Models of Gaze Control for Manipulation Tasks
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Human studies have shown that gaze shifts are mostly driven by the current task demands. In manipulation tasks, gaze leads
action to the next manipulation target. One explanation is that fixations gather information about task relevant properties,
where task relevance is signalled by reward. This work presents new computational models of gaze shifting, where the agent
imagines ahead in time the informational effects of possible gaze fixations. Building on our previous work, the contributions
of this article are: (i) the presentation of two new gaze control models, (ii) comparison of their performance to our previous
model, (iii) results showing the fit of all these models to previously published human data, and (iv) integration of a visual search
process. The first new model selects the gaze that most reduces positional uncertainty of landmarks (Unc), and the second
maximises expected rewards by reducing positional uncertainty (RU). Our previous approach maximises the expected gain in
cumulative reward by reducing positional uncertainty (RUG). In experiment ii the models are tested on a simulated humanoid
robot performing a manipulation task, and each model’s performance is characterised by varying three environmental variables.
This experiment provides evidence that the RUG model has the best overall performance. In experiment iii, we compare the
hand-eye coordination timings of the models in a robot simulation to those obtained from human data. This provides evidence
that only the models that incorporate both uncertainty and reward (RU and RUG) match human data.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Most of our daily tasks require us to act under uncertain and incomplete information. Only by using
sensing to fill in missing information and reduce task relevant uncertainty can these tasks be accom-
plished. One such sense is vision, which can actively explore the scene to gather information that would
help us interact with our environment [Bajesy 1988; Findlay and Gilchrist 2003]. Although our work
does not follow a purely biological approach, it is motivated by psychophysical human studies about the
relation between gaze shifts and actions during the execution of tasks. Empirical evidence from these
studies has led to three important findings: (i) gaze shifts in the scene are, in general, driven by the on-
going task [Yarbus 1967; Land 2009]; (ii) spatially, gaze is directed to task relevant objects and to the
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sites where actions are taking place [Johansson et al. 2001; Rothkopf et al. 2007]; and (iii) temporally,
our actions are guided by the visual system [Ballard et al. 1992; Johansson et al. 2001].

One question is what mechanisms a rational decision maker could employ to select a gaze location
given limited information and limited computation time. Another question is how humans select the
next fixation location. Previous work has suggested that the answers to both questions might be sim-
ilar: human eye movement behaviour is consistent with the use of decision making mechanisms for
fixation selection (i) that are Bayes’ rational [Najemnik and Geisler 2005] or (ii) that try to maximise
reward values [Navalpakkam et al. 2010; Schutz and Gegenfurtner 2010]. The aim of our work is to
investigate these claims further, by examining in detail the formulation and behaviour of three Bayes’
rational mechanisms for fixation selection during the performance of manipulation tasks. This article
makes four contributions. First, we present two new models of fixation selection that are based on a
model we presented in Nunez-Varela et al. [2012b]. All three models are similar in that they calculate
the benefit of a fixation by imagining its effect on the agent’s information state. In order to distinguish
these models, they are examined in two ways: relative performance in controlled conditions and good-
ness of fit to human data. Thus, our second contribution is a study of the performance of each model in
a simulation of a humanoid robot performing a manipulation task previously explored in Nunez-Varela
et al. [2012a, 2012b]. This article plots the degradation of each strategy’s performance as (i) grasp sen-
sitivity increases, (ii) observation reliability decreases, and (iii) the field of view (FoV) narrows. Our
third contribution is the integration of a visual search mechanism into the fixation selection process. In
the fourth contribution, the models are compared according to their fit to previously published human
data on hand-eye coordination in a manipulation task [Johansson et al. 2001].

Next, we first define the gaze control problem and how it can be decomposed. Second, the benefit of
robot simulation to study gaze control is discussed and the manipulation tasks are described. Finally,
the structure of the rest of the article is given.

