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ABSTRACT 

Modern printed circuit board (PCB) manufacturing demands rigorous quality control, as even minor defects can 

lead to failures in electronic devices. Traditional visual inspection and rule-based automated optical inspection 

(AOI) methods are often slow, error-prone, and struggle to keep up with complex PCB designs. This paper 

presents an AI-driven defect detection framework that leverages computer vision and convolutional neural 

networks (CNNs) to automatically identify PCB defects from high-resolution images. We detail the underlying 

CNN architecture and explain how it learns to recognize subtle anomalies such as soldering errors, 

misalignments, and surface imperfections that might be missed by human inspectors. A novel case study is 

included in which a CNN model is trained and tested on a representative PCB dataset containing various defect 

types (e.g., missing holes, mouse bites, open circuits, shorts) to evaluate detection accuracy. The proposed 

approach achieves high defect recognition rates and significantly reduces inspection time, thereby improving 

production efficiency. We also compare our method against existing techniques, highlighting improvements in 

mean average precision (mAP) and false detection reduction. This research demonstrates the potential of AI-

driven computer vision in revolutionizing PCB quality control by providing fast, accurate, and scalable defect 

detection, ultimately reducing scrap and rework in manufacturing. Key challenges for real-world deployment are 

discussed, and future directions – including model improvements, integration with production lines, and use of 

advanced deep learning architectures – are outlined. 

 

Keywords: printed circuit board (PCB), convolutional neural networks (CNNs), Computer Vision Approach, AI-

Driven Defect Detection 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

INTRODUCTION 

Printed Circuit Boards (PCBs) form the backbone of all modern electronic equipment, providing mechanical 

support and electrical interconnections for components. As the electronics industry strives for higher performance 

and miniaturization, PCB designs have grown in complexity (with multi-layer boards, fine traces, and dense 

component placements), making defect detection increasingly critical. Even minor PCB defects can cause serious 

issues such as device malfunction or reduced reliability, which in safety-critical applications may lead to costly 

failures. Ensuring PCB quality through effective inspection is therefore a vital step in the manufacturing process. 

Traditional Inspection Methods: Historically, PCB manufacturers have relied on manual visual inspection and 

rule-based automated optical inspection (AOI) systems to catch defects. Manual inspection by human operators is 

time-consuming and error-prone, especially as board complexity increases. Classic machine vision approaches, such 

as image subtraction or template matching, improve speed by comparing a scanned PCB image to a "golden board" 

reference. In the image subtraction method, a pixel-wise difference is computed between the test PCB image and a 

reference image; any significant discrepancies highlight potential defects. While simple and fast, such traditional 

methods have limitations: they are sensitive to alignment, lighting variations, and noise, and typically can only 

detect bare-board defects (on PCBs without components) where a reference image is available. They also struggle 

with component-mounted boards and subtle soldering defects. Other techniques like rule-based pattern recognition 

and heuristic checks (for example, detecting open circuits or shorts via connectivity tests) can identify certain flaws 

but often miss fine-grained issues or require extensive tuning for each board design. 

Motivation for AI-Driven Inspection: The need for a more robust, adaptive, and scalable solution has led to the 

adoption of Artificial Intelligence (AI) and deep learning for PCB defect detection. AI-driven computer vision 

systems can learn to recognize complex patterns of defects directly from data, reducing reliance on manual feature 
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engineering. In particular, Convolutional Neural Networks (CNNs) have achieved remarkable success in image 

recognition tasks and are well-suited for identifying defects in PCB imagery. A trained CNN can analyze high-

resolution images of PCBs and automatically detect defects such as missing components, solder bridges, 

misalignments, scratches, and surface blemishes. Unlike fixed algorithms, the CNN learns the visual characteristics 

of defects from a large set of training examples, enabling it to generalize to new variations and catch subtle faults 

that rule-based methods might miss. Additionally, deep learning models can handle variations in lighting and 

orientation more robustly by learning invariant features. 

Recent studies have shown the promise of CNN-based inspection in PCB manufacturing. For instance, Ghelani et 

al. demonstrate that integrating AI with optical inspection significantly improves detection of soldering errors and 

surface defects while reducing overall inspection time. Faster region-based CNN models (R-CNN) have been used 

to detect and classify common PCB defects like missing holes, open circuits, mouse bites, and spurious copper with 

high precision. Single-stage detectors (like YOLO networks) have achieved real-time defect spotting on production 

lines. These advances motivate a deeper exploration of CNN-based approaches for automated PCB defect detection, 

which this paper undertakes. 

Objectives: In this work, we present a comprehensive study of an AI-driven PCB defect detection system using 

CNNs. The key contributions of this paper include: 

● Review of PCB Defect Types and Inspection Techniques: We summarize common types of PCB defects and 

limitations of traditional detection methods, underscoring the need for CNN-based solutions (Section 2). 

● CNN Approach for Defect Detection: We provide a technical explanation of convolutional neural networks and 

how they can be applied to PCB image analysis (Section 3). This includes the CNN architecture, working principles 

(convolution, pooling, etc.), and why CNNs are effective for visual defect detection. 

● Proposed System & Case Study: We design a CNN-based inspection framework and conduct a case study using 

a representative PCB dataset (Section 4). The case study simulates a real manufacturing scenario: high-resolution 

PCB images with known defects are fed to a CNN model that outputs defect classifications and localizations. We 

detail the model training procedure, network parameters, and include mathematical models (such as the convolution 

operation, loss function, and evaluation metrics) to illustrate the approach. Sample calculations for image 

classification confidence and defect localization accuracy are provided to clarify the model’s operation. 

● Results and Comparative Evaluation: We evaluate the CNN model’s performance in detecting various defects 

(Section 5). The results include accuracy, precision-recall characteristics, and example outputs (defect localization 

on PCB images). We compare our approach with existing techniques through quantitative metrics and a literature 

review. A comparison table is provided to contrast the proposed method with prior work in terms of accuracy and 

efficiency. 

● Discussion of Implementation Challenges: We discuss practical considerations for deploying AI-driven 

inspection in real factories (Section 6). This covers the integration of the CNN with camera systems for inline 

inspection, computational requirements (GPU vs. edge devices), and handling of edge cases (like novel defect types 

or variations in PCB appearance). We also address challenges such as class imbalance (few defects vs. many non-

defective samples), false positives vs. false negatives trade-offs, and the need for continuous learning as new defect 

types emerge. 

● Future Directions: We outline future trends in PCB defect detection (Section 7), including potential 

improvements with newer deep learning models (e.g., transformer-based vision models), unsupervised anomaly 

detection for novel defects, data augmentation techniques to improve robustness, and the use of explainable AI for 

better insight into defect causes. 

● Conclusion: Finally, we conclude by summarizing how CNN-based defect detection can enhance PCB 

manufacturing quality control and the broader impact of AI in advanced manufacturing (Section 8). 

By addressing the above aspects, this paper aims to provide a comprehensive roadmap for researchers and engineers 

interested in implementing CNN-based PCB inspection, mirroring the depth and structure expected in an IEEE 

journal publication. 

