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Abstract
Although unconstrained face recognition has been widely studied over recent years, state-of-the-art algorithms still result in an
unsatisfactory performance for low-quality images. In this paper, we make two contributions to this field: the first one is the release
of a new dataset called ‘AR-LQ’ that can be used in conjunction with the well-known ‘AR’ dataset to evaluate face recognition
algorithms on blurred and low-resolution face images. The proposed dataset contains five new blurred faces (at five different levels,
from low to severe blurriness) and five new low-resolution images (at five different levels, from 66 ⇥ 48 to 7 ⇥ 5 pixels) for each of
the hundred subjects of the ‘AR’ dataset. The new blurred images were acquired by using a DLSR camera with manual focus that
takes an out-of-focus photograph of a monitor that displays a sharp face image. In the same way, the low-resolution images were
acquired from the monitor by a DLSR at different distances. Thus, an attempt is made to acquire low-quality images that have been
degraded by a real degradation process. Our second contribution is an extension of a known face recognition technique based on
sparse representations (ASR) that takes into account low-resolution face images. The proposed method, called blur-ASR or bASR,
was designed to recognize faces using dictionaries with different levels of blurriness. These were obtained by digitally blurring
the training images, and a sharpness metric for matching blurriness between the query image and the dictionaries. These two main
adjustments made the algorithm more robust with respect to low-quality images. In our experiments, bASR consistently outperforms
other state-of-art methods including hand-crafted features, sparse representations, and a seven well-known deep learning face
recognition techniques with and without super resolution techniques. On average, bASR obtained 88.8% of accuracy, whereas the
rest obtained less than 78.4%.
1. Introduction
Face recognition has been a relevant research area in computer vision and has made many important contributions since
the nineties. During this time, holistic methods [56], [6], have
been created to analyze a face image as one entity without taking into account the different parts. Over the following decades,
high-recognition performance was achieved in still frontal and
aligned images using image transformations [69], [20]. In order to achieve some robustness against expressions, occlusion,
lighting conditions and misalignment, methods based on descriptors such as local binary patterns [2] in combination with
one ‘image-to-class’ approach [9] were merged. These methods extracted features from sub-windows distributed on a regular grid of the face image, or from face landmarks (determined
automatically from the face image). They could, however, suffer from unwanted descriptions (in incorrect locations of the
face) and lead to misclassification. It was clear that time that
the available methods were not suitable to tackle more challenging face images such as faces-in-the-wild [24], i.e., face
images taken from different ethnicities and collected in unconstrained environments such as websites, feature films, sporting events, etc., that include a variability in pose, expression,
size of the face and distance from the camera, etc. [46]. For
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these reasons, over the last decade the focus of face recognition
algorithms shifted to deal with unconstrained conditions. In
recent years, we have witnessed tremendous improvements in
face recognition by using complex deep neural network architectures trained with millions of face images [54],[45]. Methods based on deep learning have become fundamental in face
recognition, however, an enormous number of face images used
for training purposes are required in order to achieve satisfactory results. See for example [38] for face recognition in lowresolution images.
Although there are face recognition algorithms that can effectively deal with cooperative subjects in controlled environments and with some unconstrained conditions, face recognition in low-quality images is far from perfect [62]. Low-quality
face images can be produced mainly by two degradation processes: a) blurriness caused by an out-of-focus lens, interlacing, object-camera relative motion and atmospheric turbulence,
etc.; and b) low-resolution caused by the face–camera distance
and the spatial resolution of the camera sensor. The problem
of face recognition in low-quality images is considered of central importance for long-distance surveillance and person reidentification applications [35], [36], in which severe blurred
and very low-resolution images (e.g., face images of 10 ⇥ 10
pixels) lead to considerable deterioration in the recognition performance.
In order to cast the problem of face recognition in low-quality
images, a straightforward approach is to estimate a high-quality
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Figure 1: Example of four subjects of the proposed dataset ‘AR-LQ’ composed by ‘AR-blur’ and ‘AR-LR’: The images in the column on the left

(called C0) are the first image of subjects of ‘AR’ dataset. ‘AR-blur’: Images B1, B2 ..., B5, are the new blurred images of C0. ‘AR-LR’: Images
L1, L2 ..., L5 are the new low-resolution images of C0. The sizes of the images are: C0, B1-5) 165 ⇥ 120, L1) 66 ⇥ 48, L2) 33 ⇥ 24, L3) 22 ⇥
15, L4) 11 ⇥ 8 and L5) 7 ⇥ 5 pixels.

image from one that is low-quality. Face recognition is then
performed as normal with high-quality face images. This process involves image restoration techniques in the case of blurred
images, and super-resolution techniques in the case of lowresolution images. Among image restoration techniques, we
can identify blind deconvolution [33], non-blind deconvolution [70], regularization methods on total variation [50], and
Tikhonov regularization [55]. In addition, there are more direct
methods based on features of the image that are invariant to
blurriness, such as processing images in spatial and frequency
domains [16], [18]. Nevertheless, the level of restoration is not
satisfactory enough for severe blurriness. Conversely, superresolution techniques, known as face-hallucination for lowresolution face images [5], [60], attempt to estimate a highresolution face image from one that is low resolution. We can
identify techniques based on sparse representations [67], patchoriented strategies [11] and deep learning features [61], among
others. Unfortunately, these methods do not obtain an adequate
reconstruction of the high-quality face image when the resolution of the input image is very low, e.g., less than 22 ⇥ 15
pixels.
A set of novel methods that do not follow the above mentioned straightforward approach has been proposed in recent
years. Some of these have attempted to perform face recognition by simultaneously computing super-resolution and feature
extraction so as to measure the low and high frequencies of the
face images [73], [22], [7]. Other methods extract features from
face images in resized formats [23], [31]. Finally, there are also
methods that construct a common feature space for matching
between low- and high-resolution features [44], [8], [49], [65],
[34]. Although these innovative methods have improved the