1.1 Defining the Gaze Control Problem

One of the key characteristics of the human eye is the inhomogeneity of the retina; only a small region
of the retina’s central part has high acuity (fovea). Due to this feature, the eyes must actively move
in order to obtain detailed views of different parts of the scene [Steinman 2003]. Although different
eye movements exist, we are only interested in saccades, which shift gaze from one fixation location to
another in rapid jumplike movements. After a saccade is completed, the eyes are momentarily station-
ary and a fixation occurs, where visual information is captured and analysed [Findlay and Gilchrist
2003]. Based on this, and a small abusing of common terminology, we define gaze control as the prob-
lem of (i) selecting fixation locations, (ii) moving and centring the agent’s eyes on a particular fixation
location, and (iii) analysing the current view point. This work is solely interested in (i) the fixation se-
lection process,! where, given a number of task relevant landmarks (e.g., objects on a table), the agent
decides what landmark to fixate next by imagining the informational effects of fixating each available
landmark. Thus, the main problem faced by the agent is to decide where to look. Nevertheless, fixa-
tion selection becomes more complex if the agent has multiple manipulation motor systems (e.g., two
arms), each of which may be performing a separate task (e.g., each arm moves objects independently),
or separate actions that contribute to a common task (e.g., bimanual grasping). In this case, a single
fixation might not be able to assist all of the manipulation actions running simultaneously. Thus, gaze
should be treated as a serial resource that must be first allocated to a particular manipulation motor

1Because our work is solely concerned with part 1, it is simpler to think about parts 2 and 3 as separate processes (Section 2.1
explains how we deal with parts 2 and 3). However, we do not advocate that particular sequential configuration. The design and
implementation of these processes may execute simultaneously at different levels, especially if a biological approach is followed.
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Fig. 1. (a) The iCub robot (image from www.icub.org) [Metta et al. 2008]. (b) The iCub simulator performing the pick & place
task. (c) Representation of the positional uncertainty (ellipsoids) and the value of reaching for each object/container (bars) in the
current timestep. (d) Gaze control based on uncertainty reduction. (e) Gaze control based on rewards and uncertainty. (f) Gaze
control based on rewards, uncertainty, and gain. The X specifies the next chosen fixation point (see text for details).

system so that this motor system is able to select a particular fixational landmark. In other words,
gaze allocation is defined as a scheduling problem [Sprague et al. 2007] that assigns the choice about
where to look to a specific manipulation motor system. In summary, our models of gaze control first
allocate gaze to a manipulation motor system, then this motor system is given the ability to select
its preferred landmark location. Qur gaze control models? provide an integrated account where both
problems, gaze allocation and where to look, are dealt with in a single control mechanism.

1.2 Using Robotic Simulations to Study Gaze Control

The implementation of computational models in robotic platforms allows testing under configurations
that would be difficult in humans (e.g., the robot’s FoV can easily be altered between trials). Robotic
simulations give configuration flexibility not only for the robot but also the environment (e.g., objects
can be created or modified in real time). They also ease the repeatability of experiments in order
to characterise the behaviour of models statistically. For these reasons, our gaze control models are
implemented using the iCub simulator [Metta et al. 2008]. The iCub is a humanoid robot with multiple
motor systems (Figure 1(a)), whilst the iCub simulator is an open source platform that employs the
same controllers and modules used to control the real robot (Figure 1(b)). In this work, we make use of
both arms (i.e., two manipulation motor systems), where each has a hand with five fingers. In addition,
we make use of what we call the perceptual motor system, which includes the robot’s head, neck, and
eyes. In order to test our gaze control models, two manipulation tasks are simulated:

—Pick & place task. This task is used to characterise the performance of our models of gaze control.
It consists of picking up objects from a tabletop and then placing them inside one of two containers
(Figure 1(b)). In this task, the arms do not interact with each other (e.g., to transfer objects from

2Throughout the article, we might employ the general term of gaze control to refer to the fixation selection process.
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one hand to the other). A new object appears at a random position on the table: (i) every 60 seconds,
(ii) every time an object is put inside a container, and (iii) whenever an object falls from the table.
The goal is to put as many objects as possible inside the containers in trials of 5 minutes each.

—Johansson’s task. This task is used to show the fit of our models to human behavioural data. We
simulate the manipulation task devised by Johansson et al. [2001], where subjects have to reach for
and grasp a bar located on the table, and move it in a vertical plane to touch a target switch whilst
avoiding an obstacle located between the table and the switch (see Figure 7(a)).

1.3 Road Map

Section 2 provides an intuitive explanation of our three models of gaze control, along with a sum-
mary of related work. Section 3 formulates the robot’s system and our gaze control models. Section 4
characterises the models’ performance using the pick & place task by varying three environmental
conditions. Section 5 presents the experimental analysis for Johansson’s task and demonstrates how
well the models match human data. Finally, Section 6 presents conclusions and future work.