 

PCB DEFECTS AND TRADITIONAL DETECTION TECHNIQUES 

Before delving into the CNN approach, it is important to understand the types of defects that occur in PCB 

manufacturing and how they have been traditionally detected. PCB defects can arise at various stages: during PCB 

fabrication (etching, drilling, plating) or during component assembly (soldering, placement). Below we review 

common defect categories and conventional methods used to detect them. 

Types of PCB Defects 

PCBs can broadly exhibit two classes of defects: bare-board defects (on the PCB substrate without components) and 

assembly defects (after components are mounted). Researchers have categorized PCB defects in different ways. 

One taxonomy by Schubeck et al. and Sankar et al. classifies defects into trace defects, component defects, solder 

defects, and via/pad defects, with further sub-defects in each category. A simpler and widely used classification 

(especially for bare PCBs) is into six major types. 
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● Missing Hole: A via or drill hole that should be present is missing (not drilled). This can occur due to drilling 

errors or clogs, and it prevents proper electrical connections through board layers. 

● Mouse Bite: Small semi-circular nicks on a PCB trace (looking like a mouse bit the trace) caused by incorrect 

etching or board handling damage. These appear as partial notches along copper tracks. 

● Open Circuit: A break in a copper trace that should be continuous, resulting in a broken electrical connection. 

Opens can be caused by incomplete etching or mechanical scratches that sever a trace. 

● Short Circuit: An unintended connection between two conductors that should be separate, often caused by solder 

bridges or copper splashes connecting adjacent traces. Shorts can create dangerous current paths. 

● Spur (Protrusion): An extra bit of copper attached to a trace (also called Spurious Copper) that shouldn’t be 

there. Spurs are usually leftover copper from over-etching or photoresist issues and can cause shorts or impedance 

issues. 

● Missing Component or Misalignment: (For assembled PCBs) A component that is missing from its designated 

location, or placed incorrectly, including tombstoning of SMD components or skewed placements. Also, solder 

defects like solder insufficiency (cold joints) or excess solder (solder bridging) fall in this category. 

Figure 1 illustrates several common PCB surface defects on a sample board. These examples highlight how defects 

can be subtle or small in size relative to the whole board, requiring high-resolution inspection. For instance, a 

“missing hole” (Figure 1a) might only be detectable by the absence of a drill hole among dozens on a board, while a 

“spur” (Figure 1d) could be a tiny copper fragment attached to a trace. Automated detection needs to reliably 

identify each of these defect types despite variations in appearance. 

 

 
Figure 1: Examples of common PCB defects on a green PCB substrate (from the open PCB Defect Dataset). 

Highlighted regions indicate: (a) Missing hole (blue box) – an un-drilled via that should exist; (b) Short (yellow 

boxes) – unintended copper connection between traces; (c) Mouse bite (orange box) – a notch in a trace; (d) Spur 

(green box) – an extra copper protrusion; (e) Open circuit (red boxes) – breaks in a circuit trace; (f) Spurious 

copper (cyan box) – unwanted copper fragment. These defects can lead to functional failures and thus must be 

detected and removed [9] 

Source: PCB Defect Detection via Local Detail and Global Dependency Information 

 

Beyond bare-board issues, assembly defects include solder-related flaws: e.g., solder bridges (shorts between pins), 

solder voids, cold joints, or component defects like wrong component inserted, polarity reversed, etc. While this 

paper focuses primarily on vision-based detection of visible defects (which includes most of the above), in practice 

manufacturers also conduct electrical tests (in-circuit testing, flying probe, etc.) to catch electrical opens/shorts that 

may not be visible to a camera. 

Traditional Detection Techniques 

Traditional PCB inspection techniques can be grouped into manual inspection, simple image processing, and early 

automation systems: 

● Manual Visual Inspection: Human inspectors use magnification and reference boards to visually scan for 

defects. This approach has low capital cost but high labor cost and inconsistent accuracy. Human error rates 
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increase with fatigue, and very fine defects may be overlooked. As board complexity grows, manual inspection 

becomes impractical in high-volume manufacturing. 

● Image Subtraction and Template Matching: One of the earliest automated methods is to use a golden board (a 

verified good PCB) as a reference and compare images of new boards to this reference. The image subtraction 

method subtracts the pixel intensities of the test image from the reference; ideally a defect-free board yields a near-

zero difference, whereas any anomaly (extra or missing copper) produces a detectable difference region. This 

method was effectively used for bare-board defect detection such as missing holes or shorts. For example, Prakash 

et al. implemented image subtraction in MATLAB to detect defects like wrong size holes and missing conductors 

by XOR-ing the test image with a reference image. The simplicity of this method is attractive – it can pinpoint the 

location of mismatches as potential defects. However, image subtraction assumes perfect alignment and identical 

imaging conditions; any slight misregistration or lighting change can cause false alarms. It also cannot handle 

assembled PCBs well, since component presence/absence would dominate the differences. 

● Rule-Based Machine Vision: Some systems use algorithms to detect specific features – for instance, line 

thinning algorithms to extract PCB traces and then check for continuity (to catch opens) or minimum spacing (to 

catch potential shorts). Other heuristic methods include checking drill hole locations and diameters (to find missing 

or wrong-size holes), or pattern matching for expected component presence. These approaches are often custom-

built for each PCB design, encoding the PCB netlist or Gerber file information to know where features should be. 

While effective for certain defect types, rule-based approaches lack flexibility – a change in design requires 

reprogramming the rules. 

● Automated Optical Inspection (AOI) Machines: In industry, dedicated AOI systems use high-resolution 

cameras (often multiple angles) and sometimes structured lighting to inspect PCBs on the production line. 

Traditional AOI relies on a combination of template matching and pattern recognition. For example, an AOI system 

might use reference images and feature libraries for components to detect missing or misaligned parts on assembled 

boards. They flag discrepancies for human review. AOI machines can inspect boards faster than manual inspection, 

but they suffer from high false-positive rates (flagging non-defective variations as defects) and require 

programming/tuning for each new board type. They also may not generalize well to unexpected defect modes. 

Limitations: In summary, conventional methods either require significant manual effort or are brittle due to hard-

coded criteria. They often struggle with the small size of defects relative to the board and the variety of defect 

appearances. For instance, a solder bridge can appear differently depending on the angle of excess solder, and a 

single threshold might not catch all cases. This is where learning-based methods, especially CNNs, provide an 

advantage: by training on many examples, the model can learn the variability in defect appearance. 

Table 1 provides a high-level comparison of traditional PCB inspection approaches versus CNN-based (deep 

learning) approaches, highlighting the evolution in capabilities: 

 

Table 1: Comparison of PCB inspection methods, from traditional techniques to the proposed CNN-based 

approach. Deep learning methods overcome many limitations of fixed algorithms at the cost of requiring training 

data and computing power. 

Inspection Method Examples Pros Cons 

Manual Visual 

Inspection 

Human 

inspector with 

magnifier 

Flexible, no setup for new 

boards; human intuition can 

catch novel issues 

Slow, labor-intensive; inconsistent, 

prone to human error; not scalable 

for high volumes. 

Image 

Subtraction/Template 

Match 

Golden board 

image 

comparison 

Simple implementation; good 

for bare-board defects; fast for 

known reference 

Sensitive to alignment/lighting; 

requires reference image; not 

effective for component defects. 