state of the art, the performance obtained in low-quality images
remains unsatisfactory for many applications.
In our work, we have focused on face recognition in lowquality face images, specifically on low-resolution images and
blurred images caused by an out-of-focus lens. For this purpose, i) we released a new dataset, called ‘AR-LQ’, that can be
used to evaluate face recognition algorithms with low-quality
face images (see Fig. 1); and ii) we proposed a new low-quality
face recognition algorithm based on sparse representations (see
Fig. 6). We believe that algorithms based on sparse representations can be used for this task given that in many computer vision applications (including face recognition), and under the assumption that natural images can be represented using
sparse decomposition, state-of-the-art results have been significantly improved [71]. In addition, in comparison with deeplearning techniques, sparse representation approaches do not require thousands or millions of images in order to learn a model.
Thus, training complexity is significantly reduced.
Face recognition algorithms based on sparse representation
have been widely used over the last decade [64]. In the sparse
representation approach, a dictionary is constructed from the
gallery images, and matching is undertaken by reconstructing
the query image using a sparse linear combination of the dictionary. The identity of the query image is assigned to the class
that has the least reconstruction error. Several variations of this
approach were recently proposed. In [58], registration and illumination are simultaneously considered in the sparse representation. In [14], an intra-class variant dictionary is constructed to
represent the possible variation between gallery and query images. In [59], sparsity and correlation are jointly considered. In
[25] and [63], structured sparsity is proposed for dealing with
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Figure 2: Construction of ‘AR-LQ’: from 100 subjects of ‘AR’, five blurred images are acquired using an out-of-focus camera (d1 · · · d5 ) and five

low-resolution are acquired using different distances of the camera to the monitor (x1 · · · x5 ).

the problem of occlusion and illumination. In [15], the dictionary is assembled by the class centroids and sample-to-centroid
difference. In [10], the sparse representation is extended by
incorporating the low-rank structure of data representation. In
[26], a discriminative dictionary is ascertained by using label
information. In [47], a linear extension of graph embedding is
used to optimize the learning of the dictionary. In [48], a discriminative and generative dictionary is learned based on the
principle of information maximization. In [52], a sparse discriminative analysis is proposed using the l1,2 -norm. In [66],
a sparse representation in two phases is proposed. In [12] and
[29], sparse representations of patches distributed in a grid-like
manner are used. In [41] for faces and in [42], [40] for face attributes, patches that do not provide information (e.g., occluded
parts) are automatically filtered out in the recognition process.
Moreover, distinguished parts from images (e.g., birthmarks,
moles, eyebrows, etc.) that are subject-dependant, are found
using unsupervised learning techniques. Also, featured extraction is performed randomly in order to correct misalignment.
These variations improve recognition performance significantly
as they are able to model various corruptions in face images,
such as misalignment and occlusion.
Based on the approach mentioned last [41], we designed a
new method to recognize faces in low-quality face images using dictionaries with different levels of blurriness obtained by
digitally blurring the training images, and a sharpness metric
for matching blurriness between the query image and the dictionaries. These two main adjustments made the algorithm more
robust with respect to low-quality images. A preliminary version of this article was presented in [21] focused on blurred
images only. In this extended version, the contributions are:
i) release of ‘AR-LQ’, a dataset with blurred images and lowresolution images. ii) new experiments on blurred images and

low-resolution images; iii) improvement of literature review
and all explanations; iv) comparison with methods based on
HOG, Gabor and deep-learning features; and v) discussion of
the results in greater detail.
The rest of the paper is organized as follows. In Section 2,
the released datasets are presented. In Section 3, the proposed
method is explained in further detail. In Section 4.2, the experiments, results and implementation are presented. Finally, in
Section 5, concluding remarks are provided.
2. Proposed datasets
In this Section we propose a new dataset called ‘AR-LQ’
that can be used to evaluate face recognition methods for lowquality face images (see Fig. 1)1 . The new dataset consists
of two subsets: i) ‘AR-blur’: for testing on blurred face images and ii) ‘AR-LR’: for testing on low-resolution face images.
Both can be used as a complement to the original ‘AR’ database
[39]. The ‘AR’ database includes 26 face images of 100 subjects: 50 women and 50 men. In ‘AR’, the face images were
taken with changing lighting conditions, face expression (e.g.,
yawns, smiles, among others), and occlusion (such as scarves
and sunglasses) of the subjects. However, ‘AR’ face images
are sharp and cannot be used to evaluate recognition algorithms
that deal with low-quality face images. For this reason, we created ‘AR-LQ’ which consists of five new blurred face images
(‘AR-blur’) and five new low-resolution face images (‘AR-LR’)
for each subject of the dataset.
1 ‘AR-LQ’ can be downloaded from http://dmery.ing.puc.cl/
index.php/material/.
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Figure 4: Comparison between I2D and I3D : In each set of three images,

the blurred image taken from the monitor (I2D ) is on the left; the reg0
istered image of a blurred image of a 3D object is in the center (I3D
);
and the average of both pictures is on the right. The images are very
similar and the residual RMS after registration is very low (see error
on each set).
Figure 3: We compared two images taken from the same subject using

a camera that was manually set out-of-focus: a face image captured
from a real 3D world (I3D ) and an image captured from a 2D monitor
0
(I2D ). The registered image I3D
is very similar to the captured image
I2D (see results in Fig. 4).