2. CANDIDATE MODELS OF GAZE CONTROL

This section provides an intuitive explanation of our three computational models of gaze control, whilst
the next section gives a detailed account of the models. The key idea is that the agent/robot selects
where to fixate next by imagining (or predicting) the informational effects of fixating the landmarks
currently known to the robot one step into the future. This kind of prediction is known in the artificial
intelligence literature as one-step look ahead planning. Predicting the benefit of the possible fixational
landmarks is based on two parameters:

—Positional uncertainty of landmarks. This work assumes that the location of landmarks is unknown
to the robot. The robot has to look at landmarks in order to estimate their location. This happens
when a landmark falls inside the robot’s view point. As an example, consider the snapshot of the
pick & place task depicted in Figure 1(b). There are five landmarks (three objects and two contain-
ers), where their positional uncertainty is represented as bivariate Gaussian densities (shown as
ellipsoids in the top view of the same scene in Figure 1(c)). For the current timestep, notice how the
left container has the highest positional uncertainty, whilst the yellow cylinder has the smallest.

—Value of performing manipulation actions. The manipulation actions can be quantified by the cu-
mulative discounted reward (i.e., value) that the robot receives after performing such action. In
this work, these values are learnt via reinforcement learning [Sutton and Barto 1998] (Section 3.3),
where the robot learns the sequence of manipulation actions that achieve some task by trial-and-
error interactions with the environment. Let us assume that the robot already has learnt the values
that achieve the pick & place task according to some reward function. Considering the same snap-
shot from Figure 1(b), notice that each arm is ready to reach for an object (since the robot has learnt
that when a hand is empty, an object can be grasped). The value of reaching is attached to each
object/container. In fact, the robot needs to reason about how much value it is going to receive for a
successful reach traded off against the current positional uncertainty of each object/container. This
proportional value is represented by the vertical bars in Figure 1(c). For the current timestep, notice
how the value of reaching the blue sphere is the smallest amongst the three objects because of its
high positional uncertainty.

Depending on how the robot employs these two quantities, at least three gaze control models emerge.
Before such models are described, we provide a list of assumptions considered throughout this article.
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2.1 Assumptions

Because of the complexity of the overall robot’s control system and the gaze control problem, this work
makes a series of assumptions that need to be taken into account to understand the scope and the
limitations of our models of gaze control, particularly when compared to human gaze control.

—Spatial acuity. We do not model the exact inhomogeneity of the human eye. However, we make use
of an observation model that produces a smoothly varying spatial acuity (Section 3.4.1). This models
a smooth fall off in spatial acuity as we move from the centre of the FoV (0° to 10°) to the periphery
(+10°), which is qualitatively similar but not the same as the human eye.

—Fixations. Because we consider nonuniform spatial acuity, centring the robot’s camera(s) to a land-
mark is important. According to our observation model, only when landmarks lie within the central
part of the current view point (0° to 10°), it is then possible to get a good estimate of its location.

—Saccades. The control of saccadic movements at the motor level is outside the scope of our work.
Instead, we rely on standard robotic control techniques [Shibata et al. 2001], particularly those
available to the iCub humanoid robot (Section 1.2), which allow the movement of the robot’s head,
neck, and eyes. We consider these three motor systems together as the perceptual motor system.

—Visual analysis. Processing visual information requires the use of computer vision techniques that
are also outside the scope of this work. Since we only need to detect landmarks in the current view
point whenever a fixation occurs, we use the simulator for object detection.

—Upncertainty. Although uncertainty may exist about many object properties (e.g., shape and mass),
our models are only tested with respect to the positional uncertainty of landmarks.

—Learning. The robot learns how to perform the task via reinforcement learning, assuming all of the
landmarks’ locations are known to the robot. This learning phase is where the values of performing
manipulation actions are determined according to the reward function (Section 3.3).

—Grasping. This is a complex problem that is also outside the scope of this article. Once again, we will
take advantage of the simulator by using a magnetlike function (explained in Section 3.1).

—Manipulation motor systems. These refer to the robot’s arms. Because of the arm’s joint limits, each
arm has a set of landmarks that it can manipulate and which thus form the candidate fixation
locations that could benefit that motor system. Furthermore, we assume that each motor system is
able to perform a specific subtask.

