
   

 

 

 

Universität Konstanz 

Fachbereich Informatik & Informationswissenschaft 

Master-Studiengang Information Engineering 

 

 

Hand Gesture Interaction for Large High-Resolution 
Displays 

Design and Evaluation 

 

 

Stephanie Föhrenbach 

 

Konstanz, 09. Februar 2009 

 

Masterarbeit





 

iii  

Masterarbeit 
zur Erlangung des akademischen Grades eines 

 

Master of Science (M.Sc.) 
 

an der 

 

Universität Konstanz 

Fachbereich Informatik & Informationswissenschaft 

Master-Studiengang Information Engineering 

 

 

Thema: Hand Gesture Interaction For 
Large High-Resolution Displays 

Design and Evaluation 

 

Studentin: Stephanie Föhrenbach 

Tulengasse 9 

78462 Konstanz 

 

Matrikel-Nr.: 01/632621 

 

Studienfach: Information Engineering 

Schwerpunkt: Computer Science 

Themengebiet: Angewandte Informatik 

  

Erstgutachter: Prof. Dr. Harald Reiterer 

Zweitgutachter: Prof. Dr. Daniel A. Keim 

  

Abgabetermin: 09. Februar 2009 

 





 

v 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To   

Helga Weniger 

My beloved godmother 

who departed from us too early. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 





 

vii  

Abstract 
Large high-resolution displays are widely used in academic and business contexts. Those kinds 

of displays offer great advantages for information visualization and can improve user 

performance. However, they are challenging for human-computer interaction, as they lead to 

more physical user movements. Therefore flexible input devices and interaction techniques are 

needed which allow interaction from any point and distance. This thesis investigates hand 

gesture interaction techniques, which meet the mobility requirement, but also provide a natural 

and expressive way of interaction.  

For the two most basic tasks in todayôs graphical user interfaces ñpointingò and ñselectingò, we 

identified suitable hand gesture interaction techniques, based on hand gestures used in human-

human communication and previous research. To underline the analogy to real-world 

interaction, we provided additional tactile feedback to the usersô fingertips for target crossing to 

enhance the selection task. Previous research suggests that different movement directions of 

input devices, achieved with different physical user movements can influence user 

performance. With our hand gestures performed in mid-air no external physical support can be 

given, to guide user movements and compensate for irregularities. Different directions for 

cursor movements may therefore reveal different user performances. 

To assess the performance and acceptance of our proposed hand gesture techniques for pointing 

and selecting, and the influence of additional tactile feedback and movement direction we 

conducted a comparative evaluation study based on the ISO 9241-9. The 20 participants 

performed horizontal and vertical one-directional tapping tasks with hand gesture input with 

and without tactile feedback in front of the Powerwall of the University of Konstanz, a large 

high-resolution display (5.20x 2.15 m). To track hand and finger movements and provide tactile 

feedback, our participants were equipped with a commercial data glove. For fast and robust 

gesture classification we applied an algorithm based on geometrical gesture models and state 

dependent threshold comparison.  

In contrast to previous research we cannot confirm a benefit of tactile feedback on user 

performance. Furthermore we found a significant difference in favour of the horizontal target 

alignment compared to the vertical one in terms of the effective index of performance. The non-

tactile version of our hand gesture interaction techniques was very well received by our 

participants, and the effective index of performance with a mean of 2.53 bits/s for vertical and 3 

bits/s for horizontal target alignment is promising and suggests that our hand gesture interaction 

techniques provide an adequate and valuable interaction technique for large high-resolution 

displays. 

To navigate within the presented information space on a large-high resolution display and 

explore it, users can physically move. From a distant position they can gain overview 

information, while moving closer reveals more details. However, physical navigation may not 

always be sufficient. Some parts of the display may always stay distant to the user, such as the 

upper part. To complement physical navigation and compensate for its limitations, additional 

interaction techniques are needed for virtual navigation.  

Therefore, we extended our set of gesture techniques to support ñpanningò, ñdraggingò and 

ñzoomingò tasks too, as those tasks are commonly used for virtual navigation. Based on 

interaction with physical objects and human-human communication, we identified suitable hand 

gesture interaction techniques, which fit seamlessly in with our existing gesture set.  
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Limitations of commercially available data glove solutions, such as arising issues of hygienic or 

fit, and the observed restriction of user movements, motivated the design of Whitey, a novel 

data glove solution. Whitey combines an optical tracking system with a modified textile glove 

and a finger classification algorithm. For the classification of fingers this algorithm takes 

advantage of biomechanical constraints and heuristic knowledge on finger movements. Whitey 

can be adapted to different hand sizes, and used almost instantly by different users without the 

need for an individual calibration session after an initial set up. 

We conducted informal user studies to get initial feedback and first experience on the usability 

of our extended hand gesture interaction set and Whitey. We found that users could easily learn 

and apply our techniques. We could further gain valuable insides for fine tuning Whitey and our 

hand gesture interaction techniques to improve user interaction. 

For future work we plan to further extend our set of hand gesture interaction techniques to 

utilize more of the potential hand gesture interaction holds for human-computer interaction, in 

terms of naturalness and expressiveness. 
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1. Introduction 

ñAmong different body parts, the hand is the most effective, general-purpose interaction tool 

due to its dexterous functionality in communication and manipulationò  

[Erol et al. 2007] 

1.1 Motivation 

Parts of this chapter have been published in [Foehrenbach et al. 2008], but have been further 

enhanced for the purpose of this thesis. 

In application domains where collaboration, presentation or exploration and analysis of large 

information spaces are predominant tasks large high-resolution displays are widely used. These 

wall-sized displays offer great opportunities for information visualization [Yost et al. 2007] and 

improve user orientation and search performance [Ball et al. 2005], but also lead to more 

physical navigation [Ball et al. 2007]. Physical navigation describes the use of bodily 

movements, e.g. walking, to navigate within the displayed information space. From a distant 

position of the display, users can gain overview information while moving closer to the display 

reveals more details and user can gain in-depth knowledge. To not impede user interaction, 

input devices and interaction techniques are needed which allow flexible interaction from any 

point and distance. Hand gesture input as an interaction technique can meet this mobility 

requirement.  

Moreover, hands are one of our main tools when interacting with ñreal-worldò (referring to 

physical non-digital) surroundings. Hands are used to manipulate physical objects (e.g. grab 

and move items) and to complement spoken language in human-human communication (e.g. 

ñthe fish was this bigò or ñlook thereò). The ability of the hands to take on a broad variety of 

shapes and functions makes them highly valuable to humans. If hands are so valuable for 

interacting with ñreal-worldò surroundings, why not use them for human-computer interaction 

in a more direct manner than they already are?  

Instead of using the hand to operate an intermediary input device, hand gestures could be used 

by the user to interact. Thereby, human-computer interaction designer can take advantage of the 

capacities of the hand, pre-acquired motor skills and experience of users in manipulating and 

navigating within their ñreal-worldò surroundings. If hand gesture interaction mimics 

interaction with the ñreal-worldò, users are familiar with the manual skills needed to accomplish 

a task, and instead of concentrating on how to operate the input device, they can focus on the 

task at hand.  

Furthermore, each different aspect of hand movements, such as the shape of the hand and its 

finger, wrist rotation or movement speed can be used to convey meaning to the computer. 

Therefore hand gestures can easily specify multiple input dimensions, which can be used to 

create a terse and powerful interaction. 

Hand gesture interaction techniques can meet the mobility requirement and provide users with 

an input device that not only allows interaction from any point and distance but can also lead to 
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a natural and expressive way of interaction. Previous research has proposed hand gesture 

interaction techniques for distant pointing and clicking [Vogel & Balakrishnan 2005] and object 

manipulation [Baudel & & Beaudouin-Lafon 1993] at large displays. Inspired by this work, and 

building on the insights provided, we are going to design a set of hand gesture interaction 

techniques that not only provide techniques for distant point and selection, but also for virtual 

navigation techniques such as panning, dragging and zooming to address limitations of physical 

navigation.  

1.2 Outline 

In Chapter 2 we will introduce large high-resolution displays. We will describe their features, 

the application areas and the benefits for the user. We will introduce physical and vertical 

navigation as strategies to compensate for the limits of the human visual system, which may be 

exceeded by large high-resolution displays, and substantiate the need for a mobile input device. 

Chapter 3 deals with foundations and related work on hand gesture interaction. The definition 

of hand gestures is followed by an outline of potential and prospects of hand gesture interaction. 

Biomechanical constrains on hand movements, the highly discriminative sense of touch in the 

fingertips, and techniques for tracking hand movements are the subsequent topic. Related work 

on hand gesture interaction will be then presented, focusing on the use of hand gestures for 

distant interaction on large displays.  

Chapter 4 opens with a distinction between dynamic and static hand gestures. It then illustrates 

the approach we applied for recognizing static hand gestures that we used for our hand gesture 

interaction techniques described in chapter 5 and 7.  

We will present our hand gesture interaction techniques for distant pointing and selecting in 

chapter 5. We although analyze factors which might influence the performance of those two 

techniques, namely movement direction and additional tactile feedback. A controlled 

experiment we conducted to investigate on the usability of our hand gesture interaction 

techniques for pointing and selecting, and potential influencing factors is also described. At the 

end of the chapter, we present our conclusions and possible implications for interaction design.  

In Chapter 6 we present Whitey, a data glove solution we have developed for tracking hand 

movements. We will then describe its components and the algorithms we applied. Thereafter, 

we will compare Whitey with other commercially available data glove solutions. The chapter 

concludes with a description of how Whitey can be adapted to settings other than the one we 

used it for. 

In Chapter 7, we describe further hand gesture interaction techniques, widening the range of 

gesture techniques we employed to support panning, dragging and zooming tasks too.  

Chapter 8 describes an informal user study we conducted to gain initial user feedback and first 

experience on the usability of our extended set of hand gesture interaction techniques and 

Whitey. We present our observations, conclusions and derived suggestions for fine-tuning our 

techniques. 

Finally, in Chapter 9, we summaries our main results and give an outlook on future work. 
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2. Large High-Resolution Displays 

In this chapter, we will introduce large high-resolution displays. We will describe their features, 

the application areas and the benefits for the user. We will then focus on the human visual 

system, whose capacities in terms of visual field of view and spatial resolution may be 

exceeded by the physical size and resolution of large high-resolution displays. Following this, 

we will then introduce physical and vertical navigation as strategies to compensate for the limits 

of the human visual system and substantiate the need for a mobile input device. 

2.1 Features 

Large high-resolution displays (= LHRDs) are created using various hardware configurations, 

ranging from combining multiple monitors, to tiled LCD (= liquid crystal display) panels to 

back projection-based seamless displays. Two common features of those displays are increased 

physical size and high resolution [Ni  et al. 2006]. They make it possible to display large 

amounts of data, to display large objects, for instance concept sketches of cars, with a 1-1 scale 

[Buxton et al. 2000] and further multiple users to view and interact simultaneously [Cao et al. 

2008]. 

2.2 Application areas and benefits for the user 

Their features and the corresponding abilities to (1) display large amounts of data, (2) display 

large objects in full scale and (3) support multiple user, makes LHRD suitable for various 

domains and tasks. They are widely used for monitoring large amounts of data in command and 

control center, for example in traffic management or utility monitoring [Barco] [eyevis 2008]. 

LHRD are used for scientific visualizations, in particular for exploration and analysis of large 

data sets [Spiegel 2005], such as geo-spatial data sets [Sips et al. 2006]. Companies in the 

automotive industry, e.g. General Motors [TechnologyReview 2002], Ford [Dexigner 2007] or 

Nissan [Nissan 2007], apply LHRDs in the vehicle design process to create, verify and modify 

design models in full 1-1 scale. In applying LHRDs, they are able to accelerate the product 

design process and increase the design quality, to bring better products to market faster. Besides 

supporting collaborative design processes, LHRDs can also be utilized as an electronic 

whiteboard for brainstorming sessions, another task performed in collaborative group work 

[Guimbretière et al. 2001]. LHRDs can further be found in public spaces for presentation of 

information [Barco 2008] [ZKM 2008], or to support TV coverage [Wired 2008] with their 

ability to present interactive visualizations of changing information. With the current trend to 

increase size and resolution of regular displays, in combination with decreasing prices, large 

high-resolution displays may become more easily available and we can easily imagine seeing 

them more often in public and also in private spaces in the near future [Vogel & Balakrishnan 

2005].  

LHRDs provide unique advantages for presentation of data, but how do users benefit from their 

increased size and resolution? It was found that when compared to smaller displays, large high 
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resolution displays lead to less user frustration [Ball & North 2005] [Shupp et al. 2006], less 

window management [Ball et al. 2005] and improve user performance in geospatial search and 

navigation tasks [Ball & North 2005] [Ball et al. 2005]. 

   

Figure 1: Large high-resolution displays in use. Left: Monitoring information in a control center , taken from [ict] . 

Right: Explorating and analyzing the scientific visualization of a large geo-spatial data set, taken from [Sips et al. 2006]. 

However, the increased physical size and resolution of LHRD can exceed the capacities of the 

human visual system in terms of visual field of view or spatial resolution [König et al. 2008]. 

2.3 Visual acuity and Visual Field of View 

The visual angle is a key concept to describe and understand the capacities of the human visual 

system in terms of visual field of view and resolution. The ñ[é] visual angle is the angle 

subtended by an object at the eye of an observerò [Ware 2004, p. 40]. Figure 3 illustrates the 

visual angle. The visual axis originates from the fovea and extends to the point that is being 

looked at directly. The fovea is a small area in the center of the retina, specialized for fine 

pattern discrimination and color perception [Rosenbaum 1991, p. 164].  

 

Figure 2: Visual angle of an object (adapted from [Ware 2004, p. 40]). The visual axis originates from the fovea to the 

location which is directly looked at. 

Visual angles are defined in degrees, minutes and seconds (1Á degree = 60ô minutes = 360ôô 

seconds). The visual angle of an object can be calculated by using equation (1) [Ware 2004, p. 

40]. 

 
 

(1) 
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As the equation shows, the visual angle depends on the size of the object (h) and the distance 

between the object and the observer, the viewing distance (d) that is, the smaller the object and 

the larger the viewing distance, the smaller the visual angle. The visual angle is used to describe 

visual acuity (or more technically, spatial resolution) and the visual field of view. 

 

Figure 3: The Landolt C 

Visual acuity measures our ability to resolve spatial patterns. Normal visual acuity is defined 

as ñthe ability to resolve a spatial pattern separated by a visual angle of one minute of arcò 

Hermann Snellen, 1862, cited from [König 2006]. Normal visual acuity can be illustrated at the 

example of the Landolt C, a symbol shaped as a circle with an opening, resembling the letter C 

(see Figure 3). If the visual angle of its opening falls below 1ô the visual system of the observer 

cannot detect the spatial pattern, formed by the circle and the opening, and the Landolt C seems 

to resemble an O. However, if the visual angle of the opening matches or exceeds 1ô the spatial 

pattern can be detected and the observer perceives a C.  

                         

Figure 4: Left: Visual field of view of a person gazing straight ahead, Right: Distribution of v isual acuity. Both adapted 

from [Wa re 2004, p50-51] 

The visual field of view is the number of degrees of visual angle that can be seen. Figure 4, left 

illustrates the visual field of view with combined input of both eyes. In this visual field of view, 

visual acuity is distributed in a non-uniform manner. For each eye visual acuity is highest in the 

fovea, and drops rapidly with increasing distance from the fovea (see Figure 4, right) [Ware 

2004, p. 50].  

Only a small part of the visual field of view falls within a ñuseful field of view (UFOV)ò. The 

UFOV is a concept to describe the size of the region where information can be rapidly taken in. 

The size of the UFOV varies, depending on the information presented and the task, and can 

range from 1° up to 15° [Ware 2004, p. 147], where ñThe central two degrees of visual angle is 

the most useful [é]ò [Ware 2004, p. 364]. The UFOV and the accompanied area with sufficient 

visual acuity can be experienced when fixing a written word within a sentence. The other words 

in the sentence located only few centimeters away cannot be read unless the eye is moved 

towards them.  
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At the end of the previous section, we argued that the physical size and resolution of LHRDs 

can exceed the human visual system in terms of spatial resolution or visual field of view. We 

will illustrate this at the example of two LHRDs mentioned below.  

