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1
DRIVER SUPPORTING DEVICE AND
WARNING TIMING CONTROL METHOD

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present invention relates to a driver supporting device
for vehicles, for outputting a warning to urge a driver to
perform a braking operation, thereby supporting the driver,
and a warning timing control method used in driver sup-
porting devices.

BACKGROUND ART

In recent years, technologies used in vehicles such as cars
to detect traveling surroundings outside a vehicle and rec-
ognize an obstacle and a preceding vehicle by using a
vehicle-mounted camera, a laser radar device, or the like,
and to perform various driving support controlling opera-
tions, such as a warning outputting operation, an automatic
braking operation, and an automatic steering operation,
thereby preventing collisions of vehicles and improving the
safety, have been developed and put in practical use.

For example, Patent Literature 1 discloses a technology of
urging the driver of a vehicle to perform a braking operation,
thereby preventing collisions, by controlling a warning
timing in accordance with the degree of risk of collision with
a preceding vehicle or a following vehicle.

Further, for example, Patent Literature 2 discloses a
technology of controlling a warning timing in accordance
with the speed at which the brake pedal of a driver’s vehicle
is stepped on, and, when detecting a following vehicle, and
advancing the timing at which a warning is presented,
thereby appropriately preventing an excessive approach of
the following vehicle which results from the braking control
on the driver’s vehicle.

Further, for example, Patent Literature 3 discloses a
technology of comparing a driver’s specific spare time for
operation with time-to-collision, and, when the time-to-
collision is less than the driver’s specific spare time for
operation, determining that the driver’s state is not a normal
state, and outputting a warning.

CITATION LIST
Patent Literature

Patent Literature 1: Japanese Unexamined Patent Appli-
cation Publication No. 2007-207047

Patent Literature 2: Japanese Unexamined Patent Appli-
cation Publication No. 2006-182325

Patent Literature 3: Japanese Unexamined Patent Appli-
cation Publication No. 2009-298192

SUMMARY OF INVENTION
Technical Problem

However, a problem with conventional technologies like
those disclosed in above-mentioned Patent Literatures 1 and
2 is that because the driving characteristics of each driver are
not taken into consideration, even if a warning is outputted
at the same timing, the driver cannot necessarily avoid a
collision and so on. A further problem is that the existence
or non-existence of a passenger is not taken into consider-
ation, and therefore there is a possibility that a more appro-
priate warning which provides a passenger, especially a
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child or the like in the rear seat, who is not conscious of the
traffic situation ahead of the vehicle, with a feeling of safety
cannot be presented.

A problem with Patent Literature 3 is that, in contrast to
the technologies disclosed in above-mentioned Patent Lit-
eratures 1 and 2, Patent Literature 3 discloses the technology
of taking the driving characteristics of each driver into
consideration, and controlling the warning timing in accor-
dance with a driver’s characteristics, thereby presenting a
natural, comfortable warning suited to each driver, but the
existence or non-existence of a passenger is not taken into
consideration, like in the case of Patent Literatures 1 and 2,
and therefore there is a possibility that a more appropriate
warning which provides a passenger, especially a child or
the like in the rear seat, who is not conscious of the traffic
situation ahead of the vehicle, with a feeling of safety cannot
be presented.

The present invention is made in order to solve the
above-mentioned problems, and it is therefore an object of
the present invention to provide a driver supporting device
and a warning timing control method capable of presenting
a more appropriate warning which does not make the driver
feel inconvenience and which also provides passengers with
a feeling of safety, at a timing at which to issue a warning
for a warning target, by controlling the timing at which to
issue the warning in accordance with the existence or
non-existence of a passenger.

Solution to Problem

According to the present invention, there is provided a
driver supporting device that outputs warning data to urge a
driver to perform a braking operation in order to prevent a
collision with a warning target, the a driver supporting
device including a warning timing control unit to set a
timing at which to output the warning data in accordance
with existence or non-existence of a passenger when it is
determined that a warning target which possibly collides
with a driver’s vehicle exists ahead of the driver’s vehicle,
and a warning data outputting unit to output the warning data
in accordance with the timing set by the warning timing
control unit, wherein when a passenger exists, the warning
timing control unit sets, in addition to a first timing at which
to output warning data to urge the driver to perform the
braking operation, a second timing at which to output
warning data for the passenger in accordance with a line of
sight of the passenger, the second timing being advanced
relative to the first timing, and the warning data outputting
unit outputs the respective warning data in accordance with
the first and second timings set by the warning timing
control unit.

Advantageous Effects of Invention

According to the present invention, there can be provided
a driver supporting device and a warning timing control
method capable of presenting a more appropriate warning
which does not make the driver feel inconvenience and
which also provides passengers with a feeling of safety, at
the timing at which to issue a warning for a warning target,
by controlling the timing at which to issue the warning in
accordance with the existence or non-existence of a passen-
ger.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a diagram explaining a flow of the states of
operations performed by a driver, the operations including a
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brake pedaling operation, until his or her vehicle is stopped
after a warning sound has been outputted;

FIG. 2 is a structural diagram of a driver supporting
device according to Embodiment 1 of the present invention;

FIG. 3 is a flow chart explaining the operations of the
driver supporting device according to Embodiment 1 of the
present invention;

FIG. 4 is a diagram explaining an example of coefficients
of friction;

FIG. 5 is a diagram showing a relation between driver
characteristic coeflicients and deceleration;

FIG. 6 is a diagram showing an example of a criterion for
determination of an initial setting of a driver characteristic
coeflicient (DCv) based on the gender and the age of a
driver;

FIG. 7 is a diagram explaining an example of a result of
comparing between sounds which can be recognized by
young persons and sounds which can be recognized by
elderly persons;

FIG. 8 is a diagram showing an example of the definition
of children and elderly persons, or elderly or weak persons;
and

FIG. 9 is a diagram for explaining the degree of safety for
each seat position.

DESCRIPTION OF EMBODIMENTS

Hereafter, the preferred embodiments of the present
invention will be explained in detail with reference to the
drawings.

Embodiment 1.