Next, we first explain our gaze control model based on uncertainty reduction; second, our model
based on rewards and uncertainty; and third, our model based on rewards, uncertainty, and gain.

2.2 Gaze Control Based on Uncertainty Reduction (Unc)

Our first gaze control model aims to maximise the reduction of positional uncertainty only. It predicts
one step into the future the location uncertainty that would remain if each of the known landmarks,
for each manipulation motor system, is fixated. The residual positional uncertainty is calculated by
the difference between the current and the predicted uncertainty. The model selects the fixation that
is expected to most reduce uncertainty about the location of the corresponding landmark. Figure 1(d)
shows this, where the small ellipsoids represent the predicted residual uncertainty (the big ellipsoids
are those from Figure 1(c)). In this example, looking at the right container will benefit the right arm,
whilst looking at the left container will benefit the left arm. Both cases have a high reduction in
uncertainty; however, the highest reduction comes from looking at the left container. Thus, gaze is
allocated to the left arm, and the left container is chosen to be fixated next (marked with an X). By
disregarding task rewards (i.e., the values of performing manipulation actions) completely, the robot
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Fig. 3. (a) The visual analysis process to obtain the 3D locations of landmarks. (b, ¢) The coordinates specifying fixation points
and object locations to generate the observation model, respectively. (d) Examples of densities from the observation model
representing the noise during triangulation when the robot is looking at the centre of the table. (See text for details.)

3.4.1 Visual Analysis. At the beginning, the VM is empty. When the robot performs a fixation,
visual input is captured and the landmarks inside the robot’s current view point are detected, added
to the VM , and their 3D locations estimated. Using stereo vision in the simulator provided precise 3D
locations. However, since our models assume positional uncertainty of landmarks, we are interested
in having a noisy triangulation process. Instead of using artificial noise, we found that triangulation
is in fact noisy in the simulator using a command that employs monocular vision (right camera). This
command uses the distance from the eye to the landmark’s true location, but because the true location
is not known, this distance needs to be estimated using the current knowledge about the landmark’s
location. Another source of noise comes from the positional error in the robot’s head, neck, and eyes in
the simulated odometry. The 2D image coordinates are also used for triangulation, but as mentioned
in Section 2.1, we use the simulator directly for object detection.

Then, an observation model (OM ) was learnt offline that represents the noise from the triangula-
tion process (Figure 3(a)). The OM was created by systematically moving the robot’s fixation point and
an object in a discretised space. Each fixation point and object location is represented using spherical
coordinates: ( 4, 4, radiusg) and ( ,, o, radius,) for the gaze and object, respectively (Figures 3(b) and
3(c)). Whilst varying these parameters, we recorded the offset between the triangulated 3D location
(using the simulator’s triangulation command mentioned earlier) and the true object’s location. The
OM is generalised by triangulating, using the distance at which the fixation point is located (radius,).
Thus, each data point is represented by the rest of the coordinates except for radius,. The resulting
data points were binned according to a quantisation of ( 4, 4, o, o,radius,) and then fitted by bi-
variate Gaussian densities. This resulted in 405 densities that cover a big part of the working space.
Figure 3(d) shows nine examples of these densities, representing the case when the robot is looking
at the centre of the table ( ;, = 140°, , = 0°, , = 70°). Notice how the noise accrues as the object
horizontal eccentricity in the FoV increases as , and radius, varies. The estimated location is more
accurate when the robot looks directly at the object (central column, , = 0°).

During the execution phase, the OM is used to estimate the location of the detected landmarks.
These estimates are used in turn to maintain the VM after a fixation occurs (illustrated in
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Figure 2(b)). If a new landmark e; is detected (i.e., it appears in the robot’s view point), its pair
(e;, pos(e;)) is added into VM , where its particle filter G is initialised by uniformly distributing the
particles across the table. If a landmark is not seen for 1.5sec, Gaussian noise with zero mean and
1.0cm of standard deviation is added to its current estimate. This models temporal decline (forgetting)
in visual working memory. Finally, if a landmark e; already in VM is detected, its corresponding parti-
cle filter G is updated by incorporating the new observation (i.e., the location just estimated), denoted
by . This update follows the resampling process of particle filters [Thrun et al. 2008], which makes
the particles converge as more observations are made. This is done by first calculating the weight of
each particle: weight(g/) = p( |g/), which represents the probability of given the particle g/. Once
all weights are calculated, a new particle set is formed by drawing particles with replacement from the
old set with probability proportional to their weight (i.e., particles with high weight are more likely to
be chosen for the new set). As it is possible that some particles are selected more than once, some noise
is added to each particle according to the OM . In fact, the addition of this noise produces a smoothly
varying spatial acuity (as mentioned in Section 2.1).