Let us consider a LHRD build with 24 tilted 17ôô monitors and a physical size of approximately 

2.90x0.81 m and a resolution of 96 DPI (see Figure 5). Shupp et al. [2006] used such a LHRD 

to evaluate the effect of viewport size and curvature of LHRD. The physical size taken up by 

one pixel is 0.264mm. Using equation (1) a visual angle of 1ô, which is the smallest angle that 

can be detected with normal visual acuity, is subtended by the pixel at a viewing distance of 

90.756 cm. This means that a user standing centred in front of the display with a distance of 

90.756 cm can see a pixel when looking straight ahead. However, the user is not able to detect a 

pixel on the right or left side of the display from his position. This particular LHRD can exceed 

the human visual system in terms of spatial resolution if the viewing distance is larger than 

90.756 cm. 

 

Figure 5: LHRD build with 24 tiled 17ôô monitors, with a resolution of 96 DPI (taken from [Shupp et al. 2006]) 

The Powerwall of the University of Konstanz is a wall-sized display with a resolution of 

4640x1920 pixels and a physical dimension of 5.20x2.15 meters. The upper border of this 

display is located at 2.65 m. Due to the vertical extension of the visual field of view, a user 

looking straight ahead with a viewing distance of 80 cm at the height of 1.50 m cannot see the 

upper part of the display (approximately 20 cm). The Powerwall of the University of Konstanz 

can therefore exceed the human visual system in terms of visual field of view when users are 

close to the display. Note, here we have considered only the total visual field of view with a 

vertical angle of approximately 45° above the visual axis (see Figure 4,left on page 5). The 

useful field of view, describing the screen space from which we can rapidly take information in 

with high visual acuity, is much narrower. Therefore only a small area of the information space 

presented on the display can be perceived instantly at a glance. 

The area comprised within the visual field of view and the amount of details which can be 

resolved depend on the size of the object and the viewing distance. In the context of LHRDs, 

users can adjust those two parameter in (1) either physically move (=adjusting the viewing 

distance) or (2) use dedicated interaction techniques for virtual navigation while standing at a 

static position, such as panning, dragging (=adjusting the viewing distance), or zooming 

(=adjusting the size of objects).  
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2.4 Physical and virtual navigation 

Physical movement of the user (e.g. walking or turning) changes the viewing distance between 

the user and objects on the display. From a distant position users can gain an overview of the 

displayed information space, while moving closer to the display reveals more details and users 

can gain in-depth knowledge. This physical userôs movement is called physical navigation. 

Note that this is leads to a distinct advantage of LHRDs: taking into account the physical 

movement of the user, a single visualization can contain overview and detail information. 

Virtual navigation describes the use of dedicated interaction techniques (e.g. panning, dragging 

or zooming) to adjust the viewing distance or the size of objects to gain overview or detail 

information, while the user itself can maintain a static position. 

Considering the relation between the visual representation of data and the capacities of the 

human visual system, virtual navigation adjusts the visual representation of data to the 

capacities of the human visual system, whereas physical navigation goes the opposite way and 

adjusts the capacities of the human visual system to the visual representation.  

While physical navigation may be a necessity for static visualizations at LHRD, to perceive 

different information (overview vs. detail) it is not just a necessity but also holds distinct 

advantages for the user. Researchers found that when given the chance to choose between 

physical and virtual navigation for spatial visualization tasks, users preferred physical 

navigation [Ball et al. 2007]. Furthermore, Ball et al. [2007] report that large displays lead to 

more physical navigation, which correlates with reduced virtual navigation and improved user 

performance for basic search and navigation tasks with spatial visualizations.  

The capacities of LHRD considering the amount of information which can be displayed at a 

glance are tremendous and physical navigation allows a ñdevice-lessò change in the granularity. 

However, the possibility of additional control with a manual input device is desirable, as  

ñEven though all information could be visualized at a glance, users want to 

manipulate or annotate data or explore related information (e.g. details-on-

demand) directly, instantly and right on the spotò [König et al. 2008].  

To not impede fluid user interaction a suitable input device should therefore allow interaction 

from any point and distance.  

The drawbacks of physical navigation give further rise to the need of such a mobile input 

device. Despite the advantages of physical over virtual navigation, physical navigation may not 

always be sufficient [Ball et al. 2007]. Some parts of the display may always stay distant to the 

user, for example the upper part of a wall-sized display, which introduces a limit to the smallest 

viewing distance achievable and amount of detail perceivable with physical navigation. The 

largest viewing distance may be limited by walls or furniture. Another drawback of physical 

navigation is that it can cause more fatigue than virtual navigation [Ball et al. 2007]. The 

increased use of physical user movements, such as walking, for physical navigation can cause 

higher fatigue than the movements needed for virtual navigation, which can be performed while 

the user maintains a static position. 

Virtual navigation can compensate for the limitations of physical navigation. If provided by the 

user interface, it can be used instead or additional to physical user movement to adjust the 

viewing distance. As the user can maintain a static position while virtually navigating, fatigue 

caused by walking can be reduced. Different from physical navigation, techniques for virtual 

navigation, such as geometric zooming, can also change the physical size of objects, which also 
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influences the amount of detail perceivable or overview information that can be gained. Virtual 

navigation can be used instead of physical navigation, but it can also be used to extend the 

amount of detail or overview information that can be gained, beyond what is possible with 

physical navigation only. As limitations of physical navigation can be tackled by means of 

dedicated interaction techniques devised for virtual navigation, the mobile input device needed 

to enhance physical navigation should be able to support techniques that can be used for virtual 

navigation. 

Traditional mice and keyboards restrict user movements, as they require a stable surface on 

which they can be operated. Wireless mice which can be operated in mid-air provide more 

mobility [König et al. 2008]. However they perform much worse compared to traditional mice 

[MacKenzie & Jusoh 2001]. König et al. propose laser pointer for interaction at LHRDs. Even 

if the performance of their laser pointer point and select interaction falls below the performance 

of a stationary mouse (13%), the gain in user flexibility and the intuitiveness of interaction 

makes this difference appear marginal [König et al. 2007b]. Therefore the solution proposed by 

them is a highly valuable for interaction at LHRD. 

 

Figure 6: Distant pointing and clicking with hand gestures (taken from [Vogel & Balakrishnan 2005]) 

Hand gestures are another potential input modality. They do not only address the mobility 

requirement but can also lead to a natural, terse and powerful interaction (see chapter 3.2). User 

can interact directly with the application utilizing pre-acquired motor skills from real-world 

interaction, without the need of operating an intermediate input device, which has to be 

explicitly learned and can limit the input capacities of the human hand. Inspired by the work of 

Vogel & Balakrishnan [2005] who proposed the use of hand gestures for distant pointing and 

clicking on large high-resolution displays, and the potential we attribute to hand gesture 

interaction, we are set to investigate further into the use of hand gestures as a mobile input 

device for LHRD, which allows interaction from any point and distance. 
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3. Hand Gesture Interaction 

In this chapter we will describe foundations and related work on hand gesture interaction. 

3.1 Definition of Hand Gesture 

ñA gesture is a motion of the body that contains information. Waving goodbye 

is a gesture. Pressing a key on a keyboard is not a gesture because the motion 

of a finger on its way to hitting a key is neither observed nor significant. All 

that matters is which key was pressedò [Kurtenbach & Hulteen 1990].  

According to Kurtenbach & Hulteen, a bodily movement is considered a gesture if it contains 

information, it is observed and it is significant. Considering this definition, we define hand 

gestures in the context of human-computer interaction for the purpose of this thesis as follows: 

A hand gesture is a movement of the hand and fingers, performed by the user with the intention 

to interact with the computer. Hand and finger movements are significant and directly 

monitored, instead of monitoring the movement of an intermediary physical input device 

operated by the hand, such as a mouse or stylus. Each hand gesture conveys meaning to a 

computer. We thereby do not limit hand gestures to dynamic hand and finger movements, but 

also include shapes which can be adopted by the hand and its fingers. A shape is thereby 

referred to as a ñhand postureò.  

3.2 Prospects of Hand Gesture Interaction 

Hand gesture input offers distinct advantages which favour hand gesture interaction, namely: 

naturalness, expressiveness and mobility. 

Naturalness 

The hand is used every for a variety of tasks, using skills which require little thought [Sturman 

1992]. For instance, humans can grab a physical object and turn it, with little or no thought on 

how to perform the necessary movements or coordinate the limbs involved. The focus is on the 

task that is performed rather than on the tool (the hand) that is used to perform it. Humans start 

to learn the necessary skills to manipulate their physical surroundings from the day on which 

they are born. Besides the use of hand movements to manipulate physical surroundings, hand 

movements are further used in human-human communication, either to complement speech or 

to substitute it in non-verbal communication. Human-computer interaction can take advantage 

of those pre-acquired skills and knowledge and apply hand movements in a similar fashion for 

interacting with digital objects. Using pre-acquired skills can make tasks easier to learn and 

master [Sturman 1992] because users do not have to concentrate on how to operate the input 

device and can instead concentrate on accomplishing the task. 

Natural interaction is ñTypically used to refer to interaction techniques for the computer which 

are modelled on the ways people interact with physical objects in the everyday worldò [Harper 

et al. 2008]. Naturalness of hand gesture input can lead to a natural interaction, if interaction 
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techniques mimic the way people interact and communicate in the everyday world. This implies 

that not only hand movements are used for input but also the mapping to the action they invoke 

resembles experience from everyday interaction and communication.  

For instance, pointing with the hand, as used in human-human communication to indicate a 

position, has been reused by researchers in human-computer interaction to position a cursor on 

the display [Schapira & Sharma 2001] [Tse et al. 2007] [Vogel & Balakrishnan 2005]. In 

human-computer interaction, the user typically faces the display if the user aims at positioning 

the display cursor, hence a hand movement used in a similar manner in human-human 

communication can be used to accomplish a natural interaction. Pointing with the thumb is 

typically used in human-human communication to indicate a position located behind the 

speaker [Kendon 2004]. Although pointing with the thumb is a natural hand movement for 

indicating a location, reusing it in human-computer interaction to perform the task of 

positioning a display cursor would clash with userôs experience and behaviour observable in 

human-human communication, as the display cursor is located in front and not behind the user. 

However, using pointing with the index finger or the palm however, could lead to a natural 

interaction, as those hand movements are used in human-human communication to indicate a 

position located in front of the speaker [Kendon 2004]. 

Even if hand gesture interaction is natural it may not necessarily be intuitive. Hand gestures 

(hand movements which convey meaning to a computer) are not self-revealing [Baudel & 

Beaudouin-Lafon 1993]. Unlike physical input devices whose hardware design gives hints on 

how to use them [Norman 2002], such as for instance buttons are for pressing and sliders are for 

sliding, users might not intuitively know, which hand movements are understood by the 

application. Performing hand movements might be easy, but users have to get hints about which 

of their pre-acquired skills they can use for human-computer interaction. 

Expressiveness 

ĂThe position and movements of the hand and fingers provide the potential for higher power of 

expressionò [Baudel & Beaudouin-Lafon 1993]. In addition to determining ñhand gesture 

recognized yes / noò, further aspects of hand movements such as posture, movement speed or 

rotation of the hand can be used for input. A hand gesture can therefore not only specify a 

command but also its parameters [Baudel & Beaudouin-Lafon 1993]. A hand-grabbing 

movement combined with a rotation of the palm can be used to issue a ñrotate objectò command 

and to specify the angle of rotation.  

Considering the possible expressiveness of hand gesture input, a terse and powerful interaction 

can be accomplished [Baudel & Beaudouin-Lafon 1993], which can empower user input.  

Mobility 

Unlike most other physical input devices, hands are always close to the userôs position. Hands 

can be used as a mobile input device for human-computer interaction. Users can move freely, 

while having the input device nearby at any point and position.  

However, much depends on the technical solution applied for tracking hand movements. While 

hands are always close to the user, in order to use hand movements for input they have to be 

tracked. Given a specific context of use, the technical solution applied for tracking hand 

movements should take into account the desired extend of user mobility and not impose 

restrictions on it. 



HAND GESTURE INTERAC TION  

   11 

Conclusion and Discussion 

If at least one of the three characteristics (naturalness, expressiveness or mobility) is desirable 

for human-computer interaction in a specific context of use, hand gestures could be suitable for 

input. Mobility, for instance, makes hand gesture input an option for interaction with LHRD. 

The mobility of hand gesture input can be used to enhance physical navigation without 

impeding user interaction. Naturalness can make hand gesture input an option for interaction, if 

the input needed to accomplish a task maps well onto existing manual skills (referring to hand 

movements) and experience of users. The naturalness of hand gesture input can help to reduce 

learning time. 

However, taking advantage of mobility and naturalness can lead to unwanted side effects. The 

use of hand gestures derived from hand movements used for human-human communication and 

constantly monitoring the hand can give rise to the issue of how to distinguish hand movements 

performed to convey meaning to the computer from hand movements performed to convey 

meaning to other people in human-human communication. In such cases falsely identified hand 

gestures might be an unwanted side effect. Charade is a system in which hand gestures are used 

to control a presentation. Hand gestures are only identified if the hand points near the 

presentation screen, hand movements performed when the hand points to other areas are 

ignored [Baudel & Beaudouin-Lafon 1993]. Another approach to address the issue of false 

positives is, to consider which hand movements are likely to be performed casually by the user 

in the interaction scenario. The likelihood of false positives (referring to hand gestures 

identified based on hand movements performed without the intention to interact with the 

computer) can reduced if those hand movements are not used for hand gesture input. For 

instance, hand movements derived from human-human interaction may not be suited to serve as 

hand gesture input for applications supporting collaborative group work, where people typically 

communicate with each other during group work.  

3.3 The Human Hand 

ñWith approximately 30 dedicated muscles and approximately the same 

number of kinematic degrees of freedom, the hand can take on all variety of 

shapes and functions, serving as a hammer one moment and a powerful vice or 

a delicate pair of tweezers the nextò [Flanagan & Johansson 2002].  

The broad variety of shapes and functions the hand can take on and perform makes the hand a 

highly valuable tool for us to interact with our physical surroundings and to communicate with 

other people. We can use the hand as a powerful tool to move heavy objects or crash nutshells, 

to perform complex high precision tasks such as tying up shoelaces or shuffling cards, as well 

as soft and delicate tasks such as stroking a cat. For all those tasks hands are not only used to 

act but also to perceive. The highly discriminative sense of touch in the fingers [Kandel et al. 

2000, p. 341-345] makes it possible, for example, to perceive information on details of the 

surface of objects which can then be used to adjust hand movements.  

In some cars (e.g. a Peugeot 307), a remote control for the mp3 player/radio is located behind 

the steering wheel. Buttons placed on the remote control can be operated with the fingers, while 

the hand still holds on to the steering wheel. To locate the buttons, the finger tips and the sense 

of touch is used to identify the gaps between the buttons. Eyes are not needed for operating the 

remote device and interact with the mp3 player/radio, and therefore the visual channel can be 
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used for other tasks, such as monitoring the road ahead. The hand perceives and acts for 

operating the remote control.  

Human-Computer Interaction can use the hand for input but also for output. Movements of the 

hand and its finger for input from the human to the computer (=hand gesture input), where 

ñ[é] the hand, which can technically be considered as a complex input device with more than 

20 DOF, can become an easy to use high DOF control deviceò [Erol et al. 2007] and the sense 

of touch as a feedback channel from the computer to the human.  

3.3.1 Hand Movements  

Limbs are in general moved with a coordinated activation of many muscles acting on skeletal 

joints [Kandel et al. 2000, p. 686-693]. Most of the muscles for hand movements are in the 

forearm [Jones & Lederman 2006, p. 16]. Power from the muscles in the forearm is transmitted 

into the hand by means of long tendons. Therefore most of the muscle mass used for hand and 

finger movements lies outside of the hand. ñThis arrangement allows the hand to be light and 

flexible without sacrificing strengthò [Sturman 1992]. Furthermore, some muscles, known as 

intrinsic hand muscles, are located inside of the hand. The intrinsic hand muscles are 

responsible for minimal yet precise finger movements [Tortora & Derrickson 2006, p. 444].  

