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Figure 4. Three possible graphical representation of the 

Gazemark concept a) flag, b) spotlight, c) focus area with 

gradient filter. 

We demonstrated the three different visual options on an 8” 

screen to 6 participants (1 female, 5 male, aged 21 to 32 

mean = 24.3) and let them vote which one they preferred 

and indicate why they liked or didn’t like the 

representations. After calibrating the eye tracker to their 

eyes, they were presented with a map (as shown in figure 

4). The task was simply to mark positions on the screen by 

looking at the display, looking away and looking at the 

display again. After looking back at the display the previous 

gaze position was marked either by the flag (see figure 4a), 

the spotlight (see figure 4b) or the focus area with gradient 

filter (see figure 4c). Each type of visual Gazemark was 

presented six times.  

Afterwards they filled out a questionnaire. In the first 

question they were asked to express a preference for the 

three Gazemark options from 1 (preferred option) to 3 (least 

preferred option). The results are shown in table 1. 
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voted as 

3
rd

 

average 

flag 1 1 4 2.5 

spotlight 2 4 0 1.7 

focus area  3 1 2 1.8 

Table 1. Results of users’ preferences to the three visual 

representation (1=preferred option to 3=least preferred 

option). The number of votes as well as the average value is 

presented. 

They were also asked if they liked the representation or not 

and to provide an explanation. The flag was liked by 2 

participants, but they didn’t specify why this was the case. 4 

people didn’t like the flag representation. The main reason 

given was that detecting the flag was difficult because it 

was too small and not easy to distinguish from the map 

background. 5 participants liked the spotlight because it 

provides a larger focus area and therefore it was easier to 

find and they found it more accurate. Another advantage 

mentioned for the spotlight, was that it doesn’t hide 

information, in contrast to the flag representation. One 

participant didn’t like the spotlight because for him it was 

too vague. The focus area with gradient filter option was 

liked by 4 subjects, because the focus was clear, the 

representation guides the gaze automatically to the last gaze 

point and the gradient filter avoids sharp edges in the 

representation. 2 participants didn’t like this representation 

because they found the grayed out areas more distracting 

and they were concerned that if the position indicated for 

the last gaze was not correct it would be much harder to 

find information in these dark areas.  

The results of this study indicated that just marking a single 

point using a flag was less acceptable to users because it is 

more difficult to find, especially when the background is 

colorful. Marking a region around the last gaze position 

seems to be more promising. The last gaze position is easier 

to find and the users perceive this technique to be more 

accurate; it is more robust against minor deviations caused 

by the eye tracker. Taking the disadvantages of the focus 

area with gradient filter into account we decided to select 

the spotlight representation in our prototype 

implementation. Nevertheless, the focus area with gradient 

filter might also be an option, especially after adjusting the 

filter so that the farthest points away from the focus point 

are not darker than in the spotlight example.  

Taking on board the concern that finding information in 

dark areas might be harder if the last gaze was not correct, 

we decided that the Gazemark should be only visible for 3 

seconds at most and should disappear directly after finding 

the last gaze position again. 

IMPLEMENTATION 

We implemented a prototype of the Gazemarks concept to 

research if it might help users to reorient faster on a screen 

after switching attention. We chose a setting for our lab 

 

Figure 5. Experimental setup. Participant performs search 

tasks on the 8” display. The 42” display is used for providing 

questions to distract participant’s attention away from the 

search task. 

Design  

A within-subjects design was employed, with each subject 

performing the task in both conditions (in counterbalanced 

order). First of all the eye tracker had to be calibrated to the 

users’ eyes. Afterwards participants were introduced to the 

visual search task. The goal of the search task was to find 

letters on a map shown on the small display (as shown in 

figure 4). The participant was initially told to find one of 

the letters, tell the experimenter upon finding the letter and 

then look away from the small display at the 42” display 

where two questions were shown, one after the other. After 

answering both questions, an arrow appeared indicating one 

of eight directions. The subject had to look back at the 

small display, find the same letter again and tell the 

experimenter which number is shown in the indicated 

direction. This procedure was then repeated for each of the 

six letters before switching to the other condition. The 

experimenter asked for the six letters in counterbalanced 

order. The questions displayed on the 42” screen were 

selected from an IQ questionnaire, and were designed to be 

sufficiently challenging to fully engage the participants’ 

attention. Examples of questions asked included “What 

number completes the following series? 5 15 12 4 12 9?” 

and “Which one of these five choices complete the best 

analogy? Finger is to Hand as Leaf is to: a) Twig, b) Tree c) 

Branch, d) Blossom, e) Bark”. At the end, participants were 

given a questionnaire and asked to rate aspects of the 

Gazemark concept. Further open-text explanations for their 

statements were collected (e.g., advantages and 

disadvantages of the concept), as well as demographic data. 

The duration of the experiment was dependent on how 

quickly participants answered the question. It took between 

10 and 20 minutes. 

As a dependent variable we assessed search time by 

measuring the time between looking back at the navigation 

display and finding the requested letter again. The 

measurement was generated automatically by starting a 

timer in our software after recognizing the first gaze at the 

8” screen and stopping this timer as soon as a gaze was 

inside the area, which would match the highlighted area 

around the last gaze position in the spotlight condition. If 

the participant was not able to find the letter in 3000ms this 

value was counted for the search time indicating that the 

participant was not able to find the letter in time. 

Participants 

16 participants took part in the study: 3 female and 13 male, 

aged 23 to 52 (mean = 28.44).  

RESULTS 

In the following we present and discuss the quantitative as 

well as the qualitative findings of our user study. 

Analysis of search times 

As the participants’ search time had a ceiling value of 3000 

ms, search times in the two conditions were compared with 

a non-parametric Wilcoxon signed-rank test. The median 

was used as a measure of central tendency; effect size is 

reported as Pearson’s r. 

As predicted, participants were found to be considerably 

faster in searching for letters on the map with Gazemarks 

(Mdn = 625.75 ms) than without (Mdn = 1999.50), T = 1, 

p<0.001, r = -0.87.  

Analysis of questionnaire results 

The questionnaires asked participants to report whether 

they liked the spotlight representation. 15 of the 16 subjects 

liked the representation, explaining that this was because 

“the target was faster to find” (6 people); “focus leads the 

attention to the essential” (3 people), “it helps to orientate” 

(3 people) and “it reduces mental workload” (1 person). 

Only 1 participant didn’t like the spotlight. He said that he 

didn’t notice it or just ignored it.  

In the next question participants were asked to score how 

helpful the presented system was, indicating their 

preference by crossing a line on a continuous Likert scale. 

The distance along the line was then measured and 

translated into a scale ranging from 0 (not at all helpful) to 

5 (very helpful). The results showed that they typically 

found the spotlight helpful or very helpful (mean value: 

4.09, standard deviation: 1.0). Only one participant rated 

helpfulness as less than 3.6 (0.65). The accuracy was 

addressed in the following question. Participants had to 

score on a scale from 0 (very inaccurate) to 5 (very 

accurate) how accurate the highlighted region corresponded 

to their last gaze position. The mean value was 3.24 with a 

standard deviation of 1.06. The accuracy depends highly on 

the eye tracker calibration and the movement the user 

carries out during the experiment, which can lead to 

inaccurate behavior of the system. This result also confirms 

our assumption that highlighting a region is more useful 
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