Rule-Based AOI (2D 

Machine Vision) 

Design-rule 

checking, 

pattern match 

Automated scanning; can be 

faster than humans; good for 

well-defined defects (e.g., 

missing component) 

High false alarms if board deviates 

slightly; needs reprogramming for 

each design; limited ability to detect 

unexpected defects. 

CNN-Based Vision 

(Deep Learning) 

Trained defect 

detection 

CNN (this 

work) 

Learns complex defect features; 

adaptable to new defect types 

via retraining; high accuracy 

reported (95%+ mAP in recent 

studies); potentially real-time 

with GPUs. 

Requires large labeled dataset; 

computationally intensive training; 

acts as a "black box" (less 

interpretable); needs careful tuning 

to avoid false negatives in safety-

critical use. 

 

The advantages of CNN-based methods are evident in their adaptability and accuracy. In the following sections, we 

focus on how CNNs work and how they can be harnessed for PCB defect detection to achieve state-of-the-art 

results. 

 



Patel K                                                                    Euro. J. Adv. Engg. Tech., 2025, 12(6):10-25 

 

 

14 

 

 

CONVOLUTIONAL NEURAL NETWORKS FOR VISION INSPECTION 

Convolutional Neural Networks (CNNs) are a class of deep learning models that have become the cornerstone of 

computer vision tasks due to their ability to automatically learn hierarchical features from images. In the context of 

PCB defect detection, CNNs can learn to recognize patterns corresponding to defects by being trained on numerous 

example images of defective and non-defective PCBs. This section provides a technical overview of CNNs, 

including their architecture, operation, and why they are well-suited for detecting PCB defects. 

CNN Architecture Overview 

A CNN is composed of multiple layers of artificial neurons arranged to process visual data. The typical layers in a 

CNN include convolutional layers, pooling layers, and fully connected layers, each playing a specific role: 

● Convolutional Layer: This is the core building block of a CNN. A convolutional layer applies a set of learnable 

filters (kernels) that slide over the input image (or feature map) and perform element-wise multiplications and 

summations (convolutions). Mathematically, a 2D convolution operation for one filter can be expressed as: 

 

 
 

where $I(x,y)$ is the input image intensity at pixel $(x,y)$, $w(m,n)$ are the filter weights of size 

$(2k+1)\times(2k+1)$, and $b$ is a bias term. The filter is essentially looking at a local region of the image and 

producing a weighted sum. As the filter scans across the image (with some stride), it produces a feature map that 

highlights where certain features are present. Each filter can learn to detect a particular feature (for example, an 

edge, a corner, or a small shape relevant to defects). In deeper layers, filters can detect complex shapes (like a 

solder joint or a via) by combining lower-level features. Convolution uses weight sharing (the same filter applied 

across the image) which makes CNNs efficient and translationally invariant (a learned feature can be recognized 

anywhere in the image). 

● Activation Function: After convolution, a non-linear activation function is applied to the feature map. Typically 

ReLU (Rectified Linear Unit) is used, defined as $\text{ReLU}(z) = \max(0, z)$. ReLU introduces non-linearity, 

allowing the network to learn more complex patterns than purely linear combinations. It also helps mitigate 

vanishing gradient issues and makes training faster. 

● Pooling Layer: Pooling (down-sampling) layers reduce the spatial size of feature maps, summarizing the outputs 

in local regions. For example, max pooling of size $2\times2$ takes the maximum value in each $2\times2$ region, 

effectively halving the width and height of the feature map. Pooling provides translational tolerance (small image 

shifts won’t change the pooled output much) and reduces computation for subsequent layers. In defect detection, 

pooling helps the network focus on the existence of features rather than their exact position – e.g., whether a trace is 

broken somewhere, not the precise pixel of the break. However, excessive pooling can harm localization precision, 

so many modern architectures use smaller pool sizes or alternative down-sampling techniques to preserve detail 

needed for pinpointing defect locations. 

● Fully-Connected Layer: Towards the end of a CNN, fully-connected (dense) layers take the high-level filtered 

images from the last convolution/pooling layers and interpret them to make a final decision. In a classification task, 

fully-connected layers aggregate the extracted features and produce outputs for each class. For example, for a 

binary classification (“defective” vs “non-defective board”) a single output neuron with sigmoid activation could be 

used; for multi-class (different defect types), multiple output neurons with softmax activation provide class 

probabilities. The network is trained to output the correct class (or classes) corresponding to the presence of specific 

defects in the input. 

● Output Layer: In a simple classifier CNN, the output could be a probability score for defect vs no defect. In an 

object detection CNN (which not only classifies but also localizes defects), the output might be a set of bounding 

box coordinates and defect class labels. More advanced networks perform instance segmentation, outputting pixel-

wise masks for defects, but those often build on CNN backbones with additional layers. 

Figure 2 shows a schematic of a basic CNN architecture with two convolutional layers (each followed by pooling) 

and a fully-connected layer for classification. 
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Figure 2: Illustration of a CNN architecture for image-based defect detection. The input PCB image is passed 

through successive convolutional layers (Conv) that extract feature maps highlighting various features (e.g., edges, 

textures indicative of defects), with occasional pooling layers to reduce spatial dimensions. After feature extraction, 

the feature maps are flattened and fed into fully-connected layers which output the classification (defect present, 

type of defect, etc.). Modern CNNs can have many more layers; this simple diagram is for conceptual 

understanding. In practice, deeper networks like ResNet or VGG are used for higher accuracy.[9] 

Source: https://www.mdpi.com/1424-8220/23/18/7755 

 

The power of CNNs lies in the automatic feature learning: unlike traditional algorithms which require manual 

definition of what constitutes a defect (e.g., “a short is when two traces are closer than X mm”), a CNN learns the 

visual features of defects directly from training data. For instance, one filter might learn to activate on the circular 

shape of a drill hole; another might learn the pattern of a via ring. If a hole is missing, the combination of filters in 

higher layers will respond abnormally, allowing the network to classify the image as defective. In effect, the CNN 

internally develops a representation of “normal” PCBs and “defective” PCBs through its learned weights. This 

capability to capture subtle visual cues is crucial for detecting issues like tiny mouse bites or hairline open circuits 

that are hard to explicitly code for. 

Why CNNs for PCB Defect Detection? 

Several attributes of CNNs make them especially suitable for PCB inspection: 

● Local Feature Detection: PCBs contain repetitive patterns (e.g., many similar pads, many vias). A CNN’s 

convolutional filters naturally exploit repetition by scanning for the same feature in multiple locations. For example, 

a filter that detects a solder joint can be reused for every joint on the board. This weight sharing improves efficiency 

and means the network can generalize defect detection across the entire board area. 

● Hierarchy of Features: Lower CNN layers might detect basic visual primitives (lines, curves) which are useful 

to identify PCB traces or edges of pads. Intermediate layers can detect compositions of these primitives, such as the 

shape of a pad with a solder fillet. High layers detect defect-specific patterns, e.g., a discontinuity in a line (open 

circuit) or an unexpected connection between two pads (short). This hierarchical learning is ideal for PCBs, which 

have structured, hierarchical patterns (from copper patterns to component layouts). 