It is worth mentioning that in ‘AR-blur’ we have out-of-focus
images of a 2D object (i.e., blurred photos of a face image displayed onto a monitor) instead of out-of-focus images of a 3D
object (i.e., blurred photos of a real 3D face). We call these
two kinds of images I2D and I3D , respectively, as illustrated in
Fig. 3. In real cases, the blurred images are I3D , however, in
‘AR-blur’ the images are only I2D . In order to assess the similarity of these two kinds of images, we conducted the following
experiment: using two different subjects (relatives of the authors) with neutral expressions, we took five similar I2D and I3D
images (as defined in Fig. 3) and we then measured the error
between them. In our case, we aligned image I3D to image I2D
using four corresponding points selected manually [53]. After
the registration, the total root mean square (RMS) is computed
in common pixels. The registered image computed from I3D
0
using an affine transformation is called I3D
(see Fig. 3). In
this experiment, the error in the gray values between I3D and
0
I3D
was only 2.64% ⇠ 4.19%. Some examples are illustrated in
0
Fig. 4. The low difference between I3D
and I3D validates the use
of our I2D images of ‘AR-blur’ in our experiments. Moreover, if
we compare a real blurred image (I3D ) with a sharp image that
is degraded using a Gaussian kernel, the computed root mean
square seems to be higher. In preliminary experiments we performed in four pairs of images, we estimated the best parameter
sigma of the Gaussian mask and the best affine transforme by
minimizing the RMS, and the error was always between 2% and
4% higher. Our ‘AR-blur’ dataset is not necessarily more challenging than a dataset of blurred images degraded by Gaussian
masks, but it seems to be more realistic.

2.1. ‘AR-blur’: proposed subset for blurred face images
We released a new dataset called ‘AR-blur’ with blurred face
images (see some examples in Fig. 1). It is a blurred version
of ‘AR’ database [39]. ‘AR-blur’ is constructed in four steps as
shown in Fig. 2:
• The first original face image (#01) of each ‘AR’subject is
displayed on a computer monitor, we call this image C0.
• Using a digital single-lens reflex camera (DSLR) in ‘Manual focus’ mode, the focus ring is set to five distances
(d1 · · · d5 ) to obtain five out-of-focus images (B1, ..., B5).
• A photograph of the monitor is captured by the camera for
each focus setting.
• The captured blurred images are stored in ‘AR-blur’.
Thus, we captured five real out-of-focus face images of each
subject of the ‘AR’ database. That means, ‘AR-blur’ consists
of 500 new blurred images (five per each subject). The result
for four subjects (two men and two women) are shown in Fig.
1. Here, C0 is the first face image of a subject of the original
‘AR’ dataset, and the following five images, B1, ... , B5, are
the new blurred images, with different levels of blurriness, that
were taken using the out-of-focus reflex lens camera.
In ‘AR-blur’ the images were blurred manually using a
DLSR camera, a Canon 60D, and a 200mm focal length with
five different levels of blurriness (see Fig. 2). Images were displayed on a Macbook Pro’s 15-inch retina display. To ensure
the same level of blurriness Bi in all subjects, we fixed the focus
ring to a distance of di and afterwards we took the 100 blurred
images Bi (one for each subject). We repeated this procedure
for i = 1, ..., 5.

2.2. ‘AR-LR’: proposed subset for low-resolution face images
We released a new dataset called ‘AR-LR’ with lowresolution face images. It is a low-resolution version of the
‘AR’ database [39]. ‘AR-LR’ was developed very similar to
the four steps of ‘AR-blur’ mentioned in Section 2.1. In this
case, we use a DLSR camera that takes pictures from a monitor
at different distances (see distances x1 · · · x5 in Fig. 2). Thus,
we displayed the first original face image C0 onto a monitor
4

ness metric is used for matching blurriness between query image and dictionaries. Thus, our algorithm recognizes the query
face by using the corresponding dictionary with the same level
of blurriness. A block diagram of bASR is shown in Fig. 6. For
the sake of completeness, in this Section we present a summary
of ASR and explain bASR incorporating further details.

66 ⇥ 48

33 ⇥ 24

22 ⇥ 15

11 ⇥ 8

3.1. Original method: ASR
Our proposed method is based on ASR. In this Section, we
present a simple overview. For further details, the reader is referred to [41]. The explanation of ASR follows Fig. 6 (see
blocks with no red dots).
In the testing stage, a set of n face images of k subjects are
available in the gallery. For each face image of the gallery, we
extracted many random patches of d = w ⇥ w pixels. A patch,
P, is described as a vector:

7⇥5

Figure 5: We compared low-resolution face images computed using

bicubic interpolation of a HR face image (top row) and those lowresolution images acquired using our proposed method with a DLSR
camera (bottom row). It is evident that the images of the bottom row
are more degraded and the recognition is more challenging.

y = f (P) = [ z ; ↵x ; ↵y ] 2 Rd+2

(1)

where z corresponds to the d intensity values of the patch given
by stacking its columns normalized to unit length in order to
deal with different lighting conditions; (x, y) are normalized coordinates (values between 0 and 1) of the location of the patch;
and ↵ is a weighting factor between the description and location.
For each subject of the gallery, we collected all y descriptions
of the extracted patches and built a visual vocabulary using twostep k-means clustering. In the first step, we computed Q parent clusters from all patches. In the second step, we computed
R child clusters from all patches of each parent cluster. Thus,
every subject has Q representative dictionaries each with R representative patch descriptions. We call this set of dictionaries
D0 .
In the learning stage, the task is to determine the identity of
the query image It using the learned visual vocabularies. For
this end, we extract and describe testing patches of the query
image. A testing patch, Pt , is described using (1) as yt . For
each testing patch, we select one of the Q representative dictionaries of each subject of the gallery. The selected dictionary has
the minimal distance between yt and its corresponding R child
clusters. Thus, we build a dictionary At adapted to each vector
yt by concatenating the mentioned representative dictionary of
each subject.
With this adaptive dictionary At , built for patch Pt , we use
SRC methodology [64] to classify the patch into one of the
k classes (subjects) of the gallery. In addition, those patches
that had a low sparsity concentration index (SCI) [64] were removed because they were not sufficiently discriminative. Finally, the identity of the query image was found to be the majority vote of the classes assigned to the selected test patches.