First, an example for reference of a flow of operations
which a driver performs until he or she avoids a collision
after a warning sound has been outputted will be explained.

FIG. 1 is a diagram explaining a flow of the states of
operations performed by the driver, the operations including
a brake pedaling operation, until his or her vehicle is stopped
after a warning sound has been outputted.

In this embodiment, it is assumed that the driver of the
vehicle starts a brake pedaling operation in response to a
warning sound and stops the vehicle at a stop target position.
In this embodiment, the stop target position is located at a
preset distance from a warning target on the near side of the
warning target and serves as a target position at which the
vehicle should be stopped.

In FIG. 1, an upper pattern A shows a normal pattern in
which the driver brakes the vehicle at a slow brake pedaling
speed until reaching the stop target position and stops the
vehicle with a safety margin, and a middle pattern B shows
a pattern in which the driver has no other choice but to stop
the vehicle with sudden brakes applied because of his or her
relatively long reaction time.

In either of the patterns A and B, a warning sound is
outputted at a warning position o that is separated by a
stopping distance from the stop target position on the near
side thereof in such a way that the vehicle can stop at the
stop target position which is calculated by using the relative
speed and the distance between the vehicle and the warning
target.

The stopping distance is the distance which the vehicle
needs to travel until the vehicle is stopped, and can be
divided into a free running distance and a brake stopping
distance. The free running distance is the distance which the
vehicle travels during a time period which elapses from the
output of the warning sound to the start of a brake pedaling
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operation (STP_ON), and the brake stopping distance is the
distance which the vehicle travels while the driver performs
the brake pedaling operation.

The period of time during which the vehicle travels the
free running distance can be further divided into a recogni-
tion and judgement time N required for the driver to recog-
nize and judge the warning sound outputted, and a reaction
time T required for the driver to take his or her foot off the
accelerator and then move his or her foot to the brake pedal.

In the pattern A, the driver recognizes and judges the
warning sound outputted at the warning position o in a time
N, smoothly takes his or her foot off the accelerator and
then steps on the brake pedal in a time T,, and operates the
brake pedal at a smooth stepping speed A0, after starting a
brake pedaling operation at STP_ON.

In contrast, the pattern B shows a case in which the driver
has a relatively long reaction time as his or her brake
pedaling operation characteristic. Although it is assumed
that the recognition and judgement time N, is substantially
the same as that in the normal pattern (N,=N ), the reaction
time T, is longer than T, in the normal pattern (T,>T),), as
shown in FIG. 1. This is a tendency seen, in a case where the
driver is, for example, an elderly person.

Thus, because the stop target position is not changed even
if the reaction time T increases and the start of the brake
pedaling operation STP_ON is delayed, in the case of the
pattern B, the driver must step on the brake pedal more
quickly (A0,>A0Q,) after the start of the brake pedaling
operation (STP_ON), which could lead to a sudden braking
operation.

Therefore, when a sudden braking operation is performed
because the driver takes a longer reaction time T than that
usual, as shown in the pattern B, the timing at which to
output the warning sound earlier is advanced to an earlier
time so as to output the warning sound, as shown in a pattern
C.

According to Embodiment 1, in addition to changing the
timing at which to output the warning sound in accordance
with the driver’s characteristics, like in the case of the
above-mentioned example for reference, the timing at which
to output the warning sound is changed more appropriately
in accordance with a passenger’s state.

FIG. 2 is a structural diagram of a driver supporting
device 10 according to Embodiment 1 of the present inven-
tion.

As shown in FIG. 2, the driver supporting device 10
includes a radar sensor 101, an image sensor 102, a speed
sensor 103, a driver characteristic coefficient calculating unit
104, a following vehicle detecting unit 105, a passenger
detecting unit 106, a driving history database (DB) 107, a
seat surface pressure sensor 108, a line-of-sight detection
sensor 109, a collision determining unit 110, a braking limit
time (BLT) determining unit 111, a time-to-collision (TTC)
arithmetic operation unit 112, a warning timing control unit
113, and a warning data outputting unit 114.

Various sensors including the radar sensor 101, the image
sensor 102 and the speed sensor 103 detect a warning target,
such as a preceding vehicle with which a driver’s vehicle
will possibly collide, and also detect information (radar
information, image information, and vehicle speed informa-
tion) used to calculate the distance, the relative speed, and
the like between the detected warning target and the driver’s
vehicle. These sensors (the radar sensor 101, the image
sensor 102 and the speed sensor 103) can be shared with
another vehicle-mounted system.

The collision determining unit 110 determines whether or
not there is an obstacle ahead of the driver’s vehicle, i.e., a
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warning target, such as a preceding vehicle with which the
driver’s vehicle will possibly collide on the basis of the
pieces of information detected by the radar sensor 101, the
image sensor 102 and the speed sensor 103, and calculates
the distance, the relative speed, and the like between the
detected warning target and the driver’s vehicle, from the
road situation.

When the collision determining unit 110 determines that
there is a warning target, the braking limit time (BLT)
determining unit 111 calculates a braking limit time (BLT).
The braking limit time (BLT) is a time required for the driver
to recognize an obstacle, i.e., a warning target, brakes
suddenly, and stop his or her vehicle.

The driving history DB 107 stores information about the
driving skills and the driving tendency of the driver in daily
life. In this embodiment, although the driver supporting
device 10 includes the driving history DB 107, the present
embodiment is not limited to the aforementioned example,
and the driving history DB may be provided outside the
driver supporting device 10.

The driver characteristic coefficient calculating unit 104
calculates a driver characteristic coefficient (DCv) specific
to the driver by referring to the driving history DB 107. In
this Embodiment 1, the driver characteristic coeflicient
(DCv) specific to the driver differs according to the driving
skills and the driving tendency of the driver, and its value
expresses a collision avoidance characteristic specific to the
driver. In this embodiment, it is assumed that the driver
characteristic coefficient (DCv) is classified into one of Dcl
to Dc7 in accordance with the reaction time required for the
driver to recognize warning information and deaccelerate
the driver’s vehicle.

