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Introduction
Welcome to the first 2014 newsletter of the Tech Labs. The newsletter will give you a quick overview of some of

the work that has been going on at the Tech Labs.

For the Tech Labs this period of the year is always the busiest. Not only tend staff researchers to cluster their 

research in spring and early summer, many (master) students also want to run their experiments, so the Tech 

Labs are almost booked to capacity. There's also a lot of custom-made application building going on. With the  

increasing number of Tech Lab users, more do not need the physical spaces of the Tech Labs, but want custom-

build applications on PC's, mobile devices or the Internet.

As always, if you have any research/education and technology questions, remarks, suggestions, ideas, please do

not hesitate to contact Marco Otte. Who knows maybe your project will be in the next newsletter.

Content

• Online leadership – Studying the effects of error-handling strategies by leaders

• Synerscope Data Analysis Visualization Application – Testing novel interactive data visualization

• Virtual Burglary update – Studying behavioral pattern of burglary

• VisMet – Creating an online database of visual metaphors

• News Tracker – Studying daily patterns of news reading on diverse platforms

• Coping with Media Distractions – How people are distracted by tempting media options

• Tech News – What's new in the Tech Labs

◦ Avatar 2.0 – Using realistic fully controllable on-screen avatars

◦ and more...

Research
Online leadership - MediaLab

This study, done in the MediaLab, looked at the question how perceived leaders’ performance and followers’ 

performance are influenced by leaders’ error-handling strategies.

They were told that the study is about online leadership and that they receive help from a leader via a chat 

window. The control-group received a neutral text, whereas the error-management group received a text 

where the leader shows that he supports the motto “to err is human”. In contrast, the error-prevention group 

read a text showing that the leader follows the motto “better safe than sorry”. After the manipulation, all 

participants saw the same video of the fictitious leader successfully playing the game TrainDispatcher 2.0.

Afterwards, they were asked to answer a survey concerning the perceived leaders’ performance, his task 

flexibility and improvement, as well as the perceived sociability, morality and competence. The results are 

currently under analysis.

Researchers: Anna-Raissa Schick

Synerscope Large scale network analysis – Game Cella'

SynerScope is an interactive visual analytics suite that allows the exploration of dynamic network data. The 

speed of GPUs enables a responsive environment that allows you to touch your data to find correlations 

between the data and its context. SynerScope lets the data speak for itself and lets you discover patterns, and 

instantly verify them. This shortens the research cycle from days to seconds.

This experiment studies the capability of 4th grade high school students to accomplish data analysis tasks on 

the network of Wikipedia articles and page links. The subject of this study was the learning curve of people 



without a formal education when using SynerScope network analysis software, and to identify cognitive 

hurdles. An initial round of user studies was performed in the IntertainLab using virtualized instances of the 

software running on Amazon. A second round of studies is planned in the Game Cella', which now hosts the 

software on its gaming PC's.

Researchers: Fernando Nuñez Serrano, Thomas Ploeger, Willem van Hage

Coping with Media Distractions - MediaLab

Previous research has indicated that students are easily distracted by media when studying. The aim of this 

observational study was to investigate whether and which students are distracted by tempting media options. 

The study was conducted in Media Lab of the Network Institute. Students had to read a boring academic text 

on the computer for 20 minutes. Several potential media distractions were present: Students’ mobile phone 

was placed on the desks together with a couple of popular magazines. Moreover, Nu.nl, Facebook, and Youtube

were open and easily accessible on the computers students were working on.

We examined whether and for how long students were distracted by the available media while reading the 

“boring” academic article. Moreover, we examined whether specific personality factors predicted whether 

students are distracted by media. More specifically, we investigated whether a students’ self-control ability 

influenced if and to what extent a student was distracted. We expected that students with low self-control were

more easily distracted than students high in self-control. 

In the MediaLab we use unobtrusive video recordings of the students’ behavior in the lab (e.g., via webcams 

and desktop recordings), we observed which media were used by each participating student and for how long. 

The collected data are currently analyzed and will further illuminate to what extent tempting media options 

distract students from focusing on a boring task.    

Researchers: Susanne E. Baumgartner (Uva) / Tilo Hartmann (VU)  



Virtual Burglary – Game Cella'

In the last newsletter the Virtual Burglary project was introduced, a collaboration between the NSCR (Jean-

Louis van Gelder), the University of Portsmouth (Claire Nee) and the Tech Labs (Marco Otte).

At that time we still had to start the development of the virtual environment, now the first version is ready for 

the first test runs in May.

Using Unity Pro we've created a modern family home that is fully decorated and filled with many valuable and 

worthless objects that can be looted by the user. The user starts outside on the street in a typical modern 

neighborhood to enhance the feeling of a realism. It's up to the user how to proceed. They can first walk 

around and check out the neighborhood (in the next version we'll have 5 houses the user can choose from). 

They can look inside the house, enter through the front door or walk around and enter through the garden. 