of each ‘AR’ subject and we captured from five difference distances L1, L2 ..., L5 as shown in Fig. 1.
Thus, we obtained five low-resolution face images of each
subject of the ‘AR’ database. That means, ‘AR-LR’ consists of
500 new blurred images (five per each subject). The dataset for
four subjects (two men and two women) are shown in Fig. 1.
Here, C0 is the first face image of a subject of ‘AR’ with 165
⇥ 120 pixels, and the five images, L1, ... , L5, are the new lowresolution images with L1) 66 ⇥ 48, L2) 33 ⇥ 24, L3) 22 ⇥ 15,
L4) 11 ⇥ 8 and L5) 7 ⇥ 5 pixels, respectively.
It is worth noting that the quality of these low-resolution images (acquired by a DLSR camera at large distances) is lower
than the quality of low-resolution images computed by downsampling (or interpolating) HR images as illustrated in Fig. 5.
The reason is because in this real case the acquisition is degraded by both low resolution and blurriness process.
3. Proposed Method
In this work, we propose an algorithm for the recognition
of low-quality face images based on our previous method of
ASR [41]. Face recognition with ASR is performed by using
an adaptive sparse representation of random patches of the face
images. ASR consists of two stages: learning and testing. In the
learning stage, for each subject of the training dataset, random
patches are extracted from their face images in order to construct representative dictionaries. In the testing stage, random
test patches of the query image are extracted, and for each test
patch, a dictionary is built by concatenating the ‘best’ representative dictionary of each subject. Using this adaptive dictionary,
each test patch is classified following the Sparse Representation
Classification (SRC) strategy [64]. Finally, the query image is
classified by patch voting.
Our proposed approach, which we refer to as blur-ASR, or
bASR, enriches the dictionary of each subject by adding new
dictionaries with different levels of blurriness obtained by digitally blurring the training images. In the testing stage, a sharp-

3.2. Proposed method: bASR
Our proposed method, bASR, is illustrated in Fig. 6. On the
one hand, we enriched the learning stage of the original dictionary of each subject by adding new dictionaries. These dictionaries have different levels of blurriness obtained by digitally
blurring the training images. On the other, in the learning stage
5

Figure 6: Overview of proposed bASR method. In order to make a distinction from the original ASR, the diagram shows the new blocks of bASR

with red dots. Our proposed method includes new dictionaries computed from (synthetic) images with different degrees of blurriness, and a
strategy to select the blurred dictionary that has a similar level of blurriness to the query image based on a sharpness metric.

we classified the query image using the blurred dictionary of
the gallery that has the most similar level of blurriness to the
query image. Classification was carried out using the adaptive
sparse representation detailed in the previous section.

In this Section, we report on the performance of our proposed
bASR algorithm and the comparison with other state-of-the-art
methods.
Value s shows the strength of the dominant orientation of the
gradients and it is sensitive to sharpness [72]. Thus, we defined
the representative sharpness metric of set Cb as:

3.2.1. Learning
In the learning stage, we computed synthetic blurred images
from the original set of (sharp) images of the gallery. The original set of the gallery is called C0 , for a level of blurriness b = 0.
In bASR, we created B new sets of images with different levels
of blurriness C1 , C2 . . . CB . These were obtained by filtering the
images of C0 using a Gaussian mask with a standard deviation
of b , for b = 1 . . . B. For example, b and B could be 0.25
and 14 respectively. That means, that maximal standard deviation of the Gaussian kernels considered in the dictionaries will
max = 3.5.
In order to characterize the blurriness of an image, we used
the sharpness metric defined in [72] that has been proven to be
a useful measurement of the blurriness of face images [1]. The
sharpness metric s of an image I was computed in four steps: i)
The gradient of image I was calculated in each direction (x and
y). ii) By stacking the columns of each gradient, a two-column
matrix G was arranged. iii) The Singular Value Decomposition G = USVT was computed. iv) The sharpness metric was
defined as the first singular value, that is the first element of
matrix S:
s(I) = S (1, 1).
(2)

sb = median(s(I1 ), s(I2 ), · · · s(Im )) for b = 0, 1...B.