We can distinguish hand movements in (1) palm movements which are performed mainly in 

moving the palm (which also moves the fingers) and (2) finger movements which can be 

performed by the fingers. The following movements (described in [ISO 9241-9 2000]) result in 

moving the palm, where the first four listed result from movements at the wrist, and the last two 

ones (supination, pronation) result from a movement of the forearm:  

¶ Flexion: bending the hand at the wrist, toward the inside of the hand (Figure 7a). 

¶ Extension: bending the hand at the wrist, away from the inside of the hand (Figure 7b). 

¶ Ulnar Deviation: bending the hand at the wrist in the plane of the palm, away from the 

axis of the forearm, towards the direction of the little finger (Figure 7c). 

¶ Radial Deviation: bending the hand at the wrist in the plane of the palm, away from the 

axis of the forearm, towards the direction of the thumb (Figure 7d). 

¶ Supination: lateral rotation of the hand, resulting from a rotation of the forearm (Figure 

7e). 

¶ Pronation: medial rotation of the hand, resulting from a rotation of the forearm (Figure 

7f). 

 

Figure 7: Palm movements, arrows indicate movement direction. (a): Flexion, (b): Extension, (c): Ulnar Deviation, (d): 

Radial Deviation, (e): Supination, (f): Pronation. Adapted from [ISO 9241-9 2000]. 
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The fingers can perform the following movements (taken from [Tortora & Derrickson 2006] 

[Tözeren 2000]): 

¶ Flexion: moving the fingertip towards the inside of the hand (Figure 8a).  

¶ Extension: moving the fingertip away from the inside of the hand (Figure 8a).  

¶ Abduction:  moving the finger away from an imaginary line drawn through the axis of 

the middle finger (Figure 8b).  

¶ Adduction:  moving the finger towards an imaginary line drawn through the axis of the 

middle finger (Figure 8c). 

¶ Opposition: the opposition is a unique movement of the thumb, where the thumb is 

moved above the inside of the palm with the possibility to touch the tips of the 

remaining fingers (Figure 8d). 

¶ Circumduction:  a circular movement of a distal limb, such as the fingers, is referred to 

as circumduction. However, it is not a unique movement but a sequence of flexion, 

abduction, adduction and extension. 

 

Figure 8: Finger movements, arrows indicate movement direction. a): Flexion and Extension, b): Abduction, c): 

Adduction, d): Opposition 

Those hand movements are the biomechanical conditions given to perform hand gestures, and 

also describe constraints which movements are possible and which are not.  

3.3.2 Sense of Touch  

With the sense of touch, sensations directly applied to the skin can be perceived. Four 

sensations are associated with the human sense of touch: pressure, stretching, touch and 

vibrations. A mechanical force pressing statically against the skin creates a sensation of 

pressure, extending the skin is perceived as stretching, a light and short contact with the skin 

leads to the sensation of touch, mechanical vibrations of more than 10 Hz applied to the skin 

lead to a sensation of vibration [Mutschler et al. 2007, p. 698]. 
 
 

Fingers reveal a highly discriminative sense of touch. Although high in the fingers, the spatial 

resolution (called tactile acuity) is distributed in a non uniform manner in the human skin and is 

much lower in other parts. Tactile acuity is the ability to distinguish two simultaneously applied 

tactile stimuli, for instance when pressing the tips of two pencils against the skin. With the high 

tactile acuity at our finger tips we can identify two stimuli if the two contact locations have a 

distance of approximately 2 mm (or larger). At the inside of the hand we need a distance of 

approximately 12 mm (or larger) to identify two stimuli [Goldstein 2002, p. 540-541] 

[Mutschler et al. 2007, p. 698].  
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Figure 9: Left : A Braille display connected to a laptop. Right: Pin arrays (adapted from [BrailleNet 1998]) 

The high tactile acuity of our fingertips allows us to perceive detail information on the surface 

of objects. Braille displays (see Figure 9) are devices, which use the high spatial resolution of 

the fingertips, to allow visually impaired persons to interact with the computer. A Braille 

display can be connected to the computer, and can be used both as an output and input device. 

One of its main functions is the translation of written text into physical Braille characters. Each 

character is presented to the user with an array of pins. This pin array can resemble each Braille 

character in dynamically adjusting the height of each single pin. Depending on the Braille 

display the pin arrays are arranged in one or multiple lines. Visually impaired users can read 

text in moving their fingertips along the lines of pin arrays. 

Besides the use of the sense of touch as a feedback channel to support human-computer 

interaction of visually impaired users, other areas of human-computer interaction also make use 

of tactile feedback. For example in providing additional feedback for text entry tasks performed 

on mobile devices [Brewster et al. 2007] or to signal contact of the hand with an virtual object 

in virtual [Scheibe et al. 2007] or augmented reality [Buchmann et al. 2004]. 

3.4 Tracking Hand Movements  

Different approaches have been introduced for tracking hand movements to provide hand-input 

for human-computer interaction. Those approaches can be distinguished, according to whether 

objects are attached to the userôs hand or not, into (1) computer-vision-based, non-contact and 

(2) glove-based approaches.  

For computer-vision-based, non-contact approaches, movements of the userôs bare hand are 

captured with one or multiple video cameras. The images are further analyzed and processed to 

detect the hand. No physical objects are attached to the hand to support the adjacent processing 

steps. With glove-based approaches, the user either wears a dedicated data glove with build-in 

sensors or other physical objects get attached to the userôs hand, which can be viewed as a 

minimized glove, to ease the detection of hand movements by tracking systems located distant 

from the hand.  

3.4.1 Computer-Vision Based Non-Contact Tracking of Hand Movements 

Computer-vision-based non-contact approaches capture hand movements with one or multiple 

video cameras neglecting the need to attach physical objects to the userôs hand. Therefore users 

can immediately start to interact. Those approaches have the potential to provide an 

unencumbered interaction [Erol et al. 2007] and users cannot get disturbed by potentially 

intrusive hardware placed at their hand. 
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Capturing hand motion in real time with computer-vision-based, non-contact approaches is an 

active area of research (see [Erol et al. 2007] for a comprehensive review on existing solutions). 

Applying computer-vision, non-contact approaches to capture the real 3D motion of the hand 

and recover the full degree of freedom (dof) hand motion from images, is a challenging 

problem in the context of HCI, and ñ[é] several challenges including accuracy, processing 

speed, and generality have to be overcome for a widespread use of this technologyò [Erol et al 

2007].  

The design of computer-vision, non-contact solutions encounters several difficulties. The hand 

is a flexible object which can take on a variety of shapes. This capacity of the hand gives rise to 

two difficulties. The first is self-occlusion, which describes the fact that the projection of the 

hand onto an image plan can contain many self-occlusions, where parts of the hand overlap 

other parts of the hand. The second one is the difficulty that a large number of parameters have 

to be estimated from the derived projections, such as position and orientation of the hand itself, 

location of the fingertips, bending of fingers, etc. Technical difficulties are 1) uncontrolled 

environments, which have to be taken into account when locating the hand in the image and 2) 

processing speed, as a huge amount of data has to be processed [Erol et al. 2007].  

To alleviate some of the difficulties, restrictions on the user or the environment can be applied 

by ensuring, for instance, that the palm is parallel to the image plane, which avoids overlapping 

of fingers, or by controlling the background in order to make the system fast and robust [Segen 

& Kumar 1998] [Segen & Kumar 2000] or using only a distinct aspect of hand movements for 

input (e.g. 2D position of the fingertip). However, those restrictions may not necessarily be of 

high inconvenience for the user. For instance, if the hand is typically parallel to the image plane 

in a given context of use, if background conditions can be easily controlled, or the derived 

aspects of hand movements are sufficient for the interaction they are used for. Following this, 

we will describe two sample solutions which do not track full 3D hand motion but still provide 

a highly usable basis for hand gesture interaction. 

[Hardenberg & Bérard 2001] describe a system which applies computer-vision to facilitate non-

contact hand gesture interaction. They detect the 2D position and 2D direction of userôs fingers 

and associate them with the corresponding finger. They use this information along with the 

number of outstretched fingers as variables for defining hand gestures. Those hand gestures are 

then used to interact with three sample applications projected onto a wall, to control a 

presentation, move virtual items on the wall during a brainstorm session and virtually paint on 

the wall. In each sample scenario, users stand in front of the wall and interact with the projected 

application. Adaptive background models are used to ease the detection of fingertips in the 

images even with changing backgrounds originating from changes in the appearance of the 

graphical user interface and lightning conditions. They report a total latency of their finger 

finding algorithm of 26 ï 34 ms (not including time needed for image acquisition).  

Segen & Kumar [1998, 2000] describe a system designed to support tasks like 3D navigation, 

object manipulation and visualization. Their system detects the 3D position of the index finger- 

and thumb tip, and the azimuth and elevation angles of the fingerôs axis
1
. Based on this 

information they defined three hand gestures, a fourth gesture is included to serve as a default 

gesture for all other identified hand postures. The system is used in a desktop environment with 

two video cameras placed above a table. In order to make the system fast and robust, a high-

contrast stationary background and a stable ambient illumination is required. A limitation of the 

                                                 
1 ĂThe azimuth angle is the Ăleft-right angleñ measured in a horizontal plane and the elevation angle is the Ăup-down angleñ 

measured in a vertical planeò [Segen & Kumar 2000]. 
2See [IBM 1998] for videos of the system 
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system, which is mentioned by them, is the limited range of hand rotation due to the use of two 

cameras and their placement. However this can be compensated in adding video cameras for 

image capturing. Their system recognises the gestures and tracks the hand at a rate of 60 Hz 

(imposed by the video cameras used).  

Those two sample systems provide valuable and excellent solutions for the setting they are 

aimed for. However, generalizing those approaches to other settings may be difficult, as a 

controlled background cannot always be guaranteed, holding the palm parallel to the image 

plane might not always be desired, or additional features of hand movements should be utilized 

for hand gesture interaction, e.g. using the rotation of the palm combined with a certain hand 

shape as an input parameter.  

3.4.2 Glove-Based Tracking of Hand Movements 

Besides computer-vision based, non-contact approaches, there are glove-based approaches for 

tracking hand movements.  

Commonly used for tracking finger movements are commercially available data glove 

solutions, which build sensors into gloves to measure the bending of fingers capturing flexion, 

extension, adduction and abduction movements [5DT 2007] [Immersion 2008] (see Figure 10, 

left & middle). Data gloves with build-in sensors reliably deliver data on all possible finger 

movements and have the advantage that the quality of the data cannot be influenced by 

occlusion of fingers, or changing backgrounds. However, the gloves of data glove solutions 

typically come in only one size [5DT 2007] [Immersion 2008] [XIST 2006] and a good fit for 

each hand size cannot be guaranteed. A bad fit is not only able to disturb the user but can also 

influence the accuracy of the measured data if the build in sensors do not reflect the actual 

finger movements. 

Data glove solutions typically provide high sampling rates, for instance 90 Hz for the 

CyberGlove
®
 II or 75 Hz for the 5DT Data Glove 14 Ultra. 

In order to track movement of the palm commercial data glove solutions can be combined with 

a tracking solution capable of detecting the orientation of an object. Therefore data glove 

solutions can be combined with an optical (e.g. [ART d] [Vicon 2009]) or electromagnetic (e.g. 

[Polhemus 2008]) tracking system. An optical tracking system uses multiple cameras to detect 

objects and calculates their position and orientation in reference to a predefined coordinate 

system. Such an object (typically consisting of a fixed arrangement of markers) has to be 

attached to the glove to monitor movements of the palm (e.g. at the back of the glove). Due to 

the use of cameras the reliability of the data on the movement of the palm is sensitive to 

occlusion. If the tracked object is occluded by other objects from the view of the cameras it 

cannot be detected. The userôs mobility range for accurate tracking depends on the amount of 

cameras used and their set-up. An electromagnetic tracking system detects a sensor which also 

has to be placed on the glove to monitor movements of the palm. The tracking system can 

provide information on the orientation and position of the sensor. Due to the fact that no 

cameras are used for tracking, occlusion of the sensor is not an issue. Electromagnetic systems 

can limit the range of the mobility range of the user in order to provide accurate tracking (a 

diameter of 2 meters in the case of the Polhemus system). The sampling rate depends on the 

tracking system used, for instance 50 Hz for the Polhemus system, 60 Hz for the optical 

tracking system developed by A.R.T. [ART b] and 120Hz for the Vicon tracking system [Vicon 

2009]. 
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Independent from the chosen combination of a data glove for tracking finger movements and an 

additional tracking solution for tracking palm movements, wearing a glove can encumber user 

interaction and give rise to hygienic problems if the same glove is worn over a longer period of 

time or by different users. 

 

Figure 10: Left: the CyberGlove® II (taken from [Immersion 2008]). Middle: the 5DT Data Glove 14 Ultra (taken from 

[5DT 2007]). Right: The data glove of the A.R.T. finger tracking solution. Taken from [ART a] 

A further glove-based solution has been developed by the company A.R.T. [ART a] [ART 

2005]. It combines a minimized data glove (see Figure 10, right) with their optical tracking 

system. The data glove consists of a thimble set that can be attached similar to foxgloves onto 

the fingertips. The thimble set, available to either cover three or five fingertips, is connected to 

a target (an object consisting of a fixed arrangement of markers for which the tracking system 

can detect the position and orientation). This target is placed at the back of the hand. Markers, 

actively sending out infrared rays, are placed on the tip of the thimbles and onto the target. The 

optical cameras detect those rays and calculate the position of the thimbles (the position of the 

fingertips) and the position and orientation of the target (the position and orientation of the back 

of the hand). Therefore finger and palm movements can be tracked. From the tracked data the 

angles between the joints of the fingers and the orientation of the finger tips is derived. Fingers 

are identified via synchronized modulated flashes which synchronize the markers of the data 

glove with the optical tracking system. 

Due to the minimized data glove which minimizes contact of the glove with the hand, hygienic 

problems arising for the previously described data glove solutions can be reduced. The design 

of the thimble sets, which are available in three different sizes, allows accustoming the data 

glove to a wide range of hand sizes. The markers on the fingertips are therefore always close to 

the fingertip whose position they measure.  

However, due to the use of an optical tracking system occluded finger markers or target 

markers can impede tracking of hand movements which is not possible if the markers are not in 

the field of view of at least the number of cameras required for tracking. 

The sampling rate for the information on palm movements (derived from the target) is 60 Hz. 

The sampling rate for the information on finger movements (derived from the thimbles) 

depends on the version (three vs. five thimbles) used: Sampling rate = 60 Hz / Number of 

thimbles. We are not aware that there currently is any other comparable system available.  

3.4.3 Conclusion 

Computer-vision based, non-contact solutions provide the opportunity of an unencumbered 

interaction. However, they are facing several difficulties when designing techniques aimed to 
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reveal the real 3D motion of the human hand. Glove-based solutions provide high dimensional 

input with high sampling rates but trade it against intrusiveness. 

Some researchers investigating hand gesture interaction techniques facilitate glove-based 

solutions, instead of purely computer-vision-based, non-contact tracking of hand movements, to 

explore advanced hand gesture interaction techniques before robust computer-vision-based, 

non-contact tracking of hand movements becomes widely available [Ni et al. 2008] [Vogel & 

Balakrishnan 2004] [Vogel & Balakrishnan 2005]. We adapt their idea and use glove-based 

solutions for tracking hand movements in this thesis, in order to ease the utilization of 3D 

motion of hand movements to design our hand gesture interaction techniques.  

Out of the commercial data glove solution available, we consider the A.R.T. finger tracking 

solution to provide a good compromise between purely computer-vision-based, non-contact and 

data glove solutions. The least intrusive data glove reduces hygiene-related problems and those 

connected with bad fit present in the other data glove solutions, while providing high-

dimensional output at a high-sampling rate. As a drawback, the A.R.T. finger tracking solution 

is sensitive to markers which are occluded from the cameras point of view, which reminds us of 

the self-occlusion problem purely computer-vision-based, non-contact approaches are facing. 

However, the A.R.T. finger tracking solution is insensitive against changing backgrounds. 

3.5 Application areas for Hand Gesture Interaction  

Hand gesture interaction can be found in various application areas, such as controlling home 

appliance, interacting in virtual and augmented reality, interacting with applications in a 

traditional desktop environment, interacting directly on interactive surfaces, and interacting 

from a distance with large displays. In this chapter we will present related work, the intension 

of applying hand gestures for a specific context and the impact on user interaction. 