They can even opt for climbing the drain pipe a the back and enter the house through an open window on the 

first floor. Once inside they are free to walk around and pick up objects, although there is a limit to the weight 

they can carry before they'll either have to walk away or drop the objects in a temporary drop-zone.

The application records the users' movements and which objects they pick up and drop.

Over the coming weeks we'll be running usability tests. We will also be testing an Oculus Rift head mounted 

display to further increase immersion.

Data collection will start later this year, including un the Uk in prisons using convicted burglars and we'll also try 

to keep expanding the environment by adding more features to the house, increasing realism and enhancing 

the virtual neighborhood.

Researchers: Jean-Louis van Gelder, Claire Nee and Marco Otte

Screenshot of the virtual burglary environment

VisMet – Visual Metaphors – Game Cella' / Web

In recent years metaphor research has been attracting a wide range of scholars, interested in understanding 

how metaphor functions when not expressed verbally. Still images are often used to deliberately realize 

metaphors for communicating specific messages in advertising, art, social campaigns, and political cartoons.

The aim of this project to investigate the actual possibility to create a repository of visual metaphors (still 



images) that can be accessed by academic researchers under specific regulations, for scientific and educational 

(non-commercial) purposes. 

To achieve this we've set up a modern looking website that not only offers users basic information about the 

project and about visual metaphors, but also hosts a database of the visual metaphors and display them in an 

intuitive and attractive way. At this moment we are working on the last improvements before the web site will 

go live.

Researchers: Marianna Bolognesi, Esther van den Berg and Gerard Steen

VisMet home page

News Tracker – Game Cella'

Last year, the research project ‘The New News Consumer’ started at the Faculty of Arts. This project studies 

how digitalization enables and inhibits new habits and patterns of news consumption, and how news 

organisations can optimally cater to changing practices and preferences. This project undertakes several large-

scale, innovative, longitudinal audience research and triangulates these results with studies on journalistic 

production and content. 

This is a joined project of the VU and University of Groningen and is led by VU professor dr. Irene Costera 

Meijer. The consortium consists of twelve leading Dutch news organizations. National Newspapers: Algemeen 

Dagblad, de Volkskrant, Trouw, het Parool. Regional newspapers: Dagblad van het Noorden and Leeuwarder 

Courant. National public radio and television broadcasters: Buitenhof, EenVandaag, EO, NCRV, Nieuwsuur, NOS. 

One of the research projects is the development of a Newstracker. This tool will track, map and compare users’ 

(actual) everyday news use on two moments during the project. The development of the Newstracker is 

currently under way at the Tech Labs.

Researchers: Irene Costera Meijer,Martijn Kleppe, Tim Groot-Kormelink



Tech News
Avatar v2.0

For some time the Tech Labs have been working together with the

Dutch company IC3DMedia in creating an easy to program, flexible and

realistic on-screen avatar system. Recently the decision was made to

transfer most of the technology to the Unity development platform.

This step creates a host of new opportunities to use these avatars in.

The avatars can be animated (eg walk) and their faces can realistically

show human expressions and lip-sync. To achieve this we will be using

facial motion capture software (FaceShift) to record facial expressions

and lip-sync . Inside Unity we will then be able to programmatically

make any changes we want to these animations and make those

interactive as well.

This way we will be able to rapidly create on-screen avatar video clips,

but also create truly interactive avatars that can respond to input from

both the real world and the virtual one. Using Unity Pro also enables us

to place the avatars inside a realistic environment and make that

environment interactive as well.

We're hoping to run the first experiment using this new avatar system in May in a research conducted by 

Marloes Spekman (Selemca project – Network Institute/FSW).

Some of the equipment we ordered at the end of last year has been delivered and is ready to use. One of these 

is the huge 4k 3D TV screen that is mounted on a wall in the Intertain Lab. You can use the screen to show eye-

popping 4k videos (there is a powerful computer connected to it) that can deliver an immense resolution. Ideal 

for wow-ing people, but also for visualizing high-resolution data. Please do not hesitate to use it and ask for 

help if needed!

Currently we are waiting for the delivery of our static-treadmill system so you'll be able to really walk around in 

a virtual environment without the limitations of the real world space you are in. We expect those to be 

delivered by the end of May.

By the end of the summer we also hope to own a full-body inertial motion capture system, called PrioVR. This 

should enable us to track users' movements in the real world with a high accuracy for a very low cost. This can 

be used in virtual environments to create full-body linkage between the user and his avatar.

Around that same time the next version of the head mounted display Oculus Rift should arrive. The new 

development kit will feature HD resolution, higher tracking accuracy and lower lag. This should make the Rift a 

very usable piece of technology for any immersive virtual reality research. The current version (of which we 



have two in the Tech Labs) lack both resolution and fast response times, making it great as a proof of concept, 

but less usable for actual experiments.

Finally we already mentioned the FaceShift software for facial motion capture. This software, together with a 

high resolution 3D camera, make creating realistic facial expressions and lip-sync on an on-screen avatar a piece

of cake. Just calibrate to your face and start recording. Afterwards you can easily map it onto 3D models either 

in your favorite 3D modeling program or in Unity.


