
Sensor and sensor fusion technology in autonomous vehicles 

Bo Duan  

School of Mechanical Engineering, Taiyuan University of Technology, No. 79, Yingze 

West Street, Qianfeng Street, Wanbolin District, Taiyuan city, Shanxi Province, 030024, 

China 

1160273601@qq.com 

Abstract. The perception and navigation of autonomous vehicles heavily rely on the utilization 

of sensor technology and the integration of sensor fusion techniques, which play an essential 

role in ensuring a secure and proficient understanding of the vehicle's environment.This paper 

highlights the significance of sensors in autonomous vehicles and how sensor fusion techniques 

enhance their capabilities. Firstly, the paper introduces the different types of sensors commonly 

used in autonomous vehicles and explains their principles of operation, strengths, and 

limitations in capturing essential information about the vehicle’s environment. Next, the paper 

discusses various sensor fusion algorithms, such as Kalman filters and particle filters. 

Furthermore, the paper explores the challenges associated with sensor fusion and addresses the 

issue of handling sensor failures or uncertainties. The benefits of sensor fusion technology in 

autonomous vehicles are also presented. These include improved perception of the 

environment, enhanced object recognition and tracking, better trajectory planning, and 

enhanced safety through redundancy and fault tolerance. Lastly, the paper discusses the 

advancements and highlights the integration of artificial intelligence and machine learning 

techniques to optimize sensor fusion algorithms and improve the overall autonomy of the 

vehicle. Following thorough analysis, the deduction can be made that sensor and sensor fusion 

technology assume a critical function in facilitating efficient and secure autonomous vehicle 

navigation within intricate surroundings. 
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1.  Introduction 

Autonomous vehicles, also known as self-driving vehicles, have emerged as a prominent research and 

development focus in the realm of electric vehicles, garnering the attention of diverse scholars. The 

fusion and interpretation of sensor data, being the pivotal aspect in autonomous driving, assumes utmost 

importance due to sensors being the key constituents in self-driving vehicles. 

The vehicle perceives its surroundings through an array of diverse sensors embedded on its 

framework. These hardware components effectively collect data related to the vehicle's environment. 

The information gathered from these sensors undergoes processing within a perception block, where the 

constituent elements combine sensor data to generate meaningful information. The planning subsystem 

subsequently employs the output derived from the perception block for behavior planning as well as the 

formulation of short and long-range path plans. The control module ensures the vehicle adherence to the 

provided path by the planning subsystem, thereby transmitting control commands for execution. 
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The initial milestones in autonomous vehicle development were achieved during the mid of the 

previous century. Pioneering efforts in this field were made by Carnegie Mellon University [1,2] and 

Mercedes-Benz in collaboration with the University of Munich [3], leading to the development of the 

first fully autonomous vehicles. Consequently, a multitude of companies and research organizations 

have embarked on prototyping autonomous vehicles and have dedicated concerted efforts towards 

enabling full autonomy in this domain. 

Autonomous vehicle technology witnessed remarkable advancements throughout the Defense 

Advanced Research Projects Agency’s (DARPA) challenge events, specifically the Grand Challenge 

events in 2004 and 2005 [4,5], and the Urban Challenge in 2007 [6]. These milestones substantiated the 

ability of machines to autonomously execute the intricate task of driving. A significant breakthrough 

was achieved in the 2007 DARPA Urban Challenge, where six out of eleven self-driving vehicles 

successfully navigated through an urban environment to cross the finish line, marking a significant 

milestone in the field of robotics. In 2013, Mercedes-Benz accomplished a groundbreaking 103 km test 

drive with the S500 sedan, demonstrating full autonomy [7]. The test route encompassed 25 towns and 

major cities, encountering diverse and complex traffic scenarios. 

Presently, challenges in autonomous vehicle development primarily revolve around scene perception, 

localization, mapping, vehicle control, trajectory optimization, and higher-level planning decisions. 

Emerging trends in autonomous driving encompass end-to-end learning [8-10] and reinforcement 

learning [11,12]. 

This paper delves into the exploration of sensor and sensor fusion technology's role and significance 

in the realm of autonomous vehicles. It reveals the indispensable contribution of these technologies in 

ensuring the safety and efficiency of autonomous driving through a comprehensive analysis of sensor 

working principles and the concept of sensor fusion. 

2.  Sensor Technology in Autonomous Vehicles 

2.1.  Camera 

Cameras have been widely embraced as one of the most prevalent technologies to perceive the 

environment. By leveraging the principle of registering lights emitted from the surroundings onto a 

photosensitive surface (image plane) via a camera lens (mounted in front of the sensor), cameras 

facilitate the generation of vivid depictions of the environment [13]. Consequently, computer vision 

technology is employed to examine and interpret images associated with roads, traffic signs, vehicles, 

and pedestrians. 

The camera arrangement in autonomous vehicles can utilize monocular cameras, binocular cameras, 

or a hybrid combination of both. The monocular camera setup utilizes a solitary camera to capture a 

sequence of images. In comparison to stereo cameras, conventional RGB monocular cameras inherently 

lack depth information. However, in certain scenarios or using more advanced monocular cameras with 

dual-pixel autofocus hardware, depth information can be derived through intricate algorithms [14-16]. 

