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Figure 1: We present the S3D-UI Designer, a tool for stereoscopic 3D (S3D) user interface prototyping. A 2D user interface allows multiple depth layers
to be easily and quickly designed. For the visualization we use the MirrorBox, a 3D output device that comprises three virtual depth layers. We evaluated
our toolset with 26 participants that built 3D UI mockups (left) using keyboard/mouse (middle) and a touch surface (right) as input devices.

ABSTRACT
In this paper, we present the S3D-UI Designer – a tool to cre-
ate prototypes for 3D displays. Stereoscopic (S3D) displays
are quickly becoming popular beyond cinemas and home en-
tertainments. S3D displays can today already be found in mo-
bile phones, public displays, and car dashboards. A benefit of
such UIs is that they can group and structure information in
a way that makes them easily perceivable for the user. At the
same time, prototyping these UIs is challenging, as with tradi-
tional techniques, UI elements cannot easily be rendered and
positioned in 3D space. In contrast to professional 3D author-
ing tools, we present a tool targeted towards non-experts to
quickly and easily sketch a S3D UI and instantly render it on
a 3D display. We report on the design of the tool by means of
a workshop and present an evaluation study with 26 partici-
pants assessing its usabilty.
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INTRODUCTION
In recent years, stereo-vision (S3D) has become common-
place in entertainment, being mainly used in cinemas and
home television. While in those settings content is static, we
see large potential in interactive 3D user interfaces (UIs).
The trend towards such UIs is supported by autostereo-
scopic screens rapidly proliferating in consumer devices.
Such screens make wearing glasses obsolete for the user, re-
sulting in a significant gain in comfort. State-of-the-art exam-
ples include mobile phones, public displays, as well as cars.

The benefit of using stereoscopic UIs compared to traditional
2D UIs lies in the opportunity, to (a) spatially group elements
that relate to each other (e.g., apps or items frequently used or
launched after each other), and to (b) present important infor-
mation more prominently (e.g., further at the front). The lat-
ter case is particularly interesting for application areas, where
distraction should be minimized as, for example, in cars.

Creating 3D UIs is today possible, using authoring tools such
as Unity, Maya, Blender, or 3D Studio Max. While these tools
offer powerful means for creating, positioning, and animating
objects, they at the same time raise a number of challenges.
First, they were never designed to create UIs. In particular,
they do not offer any support for creating a sophisticated S3D
UI, for example through notifying the designer about over-
lapping elements, too large depth budgets, or elements po-
sitioned too close to each other in order to distinguish their
depth. Second, such tools are for expert designers and require
trainings or prior knowledge for an efficient usage. Hence,
they do not support the rapid prototyping of UIs as is often
required in early phases of the design process.
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At the focus of this paper we tackle these challenges and pro-
vide an easy-to-use tool that guides the designer towards pro-
totyping a powerful and usable S3D interface. We draw upon
a concept from the 1990s – layered user interfaces [9] – that
recently received attention in the context of eye tracking in
3D [1]. Such interfaces present information on different depth
layers. According to [9], such information structures support
the user in focusing on a single UI object and in dividing at-
tention between multiple objects. Prior work has shown that
structuring information on layers can significantly improve
search times [10]. This is also interesting from a designer per-
spective, since the use of layers makes it easier to create the
UI, i.e., a designer can create the layers one-by-one. At the
same time, it is difficult to understand how the layers interact
with each other (i.e., obstructions, interplay of colors, etc.).

In this work, we present the S3D-UI Designer, a tool that al-
lows several depth layers to be prototyped while the designer
can instantly observe the final output on a 3D display. At the
same time, the tool implements a number of features that sup-
port the designer already in early stages of the design process.

Our contribution is threefold. First, we report on two work-
shops, where designers had to create layered 3D UIs with
common design tools. Second, based on the findings, we im-
plemented a web-based prototyping tool. Third, we evaluated
the tool with 26 participants and show that it strongly supports
designers in creating prototypes of layered 3D UIs.

