each point [x, y]T in the image (in pixel) to the coordinates [x′, y′]T in the image plane (in
a metric unit, e.g., millimeter) within the camera (the digital image is obtained from a
microsensor array located in the image plane) [34]:[

x′

y′

]
=

[
sx 0
0 sy

][
x
y

]
+

[
ox
oy

]
(1)

where sx and sy define the sizes in pixels (in the real-world physical units) of the microsen-
sor array along x and y directions, respectively, and ox and oy are the coordinates (in pixels)
of the principal point relative to the center of the image plane. Note that sx, sy, ox, and oy
are the intrinsic parameters of the camera. In the following description, the landmarks are
in the image plane and their coordinates are in the real-world physical units. We next use
the pin-hole model to approximate the projection of 3D points in the physical space to the
image plane.

2.1.2. Landmark Pairing and Camera Modeling

Since the detected landmark points involve certain errors, we use the least-square
fitting to obtain two smooth curves (blue dash lines in Figure 2a). A 5th order polynomial
is utilized in this fitting. Then, the midline between the upper and lower polynomial curves
is determined by connecting midpoints of the two curves (the red dash line in Figure 2a).
Finally, lines connecting corresponding pairs of landmarks are drawn (green bars). The
length Wi of the line represents the width of the observed ruler at the ith landmark location
for i = 1, 2, · · · , I. Based on the standard pinhole camera model [34], the distance ri between
the optical center O and the center of the ith bar on the bowl surface in the 3D physical
space (Figure 2b) can be estimated by

ri = f Di/Wi (2)

where f is the focal length of the camera (another intrinsic parameter of the camera) and Di
is the physical distance on the ruler corresponding to the distance between the ith pair of
landmarks in the image. Both f and Di . are shown in Figure 2b. Equation (2) is used as the
initial condition in an optimization process (to be described). Strictly speaking, Di cannot
be determined without knowing the shape of the bowl. However, the local curvature of
the bowl across the width of the ruler is small so that the curve length, which equals the
known width of the ruler, can approximate Di closely.

2.1.3. Formulation of Parameter Estimation

Again, we use the pinhole model as shown in Figure 3a. A set of rays initiates from
the optical center of the camera through the detected landmarks intersecting with the
cross-section of the bowl. Since the location of each landmark in the image is known, the
angle θi between two adjacent rays can be calculated as:

θi = arctg(Vi/ f )− arctg(Vi+1/ f ) (3)

where Vi is the signed distance between the center of the image plane and the center of
the ith landmark (indicated in Figure 3a). This signed distance takes a positive value if the
landmark locates in the left half image plane and a negative value otherwise. Let Ĉi denote
an estimate of Ci, which is the curve length of the tape (e.g., 0.5 inches in Figure 1b except
at tape ends), and the law of cosines yields

Ĉi =
√

ri
2 + ri+1

2 − 2riri+1 cos θi (4)
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where ri is the ith ray length. Equation (4) is an approximation because Ci is a curve length
rather than a distance. We form the following objective function J:

J = ∑I−1
i=1

(
Ĉi − Ci

)2
= ∑I−1

i=1

(√
ri

2 + ri+1
2 − 2riri+1 cos θi − Ci

)2
(5)

Our goal is to find the optimal values of ri for i = 1, 2, · · · , I with known values of θi
and Ci by minimizing J. Considering that the bottom of the bowl is always flat, we further
constrain ri by

rk cos(arctg(Vk/ f )) = rk+1 cos(arctg(Vk+1/ f )), k ∈ ß (6)

where ß is the region of the flat bottom. ß can be specified visually from the image.
With the constraint imposed, the optimization process is implemented using a nonlinear
programming algorithm presented in [60]. In this optimization process, Equation (2) is
used as the initial condition.
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Figure 2. (a) Extracted landmarks on the image plane. The dashed vertical black line represents the
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intersecting points of rays between optical center O and bowl interior surface, and (c) reconstructed
cross-section curves after interpolation (red), shift, rotation, and averaging (blue).
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2.1.4. Reconstruction of the Cross-Section Curve