By accessing the VM , the robot employs the estimates about the location of landmarks in order to
decide what manipulation actions to perform (Figure 2(a)).

3.4.2 Manipulation Action Selection. The robot selects actions for each manipulation motor system
ms by considering the location information of those landmarks within its reach. The list of manipulable
objects is determined during runtime. As the manipulation motor systems work independently in the
pick & place task, their actions are selected in parallel using the Q-MDP algorithm [Cassandra 1998]:

1 )
Gps = arg max — value(g’, a), (2)
Q€A s FieG

where g/ is a particle from the set G of the landmark e;, and J is the number of particles. Then,
value(g’, a) is the value of performing action a on landmark e;, assuming g/ is the landmark’s location.
An action a is determined to (i) succeed, if the offset between the centre of the hand and the location
given by particle g/ is less than or equal to some threshold (e.g., 1.0cm) or (ii) fail, if the offset is
greater than the threshold. If an action succeeds, value(g’/, a) takes the Q-value of Qs(s, a) (from the
learnt policy ,,); if it fails, it takes the Q-value of the second best action and is punished by adding
—1 unit of reward. These values are summed over all particles and then averaged by </. This procedure
maps the continuous information needed for low-level control to the discrete state space of each ma-
nipulation motor system. For instance, Figure 4(a) shows the probability of success/failure for action
Grasp (the same applies for reaching). The area where grasping succeeds is determined by a threshold
(red circle). If the number of particles inside this area is big, then each particle will get the maximum
value (@s(s, a)) and the probability of success will be high. The number of particles lying inside the
grasping area is determined by the spread of the particles (pos(e;)) (green ellipsoid). Note that for a
manipulation action to succeed, the uncertainty should be minimised. This is achieved by looking at
the landmarks, as determined by the gaze control models, which we now describe in turn.

3.5 Models of Gaze Control

The selection and success of manipulation actions depend on having the correct location information of
each landmark. But only some information needs to be known to complete each step of the task, and the
robot can choose which information to gather by fixating a specific landmark (i.e., by deciding where to
look). Moreover, as explained in Section 1.1, we also deal with the problem of gaze allocation, because
gaze control needs to be shared amongst our two manipulation motor systems (i.e., the robot’s arms).
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Fig. 4. (a) Representation of the probability of success for action Grasp. (b) Results for reach/grasp sensitivity analysis, in which
observation noise = 1.0 and FoV = 60° x 40°. The top graph shows task performance. The lower graph shows the proportion of
actual performance compared to the best case for each strategy. The error bars represent the 95% confidence intervals.

Next, we describe our three one-step look ahead models of gaze control (summarised in Section 2)
that aim to select fixation locations, where a fixation location corresponds to a specific landmark listed
in VM . Because our models predict the benefit of looking at some landmark, which includes (i) the
selection, (ii) saccade, and (iii) analysis of that fixation location, then we will use the term perceptual
actions. Thus, the aim is to select a perceptual action p; € P, associated to landmark e;.

3.5.1 Gaze Control Based on Uncertainty Reduction (Unc). Our first gaze control model aims to
maximise the reduction of positional uncertainty only. It predicts, one step into the future, the location
uncertainty that would remain if each landmark e; in VM , for each manipulation motor system, is
fixated. This means that for each motor system ms, the model first selects the perceptual action that
will most reduce positional uncertainty (denoted as pj,s):

1 '
Dms = argmax — dist(G) —dist G, , 3
piEP O .

