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Abstract
Recent user interface concepts, such as multimedia, multimodal, wearable, ubiquitous, tangible, or augmented
reality-based interfaces, each cover different approaches that are all needed to support complex human-computer
interaction. Increasingly, an overarching approach towards building what we call Ubiquitous Augmented Reality
user interfaces which include all of the just mentioned concepts will be required. To this end, we present a user
interface architecture that can form a sound basis for combining several of these concepts into complex systems.
We explain in this paper the fundamentals of DWARF’s user interface framework, an implementation of this
architecture. Finally we present several examples that show how the framework can form the basis of prototypical
applications.
Keywords Augmented Reality, Ubiquitous Computing, Tangible User Interfaces, Multimodality, Software Architectures, Frameworks, Mobile Systems
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Introduction

One of the major challenges of current computer systems is to provide users with suitable means to plan, model,
and control complex operations which are composed of many inherently interdependent processes. For example,
control rooms of industrial plants, surgery preparation rooms, cockpits of airplanes, and consoles of modern cars
are typically equipped with many different physical or electronic input and output devices.
Recent user interface concepts, such as multimedia, multimodal, wearable, ubiquitous, tangible, or augmented
reality-based interfaces, each cover different approaches. We believe all of these approaches are necessary to support increasingly complex human-computer interaction. Increasingly, an overarching approach towards building
Ubiquitous Augmented Reality (UAR) user interfaces which include all of the just mentioned concepts might be
required. An instance of an UAR user interface can be seen as an aggregation of these conceptual aspects of
interaction design. But which aspects should be used for a task at hand? To allow interaction designers to quickly
change the aspects that are used, we implemented a software infrastructure that allows the rapid exchange of
interaction styles.

1.1

Current User Interface Paradigms

Current user interface research addresses several different issues of human-computer interaction: multi-channel
communication between users and computers, user mobility and the three-dimensional combination of virtual and
real worlds. Each of these issues describes a dimension in a design space of future human-computer interfaces.
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Multi-channel Communication
To provide human-computer interaction beyond traditional WIMP-based user interfaces [45], various communications channels are being explored that correspond more naturally to the human visual, auditory and tactile senses,
both for gathering user input (speech, gestures, special 3D input devices) and for providing output (sound, graphics, haptics) to the user. According to Nigay et. al. [29], multimodality is the capacity of a system to communicate
with a user along different types of communication channels and to extract and convey meaning automatically.
Both multimedia based and multimodal systems use multiple communication channels. Research on multimedia
based user interfaces focuses on handling the vast amount of data that is required to gather raw input streams
and to generate raw output streams in real-time. Multimodal systems, on the other hand, are defined at a higher
level of abstraction. They strive towards associating semantic meaning with media streams. They are expected to
help users control systems more easily by combining several interaction modalities into more powerful interaction
paradigms than any single modality would be able to provide on its own [35, 54]. There are four different types
of multimodality (exclusive, alternate, concurrent, and synergistic), depending on the combined or independent
fusion of several interaction channels, as well as on the sequential or parallel use of multiple modalities [29].
Although multimedia based and multimodal systems have much in common, they cannot be described as one
being a subset of the other. Many of today’s internet browsers and email systems provide multimedia based
functionality without being multimodal. On the other hand, multimodal systems focus more on the synergistic
high-level interpretation of a few combined and parallel input tokens.
Mobility
Current trends towards mobile systems enable users to communicate with their computers while they are far away
from their desks. Such mobility requires light-weight and untethered solutions that allow users to roam freely in a
wide area. There are two approaches that address these requirements.
Wearable user interfaces [44] strive towards providing users with light-weight, portable or wearable computer
equipment that they can become part of their daily attire. Wearable functionality can be provided on palmbased
computers or mobile phones. It can be attached to a belt or woven into users’ clothes. Using a personal area network
(PAN1 ), computing power can be connected to wearable gadgets, such as headsets, microphones, head-mounted
displays (HMDs), 3D mice, and portable keyboards.
Ubiquitous [55, 26], ambient [10] and pervasive [14] interfaces to computers have been proposed by Weiser and
others with the goal of providing computing power to people in such a pervasive manner that the computer in
itself becomes a secondary (virtually invisible) issue. Large-scale environments such as buildings are equipped with
networked computers and multi-channel user interfaces such that users are always surrounded by them. Research
in this field focuses on developing proper system layouts for such large-scale computer networks, requiring high
data bandwidths and system adaptivity to changing user demands. Adhoc interoperability of services is needed [23]
in order to build context-aware smart spaces into which wearable, smart appliances can be integrated to provide
users with personalized and context-adapted information.
Wearable and ubiquitous computing are two different approaches along a continuum of options in the mobility
spectrum. They are not mutually exclusive, but tend to favor different trade-offs between the low-power, individualized computer use on a wearable computer and high-performance computing in a server-like, community-based
stationary environment. Current trends begin combining both approaches.
Interaction Embedded within the Real World
User mobility provides the unique opportunity to let users communicate with their computer system while remaining involved in their three-dimensional, real-world environment. This provides the chance to let users communicate
with computers via the interaction with position-tracked real physical objects. To this end, two complimentary
approaches have emerged: tangible user interfaces and augmented reality.
Tangible user interfaces (TUIs) build on the observation that century-old, very well-designed physical tools
exist, e.g. in craftsmanships, that have been fine-tuned for years towards very specific usage. Based on humans’
spatial and motor skills, each such tool is directly suited towards fulfilling specific tasks. The purpose of each tool
is immediately obvious to a trained craftsman. It represents a unique combination of input and output behavior
1 http://grouper.ieee.org/groups/802/15/