The time-to-collision (TTC) arithmetic operation unit 112
calculates a time-to-collision (TTC) on the basis of both the
braking limit time calculated by the braking limit time (BLT)
determining unit 111 and the driver characteristic coeflicient
calculated by the driver characteristic coefficient calculating
unit 104.

The following vehicle detecting unit 105 detects the
existence or non-existence of a following vehicle.

The seat surface pressure sensor 108 is built in passen-
gers” seats and detects the pressure of each seat surface.

The line-of-sight detection sensor 109 detects gazing
points from data about passengers’ lines of sight.

The passenger detecting unit 106 detects each passenger’s
state in accordance with the information detected by the seat
surface pressure sensor 108 and the information detected by
the line-of-sight detection sensor 109.

When the collision determining unit 110 determines that
there is a warning target with which the driver’s vehicle will
possibly collide, the warning timing control unit 113 sets
warning timings at which to issue warnings in accordance
with the information detected by the following vehicle
detecting unit 105 and the information detected by the
passenger detecting unit 106.

The warning data outputting unit 114 outputs both data for
indicating a warning for the driver’s vehicle and data for
indicating warning for a following vehicle, at the warning
timings calculated by the warning timing control unit 113.

In this embodiment, although, as shown in FIG. 2, it is
assumed that the driver supporting device 10 includes the
various sensors (the radar sensor 101, the image sensor 102,
the speed sensor 103, the seat surface pressure sensor 108,
and the line-of-sight detection sensor 109), this embodiment
is not limited to this example, and those sensors can be
alternatively provided outside the driver supporting device
10.
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Further, the warning indicating data outputted by the
warning data outputting unit 114 is outputted, at least by any
of voice or display, to an output device (not shown), so that
a warning to urge the driver to perform a braking operation
is provided in order to prevent a collision with the warning
target.

Operations will be explained.

FIG. 3 is a flow chart explaining the operations of the
driver supporting device 10 according to Embodiment 1 of
the present invention.

The collision determining unit 110 determines the exis-
tence or non-existence of an obstacle ahead of the driver’s
vehicle, i.e., whether or not there is a warning target, such as
a preceding vehicle with which the driver’s vehicle will
possibly collide on the basis of the pieces of information
detected by the radar sensor 101, the image sensor 102 and
the speed sensor 103 (in step ST1). Concretely, the collision
determining unit 110 determines whether or not there is a
warning target by determining, for example, whether the
radar sensor 101 has detected a warning target or whether a
warning target exists in an image detected by the image
sensor 102. As an alternative, the collision determining unit
110 can determine whether or not there is a warning target
by using another determining method.

When, in step ST1, determining that there is no warning
target, such as a preceding vehicle with which the driver’s
vehicle will possibly collide (when “NO” in step ST1), the
collision determining unit 110 repeats the process of step
ST1.

In contrast, when, in step ST1, determining that there is a
warning target, such as a preceding vehicle with which the
driver’s vehicle will possibly collide (when “YES” in step
ST1), the collision determining unit 110 advances to step
ST2.

The braking limit time (BLT) determining unit 111 cal-
culates the braking limit time (BLT) (in step ST2).

In Embodiment 1, the braking limit time (BLT) is a time
required for the driver to recognize an obstacle, ie., a
warning target, perform sudden braking, and stop the driv-
er’s vehicle. Concretely, the braking limit time (BLT) deter-
mining unit 111, in step ST2, determines the braking limit
time by using the following equation (1).

Braking limit time (BLT)=Reaction time (second)+
Vehicle speed (speed per second)/(Gravitational
acceleration (9.8)xCoefficient of friction)

M

Although there are variations among individuals in the
reaction time shown in the equation (1), the average reaction
time of persons is normally given as 0.75 seconds. A value
ranging from 0.4 to 1 second is added to the average reaction
time when the driver looks aside while driving, and a value
ranging from 0.1 to 0.2 seconds is added to the average
reaction time when the driver drives the vehicle under the
influence of alcohol. (Source: Norio Takagi “Acknowledge-
ment of Negligence in Driving Causing Death or Injury
through Negligence (Gross Negligence) in the Pursuit of
Social Activities”, Report of Judicial Research 21-2, pp. 289
http://www.asahi-net.or.jp/~zi3h-kwrz/carstop.html)

Further, as the coefficient of friction shown in the equation
(1), an appropriate value can be applied in accordance with
the coefficients of friction of tires for various road surfaces
as shown in FIG. 4 ((Source: Ichiro Emori “New Edition,
Automobile Accident Engineering” (Gijyutsu Shoin, issued
on May, Heisei 5) pp. 45, http://www5d.biglobe.ne.jp/Jusl/
Keisanki/JTSL/TeisiSyasoku. html).

The states of various road surfaces and the state of the
tires can be determined in accordance with, for example, the
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pieces of information detected by the various sensors includ-
ing the radar sensor 101, the image sensor 102 and the speed
sensor 103.

For example, assuming that the reaction time of ordinary
persons is 0.7 seconds, the coefficient of friction is 0.7, and
the vehicle speed is 50 km/h, the braking limit time (BLT)
determining unit 111 calculates the braking limit time=2.72
seconds in accordance with the above-mentioned equation
(1).

At this time, the stopping distance is 23.78 m. The
stopping distance is determined to be equal to the addition
of the free running distance and the brake stopping distance,
as explained by referring to FIG. 1. In this embodiment, it
is assumed that the free running distance is given by “the
speedxthe reaction time”, and the brake stopping distance is
given by “(the speed)?/(2x9.8xthe coeflicient of friction)”.

Returning to the flow chart shown in FIG. 3, the time-to-
collision (TTC) arithmetic operation unit 112 calculates the
time-to-collision (TTC) on the basis of both the braking
limit time (BLT) calculated by the braking limit time (BLT)
determining unit 111, and the driver characteristic coeflicient
calculated by the driver characteristic coefficient calculating
unit 104 (in step ST3).

Hereafter, the operation of step ST3 will be explained in
detail.