o€ i

The robot “imagines” that each perceptual action p; is taken—that is, each known landmark e; is
“fixated” (the imaginary fixation point for landmark e; is the mean of the cloud of particles (mean(G)),
where G is the particle set representing the location uncertainty of that landmark). For each percep-
tual action p;, imaginary observations , (i.e., imaginary landmark locations) are sampled using the
observation model OM , where ; is the set of observations produced by p;, and O is the number of
observations. Thus, we first calculate the current spread in uncertainty using function dist(G). The
spread is the average Euclidean distance between each particle g/ € G and the mean of the cloud
(mean(G)). Then, each observation , is used to perform a particle filter update (see Section 3.4.1), and
the predicted spread in uncertainty is calculated by dist(G”, ,), assuming p; is taken. The subtraction
indicates the residual positional uncertainty, which is averaged over all observations for perceptual
action p;. Once each manipulation motor system has selected its candidate perceptual action p,,, gaze
is allocated (or assigned) to the motor system that maximises the reduction in uncertainty. Then,
this motor system executes its selected perceptual action p,s. As mentioned in Section 2.2, the main
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drawback of this model is that it favours perceptual actions (i.e., fixations) that obtain new information
that might not be relevant to the current needs of the task, because task rewards are not considered.

3.5.2 Gaze Control Based on Rewards and Uncertainty (RU). This model integrates tasks rewards
(i.e., the values of performing manipulation actions) into the decision process. The model predicts the
value of performing manipulation actions that would be obtained if each landmark, for each manip-
ulation motor system, is fixated the next timestep. Thus, for each motor system ms, we calculate the
predicted value of each manipulation action (denoted as V5.), assuming perceptual action p; is taken:

VE = % 216127): % | value(gj' ° a) 4)
o€ i gl 0eG;°
As the previous model, the robot first “imagines” that perceptual action p; is actually taken by “fix-
ating” on the mean of the cloud of particles (mean(G)) of landmark e;. For a perceptual action p;,
imaginary observations , (i.e., imaginary landmark locations) are sampled using the OM , where ;
is the set of observations produced by perceptual action p;, and O is the number of observations. Ba-
sically, for each observation ,, we verify which manipulation action a produces the maximum value
the next timestep. This is similar to Equation (2), but here we need to update the particle filter with
the imaginary observation ,. Thus, g/ ¢ is a particle from the set G °, and o is the number of parti-
cles. value(g’ °, a) is the value of performing action a on landmark e;, assuming g/ ° is the predicted
landmark’s location. As explained in Section 3.4.2, if action a succeeds (if g+ ° lies within the threshold
area), then it takes the @-value of @, (s, @). If the action fails, it takes the Q-value of the second best
action —1 unit of reward. These values are summed over all particles and then averaged by /. Now, for
each manipulation motor system ms, we calculate the values V2 of each perceptual action associated
to that motor system and select the one with the maximum value (denoted as MZ,):
MP. = max V2 (%)
pieP
Once each motor system selects its value M%;, gaze is allocated to the motor system with the highest
value. Then, this motor system executes its associated perceptual action, denoted as p:

=argmax max MZ~ (6)
Prms gpieP mseMS ms

The main disadvantage of this model is its tendency to look at landmarks with low location uncer-
tainty and high predicted value, which will not typically provide much new task information.

3.5.3 Gaze Control Based on Rewards, Uncertainty, and Gain (RUG). Our third gaze control model
is similar to the previous scheme, but the main difference resides in how gaze is allocated. First, for
each manipulation motor system ms, we calculate the values V5, of each perceptual action p; using
Equation (4). Second, Equation (5) selects the value M2, for each motor system ms. However, instead
of using MPE. for gaze allocation directly as the RU model, here we calculate the gain that each motor
system ms is expected to obtain if it is given access to perception:

gainf, = MP. — max V2 (7
a€Ans

M} is the maximum value of performing a particular action, for motor system ms, if perceptual ac-
tion p; is taken (i.e., the predicted value one step ahead in time). V2 is the value of executing action «
in the current timestep. The second term determines the current maximum value of performing some
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action, which essentially is calculated during the manipulation action selection using Equation (2).
Thus, this value can be cached. The subtraction determines how much the robot gains if gaze is allo-
cated to the motor system ms. Therefore, gaze is allocated to the motor system with the highest gain.
Then, this motor system executes its associated perceptual action, denoted as pys:

Dms = argmax max gainb. (8)
pieP mseMS

This model tries to overcome the weakness of the preceding model by fixating landmarks that provide
high predicted value and relevant task information. The next section presents a series of experiments
that characterise and compare all of our models of gaze control.