2

that is directly suited to the task it has been designed for. The TUI community strives towards providing similarly
powerful tangible user interfaces for computers and their interaction with virtual information. Ishii’s work with the
Mit Tangible Media Group has produced a large number of creative tangible user interfaces, e.g. [50]. A formal
model of TUIs is provided in [51].
Augmented Reality (AR) focuses on presenting information in three dimensions with respect to the user’s current
position. Users can thus see, explore and manipulate virtual information as part of their real world environment.
In his classical definition of AR, Azuma [2] states three requirements: real-time performance, user registration in
three dimensions and a combined presentation of both virtual and real information. In Milgram’s taxonomy [28],
AR is seen as a subset of of mixed reality.
Tangible user interfaces and augmented reality overlap considerably with respect to the manipulation of real
objects. Yet, for AR, this may be a pure consequence of augmentations issuing instructions provided by an AR
application, e.g. for machine maintainance or repair, while TUIs consider such tracked object manipulation as the
main means for users to control the system. On the other hand, such TUI-based interaction does not necessarily
have to result in geometrical (visual or aural) augmentations of the 3D world. Illustrations may be provided in a
lower-dimensional space, such as on a 2D table top or on a wall. AR, on the other hand, focuses on analysing and
presenting information in three dimensions.

1.2

Convergence of Paradigms

Many of the above-mentioned research directions are currently broadening their spectra to include important
aspects of other concepts, thereby generating a confluence of the individual fields. Examples of those broadened
approaches are e.g Tangible Augmented Reality [20] and Multimodal Augmented Reality [19]. We refer to this
emergent area of user interfaces Ubiquitous Augmented Reality (UAR).
The idea to focus on the overall user experience by selecting the right interactions and visualizations has already
been proposed by Buxton [8]. He calls this approach holistic, referring to the idea of the whole being more than
the sum of the parts.
Obviously this overarching, holistic approach introduces new challenges to both the interaction designers and
a supporting software infrastructure. Interaction designers have to choose from a broader variety of possible
interaction styles to use. On the other hand, a supporting software infrastructure has to be capable of dealing with
a wide range of interaction styles. Also it has to enable the interaction designer to quickly try out new interaction
styles. Additionally a good software infrastructure should be extensible so that new interaction styles can be
added later on. Apart from the interaction style mentioned in the last section, several other styles are currently
being incorporated into our infrastructure: Zoomable User Interfaces [36], Attentive User Interfaces [30, 53] and
Perceptive User Interfaces [49].

1.3

A Supporting Software Infrastructure

To progress in this direction, we have built a framework for UAR user interfaces, which is based on a tangible tool
metaphor and allows the multimodal construction of higher-level interaction metaphors. The framework offers a
tool chest containing a set of tools, each providing a specific functionality to the user. By composing more complex
tools out of the simple basic toolset higher level functionality can be achieved. This allows users to manage any
complex, inter-related processes, using a number of physical objects in their surroundings.
The framework can be used for single-user as well as multi-user applications. The system state is presented as a
three-dimensional augmentation that is embedded within the real environment of a user. Scene views are provided
via several both personal and ubiquitously available displays, accounting for different options in user mobility
and privacy. Some views are common to all users (e.g: in the form of projections on a table or wall), others are
restricted to subgroups of users (shown on portable display devices) or to a single user (shown on a head-mounted
display). The displayed content depends on the current position of a display in the scene, representing its current
viewpoint.
Users are provided with several tangible objects which they can manipulate together in a group or individually
to influence the system state. Some of these objects are owned by specific users, and the interaction style with
these objects can also be tailored to the preferences of individual users.
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1.4

Organization of the Paper

The main design goal of our user interface framework is rapid prototyping, collection and reuse of different
interaction elements. The next sections explain how this is achieved. Section 2 provides an overview of our
approach, introducing the technical requirements for UAR user interfaces, the Dwarf framework and our user
interface architecture which lay the foundation for our work. Section 3 presents four prototypical examples showing
increasingly complex combinations of user interaction concepts. Section 4 provides a summary and discusses future
directions.

2

Our Approach

In the last section the three main characteristics for UAR user interfaces were presented: mobility, multichannel communication and interactions that are embedded in the real world. Based on these characteristics, we
now discuss the implications for a supporting software framework that addresses UAR user interfaces. First we
discuss the technical requirements in more depth and build an analysis model on the software level to have a
reference frame for further explanations. Then we point out how our Dwarf framework (Distributed Augmented
Reality Framework2 ) generically adresses UAR user interfaces. Next, more details on the specific user interface
concepts within Dwarf are presented. At the end of this section, we briefly discuss the benefits and limitations
of our approach.
Probably the most similar approach to ours is the iRoom [18] project from Stanford University. Their work
shares some common concerns. They have built a highly dynamic software infrastructure for mobile and distributed
user interfaces based on tuplespaces [17]. However they do not address tangible interactions and augmented reality
interfaces. Instead they focus on more conventional input like pen-based interactions, whereas the output they are
mainly concerned with is wall-sized displays. As a result, iRoom does not couple real world objects to visualizations
and thus does not provide a data flow framework for continuous integration as introduced in the next section.