The driver characteristic coefficient calculating unit 104
refers to the driving history DB 107 in which the information
about the driving skills and the driving tendency of the
driver in daily life is stored, to calculate the driver charac-
teristic coeflicient (DCv). It is assumed that the driver
characteristic coefficient (DCv) is classified into one of
seven levels Dcl to Dc7 in accordance with the reaction time
required for the driver to recognize warning information and
deaccelerate the driver’s vehicle.

FIG. 5 is a diagram showing a relation between the driver
characteristic coefficient and deceleration. As shown in FIG.
5, the time required for the driver to decelerate the vehicle,
i.e., the time for the driver to reduce the vehicle speed to zero
increases as the level of the driver characteristic coefficient
(DCv) rises.

Thus, the level of the driver characteristic coefficient
(DCv) differs according to the driving skills and the driving
tendency of the driver, and the collision avoidance charac-
teristic specific to the driver can be expressed by the
classification of the level. For example, in the case in which
the driver quickly responds to variations in the traveling
surroundings and usually makes quick movements in driv-
ing, the time-to-collision with a warning target is short, and
the level of the driver characteristic coefficient (DCv) is low.
In contrast, in the case in which the driver usually drives his
vehicle with a safety margin, because the driver involves a
longer time-to-collision with a warning target, the level of
the driver characteristic coefficient (DCv) rises.

According to Embodiment 1, concretely, the level of the
driver characteristic coeflicient (DCv) of a driver who has
the shortest reaction time is represented as “Dc1”, and the
level of the driver characteristic coefficient (DCv) of a driver
who has the longest reaction time is represented as “Dc7”.
In this way, it is shown that as the level of the driver
characteristic coefficient (DCv) rises from Dcl to Dc7, the
time-to-collision with an obstacle needs to be increased.
More specifically, there is a necessity to set the position at
which a warning is outputted to a position located further
forward.

Explaining the level of the driver characteristic coeflicient
on the basis of the example for reference shown in FIG. 1,
and assuming that, for example, the pattern A shows a driver
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A whose driver characteristic coeflicient (DCv) is Dcl,
because the driver A is a person having a short stopping
distance, a short recognition and judgement time, and a short
reaction time, it can be assumed that the driver A can avoid
an obstacle sufficiently in “the braking limit time (BLT)+a”
seconds. According to an experimental result, this pattern
corresponds to a tendency which is demonstrated in forty-
to-fifty-something male drivers. In contrast with this, assum-
ing that, for example, the pattern B shows a driver B whose
driver characteristic coefficient (DCv) is Dc7, because the
driver B is a person having a long stopping distance, a long
recognition and judgement time, and a long reaction time,
compared with those of the driver A, the driver B requires
“the braking limit time (BLT)+7a” seconds to avoid an
obstacle. It is clear from experimental results that this
pattern corresponds to a tendency which is demonstrated in
senior drivers.

In this Embodiment 1, for example, the ranges of the
respective reaction times corresponding to Dcl to Dc7 are
set in advance, and the driver characteristic coeflicient
calculating unit 104 determines that the driver’s reaction
time for variations in the usual traveling surroundings cor-
responds to which range, out of the preset ranges of the
reaction times, on the basis of the information stored in the
driving history DB 107, thereby setting the level of the
driver characteristic coefficient (DCv) to any of Dc1 to Dc7.
This setting method is an example, and the driver charac-
teristic coefficient calculating unit 104 can set the level of
the driver characteristic coefficient (DCv) to any of Decl to
Dc7 by using another setting method.

Because the amount of information about the driving
characteristics of the driver stored in the driving history DB
107 is not sufficient at an initial stage, the driver character-
istic coeflicient calculating unit 104 can set the level of the
driver characteristic coefficient (DCv) to a level preset on the
basis of, for example, the gender and the age of the driver,
as shown in FIG. 6. Note that, as for the gender and the age
of the driver, the age of a passenger is determined by
acquiring the pieces of information detected by the line-of-
sight detection sensor 109 and the seat surface pressure
sensor 108, that is, the height of the line of sight, i.e., the
sitting height, and the pressures applied to the seat surface,
i.e., the weight, and the gender of the passenger is deter-
mined on the basis of an image of the passenger which is
captured by the image sensor 102. Further, the gender and
the age of each passenger can be stored in advance, and the
determination method can be configured suitably.

Next, the driver characteristic coefficient calculating unit
104 sets the driver characteristic coeflicient (DCv) in accor-
dance with the set level (Dcl to Dc7). In this embodiment,
the driver characteristic coefficient calculating unit 104 sets
the driver characteristic coefficient (DCv) in such a way that
the driver characteristic coefficient (DCv) is high in propor-
tion to an increase in the level of the driver characteristic
coeflicient (DCv). For example, when the level is Dcl, the
driver characteristic coefficient calculating unit 104 sets the
driver characteristic coeflicient to 1.1, and, when the level is
Dc7, sets the driver characteristic coefficient to 1.7.

By using the driver characteristic coefficient (DCv) which
the driver characteristic coefficient calculating unit 104 sets
in the above-mentioned way, the time-to-collision (TTC)
arithmetic operation unit 112 calculates the time-to-collision
(TTC) on the basis of the braking limit time calculated, in
step ST2, by the braking limit time (BLT) determining unit
111, and the driver characteristic coefficient calculated by
the driver characteristic coefficient calculating unit 104, in
accordance with the following equations (2).
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Time-To-Collision (TTC)=Braking Limit Time

(BLT)xDriver Characteristic Coefficient (DCv) 2)

In Embodiment 1, because the driver characteristic coef-
ficient (DCv) is high in proportion to an increase in the level
of the driver characteristic coefficient, in such a way that
when the level is Dc1, the driver characteristic coefficient is
set to 1.1, and, when the level is Dc¢7, the driver character-
istic coeflicient is set to 1.7, the time-to-collision (TTC) also
increases along with an increase in the level of the driver
characteristic coefficient (DCv).