(3)

where I1 , ...Im are all face images of set Cb .
As outlined in the previous section, in ASR we computed
the set of dictionaries D0 from the training images. That is,
for every subject of the gallery we had Q representative dictionaries each with R representative patch descriptions. Using the
nomenclature of this section, this set of dictionaries were computed from images of original set C0 (with blurriness b = 0).
Given that in bASR we had B additional sets of images (with B
different levels of blurriness), we computed the set of dictionaries for each level of blurriness. Thus, for b = 0 . . . B we built a
set of Db dictionaries from Cb images.
3.2.2. Testing
The goal of this stage was to determine the identity of the
subject of the query image It . The key idea of this step was to
perform the classification of It using only a set of Db⇤ dictionaries, where b⇤ corresponds to the blurriness level of It .
In order to estimate b⇤ , we computed the sharpness metric of
It as st = s(It ) using the same method we employed in the pre6

Figure 7: Datasets used in our experiments: a) for the testing of blurred face images and b) for the testing of low-resolution face images.

vious stage using (2). We searched for the one which minimizes
the distance between sharpness metric values:
b⇤ = argmin||st
b

sb || for b = 0 . . . B,

ject. It is common knowledge that the performance of a face
recognition algorithm usually decreases as k increases, and increases as n increases [43]. For this reason, we conducted three
experiments in order to test three different combinations with k
subjects and n training images per subject: A) k = 20, n = 4, B)
k = 40, n = 9 and C) k = 100, n = 13. In all experiments, the
testing dataset was built using images C0, B1, ... B5 for blurred
images, and C0, L1, ... L5 for low-resolution images, i.e., a
control sharp image and its corresponding five low-quality images. Given that in our dataset there were 100 subjects, for
experiments A and B we randomly selected k subjects, and for
each selected subject we randomly chose n images to build the
training dataset. In order to obtain a better confidence level for
face recognition accuracy, the test was repeated 100 times by
randomly selecting new k subjects and n images each time. The
accuracy reported in experiments A and B was the average over
the 100 tests. For experiment C, however, and as there was only
one possible training set for k = 100 and n = 13, accuracy was
evaluated only once.

(4)

where b⇤ represents the level of blurriness in which the set of
blurred images of the gallery has a similar sharpness metric to
the query image. Afterwards, we monitored the testing strategy
of ASR. That is, we extracted Pt patches from It , and we built
an adapted dictionary At by selecting the representative dictionaries of Db⇤ , we classified each patch using the SRC strategy,
removing the patches that were not discriminative enough using the SCI score and finally, the identity of the query image
was found to be the majority vote of the classes assigned to the
selected test patches.
4. Experimental Results
The purpose of our experiments was to evaluate the recognition performance on blurred face images and low-resolution
face images. Thus, for testing purposes we used blurred images
B1, ..., B5 from ‘AR-blur’ (see Section 2.1) and low-resolution
images L1, ..., L5 from ‘AR-LR’ (see Section 2.2). We wish to
remind the reader that image C0 is the first image (#01) of each
subject of the original ‘AR’ dataset and was used to generate
B1, ..., B5 and L1, ..., L5. For this reason, it was not permitted
to use C0 in the training set. However, we used face image C0
in the testing set as a sharp image control. As the purpose of this
work was to evaluate the effectiveness of recognition methods
in blurred and low-resolution face images, in the experiments
we removed the face images of ‘AR’ with occlusions. Thus, for
training purposes we selected only from the ‘AR’ images #02 –
#07, #14 – #21, i.e., 13 images as shown in Fig. 7, that included
changes in lighting conditions and face expressions.

4.2. Experiments
In our experiments, we compared our approach to blurred
and low-resolution face images using ‘AR-blur’ and ‘AR-LR’
datasets, respectively. The comparisons were made to wellknown state-of-the-art algorithms based on hand-crafted features such as LBP [3], Gabor [32] and HOG [13], sparse representations such as SRC [64] and the original ASR [41], and
finally seven well-known deep learning methods that have been
trained for face recognition: VGG-Face, a deep learning model
with a descriptor of 4.096 elements [45]; Dlib, a deep learning model based on the ResNet architecture with a descriptor
of 128 elements [27]; FaceNet, a deep learning model with
a descriptor of 128 elements [51]; OpenFace, a deep learning model with a descriptor of 128 elements [4]; SqueezeNet,
a deep learning model with a low number of layers with a
2.048-element descriptor [19]; GoogleNet-F, a known model
(GoogleNet) trained for faces with a 2.048-element descriptor
[19]; AlexNet-F, a known model (AlexNet) trained for faces

4.1. Experimental Protocol
As defined in Section 3, k is the number of subjects to be
recognized and n the number of training face images per sub7

Table 1: Average accuracy given in ‘%’ for different face recognition algorithms on blurred face images.

C0

B1

B2

B3

B4

B5

Mean

bASR
SRC
ASR
LBP
Gabor
HOG
VGG-Face
Dlib
FaceNet
OpenFace
SqueezeNet
GoogleNet-F
AlexNet-F

100.00
94.05
100.00
95.20
97.20
98.70
99.85
100.00
100.00
84.20
67.60
94.85
78.60

98.76
90.40
100.00
96.75
86.20
97.30
100.00
100.00
100.00
75.60
45.20
94.35
73.85

99.82
87.00
100.00
89.70
32.85
94.75
99.25
100.00
99.90
58.10
29.60
88.10
65.30

100.00
87.70
98.30
91.85
34.80
94.40
96.00
98.15
98.95
52.75
31.15
86.15
64.50

98.94
88.05
82.40
89.10
39.05
89.25
78.25
85.45
73.85
43.40
26.65
70.35
59.35

97.00
82.10
42.40
78.95
37.10
79.85
45.35
64.10
27.40
27.15
14.85
54.90
56.95

99.09
88.22
87.18
90.26
54.53
92.38
86.45
91.28
83.35
56.87
35.84
81.45
66.42

B
(k = 40, n = 9)

bASR
SRC
ASR
LBP
Gabor
HOG
VGG-Face
Dlib
FaceNet
OpenFace
SqueezeNet
GoogleNet-F
AlexNet-F

100.00
98.67
100.00
98.28
98.78
99.80
100.00
100.00
100.00
88.65
72.15
97.50
88.50

100.00
97.08
100.00
98.85
86.78
98.65
100.00
100.00
100.00
79.50
41.42
95.05
78.67