Controlling home appliance 

Applying hand gestures for controlling home appliance is used to substitute for a physical 

remote device [Freeman & Weissman 1995], or to simplify the operation of multiple devices in 

avoiding the need of multiple physical devices for remote control [Lenman et al. 2002] 

[Tsukada & Yasumura 2002].  

Tsukada & Yasumura [2002] describe how different home appliance devices can be operated 

from a distance with hand gestures. The movement of the finger is tracked by a mobile device 

they call ñUbiFingerò. Users can point at the device they want to operate with the index finger. 

Once a device is selected it can be controlled from a distance using hand gestures that mimic 

hand movements used for operating the device directly (see Figure 11).  



HAND GESTURE INTERAC TION  

   19 

 

Figure 11: Interaction with the UbiFinger: Left: Selection of a device by poining. Right: Operating a selected device 

with hand gestures mimicking the corresponding real-world hand movements for directly operating the device (adapted 

from [ Tsukada & Yasumura 2002]) 

They report that users found interaction techniques for device selection and operation easy, or 

even very easy to understand (except one user who found the techniques for operating the 

devices difficult to understand). The advantage of the ñUbiFingerò interface is that users only 

have to learn one way how to operate a device and can use this knowledge for directly or 

remotely controlling it.  

Interacting in Virtual and Augmented Reality 

Hand gestures are attractive for the use in virtual and augmented reality as they provide the 

opportunity to reuse everyday hand movements [Buchmann et al. 2004] [Scheibe et al. 2007]. 

Therefore not only the appearance of a virtual object mimics real-world physical objects, but 

also techniques for object manipulation can be derived from manipulation of their physical 

counterparts. Therefore users can take advantage of pre-acquired skills and knowledge, which 

can reduce learning time and lets them concentrate on the task and not the input device.  

Buchmann et al. [2004] describe an urban planning scenario, where users could interact with 

virtual objects in augmented reality, in using the corresponding real-world hand movements. 

For example users could replace buildings by grabbing them with the tips of their thumb and 

index fingers and move them to another location. Basing on informal user studies, the authors 

report that ñMany users were fascinated that they could manipulate virtual objects in the same 

way as real objectsò [Buchmann et al. 2004] and that most users found interaction easy and 

intuitive.  

Interacting in desktop environments 

In traditional desktop environments hand gestures have been proposed, with either the aim to 

perform point and click tasks and use the hand to replace the mouse as an input device 

[Kjeldsen & Kender 1996] [Wilson 2006] or with the aim to go beyond point and click 

interaction and make use of additional input dimensions that can be specified with hand gesture 

input for more expressive user input [Dhawale et al. 2006] [Segen & Kumar 2000] [Wilson 

2006].  

Wilson [2006] describes the TAFFI (Thumb and Fore-Finger Interface) prototype for hand 

gesture interaction in a desktop environment. TAFFI uses a camera mounted on the display to 

track users hand movements above the keyboard. Wilson argues that òThe space above the 

keyboard is a natural site for gesture input, as it enables nearly effortless switching between 
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keying and gesture interaction, and allows for precise sensing of one or both handsò [Wilson 

2006]. Besides introducing hand gesture techniques for cursor control and for emulating mouse 

clicks, Wilson also proposes hand gesture techniques for navigation of aerial and satellite 

imagery. Therefore a ñpinchò hand posture and hand movement is combined. For the ñpinchò 

posture, users have to bring the tips of their thumb and index finger together. While maintaining 

the pinch posture users can (1) pan the view in moving the hand across the keyboard, (2) rotate 

the view by rotating the hand in the plane of the keyboard and (3) zoom by moving the hand up 

and down above the keyboard. Simultaneously panning, rotation and zooming of the view gives 

the interaction a fluid, direct manipulation feel, Wilson states.  

While the techniques for navigation empower user input, it can be questioned if emulating the 

mouse in a desktop setting is particular beneficial for the user. Acquiring a mouse in a desktop 

setting might roughly take the same amount of time as lifting the hand to move above the 

keyboard. However, to operate the mouse the user can rest his forearm on the table surface, 

which could cause less fatigue than the corresponding hand gesture technique performed above 

the keyboard. 

Interacting on Interactive surfaces 

Hand and finger gestures are widely used for touch input on interactive surfaces. Although not 

enumerating all dimensions of hand movements, but only the contact of hand and fingers with a 

surface they provide a very appealing way of interaction.  

Direct touch input with hand and fingers, for interacting with interactive surfaces is especially 

attractive for mobile devices, public places or collaborative settings, as it frees the user from 

having to carry a dedicated input device, for instance a stylus. The ability of users to easily use 

and combine multiple fingers for input (compared to use multiple mice or stylus 

simultaneously) has further been used to empower user input and create tense interaction 

techniques. It is worth mentioning some, such as performing a free rotation of an object by 

specifying the center of rotation with one finger and the rotation angle with movement of a 

second finger [Wu & Balakrishnan 2003], or scaling objects by specifying the scale factor with 

the distance between two fingers as suggested in [Wu & Balakrishnan 2003], or combining the 

two techniques to freely rotate and scale objects with movements of two fingers. A highly 

successful commercial product applying multi finger direct touch input for interaction with a 

mobile device is Applesô iPhone [Apple 2009]. Further example for the commercial use of 

single and multi finger touch interaction can be found on the Perceptive Pixel [Perceptive Pixel 

2008] or Microsoft surface [Microsoft 2008] website.  

Of particular relevance for our work is the use of hand gestures for distant interaction with large 

displays. Therefore we will describe related work from that application area in more detail in 

the following section. 

3.6 Distant Interaction on Large Displays 

The ability to use hand gestures as a mobile ñinput deviceò makes them not only attractive for 

direct touch input on interactive surfaces, but also for interaction from a distance with large 

displays. Taking advantage of this mobility, Vogel & Balakrishnan [2005] designed hand 

gesture interaction techniques for distant pointing and clicking on very large high-resolution 

displays. Baudel & Beaudouin-Lafon [1993] designed hand gesture interaction techniques for 

controlling a presentation projected onto a wall, where the expressiveness of hand gesture input 
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has been used to create a terse and powerful interaction. Similar to the combined use of hand 

movements and spoken utterance evident in human-human communication [Kendon 2004], 

researchers also combined hand gestures with spoken commands for multimodal input for 

distant interaction with an application displayed on a large wall [Bolt 1980][Lucente et al. 

1998].We will describe those systems in detail in the following sections. 

Vogel & Balakrishnanôs distant pointing and clicking techniques 

Vogel & Balakrishnan [2005] proposed to use hand gestures for distant pointing and clicking on 

large high-resolution displays. They designed and evaluated three combinations of pointing and 

clicking hand gesture interaction techniques (see Figure 12). 

To track hand movements, passive reflective markers have been attached to the index finger, 

ring finger, thumb and the back of the userôs hand. The position of those markers has been 

tracked by the optical tracking system Vicon [Vicon 2009 b], which streamed the tracked data 

to other applications for further usage. 

   

Figure 12: Three combination of point and select gestures. The top column shows the applied pointing gesture and the 

mapping of hand to cursor movement, the bottom column shows the gesture coupled with the above pointing technique. 

Adapted from [Vogel &  Balakrishnan 2005]. 

For pointing, they designed three techniques, where they varied the hand postures used and the 

mapping from hand movement to cursor movement. 

The ñRayCastingò technique combines an extended index hand posture and an absolute 

mapping of hand movement to cursor position (see Figure 12, left). To position the cursor, an 

imaginary ray emerging from the tip of the index finger is intercept with the display, and the 

cursor is placed at the point of interception. The use of an extended index gesture for pointing is 

motivated by Kendon [2004], who identified pointing with the extended index finger, as being 

one of seven distinct pointing gestures used in human-human communication. According to 

Vogel & Balakrishnan [2005], using the extended index finger hand posture with an absolute 

mapping to cursor position based on an imaginary ray emanating from the tip of the index 

finger, results ñ[é] in a pointing technique that it is arguably natural and conceptually 

simpleò [Vogel & Balakrishnan 2005].  

In the ñRelativeò technique a ñsafe handò posture is used for pointing (see Figure 12, in the top 

column of the Relative technique). This hand posture is derived from the thought of holding and 

using an invisible mouse. The ñsafe handò posture is combined with a relative mapping of hand 

movement in a vertical plane, to cursor position. Clutching, (= disengaging the display cursor 

from hand movement to reposition the hand) can be performed in forming a fist with the 

pointing hand. Once the ñsafe handò posture is adopted again, the cursor can be moved again.   
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The ñRayToRelativeò technique combines the ñRelativeò technique with the absolute ñRay 

Castingò technique. Absolute ñRayCastingò can be used to do rapid coarse grain pointing. 

During ñRayCastingò the cursor is replaced with a circle, placed at the interception of the ray 

emanating from the index finger with the display. The ñRelativeò technique is used for direct 

cursor control, similar to the purely ñRelativeò technique. The ñRayCastingò technique thereby 

substitutes for clutching with the fist, to reposition the hand and simultaneously move the 

cursor near the desired target.  

For clicking, they combined ñRayCastingò with a ñthumb triggerò hand gesture. For the ñthumb 

triggerò the thumb of the pointing hand was moved towards and away from the side of the hand. 

The other pointing techniques (ñRelativeò, ñRayToRelativeò) are combined with an ñAir tapò 

hand gesture where the index finger has to be moved down and up, imitating the movement 

conducted when clicking a left mouse button. Different to the ñAir tapò, the ñthumb triggerò 

provides implicit kinesthetic feedback as the thumb can touch the side of the hand, and an 

absolute down position. Both hand gestures are accompanied by acoustic and visual feedback to 

indicate when the hand posture is entered and exited, respectively a click is detected. Al though 

the ñthumb triggerò provides more feedback, which might support users while performing the 

hand gesture, early user tests revealed that the ñthumb triggerò was found uncomfortable and 

tiring. We suspect that the reason therefore might be higher tension and unfamiliarity with the 

ñthumb triggerò gesture. Users quite often move the index finger up and down, for example 

when typing on a keyboard or grasping physical objects, however moving the thumb to touch 

the inside of the hand is typically not performed very often. Both higher tension and 

unfamiliarity of the ñthumb triggerò hand gesture might be the reason for the negative rating by 

the users when compared to the ñair tapò hand gesture. 

To compare the three point & clicking hand gesture interaction techniques, Vogel & 

Balakrishnan conducted a formal evaluation study. 12 participants have been recruited to 

perform simple point and selecting task on a large high-resolution display, while standing at a 

stationary position four meters away of the display. They applied a repeated measures within-

participant factorial design, with the independent variables technique (Relative, RayToRelative, 

and RayCasting), distance between targets (4020mm, 2680mm, 1340mm) and target width 

(144mm, 48mm, 16mm). Vogel & Balakrishnan analyzed error rate, task completion time and 

recalibration frequency. 

Results showed that ñRayCastingò combined with the ñthumb triggerò was faster than the other 

techniques when selecting large targets, or when clutching would have been required. However 

it also revealed high error rates, especially for small targets (width = 16 mm). The other two 

pointing & clicking interaction techniques showed no significant differences considering 

selection time or error rate. However, time needed for clutching introduced an overhead, which 

caused the ñRayCastingò to be faster for large distances. Subjective ease of use votes of the 

users places ñRayCastingò last with only 1 vote, compared to 5 for ñRayToRelativeò and 6 for 

the ñRelativeò technique.  

From the results reported by Vogel & Balakrishnan, it is evident that the main issues of the 

absolute ñRayCastingò technique are the low accuracy for small targets and the lowest ease of 

use score. The low ease of use score may reflect the higher tension in the hand evident for the 

extended index hand posture, and its inaccuracy, when compared to the other pointing 

techniques. The issue of high tension could be addressed in using a different hand posture, 

which requires less tension. Despite this drawback of the ñRayCastingò technique, its absolute 

cursor mapping has put it prior to the other techniques, when clutching actions would have be 
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necessary to overcome large distances. Considering large high-resolution displays, where 

targets can be positioned anywhere and overcoming large distances with the cursor is highly 

likely, a technique which does not introduce an overhead resulting from clutching actions 

would be desirable to decrease movement time.  

Baudel & Beaudouin-Lafonôs Charade System 

A system aimed to explicitly support presentation scenarios with hand gesture input is 

ñCharadeò described by Baudel & Beaudouin-Lafon [1993]. A wired data glove, worn by the 

user is used to track hand movements.  

 

Figure 13: Schematic set-up of the ñCharadeò System (taken from [Baudel & Beaudouin-Lafon 1993]).  

The area where the contents of the presentation are displayed is labelled as the active zone (see 

Figure 13). If the pointing direction of the hand intercepts the active zone a cursor is displayed 

following the movement of the hand. Hand gestures can be used to control the presentation, 

when the hand points towards the active area. Hand movements performed while the hand does 

not point towards the active area are ignored. This allows unconstrained gesticulation of the 

speaker when the hand is directed away from the presentation screen.  

Baudel & Beaudouin-Lafon defined 16 different hand gestures, which the user can perform to 

control the presentation. Each hand gesture starts with a hand posture defined by the wrist 

orientation and finger bending, followed by a dynamic phase where the hand is moved, and 

ends when the active area is exited or a predefined hand posture, again defined by the wrist 

orientation and finger bending, is adopted (see Figure 14 on page 24 for the complete set of 

hand gestures and the action they invoke).  



HAND GESTURE INTERAC TION     

24 

 

Figure 14: Set of Hand Gestures and their mapping to actions in the ñCharadeò system. Taken from [Baudel & 

Beaudouin-Lafon 1993]. 

The authors suggest to use an appropriate mapping of hand gestures to actions they invoke, for 

example moving upwards for issuing a ñmove upò command, or natural gestures associated 

with the task. For tasks without any naturally associated hand movements, for instance 

ñchanging fontsò or ñsaveò, they suggest to use speech to complement hand gesture interaction.  

Compared to the previously described point & clicking hand gesture interaction techniques, the 

hand gesture sets found in ñCharadeò apply a more arbitrary mapping of hand movements onto 

the action they invoke. Although the hand movement used for the dynamic phase of some 

gestures mimic the action they invoke (for example moving up to go to the top page), the hand 

postures associated for the beginning and end of a gesture set are rather arbitrary, considering 

the mapping to the invoked action. Different to this, Vogel & Balakrishnan derived their hand 

gestures (except the ñthumb triggerò and the ñfistò for clutching) from hand movements evident 

in human-human communication or operating a mouse. They used the hand movements for 

similar tasks, hence applied a similar mapping onto the action the hand movement invokes (e.g. 

using pointing with the index finger as a hand gesture for a pointing task). However, Baudel & 

Beaudouin-Lafon do not report that users were in any way impeded by the more arbitrary 

mapping of hand postures to actions but quickly learned the gestures and found the interface 

ease to use. Baudel & Beaudouin-Lafon took advantage of the different shapes the hand can 

take on and movements which can be performed. They combined wrist orientation and finger 

bending, to define 16 gesture commands making use of the hand as a powerful input device for 

the Charade scenario.  

Boltôs ñPut-That-Thereò Interface 

The ñPut-That-Thereò interface, described in [Bolt 1980] combines spoken commands with 

hand pointing gestures for distant interaction with a large display. Users can create, move and 

manipulate different shaped objects, e.g. circles, squares, triangles or squares, on a large display 

while seated at a distant position in front of the display (see Figure 15).  

Similar to human-human communication, users can talk and simultaneously point towards a 

location. Users can use spoken commands only or optionally combine it with hand pointing 

gestures. The information where users are pointing to is then combined with the spoken 
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commands. For instance, to move a blue triangle users can simply say ñPut the blue triangle to 

the right of the green squareò. When combining speech with hand gesture pointing, users can 

say ñPut that thereò instead and point at the blue triangle while saying ñthatò and point at the 

targeted location while saying ñthereò. The locations which are being pointed at while saying 

ñthatò and ñthereò define the spatial parameters for the command. 