Returning to the flow chart shown in FIG. 3, the warning
timing control unit 113 compares the braking limit time
(BLT) calculated, in step ST2, by the braking limit time
(BLT) determining unit 111, with the time-to-collision
(TTC) calculated, in step ST3, by the time-to-collision
(TTC) arithmetic operation unit 112, to determine whether
BLT<TTC (in step ST4).

When BLT<TTC is not satisfied in step ST4 (when “NO”
in step ST4), i.e, when the braking limit time (BLT)
required for the driver to recognize a warning target, per-
form sudden braking, and stop the driver’s vehicle exceeds
the time-to-collision (TTC) which is based on the driver
characteristics and which is the time required for the driver
to perform an avoiding operation for the warning target, the
warning timing control unit 113 sets a default warning
output timing, i.e., a warning output timing preset on the
basis of the braking limit time (BLT), as the timing at which
to output a warning to urge the driver to perform a braking
operation (in step ST6).

For the level of the driver characteristic coeflicient (DCv)
which is set to the driver in the case in which the driver
usually makes quick movements in driving and has a short
time-to-collision with a warning target, the driver charac-
teristic coefficient (DCv) may be less than 1.0. In this case,
BLT>TTC.

By setting a warning output timing based on the braking
limit time (BLT), as shown in step ST6, the driver support-
ing device can urge the driver to perform a braking operation
with more time to spare. Although in this embodiment, the
driver supporting device urges the driver to perform a
braking operation with more time to spare in this way, this
embodiment is not limited to this example. The driver
supporting device can alternatively urge the driver to per-
form a braking operation in accordance with the time-to-
collision (TTC) based on the driver characteristics.

When BLT<TTC is satisfied in step ST4 (when “YES” in
step ST4), i.e., when the braking limit time (BLT) required
for the driver to recognize a warning target, perform sudden
braking, and stop the driver’s vehicle is less than the
time-to-collision (TTC) which is based on the driver char-
acteristics, the warning timing control unit 113 calculates the
warning timing (TA) in consideration of the driver charac-
teristics in the following way and sets the warning timing as
the timing at which to output a warning (in step ST5).

Alarm Timing (TA)=Time-to-Collision (TTC)=Brak-
ing Limit Time (BLT)xDriver Characteristic
Coefficient (DCv)

In Embodiment 1, the warning timing is the timing at
which a warning is outputted so as to urge the driver to
perform a braking operation at the position which is moved
backward, by a distance corresponding to a required time,
from the stop target position.

More specifically, in this embodiment, in order to prevent
the driver from performing sudden braking, the driver sup-
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porting device advances the timing, at which the warning is
outputted, by the required time in accordance with the driver
characteristics.

By thus setting the warning timing (TA) in accordance
with the driver characteristics, i.e., on the basis of the
time-to-collision (TTC), the driver supporting device can
output a warning at a more appropriate timing while pre-
venting the driver from performing sudden braking. In this
Embodiment 1, the warning timing at which to output a
warning to urge the driver to perform a braking operation is
defined as a first timing.

The warning timing control unit 113 determines whether
or not there is a following vehicle (in step ST7). Concretely,
the warning timing control unit 113 determines whether or
not there is a following vehicle on the basis of the informa-
tion detected by the following vehicle detecting unit 105. In
this embodiment, the following vehicle detecting unit 105
can detect the information about a following vehicle behind
the driver’s vehicle on the basis of, for example, information
about detection of the following vehicle by the radar sensor
101, information about detection of an image of the follow-
ing vehicle by the image sensor 102, and information about
detection of a variation in the vehicle speed by the speed
sensor 103, and output the information about the following
vehicle to the warning timing control unit 113. However, this
method is an example, and the following vehicle detecting
unit 105 can detect the information about the following
vehicle by using another method.

When, in step ST7, determining that there is no following
vehicle (when “NO” in step ST7), the warning timing
control unit advances to step ST9.

When, in step ST7, determining that there is a following
vehicle (when “YES” in step ST7), the warning timing
control unit 113 further sets a warning timing for following
vehicle which takes the following vehicle into consideration
(in step ST8).

More specifically, the warning timing control unit 113 sets
an earlier timing as the timing at which to output a warning
for the following vehicle, in addition to the warning timing
(first timing), which is set in step ST5 or ST6, to urge the
driver to perform a braking operation. More specifically, the
driver supporting device outputs a warning for the following
vehicle at the earlier timing, and further outputs a warning
to urge the driver in the driver’s vehicle to perform a braking
operation at the warning timing (first timing) set in step ST5
or STé6.

The warning timing for following vehicle is set in accor-
dance with a braking limit time (BLT) set for the following
vehicle. It is preferable to determine the braking limit time
(BLT) set for the following vehicle by using the above-
mentioned equation (1).

Next, the warning timing control unit 113 determines
whether or not there is a passenger (in step ST9). Concretely,
the warning timing control unit 113 determines whether or
not there is a passenger on the basis of the information
detected by the passenger detecting unit 106. In this embodi-
ment, the passenger detecting unit 106 can detect passenger
information from the information about passengers’ posi-
tions and the number of passengers which are detected by
the seat surface pressure sensor 108, and the information
about each passenger’s line of sight detected by the line-of-
sight detection sensor 109, and output the passenger infor-
mation to the warning timing control unit 113.

When, in step ST9, determining that there is no passenger
(when “NO” in step ST9), the warning timing control unit
113 advances to step ST11.
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In contrast, when, in step ST9, determining that there is a
passenger (when “YES” in step ST9), the warning timing
control unit 113 sets a warning timing for the passenger in
accordance with the passenger’s state (in step ST10).

Because there can be various cases in which the warning
timing control unit 113 sets the warning timing for passen-
gers in accordance with the passengers’ state, some concrete
examples will be explained hereafter.

For example, the warning timing control unit can set the
warning timing for passengers by determining whether or
not each passenger has noticed a warning target.