The optimization procedure yields the intersecting points of rays on the bowl’s interior
surface, shown as the red asterisks in Figure 3b. These points are then cubic-spline interpo-
lated to obtain a smooth curve (red solid line in Figure 3c). Since the optimization process
may not guarantee the curve to be symmetric while a round bowl must be, the following
post-processing is utilized: First, we shift the curve such that its center is aligned with the
optical center. Then, we rotate the curve if the heights of the left and right endpoints are
not the same. Next, the left and right sides of the bowl are averaged resulting in the blue
curve in Figure 3c, which is the reconstructed cross-section curve of the bowl. Finally, the
blue curve is rotated 360◦ along the vertical axis to form the entire bowl interior. Figure 4a
shows an example of a reconstructed bowl. After reconstruction, all the parameters of the
bowl (such as diameter, depth, and volume) can be calculated.
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2.2. Food Volume Estimation

To estimate the volume of food when the pre-measured bowl reappears in the image
acquired during a dietary study, the location and orientation of this bowl are first estimated.
A useful feature of the bowl is its circular rim which appears as an ellipse in the image
(Figure 4b). This ellipse can be extracted semi-manually by specifying five or more points
(we usually use between six and eight) on the observed elliptic rim. Then, the selected
points are fitted by an ellipse using a least-square fitting [37,58]. The orientation of the
bowl can be obtained using the detected bowl rim in the image and the location of the bowl
can be determined when the diameter of the bowl is known (here we use the diameter
of the reconstructed bowl) [58,61]. Once the location and orientation are obtained, we
superimpose the observed and reconstructed bowls by a 2D projection of the 3D bowl
(shown as dashed red ellipses in Figure 4c) [34]. A sequence of levels is used to represent
increments of the volumes in the projected bowl. For example, each level in Figure 4c
represents a 50 mL increment. Finally, the volume of food or beverage is estimated by
counting (for liquids) or estimating (for most solid or semi-solid foods) the number of
levels, to be discussed in more detail below.

We have developed a software interface to facilitate the volume estimation process.
For liquids (e.g., drinks, soup, or porridge) with a flat top surface, we first interactively
select at least five points to represent the elliptic level surface of the food. Then, all the
projected ellipses are searched to find the closest match (using finer levels when necessary)
shown as the green ellipse in Figure 5a. The best match provides the estimated volume.

For amorphous foods without a flat surface, we utilize a computer-assisted procedure.
Our software interface (shown in Figure 5b) provides a sliding bar (right side of Figure 5b).
When this bar is slid, the level line (red ellipse in the middle panel of Figure 5b) moves up
or down, providing an effective visual reference to facilitate the mental flattening of the
food surface and match the result with the level line. Again, the best match provides the
estimated volume.
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2.3. Alternative Method for Liquid Volume Estimation

In practice, manual determination of the boundary between the liquid and the interior
surface of the bowl (Figure 5a) involves a certain error. Since the area at the top surface of
the liquid is the largest among all parallel surfaces within the bowl, a small error in liquid
level estimation results in a larger error in volume estimation. To reduce the volumetric
error and facilitate automation of the estimation process, we present an alternative method
by estimating the liquid area rather than the liquid level using the following steps: (1) For
a given image, as shown in Figure 4b or Figure 5a, we first extract the boundary (i.e.,
the rim) of the bowl (an ellipse). The number of pixels within the bowl rim is computed.
(2) We segment the region of the visible liquid (e.g., the light brown region in Figure 6a)
and count the number of pixels in this region. (3) We compute the Food Area Ratio (FAR)
defined as the ratio between the number of pixels of the visible liquid and the number
of pixels within the bowl rim. (4) Using the same method, we calculate the FAR values
corresponding to equal increments in volumes of a virtual (simulated) liquid in the same
bowl (e.g., blue regions in Figure 6b). The relationship between the FAR values and the
volume of the simulated liquid is shown as the red asterisks in Figure 6c. A regression line
is computed to approximate the relationship between the FAR and food volume based on
the calculated points in Figure 6c. (5) Finally, the FAR of the liquid (light brown liquid in
Figure 6a) is located on the vertical axis (Figure 6c) and the corresponding volumetric value
is determined from the regression line (dashed lines and blue asterisk in Figure 6c).
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3. Experiments
3.1. Ground Truth and Accuracy of Bowl Parameter Estimation