100.00
92.72
100.00
96.05
30.85
98.15
99.97
100.00
100.00
51.52
23.27
88.45
67.70

100.00
93.65
99.80
96.88
34.48
97.25
98.10
97.65
99.58
46.62
23.10
87.70
65.95

99.88
92.05
96.40
91.80
36.58
93.75
81.88
85.08
78.30
36.23
21.82
72.33
57.58

95.23
85.72
40.20
78.78
28.20
89.28
39.48
61.05
22.90
18.77
8.72
51.40
50.35

99.19
93.32
89.40
93.44
52.61
96.15
86.57
90.63
83.46
53.55
31.75
82.07
68.12

C
(k = 100, n = 13)

bASR
SRC
ASR
LBP
Gabor
HOG
VGG-Face
Dlib
FaceNet
OpenFace
SqueezeNet
GoogleNet-F
AlexNet-F

100.00
98.00
100.00
99.00
98.00
100.00
100.00
100.00
100.00
83.00
69.00
96.00
90.00

100.00
99.00
100.00
99.00
82.00
99.00
100.00
100.00
100.00
79.00
30.00
92.00
71.00

100.00
92.00
100.00
95.00
27.00
98.00
100.00
100.00
100.00
35.00
16.00
84.00
58.00

100.00
93.00
99.20
96.00
26.00
97.00
98.00
97.00
99.00
35.00
15.00
83.00
59.00

100.00
89.00
71.80
89.00
28.00
92.00
75.00
78.00
75.00
28.00
13.00
64.00
43.00

90.00
79.00
26.30
72.00
18.00
91.00
30.00
47.00
15.00
7.00
2.00
42.00
39.00

98.33
91.67
82.88
91.67
46.50
96.17
83.83
87.00
81.50
44.50
24.17
76.83
60.00

k, n

Method

A
(k = 20, n = 4)
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Table 2: Average accuracy given in ‘%’ for different face recognition algorithms on low-resolution images.

k, n

Method

C0

L1

L2

L3

L4

L5

165 ⇥ 120

66 ⇥ 48

33 ⇥ 24

22 ⇥ 15

11 ⇥ 8

7⇥5

Mean

A
(k = 20, n = 4)

bASR
SRC
ASR
LBP
Gabor
HOG
VGG-Face
Dlib
FaceNet
OpenFace
SqueezeNet
GoogleNet-F
AlexNet-F

100.00
94.05
100.00
95.20
97.20
98.70
99.85
100.00
100.00
84.20
67.60
94.85
78.60

99.45
81.05
91.80
88.85
51.25
84.90
91.70
98.75
94.50
47.85
25.80
74.75
65.00

94.00
66.25
43.60
74.25
35.90
72.20
31.60
62.15
22.90
15.95
17.10
54.20
46.65

89.85
61.95
40.90
57.70
28.45
70.45
16.95
51.20
17.45
16.15
10.00
54.15
41.75

76.20
46.40
18.00
32.35
24.10
30.45
9.95
23.60
11.95
9.60
6.45
23.55
26.40

63.40
42.75
12.65
20.25
27.40
14.25
9.25
14.95
8.60
7.55
10.00
13.80
21.20

87.15
65.41
51.16
61.43
44.05
61.82
43.22
58.44
42.57
30.22
22.82
52.55
46.60

B
(k = 40, n = 9)

bASR
SRC
ASR
LBP
Gabor
HOG
VGG-Face
Dlib
FaceNet
OpenFace
SqueezeNet
GoogleNet-F
AlexNet-F

99.60
98.67
100.00
98.28
98.78
99.80
100.00
100.00
100.00
88.65
72.15
97.50
88.50

96.35
84.17
97.73
93.38
44.90
88.70
93.30
99.53
94.67
44.55
18.30
79.53
64.30

90.30
64.92
43.40
72.62
30.10
79.38
21.98
63.20
15.60
11.05
13.68
51.60
43.55

80.75
59.35
34.93
50.95
23.80
75.45
12.43
43.40
12.38
9.57
5.92
49.38
34.65

62.67
34.25
11.40
25.70
16.12
25.40
5.00
15.78
9.18
4.25
3.75
16.25
18.30

48.78
30.68
7.93
13.40
20.18
10.45
5.95
10.20
4.42
3.48
6.22
8.15
14.90

79.74
62.01
49.23
59.05
38.98
63.20
39.77
55.35
39.38
26.92
20.00
50.40
44.03

C
(k = 100, n = 13)

bASR
SRC
ASR
LBP
Gabor
HOG
VGG-Face
Dlib
FaceNet
OpenFace
SqueezeNet
GoogleNet-F
AlexNet-F

99.80
98.00
100.00
99.00
98.00
100.00
100.00
100.00
100.00
83.00
69.00
96.00
90.00