2.1

Technical Reqirements for Ubiquitous Augmented Reality User Interfaces

It is common practice in software engineering to build an analysis model of a problem domain. After the main
requirements are established and the analysis model has been formulated, this model serves as a reference frame
for discussions. The generical functional decomposition that is presented here is the result of our analysis of the
problem domain.
Mobility The main requirement for a mobile system running in ubiquitous environments is flexibility. Ressources
in the environment have to be connected dynamically to ressources a user might carry around, e.g. palmtop
computers or wearables like MIThril3 . This implies a highly modular architecture, whose components
should be dynamically reconnectable.
Multi-channel Communication To address multimodality, a system has to be able to deal with several input
channels. The user intention has to be extracted from the input that is received over these channels. Complementarily, a multimedia based system has to have a coordination instance that distributes the content to
be presented to the user leveraging the available output channels.
Interaction Embedded within the Real World For AR user interfaces and TUIs, a proper three-dimensional
registration between real and virtual objects has to be established. To this end mobile real world objects
have to be tracked, i.e. their position has to be determined continuously. A typical example for AR involves
tracking a user’s head and using its pose to set the viewpoint of a virtual scene as seen in a head-mounted
display. Similarly, TUIs often couple real world objects to virtual representations of objects.
Based on these requirements, we propose a generic functional decomposition of UAR user interfaces. A large
number of AR frameworks have recently been analyzed (see [40]). As most of these frameworks also support
multi-channel communication and mobile systems, the findings made in that analysis helps establish a foundation
for an analysis model covering UAR user interfaces. We have consolidated the recurring patterns into this generic
2 http://www1.in.tum.de/DWARF/
3 http://www.media.mit.edu/wearables/mithril/
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functional decomposition. Figure 1 (inspired by [27]) shows the relevant subsystems and components within
them. It is important to note that the subsystems (Input Devices, Media Analysis, Interaction Management,
Media Design and Output Devices) are general purpose and generic, however the components within them are just
examples. Similarly Dwarf is one possible implementation of a framework enabling UAR user interfaces. Other
implementations adhering to the functional decomposition in figure 1 would be possible.
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Figure 1. A generic functional decomposition of Ubiquitous Augmented Reality User Interfaces
The Input Devices subsystem contains input devices that are used to receive commands from the user. Each of
these devices offers an individual input modality to be evaluated by the multimodal user interface. The Output
Devices subsystem renders the signal on the specified output devices. For multimedia based systems several output
devices are used at the same time.
Media Analysis is the process of turning physical user input into abstract tokens [34] handed over to the
subsequent parts of the system – this can be compared to the task performed by the lexical analysis of a compiler.
Separate classes, such as gesture analysis, speech analysis, and tangible input analysis deal with the specific
properties of different input modalities of the input devices. The software components that present content to the
user over any of the cognitive channels, e.g. visual and aural are contained within the Media Design subsystem.
The Interaction Management subsystem determines which output is presented to the user. Current challenges for
interaction management are performance, flexibility, adaptivity, usability and an efficient error management. The
Media Fusion component takes the tokens of several input channels and infers user intention from them. In this
component, two different ways for combining different input channels under respective boundary conditions are
considered. Continuous Integration combines tokens that can take real values in a certain range, e.g. rotations
can take an infinite number of different values between 0 and 360 degrees. Example input devices that deliver
these kinds of tokens are mice, trackers and gyroscopes. A variety of frameworks [32, 41, 39] already exist that
ease the task of building data flow networks for continuous integration, however they do not take into account the
distribution over several hosts and the continuous dynamic reconfiguration that is necessary for UAR. Discrete
Integration refers to the integration of devices like speech recognition that deliver only discrete values like the word
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that was recognized. The most similar approach to our model for Discrete Integration is [15], however in contrast
to us they focus on static setups. Finally, the Dialog Control component selects the presentation medium and what
to present over it.

2.2

The Distributed Wearable Augmented Reality Framework (DWARF)

For the past few years, we have been building a general, reusable and easily (ad-hoc) configurable Distributed
Wearable Augmented Reality Framework called Dwarf [3, 4]. Dwarf describes different contributing system
parts as separate components that are able to connect with one another across a dynamically configurable peer-topeer network of distributed processes. Whenever new components are in reach, they get connected automatically
into the network of communicating components. The connectivity structure of components is not fixed at startup
time. In fact, it can be changed arbitrarily at runtime.
Dwarf is suitable for building highly dynamic, flexible system arrangements within which mobile users, who
carry mobile sensors and devices, can be connected on demand to stationarily available, ubiquitous resources that
are provided within intelligent environments of the future.
Dwarf makes it possible to develop mobile applications, because of the following features:
Flexible architecture Because of the fine granularity of components and the loose coupling between them,
Dwarf systems are highly flexible.
Fast Several communication protocols are implemented for the communication between components. Some of
them are especially well suited for real-time applications, e.g. shared memory and Corba events.
Distributed The components that form a Dwarf system can be a combination of local and remote devices.
Distribution is completely transparent to the components.
Adaptivity With the inherent options for ad-hoc connections and reconfiguration of components, Dwarf systems
are also inherently adaptive.
Operating System independent To allow deployment among a variety of devices, Dwarf has been designed
to be independent of a specific operating system. We have successfully implemented Dwarf systems on
Linux, Windows and Mac OS X platforms.
Programming language independent Similarly, Dwarf supports three programming languages so far: Java,
C++ and Python.
We have already built around ten systems based on Dwarf. For a thorough list, please refer to our projects
webpage4 . It can be downloaded from our webpage5 . Based on Dwarf’s flexible nature, we have developed a user
interface architecture with a supporting set of components that are described in the next section.