In our experiment, nine commonly used bowls (Figure 7) were investigated. These
bowls had different shapes, including the ones with a nearly half-dome shape (#2), steep
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walls (#1 and #9), and large sizes (#7, #8, and #9). Note that all bowls have circular rims (our
algorithm cannot handle bowls with non-circular rims such as those made by hand with
irregular shapes). The depths and diameters of these bowls were measured with a ruler.
The capacity of each bowl was obtained by pouring water into the bowl carefully until full.
The amount of water was measured using a graduated cylinder (Thermo Fisher Scientific,
USA). The results were used as the ground truth. Next, an adhesive tape was applied to
each bowl and the 3D shape of the bowl was reconstructed using the proposed method.
Then, the same set of parameters (depth, diameter, and capacity) were estimated from the
reconstructed bowls. Comparisons between the measured and estimated parameters are
listed in Table 1. It shows that most relative errors of the estimated bowl volumes are below
5% and the maximum error is 10.6%. We notice that the shape, size, and steepness of the
bowl did not significantly affect the reconstruction error. However, if the bowl has a rim
curled outward, a larger error could occur (e.g., #5). This was mainly due to the difficulty
to define the location of the rim when the rim is widened by the outward curl.
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Table 1. Comparisons of measured (ground truth) and estimated depth, diameter, and capacity of
each bowl.

Bowl #1 Bowl #2 Bowl #3 Bowl #4 Bowl #5 Bowl #6 Bowl #7 Bowl #8 Bowl #9

Actual diameter (mm) 101 110 121 157 153 135 151 152 143
Calculated diameter(mm) 96.9 110.6 118.7 154.6 154.3 135.2 142.7 145.4 135.6

Relative error * (%) −4.1 0.5 −1.9 −1.5 0.8 0.1 −5.5 −4.3 −5.2

Actual depth (mm) 45 42 52 44 43 70 59 61 65
Calculated depth (mm) 47.3 39.1 52.5 42.2 42.9 67.9 62.3 64.1 68.7

Relative error * (%) 5.1 −6.9 1 −4.1 −0.2 −3 5.6 5.1 5.7

Actual capacity (mL) 288 291 371 500 500 642 773 787 810
Calculated capacity (mL) 288.7 288 362.9 496.9 553 661.4 769.4 803.4 851.6

Relative error * (%) 0.2 −1 −2.2 −0.6 10.6 3 −0.5 2.1 5.1

* Relative error = (measured value − actual value)/actual value × 100%.

3.2. Volume Estimation of Liquid in a Bowl

In this experiment, each bowl was filled with different amounts of red tea. Pictures
were then taken using an eButton and a smartphone (Motorola Cruise e5). The eButton is a
wearable device worn on the chest and automatically takes a picture every 4 s [62,63]. This
device has been used in several dietary studies [3,37,40,64–66]. The camera of the eButton
has a 170◦ wide-angle lens. Because the resulting field of view is large, the images obtained
contain considerable distortion. To correct the distortion, a series of checkerboard images
were taken by the eButton before the study. Then, the MATLAB calibration toolbox [67] was
used to pre-process the images. A total of 26 liquid samples in the 9 bowls were tested in
this experiment. The actual volumes, measured using a graduated cylinder, were between
90 mL and 550 mL. These volumes were used as ground truth. Each bowl with red tea was
photographed by both the smartphone and the eButton.

To facilitate comparisons among samples of different volumes in different bowls, we
defined a normalized volumetric measure called “fullness” to represent how full the bowl is
with the liquid/food inside. Specifically, the fullness is defined as the ratio (in percentage)
of the actual liquid/food volume to the volume of the bowl. Experimentally, we first
established the ground truth of fullness for each bowl by calculating the volumetric ratio
of the ground truth of the tea volume in each bowl and the volume of the whole bowl.
Then, the fullness was estimated using both manual estimation (described in Section 2.2)
and simulation methods (described in Section 2.3). Finally, the estimated fullness values
were compared with the ground truth value for each sample. Our experimental results
of all 26 liquid cases are summarized in Figure 8 and Table 2. It can be observed from
Figure 8 that most of the computationally obtained levels of fullness (the last four bars
in each group of bars) are less than the ground truth (to be discussed in the Discussion
section). For comparison with other published results, we also listed in Table 2 the statistical
measures—median value and interquartile range (IQR, the difference between the third
and first quartiles)—of the fullness and relative errors of the estimated volume of each
sample. The median of the fullness errors over the 26 cases is in the range between −8.7%
and −2.8%, and the median of the relative errors is in the range between −18.6% and
−7.0%. It can also be observed from Table 2 that the IQR of both the fullness errors and the
relative errors are small.
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Figure 8. Actual and estimated fullness values from both the smartphone and eButton images
using manual estimation and simulation. Each group containing five bars corresponds to one liquid
sample. The first bar represents the measured fullness, i.e., the ground truth, and the other four bars
correspond to the results of the four estimation methods, respectively.