96.00
82.00
97.00
90.00
37.00
90.00
91.00
99.00
94.00
33.00
13.00
74.00
58.00

81.00
54.00
30.00
62.00
21.00
78.00
14.00
56.00
10.00
7.00
11.00
42.00
33.00

72.00
53.00
24.00
38.00
15.00
72.00
4.00
34.00
7.00
6.00
3.00
39.00
22.00

42.00
18.00
9.00
21.00
10.00
18.00
1.00
8.00
7.00
1.00
2.00
8.00
8.00

25.00
17.00
6.00
9.00
10.00
7.00
4.00
7.00
2.00
2.00
3.00
3.00
10.00

69.30
53.67
44.33
53.17
31.83
60.83
35.67
50.67
36.67
22.00
16.83
43.67
36.83
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with a 4.096-element descriptor [19]. In addition, we tested
five different super-resolution methods (for the low-resolution
images only): bicubic interpolation [17], SCN [37], sparse representation super-resolution (ScSR) [68], LapSRN [28], and
SRGAN [30]. The super-resolution methods were used to estimate a HR image. The super-resolution images were tested using two deep learning methods (VGG-face [45] and Dlib [27]),
they were not tested with all deep learning methods because the
achieved accuracy was very low.
In our experiments, we evaluated our method and the mentioned methods trying to make fair comparisons, i.e., , the evaluation protocol in our experiments, in which n face images per
subject are available in the gallery for training purposes, means
that we used in the gallery the original n images and synthetic
blurred images computed from these n original images using
Gaussian masks. Our proposed method does the same. It is
worthwhile to mention, that in case of deep learning models,
we took the models learned by the original authors (see details
in the references). However, it seems outside of the scope of
the current paper to train new deep learning models.

summary of our results for experiments A, B, and C. The performance of the tested method is similar to the performance on
blurred face images: the accuracy decreases as the image quality decreases. Some methods could deal with low-resolution
only for moderate face resolutions: L1) 66 ⇥ 48, L2) 33 ⇥ 24
and L3) 22 ⇥ 15 pixels, however, the accuracy decreased considerably when the resolution was very low: L4) 11 ⇥ 8 and L5)
7 ⇥ 5 pixels. Again, deep learning methods present a good performance only for image faces that are not degraded: C0) 165
⇥ 120 and L1) 66 ⇥ 48 pixels. For severe low-resolution images (L3, L4 and L5), there is no method that is robust enough
to achieve a satisfactory recognition, however, our proposed
method for L4 achieved a considerably better level of accuracy
than the others. In order to globally compare all methods, we
averaged the three experiments for all six images. The mean
accuracy is shown in the last column of Table 2. Our bASR
method achieved 78.7%, that is 16.8% more than the second
group of methods.
In the second experiments, we compared the results achieved
with two of the best deep learning methods tested in first experiment (VGG-Face and Dlib) using different super-resolution
methods (SCN, ScSR, LapSRN and SRGAN). We call the results of first experiments VGG-Bicubic and Dlib-Bicubic, because the resolution of the low resolution images was increased
using bicubic interpolation. The results, in comparison with
our method bASR, are illustrated in Fig. 9. We can conclude
that for extreme low-resolution images, super-resolution methods do not achieve good results.

4.2.1. Experiments on blurred face images
In order to assess the performance of face recognition algorithms on blurred face images, we used dataset ‘AR-blur’. The
size of all face images in these experiments was 165 ⇥ 120 pixels. Table 1 and Fig. 8 offers a summary of our results for
experiments A, B, and C. Our method bASR was compared
with 12 methods. One clear point from the results is that, the
greater the level of blurriness the lower the estimated accuracy,
however, our bASR method consistently outperforms the rest
of the methods (ASR, SRC, LBP, HOG, Gabor and deep learning methods). There is a difference between our approach and
the rest of the methods in images with severe levels of blurriness (e.g., images B4 and B5). Some methods record a good
performance only when the number of subjects is low, and the
face images are sharp. In order to globally compare all methods, we averaged the three experiments for all six images. The
mean accuracy is shown in the last column of Table 1. Our
bASR method achieves 98.9%, that is 4.0% more than the second group of methods. It is worth noting that VGG-Face and
DLib, excellent methods based on deep learning and trained on
millions of face images in the wild, fails in the recognition of
severely blurred face images, achieving around 80% for B4 and
only around 40-60% for B5.

4.3. Implementation
Our method was implemented in Matlab in conjunction with
open source libraries2 . In the case of k-means we used VLFeat
[57], whereas sparse representation was executed with SPAMS
library3 . The deep learning algorithm VGG-face [45] used
in the experiments is from MatConvNet4 . The rest of deep
learning methods and super-resolution methods were tested in
Python using the source code given by the authors (see references in Section 4.2). Our algorithm worked well with parent
clusters Q = 80 and child clusters R = 50. The numbers of
patches used were m = 800, and the location weighting factor
used was ↵ = 1. The size of patches was w = 16 pixels, and the
threshold for minimum distance between test patch and child
cluster was ✓ = 0.05. The threshold for SCI ⌧ = 0.1 and the
number of selected patches s = 300, as shown in [41]. The
computational time in the testing stage was for experiments A,
B and C respectively, 1.3 sec, 2.3 sec and 6.4 sec per test image
on a Mac Pro, macOS Mojave 10.14, processor 3.7 GHz QuadCore Intel Xeon E5 with 4 cores and memory of 64GB RAM
1866 MHz DDR3.

4.2.2. Experiments on low-resolution face images
In order to evaluate the performance of face recognition algorithms on blurred face images, we used dataset ‘AR-LR’. We
conducted two experiments, the first one with cubic interpolation and the second one using super-resolution methods. In first
experiment, our method bASR was compared with 12 methods.
In second experiment, bASR was compared with other 8 methods.
In the first experiments, all low-resolution images were resized to the same size of the gallery images (165 ⇥ 120 pixels)
using bicubic interpolation [17]. Table 2 and Fig. 8 show a

2 Code and dataset are available on our webpage http://dmery.ing.
puc.cl/index.php/material/.
3 SPArse
Representation Software is available on http://
spams-devel.gforce.inria.fr
4 MatConvNet and is available on http://www.vlfeat.org/matconvnet
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Figure 8: Accuracy given in ‘%’ for face recognition on blurred images ‘AR-blur’ (top figures) and low-resolution images ‘AR-LR’ (bottom

figures), for experiments A (k = 20, n = 4), B (k = 40, n = 9) and C (k = 100, n = 13). The order of the methods given in the legend of each
sub-figure is sorted in descending order according to the mean average of the method.