Concretely, the warning timing control unit 113 deter-
mines whether each passenger has noticed a warning target
ahead of the vehicle on the basis of each passenger’s line of
sight which is acquired from the information about passen-
gers’ positions and the number of passengers and the infor-
mation about each passenger’s line of sight, which are
detected by the passenger detecting unit 106. When a person
who has not noticed a warning target is included in the
passengers, for example, the warning timing control unit 113
further sets the warning timing for passengers which is
advanced by a preset time, in addition to the warning timing
(TA) for driver which is set in step ST5 or the default
warning timing for driver which is set in step ST6, and,
when there is a following vehicle, the warning timing for
following vehicle set in step ST8, thereby preventing the
driver from performing sudden braking. Concretely, the
warning timing control unit 113 sets the warning timing
(TA) in step ST5, and, when there is no following vehicle,
further sets warning timings in such a way that a warning is
outputted at a warning timing for passengers which is
advanced, by the preset time, relative to the warning timing
(TA) at which to urge the driver to perform a braking
operation, and a warning is also outputted at the warning
timing (TA) at which to urge the driver to perform a braking
operation. In this Embodiment 1, the warning timing at
which to output a warning for passengers is defined as a
second timing.

By doing in this way, the driver supporting device simul-
taneously enables also a passenger who has not noticed the
warning target to make a preparation for action in advance.

As is the same with the case above, the vehicle may be
exemplified by a bus. In the bus, the driver supporting device
certainly makes an announcement, such as “Caution, the bus
suddenly stops™, “Caution, the bus is turning to the right” or
“Caution, the bus is turning to the left”, before the bus
performs sudden braking or makes a right or left turn,
thereby enabling all the passengers to make preparations
corresponding to the bus’s behavior.

Further, the warning timing control unit 113, in step ST10,
sets the warning timing for passengers, and, when all the
passengers have noticed an obstacle ahead of the vehicle,
can also cause the warning data outputting unit 114 to output
warning data in which the sound volume of the warning is
reduced to a moderate level (the operation of outputting the
warning data which is performed by the warning data
outputting unit 114 will be described below).

This operation is only an example, and the warning timing
control unit can determine another warning timing on the
basis of each passenger’s line of sight or cause the warning
data outputting unit 114 to output warning data having
another description.

For example, when a passenger is a healthy adult, he or
she can immediately notice that an attention attracting sound
is outputted, and therefore perform a certain action. How-
ever, when a passenger is an auditorially handicapped per-
son, a child or an elderly person, there is a case in which
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even if an attention attracting sound is outputted, he or she
does not notice the attention attracting sound, slowly per-
forms an action even if he or she notices the attention
attracting sound, or cannot perform any action even if he or
she notices the attention attracting sound (for example, when
apassenger is a child or the like). Then, the driver supporting
device can set the warning timing for passengers on the basis
of the passengers’ ages.

Concretely, the warning timing control unit 113 deter-
mines each passenger’s age on the basis of the height of his
or her line of sight, i.e., his or her sitting height, and the
pressure applied to his or her seat surface, i.e., his or her
weight, which are acquired from the pieces of information
detected by the line-of-sight detection sensor 109 and the
seat surface pressure sensor 108, and, when an elderly
person or a child is included in the passengers, for example,
sets the warning timing for passengers which is advanced,
by the preset time, relative to the warning timing at which
to urge the driver to perform a braking operation, in addition
to the warning timing (TA) for driver which is set in step
ST5 or the default warning timing for driver which is set in
step ST6, and, when there is a following vehicle, the
warning timing for following vehicle set in step STS,
thereby preventing the driver from performing sudden brak-
ing, and simultaneously increasing the time required for
passengers’ preparations for action in advance. The preset
time can be 150 to 750 ms long, and can be appropriately set.

Further, when an elderly person is included in the pas-
sengers, the warning timing control unit 113 can cause the
warning data outputting unit 114 to raise (increase) the
sound pressure of the attention attracting sound, or output
warning data to produce an attention attracting sound whose
frequency is lowered at the warning timing for passengers
(refer to FIG. 7, and it is seen, as shown in FIG. 7, that
elderly persons have a tendency that the hearing level is
extremely low, compared with that for young persons, at
high frequencies.

Further, when a child is included in the passengers, the
warning timing control unit 113 can cause the warning data
outputting unit 114 to output warning indicating data to
make a voice announcement notifying the meaning of the
warning more concretely, together with the attention attract-
ing sound, at the warning timing for passengers.

As an example, the case in which the warning timing
control unit determines each passenger’s age on the basis of
his or her sitting height and his or her weight, which are
acquired from the pieces of information detected by the
line-of-sight detection sensor 109 and the seat surface pres-
sure sensor 108 is shown in this embodiment. This case is
only an example. For example, the warning timing control
unit can alternatively store the ages of passengers in advance
and determine each passenger’s age, or can determine each
passenger’s age by using another method.

Further, the determination of whether or not a passenger
is an elderly person or a child can be implemented by storing
definitions as shown in FIG. 8 in advance, and then defining
“newborn babies”, “babies”, “small children”, and “chil-
dren” as children and defining “early elderly persons” and
“late elderly persons” as elderly persons, in accordance with,
for example, the definition 1. As an alternative, the deter-
mination of whether or not a passenger is an elderly person
or a child can be implemented in accordance with another
definition. Further, for example, when determining that there
is a passenger defined as an “elderly or weak person” in
accordance with the definition 2, the warning timing control
unit further advances the warning timing for passengers.
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By doing in this way, even when the driver performs
sudden braking, the driver supporting device makes it pos-
sible to protect the passengers sufficiently. As a similar case,
the vehicle may be exemplified by an airplane. In the case
of airplanes, it has been proven that the indication of a
warning at an earlier warning timing makes it possible for
the passengers to take a posture at the time of emergency
landing at an earlier time, thereby increasing the survival
rates of the passengers.

Further, for example, the warning timing control unit can
set the warning timing for passengers on the basis of the
passengers’ seat positions.

