
Metrological Comparison Of Time Of Flight
Structured Light And Active: Which
Technology Reigns Supreme?
Advancements in sensing technology have revolutionized the way we perceive
the world and interact with it. Time of Flight (ToF) Structured Light and Active are
two such technologies that have significantly impacted various industries,
including robotics, automated manufacturing, 3D scanning, and even augmented
reality. But how do these two technologies compare and which one holds more
promise for future applications? In this comprehensive analysis, we delve deep
into the metrological aspects of ToF Structured Light and Active, examining their
strengths and limitations to determine which technology reigns supreme.

What is Time of Flight Structured Light?

Time of Flight Structured Light is a 3D imaging technique that combines the
principles of ToF and structured light projection. ToF measures the time taken for
a light pulse to travel from the source to the object and back to the detector. By
projecting a pattern of structured light onto the object, ToF Structured Light
calculates the depth information of the object based on the distortion of the light
pattern caused by surface irregularities.

Understanding Active Technology

Active technology, on the other hand, employs the principle of triangulation to
measure distance. By emitting a light beam and measuring the angle at which it
returns, Active technology can gauge the distance between the sensor and the
object. Depending on the implementation, the light source can be either laser or
LED-based.
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Strengths of Time of Flight Structured Light

One of the key strengths of ToF Structured Light is its ability to capture a high
density of 3D points with exceptional accuracy and precision. This makes it ideal
for applications that require detailed measurements, such as quality control in
manufacturing or reverse engineering. Additionally, ToF Structured Light is less
affected by ambient lighting conditions, making it suitable for indoor and outdoor
environments.

Moreover, ToF Structured Light can capture a large field of view, allowing for
scanning of entire objects or scenes in a relatively short amount of time. This
attribute makes it indispensable in applications like autonomous navigation and
immersive augmented reality experiences.

Limitations of Time of Flight Structured Light
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While ToF Structured Light offers impressive capabilities, it does have certain
limitations. One major drawback is its limited range. Due to the nature of ToF
measurements, the accuracy and precision decrease significantly as the distance
from the sensor increases. This restricts its use in applications that require long-
range measurements, such as surveying large areas or monitoring objects at a
distance.

Additionally, ToF Structured Light can struggle with highly reflective surfaces, as
the light pattern can get distorted or absorbed, leading to inaccurate depth
calculations. This limitation can be mitigated by employing specialized techniques
or using auxiliary materials, but it does add complexity and cost to the setup.

Strengths of Active Technology

Active technology, with its triangulation-based approach, offers certain
advantages over ToF Structured Light. One notable strength is its ability to
measure longer distances accurately. This makes it suitable for applications like
topographic surveys, where long-range measurements are essential. Active
technology is also less affected by surface characteristics, making it suitable for
capturing data from highly reflective or transparent objects.

Furthermore, Active technology provides higher resolution and better
performance in dense point cloud capture. This makes it ideal for applications
that demand precise measurements, such as robot-guided assembly or
inspection of complex surfaces.

Limitations of Active Technology

Active technology does have its limitations. It is more susceptible to ambient
lighting conditions, making it less optimal for outdoor use or environments with
varying light intensities. Calibration and synchronization of the light source and



detector also become crucial to achieve accurate measurements, adding
complexity to the setup process.

Moreover, Active technology requires line-of-sight visibility between the sensor
and the target object, which can be challenging in certain scenarios. This limits its
use in applications that involve obstructed or hidden surfaces.

The Verdict

After a thorough metrological comparison, both Time of Flight Structured Light
and Active technology emerge as robust 3D sensing methodologies, each with its
own set of strengths and limitations. While ToF Structured Light excels in high-
density point cloud capture, large field of view, and compatibility with various
surface types, Active technology shines in long-range measurements and higher
resolution for complex surfaces. The choice between the two technologies
ultimately depends on the specific application requirements and environmental
considerations.

As technology continues to advance and new research emerges, we can expect
further innovations in both ToF Structured Light and Active technology, opening
doors to even more exciting possibilities in 3D sensing.
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This book is a valuable resource to deeply understand the technology used in 3D
cameras. In this book, the authors summarize and compare the specifications of
the main 3D cameras available in the mass market. The authors present a deep
metrological analysis of the main camera based on the three main technologies:
Time-of-Flight, Structured-Light and Active Stereoscopy, and provide qualitative
results for any user to understand the underlying technology within 3D camera,
as well as practical guidance on how to get the most of them for a given
application.
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