Figure 9: Accuracy given in ‘%’ for face recognition using super-resolution and deep learning methods on low-resolution images ‘AR-LR’ (bottom

figures), for experiments A (k = 20, n = 4), B (k = 40, n = 9) and C (k = 100, n = 13). The order of the methods given in the legend of each
sub-figure is sorted in descending order according to the mean average of the method.
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Figure 10: Accuracy given in ‘%’ for the proposed method depending on hyper-parameters ↵, w, m and

and Right) for low-resolution images (‘AR-LR’).

4.4. Parameter sensitivity Analysis

max :

Left) for blurred images (‘AR-blur’)

• Analysis of parameter max : The maximal value in pixels
for parameter sigma in the Gaussian masks is very important when dealing with blurred and low-resolution images.
If face images are sharp enough, we do not need to include in our dictionaries synthetic blurred images (that are
computed using a Gaussian kernel as explained in Section
3.2.1). For this reason, this parameter is relevant for images B4, B5, L3, L4 and L5. In our experiments, the best
performance was achieved by max = 7. If the blurriness
or the resolution of the face image is known a priori, we
could set max to a value that corresponds to the maximal
blurriness of the image.

In order to test the sensitivity over the hyper-parameters, we
evaluated the accuracy depending on four of the most important parameters: ↵ (location weighting factor, see (1)), w (patch
size in pixels), m (number of patches) and max (the maximal
value in pixels for parameter sigma in the Gaussian masks). The
four evaluations were performed for blurred images and lowresolution images, by fixing all parameters at their ‘best values’
we have found in our experiments, and varying only one of the
four mentioned parameters. The accuracy was tested for each
experiment using set ‘A’, that means for k = 20 subjects and
n = 4 training images per subject. We repeat each experiment
100 times, and we report the average over the 100 tests. The
eight plots are shown in Fig. 10.

5. Conclusions

• Analysis of parameter ↵: Parameter ↵ weights the intensity values and the location of the patch (see (1)). Clearly,
this parameter must be greater than zero, that means that
the location of the patch is relevant in face recognition.
This makes sense because we are dealing with faces, and
the information of the location of a patch face is very helpful for its recognition. In our experiments, we set ↵ to 1.

In this work, we focused on one of the biggest problems in
face recognition that has still not been solved satisfactorily: face
recognition for low quality images.
In this paper, we released a new dataset called ‘AR-LQ’ that
can be used in conjunction with ‘AR’ to assess face recognition
algorithms for low-quality image faces. ‘AR-LQ’ consists of
two subsets: ‘AR-blur’ with 500 new blurred face images (five
blurred face images of each of the hundred subjects of ‘AR’),
and ‘AR-LR’ with 500 new low-resolution face images (five
low-resolution face images of each of the hundred subjects of
‘AR’). Both blurred and low-resolution images were captured
by a DLSR camera that took photographs of sharp-face images
displayed on a monitor using out-of-focus (for blurred images)
and different distances (for low-resolution images). We validated the use of these blurred images by comparing them with
real blurred face images taken from a 3D face. The evaluation
showed that the difference between them is less than 5%.
In addition, we extended the original ASR face recognition technique to take into account low-quality face images.

• Analysis of parameter w: The size of the patch is given
by w ⇥ w pixels. Our images were resized to 165 ⇥ 120
pixels. In order to analyze the parts of the face, the size
of the patch should be not too small and not too large. In
our experiments, the best performance was achieved by
w = 16. That corresponds to the size of an eye or a nose.
• Analysis of parameter m: The number of extracted
patches. Our analysis shows the relevance of extracting a
large number of patches. A low number, such as m = 100,
achieves a poor performance. On the other hand, a very
large number increases the computation time. In our experiments, the best performance was achieved by m = 800.
12

The proposed method, called bASR, was designed to recognize faces automatically in less constrained conditions, including severe low-quality photos. Our proposed method consisted
of: i) several dictionaries with different levels of blurriness obtained by digitally blurring the training images chosen from the
gallery, and ii) use of the sharpness metric for matching blurriness between the query image and the dictionaries. These two
main adjustments made the algorithm more robust against lowquality conditions.
We conducted three different experiments in blurred and in
low-resolution face images varying the number of subjects, and
the number of face images per subject in the gallery. The goal
of these experiments was to prove that our algorithm, bASR,
works satisfactorily in images with high levels of out-of-focus
blurriness and very low-resolution images. We compared bASR
with other ones based on hand-crafted features (such as LBP,
Gabor and HOG), sparse representations (such as SRC and
ASR), and a seven well-known deep learning methods (such as
VGG-Face and Dlib) in combination with five super-resolution
methods. Thus, our approach was compared with 12 methods in case of blurred images and with 20 methods in case of
low-resolution images. Our method consistently outperforms
the rest of the methods showing a significant difference in severe low-quality images (e.g., images B4, B5, L3, L4 and L5).
In our experiments, the average recognition accuracy of bASR
was 88.5%, whereas the second one obtained was 78.4%. It
is worth mentioning that a standard state-of-the-art face recognition method based on deep-learning features was not able to
deal with low-quality images (in our experiments the best one,
Dlib, only obtained on average 54.8% in ‘AR-LR’, whereas our
bASR method achieves 78.7%.).
In terms of future work, we would like to include a patch
description based on learned features using a deep-learning
model. In addition, we would like to carry out tests on other
kinds of degraded images such as ambient interference and motion blurriness.
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