2.3

The User Interface Architecture in DWARF

Dwarf was designed as a research platform combining wearable systems with ubiquitous environments. Its
component model and architecture can be used in several different research areas. In this section we explain
several architectural principles and components that make up the user interface framework within Dwarf. An
overview of the architecture can be seen in figure 2. An important distinction for communication channels is
the frequency with which messages are passed. Discrete Events are typically sent every few seconds, whereas
Continuous Events, such as tracking data, are sent at very high frequencies.
4 http://www1.in.tum.de/DWARF/ProjectsOverview
5 http://www1.in.tum.de/DWARF/
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Figure 2. Functional decomposition of DWARF specific user interface components

Layering and Device Abstraction
We arrange the UI components in three layers according to figure 2. Most data flows linearly from the Media Analysis layer which contains input components to the Interaction Management layer where the tokens are interpreted.
From there the data flow continues to Media Design layer where the output components reside.
We have developed a standardized format for tokens that are sent from the input components to the Interaction
Management layer. Input tokens can be decomposed into four different types: analog values that can be either
within a limited range (e.g., rotations) or an unlimited range (e.g translations) and discrete values that can be either
booleans (e.g., pressing a button) or text strings (e.g., the output of a speech recognition process). Due to this
standardized format, we can exchange one input device for another – as long as they emit the same type of tokens.
For example, a speech recognition component listening for a set of words could be interchanged transparently with
tangible buttons with the same set of labels.
Similarly, the Interaction Management layer sends commands to the Media Design layer. This setup corresponds
to the command pattern described by Gamma et. al. [13]. The commands consist of actions that have to be executed
by the output components (e.g. by presenting the question “yes or no ?” to the user). One can interchange output
components in the same way as with input components. Due to this flexible Dwarf component model, the
exchange of I/O components works even at system runtime.
7

Efficient Coupling of Real and Virtual Worlds
One of the recurring input modalities used by all tangible objects is their location within the scene. For example,
mobile displays present scene views depending on their current position. To ensure the most efficient transfer of
pose data from trackers to 3D viewers, our system allows to establish direct connections between tracking and
viewing components whenever no filter has to be involved.
For more complex visualizations e.g. non-linear input processing [37, 46], a pipe-filter component tree preprocesses the Pose Data emitted by the trackers before feeding it to the viewer. This approach has already been
implemented by several other frameworks. In our approach, we add to this approach the concept that the filter
components can be arbitrarily distributed and interchanged at runtime, once again using the flexible Dwarf component model, allowing us to quickly experiment with different arrangements during system runtime. This feature
turns out to be very beneficial to user interface development whenever we need to dynamically experiment with
different options to interpret the tracking data [25].
In contrast, if the setup is known in advance, quite a few systems exist that are able to process and forward
multi-sensory input data to a display system. An example is the OpenTracker system of the Technical University
of Vienna [41]. In a joint collaboration [5], we have shown that the Open Tracker system can easily be integrated
into Dwarf by plugging the associated transformation hierarchy of the Open Tracker framework into the Dwarf
system. Similar approaches can be pursued for other systems.
Central Coordination with Petri Nets
Inside the Interaction Management layer, we decided to move all functionality into the Dwarf User Interface
Controller component (UIC), thereby combining the functionalities of Dialog Control and Discrete Integration.
It combines input tokens sent by the Media Analysis components and then triggers actions that are dispatched
to components in the Media Design package. Note that the UIC must have an internal model of the state of the
user interface. Otherwise context-sensitive commands could not be interpreted correctly. The internals of the UIC
are explained using the example of the Sheep game in section 3.3.
An interesting point here is that we chose Petri Nets [16] to specify the behaviour of a UIC instance, because
the specification of multimodal interactions can be mapped very conveniently to Petri Nets. The UIC is based
on the Petri Net framework Jfern6 which provides large parts of the functionality needed for this component: the
Petri Net that models the multimodal interactions for a user are written in XML. From these descriptions Java,
classes are generated. Jfern also allows the graphical display of the Petri Net and its current state. This is very
useful during program development and also at demonstrations, because people can always see immediately the
current state of the user interface.
User input is modeled as tokens (not to be confused with the tokens sent by the Media Analysis components) that
are placed into the Petri Net. The rule-based evaluation of the user input is encapsulated into guards that check
whether a transition is legal. Whenever a transition is triggered, events are sent to the Media Design components,
which then adds, removes or changes the properties of parts of the UI.
Figure 3 shows the flow of events within a Petri Net (bottom row in figure 3 from the Sheep game (see section
3.3)) and the according inputs to and outputs of the system (top row). The UIC receives two tokens from the Media
Analysis package: one that represents the collision of wand and table and one for the “insert” speech command.
These tokens are placed onto places in the Petri Net After all places on incoming arcs of a transition are full, the
transition is triggered which results in a creation of a new sheep.
Interactions and Petri Nets: One-to-One Mapping
To conform to our lightweight and distributed approach, we model each interaction in its own Petri Net. For
example, all interactions found in section 3 are each realized as individual Petri Nets. When thinking about
tangible interactions, this couples the functionality of each tangible object to a specific instance of a UIC. As a
result, the visualization of the Petri Net’s state at runtime tells us the state of the coupled tangible interaction.
Additionally this approach fits very well with the tool metaphor for interactions [4].
6 http://sourceforge.net/projects/jfern
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"Insert"

Figure 3. Realization of a multimodal point-and-speak user interface with a Petri Net within the SHEEP
game