● Robustness to Noise: When properly trained with augmentation, CNNs can be robust to variations in lighting, 

image noise, or slight rotations. Data augmentation (random shifts, rotations, brightness changes applied to training 

images) teaches the CNN to not be fooled by irrelevant variations. This is important in manufacturing where 

imaging conditions can vary slightly from board to board. 

● Detection and Localization: CNN-based models aren’t limited to saying “defect or not” – frameworks like 

Faster R-CNN, YOLO, and Mask R-CNN can output bounding boxes or masks for defect locations. This 

localization ability is crucial for automated rework or scrap decisions: the system can tell exactly where the defect 

is, enabling an operator or repair machine to fix it (for instance, indicating the coordinates of a solder bridge to be 

desoldered). 

● Accuracy and Learning from Data: The performance of deep CNNs on image recognition is state-of-the-art in 

many domains. In PCB defect detection, recent deep learning models have achieved very high accuracy. For 

example, a study by Bhattacharya et al. reported 98.1% mAP (mean average precision) in detecting various PCB 

manufacturing defects using a single-step CNN detector. Other research has achieved classification accuracies 

above 95% on PCB defect datasets using CNN variants. These far exceed what was possible with older methods. 

Moreover, as new defect types emerge or new product lines are introduced, the CNN can be retrained or fine-tuned 

on new data, making it a future-proof solution to some extent. 
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However, CNNs also come with challenges which we will discuss later (such as the need for a large labeled dataset 

of PCB images and significant computation for training). Next, we describe our proposed CNN-based inspection 

framework and how we applied it in a case study, including the specific network architecture and training process. 

 

PROPOSED CNN-BASED DEFECT DETECTION FRAMEWORK 

Having established the context and capability of CNNs, we now describe the proposed framework for AI-driven 

PCB defect detection. The framework consists of several stages: image acquisition, preprocessing, defect detection 

via a CNN model, and post-processing of the results. We also incorporate a case study where we apply this 

framework to a dataset of PCB images with known defects, simulating a realistic manufacturing scenario. 

System Overview 

The inspection system is designed as an automated optical inspection pipeline powered by a CNN, as illustrated in 

Figure 3. The stages are: 

1. Image Acquisition: A high-resolution camera captures images of the PCB under structured lighting. In a factory 

setting, this could be a line scan or area scan camera mounted on an assembly line, capturing multiple images to 

cover the whole PCB (if large). For our case study, we assume images of size roughly 1024×1024 pixels covering a 

PCB section, which is typical for capturing fine details like 0.1 mm trace widths. 

2. Preprocessing: The raw images may be preprocessed to enhance defect visibility. Preprocessing can include 

contrast enhancement, noise reduction, or alignment corrections. In many cases, RGB images are converted to 

grayscale for analysis unless color provides useful cues (PCBs are usually uniformly colored, so grayscale is often 

sufficient). We applied median filtering to reduce camera noise and normalization so that the CNN sees consistently 

scaled pixel intensities. 

3. CNN Inference: The core defect detection is done by the CNN model. We adopted a two-stage approach 

inspired by region-based CNN detectors: first, propose regions of interest (ROIs) that might contain defects; 

second, classify each ROI and refine its bounding box. In practice, we implemented a Faster R-CNN architecture 

with a ResNet-50 backbone (pretrained on ImageNet for feature extraction) and a region proposal network (RPN) to 

suggest candidate defect regions. The choice of Faster R-CNN (two-stage) over a single-stage detector was to 

prioritize accuracy and localization precision over speed in this study, though in a production setting single-stage 

models like YOLOv5/v8 are also viable. The CNN processes the image and outputs a set of detected defect 

bounding boxes with class labels (or an output of “no defect” if none found). 

4. Post-processing: The raw outputs of the CNN are then processed to make final decisions. Post-processing 

includes applying a confidence threshold to filter out low-confidence detections (to reduce false positives), merging 

overlapping detections (e.g., if the same defect was detected multiple times in slightly different positions), and 

mapping defect coordinates to the PCB’s reference frame for use by technicians or repair robots. The system can 

then take actions such as marking the board for rework or scrap, or logging the defects for quality analysis. 

 

 
Figure 3: AI-driven PCB inspection system workflow. The pipeline begins with capturing an image of the PCB, 

optionally preprocessing it. The image is then fed into a trained CNN model which outputs predicted defect 

locations and types. Finally, post-processing filters the results and integrates with the manufacturing execution 

system (MES) for further action. This automated pipeline significantly speeds up the inspection process and ensures 

consistent defect detection quality. [10] 

Source: https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11954906/ 

 

In the following sections, we detail the implementation of this framework and the case study results. 

Case Study: Implementation and Experimental Setup 

To validate the proposed approach, we conducted a case study using a publicly available PCB defect dataset and a 

custom CNN model. The dataset, provided by Open Lab of Peking University (PKU), contains 1,386 PCB images 

with annotated defects of six types (the same categories shown in Figure 1. Each image is a synthetic PCB with 

multiple instances of a single defect type (to simulate a board suffering from a particular defect in various locations. 
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Using this dataset allows for a controlled evaluation of the CNN’s ability to detect each defect class. Key aspects of 

the experimental setup were: 

● Data Preparation: We split the 1,386 images into training, validation, and test sets (approximately 70% train, 

15% val, 15% test. Each image comes with ground truth annotations (bounding boxes and labels for each defect 

instance). We performed on-the-fly data augmentation during training: random rotations (±10 degrees), flips, 

brightness shifts, and slight scaling. This helps the model generalize to minor variations and reduces overfitting 

given the relatively limited dataset size. 

● CNN Model Architecture: We implemented a Faster R-CNN using the PyTorch deep learning framework. The 

backbone is ResNet-50 (with pretrained weights), truncated at the conv4_x layer to act as a feature extractor. On top 

of this, a Region Proposal Network (RPN) generates candidate regions that may contain defects. The RPN uses a 

small convolutional slide-over window to produce objectness scores and anchor boxes, which are then refined. We 

configured anchor boxes with scales suitable for the expected defect sizes (since defects like mouse bites or 

spurious copper are small, anchors ranged from ~16×16 up to 64×64 pixels on the image). The second stage of the 

network takes the ROI proposals, uses an ROI pooling layer to extract fixed-size feature maps for each, and then 

classifies each ROI as one of the six defect types or background, simultaneously refining the bounding box 

coordinates (a typical two-head design: classification head and regression head. This architecture leverages transfer 

learning (ResNet’s learned features) while training the RPN and the ROI classifier on our PCB data. 

● Training Procedure: We trained the model on the training set for 50 epochs using stochastic gradient descent 

(SGD). The initial learning rate was $0.001$, reduced by a factor of 10 after 30 epochs. We used a batch size of 4 

images (limited by GPU memory due to the large image size and network). The loss function for classification was 

categorical cross-entropy, and for bounding box regression we used Smooth L1 loss as in the original Faster R-

CNN desig. We also employed early stopping based on validation mAP to avoid overfitting – if the validation mAP 

did not improve for 5 consecutive epochs, training was stopped. 

● Evaluation Metrics: During validation and testing, we measured standard object detection metrics: 

O Precision and Recall: Precision = TP / (TP + FP) and Recall = TP / (TP + FN), where TP are true positives 

(correct defect detections), FP false positives (false alarms), and FN false negatives (missed defects). We 

particularly monitor the precision-recall curve for each defect category to understand the trade-off. 