RELATED WORK
Prototyping graphical UI is important in the design process
of building usable systems. It is applicable at different stages,
ranging from early sketching on paper to an almost imple-
mented product [14]. When sketching on paper, prototyping
can even be done without any programming knowledge. It is
used during brainstorming sessions or for designing, creating,
and testing UI [17] and offers a way of rapidly presenting and
communicating ideas [3]. But people not used to sketching
may be afraid of drawing ugly interfaces and, hence, be reluc-
tant to express themselves [3]. Sefelin et al. [16] show that test
participants prefer digital prototypes over paper prototyping
for early evaluations. Walker et al. [20] found that the partic-
ipants commented more frequently on computer than paper
prototypes while the paper as well as the digital prototypes
identified the same number of usability issues.

However, creating digital prototypes typically requires pro-
gramming skills and technological expertise when novel in-
put or output technologies are intended. Possible solutions
are tools that allow digital prototypes to be rapidly created
without the need of expert knowledge. Such tools have been
developed for a variety of application areas. Weigel et al. [21]
developed a tool which allows creating prototypes for mo-
bile projection applications. Moreover, there are tools that
enable the creation of context aware applications. For exam-
ple, iCAP [18] is a tool for prototyping context-aware ap-
plications based on if-then rules without writing any code.
Topiary [12] allows for designing applications taking the lo-
cation of people or places into account. Additionally, there
are tools which address the use of hardware elements. For
example, the CalderToolkit developed by Lee et al. [11] is

a hardware toolkit to rapidly prototype functional interactive
devices for tangible UI. With regard to the automotive con-
text, Schneegass et al. [15] presented MI-AUI that allows the
simple creation of in-car UI using tangible controls. Broy et
al. presented 3D-HUDD, a prototyping tool for 3D head-up
displays [4]. Moreover, prototyping tools can also integrate
several fidelity levels in one interface [6]. De Sá [7] devel-
oped a prototyping tool for mobile devices which supports
the creation of prototypes ranging from sketch-based to func-
tional interactive software prototypes.

There are several commercial tools, such as Balsamiq1 and
Axure2 which support the creation of detailed UI prototypes
for websites and mobile applications. In addition, a lot of de-
velopers use tools such as Microsoft PowerPoint3 and Adobe
Photoshop4 to create simple wireframes but also sophisticated
UI designs [13]. Presente3D5 is an extension for PowerPoint
that enables the creation of stereoscopic presentation slides.
However, to our knowledge there is no tool that supports pro-
totyping S3D UI per se.

Prototyping S3D UIs has so far only been explored by Broy
et al. using two physical tools that allow arranging content
painted on foil in 3D space [5]. As [5] focus on paper proto-
typing, it does not address the integration of digital content.
With our work we bridge this gap, i.e., allowing digital S3D
prototypes to be created, while maintaining the ease of use of
techniques that are well-known for 2D UIs.

PROTOTYPING USER INTERFACES FOR 3D DISPLAYS
As shown in related work, few solutions exist that optimally
support prototyping for S3D displays. We focus on layered
UIs as one particular use case. Thus, we can apply well-
known 2D interaction techniques and avoid complex 3D in-
teraction which are considered to decrease the usabiliy [4]
and pragmatic quality of the system [19]. We envision our
research to provide fundamental knowledge upon which also
non-layered UIs can draw in the future.

The basic idea of the S3D-UI Designer is a 2D UI that allows
several depth layers to be designed and the depth layout to
be instantly shown on a 3D output device. This interface pro-
vides input controls as well as a 2D display, which is referred
to as the input display in the remainder of this paper. The
3D display is referred to as output display and represents the
stereoscopic prototype. While in theory the number of possi-
ble layers is only limited by the employed technology – solu-
tions range from autostereoscopic displays [8] to multilayer
displays with several layers of transparent screens [2] – prior
work recommends a maximum of 6 layers when structuring
information on different layers [5]. We chose a technology
supporting a limited number of layers only. To render the 3D
output, we used a MirrorBox6. Tilted mirrors allow UI el-
ement projected from below to be seen. We positioned the
1https://balsamiq.com/
2http://www.axure.com/
3https://products.office.com/en-US/powerpoint?
omkt=en-US
4http://www.adobe.com/products/photoshop.html
5http://www.presente3d.com/
6We designed the MirrorBox following the instructions in [5].
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Figure 2: Design Workshop – After the two groups of participants received a brief introduction to 3D prototyping, they had to design a hierarchical
menu respectively an email application for a mobile device with a S3D display. After each task, groups presented their results. The workshop concluded
with the groups filling in a questionnaire and engaging into a discussion.