Lightweight and Stateless I/O Components
To address the flexibility requirement of user interfaces, we chose to keep as much state information as possible in
the Interaction Management layer (to be explained in the next section). As a consequence, the I/O components
were designed to keep as little state as possible. This allows us to add and remove I/O components conveniently
at system runtime. However, this is not possible for some components. Currently, we are working on a persistence
layer to be able to pass states between components.
Set of Reusable I/O Components
The available set of I/O components increases continuously. It is important to notice that reusing these components
includes no programming of code, because they are generic and meant to be reused among different applications.
To tailor components to a specific application, the components are configured via an XML file. Here is a short list
of the most important I/O components:
Speech Recognition For commands that address the control of the system, usability studies have shown that a
command language is preferable to tactile input [33]. We provide a Speech Recognition component. Especially
in applications that require hands-free working (e.g. maintenance), this type of interaction gains importance.
Internally, the Speech Recognition is a word spotter. It is configured via a context free grammar.
TouchGlove The TouchGlove is a special-purpose input device [6] developed at Columbia University. It is explained in some more detail in section 3.4. Input tokens that are emmited by this device can be fed into a
Dwarf user interface. Interestingly, this device can emmit both continuous and discrete input data. It can
thus be connected both to the UIC and directly to the Viewer.
Collision Detection The Pose Data emitted by the Tracking components is used by the Collision Detection
component to detect collisions between objects. This includes collisions of real objects with virtual objects,
real with real objects and virtual with virtual objects. The first two types of collisions must be considered
to capture user input that is provided via movement of tangible objects. A common practice in TUIs is to
couple real world objects with virtual objects. This explains the need for the last type of collisions that is
9

virtual with virtual objects. Consider a virtual slider that moves according to the tracked hand of the user.
Whenever the slider is at its maximum value, a collision between the slider and the frame, in which it is
displayed, is triggered.
Sound Player The Sound Player component is a simple JAVA application configured via an XML file. It contains
the mapping between incoming commands and sound files that are to be played.
3D Viewer The 3D Viewer component displays specific views of the virtual world according to the current location
and function of the tangible object. An important design goal is the ability to update the virtual parts of
a 3d scene in real-time. This component turned out to be quite difficult to design and implement. Our
current version accepts all important commands that are necessary for the display of dynamic 3d scenes in
realtime. Additionally, several viewing modes are supported: videobackground for video see-through displays
or visualization of Ar scenes (e.g. figure 13b is a screenshot taken from the viewer), or support for a variety
of stereo modes for different stereoscopic displays. Furthermore the display of head-fixed content (see [12])
is possible. The underlying technology is an open source implementation of Open Inventor [47]: Coin3d7 .

2.4

Summary

A high-level description of the Dwarf user interface framework is that it is a hybrid of the relatively old idea
of an User Interface Management System (UIMS) [31] and a component-based toolkit for data flow networks. It
is an UIMS approach, because of the application of a formal model (Petri Nets in the User Interface Controller
component), clear layering and well defined tokens. It also has a toolkit character regarding the flexibly connectable filters that form data flow networks. Graphical widgets that are encapsulated in Open Inventor nodes can
easily be reused and thereby are another feature of a lightweight toolkit. The combination of these two aspects
fosters the advantages of both approaches. UIMS have nice properties regarding reusability and rapid prototyping.
However they did not catch on [9], because of their limits regarding execution speed, difficulties to extend them
for new interactions and their tendency to force programmers to use a certain specification model. The speed of
interpretation of a formal model (in our case Petri Nets) is hardly an issue anymore these days. The last two
concerns we hope to overcome by using a lightweight, component-based approach. Actually for rapid prototyping
it is possible to run a Dwarf user interface entirely without using Petri Nets and replacing them with simple
Python components. After fine-tuning the parameters in the Python components, the logic can easily be ported
back into the Petri Net model.
Our user interface approach has successfully been used in various systems8 . During our experiments, we have
observed that most user interface developers felt quite comfortable using Petri Nets to model their interactions.
This is the first step towards developing a more general user interface based upon our approach. Once the
functionality of the interaction has been specified, developers can experiment with different I/O devices to find the
best setup [25].
The Dwarf framework bears a lot of potential towards collaboration with other AR-based research activities and
generating mutually integrated approaches. As a first step, we have worked towards integrating the Studierstube
system of the Technical University of Vienna with Dwarf [5], thereby extending our space of available Dwarf
components. The results are very encouraging.
However, open questions remain. We have been able to achieve full flexibility for exchanging input devices at
run-time. For output devices, however, we have only been partially successful. The underlying problem has been
rather complex. It turned out that it is very difficult to define the semantic expressiveness of an output component,
e.g. which auditory interfaces can be mapped to GUIs and which cannot? For input components the definition of
expressivenes was relatively simple, because the receiver of emmited tokens is a computer. For output components,
the receiver of content is a human. Perception and cognitive processing of information within the human mind are
not understood well enough to come up with an ontology of output devices, yet.

7 http://www.coin3d.org
8 http://www1.in.tum.de/DWARF/ProjectsOverview
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3

Example Systems

In this section we present several systems we have built so far. An overview of the types of user interfaces for these
applications is given in figure 4. It locates various examplary demonstration systems according to the classification
of interface dimensions (multi-channel systems, mobility, integration into a 3D environment) that was suggested
in the introduction.
Since all example systems are AR and TUI systems, the dimension Interactions embedded within the threedimensional real world has been omitted. The abilities of the systems are shown on the two axes Multi-channel
and Mobile.
Multi-channel
SHEEP

ARCHIE

Tic Tac Toe
PAARTI

Mobile

Figure 4. Overview of the types of user interfaces realized in the example systems
We present the example systems by increasing complexity and maturity. We start with the Tic-Tac-Toe system
in section 3.1 which provides a tangible interface to a board game and accepts simple user gestures. Then we
explain the PAARTI system (section 3.2). This is a very good example of extending a real worker’s welding tool
into a tangible user interface. Adding multichannel presentation schemes, we proceed to Sheep (section 3.3) and
finally discuss the partly mobile ARCHIE system in section 3.4.