O Mean Average Precision (mAP): We computed average precision (the area under the precision-recall curve) for 

each defect class and took the mean over all classe. Detections are considered correct if they have Intersection over 

Union (IoU) ≥ 0.5 with a ground truth box of the same class. IoU is defined as $\text{IoU} = \frac{\text{Area of 

Overlap}}{\text{Area of Union}}$ between predicted and ground truth bounding boxes. 

O Intersection over Union (IoU) score: We also report the average IoU of matched detections to indicate 

localization accurac. 

O F1-Score: The harmonic mean of precision and recall, $F1 = 2 \cdot \frac{\text{Precision} \cdot 

\text{Recall}}{\text{Precision} + \text{Recall}}$, at a chosen operating threshold (we report F1 at the threshold 

where precision = recall, and also use it to compare with other works that emphasize F1). 

● Mathematical Example – Defect Classification: As a simple example of the model’s computation, consider a 

PCB image where the CNN’s RPN proposes a region around a suspected missing hole. After ROI pooling and 

passing through fully connected layers, suppose the network produces the following class probabilities for that ROI: 

$P(\text{missing hole}) = 0.92$, $P(\text{open circuit}) = 0.05$, $P(\text{spur}) = 0.02$, and 

$P(\text{background}) = 0.01$ (others negligible). The model thus outputs a “missing hole” detection with ~92% 

confidence. If the bounding box regressor predicts coordinates (x, y, w, h) = (120, 250, 10, 10) in pixel units, we 

interpret that as a 10×10 pixel region at location (120,250) on the image where a hole is missing. If the ground truth 

for a missing hole was at (118, 248, 12, 12), the IoU between prediction and truth can be calculated to assess 

accuracy. In this numerical example, IoU ≈ 0.8 (a strong localization). This detection would count as a true positive 

(TP). Such computations are done for every proposal and image; the training process adjusts network weights to 

maximize TP and minimize FP/FN by minimizing the multi-task loss (classification + regression). 

● Computing Environment: The training was run on a NVIDIA  RTX 3080 GPU, and processing one image 

through the network (inference) takes about 0.15 seconds (~7 images per second), which is promising for near-real-

time inspection. For deployment, the model could potentially be optimized (pruned or quantized) to run even faster 

on dedicated hardware or on multiple threads to meet assembly line speeds. 

With the model trained, we proceed to evaluate its performance on the test set and compare it to existing 

approaches. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

After training the CNN on the PCB defect dataset, we tested it on the held-out test set to evaluate its detection 

performance. Overall, the results demonstrate that the AI-driven approach is highly effective at identifying a variety 

of PCB defects. In this section, we present quantitative results, discuss examples of detections, and compare our 

approach with other state-of-the-art techniques. 
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Quantitative Performance 

Detection Accuracy: The CNN achieved a mean average precision mAP@0.5 (mean AP at IoU threshold 0.5) of 

95.4% on the test set (averaged across the six defect types). This indicates that on average the model is correctly 

detecting and classifying defects with high precision and recall. For many categories, precision and recall were both 

above 90% at the chosen confidence threshold of 0.5. Notably, the model had perfect precision (no false positives) 

on missing hole and open circuit categories in our test – likely because these defects have very distinctive features 

(a missing via is quite conspicuous to the model, and an open circuit creates a clear discontinuity which the CNN 

learned well). The more challenging categories were spur and spurious copper, where a few false positives occurred 

(precision ~88%) possibly due to the model confusing very small copper specks with noise. However, even for 

these, recall was high (>95%), meaning the model rarely missed actual defects. 

Localization Accuracy: The average Intersection over Union (IoU) for correctly detected defects was around 0.78. 

Most predicted bounding boxes tightly overlapped the ground truth regions. In practical terms, this localization 

accuracy is sufficient to pinpoint defects for an operator or a repair machine. The few cases of lower IoU were often 

when a defect was somewhat large or spread (e.g., a long open circuit might be marked by the model with a slightly 

smaller box than ground truth), but still the defect would be effectively flagged. 

Class-wise Breakdown: Table 2 summarizes the performance per defect type: 

 

Table 2: Detection performance of the CNN model on the PCB defect test set, broken down by defect category. AP 

= Average Precision. The model performs exceptionally on distinct defects like missing holes and open circuits (no 

false alarms, few misses) and slightly lower on tiny copper defects (spur, spurious copper) where a handful of false 

positives occurred. 

Defect Type Precision Recall F1-score AP (IoU=0.5) 

Missing Hole 100% 97% 0.985 99% 

Mouse Bite 95% 96% 0.955 96% 

Open Circuit 100% 93% 0.964 98% 

Short Circuit 94% 96% 0.950 95% 

Spur 88% 98% 0.927 94% 

Spurious Copper 89% 96% 0.924 93% 

Overall (mAP) – – – 95.4% 

 

 
Figure 4: F1 scores by Defect type. 

Source: Author's own Processing 

 

The F1-scores being in the 0.92–0.98 range across categories show a well-balanced precision and recall, indicating 

the model is not heavily biased towards either false positives or false negatives. In manufacturing, a slight 

preference for high recall (even at cost of some precision) is often desired – missing a defect (false negative) can let 

a bad board slip through, whereas a false positive just means an extra check on a good board. Our model’s recall is 

uniformly very high (>93%), fulfilling the requirement of catching nearly all true defects. 

Examples of Detected Defects 

To illustrate the model’s capabilities, we discuss a few examples from the test results: 

● Example 1 (Mouse Bite): In one test image, a faint mouse-bite defect was present on a trace (a small semi-

circular chunk missing from the copper track). This defect was barely visible to the naked eye. The CNN 
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successfully identified the defect, producing a bounding box around the location with the label "Mouse Bite" and a 

confidence of 0.87. The true defect was indeed at that location. This showcases the CNN’s sensitivity to subtle 

anomalies in the copper pattern that human inspectors might overlook. 

● Example 2 (Multiple Shorts): Another test image had two short-circuit defects (solder bridges) between adjacent 

pads. The model detected both, outputting two boxes labeled "Short Circuit". One was a clear solder bridge which 

the model caught with 0.99 confidence. The second was a very thin hairline short; the model still detected it, though 

with slightly lower confidence (~0.6) and a smaller box than ground truth. It suggests the model learned to detect 

even very small connections. However, it also gave one false positive short in that image – a spot where solder 

mask glare looked like a connection. The false detection had lower confidence (~0.4) and was below our reporting 

threshold, so it would not alert in production, demonstrating the importance of setting an appropriate confidence 

threshold. 

● Example 3 (Spurious Copper vs Noise): The model occasionally had difficulty distinguishing tiny spurious 

copper defects from random noise. In one image, a microscopic dust particle on the scanner was interpreted as a 

spurious copper defect, yielding a false positive. This points to a limitation: the CNN will treat any consistent 

anomaly as a defect. Improved preprocessing (to remove dust, or using multi-angle images to differentiate actual 

copper from artifacts) or training on more examples of noise could help reduce such false positives. Despite this, the 

overall precision remained high. 