Consequently, autonomous vehicles often incorporate a binocular camera system, where two cameras 

are positioned alongside each other. 

Cameras have the advantage of providing high-resolution visual information at a relatively low cost. 

However, they may have limited perception capabilities in adverse weather conditions, low lighting 

conditions, or limited nighttime visibility. 

2.2.  Radar 

Radar is another widely used type of sensor that utilizes electromagnetic waves to measure and detect 

the position and velocity of objects. Radar is capable of providing information such as the distance and 

speed of objects, and exhibits good robustness in adverse weather and low-light conditions, it has a 

longer detection range but relatively lower resolution, making it difficult to provide detailed object 

shape and identification. 
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Presently, the market offers commercial radars that function at frequencies of 79 GHz (Gigahertz), 

77 GHz, 24 GHz, and 60 GHz. In comparison to the 79 GHz radar sensors, the 24 GHz radar sensors are 

characterized by a more confined range, velocity, and angle resolution. As a consequence, these 

limitations give rise to difficulties in effectively detecting and responding to multiple hazards, thus 

making it likely for them to be phased out in the future [17]. The transmission of electromagnetic waves, 

known as radar, remains unaffected by adverse weather conditions, and radar operation remains 

independent of the surrounding illumination conditions. Consequently, they can operate under 

conditions of fog, snow, or clouds, regardless of whether it is day or night. Radar sensors possess certain 

disadvantages, such as generating false detections of metallic objects like road signs or guardrails in the 

perceived environment, as well as facing challenges in differentiating between static objects and 

stationary objects [18]. An example of this is the potential difficulty that radars face in distinguishing 

between an animal carcass (a static object) and the road, due to the similarity in Doppler shift [19]. 

2.3.  LiDAR 

In the 1960s, Light Detection And Ranging (LiDAR) emerged as a remote sensing technique 

extensively applied in mapping terrains for aerospace purposes. In recent decades, the progress of 

LiDAR technology has been phenomenal, establishing itself as a pivotal perception technology in 

advanced driver assistance systems (ADAS) and self-driving vehicles. To operate, LiDAR emits bursts 

of infrared beams or laser light, reflecting them off targeted objects. These reflections are detected by 

the device, and the time interval between emission and receipt of the light pulse enables the calculation 

of distance. By surveying its surroundings, LiDAR generates a three-dimensional representation of the 

scene presented as a point cloud [20]. LiDAR is suitable for various weather and lighting conditions, 

exhibiting high accuracy in target detection and localization. However, the cost of LiDAR is relatively 

high, and it has a larger size. Additionally, LiDAR has limited perception capabilities for transparent or 

highly reflective objects. 

Nowadays, in the realm of autonomous automobiles, 3D rotating LiDAR systems are more 

frequently utilized to ensure a dependable and accurate perception of both diurnal and nocturnal 

conditions, due to their wider visual scope, extended detection range, and ability to gauge distances. The 

obtained information, presented as a point cloud in a three-dimensional spatial portrayal (or laser 

depiction), offers a comprehensive representation of the environment. Unlike camera systems, LiDAR 

sensors are devoid of color data about the surroundings, thus necessitating the amalgamation of point 

cloud data and information from various sensors through the implementation of sensor fusion 

algorithms. 

2.4.  Ultrasonic waves 

Ultrasonic sensors utilize sound waves to measure the distance of objects, making them suitable for 

low-speed and close-range sensing scenarios. They can provide accurate distance measurements and are 

widely used in applications such as parking and low-speed driving. However, the limited detection range, 

angle coverage, and susceptibility to sound reflections may restrict their use in high-speed autonomous 

driving. 

Different types of sensors have their own advantages and limitations in autonomous vehicles. By 

fusing the data from various sensors, a more comprehensive and accurate environmental perception can 

be achieved, aiding the vehicle in making more reliable decisions and navigation. 

3.  Sensor fusion technology in autonomous vehicles 

3.1.  Sensor fusion algorithm 

Sensor fusion is the process of combining and integrating data from different sensors to provide a more 

comprehensive and accurate environmental representation. By fusing data from multiple sensors, the 

limitations of individual sensors can be compensated, and the capability for target detection, localization, 

and perception can be improved. The following are some common sensor fusion algorithms. 
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Kalman filtering is a recursive filtering algorithm widely used in sensor fusion. It estimates the state 

of the target by maintaining the difference between a dynamic model and sensor measurement 

information. The Kalman filter achieves optimal estimation of the target state by balancing prior 

knowledge and measurement data. This algorithm is particularly suitable for linear systems and is often 

used to fuse sensor data such as gyroscopes, accelerometers, and magnetometers. 

Extended Kalman filtering is used to handle nonlinear systems. Unlike the Kalman filter, the 

extended Kalman filter estimates the state of nonlinear systems by using linearized systems and 

measurement models. This allows the extended Kalman filter to better handle nonlinear problems in the 

sensor fusion process. 

