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Abstract: Food computing has long been studied and deployed to several applications. Understanding a food image at the 

instance level, including recognition, counting and segmentation, is essential to quantifying nutrition and calorie 

consumption. Nevertheless, existing techniques are limited to either category-specific instance detection, which does not 

reflect precisely the instance size at the pixel level, or category-agnostic instance segmentation, which is insufficient for dish 

recognition. This paper presents a compact and fast multi-task network, namely FoodMask, for clustering-based food 

instance counting, segmentation and recognition. The network learns a semantic space simultaneously encoding food 

category distribution and instance height at pixel basis. While the former value addresses instance recognition, the latter 

value provides prior knowledge for instance extraction. Besides, we integrate into the semantic space a pathway for class-

specific counting. With these three outputs, we propose a clustering algorithm to segment and recognize food instances at a 

real-time speed. Empirical studies are made on three large-scale food datasets, including Mixed Dishes, UECFoodPixComp 

and FoodSeg103, which cover Western, Chinese, Japanese and Indian cuisines. The proposed networks outperform 

benchmarks in both terms of instance map quality and speed efficiency. 
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1. Introduction 

Instance counting, segmentation and recognition 

are basic functions to understand visual world. While 

human is able to perform these functions “in a glance”, 

devising a neural network for them is a functionally 

complex task. In the literature, these functions are 

investigated and composed either loosely as a multi-task 

learning problem [1] or tightly as a cascaded learning 

problem [2]. For example, Mask R-CNN [1] and 

CenterMask [3] are constructed posterior to the typical 

object detection networks for instance segmentation. 

Deep watershed [4] and SECB [5] couple together 

semantic and instance segmentation networks for pixel 

labelling. Terrace [6] and SibNet [7] train end-to-end 

multi-task neural networks for simultaneous instance 

counting and segmentation. HTC [2] and DSC [8] 

interleave the semantic and instance mask generation 

sequentially for progressive fine-tuning of results. 

Despite excellent performances reported by these 

approaches on various object datasets, it remains 

challenging to strike a balance between speed, 

segmentation and recognition accuracy in practice. 

In general, using real-time detectors such as 

Yolact++ [12] can yield speedy and satisfactory 

performance. Nevertheless, when applying to domain-

specific objects, such as curved text [13] and food [6], the 

accuracy is suboptimal as reported in [7], [14]. This is 

mainly due to reasons such as the complex shape and 

structure of an object, which cannot be represented with a 

generic regular box, resulting in sub-optimal performance 

of general object detectors [15], [16]. Fig. 1 shows some 

examples of food where different dishes and their 

instances are crowdedly stacked. This causes the shape of 

an instance to appear arbitrary due to occlusion and the 

shape being distorted due to perspective difference. In the 

literature, the problem is addressed by predicting the 

centroids of instances and carefully pushing their 

territories outward pixel-by-pixel until reaching the most 

plausible boundary pixels [4], [5]. Such box-free 

approaches are more robust to densely placed objects as 

demonstrated in [6], [17] for curved text and multi-dish 

food datasets. Nevertheless, these approaches are either 

computationally slow (e.g., Deep watershed [4]) or 

consider only class-agnostic instance segmentation 

without classification (e.g., TextMountain [17], SibNet 

[7]). 

In this paper, we investigate a network 

architecture peculiar to counting, segmentation and 

recognition of food instances on a plate. Particularly, the 

speed is targeted to be in real-time, processing at least 30 

images per second. We envision such a network to be 

used for personalized food logging in a free-living 

environment and the batch processing of images for food 

packaging and delivery. Fig. 2 shows a plot of speed 

efficiency versus segmentation quality, which is split into 

four divisions based on a benchmark of 30 frames-per-

second and 57% of panoptic quality [18]. FoodMask is 

one of the few networks that 
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	FoodMask: Real-time food instance counting, segmentation and recognition
	Citation

	tmp.1701745542.pdf.0HgRn

