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In 1983, Vincent John Vincent, a young psycho-
therapy student, had the revelation that human 
gestures could control computer actions. He 
shared this insight with his friend Francis 
MacDougall, a computer science student and 
they decided to test their theory of gesture-
controlled technology.  Vincent and MacDougall 
went on to form GestureTek, the Ontario-based
company devoted to the creation and implemen-
tation of camera-enabled gesture-based interface 
technologies. Today, GestureTek is highly 
regarded around the world and has designed, 
built and installed thousands of interface and 
display systems for museums, institutions and 
corporate clients.

When GestureTek’s Industrial Technology Advisor 
connected Francis MacDougall with the Design 
Advisory Service team, the company was 
beginning to focus on the gesture-based control 
of smaller and ever-more-intelligent portable 
devices, including laptops, smartphones and 
interactive displays. �e opportunity exists to 
create control systems that link users to 
technology via increasingly common built-in 
cameras so that the user need not have direct 
physical contact with the device; proximity 
would suffice if the right connection can be 
made.

Whether by keyboard, stylus, voice or fingers, 
numerous control systems have allowed the use 
of pre-existing languages (typed and/or spoken) 
and custom alphabets (Palm’s Graffiti is perhaps 
the best known of these single-stroke handwrit-
ing recognition systems) to control devices 
through direct, contact-based input. �e 
increasing availability of camera-enabled systems 
makes it possible to consider control via gestures 
made at some distance. �e question now 
becomes: What gestures can or should be used, 
what might they imply, and what are the cultural 
ramifications for global marketing of devices 
featuring such control systems?

�ese are questions related to human factors that 
industrial designers are trained to explore. So, 
MacDougall and the Design Advisory Service 
team decided to focus on this challenge. �ey 
recognized that a complete compendium of 
suitable human gestures could take years to build, 
but they engaged industrial designer Tim 
Poupore, ACIDO, to spend one week setting 
some basic foundations and initiating the first 
gesture control set.

�e goal was to use a strategic design approach 
in a demonstration project to understand a basic 
foundation for the development of an extensive 
gestural control language and to consider the 
application of these gestures to camera-enabled 
interface controls.

Poupore began by visiting GestureTek’s demon-
stration centre and meeting with R&D staff to 
discuss recent technological developments. 
In his research for the project, Poupore 
considered a broad range of potential users from 
different cultures and with a range of physical 
abilities. �e designer articulated three basic rules 
of gesture control and went on to explore the 
potential and the pitfalls in a series of possible 
command gestures. Twenty-one hand gestures 
were explored and illustrated in the research.

�e designer suggested that more extensive 
ethnographic design research could be 
undertaken based on this introductory project. 
�e project demonstrated that there is an 
opportunity for GestureTek to establish a gesture 
language that could become the universal 
standard for use in gesture-controlled technolo-
gies. �e key is to continue to use ethnographic 
design research to closely observe the behaviour 
of users and identify those gestures that are easy 
to learn and easy to use.

“Successfully anticipating technical trends and appreciating users’ 
needs should result in the preparation of core capabilities that 
GestureTek can use as the basis of future products.”
Tim Poupore, ACIDO
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