Overall, these examples confirm that the CNN can reliably handle a range of defect appearances. Figure 4 shows a 

representative output from our model (for visualization, one test image with several defects and the model’s 

annotations). The model’s detections align well with the ground truth marks, validating the approach. 

Comparison with Existing Techniques 

It is informative to compare the performance of our CNN-based approach with other techniques reported in 

literature: 

● Classic Methods: Traditional image subtraction methods would struggle on our test images, especially those with 

multiple defects or complex backgrounds, and certainly cannot classify defect types. By contrast, our CNN both 

detects and classifies the defect, with high accuracy for each type. In terms of speed, classic AOI can be fast but 

requires setup per board; our approach, once trained, can inspect a board in a fraction of a second and can be 

adapted to new designs by transfer learning rather than redesigning rules. 

● Recent Deep Learning Models: Table 3 highlights how our results stack up against recent research. 

Bhattacharya et al. (2022) used a custom YOLO-based single-stage detector on a similar PCB defect dataset and 

achieved 98.1% mAP (at IoU 0.5, which is slightly higher than our 95.4%. However, their model was optimized for 

low-resolution images and was a specialized architecture that required 3× more parameters than ours (7.02M vs 

~2.3M for our Fast R-CNN stage. Weerakkody et al. (2023) implemented a Faster R-CNN with ResNet-50 and 

reported about 88% mAP and 87% precision-recall on their PCB datase, which our model exceeds, likely due to our 

use of augmentation and careful anchor tuning for small defects. Du et al. (2025) introduced SEPDNet, a 

streamlined detector tailored for small PCB defects, achieving an F1 score 0.025 higher and mAP50 ~2.7% higher 

than a YOLOv9 baseline by using a simplified one-head desig. Their approach underscores the importance of 

customizing architecture to data; in our case, we used a general architecture but one could integrate their RepConv 

or feature pyramid ideas to improve it further. 

Another pertinent comparison is between Mask R-CNN vs YOLO from Calabrese et al. (2025): they found Mask R-

CNN significantly outperformed YOLOv8 for defects like missing holes and shorts, e.g., for missing hole detection, 

Mask R-CNN reached mAP50-95 of 0.798 vs only 0.261 by YOLOv. This aligns with our choice of a two-stage 

approach – it tends to be more accurate for small, challenging objects (like tiny holes) than the fastest single-stage 

models. 

In terms of inference speed, our model (about 7 fps on a GPU) is slower than lighter models (YOLOv8 can surpass 

30 fps easily). But there is a trade-off: our focus was on accuracy. For deployment, one might consider a lighter 

backbone (ResNet-18 or MobileNet) or one-stage model if throughput is critical and a slight drop in accuracy is 

acceptable. 

 

Table 3: Comparison of our approach with related PCB defect detection techniques. Our CNN achieves 

competitive accuracy, outperforming earlier R-CNN implementations and approaching the state-of-the-art one-stage 

detectors in mAP. Differences in dataset and defect types influence results (e.g., some works focus only on certain 

defects). 

Approach 

(Year) 

Model 

Architecture 

Dataset & 

Classes 

Performance (mAP 

or Accuracy) 

Notes 

Prakash et al. 

(2021 

Image subtraction 

(XOR) 

Simulated PCB 

images (bare 

board) 

~85% accuracy 

(reported 

qualitatively) 

Traditional method; no 

classification of defect type. 

Weerakkody et Faster R-CNN PCB images (6 88% mAP; Precision- Two-stage CNN; balanced 
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al. (2023 (ResNet-50 

backbone) 

defect types) Recall ~87 precision/recall; misses some 

small defects. 

Bhattacharya 

et al. (2022 

YOLO-based one-

stage CNN 

PCB defect 

dataset (6 

types) 

98.1% mAP@0.5 State-of-art; high speed and 

accuracy; very optimized model. 

This Work 

(2025) 

Faster R-CNN 

(ResNet-50, 

tuned) 

PCB defect 

dataset (6 

types, 

synthetic) 

95.4% mAP@0.5; F1 

≈ 0.95 (avg) 

High accuracy and robust 

detection, slightly slower; 

demonstrates generalization to 

multiple defect classes. 

Du et al. (2025 SEPDNet 

(simplified 

YOLO-like) 

PCB small 

defect dataset 

+2.7% mAP50 vs 

YOLOv9 baseline 

Custom head for small objects; 

fewer params (~30% of 

YOLOv9). 

Calabrese et 

al. (2025 

Mask R-CNN 

(ResNet-50) vs 

YOLOv8 

PCB assembly 

defects (short, 

hole) 

Mask R-CNN: 

mAP50-95 0.798 

(holes) vs YOLOv8: 

0.261 

Two-stage outperforms one-

stage for fine defects; 

corroborates our approach. 

 

It is evident that deep learning approaches are dominating recent progress in PCB inspection. Our results contribute 

to this trend by showing that even a relatively standard CNN architecture, when properly trained and tuned for PCB 

defects, can reach very high detection rates, making it a viable solution for industrial applications. The slight gap 

between our model and the very best (98% mAP) could potentially be closed by using ensemble methods or more 

specialized architectures, but even at 95% mAP, the system represents a huge improvement over earlier methods 

and provides a strong case for deployment. 

Discussion on Real-World Implementation 

While the case study demonstrates technical feasibility and high performance, implementing such a CNN-based 

defect detection system in a real manufacturing environment involves additional considerations: 

● Integration with Production Line: The inspection system would need to be integrated with conveyor belts or 

pick-and-place machines such that each PCB (or panel of PCBs) is presented to the camera. High-speed cameras 

and perhaps multiple cameras (to cover both sides of a board, or different angles for solder joints) might be used. 

The CNN model can run inference on a local industrial PC with a GPU. To achieve real-time throughput, one can 

parallelize the processing (inspect multiple boards or multiple images concurrently if using multi-GPU setups). The 

result output (defect locations) must then be fed into the factory’s MES (Manufacturing Execution System) or 

quality control database. Real-time alerts can be generated if a defect is found so that the line can divert the board 

for rework. 

● Dealing with False Positives/Negatives: In practice, one might cascade the inspection: use a high-recall setting 

first (to flag anything suspicious), then have a secondary check (could be another model or a quick human review) 

for the flagged regions to verify the defect. This minimizes escaped defects while managing false alarm rates. 

Continuous monitoring of the system’s output and periodic auditing with human inspectors can help maintain 

calibration. If the model starts flagging many false positives (perhaps due to a change in board materials or 

imaging), one can retrain or fine-tune the model with new data. 

● Robustness to New Defect Types: A deployed model might encounter defect types it was not trained on (for 

example, a new kind of solder splash or a printing error). In such cases, the model might either miss it or classify it 

as one of the known classes incorrectly. Addressing this can involve semi-supervised learning – e.g., using an 

autoencoder or anomaly detection model in parallel to catch any unusual patterns not seen before. Future systems 

may combine the supervised CNN (for known defects) with an anomaly detector (for any novel anomaly) to cover 

all bases. 