Table 2. Estimation errors using smartphone and eButton images.

Smartphone Images eButton Images

Manual Simulation Manual Simulation

Fullness

Mean ± s.t.d. −3.2% ± 4.3% −4.8% ± 5.7% −4.9% ± 5.2% −7.7% ± 7.3%

Root mean square error (RMS) 5.3% 7.4% 7.1% 10.6%

Median −2.8% −4.4% −5.1% −8.7%

IQR 6.7% 7.0% 7.0% 10.0%

Relative error *
Median −7.0% −9.9% −9.5% −18.6%

IQR 12.8% 13.4% 16.0% 31.3%
* Relative error = (measured value − actual value)/actual value × 100%.

3.3. Volume Estimation of Food in a Bowl

In this experiment, the volumes of various amorphous foods were used to evaluate
the volume estimation method. This experiment requires an establishment of the ground
truth volume. The traditional ground truth is established using the time-consuming water
or seed displacement method, which is difficult to implement outside the laboratory. We
developed a new method using the measurement of food density. A four-step procedure
was performed: (1) A standard measuring cup was filled with a sample of each food taken
from the bowl. Then, the net weight of the food within the cup was measured using a
digital kitchen weighing scale. The result was denoted by wc. (2) The density of the food
sample was calculated by ρ = wc/vc, where ρ and vc represent, respectively, the food
density and the volume of the measurement cup (usually 237 mL). (3) The food sample was
returned to the bowl and the net weight of the food in the bowl was measured. The result
was denoted by w f . (4) Finally, the volume of the food in the bowl, v f , was calculated by
v f = w f /ρ. We used this value as the ground truth.

In the volume estimation process, food images were acquired by the same smartphone
as the one used in the liquid experiment. Three of the nine bowls shown in Figure 7a (Bowl
#3, #6, and #8) were used in this experiment (we made such choices because these bowls
were representatives of different sizes). We collected a total of 114 real-world amorphous
foods from home kitchens and local restaurants, and 38 different foods were tested for each
bowl. Eight example images are shown in Figure 9. Two images were taken for each food
with randomly selected distances and viewing angles to investigate the consistency of the
proposed method in the variable, but natural, picture-taking environments. These two
images were randomly assigned to one of two groups (group 1 or group 2). Next, the food
volumes were estimated independently using the method described in Section 2.2 and our
computer interface (Figure 5b). To assess inter-rater variability, two researchers participated
in the estimation process independently, each researcher estimated food volumes for
both groups of the images. Before the estimation started, a training session was given
independently to each researcher using six food-containing images. For each image, the
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researcher estimated the fullness using our software interface. Then, the interface informed
the researcher of the ground truth and the estimation error, allowing the researcher to
improve his/her performance in consequent estimation sessions. The estimation results of
the two researchers are shown in Figure 10 and Table 3. It can be observed that the median
values of fullness errors and relative errors of both researchers are less than 5%. We can
also see that the results of group 1 and group 2 are similar, indicating the consistency of the
proposed approach.
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Figure 10. Box plots of estimation errors of fullness estimated by two researchers using our software
and by a registered dietitian with prior experience estimating volume from images using direct
visualization. R represents the researchers’ estimation, DN represents the dietitian’s estimation with
no image cue (i.e., water bottle in the bowl image), and DC represents the dietitian’s estimation with
the cue. On each box, the central line represents the median of the errors over all the food samples.
The bottom and top edges of the box are, respectively, the first and the third quartiles, which is the
IQR. Whiskers are extended to the most extreme data point that is no more than 1.5× IQR from
the edge of the box. Points outside the whiskers are plotted individually as pluses, representing
potential outliers.