3.1

Tic Tac Toe

System Overview
An early example from our work is the Tic Tac Toe game [48, 22]. It was developed while the second author of
this paper was at the Fraunhofer Institute for Computer Graphics, prior to the start of the AR research group
at Technical Univerisity of Munich. It set some of the conceptual base for the later development of distributed
tracking concepts [21], the Dwarf framework and our approach to tangible and UAR user interaction.
The user sits in front of a Tic Tac Toe board with some chips. A camera on a tripod behind her records the
scene, allowing the AR-system to track user motions while also maintaining an understanding of the current state
of the game. The user and the computer alternate placing real and virtual chips on the board. The augmented
scene is shown to the user on a nearby display.
Interactions
The user places a real chip onto the board (see figure 5a). When she has finished a move, she waves her hand past
a 3D Go button (figure 5b) to inform the computer that she is done. It is important for the computer to wait for
such an explicit ”Go” command rather than taking its turn as soon as the user has moved a chip. After all, the
user might not have finalized her decision. When told to continue, the computer scans the image area containing
the board. If it finds a new chip, it plans its own move. It places a virtual cross on the board and writes a comment
on the virtual message panel behind the game. If it could not find a new chip or if it found more than one, it asks
the user to correct her placement of chips.
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(a) Placement of a new stone

(b) Signalling the end of user action

Figure 5. Augmented Tic Tac Toe

Discussion
Augmented Reality Tic Tac Toe is an early and quite simple example illustrating the concepts behind our work.
It does not address multichannel communication and rather focusses on the ease of use of tangible objects instead.
The users generally liked the easy-to-understand and natural interactions within Tic Tac Toe. Mobile aspects have
not been examined, since board games are inherently located in fixed locations.
When the Tic-Tac-Toe system was developed, the Dwarf system did not exist yet. Thus, this system is a good
prototype for the traditional way of developing a system. Focussed on the main event-loop of a C-program, the
system used specially developed functions to use and interprete new video data, as well as event-oriented action
items. Depending on the thereby resulting internal system state, the Tic-Tac-Toe game then proceeded to analyse
the current viewer position, as well as the current state on the physical board game to decide upon its next move.
The resulting motions of chips on the board were then transmitted to the users in an augmented, three-dimensional
way.

3.2

PAARTI

System Overview
The Paarti system [11] was a collaboration between our research group and BMW. It helps welders shoot studs
with high precision in experimental vehicles. A prototype was built within six months to successfully demonstrate
to BMW that it was possible to automatically guide a worker to place his welding gun with high precision at
the correct locations on a car frame. The system has been tested by a number of welders. It shows significant
time improvements over the traditional stud welding process. Our prototype is currently in the process of being
modified and installed for productional use.
A common task in the automotive industry is to build prototype cars. A time consuming part of this process is
the manual shooting of studs into a car frame. The studs have to be placed very accurately with required precisions
in the millimeter range. The former process was to measure the points where the studs have to be placed with a
high precision position locator (see figure 6a) and after that to shoot the stud with the welding gun (figure 6b).
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(a) The old measuring device

(b) The original welding gun

Figure 6. The old setup for stud welding
After examining the problem systematically (as described in more detail in [11]), we identified several different
options for positioning the mobile, ar-equipped diplay: on the user (in form of an HMD), arbitrarily within the
environment (e.g., on a near-by wall), or on the tool performing the welding operation.
Within the given context, the third solution appeared optimal with respect to the main issues, such as achieving
well-specified and guaranteed levels of precision, as well as being intuively usable. We thus decided to use the setup
illustrated in 7a. It builds upon the concept of an Intelligent Welding Gun, a regular welding gun with a display
attachment, a few buttons for user interactions, and reflective markers to track the gun position from stationary
cameras (see figure 7b).

(a) Sketch of the system

(b) The intelligent welding gun

Figure 7. The new setup as realised in PAARTI
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For Tracking, we used the commercial Art System9 which is a high precision (accuracy better than 1mm) optical
tracking system. Several cameras are mounted around the area which contains tracked items. Near the cameras,
there is an emitter for infrared light. The IR rays are reflected from the targets which allows the ART system
to locate their positions. A target is composed of some retro-reflective spheres. Several targets can be tracked at
the same time. We used the same tracking system for Archie and Sheep. Pictures of the targets can be seen in
section 3.3, figure 9.
Interactions
While welders operate and move the gun, the display shows three-dimensional stud locations on the car frame
relative to the current gun position (figure 8) Navigational metaphors, such as notch and bead and a compass,
are used to help welders place the gun at the planned stud positions with the required precision. When a stud
has been welded into the car frame and the welder is satisfied with the result, he presses a button on the gun as
confirmation. Then he will be guided by the display on the gun to the next stud location. This process continues
until the car frame is fully equipped with studs.

Figure 8. The improved welding process

Discussion
Paarti is a stationary system, as the car frame and the intelligent welding gun have to be located in a highprecision tracking enviroment, which are so far only available as stationary systems. The interactions within
Paarti have been tested with several welders from BMW. The evaluation showed that the tangible interactions
with the intelligent welding gun were liked very much by them. Multi-channel interactions were not necessary,
because the relatively simple process of welding does not need any more information than the one delivered by the
intelligent welding gun.
We think that an interesting lesson that can be learned from Paarti is the way in which the tangible user
interface was designed. A tool that was already used by the welders was enhanced with additional information.
This pattern of augmenting already existing tools with additional information could be used in several other
scenarios as well.