To track the orientation of the palm or fingers Bolt used a system called ñROPAMSò (Remote 

Object Position Attitude Measurement System). Therefore users have been equipped with a 

small magnetic sensor (a cube with 0.75 inches on edge), which was connected to a transmitter 

cube via a small cord. This sensor could for instance be wrist-mounted or worn as a finger ring. 

The ROPAMS could determine the three dimensional orientation of the sensor in space and its 

distance to the transmitter. Information which could then be used, to determine the location on 

the display the user points at. A small white ñxò cursor on the display provides visual feedback 

on the exact location which is being derived from the pointing gesture. 

 

Figure 15: A user seated in front of a large display, while moving objects located on a map of the Caribbean combining 

hand pointing gestures and speech input. Taken from [Bolt 1980].  

Users could also change the properties of existing objects, such as the colour or the size. Again, 

hand pointing can be used to specify the location of the target object, whereas all other 

information is given by means of speech. Objects can be of three different sizes ï small, 

medium or large. When no size is determined upon creating an object the default size is 

medium. The size of an object could be changed with the command ñmake that (while 

simultaneously pointing towards the desired object) smallerò. Making an object smaller causes 

the object to become one size smaller as its current size.  

Different to ñCharadeò and the point & clicking techniques proposed by Vogel & Balakrishnan, 

Bolt uses hand gestures only to specify spatial parameters. The action which should be 

performed (e.g. ñcreateò) and additional parameters (e.g. ñcreate a blue squareò) are specified 

with speech input. Therefore the hand gesture set consist of only one pointing gesture and user 

input is empowered by the use of spoken commands. ñPut-That-Thereò illustrates the 

opportunity to combine hand gestures with speech input to utilize a natural way of interaction.  
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Lucente et al.ôs Visualization Space 

Whereas Bolt [1980] uses hand gestures only for spatial reference and manipulates properties of 

objects with spoken commands, Lucente et al. [1998]
2
 extend the capabilities of hand gesture 

input in their ñVisualization Spaceò system. Similar to ñPut that thereò, speech is combined 

with hand gesture input for distant interaction with a large display. Users can specify locations 

with pointing gestures to complement spoken deictic words (e.g. ñthereò or ñthatò) to perform 

object manipulation tasks.  

In the ñVisualization Spaceò system, hand gestures can not only be used to indicate a two 

dimensional location on the display, but also to specify further parameters, such as the size of 

objects or the angle of rotation. For instance, the user can select an object by pointing at it and 

say ñSelect thatò and change its size in further issue the command ñMake it this bigò 

accompanied by a two handed gesture, where the hands are held apart and the distance between 

them specifies the desired size. Further examples are commands like ñRotate it like thisò where 

the rotation is defined by a movement of both hands and finished with a command such as 

ñLeave it like thisò.  

Lucente et al. call their system ñ[é] a deviceless descendant of the Put That There Systemò 

[Lucente et al. 1998]. Unlike Put-That-There, where users have to wear a sensor in order to 

determine the location which is being pointed at, Lucente et al. track usersô movements with 

video cameras and do not attach a physical device to the user. 

Both systems make use of every day hand movements and their combination with spoken 

utterance, for instance pointing gestures to specify a location or holding two hands apart to 

specify the size of an object (ñThe fish was this bigò). While Bolt takes only advantage of 

natural pointing gestures, Lucente et al. extend the use of hand gestures to specify further 

parameters. Considering the example of changing the size of objects: the Put-That-There 

interface provides three discrete values (small, medium, and large), which limits the options 

available to the user for interaction. Defining the size of an object with a movement of two 

hands, as in the ñVisualization Spaceò, makes a continuous range of values available for the 

user. Depending on the task either one of the two options for input might be more suitable. If 

the exact size of an object is not important, spoken discrete commands are fast and easy. 

However if the exact size should be defined, hand gesture input can complement spoken 

commands and fine tune, in this example, the size of an object. 

ñVisualization Spaceò and Boltsô ñPut-that-thereò illustrate that hand gestures can be a valuable 

enhancement for speech input. By taking advantage of what both input modalities are best at, a 

natural and intuitive way of interaction can be realized. 

Conclusion 

The presented related work on hand gesture interaction techniques for distant interaction at 

large displays, has shown that hand gestures are applied in very different ways, ranging from 

using them to indicate a two dimensional location, up to defining a large set of gestural 

commands to perform different tasks. 

However, despite this different usages, related work proves that hand gesture interaction does 

not only meet the mobility requirement [Vogel & Balakrishnan 2005] but can also offer a very 

natural [Bolt 1980][Lucente et al. 1998] and expressive way of interaction [Baudel & 

                                                 
2See [IBM 1998] for videos of the system 
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Beaudouin-Lafon 1993]. Also differently, researchers have taken advantage of the prospects of 

hand gesture input, namely naturalness, expressiveness and mobility. 
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4. Hand Gesture Recognition 

This chapter describes the recognition of static hand gestures. At the beginning a distinction 

between static and dynamic hand gestures will be drawn. Next we will describe our approach 

for static gesture recognition. To compensate for missing input data from the accompanied hand 

tracking approach, a ñgesture memory optionò is described as an additional feature of our 

gesture recognition approach. 

4.1 Static and Dynamic Hand Gestures 

Hand gestures can consist of hand postures and/or hand movements.  

Hand postures are defined by static finger postures, in which only the position of the finger 

and the joint angles between finger bones are relevant, but not the location of the hand or 

movement of the palm and fingers over time. Examples for hand gestures falling into this 

category are forming a fist or stretch out the index finger, while the others are curled to perform 

a pointing gesture.  

Hand movements are defined by movement sequences of fingers or hands, hence variations 

over time are a characteristic feature. Examples are: 1) waving one hand and 2) clapping two.  

A hand gesture can be defined by a hand posture, by a dedicated hand movement or by a 

combination of hand postures and hand movements, for example if hand movements have to be 

performed, while the hand maintains a specific hand posture.  

For the purpose of this thesis, hand gestures which are defined by hand postures are called 

static hand gestures and hand gestures which contain hand movements are called dynamic 

hand gestures. 

4.2 Applied Approach for Static Hand Gesture Recognition 

For our hand gesture interaction techniques we need to be able to recognize static hand gestures 

(e.g. the ñpinchò and ñextended indexò gesture, see chapters 5.2, 7.1.2 and 7.2.2). The 

recognition of dynamic hand gestures is not necessary for our proposed gesture interaction 

techniques. Therefore we did not implement a recognition approach for dynamic hand gestures. 

However, if the recognition of dynamic hand gestures should be an upcoming requirement for 

future extensions of our set of hand gesture interaction techniques, using Hidden Markov 

Models might be a suitable approach, as they are widely used to model time-varying signals and 

recognize observed sequences [Wilson 2007] e.g. in [Nickel & Stiefelhagen 2003] [Starner et 

al. 1998] [Wilson & Bobid 2000] [Zobl et al. 2003]. 

To recognize static hand gestures we identify characteristic features for each one of our gestures 

independent from the format in which tracking solutions report on hand movements (e.g. 

contact between the tip of the index finger and thumb). We then map those features onto 

geometrical metrics based on the input data delivered by the applied tracking solution (e.g. 

angular data on bending of the fingers or 3dof data on the position of fingertips). Identifying 
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features independently from the tracking solution delivered, allows to use the same 

(semantically) description of gestures for different tracking solutions and to describe those 

features to users without having to explain technical details. We then define thresholds for the 

geometrical metrics used to determine whether a gesture is performed or not. For defining those 

thresholds we inspect and analyse samples of the gesture under scrutiny. We then recognize 

each gesture in applying an algorithm, based on state dependent comparison of thresholds 

(described below). 

We model and recognize each gesture explicitly, similar to the approach described in [Dhawale 

et al. 2006]. Dhawale et al. track bare hands with a single camera located above the hand and 

use hand gesture input for interaction with applications in a desktop setting. They recognize 

several gestures, such as a horizontal flip, a vertical flip or a fist (see Figure 16). The fist, for 

instance is distinguished from a flat hand in comparing the narrowest part at top of a hand with 

the widest part of the hand. A large distance between the two indicates a flat hand, as the 

narrowest part origins from a fingertip, whereas a small distance indicates a fist. 

   

Figure 16: Sample hand gestures recognized in Dhawala et al. [2006]. Left: horizontal flip. Middle: vertical flip. Right: 

fist. Taken from [Dhawala et al. 2006]. 

A drawback of our approach of modeling and recognizing each gesture explicitly is that new 

gestures cannot automatically added to the set of static hand gestures which can be recognized. 

Using an approach which combines a clustering with a classification algorithm would provide 

an approach where new gestures can be added automatically. The clustering algorithm could be 

applied to automatically identify the characteristic features of each gesture and distinguishing 

the gestures from each other, whereas the classification algorithm could be used to classify 

hand movements based on labeled samples of the gestures (e.g. provided by the clustering 

algorithm). 

Due to the small number (2) of static hand gestures needed to implement our hand gesture 

interaction techniques, we considered the drawback of not being able to automatically add new 

static hand gestures acceptable. However, if for future work it is expected that the number of 

static hand gestures significantly increases an automatically approach might be better suited. 

An advantage of our algorithm for gesture recognition is that we can easily incorporate state 

dependent thresholds for gesture recognition, resulting in different recognition behaviour 

depending on the fact if users are exiting or entering a static hand gesture. This allows us to 

compensate for unwanted gesture recognition due to natural hand tremor or tracking 

inaccuracies.  

The idea of the applied approach in this work for the recognition of static hand gestures can be 

broken down into five steps:  

1. Identification of the characteristic features of a static hand gesture 

2. Mapping of those features to a numerical metric and a corresponding threshold 

3. Identification of the most characteristic metric  

4. Determining the recognition thresholds 
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5. Determining a ñfollow-up-recognitionò threshold for the most characteristic metric 

The methodology and rationales applied in the gesture recognition process will be described 

and illustrated at the example of the ñextended indexò hand gesture (see Figure 18(a)).  

Identification of the Characteristic Features 

For the ñextended indexò static hand gesture, the index finger is outstretched and the middle, 

ring and index finger are in a relaxed bent position. Hence an outstretched index finger and a 

bent middle finger can be defined as characteristic features.  

Mapping of Features to Numerical Metrics 

The characteristic features of the static hand gestures have to be described in a way that makes 

it possible to derive them from the available input data for the gesture recognition.  

Data glove solutions, commonly used for tracking finger movements, typically deliver angular 

information on the bending of fingers (e.g. CyberGlove II
®
) or 3 dimensional information on 

the position of the fingertip situated in a local ñhand coordinate systemò (e.g. A.R.T. finger 

tracking solution). Associated with those measured values is information on the sensor, that is, 

the finger of its origin.  

For the following explanations, we proceed with the assumption that gesture recognition is 

combined with a data glove solution delivering 3 dimensional position data of the fingertips, 

which are located in a ñlocal hand coordinate systemò, as illustrated in Figure 17. We focus on 

those kinds of input data, to provide a clear example for the rationales applied.  

Our method, however, is not restricted to those kinds of input data, but can be applied for any 

kind of input data reflecting movement and position of fingers with numerical measures and 

providing an association with the origin of the data (the finger where the data originates from).  

 

Figure 17: Coordinate system of the 3d fingertip positions, used to illustrated the gesture recognition process 

Mapping of the Features to a Numerical Metric and a Corresponding Threshold  

An outstretched index finger can be mapped onto the numerical metric ñdistance of the index 

finger from the x-z-planeò and a corresponding recognition threshold. A bent middle finger can 

be mapped onto the numerical metric ñdistance between the index and middle fingerò and a 

corresponding recognition threshold (see Figure 18 (a)).  
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Identification of the most Characteristic Metric 

To identify the most characteristic metric the changes in values for the chosen metrics, derived 

from a movement of the hand from a relaxed hand posture to the static hand gesture, have to be 

analysed. The metric whose corresponding values reveal the largest variance is then considered 

the most characteristic one, as its values are most affected when the static hand gesture is taken 

on. If the variance is similar for all metrics, the metric can be defined based on analysing 

semantically the static hand gesture as being the metric which most likely describes the usersô 

intend when performing the gesture. For instance, in our example the metric onto which the 

outstretched index finger is mapped can be considered as the most characteristic one, as the user 

aims at extending his index finger and not at bending his middle finger.  

 

Figure 18: (a): The extended index gesture and its characteristic metrics. (b): Thresholds and schematic values of the 

characteristic metrics simulating a user continuously entering and exiting the gesture (c) outcome of the gesture 

recognition process 

Determining the Recognition Thresholds 

A recognition threshold is a numerical value, which divides the range of values along the 

corresponding metric into two distinct ranges: 1) a range of values, which can be observed 

when the static hand gesture is maintained, called the ñrange of valid valuesò and 2) a range of 
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values which can be observed when the static hand gesture is not maintained, called the ñrange 

of invalid valuesò (see Figure 18 (b) on page 31). To recognize a static hand gesture the values 

of all its associated metrics have to fall within the ñrange of valid valuesò. 

The recognition thresholds are defined based on sample data derived from a user that 

continuously changes from a relaxed hand posture to the inspected static hand gesture, e.g. the 

ñextended indexò gesture in our example. The sample data are thereby generated by the 

tracking solution which should be combined with the gesture recognition. In Figure 18 (b) on 

page 31 the values of the metrics of the ñextended indexò gesture are shown, observed while a 

user performed four ñextended indexò gestures. High values for both metrics indicate that 

during those frames the ñextended indexò gesture was maintained.  

The recognition thresholds should be chosen so that within this training data each ñextended 

indexò gestures, but none of the other hand postures, are classified. In order to achieve this, the 

weakest gesture has to be identified as the gesture with the smallest maximum values for the 

characteristic metrics (in our example: ñextended indexò gesture no. two in Figure 18 (b) on 

page 31). 

The recognition threshold for the most characteristic metric should be defined in a way that the 

weakest gesture just gets classified, with an added tolerance range to compensate for hand 

tremor and tracking inaccuracy. Therefore the recognition threshold for the most characteristic 

metric is the highest value for the ñweakestò gesture plus a tolerance range. The recognition 

thresholds for the other metrics should be positioned farer away from the highest value of the 

weakest gesture (also including the same tolerance range). As a result, the recognition threshold 

for the most characteristic metric is the most restrictive one and should be the last one to be 

crossed when the static hand gesture is entered, respectively the first one to be crossed, when 

the static hand gesture is exited again (the chosen recognition thresholds for the ñextended 

indexò gesture and the outcome of the gesture recognition process are illustrated in Figure 18 

(b) + (c) on page 31). 

That the recognition threshold for the most characteristic metric is the first threshold that is 

being crossed when exiting the gesture, is a necessity for the mechanism applied to avoid 

unwanted recognition of the gesture while the static hand gesture is exited. The mechanism 

applied to avoid such false positives is based on a ñfollow-up-recognitionò threshold and 

described in the following section.  

Determining a ñFollow-up-Recognitionò Threshold for the most Characteristic 
Metric 

If a static hand gesture is exited, slight fluctuations of the values for the characteristic metrics 

around the recognition threshold, due to hand tremor or tracking inaccuracies, can cause 

unwanted gesture recognition (as it is the first threshold crossed and the values of the other 

metrics are still within the ñrange of valid valuesò). As the user intends to exit the static hand 

gesture, such a false positive should be avoided because it does not match the usersô intention. 

Note that we define the threshold for the most characteristic metric to be the first on to be 

crossed on purpose. In doing so, we achieve a deterministic behaviour which we can use to 

avoid false positives due to slight fluctuations in the tracked values. 

To avoid such false positives, additional to the recognition threshold a ñfollow-up-recognitionò 

threshold has to be defined for the most characteristic metric. This ñfollow-up-recognitionò 

threshold is determined in adding a tolerance range to the value of the recognition threshold of 

the most characteristic metric. The same tolerance range as the one used when defining the 



HAND GESTURE RECOGNI TION  

   33 

recognition threshold can be used, as the same rationale applies (= to compensate hand tremor 

and tracking inaccuracies). 

This ñfollow-up-recognitionò threshold has to be crossed when a static hand gesture is exited 

before the same gesture can get recognized again. Note that the ñfollow-up-recognitionò 

threshold does not enlarge the ñrange of valid valuesò defined by the classification threshold.  