To further compare the performances of our computing tool and direct human esti-
mation (computing tool vs. human), we invited a registered dietitian (with experience in
estimating food volumes in images) to participate in this study. The 228 food images were
presented to the dietitian in random order on a computer screen. For each image, the dieti-
tian was asked to estimate the food volume in different metrics: one was in measuring cup
and the other in fullness. In this study, we tested two types of the information shown on the
screen for the dietitian to use as references: one was an image containing the empty bowl
together with a set of key measurements of the bowl, including the volume, diameter, and
depth, and the other was an image containing the empty bowl and a 500 mL water bottle, in
addition to the same set of measurements. The estimation results from the dietitian are also
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shown in Figure 10 and Table 3. It can be observed that the researchers’ estimates using our
computational tool were more accurate than the dietitian’s direct visual estimates. It can
also be observed that the accuracies of the two metrics (cup vs. fullness) were markedly
different. Although estimated by the same dietitian, the errors using the measuring cup
metric were much larger than those using the fullness metric when there was no cue in the
image. These estimates improved when a water bottle was presented as a cue in the image.
However, they were still not as accurate as the researchers’ estimates using our software.

Table 3. Errors of the estimated volumes of the 228 foods.

Fullness Relative Error *

Median IQR Median IQR

R#1
(Researcher #1)

Group 1 −1.6% 9.4% −3.3% 21.8%

Group 2 −1.7% 7.5% −3.7% 15.5%

R#2
(Researcher #2)

Group 1 −2.0% 14.0% −2.6% 25.4%

Group 2 −2.1% 11.4% −3.3% 22.2%

DN (cup)
(Dietitian: cup estimation, no cue)

Group 1 19.3% 43.7% 50.0% 79.4%

Group 2 19.0% 42.7% 50.0% 75.0%

DN (fullness)
(Dietitian: fullness estimation, no cue)

Group 1 4.0% 16.7% 10.2% 38.9%

Group 2 5.1% 15.0% 9.7% 35.4%

DC (cup)
(Dietitian: cup estimation, with the cue)

Group 1 −19.4% 18.2% −43.6% 27.2%

Group 2 −19.4% 18.7% −47.4% 24.6%

DC (fullness)
(Dietitian: fullness estimation, with the cue)

Group 1 2.6% 12.9% 9.2% 32.0%

Group 2 4.2% 11.8% 8.4% 34.8%
* Relative error = (measured value − actual value)/actual value × 100%.

4. Discussion

In this section, we discuss several important issues related to bowl reconstruction and
food volume estimation, and ultimately estimation of nutrient intake.

Assumptions Our method for reconstructing the 3D shape of a bowl is based on
the following assumptions: (1) the top boundary of the bowl is a perfect circle, (2) the
adhesive paper ruler is taped centrally across the bottom and sides of the bowl, (3) the
camera lens is located directly above the center of the bowl, and (4) when viewed from the
image, the paper ruler is parallel to the bottom edge of the image. However, in practice,
bowls, especially those made manually from wood or clay, may not be exactly circular,
and the paper ruler may not be taped centrally across the bowl exactly. In addition, the
position of the camera is difficult to control precisely when held in one’s hand. Thus,
these assumptions are difficult to satisfy exactly. As a result, errors are present in volume
estimates. Researchers should be aware of these errors and consider the errors in their
implementation of experiments. Here, we note that the last two assumptions could be
removed by improving our algorithm. However, a more general form of the mathematical
model must be used to replace the simple model shown in Figure 3, but this will cause
the bowl reconstruction algorithm to become more complex because it must account for
the variations of the camera viewpoint and camera rotation angles. We are exploring
mathematical methods to solve this problem.

Automation Although the proposed method is easy to use, automating the reconstruc-
tion procedure is still a challenging problem. Currently, both the locations of the ruler
markers on the tape and the level of the liquid or food within the bowl must be determined
manually from the input image. While the detection of ruler markers can be implemented
by specific image processing algorithms, such as segmenting the markers based on color
and other features followed by detection of endpoints, the determination of the liquid or
food level within the bowl is more challenging, as shown in Figure 9. A “thought process”
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is required to identify the “peaks” and “valleys” in the free-standing part (i.e., top part) of
the food in the bowl. Next, the peaks are imagined to be flattened to fill the valleys. Finally,
the imagined leveled surface gives rise to the desired food level. Since the “peaks” and “val-
leys” are only hinted by the image without specific 3D information, the flattening/filling
process is subjective, imprecise, and difficult to implement by the traditional computational
means. To meet this challenge, we are developing a machine learning approach trying to
solve the food level estimation problem. Although improvements are expected, we may
still have to tolerate a certain level of error due to the intrinsic lack of 3D information in the
food image.