4. EXPERIMENTAL ANALYSIS FOR THE PICK & PLACE TASK

In this section, we characterise the three gaze control models, described earlier, in terms of task per-
formance by varying three environmental variables: (i) reach/grasp sensitivity in the manipulation
actions, (ii) the level of observation noise, and (iii) the camera’s FoV. This analysis makes use of the
pick & place task (Section 1.2), which consists of picking up objects from the tabletop and then placing
them inside one of two containers. Even though the aim is to make comparisons between our three gaze
control models, two more gaze schemes are presented that serve as a common baseline and provide a
more general analysis [Nunez-Varela et al. 2012a]:

Random gaze control. Fixates randomly on landmarks from those available in visual memory (VM ).
Round Robin gaze control. Loops through the list of landmarks in VM fixating one by one.

Next, the results and analysis for each environmental variable are presented, where a total of 15
trials of 5 minutes each were performed for each gaze strategy. The error bars in all of the graphs that
follow represent the 95% confidence intervals.

4.1 Reach/Grasp Sensitivity

First, we analyse the sensitivity in the manipulation actions. As explained in Section 3.4.2, the success
of actions is determined by how many particles lie within the threshold area. This threshold defines
the accuracy at which the robot should reach for and grasp objects. Figure 4(a) shows the probability of
success for action Grasp. The area where grasping succeeds is determined by the threshold (red circle).
If the proportion of particles inside this area is big, then the probability of success is high. Notice that
as the threshold area gets bigger, more particles will lie inside it, so even if the uncertainty about a
landmark’s location is high, it is likely that the robot will still succeed in performing the action. As the
threshold gets smaller, sensitivity to positional uncertainty rises and task performance decreases.

4.1.1 Results. For this experiment, six threshold values were defined: 0.5, 1.0, 1.5, 2.0, 2.5, and
3.0cm. Figure 4(b) shows the average number of objects correctly placed in the containers for all five
gaze strategies. The observation noise is set to 1.0, meaning that we use an unmodified version of the
observation model, and the FoV is set to 60° x 40°, the default FoV in the simulator. As expected, the
task performance of all gaze strategies drops as the sensitivity increases (i.e., as the threshold gets
smaller). The RUG gaze strategy outperforms all other schemes, except when sensitivity is 2.5 and
3.0cm, where the Unc strategy performs better. The RU scheme performs better than the Unc for the
values of 0.5 and 1.0cm, but in general it is no better than Random and Round Robin. The lower graph
of Figure 4(b) shows the proportion of actual performance compared to the best case for each strategy.
This determines the robustness of the gaze schemes to changes in the sensitivity. In this case, RUG
is more robust to those changes. The two-way ANOVA test was used with the threshold values and
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gaze strategies as factors. For both factors, the differences are statistically significant at p < .0001.
The two-tailed unpaired ¢-test was then used to compare the results of the RUG scheme against each
strategy. For the values of 0.5, 1.0, and 1.5cm, the differences are statistically significant at p < .0001.
For the value of 2.0, RUG is not statistically significant against the Unc scheme. Finally, for the values
of 2.5 and 3.0cm, only against the RU scheme are the differences statistically significant at p < .002.

4.1.2 Analysis. First, recall that we have a smoothly varying spatial acuity, and all landmarks’ lo-
cations inside the current’s view point are updated during a fixation (Section 3.4.1). As the sensitivity
increases, the RUG strategy becomes relatively more preferable to the other schemes. For example,
when the threshold value is small (0.5 or 1.0cm), landmarks need to fall close to the camera’s centre to
get better observations in order to better reduce location uncertainty. However, as the threshold value
increases, more particles will lie inside the threshold area. This makes it more likely for manipulation
actions to succeed even if the landmarks’ location uncertainty is high, and even if they are far from the
camera’s centre. This is why the performance of Random and Round Robin is high for the threshold
values of 2.5 and 3.0cm. The Unc scheme gets more benefit from this situation, which suggests that
only reducing positional uncertainty is enough when the requirements of the task are simplified. For
the RU strategy, recall that it might prefer to fixate landmarks that do not provide new task infor-
mation but provide high value, so it will tend to fixate a landmark more than needed. This behaviour
is good for small threshold values, as more accuracy is required; however, it is bad when the thresh-
old increases, as it wastes time fixating landmarks from which no more relevant information can be
extracted. In fact, for RU, the workload between arms fluctuates during the trial. The robot ends up
working with only one arm for some periods of time. If the landmarks’ location uncertainty associated
with an arm increases, then the expected value attached to those landmarks gets smaller. As the RU
scheme fixates landmarks with high expected value, it will sometimes favour only one arm.