Particle filtering is a probabilistic filtering algorithm suitable for nonlinear and non-Gaussian 

systems. It represents the posterior probability distribution of the target state using a set of random 

samples called particles. These particles are updated and resampled based on measurement data and 

motion models, gradually approximating the true state of the target. Particle filtering has good 

adaptability in handling nonlinear systems and multimodal distributions. 

The main objective of these sensor fusion algorithms is to accurately estimate the state of the target 

by effectively combining data from different sensors. By synthesizing various information provided by 

sensors, such as images, distances, velocities, and orientations, sensor fusion can provide a more 

accurate environmental representation, thereby assisting autonomous vehicles in making more reliable 

decisions and planning. 

3.2.  The advantages of sensor fusion technology in autonomous vehicles 

Improving Environment Perception: Autonomous vehicles require accurate perception of their 

surroundings, including roads, obstacles, and traffic signs. Sensor fusion can effectively combine data 

from different types of sensors to perceive the environment at multiple levels, such as using cameras, 

LiDAR, and radar sensors to collectively construct an environmental map. By fusing data from multiple 

sensors, the accuracy and completeness of environment perception can be improved. 

Enhancing Object Recognition and Tracking: Sensor fusion can assist autonomous vehicles in better 

recognizing, classifying, and tracking objects in their surroundings. For example, combining camera and 

radar data can provide more precise information about the position, velocity, and motion direction of 

objects, aiding in driving decision-making and planning. 

Optimizing the trajectory Planning: Sensor fusion can provide more accurate inputs for the trajectory 

planning of autonomous vehicles. By combining data from various sensors, such as map information, 

vehicle state, and surrounding environment, the dynamic and risk factors around the vehicle can be 

better predicted, leading to optimized trajectory planning. 

Enhancing Safety: Sensor fusion can enhance the safety of autonomous vehicles through redundancy 

and fault tolerance mechanisms. When a sensor fails or produces uncertainty, accurate environment 

perception and decision support can be continued by fusing data from other reliable sensors. 

Furthermore, real-time detection and handling of sensor failures can be achieved through fault detection 

and fallback strategies, thereby improving system reliability and robustness. 

Sensor fusion technology plays a crucial role in autonomous vehicles. It can improve environment 

perception, enhance object recognition and tracking, optimize trajectory planning, and enhance safety 

through redundancy and fault tolerance. These advantages make sensor fusion one of the key 

technologies in achieving reliable and efficient autonomous driving systems. 

4.  Discussion 

As the popularity of autonomous vehicles grows, vehicles need to monitor the surrounding environment 

and perceive road conditions in real-time in order to make intelligent decisions. Sensor technology plays 

a crucial role in collecting environmental information. Autonomous vehicles are typically equipped with 

a variety of sensors, such as lidar, cameras, mm-wave radar, GPS, etc., to obtain information about 

obstacles, road signs, traffic conditions, and vehicle position. 
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However, a single sensor often provides limited information. In order to perceive the environment 

more comprehensively and accurately, sensor fusion technology has emerged. 

With the advancement of artificial intelligence and deep learning technology, the performance of 

sensor fusion technology will continue to improve. Through data-driven algorithms and model 

optimization, the accuracy and robustness of environmental perception can be further enhanced. In 

addition, the continuous development of new sensor technologies will bring more possibilities for sensor 

fusion technology, such as wearable sensors, smart material sensors, etc. Sensor fusion technology can 

also be better integrated with other key technologies in future autonomous vehicles, such as 

high-precision maps, communication technology, and vehicle control systems. This will bring more 

comprehensive and intelligent perception and decision-making capabilities to autonomous vehicles, 

enabling them to adapt to more complex and diverse traffic environments. 

In summary, sensors and sensor fusion technology have great development potential and future 

prospects in autonomous vehicles, which can improve the overall autonomy of vehicles and enhance 

real-time decision-making and emergency handling capabilities. The autonomous driving technology 

will be able to better adapt to various complex traffic and environmental conditions, and ultimately 

achieve a safe, efficient, and intelligent autonomous driving traffic system. 

5.  Conclusion 

The research has shown that sensor technology provides essential inputs to capture and perceive the 

surrounding environment, including objects, obstacles, and road conditions. Different sensors have their 

strengths and limitations. Combining the data from multiple sensors through sensor fusion techniques 

allows for a more accurate and reliable perception of the environment, leading to improved 

decision-making and control algorithms in autonomous vehicles. 

However, the research also highlighted a few challenges and limitations. First, sensor fusion 

algorithms require extensive computational resources and real-time processing capabilities, which pose 

technical difficulties and increase system complexity. Moreover, the reliability and robustness of the 

sensor fusion system need to be further enhanced to handle various environmental conditions and 

potential sensor failures. 

Future research can focus on refining sensor fusion algorithms and developing advanced signal 

processing techniques to improve the accuracy and reliability of autonomous vehicle perception systems. 

Additionally, investigating new sensor technologies, such as advanced LiDAR and smart cameras, can 

help overcome the limitations of current sensors.  
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