Food Volume Metrics Our “computing tool vs. human” experiment suggests that, from
a food image, direct estimation of volume in a bowl using “cup” as the unit is less precise
than estimating the “fullness” of the bowl, even for an experienced registered dietitian. We
think it is generally true that, for a human or a computer, the fullness is a better metric than
the cup (or any other common volumetric units, e.g., milliliters) for food volume estimation.
Although this is still an assertion to be proven rigorously by experiments, we believe that
the use of fullness translates the difficult volumetric estimation problem to a much easier
size comparison problem between the food and the bowl, since they are both observable
from the image. In contrast, the “cup” or “milliliters” are volumetric references outside the
image. As additional evidence, we previously investigated the use of a 64-milliliter cube
displayed along with the food in the image as an observable volumetric reference which
yielded much higher accuracy in food volume estimation than using cups [44].

Bias in Liquid Volume Estimation It has been observed from Figure 8 that the volu-
metric estimation error for liquid in a bowl was mostly negative. We analyzed all steps
in the estimation process and found that the most likely reason was due to the negative
error in the liquid level detection step. If the liquid is lightly colored, as in the case of
red tea used in our experiment, the detected elliptic boundary between the liquid and the
bowl’s interior tends to be smaller than the actual boundary because the liquid near the
boundary is shallow, not showing enough color to be detected, either by visual inspection
or color-based image segmentation. Attention should be paid to this issue in practice. In
addition, the linear relationship between the FAR and food volume is an approximation
by observing the simulation results as described in Section 2.3. The inaccuracy of this
approximated linear relationship and the inaccuracy of image undistortion may be the
reason that causes the biggest estimation error when using the simulation approach for the
eButton images.

Cues and References In a recent report, thirty-eight nutritionists, dietitians, and nutri-
tion researchers were invited to estimate portion sizes of two sets of digital food images
presenting a meal in a food container (plate or bowl). Even with a standard checkerboard
(2D) placed beside the plate or bowl as a cue in every image, the mean percentage difference
in portion size was still over 44% and less than one-third of the participants estimated food
portion within 10% of the ground truth [36]. A similar conclusion was made in another
study [68]. A reason for the relatively poor performance by the dietitian was likely due
to the insufficient use of the cues provided. Our experiment indicates that the computer
and humans use different cues to estimate food volume from images. While the computer
prefers a complete 3D shape model as a volumetric reference, such as the interior surface
of the bowl, the human prefers more intuitive cues, such as forks/spoons of known sizes,
sizes of certain food components, or even human hands present in the image. Thus, how
to maximize the amount of information in the provided cues by a human estimator is an
interesting subject to study [68].

5. Conclusions

Despite the importance of diet in maintaining human health and preventing chronic
diseases, at present, the amount of food still cannot be gauged from images objectively
and reliably. One of the challenges is that the bowl as a common food container cannot be
measured with acceptable accuracy in the two-dimensional image space. In this work, we
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have developed a convenient and accurate method to estimate the volumes of both the bowl
and the food contained within the bowl from a 2D image. By simply taping a paper ruler
centrally across the bottom and sides of the bowl and then taking an image, the size and
shape of the bowl are measured computationally. This method can be implemented easily
in practice as a pre-procedure before a dietary study. An image processing algorithm is
developed to reconstruct the interior surface of the bowl based on the observed distortions
of the ruler and ruler markers from the bowl image. With the reconstructed bowl interior,
the volumes of amorphous foods are estimated from a quantity called “fullness” defined as
the food volume divided by the volume of the bowl. We have compared the performances
of human and our computer algorithm using over 200 real-world food samples. The results
show that the estimation error by the computer is generally less than the human estimation
error, indicating the effectiveness of our approach. The experimental data also indicate that
volume estimation using the fullness produces superior results to direct volume estimation.
This study has provided a new practical tool for image-based dietary assessment involving
bowls as food containers.
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