The result of these two thresholds for the most characteristic metric is that a static hand gesture 

has to be left explicitly and hand tremor or tracking inaccuracy do not trigger unwanted gesture 

recognition while a gesture is exited. As a necessity, it has to be ensured that from the number 

of recognition thresholds for a static hand gesture, the recognition threshold of the most 

characteristic metric is crossed first when the gesture is exited. Otherwise slight fluctuations 

around other recognition thresholds could trigger false positives, as those fluctuations are not 

compensated by a corresponding ñfollow-up-recognitionò threshold. 

The chosen ñfollow-up-recognitionò threshold for the ñextended indexò gesture is illustrated in 

Figure 18 (b) on page 31. 

The described approach enables a fast recognition of static hand gestures, as only a fixed 

number of values for predefined metrics (two in the case of the ñextended indexò gesture) have 

to be calculated and compared to predefined recognition thresholds and a ñfollow-up-

recognitionò threshold.  

4.3 Compensating Missing Values in Input Data  

This approach to recognize static hand gestures can be used with input data originating from 

different solutions used for tracking hand movements. Solutions which rely on optical sensing 

techniques are sensitive against occlusion of markers or fingers which can result in missing 

values. Those missing values can impede the recognition of gestures, which might then impede 

user interaction if no compensation is provided by the system.  

For the purpose of this thesis, we used input data delivered by the A.R.T. finger tracking 

solution and Whitey, a novel data glove solution which we will describe in chapter 6.  

Both glove-based hand movement tracking solutions use optical cameras to detect the position 

of the fingertips by identifying markers attached to a glove. If those markers are not visible for 

the cameras, no information on their position can be delivered. To compensate missing values 

for finger positions in the input data, we introduced a gesture memory option which can be 

activated for gesture recognition.  

Gesture Memory Option 

If  data of fingers needed for the recognition of a static hand gesture are missing, the memory 

option checks if this specific gesture has been recognized in the last frame where data for the 

finger was present. If so, it is assumed that although the finger is currently not traceable, the 

gesture is still maintained and hence the gesture gets recognized again.  

This is similar to an idea proposed by Letessier & Bérard [2004]. They describe a system where 

a purely computer-vision-based, glove-free approach is applied to track hands in front of a large 

surface. If a finger is no longer detectable, they consider a certain time window before the 

finger gets reported as having disappeared. If the finger becomes visible again during the time 

window the tracked position is further used and no disappear event is generated.  
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Different to Letessier & Bérard [2004], which use a fixed sized window, for the gesture 

memory option the user can specify how long a gesture can be reused while missing values for 

the finger are present in the input data. If the gesture has been reused for the specified 

maximum duration, the gesture will no longer be recognized until the fingers are visible again. 

To minimize the disturbance of the user in such cases, the ñfollow-up-recognitionò threshold 

(see chapter 4.2) can be deactivated. This way the user does not have to explicitly exiting the 

gesture to cross the ñfollow-up-recognitionò before the gesture can be recognized again, but can 

instead maintain the gesture while optimizing the visibility of the markers until the gesture gets 

recognized again. 

The gesture memory option is of particular importance for interaction techniques where 

maintaining a static hand gesture is mapped to a continuous action. For instance when mapping 

the ñpinch gestureò to a dragging action, as described in chapter 7.1.2. If the gesture recognition 

fails while the user is still maintaining the static hand gesture, the dragging task would be 

interrupted by the system and the usersô attention would be drawn away from the task. 
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5. Hand Gestures as a Pointing Device 

Physical navigation at LHRDs substantiates the need for an input device which allows 

interaction from any point and distance to enhance physical navigation and not impede a fluid 

human-computer interaction. Hand gestures as an input device can fulfill this mobility 

requirement (see chapter 2.4). 

With hand gestures as an input device, aimed to support human-computer interaction on 

LHRDs in general and not targeted at a specific application, the question arises, which 

interaction tasks should be supported. Casiez et al. [2008] state that ñPointing at a target is a 

fundamental and frequent task in graphical user interfaces (GUIs) [é]ò. Accot & Zhai 

consider that pointing, which they describe as ñ[é] moving a cursor into a graphical object 

with an input device and clicking a buttonò ñ[é] undoubtedly remains the most universal 

interaction paradigm across diverse application domains and contextsò Accot & Zhai [2002]. 

Those two statements indicate that pointing and selecting (if we consider clicking a button as a 

selection) are common basic tasks in many of todayôs graphical user interfaces. Therefore we 

designed interaction techniques for those two basic and commonly found interaction tasks.  

In the following chapter we will describe our techniques for pointing and selecting. 

Furthermore, we will discuss aspects which could influence the performance of hand gesture 

interaction, namely the influence of limb segments and additional tactile feedback. A formal 

evaluation study, aimed at accessing the usability of our techniques and the influence of tactile 

feedback and movement direction (resulting in differences in movement of limb segments) will 

be described. The outcome of this study will be presented, discussed and recommendations for 

future work will be proposed. 

5.1 Pointing ñPalm Pointingò 

Parts of this chapter have been published in [Foehrenbach et al. 2008], but have been further 

enhanced for this thesis. 

Kendon [2004] describes a variety of every day gestures which are used in combination with 

speech. These kinds of gestures are interesting for human-computer interaction, as they are 

already known by the potential users and could therefore lead to a decreased learning effort and 

a better recall when used for interaction. In the context of human-computer interaction pointing 

is used to specify a location on a display with the user facing it; hence gestures which are used 

in this manner should be used.  

Kendon [2004] identifies seven pointing gestures (also referred to as deictic gestures), which 

are used in combination with speech in human-human communication. Those gestures can be 

classified into three categories: pointing with the extended index finger, pointing with the open 

hand and pointing with the thumb (see Figure 19, on page 36). All categories share the same 

semantic meaning, where  

ñPointing gestures are regarded as indicating an object, a location, or a 

direction, which is discovered by projecting a straight line from the furthest 
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point of the body part that has been extended outward, into the space that 

extends beyond the speakerò [Kendon 2004].  

a)        b)          c)  

Figure 19: Pointing a) with the extended index finger, b) with the open hand and c) the thumb. Taken from [Kendon 

2004] 

Whereas pointing with the thumb is not used for objects, locations or directions in front of the 

speaker, the remaining two categories are used in this manner. However, even if both gesture 

categories share the same semantic theme the usage is slightly different. An extended index 

finger is used when one specific object or location is referred to, whereas pointing with the 

open hand indicates that the object is related to the topic but is not explicitly mentioned.  

The exact location of a specific object is what users aim for, when positioning the cursor over a 

target, which describes the usage of the extended index in pointing. Even if the semantic 

meaning would be identical, the extended index gesture bears some drawbacks when used for 

human-computer interaction. Vogel & Balakrishnan [2005] evaluated three combinations of 

point and click hand gestures and found that pointing with the extended index finger showed 

the highest error rate and the lowest ease of use score (1 out of 12). Another drawback is that 

pointing with the extended index finger requires higher tension than pointing with the open 

hand. These drawbacks discourage the usage of the extended index gesture for pointing. 

Pointing with the open hand requires less tension, which makes the open hand gesture a better 

candidate considering biomechanical load in this comparison. The usage would also resemble 

every day gesticulation, not as much as the extended index, but considering the discussed issues 

of both gestures, the open hand seems to be the best choice for being used as a pointing gesture.  

 

Figure 20: The ñpalm pointingò gesture used for pointing  

We therefore use the open hand pointing gesture with an absolute mapping for cursor 

positioning. A straight line, defined by the orientation of the palm is projected and intercepted 

with the display. The display cursor is placed at the point of interception (see Figure 20). This is 
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in line with Kendonsô regard on pointing gestures described above. Practical experience with 

the introduced hand gesture pointing technique has revealed that using the position above the 

joint connecting the index finger with the palm as a starting point for the projected straight line 

leads to a cursor position which is intuitively expected by the user.  

The display cursor is always in line with the pointing hand, and loosing track of the cursor, as 

reported of being a usability problem with a mouse (using a relative mapping for cursor 

positioning) at large displays by Robertson et al. [2005], can be prevented.  

We call the combination of pointing with an open hand and an absolute mapping of the 

orientation and position of the hand, as described above, ñpalm pointingò. 

5.2 Selecting ñPinch to Selectò 

Parts of this chapter have been published in [Foehrenbach et al. 2008], but have been further 

enhanced for the purpose of this thesis. 

Additional to pointing, we also want to support selecting with hand gestures. Ideally, such a 

selection gesture should fit well when used in combination with the pointing gesture and should 

furthermore be already well known from every day gesticulation or similar every day 

ñselectionò actions.  

Besides pointing gestures, Kendon [2004] also describes a so called ñR-Familyò of ñprecision 

gripò gestures that are used when the speaker wants to be very exact and precise about 

something and therefore special attention is needed. Selecting in the context of human-

computer interaction shares this meaning, as the user wants to exactly select one specific object 

of the application.  

 

Figure 21: Precision grip gesture. Taken from [Kendon 2004]  

When performing a gesture of the ñR-Familyò the tips of the index finger and the thumb are 

brought together to form a shape that resembles a circle or a ring (see Figure 21), a finger 

movement that can be used in combination with the selected pointing gesture quite well. Yet 

another advantage is that the movement of the gesture mimics the action of doing a left mouse 

click with every computer user being familiar with. It also provides implicit touch feedback due 

to the fingertip contact signalling that the gesture has been performed, which leads to little 

ambiguity from the users point of view [Wilson 2006] of whether the gesture is performed or 

not. Because of the similar meaning, the additional relation to simple mouse click actions and 

the implicit feedback, we picked this gesture to be used for performing a selection (Figure 22 

on page 38). If used to invoke a selection action with hand gesture input, we refer to this hand 

gesture as ñpinch gestureò. 
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Figure 22: The ñpinch gestureò used for selection 

A selection, which is mapped onto a single left mouse click, is triggered when the pinch gesture 

is recognized. A single ñclickò sound is used to give acoustical feedback to the user.  

For gesture recognition the approach described in chapter 4 is applied. As characteristic feature 

of the pinch gesture we identified the contact between the tip of the thumb and index finger. 

Referring to the coordinate system illustrated in Figure 17 on page 30, we mapped this feature 

onto two metrics: (1) the distance along the z-axis and (2) the Euclidian distance of the x and y 

values between the tip of the thumb and index finger. While the first metric captures the 

movement of the most active index finger, the second metrics is used to ensure that the fingers 

are actually brought together to form a ring. For the two metrics we further defined recognition 

thresholds. The ñfollow-up-recognitionò threshold, which should prevent unwanted gesture 

recognition while the gesture is exited, is thereby defined in respect to the first metric, as those 

values are stronger affected by the movement performed when entering respectively exiting the 

pinch gesture. 

5.3 Influence of Limb Movements on User Performance 

Empirical evidence suggests that user performance varies, depending on the limbs segments 

incorporated in the user movements to operate an input device [Balakrishnan & MacKenzie 

1997]. Performance further varies with differences in movements of the same limb segments 

resulting from different directions the input device is moved [Balakrishnan & MacKenzie 1997] 

[Dennerlein et al. 2000]. While some physical input devices can compensate for those 

differences (e.g. with force feedback to guide user movements) [Dennerlein et al. 2000], such a 

physical compensation by means of the input device is not possible when pointing is performed 

with the hand freely moving in mid-air. Therefore, different movement patterns of the arm and 

hand, differing in the limb segments and their coordination, may influence the pointing 

performance of users with our proposed hand gesture interaction techniques.  

In the following section evaluations on the effect of limb segments on user performance will be 

presented and discussed. 

5.3.1 Empirical Evidence 

With the aim to reveal the effective Index of Performance for the finger, wrist and forearm, 

Balakrishnan & MacKenzie [1997] conducted a formal evaluation study featuring a serial one-

directional tapping task. They evaluated three ñlimbò and two ñstylusò conditions. For each one 

of the three limb conditions a dedicated custom build input device has been used, which 

allowed movement of the inspected limb but immobilized the other limbs. Targets for the limb 

conditions have been aligned horizontally. For the stylus conditions participants used a stylus 

held between the thumb and index finger to perform the task. In the ñleft/rightò stylus 

condition, the targets were aligned horizontally, whereas in the ñforward/backwardò stylus 
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condition the targets were aligned vertically.
 3
 10 participants took part in the evaluation and in 

total 45,000 trials have been conducted. Results revealed that participants performed worse in 

the finger condition (3.15 bits/s), followed by the wrist (4.08 bits/s), forearm (4.14 bits/s), stylus 

ñleft/rightò (4.20 bits/s) and the stylus ñforward/backwardò scoring best with 4.47 bits/s.  

The outcome of this study confirms that user pointing performance varies, depending on the 

limb segments operating the pointing device. Furthermore, the results of the two stylus 

conditions suggest that users pointing performance also depends on the type of movement 

which should be performed with the pointing device (in this case horizontal vs. vertical device 

movement), and the differences in physical limb movements required to control the different 

device movements. 

Also not primary investigating on the issue of the influence of different limb movements on 

user performance, Dennerlein et al. [2000] reported on an experiment where they ascribed 

observed differences in user performance to differences in joint kinematics, in particular the 

multi-joint coordination. For a tunnel steering task, conducted via a stationary mouse and a 

regular display, they observed that the 10 participants were able to guide the mouse cursor more 

quickly through horizontal tunnels compared to vertical tunnels. They argue that horizontal 

mouse movement can be achieved primary in moving the wrist, whereas for vertical movement 

the arm has to be moved away from the body, which furthermore includes the elbow and 

shoulder joint, requiring a ñ[é] movement of greater inertia and multi-joint coordination ï a 

higher level of difficultyò[Dennerlein et al. 2000]. Applying force feedback to the mouse, which 

repels both cursor and participantôs hand from the tunnel boundaries towards the centre of the 

tunnel, could reduce the observed difference in performance. This additional guidance supports 

joint coordination in compensating irregularities in the participantsô movements and supports 

the conclusion that multi joint coordination can be the source of the differences in movement 

time.  

Similar to the two ñstylusò conditions in [Balakrishnan & MacKenzie 1997] the two ñtunnelò 

conditions in [Dennerlein et al. 2000] lead to two different movement directions of the cursor 

respectively the input device. Both studies used the same input device for the two movement 

directions and results of both studies showed that different user performance could be observed 

for the two input device movement directions. Different directions of input device movement 

require different physical user movements, which suggests that differences in limb movement, 

either in the limbs performing the movement or the differences in joint coordination highly 

influences user performance. 

5.3.2 Conclusion 

It is evident from related work that the incorporation of different limbs for operating an input 

device influences the user performance achieved with the device. Balakrishnan & MacKenzie 

[1997] showed that isolated limb movement of different limbs results in different user 

performance in a one-directional serial tapping task.  

However, operating input devices mostly involves not only movement of an isolated limb but a 

coordinated movement of different limbs. For a stylus and a stationary mouse, which are 

operated with such coordinated limb movements, it has been shown that different directions of 

input device movement lead to different user performance [Balakrishnan & MacKenzie 1997] 

[Dennerlein et al. 2000]. This empirical evidence suggests that different limb movements, 

                                                 
3 Balakrishnan et al. call vertically aligned targets ñhorizontal targetsò and horizontally aligned targets ñvertical targetsò 
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differing in the limbs involved and the coordination of joints, are a highly influencing factor for 

user performance. 

While Dennerlein et al. [2000] could compensate differences in limb movements with force 

feedback, which guided user movements, for the proposed hand gesture point and select 

interaction technique performed in mid-air, no external physical support can be provided to 

compensate for irregularities in usersô movements.  

Considering the proven influence of differences in limb movement on user performance, in 

particular for different input device movement directions, a similar influence can be expected 

for the proposed hand gesture interaction techniques. We will evaluate the influence of 

differences in limb movements on user pointing performance with the proposed hand gesture 

pointing technique in the formal evaluation study described in chapter 5.5.  

5.4 Tactile Feedback 

Parts of this chapter have been published in [Foehrenbach et al. 2008], but have been further 

enhanced for this thesis. 

When interacting with real-world physical surroundings humans rely on many senses, with 

sight, hearing and touch complementing, substituting or confirming each other. The absence of 

visual or tactile perception makes the manipulation of physical objects much more difficult. 