Concretely, the warning timing control unit 113 deter-
mines each passenger’s seat position from the information
detected by the seat surface pressure sensor 108, and, when
determining that a passenger is seated in the front seat next
to the driver which, it is said, has the highest degree of risk
(refer to FIG. 9 (Guidelines of the United States National
Highway Traffic Safety Administration), and it has been
proven, as shown in FIG. 9, that the smaller value the seat
has, the higher degree of safety increases). For example, the
warning timing control unit 113 sets the warning timing for
passengers which is advanced, by the preset time, relative to
the warning timing at which to urge the driver to perform a
braking operation, in addition to the warning timing (TA) for
driver which is set in step ST5 or the default warning timing
for driver which is set in step ST6, and, when there is a
following vehicle, the warning timing for following vehicle
set in step ST8, thereby preventing the driver from perform-
ing sudden braking. The preset time can be 150 to 750 ms
and can be appropriately set. Further, when a passenger is
seated in a rear seat, the warning timing control unit 113 can
detect whether or not the passenger is wearing a seatbelt,
and, when the passenger is not wearing a seatbelt, cause the
warning data outputting unit 114 to output warning data for
calling attention, to urge the passenger to wear a seatbelt at
a timing which is advanced relative to the warning timing at
which to urge the driver to perform a braking operation.

By doing in this way, even when the driver performs
sudden braking, the driver supporting device makes it pos-
sible to protect the passengers sufficiently.

Returning to the flow chart of FIG. 3, the warning data
outputting unit 114 determines whether a timing at which to
output warning data has come (in step ST11). Concretely, the
warning data outputting unit 114 determines whether either
the timing at which to output the warning data for the
driver’s vehicle (more specifically, the warning data for
driver or the warning data for passengers), the timing being
set, in step ST5, ST6, ST8 or ST10, by the warning timing
control unit 113, or the timing at which to output the warning
data for following vehicle has come.

The warning data outputting unit 114 determines whether
the timing at which to output the pieces of the various
warning data has come, on the basis of the distance and the
relative speed between the warning target and the driver’s
vehicle which are determined by the collision determining
unit 110.

When, in step ST11, determining that a timing at which to
output warning data has come (when “YES” in step ST11),
the data for warning outputting unit 114 outputs either the
warning data for the driver’s vehicle which is set, in step
ST5, ST6, ST8 or ST10, by the warning timing control unit
113, or the warning data for following vehicle, either of the
pieces of warning data corresponding to the timing at which
to output the warning data (in step ST12). For example,
when, in step ST11, determining that the warning timing
(first timing) at which to output a warning to urge the driver
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to perform a braking operation has come, the warning data
outputting unit 114 outputs the warning for driver.

Concretely, the warning data outputting unit 114 outputs
warning data for outputting a warning by using a set
outputting method, as the warning data for the driver’s
vehicle, to an output device (not shown). As the set output-
ting method, a method of outputting a predetermined sound
(a warning sound or the like) or a method of outputting the
warning data set by the warning timing control unit 113 can
be used.

For example, when the warning data is the one for
notifying warning information to the vehicle by using blink-
ing, it is desirable to change a method of indicating the
warning information in accordance with the emergency of
the warning. Therefore, when the time-to-collision=the
braking limit time, the warning timing control unit 113
outputs warning data, showing a blinking warning colored
with red or orange having the highest visual attraction, to the
warning data outputting unit 114. The warning data output-
ting unit 114 outputs the warning data to the output device
in accordance with the content of the data from the warning
timing control unit 113. At this time, the warning data is
blinked at a high speed.

Further, although it is desirable that the output device is
installed in, for example, a piece of window glass or the like
which make it easy to recognize the warning, the installation
location of the output device can be appropriately set.

Further, for example, when determining that the emer-
gency of the warning is very high, the warning timing
control unit 113 can output, as the warning data, auditory
information along with the visual information, to the warn-
ing data outputting unit 114, and the warning data outputting
unit 114 can output the warning data in accordance with the
content of the data from this warning timing control unit
113. At this time, the frequency and the sound pressure of the
sound can be changed in accordance with the emergency or
the conditions in the vehicle (the existence or non-existence
of a passenger, and whether or not an obstacle has been
noticed). The emergency of the warning can be determined
on the basis of a predetermined criterion. For example, the
emergency of the warning is determined by setting thresh-
olds for the braking limit time (BLT) and the time-to-
collision (TTC). As an alternative, the emergency of the
warning can be determined by using another determining
method.

Further, in a case where the indication of a warning is
provided at a timing advanced, by a seconds or more,
relative to the timing based on the time-to-collision, for
example, in a case where the warning timing is determined
to be equal to “the time-to-collision+a seconds”, the warn-
ing timing control unit 113 can avoid the use of red having
the highest visual attraction, and output warning data show-
ing a warning, which does not blink, but tints with color,
such as yellow or green, having lower visual attraction than
that of red, to the warning data outputting unit 114, and the
warning data outputting unit 114 can output the warning data
to an output device in accordance with the content of the
data. At this time, when outputting auditory information, in
order to prevent the driver from performing sudden braking
in response to the sound, the driver supporting device can
output warning indicating data whose frequency and sound
pressure are adjusted.

Further, the warning data outputting unit 114 outputs the
warning data for following vehicle to the output device
mounted in a display device of the following vehicle, such
as the instrument panel or an HUD, in accordance with the
content of the data from the warning timing control unit 113.
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For example, the warning data outputting unit 114 outputs
the warning data for displaying a message to the effect that
the driver is going to step on the brake because there is an
obstacle ahead of the driver’s vehicle.

By doing in this way, the driver supporting device can
notify the driver of the following vehicle of the reason that
the vehicle ahead applies brakes, thereby providing a feeling
of safety for the driver of the following vehicle, compared
with a method of lighting up the stop lamp prior to the actual
brake pedaling operation, in order to prevent a collision with
a preceding vehicle.

Although the example in which the warning timing con-
trol unit 113 calculates the warning timings on the basis of
the information about a following vehicle and the informa-
tion about passengers is shown in this Embodiment 1, this
embodiment is not limited to this example, and the warning
timing control unit 113 can alternatively determine only the
existence or non-existence of a passenger and output a
warning at the warning timing for passengers which is
advanced relative to the warning timing at which to urge the
driver to perform a braking operation, in accordance with
whether or not there is a passenger.