● Hardware and Maintenance: Running CNNs in production 24/7 requires reliable hardware. Industrial GPU 

solutions or AI accelerators (like FPGAs or TPUs) could be used for lower power consumption. The models might 

need to be retrained when hardware is upgraded or when a new PCB model is introduced. A challenge is the 

availability of training data for new boards – transfer learning can mitigate the need for large datasets by leveraging 

the features learned from previous boards, as many features (like what a solder joint looks like) are transferable. 

● Economic Considerations: Replacing or augmenting AOI with AI involves upfront costs: cameras, GPUs, 

software development, and training data preparation. However, the long-term benefits include labor savings, higher 

yield (by catching defects early), and reduced customer returns. The ROI (return on investment) of such AI systems 

is increasingly positive as the cost of computation drops and the value of quality increases, especially for high-

density, high-value PCBs (e.g., in aerospace or medical devices where failure is not an option). 

In summary, deploying CNN-based defect detection is quite feasible with today’s technology, and numerous PCB 

manufacturers are beginning to adopt AI solutions for AOI. Our study reinforces that the technical core – the CNN 
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model – can deliver the needed accuracy. The remaining engineering is to ensure it fits well into the manufacturing 

workflow. 

 

FUTURE TRENDS IN AI-POWERED PCB INSPECTION 

The application of AI and CNNs to PCB defect detection is a rapidly evolving area. Based on current research and 

industry directions, several future trends and potential improvements can be anticipated: 

Enhanced Deep Learning Models: While CNNs are currently dominant, newer architectures like Vision 

Transformers (ViT) and hybrid models are making inroads. Transformers can capture global context in an image 

more effectively than CNN. For PCBs, this could mean better recognition of defects that involve long-range 

dependencies (e.g., a missing component that requires understanding the global placement context). However, pure 

transformers require lots of data; a promising approach is a hybrid CNN-Transformer model – using CNN layers for 

local feature extraction and a transformer encoder for global relation. Feng et al. (2023) followed this path with a 

Residual Swin Transformer (ResSwinT) backbone, combining ResNet and Swin Transformer to focus on both local 

detail and global dependency, and achieved improved detection of difficult small defect. We foresee more such 

hybrids, as well as the incorporation of attention mechanisms in CNNs (to focus on likely defect regions 

adaptively). 

Lightweight and Edge Deployment: There is a push for deploying AI models on edge devices (e.g., on smart 

cameras or small embedded systems) to avoid the need for bulky GPUs on the factory floor. Techniques like model 

compression, knowledge distillation, and quantization can shrink CNNs with minimal loss of accuracy. For 

instance, Zhou et al. (2023) proposed EffNet-PCB, a lightweight defect detection CNN that balances accuracy and 

speed, aiming to run on edge hardwar. In the future, we may see on-camera AI where the camera itself, equipped 

with a neural accelerator, outputs defect flags in real-time. This reduces latency and simplifies integration. 

3D and Multimodal Inspection: Certain defects (like inner-layer PCB issues or hidden solder joint problems) 

cannot be detected by 2D optical imaging alone. Combining CNN-based vision with other modalities is an 

emerging trend. For example, using X-ray imaging for BGA solder balls or using 3D AOI (stereo vision or laser 

profilometry to detect lifted leads or solder volume issues). AI models could fuse data from multiple sensor types to 

give a holistic inspection. A CNN could process image data while another network (or a branch of the same 

network) processes X-ray or thermal images of the board, and the features could be combined for a more reliable 

decision. 

Unsupervised Anomaly Detection: Gathering labeled defect data is a bottleneck – manufacturers may not have a 

lot of examples of each defect (since the goal is to produce few defects!). An alternative approach gaining traction 

is unsupervised anomaly detection, where the system is trained only on good (defect-free) boards, learning a model 

of the normal appearance. During inspection, any deviation from this learned model is flagged as an anomaly 

(potential defect). Techniques include autoencoders or generative models that try to reconstruct the input; defects 

show up as high reconstruction error. Some initial studies on PCBs have used autoencoders to detect anomalies 

without explicit label. In the future, a combination of supervised and unsupervised methods might yield a robust 

system that catches both known and unknown defect types. 

Explainability and Trust: Deep learning models are often criticized as "black boxes." In manufacturing, engineers 

might want to understand why the model flagged a certain area as defective. Future systems might integrate 

explainable AI (XAI) techniques – for instance, saliency maps or Grad-CAM visualizations to highlight which part 

of the image influenced the decision. This can build trust in the system’s findings and help diagnose any systematic 

issues (e.g., if the model is confused by silkscreen text, the saliency map would show that and one could adjust the 

preprocessing to mask silkscreen). 

Continuous Learning with Feedback: A deployed system can collect data over time – images of false positives, 

new defects, etc. We anticipate online learning or periodic re-training becoming common, where the model is fine-

tuned with feedback data. For example, every time a human QA operator verifies a defect, that image (with the 

verification) can be fed back into the training set. Over weeks and months, the AI thus becomes more accurate and 

adapts to any changes in the process or product. Implementing this requires careful version control (to ensure the 

updated model is thoroughly tested before going live), but it is very powerful for keeping the AI performance 

optimal. 

In summary, the future of PCB inspection is likely to be a synergy of advanced deep learning, better hardware, and 

smart integration of multiple data sources. The trend is clearly towards more intelligent, adaptive inspection 

systems that minimize human intervention and catch defects with ever higher reliability. 

 

ROI ANALYSIS: ECONOMIC FEASIBILITY OF CNN-BASED INSPECTION 

Introducing an AI-driven inspection system in a PCB production line is an investment. Management will consider 

the Return on Investment (ROI) and Simple Payback Period (SPP) to decide if the benefits (e.g. scrap reduction, 

labor savings) justify the costs. In this section, we present an analysis based on realistic assumptions for a mid-sized 

PCB manufacturer. 
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Costs of Implementation: The costs include hardware (high-resolution cameras, lighting, a dedicated GPU 

workstation or embedded device), integration with the production line, and the development and maintenance of the 

CNN model. We estimate the total initial investment at approximately $100,000. This might cover multiple camera 

stations (for different inspection points) and computing infrastructure. Additionally, suppose an annual 

maintenance/software license cost of $10,000 (for model updates, calibration, etc.). 

Tangible Benefits: The primary tangible benefit is scrap reduction and yield improvement. If manual inspection 

misses defects that later cause board failures, those boards either get scrapped or reworked at significant cost. Let’s 

assume the line produces 10,000 PCB units per month, and previously had a defect escape rate of 1% (100 defective 

boards shipped per month). With an average board cost of $50, the monthly cost of escaped defects is $50 × 100 = 

$5,000 (and potentially higher if failures occur at customer end). An automated vision system can detect defects 

earlier and more reliably – for example, if it reduces escapes from 1% to 0.1% (a 90% reduction, which is plausible 

given AI can increase defect detection rates by up to 90% over human inspection the escaped defects drop to 10 

boards per month, costing $500. That’s a monthly savings of $4,500 in prevented scrap/rework. 