When grasping objects for example, we use visual and tactile feedback to judge whether we can 

now lift and hold the desired object. The extent on which humans rely on those senses can be 

experience with trying to hold up a glass of water blindly or with a numb hand.  

With grasping as a metaphor for selecting digital objects in human-computer interaction, the 

question rises, whether tactile feedback can also improve selection tasks or if visual feedback 

alone is sufficient. There are many applications and studies stating that tactile feedback indeed 

can improve the performance of users in human computer interaction.  

Before reviewing and discussing previous work in chapter 5.4.2, the terminology will be 

clarified and defined. 

5.4.1 Terminology  

When reviewing related work on tactile and forced feedback enhanced interfaces, several terms 

are used interchangeably [Forlines & Balakrishnan 2008]. This diversity in terminology raises 

the need for a clear definition of the two feedback modalities and distinction between them. For 

the purpose of this thesis, tactile feedback is defined and distinguished from force feedback 

based on the ISO 9241-9, the human somatosensoric system and following the distinction found 

in [Forlines & Balakrishnan 2008].  

In [ISO 9241-9 2000] tactile feedback is described as the ñindication of the results of a user 

action transmitted through the sense of touchò. We refine this definition to also incorporate the 

qualities of the sense of touch, according to the foundations in the human somatosensoric 

system, and extended the definition to also take into account the impact on user movement. 

Thereby, we classify tactile feedback and distinguish it from force feedback as following: 

¶ Tactile feedback indicates results of a user action. Tactile feedback is transmitted by 

the human sense of touch which can perceive vibration, pressure, stretching and touch 
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[Mutschler et al. 2007, p. 698]. Tactile feedback, unlike force feedback cannot restrict 

user movements.  

¶ Force feedback indicates results of a user action in applying force with various strength 

to the user. It can actively restrict users in their movements if the applied force is large 

enough. The feedback is sensed through the sense of touch and proprioception.  

Using these definitions, we can identify different terms used to describe tactile and forced 

feedback in related work, which highlights the necessity to pay attention to the way terms are 

used and what qualities of the feedback are referred to in literature. For example, in [Leung et 

al. 2007] and [Buchmann et al. 2004] the term haptic feedback is used to describe tactile 

feedback, whereas in [Akamatsu & MacKenzie 1996] [Hoggan et al. 2008] [Poupyrev et al. 

2002] and [Poupyrev & Maruyama 2003] the term tactile feedback is used. Besides the usage of 

haptic feedback to describe tactile feedback, it can also be found to include tactile and force 

feedback e.g. in  [Burdea 2000] [Hinckley 2003] [Scheibe et al. 2007].  

Applying the above introduced definition of tactile feedback and its distinction against force 

feedback, related work on the use of tactile feedback for pointing devices and the observations 

on the impact of it will be described in the following chapter.  

5.4.2 Tactile Feedback for Pointing Devices 

Scheibe et al. [2007] observed that enhancing hand gesture interaction with tactile feedback 

seems to increase the reliability of interaction tasks. In a pilot study eight participants were 

asked to perform common interactions in a virtual car cockpit using the corresponding real-

world hand movements while wearing a tactile data glove solution. Tactile feedback, sensed as 

an ongoing vibration on the fingertips, was given when contact of a virtual object with a finger 

occurred. Tasks were performed with and without the additional feedback. Results showed that 

participants clearly preferred the tactile system and it was observed that particular small, almost 

by the real hand occluded objects were operated with greater reliability when tactile feedback 

was given. Hence tactile feedback seems to improve hand gesture interaction, however the 

outcome of the study neither gives evidence of the detailed impact on performance nor on error 

rate nor on movement time.  

Other areas in the field of Human-Computer Interaction already make use of tactile feedback. 

Braille displays allow visually impaired users to explore the internet, mobile phones vibrate 

when a text message is received, and input devices give tactile clues like the discrimination 

between keys on keyboards.  

By comparing the results of a typing task performed by typists and casual users using a 

conventional and a piezoelectric keyboard Barrett & Krueger [1994] found out that the 

performance of both user groups was significantly higher with the conventional keyboard. Here, 

lack of the familiar haptic feedback (kinesthetic feedback through key travel and tactile through 

key discrimination) directly decreases the performance.  

Effects of enhancing keyboard interaction with a stylus on a PDA with tactile feedback were 

evaluated by Brewster et al. [2007]. Participants performed a text entry task once in a 

laboratory and once inside an underground train. A vibrotactile actuator at the back of the 

device was used to generate two different stimuli which were used to either indicate a 

successful button press or signal an error. Results showed that tactile feedback improved the 

number of corrected errors significantly in both settings, reduced the error rate in the laboratory 
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setting and lead to a lower overall workload of the participants who preferred the tactile system 

over the non-tactile system.  

Another evaluation considering pen-based input was conducted by Forlines & Balakrishnan 

[2008]. Here, tactile feedback was added directly to the stylus. In a selection task they did not 

only study the effect of different feedback conditions (tactile plus visual vs. visual only) but 

also direct vs. indirect input and selecting using pointing vs. crossing. Tactile feedback was 

given to confirm a successful selection. The authors discovered that although tactile feedback 

didnôt show significant beneficial effects for all conditions, it improved the selection time for 

indirect pointing and direct crossing selection tasks. This outcome suggests that tactile 

feedback, while having the potential, doesnôt per se guarantee for an improved interaction but 

that the accompanied interaction technique also influences the benefits of tactile feedback. 

Akamatsu & MacKenzie [1996] found that the performance of a modified mouse could be 

improved through additional tactile feedback. In the tactile feedback condition a solenoid 

driven pin stimulated the tip of the index finger once the cursor overlapped the target area. The 

feedback was turned off when the target was selected, or the cursor was moved outside of the 

target area. Note that this differs from the feedback in [Forlines & Balakrishnan 2008], as it is 

given before the user performs a selection task. Compared to the other feedback conditions, 

results showed that tactile feedback lead to the highest index of performance with 6.4 bits/s. 

Based on these mixed results it seems to be critical to distinguish between different forms of 

tactile feedback when discussing its usefulness. We identified two different approaches on how 

to provide tactile feedback.  

1. Proactive feedback: The feedback is given prior to a certain interaction and indicates a 

call for action by the user. This means that as soon as a tactile feedback is sensed, the 

user has to perform a (predefined) action (e.g. click on an object). It might be that the 

tactile feedback is given until the action is performed. The cited studies by Akamatus & 

MacKenzie [1996], Scheibe et al. [2007], and Barret & Krueger [1994] can be classified 

in this category. 

2. Retroactive feedback: In this case, tactile feedback is given after an interaction has 

been performed by the user. Here we have to distinguish between two different kinds of 

feedback. Positive feedback means that tactile feedback is given to indicate that an 

interaction or task was performed correctly. Negative feedback means that tactile 

feedback is given to indicate an error or mistake, requiring the user to repeat or correct 

the action. The cited study by Forlines & Balakrishnan [2008] belongs to the positive 

retroactive feedback category while the study of Brewster et al. [2007] provides both, 

positive and negative feedback. 

Summarizing the results of the different studies, the proactive feedback seems to increase 

performance or at least user satisfaction while the results for the retroactive feedback are more 

mixed. The study by Brewster et al. [2007] might suggest that negative retroactive feedback has 

a higher influence on user performance. However more research in this area is needed to clarify 

this issue. 

However, in case of combining tactile feedback with hand gesture interaction for WIMP or 

similar interfaces, the proactive feedback approach seems to be more promising. In such a case, 

the user needs help in pointing to and selection of an object. Since the computer does not know 

which object the user is interested in, giving retroactive feedback is not possible. Providing 

proactive feedback is further in line with the analogy to real-world interaction, where tactile 
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feedback is given to indicate that an object can be lifted and tactile feedback is present as long 

as the object is moved. Hence, the hand gesture interaction, described in the chapters 5.1 and 

5.2, is combined with proactive tactile feedback in a similar way as Akamatus & MacKenzie 

[1996].  

5.5 Evaluation of Hand Gesture Performance 

Large parts of this chapter have been published in [Foehrenbach et al. 2008], but have been 

further enhanced in the previous sections. 

We conducted a controlled experiment to assess and compare the usability of the presented 

pointing and selecting hand gestures (see chapter 5.1 and chapter 5.2) with and without tactile 

feedback as an input device for large high-resolution displays. Therefore the experiment took 

place in front of the Powerwall of the University of Konstanz, a large high-resolution display. 

In the following chapters the experimental settings and the hypothesis will be described. We 

will report the results in chapter 5.5.7, followed by a discussion and our conclusions in chapter 

5.5.8. Eventually, we will propose possible implications for interaction design in chapter 5.6.  

5.5.1 Materials 

The Powerwall of the University of Konstanz is a wall-sized display with a resolution of 

4640x1920 pixels and a physical dimension of 5.20x2.15 meters. It uses a multi projector 

system with soft-edge blending and is equipped with an optical tracking system developed by 

A.R.T. This tracking system uses six infrared cameras to cover the area in front of the display. 

The cameras are able to identify the position and movement of markers that can be placed on 

persons, e.g. to assess their current location and use this as an input variable. In combination 

with the A.R.T. finger tracking solution, this system was used for finger tracking. The data 

glove associated with the finger tracking solution consists of several markers on the back of the 

hand as well as on three fingers ï the latter were attached similar to foxgloves (see Figure 23 on 

page 44). This construction enables the tracking of the exact position of oneôs hand as well as 

single fingers. If every marker is visible for the cameras, this system reaches an accuracy of 

<1mm. We used this commercial data glove, as it can be accustomed to most of the hand- and 

finger sizes and should therefore be adjustable to fit most participants. Furthermore hygienic 

issues, arising from the use by many different users, are minimized, as only a small area of the 

hand and finger is in contact with the data glove solution (for details on the used data glove 

solution and comparison to other solutions see chapter 3.4.2 and 6.5). We modified the 

attachment of the marker on the back of the hand to improve the visibility of the marker for the 

cameras and therefore increase the tracking quality. In order to provide tactile feedback, we 

used an extension of this system described in [Scheibe et al. 2007]. Around the inside of the 

three fingertips covered by the markers, so-called shape memory alloy wires are attached. A 

wireless connection provides the possibility to attach a low voltage which is perceived by the 

user as a continuous vibration. 

The tasks (see chapter 5.5.2) were presented and interaction was recorded via IEval, a software 

tool that can be used for pointing device experiments [König et al. 2007b].  

To accommodate for the natural hand tremor we integrated a band-pass filter that provides 

dynamic smoothing of the interaction without restricting fast movements.  

We designed a short pre-test questionnaire to assess the participantsô prior experience as well as 

some demographic data (see Appendix A). For subjective assessment of the different 
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experimental conditions we used the questionnaire provided by the ISO 9241-9, which asks 

participants to rate one device and then rate the second device in comparison to the first device. 

Users rated the non-tactile as the first device (absolute measurement) and the tactile feedback as 

the second device (relative to the non-tactile variant). The questionnaire consists of items like 

overall satisfaction as well as accuracy and fatigue of fingers/wrist/arm, etc. In total it 

comprises 12 items that have to be rated on a 7-point-scale (see Appendix A). 

 

Figure 23: Experimental set-up (top), modified data glove (bottom) 

5.5.2 Tasks 

We based our experiment on Fittsó Tapping Task as described and suggested by ISO 9241-9 to 

assess the performance of pointing devices. These tests are widely used and accepted (see 

[Soukoreff & MacKenzie 2004] for a review). We used the one-directional tapping task which 

consists of two rectangular targets that are furthermore varied in terms of their width (W) and 

the amplitude (A) between them. Participants were asked to click on each of these targets in an 

alternating manner as fast and precise as possible. This ñclickingò was done by using the 

selection gesture illustrated in chapter 5.2.  

In the tactile condition, tactile feedback was provided while the cursor overlapped the target 

area. The tactile feedback to the user's tips of the active fingers (index and thumb) was turned 

off only after selecting the target or after the cursor was moved outside of the target area. This 
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integration of the tactile feedback is based on the work by Akamatsu & MacKenzie [1996] who 

provided tactile feedback in a similar way while testing an enhanced mouse.  

We furthermore varied the target alignment, using horizontal as well as vertical aligned targets 

(see Figure 24).  

 

Figure 24: Horizontal (left) and vertical (right)  alignment of tapping targets 

To cover a wide set of difficulties that can be encountered when interacting in front of the 

Powerwall, we initially used 3 (W) x 3 (A) combinations for horizontal tasks and 2 (W) x 2 (A) 

combinations for vertical tasks. The latter was due to the limited vertical size of the Powerwall 

(2.15m compared to the 5.20m in horizontal) and the necessity that participants may also 

ñovershootò a target. Larger amplitudes or target widths for vertical tasks may have otherwise 

resulted in participants performing a selection gesture outside of the display. The exact pixel-

values can be seen in Figure 25 as well as the resulting indexes of difficulty. However during 

the experiment we observed that participants moved themselves to a larger extent in front of the 

display than expected, triggering the tracking cameras ineffective for the outer parts of the 

display. Therefore we had to exclude this amplitude for further analysis, resulting in a 3 (W) x 2 

(A) combination for horizontal tasks and the corresponding reduction in terms of the index of 

difficulty from 5.6 bits maximum to 4.6 bits maximum (see Figure 25 (b)).  

 

Figure 25: (a) Initial design of W x A combinations and resulting index of difficulties (different colors: amplitudes, x-

axis: target sizes, left: horizontal, right: vertical) (b): Resulting W x A combinations for horizontal alignment after 

exclusion of one amplitude condition (3800px) 

5.5.3 Hypothesis 

This section describes our experimental hypothesis as well as their foundation in the current 

literature. 
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H1: Tactile vs. Non-Tactile 

We assumed that tactile feedback would result in a significant performance improvement, 

expressed by the effective index of performance (IPe) measurement. This hypothesis is in line 

with the literature review presented in chapter 5.4.2 that strongly suggests that tactile feedback 

is able to improve user performance in many ways, ranging from lower error rates to lower 

movement times. The effective index of performance includes both, movement time and error 

rates (see [Soukoreff & MacKenzie 2004] for details) and therefore provides an appropriate 

measurement for this hypothesis. 

H2: Horizontal vs. Vertical Target Alignment 

We assumed that the index of performance for horizontal targets (see Figure 24, left on page 

45) would be significantly higher compared to the vertical target alignment (see Figure 24, right 

on page 45). This hypothesis is in line with findings by Dennerlein et al. [2000]. In an 

experiment featuring a tunnel steering task, conducted via a stationary mouse and a regular 

display, they observed that users were able to guide the mouse cursor more quickly through 

horizontal areas of the task compared to the vertical areas. They ascribed this effect to 

differences in the joint kinematics, in particular to the multi-joint coordination (see chapter 

5.3.1). In a similar way, horizontal and vertical hand movement also relies on different muscles 

and joints, therefore similar results were expected. 

5.5.4 Experimental Design 

We used a 2x2 within subjects design with feedback (tactile, non-tactile) and target alignment 

(horizontal, vertical) being the independent variables. A latin square design was used for 

counter-balancing in order to address possible effects of sequence, learning or fatigue. Our 

participants were randomly assigned to one of the resulting four experimental groups. As 

dependent variable we used the measurements provided by ISO 9241-9, namely movement time 

(MT, in milliseconds), error rate (ERR in %), and the effective index of performance (IPe in 

bits/s). The latter combines the movement time and error rate in one single measurement. Since 

participants were asked to perform a task as fast and precise as possible it should be considered 

as the most important measurement. The measures were calculated using the following 

formulas: 

Index of difficulty : ID = log2 (A / W + 1) 

Effective width : We = SD(æo) x 4,133  

Effective index of difficulty: IDe = log2 (A / We + 1) 

Effective index of performance: IPe = IDe / MT  

5.5.5 Participants 

We selected 20 participants to take part in our experiment. Of those, 15 were male and five 

female. The average age was 30.8 years with a standard deviation of 9.9 years. All of them 

were regular computer users, while 13 already had some experience with large displays 

(standard projector or Powerwall). None of the participants had prior experience with a data 

glove or something similar. 
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5.5.6 Procedure 

Each session started with the pre-test questionnaire. Users were then equipped with the data 

glove followed by a short functionality test of the tactile feedback. In the next step, participants 

were asked to step in the centre in front of the Powerwall, three meters away from the display. 