The warning data outputting unit 114 determines whether
or not there is another yet-to-be-outputted warning (in step
ST13). More specifically, the warning data outputting unit
114 determines whether there is any other warning data
which should be outputted, in addition to the warning data
outputted in step ST12. For example, when the warning
timing for driver and the warning timing for passengers are
set, and the output of the warning for driver still remains
after the warning timing for passengers has come and the
warning data for passengers has been outputted, the warning
data outputting unit 114 performs the above-mentioned
process so as to prevent the output of the warning for driver
from being left undone.

When, in step ST13, determining that there is another
yet-to-be-outputted warning (when “YES” in step ST13),
the warning data outputting unit 114 returns to step ST11. In
contrast, when, in step ST13, determining that there is no
other yet-to-be-outputted warning (when “NO” in step
ST13), the warning data outputting unit ends the processing.

In this way, in accordance with the warning timing for
driver (first timing) which is set in step ST5 by the warning
timing control unit 113 or the default warning timing for
driver (first timing) set in step ST6, the warning timing for
following vehicle which is set in step ST8 when there is a
following vehicle, and the warning timing for passengers
(second timing) which is set in step ST10 when there is a
passenger, the warning data outputting unit 114 outputs the
warning data.

As mentioned above, according to this Embodiment 1,
there can be provided a driver supporting device and a
warning timing control method capable of, at the timing at
which to issue a warning for a warning target, providing the
warning to urge the driver to perform an appropriate braking
operation, which does not make the driver feel inconve-
nience and which also provides passengers with a feeling of
safety, by controlling the timing at which to issue the
warning in accordance with the existence or non-existence
of a passenger.

Although the driver supporting device 10 according to
this Embodiment 1 has the configuration as shown in FIG.
2, the driver supporting device 10 can be alternatively
configured so as to include only the warning timing control
unit 113 and the data for warning outputting unit 114.

While the present invention has been described in its
preferred embodiment, it is to be understood that various
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changes can be made in any component according to the
embodiment, and any component according to the embodi-
ment can be omitted within the scope of the invention.

Further, each unit used for control of the driver supporting
device 10 according to Embodiment 1 can be implemented
by program processing based on software and using a CPU.

Further, the driving history DB 107 according to Embodi-
ment 1 can be configured with an HDD, a DVD, a memory,
or the like.

INDUSTRIAL APPLICABILITY

Because the driver supporting device according to the
present invention is configured so as to be able to present a
more appropriate warning which does not make the driver
feel inconvenience and which also provides passengers with
a feeling of safety, at a timing at which to issue a warning
for a warning target, by controlling the timing at which to
issue the warning in accordance with the existence or
non-existence of a passenger, the driver supporting device
can be employed for a driver supporting device for vehicles,
and so on, for issuing a warning to urge the driver to perform
a braking operation, thereby supporting the driver.

REFERENCE SIGNS LIST

10 driver supporting device, 101 radar sensor, 102 image
sensor, 103 speed sensor, 104 driver characteristic coeffi-
cient calculating unit, 105 following vehicle detecting unit,
106 passenger detecting unit, 107 driving history DB, 108
seat surface pressure sensor, 109 line-of-sight detection
sensor, 110 collision determining unit, 111 braking limit time
(BLT) determining unit, 112 time-to-collision (TTC) arith-
metic operation unit, 113 warning timing control unit, and
114 warning data outputting unit.

The invention claimed is:

1. A driver supporting device that outputs warning data to
urge a driver to perform a braking operation in order to
prevent a collision with a warning target, comprising:

a warning timing control unit to set a timing at which to
output the warning data in accordance with existence or
non-existence of a passenger when it is determined that
a warning target which possibly collides with a driver’s
vehicle exists ahead of the driver’s vehicle; and

a warning data outputting unit to output the warning data
in accordance with the timing set by the warning timing
control unit,

wherein when a passenger exists, the warning timing
control unit sets, in addition to a first timing at which
to output warning data to urge the driver to perform the
braking operation, a second timing at which to output
warning data for the passenger in accordance with a
line of sight of the passenger, the second timing being
advanced relative to the first timing, and

the warning data outputting unit outputs the respective
warning data in accordance with the first and second
timings set by the warning timing control unit.

2. The driver supporting device according to claim 1,
wherein the warning timing control unit sets the second
timing also in accordance with an age of the passenger.

3. The driver supporting device according to claim 1,
wherein the warning timing control unit sets the second
timing also in accordance with the passenger’s seat position.

4. The driver supporting device according to claim 1,
wherein the warning timing control unit determines the first
or second timing in accordance with the driver’s driver
characteristics.
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5. The driver supporting device according to claim 1,
further comprising a time-to-collision arithmetic operation
unit to calculate a time-to-collision required for the driver to
perform an avoiding operation for the warning target, and
the warning timing control unit calculates the first or second
timing in accordance with the time-to-collision.

6. The driver supporting device according to claim 5,
wherein the time-to-collision arithmetic operation unit cal-
culates the time-to-collision in accordance with a speed of
the driver’s vehicle and driver characteristics.

7. An warning timing control method for a driver sup-
porting device that outputs warning data to urge a driver to
perform a braking operation in order to prevent a collision
with a warning target, the warning timing control method
comprising:

in a warning timing control unit, setting a timing at which

to output the warning data in accordance with existence
or non-existence of a passenger when it is determined
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that a warning target which possibly collides with a
driver’s vehicle exists ahead of the driver’s vehicle; and

in a warning data outputting unit, outputting the warning
data in accordance with the timing set by the warning
timing control unit,

wherein the warning timing control method further com-
prises:

in the warning timing control unit, when a passenger
exists, setting, in addition to a first timing at which to
output warning data to urge the driver to perform a
braking operation, a second timing at which to output
warning data for the passenger in accordance with a
line of sight of the passenger, the second timing being
advanced relative to the first timing, and

in the warning data outputting unit, outputting the respec-
tive warning data in accordance with the first and
second timings set by the warning timing control unit.

#* #* #* #* #*