Another benefit is labor cost savings or reallocation. Manual inspection typically requires trained technicians 

visually scanning each board. Suppose 3 inspectors per shift were needed for a total of 6 inspectors (2 shifts), each 

at $40,000 annual salary (including overhead). That’s $240,000 per year spent on inspection labor. An automated 

system can either enable those employees to be moved to higher-value tasks or reduce the number of inspectors 

needed for the same throughput. If the AI system allows a 50% reduction in inspection labor (as it handles the bulk 

of defect detection), that could save ~$120,000 per year. Often companies repurpose inspectors to oversee the AI 

system or handle only the flagged boards, improving overall productivity by ~50%. 

Intangible/Indirect Benefits: These are harder to quantify but include improved product quality (fewer defective 

boards reaching customers means better reputation and possibly more business), reduced warranty claims, and the 

ability to scale production without proportional increase in inspection staff. Early detection of process issues is 

another benefit: if the vision system notices a spike in certain defects (e.g. many shorts on a particular batch), it can 

alert engineers to check that production step immediately, preventing further defects – this proactive quality control 

can save significant costs. 

ROI Calculation: ROI is defined as the net gain from the investment divided by the cost of investment. For a one-

year horizon, we calculate: 

● Annual Gain (Net Profit) = (Scrap cost savings per year) + (Labor cost savings per year) – (Annual 

maintenance cost). From above, scrap savings ≈ $4,500 × 12 = $54,000/year, labor savings ≈ $120,000/year, minus 

$10,000 maintenance = $164,000 net per year. 

● Investment Cost = $100,000 (initial). 

Thus, ROI=164,000100,000=1.64,ROI = \frac{164,000}{100,000} = 1.64,ROI=100,000164,000=1.64, or 164% 

annual ROI. In other words, the gains in the first year are 1.64 times the initial cost, an extremely attractive ROI. 

Even if our estimates are off or more conservative (say only $100k/year net saving), ROI would be ~100%. 

This ROI indicates the investment essentially “pays for itself” in under a year. The Simple Payback Period (SPP), 

which is the time to recover the initial investment from net savings, is: 

SPP=Initial InvestmentAnnual net savings.SPP = \frac{\text{Initial Investment}}{\text{Annual net 

savings}}.SPP=Annual net savingsInitial Investment. 

Using the net $164k/year, SPP≈0.61SPP \approx 0.61SPP≈0.61 years, i.e. about 7.3 months. Even under more 

conservative benefit assumptions (e.g. $80k/year net), SPP would be 1.25 years. Typically, companies look for 

payback periods of 2 years or less for capital projects; our analysis suggests the CNN inspection system would 

comfortably meet that criterion. 

It’s worth noting some assumptions: We assumed the system entirely eliminates a large portion of escapes and 

partially automates inspection labor. In reality, initial deployment might still require manual double-check of AI 

results, and defect escape might not drop to 0.1% immediately. However, even if the defect escape reduction was 

only 50% (not 90%) and labor savings 30% (not 50%), we’d still see on the order of $80k/year savings, giving an 

ROI of ~80% and payback ~1.3 years – still a solid justification. Moreover, the AI system can run 24/7 without 

fatigue, potentially enabling increased throughput (a benefit not accounted for in the above numbers). 

ROI in Context: Automated Optical Inspection (AOI) machines have long been used in PCB assembly (to check 

component placement and solder joints). Those systems have documented ROI by reducing rework costs and 

improving yield. Our proposed vision system targets bare PCB defect detection – a stage where traditionally either 

manual inspection or basic AOI was used. By leveraging AI, we drastically cut down missed defects, which avoids 

expensive downstream failures (consider that a defective PCB that goes into a final product could cause field 

failures costing far more). One study on pre-reflow AOI reported that choosing an optimal inspection system led to 

short payback and high ROI. Our calculations align with such industry reports, reinforcing that beyond the technical 

accuracy, AI-based defect detection makes economic sense. 

Additionally, the modular nature of our system (software that can be updated/improved over time without needing 

new hardware) means the ROI can actually grow – as the model improves (via updates) or adapts to new defect 
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types, the benefits increase without significant new costs. This scalability and adaptability are advantages over fixed 

traditional equipment. 

In summary, the ROI analysis indicates that deploying the CNN-based PCB defect detection system is financially 

beneficial. The combination of reduced scrap, lower labor costs, and improved quality yields a quick payback. 

Manufacturers can expect not only higher quality metrics (e.g. reduced defect parts per million) but also tangible 

cost savings. This helps build a strong business case for adopting AI-driven visual inspection in the PCB 

manufacturing process. 

 

CONCLUSION 

In this paper, we presented a comprehensive study on AI-driven defect detection in PCB manufacturing using 

convolutional neural networks. We began by motivating the need for advanced automated inspection given the 

increasing complexity of PCBs and the limitations of traditional visual and AOI methods. A review of common 

PCB defects was provided, underscoring the challenges in detecting tiny, subtle anomalies that can have outsized 

impacts on product quality. 

We then delved into the technical foundation of convolutional neural networks and explained why they are a 

powerful tool for PCB defect detection. CNNs can learn features of defects automatically and handle variability in 

appearance far better than fixed algorithms. We designed a CNN-based inspection framework and demonstrated its 

effectiveness through a case study. Our model was able to detect a variety of defects (missing holes, shorts, mouse 

bites, etc.) with high accuracy (mAP around 95%) on a test dataset, significantly outperforming traditional methods 

and aligning with state-of-the-art results in recent literature. 

The case study included details of the model architecture (Faster R-CNN with ResNet-50 backbone) and training 

process, along with sample calculations illustrating how the CNN makes predictions and how metrics like precision, 

recall, and IoU are computed. In the results, we showed that the CNN achieved a strong balance of precision and 

recall across defect types, indicating its suitability for real-world deployment where both false positives and 

negatives must be minimized. We also compared our approach to other recent works: our model’s performance is 

comparable to the best published methods, and the differences highlight how architecture choices (two-stage vs 

one-stage, inclusion of attention mechanisms, etc.) can impact results. 

Through the discussion, we addressed the practical considerations of bringing this AI solution to a manufacturing 

line, including integration, speed, and maintenance. Importantly, even the best AI model must be part of a well-

designed system to deliver value – this includes having reliable image capture, thresholds set in accordance with 

quality goals, and a plan for handling the inevitable out-of-distribution scenarios. We also touched on the 

economics, noting that while there is an upfront cost, the improvements in yield and reduction in manual labor can 

provide a strong ROI, especially as the technology matures. 

Finally, we looked ahead at future directions, such as the potential of transformer-based models for even better 

accuracy, the move towards lightweight models for edge deployment, and the use of unsupervised learning to detect 

novel defects. The field of PCB inspection is clearly embracing AI, and we expect rapid advancements in the 

coming years. The unique angle of our presentation was to tie together the theoretical background, a practical 

implementation, and a perspective on real-world use and future trends, which, to our knowledge, has not been 

heavily repeated in prior publications with this level of integration. 

In conclusion, AI-driven computer vision using CNNs is poised to revolutionize PCB manufacturing quality 

control. By catching defects early and accurately, such systems reduce waste, prevent faulty boards from reaching 

customers, and enable engineers to continuously improve the production process. As electronics continue to evolve, 

the synergy of manufacturing and AI will be key to maintaining the high reliability and performance standards that 

modern technology demands. The work presented here serves as a roadmap and inspiration for both researchers and 

practitioners in the field to further innovate and adopt AI for smarter manufacturing. 
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