3.3

SHEEP

System Overview
One of the major challenges of current computer systems is to provide users with suitable means to plan, model,
and control complex operations which consist of many inter-related processes and dependencies. Multimodal,
multiuser interaction schemes are needed to provide adequate control metaphors. It is our hypothesis that tangible
user interfaces provide particularly intuitive means for controlling complex systems.
9 http://www.ar-tracking.de
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b) Attracting virtual sheep with a tangible
sheep.

a) View through the HMD while picking up a
virtual sheep.

c) A laptop as windows to the 3D world.

d) Scooping virtual sheep with an iPAQ

e) Demonstration of SHEEP at ISMAR2002

Figure 9. Subfigures a) to e) give an overview over the various interactions realized in SHEEP .
Additionally infrared-reflective markers (yellow circles) and the camera that is detecting them are
highlighted (red circle in figure e).
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To demonstrate the potential of tangible user interfaces to dynamically visualize, manipulate and control interrelated processes, we have built Sheep. Sheep is a multiplayer game centered around a physical table with a
pastoral landscape that contains a herd of virtual and real sheep. The landscape and virtual sheep are projected
from a ceiling-mounted projector. Players can assume one of several roles. According to their different roles,
players use different input devices and interaction technologies to interact with the game.
Within this system, every sheep is an independent process, communicating with other processes to attract or
repell each other. Sheep processes can be created or deleted. They can be visualized and manipulated using
various modalities that are packaged. into tangible units. The system was first demonstrated at Ismar2002 [43]
and formally presented at Ismar2003 [25].
Interactions
The Sheep game contains numerous interactions which are explained below:
Coloring sheep Figure 9a shows the view through an Hmd onto the table. A players wearing an Hmd can pick
up sheep with his tracked hand (note the marker that is attached to the player’s hand) and color them by
moving them into color bars shown inside the Hmd. After that, he can drop the sheep back onto the table
again.
Attracting sheep The scene also allows for real, tangible sheep. Once such object, a small Lego toy is shown in
figure 9b. Since all sheep are programmed to stay together, the entire hord can be controlled by moving the
tangible sheep – thereby making it to the leader of the herd. Moving the sheep around constitutes a tangbile
interaction which was very popular among users, because of its immediate comprehensability.
Exploring the 3D world A separate laptop can be used to view the scene on the table in three dimensions from
arbitrary vantage points (figure 9c). This constitutes a tangible interaction, with the metaphor of moving a
window about in the 3d world similar to the active lens of the metaDESK [50].
Creating and removing sheep By putting on a headset with a microphone and grabbing a tracked magic wand,
a player can create new sheep and remove sheep from the table. This is done by multimodal point-and-speak
input. The technical realisation and visual sensation for the users has been shown in section 2.3 (figure 3 ).
Scooping sheep Players equipped with a tracked iPAQ (figure 9d) can use it to scoop sheep up from the table.
Scooped sheep can be dropped back somewhere else on the table. During the scooping operation, the
scooped sheep is displayed on the palm-sized computer. The entire interaction is illustrated in figure 10.
This interaction is similar to Pick-and Drop [42], however we use a PDA to pick up virtual objects instead
of a stylus,
Discussion
Sheep is a stationary system which extensively uses tangible interactions. Synergistic multimodal input was used
to improve usability of the system. Coordinated multimedia output was deployed to enhance the immersivity of
the user’s experience. Audio feedback was used whenever possible and a large numer of displays was used: tracked
laptop, iPAQ, projected landscape on table and a Hmd.
This system was the first test of the multichannel abilites of the Dwarf user interface framework. On a technical
level, we were successful in validating our claims about the benefits of our framework. The 3D Viewer had to be
reimplemented, as we had several problems with its implementation for Sheep(details can be found in [25]). The
improved version of the 3D Viewer was successfully deployed in Archie, which is described in the next section.
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Figure 10. Scooping a virtual sheep with an iPAQ that acts as tangible display

3.4

ARCHIE

System Overview
Archie10 was developed in a team effort by eight master students within half a year. The goal of the project was
to develop a system to support architects in constructing buildings.
Usually a number of people with different interests are involved in the development process of a building. The
potential buyer has to mandate an architectural office to initiate the building process because the process is too
complex to handle for himself. A mediator is responsible to represent the interest of the later building owners
towards the architect. The architect assigns work to specialized persons, for example to technical engineers for
designing plans of the wiring system. Although the later building owner is the contact person for the architects
office, he is only one of the many stakeholders interested in the building. Furthermore landscape architects have
to approve the geographic placement of the new building in the landscape. Last but not least a building company
has to be involved as well. End users should be given the option to give feedback during the design phase too. So,
the architects office receives feedback from many participants about their plans.
The system we developed to support the collaboration between these groups of users is described below: An
architect who is equipped with a wearable computer enters the office of the future. He can now select which of
the two applications to start: modelling or presentation. Modelling lets the architects work collobaratively on a
virtual model that is placed on a table. They have various tangible tools to modify the model. Presentation lets
the architect present the modelled building to customers.
There have already been a variety of similar systems [38, 52, 1, 7]. With Archie we had a different focus
compared to those systems. Instead of focussing on the overall usability by the end-users, we were more trying to
test drive our framework and evaluate how it can deal with such a complex scenario.
10 http://www1.in.tum.de/DWARF/ProjectArchie
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Interactions
Mobile interactions The architect enters the office with his wearable (see figure 11a). The wearable is equipped
with an Hmd and a custom input device that was developed by Columbia University’s Computer Graphics
Lab [6]. Basically it is a touch pad fixed inside a glove, as can be seen in figure 11b. When the user enters
the room, the involved components of the Dwarf framework detect that they are ready to start up the
modelling or the presentation application. An appropriate GUI is displayed to the user. Depending on the
actual configuration of the wearable, there are two possible GUIs and dependent interactions.
Either the GUI is displayed on an iPAQ (see figure 11c) and the user can select the desired application by
touching the respective menu entry. Or when the architect wears an Hmd, the GUI is displayed inside the
Hmd and the selection is made via the TouchGlove.