They were instructed about the interaction, the gestures they should use to interact, and to be as 

fast and precise as possible. 

A training session was started then, consisting of a full block of vertical and horizontal tasks as 

well as non-tactile and tactile feedback, whereas the sequence was based on the participants 

assigned test condition. During training we used 2 (W) x 2 (A) combinations and ten trials for 

each combination, resulting in 160 trials. The selection of the reduced WxA combinations was 

done based on the goal to keep the training rather short and at the same time to reach similar 

difficulty levels as in the following real tasks. During these each participant completed two 

blocks of the assigned condition, and now 16 trials for each WxA combination, resulting in 832 

trials. All participants together completed 16,640 trials of which 12,800 trials were used for 

analysis, due to the tracking problem mentioned in chapter 5.5.2. 

  Trials 

  Per 

Participant 
Total 

Training  2 (W) x 2 (A) x 10 Trials x 2 feedback type x 2 target alignment 160 3200 

    

Test Horizontal: 3(W) x 3(A) x 16 Trials x 2 feedback type x 2 Blocks 576 11,520 

 Vertical: 2 (W) x 2(A) x 16 Trials x 2 feedback type x 2 Blocks 256 5,120 

   832 16,640 

    

Analysis Excluded: 3(W) x 1(A) x 16 Trials x 2 feedback type x 2 Blocks 192 3,840 

   12,800 

Table 1: Trials  Counts  

After completion of the tapping test, participants were asked to fill in the ISO 9241-9 

questionnaire. The experiment lasted in total about one hour per session and participants were 

given 5 EUR as compensation. 

5.5.7 Results  

This section describes the analysis and results of our experiment. First the identification and 

treatment of outliers will be described, followed by the model fit and the results. 

Treatment of Outlier 

Before calculating the dependent variables, outlier resulting from accidental double clicks and 

other anomalies have been identified and removed from the trials. At f irst, wrong side outlier 

[MacKenzie & Oniszczak 1998], which result from accidental clicks, immediately following a 

successful selection, have been removed. Those trials have been identified by comparing the 

position of the trial with the centre of the two targets. Trials being closer to the previous target 

than to the target which had to be selected, in respect to the axis of approach, are considered 

wrong side outlier and have been removed from the trials (67 trials, 0.5 %). Furthermore, 
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following a recommendation in [Soukoreff & MacKenzie 2004] statistical measures were used 

to identify outliers. Therefore, for each feedback type, target alignment and amplitude 

combination the mean movement time, the mean distance from the target centre along the axis 

of approach and the corresponding standard deviations have been calculated. Trials were 

removed if their movement time wasnôt within the range of ± 3 standard deviations around the 

movement time mean (188 trials, 1.5 %), or if their distance from the centre of the target wasnôt 

within the range of ± 3 standard deviations around the mean center distance (136 trials, 1.1%).  

Model Fit 

At the beginning of the analysis we calculated the model fit, averaged across all participants, 

for Fittsô Law. The results showed a very high model fit for each of the factor combinations, 

with r² constantly above .99. Therefore we can assume that the Fittsô Law model fits quite well 

for our experiment.  

 Regression Function (MT in sec) r
2
 ID Range 

Horizontal, tactile feedback MT = 0.330 + 0.212 ID 0.991 1.8 ï 4.6 

Horizontal, no additional tactile feedback MT = 0.269 + 0.242 ID 0.991 1.8 ï 4.6 

Vertical, tactile feedback MT = 0.303 + 0.264 ID 0.994 2.3 ï 4.3 

Vertical, no additional tactile feedback MT = 0.305 + 0.265 ID 0.998 2.3 ï 4.3 

Table 2: Model fit for  each factor combination 

H1: Tactile vs. Non-Tactile 

Our first hypothesis stated a significant difference in favour of the tactile feedback in terms of 

the effective index of performance (IPe). Results of our RM-ANOVA however show that this is 

not the case. For both horizontal and vertical target alignment the non-tactile feedback 

performed better, however the differences are very small and not significant (horizontal means: 

non-tactile 3bits/s, SD: 0.29 bits/s vs. tactile 2.99 bits/s, SD: 0.31 bits/s, F1,19 = .053 p = .820; 

vertical means: non-tactile 2.53 bits/s SD: 0.23 bits/s vs. tactile 2.46 bits/s, SD: 0.28 bits/s, F1,19 

= 3.637 p = .072, see Figure 26). Therefore we have to reject our hypothesis in favour of the 

null-hypothesis, stating there is no significant difference. 
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Figure 26: Effective index of performance for horizontal and vertical target alignment 

H2: Horizontal vs. Vertical Target Alignment 

Our second hypothesis stated a significant difference in favour of the horizontal target 

alignment compared to the vertical one in terms of the effective index of performance. As it 

turns out, this is indeed the case (F1,19 = 124.857 p < .001, horizontal mean: 2.99 bits/s, SD: 

0.29 bits/s vs. vertical mean: 2.49 bits/s, SD: 0.25 bits/s) Therefore, we can accept our second 

hypothesis.  

Effect of Tactile Feedback on Error Rate and Movement Time 

We further analyzed the effect of the tactile feedback in terms of error rate and movement time. 

Results show that the movement time is slightly lower for both vertical and horizontal target 

alignment when providing the user with tactile feedback. However these differences are not 

significant (see Figure 27, on page 50). (Horizontal: F1,19 = 3.84 p = .065, 1,021.77 ms, SD: 

124.94 ms vs. 988.64 ms, SD: 119.15 ms, Vertical: F1,19 = .049 p = .827, 1,174.36 ms, SD: 

131.23 ms vs. 1,171.28 ms, SD: 145.37 ms)  
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Figure 27: Influence of tactile feedback on movement time 

Regarding the error rate results look different (see Figure 28). For the horizontal target 

alignment we discovered a significant higher error rate when using tactile feedback (F1,19 = 9.17 

p = .007, 10%, SD: 4.8% vs. 12%, SD 6.2%) ï for vertical alignment the difference was not 

significant (F1,19 = 2.61 p = .112, 14%, SD: 5.6% vs. 15%, SD: 5.9%). 

 

Figure 28: Influence of tactile feedback on error rate 

Questionnaire 

Regarding the subjective feedback derived from the questionnaire our participants rated nearly 

the entire items positive for the non-tactile feedback (with the exception of arm fatigue, see 

Figure 29). The second part of the questionnaire asks to rate the tactile-feedback relative to the 

non-tactile. Results show that our participants either liked or disliked the tactile-feedback, 

resulting in three nearly discrete groups (7 dislikes, 7 likes, 6 undecided, see Figure 30). We 

looked for correlations between task performance and whether a participant was in the ñI like 

tactileò or ñI dislike tactileò group. However there was no significant effect.   
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Figure 29: Subjective user rating for non-tactile feedback 

 

Figure 30: Relative user rating for tactile feedback (Participants ordered according to their rating) 

5.5.8 Discussion and Conclusion 

Based on previous findings of Kendon [2004] and the experimental results of Vogel & 

Balakrishnan [2005] we identified suitable gestures for pointing and selection tasks and realized 

gesture recognition in combination with a commercial finger tracking device. The non-tactile 

version of our hand gesture interaction was very well received by the participants, with 11 

positive and only one negative rated item on the ISO satisfaction questionnaire. Also the 

effective index of performance with a mean of 2.53 bits/s for vertical and 3 bits/s for horizontal 

target alignment is promising and suggests that hand gesture interaction provides an adequate 

and valuable interaction technique for large, high-resolution displays. 

Tactile Feedback 

Besides investigating the general usability of hand gesture interaction for large, high-resolution 

displays another contribution of this study is the evaluation of the effect of tactile feedback on 
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it. The findings from [Scheibe et al. 2007] and [Akamatsu & MacKenzie 1996] discussed in 

chapter 5.4.2 suggest that proactive tactile feedback may improve user performance since the 

additional information channel can complement or substitute visual information. However 

results of this evaluation study show no significant effect in terms of effective index of 

performance and even a small but significant higher error rate for horizontal target alignment 

when using tactile feedback.  

One explanation might be that participants did not take advantage of the additional feedback 

since they relied more on their visual observations when initiating a selection, as this is more 

common and known. So, the performance did not show a difference as tactile feedback might 

have simply be tolerated but not used by the participants.  

However in the negative case, the additional tactile feedback could even interfere with the 

visual information. It is known from cognitive science that tactile and visual stimulations are 

not processed with the same lag and velocity and measured reaction time differ [Serge 1997]. 

Users may react irritated if the same information (target reached) gets delivered from different 

channels at different times. Moreover some participants mentioned that they felt to be set under 

pressure by the additional feedback, what could also be a reason for the slight drawback 

considering the error rate.  

Basically, the findings of previous research on tactile feedback could not be directly transferred 

to our proposed hand gesture interaction. The empirical results showed no benefit of tactile 

feedback at least in our test setting, in which visual and tactile information were provided to 

code the same event redundantly. Regarding future research we think that a more systematical 

understanding and analysis of tactile feedback is needed. While the classification in proactive 

and retroactive feedback based on the current literature is a first start, our results suggest that 

there are clearly additional factors that influence the utility. It might even be that the technical 

implementation of the tactile feedback plays an important role ï while it is quite common for 

mobile phones to be equipped with some kind of vibration technique, it might be at first rather 

inconvenient to feel a vibration directly at the fingertips without physically touching an object. 

We suggest the intensified use of longitudinal designs for future studies, which can help to 

further clarify the influence of such factors. 

Movement Direction 

Furthermore our study confirmed the findings of Dennerlein et al. [2000] concerning the effect 

of movement direction on user performance. The results showed with 2.99 bits/s horizontal 

versus 2.49 bits/s vertical a significant effect in terms of the effective index of performance. 

Similar to them this effect could also be due to differences in joint kinematics and the different 

muscle groups incorporated in the two movements. Physical movement for vertically arranged 

targets relies on more movement in the upper arm compared to horizontal movements in both 

evaluation studies. That different limb movements can reveal different user performance is a 

known issue in human-computer interaction [Balakrishnan & MacKenzie 1997] [Dennerlein et 

al. 2000]. Therefore the differences in limb movements might be the reason for our observed 

the differences in performance.   

However in contrast to the results of Dennerlein et al. [2000], the tactile-feedback did not 

compensate the differences between horizontal and vertical target alignment. This could be due 

to the fact that in Dennerleinôs study force feedback restricted mouse movement whereas tactile 

feedback in our evaluation only served as additional information but did not physically hinder 
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users in their movement and therefore provided no additional guidance to improve the lower 

physical performance during vertical movements.  

Another reason for the differences in performance might be the combination of the gestures 

used. Performing the selection gesture could lead to a slight repositioning of the cursor, due to 

correlated muscle movements at the back of the hand which are captured by the hand target, 

used for gathering the orientation and position of the hand. When holding the inside of the hand 

facing the floor while interacting, this could affect the performance measure of trials for 

vertically arranged targets, but not for the horizontally arranged targets. However, a lower 

performance for vertical movement directions could also be observed for participants holding 

the inside of the hand facing the left wall (see participants 5 and 17 in Figure 31), which makes 

differences in limb movements more likely for being the main reason of the observed 

differences in user performance. 

 

Figure 31: Performance of horizontal movements over vertical movements in terms of the effective Index of 

Performance, averaged for each participant across tactile and non-tactile feedback conditions. 

The influence of different movement directions should be considered when designing 

interaction techniques and user interfaces for hand gesture interaction at large high-resolution 

displays. In Chapter 5.6 we will describe possible implications.  

We also suggest research activities to further invest on the influence of movement direction on 

user performance at large high-resolution displays. If differences in limb movement are the 

reason for the different performance, the same effect can be expected for interaction with other 

input devices held in mid-air, applying an absolute mapping from input device movement to 

cursor movement. Influence of movement direction on user performance could therefore be a 

general issue for distant interaction in this context.  

Tracking hand movements 

During the evaluation study we observed that our participants moved their hand, equipped with 

the data glove, to a greater extent than expected. Wide hand movements triggered the tracking 

cameras ineffective for the outer parts of the display. User movements were therefore limited to 

a small area above the indicated stationary point. Such a restriction of user movements is 

critical in the context of interaction with LHRD, where supporting the mobility of the user is a 

key concern when designing interaction techniques.  
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To increase users mobility, the number of cameras used for tracking could be increased, but it is 

troublesome that even with six cameras user movements are limited to such a small area. 

Because of the observed limitations of the A.R.T. finger tracking solution and the hygienic and 

fit issues evident for alternative data glove solutions, we decided to design a novel data glove 

solution, which still addresses the issues of hygiene better than alternative commercially 

available data gloves.  

The fact that arm fatigue was rated negative by our participants further urges the need for a 

light-weighted data glove, in order to avoid increasing the physical effort needed to perform the 

hand gesture interaction techniques. The designed novel data glove solution, which we named 

Whitey and its components are described in chapter 6. 

5.6 Implications for Interaction Design 

The evaluation described in the previous chapter 5.5 shows that performance for rapid target 

acquisition tasks, conducted with hand gesture interaction techniques on a large high-resolution 

display, significantly depends on the direction of target approach movements. Horizontal target 

alignments which lead to a horizontal approach direction hereby outperform vertically aligned 

targets. The influence of movement direction during approaching a target has been ascribed to 

two reasons. First, the combination of gestures used, second, differences in physical limb 

movements. For both of the ascribed reasons, implications on designing interaction and user 

interfaces can be derived with the aim to improve user performance.  

Compensating Unwanted Cursor Repositioning due to the Combination of 
Gestures Used 

The combination of gestures used for point and select could lead to a slight repositioning of the 

cursor while performing the select gesture. Although less likely for being the main contributor 

to the observed performance difference (see chapter 5.5.8), this effect should be minimized.  

To meet the users intend the unintentional repositioning of the cursor during a selection should 

be reversed in a way that the point of selection matches the intended point. Whenever a 

selection is triggered, the actual cursor position should be set to the intended cursor position. A 

dedicated filter applied to the cursor position could be used to provide such a system behaviour. 

The intended cursor position could for instance be derived by going backwards a fixed, yet 

adjustable, amount of time in a history of cursor positions. Keeping a history and not just 

reposition the cursor along a predefined vector covers all possible hand postures. Therefore 

each potential influence on the cursor position is covered and not just the repositioning along 

the vertical axis when holding the inside of the hand facing the floor. Going back in the history 

a fixed, yet adjustable, amount of time and not define gesture dependent thresholds to determine 

the intended cursor position in the history of cursor positions makes the mechanism 

independent from the used gestures. Therefore this mechanism can be used to also cover 

unwanted cursor repositioning with other input devices, for example when pressing a button on 

a mouse held in mid air.  

Compensating Influences on User Performance of Differences in Physical Limb 
Movements 

The main reason for the discrepancy in performance has been ascribed to the differences in the 

user movements for horizontal vs. vertically movement directions. A derived guideline for 
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designing user interfaces for LHRDs operated with hand gesture interaction techniques can 

therefore be ñavoid vertical and force horizontal approach directions in (rapid) target 

acquisition tasksò. Consequences of this are, but arenôt limited to, the following 

recommendations:  

1. If it is likely that a common task requires users to alternate between elements, arrange 

those elements horizontally. 

2. Put elements (e.g. used to switch views, for activation or deactivation of options, or 

invoking functions) in a position where horizontal approach directions are more likely. 

3. When using context sensitive menus put most often used options in the axis of 

horizontal movement directions. 

As an example, imagine a user zooming stepwise into a visualization (see Figure 32) using an 

interface element similar to the one in Figure 32. Whenever the user accidentally enlarged the 

visualization too much, the user immediately zooms back out to a previous state, using the 

button at the bottom of the interface element. The two elements for ñzooming inò and ñzooming 

outò are aligned vertically. Repositioning the element in a way that this alignment would be 

horizontal (see Figure 33 on page 56) would increase the performance of the user for this 

specific task.  

 

Figure 32: Stepwise zooming into a geographical map followed by a reverse zoom out step (a). The buttons for the 

ñzoom outò and ñzoom inò function are arranged vertically  (b).4 

 

                                                 
4 Screenshots taken from http://maps.google.co.uk/maps, (last accessed on Jan. 15, 2009) 