MirrorBox on the display of a tabletop to reflect three vir-
tual layers (Figure 2). We deliberately opted for this setup
for several reasons. Besides offering a seamless process from
paper-based to computer-based prototyping and even mixing
both mediums, we reduce the complexity of layered UI by
limiting it to three layers. Nevertheless, we envision a dy-
namic layout of several layers as a further refinement of the
tool. Moreover, the MirrorBox neither requires glasses nor
has technical shortcomings as autostereoscopic technologies
(e.g., crosstalk, maintaining a defined sweet spot). It clearly
differentiates the layers and, thus, eases the understanding of
layered 3D UI and lowers the entry level for designers.

DESIGN WORKSHOPS
To identify core requirements for a 3D prototyping tool we
ran two design workshops. The objective of the workshops
was to identify important features and functionalities that
would best support designers during their work. In these
workshops, participants solved different design tasks with
different objectives and by means of different 2D tools. The
MirrorBox was positioned on top of a Microsoft PixelSense
as 3D output display (Figure 2). For creating the UI, we at-
tached an external monitor with keyboard and mouse.

To cover a wide range of features, we selected Microsoft Pow-
erpoint and Adobe Photoshop for creating the UIs. Whereas
Powerpoint allows items to be arranged quickly and pre-
defined elements to be used, Photoshop provides a higher de-
gree of artistic freedom when it comes to creating custom ele-
ments. In both programs we provided a template consisting of
three distinct areas placed on top of each other. However, both
tools required further interaction steps to display the content
with the MirrorBox. The Photoshop version required to save
the file, while the Powerpoint solution needed to mirror the
layers and aligning the mirrored presentation.

Prototyping Tasks
The workshop was framed around creating a layered UI for
an autostereoscopic smartphone. The participants had to solve
two tasks. In the menu task, they had to design an hierarchi-
cal menu consisting of different applications (call, sms, email,
etc.). In the email app task, they should create a layered UI
for an email app. In addition, we let the participants design
the UIs with two objectives. In the free design condition, we
provided the task in text form, leaving participants the free-
dom to come up with an own solution. In the mockup condi-
tion, participants were presented a 2D mockup of the UI we
expected them to rebuild for a 3D UI.

Setup, Participants, and Procedure
We recruited 7 participants (4 f, 3 m) with backgrounds in
design and computer science. Participants were undergradu-
ates and postgraduates. We divided the participants into two
groups. The first group started with freely designing the menu
(Powerpoint) before designing the email client based on the
provided mockup (Photoshop). The second group was asked
to first freely design the email client (Photoshop) before con-
tinuing with realising the mockup menu (Powerpoint).

Upon arriving at the lab, participants received a short intro-
duction to the main principles of designing layered UIs [5].
Then, we explained the setup and how to use the prototyping
tools. They started with the free design task. After 20 min-
utes they briefly presented their results before continuing with
the mockup task. This time they used the program they had
not yet worked with and had 10 additional minutes to finish
the task. Again they gave a short presentation of their results.
The workshop concluded with a 30-minute discussion phase,
which allowed participants to come up with further ideas for
the prototyping tool and to discuss them with the group.

Findings
Observations from the workshop and qualitative feedback
from the discussions lead to four major findings.

Maintain opportunity to collaboratively prototype the
user interface. Participants liked to collaboratively work on
the user interface and instantly discussed the results, rather
than designing elements separately. Our setup allowed only
one person to create and arrange elements at a time while the
others observed, commented, and provided suggestions. Be-
ing asked later whether this was an issue and whether it would
have been better to provide every participant a device to work
in parallel, all participants agreed that this would have de-
stroyed the collaboration resulting in weaker outcomes.

Realtime feedback on spatial arrangements. Participants
criticized the interaction steps necessary to view the 3D result
inside the MirrorBox. In consequence, the instant synchro-
nization of the input and output display is essential. A further
weakness identified by the participants was that the used tools
did not provide feedback on whether their choice of arranging
UI elements would lead to a satisfactory result. In many cases,
participants found placing elements to result in overlaps with
objects already placed on other layers. In these cases, they
needed to rework the interface. Hence, they requested fea-
tures such as reference lines to align content across layers
and automated feedback on overlapping objects.
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