(a) The wearable
system

(b) The TouchGlove input device

(c) Selecting functions with the iPAQ.

Figure 11. Mobile parts of ARCHIE
Modelling The setup for this part, which is similar to Sheep can be seen in figure 12a. An architect can take a
tangible wall, move it somewhere and create a new virtual wall object by pressing the create button on his
input device or using speech input. Another architect can help by moving around a tangible sun to simulate
different lighting conditions, which is very important for architectural design. Both continue their work and
build an approximate outer shape of a new building (see figure 12b).
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(a) Conceptual drawing of the setup (courtesy of
Manja Kurzak)

(b) Tangible objects for modelling and visualization: sun and wall

Figure 12. Colaborative modelling of a building
Presentation When the architect selects the presentation application, a video view ist started which is projected
on a wall – instad of using an HMD. Instead of the previous used HMD, now a projected view is started,
providing scenes as seen from a tangible camera object, as seen in figure 13c. The audience can now get a
spatial understanding of the proposed building which is displayed on the projection screen. The model to be
presented is rendered stereoscopically in anaglyphic red-cyan (figure 13b) For a realistic 3D view the visitors
need to wear the corresponding red-cyan glasses (figure 13a).

(a) Audience wearing red-cyan
glasses

(b) View rendered in red-cyan

(c) The tangible camera controlling the viewpoint for the presentation

Figure 13. Presentation of a planned building to an audience

Discussion
Archie is one of the most complex applications we have built so far. Its mobile part shows the abilites of
Dwarf for the combination towards wearable and ubiquitous computing. Multi-channel and tangible interactions
were implemented similarly as in Sheep and once again validated the claims regarding the expressiveness of our
framework.
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Archie was presented to architects who liked it a lot. They suggested that an integration with already existing
tools used in architecture (e.g. 3D Studio Max) would increase acceptance among architects. The modelling within
Archie is still very simple and will be enhanced in future versions by features like selection of different materials
or group selections and manipulations of virtual objects.
Most importantly to us, Archie provided new tools towards automatically setting up and testing new user
interfaces for archictects. While such customers were inawarely discussing topics related to the architectural
design of a building at hand, we were able to also collect spontaneously provided usability data, regarding the
preference of users to use various interaction tools, as well as the time they needed to use such tools to respond
to system requests [24]. This intermediate level of system use, as well as system eveluation is what we are striving
for. We are gathering increasing amounts of evidence that Dwarf is a very suitable toolkit for this purpose.

4

Summary and Future Work

In this paper, we have postulated a holistic approach to user interface development. Based on the observation
that a confluence between multimedia based, multimodal, wearable, ubiquituous, tangible and AR-based user
interfaces exists, we have set out to describe the overall technical requirements for an overarching architecture.
Our Distributed Wearable Augmented Reality Framework (Dwarf) is able to fulfill the central requirements and
has recently11 been extended with interaction elements from Zoomable and Attentive User Interfaces. On its basis,
we have proposed a user interface architecture for UAR. A number of prototype demonstration systems were shown
to fit well into this framework.
One of the major goals of our research is to provide a rapid prototyping environment within which new user
interface ideas can be prototyped and tested easily. To this end, the current setup has already proven to be suitable
for joint, online development, testing and enhancement of both individual interaction facilities and multimodal,
ubiquitous combinations thereof. The Sheep game was partly developed in such joint sessions, which we called
Jam sessions [25].
Furthermore, Kulas demonstrated within the Archie system that usability evaluations can be seamlessly integrated into the live development and testing process [24]. To this end, user evaluation processes can be created to
automatically inspect and evaluate the data streams flowing between the individual interaction devices, tangible
objects, users, displays, etc.
As a next step, the user interface architecture (Figure 2) can serve as the basis to dynamically integrate further,
in-depth enhancements to the analysis and interpretation of user input. By including tools to track a user’s
gestures or mimics (e.g., by eye tracking), a cognitive model of the user can be accumulated. Combined with
further sources of environmental context data, the User Interface Controller can be extended to react adaptively
to changing situations. By extending the information presentation primitives of the 3D Viewer, new presentation
metaphors, as well as context-dependant layouts of information within an augmented environment can be provided.
Note that all of these enhancements can be included, tested, modified and/or rejected online and non-exclusively.
The result is a live, dynamically changeable and also dynamically adaptive development environment for UAR
user interfaces. The environment can thereby provide us with the opportunity to easily explore, combine and test
different concepts that are currently emerging while also providing increasing degrees of automatic adaptation by
the tools themselves.
We expect this flexible, dynamically changeable setup to be able to provide us with the tools to generate and
test new concepts much more rapidly and flexibly.
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