4.2 Observation Noise

This experiment refers to the observation model (OM ) used to estimate the location of detected land-
marks (Section 3.4.1). By scaling the observation noise, the location uncertainty about landmarks also
increases, making it harder for the robot to successfully manipulate them. As an example, Figure 5(a)
shows one of the bivariate Gaussian densities from the OM scaled by different levels of noise. As the
observation noise accrues, it is expected that the task performance will drop.

4.2.1 Results. The OM is scaled by the noise factors: 1.0, 1.5, 2.0, and 2.5. Figure 5(b) presents
the average number of objects correctly placed in the containers for all gaze strategies, where the
reach/grasp sensitivity is set to 1.0cm and the FoV is 60° x 40°. As expected, the task performance of
all gaze schemes decreases as observation noise accrues. In terms of task performance, the RUG gaze
strategy outperforms all other schemes, whilst the second best is the RU strategy. The lower graph of
Figure 5(b) shows that, this time, the RU gaze strategy is the most robust to changes in observation
noise, followed by the RUG gaze scheme. The two-way ANOVA test was used with the noise values and
gaze strategies as factors. For both factors, the differences are statistically significant at p < .0001.
Then, the two-tailed unpaired ¢-test was used to compare the results of the RUG scheme against each
strategy. All of the differences are statistically significant at p < .0001.

4.2.2 Analysis. In terms of task performance, the RUG gaze strategy is the best option. Interest-
ingly, the RU scheme is the second best option. As pointed out previously, this strategy tends to fixate
landmarks more often than needed, which is good when the observation noise is large. This is why the
RU strategy is more robust to observation noise than the other schemes. In contrast, the Unc strategy
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Fig. 5. (a) Distribution from the observation model scaled by noise factors. (b) Results for observation noise analysis, in which
sensitivity = 1.0cm and FoV = 60° x 40°. The top graph shows task performance. The lower graph shows the proportion of
actual performance compared to the best case for each strategy. The error bars represent the 95% confidence intervals.

has a similar task performance to Random and Round Robin. As the observation noise accrues, land-
marks need to be fixated several times for a manipulation action to succeed. However, the Unc scheme
is likely to select different fixation locations every timestep.

4.3 Field of View

The FoV refers to the camera’s angles that determine the size of the image obtained during a fixation.
If the FoV narrows, we would expect to see a reduction in task performance since there is less informa-
tion in the view point. For this experiment, we vary the horizontal and vertical angles of the FoV with
the values: (60° x 40°), (50° x 35°), (40° x 30°), (35° x 25°), and (25° x 20°). Figure 6(a) shows an image
captured by the right camera and how some landmarks (objects/containers) no longer appear in the
image as the FoV decreases. In fact, as the FoV gets smaller, it is less likely to find new objects in the
current view point. Thus, the ability to find new objects is crucial for good performance, particularly
when the FoV is (35° x 25°) and (25° x 20°). To this end, we have incorporated a visual search mecha-
nism that aims to find new objects, interleaved with the fixation selection process. Thus, the gain of
performing a visual search perceptual action is calculated for each manipulation motor system:

galn)/]ig = P(Ob.jnew|Vn7fms)P(0bjseeing|pv.31 Objnew) max Qms(s/, a) — max QITIS(S! a) 9)
acAys acAnps

where P(0bjnew|Vmy,s) is the probability that there exists a new object on the table given the number of
objects in visual memory (VM ) reachable to motor system ms. P(0bjsecing| Pvs, 0Djnew) is the probability of
seeing an object given that the visual search perceptual action ps is executed and there is a new object
on the table. Both probabilities were learnt offline. The subtraction is between the value of performing
a manipulation action in the state s’ that results after performing visual search and the value in the
current state s.

4.3.1 Results. Figure 6(b) presents the average number of objects correctly placed in the contain-
ers for all gaze strategies, where the reach/grasp sensitivity is 1.0cm and the observation noise is 1.0.
Task performance drops, as expected, for all gaze schemes as the FoV narrows. The RUG strategy
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