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Catalyzed by advances in communication and Internet technology, web-based audio-video

calling has become a mainstream method of remote communication. Recently, the trend has seen a

further boost due to the COVID-19 pandemic, whereby audio-video calls by means of applications

such as Skype and Zoom have become the default medium for professionals to confer remotely

and for students to attend lectures from home. In addition, modern Virtual Reality (VR) devices

and systems take this on step further by enabling applications that allow users to remotely co-

locate and communicate in the same virtual space or world. Despite their extreme popularity and

utility, audio, video and sensor data made available by these modern communication systems and

applications could contain sensitive information about the participants, their surroundings or their

current activity and context, and can present significant user-privacy challenges if not appropriately

protected. This dissertation, at a high level, studies and demonstrates the feasibility of several novel

user-privacy threats in popular web-based video-calling (e.g., Skype and Zoom) and virtual reality

(e.g., VR Chat) applications and proposes novel mitigation and protection measures against these

threats.

Specifically, this dissertation has already made the following three significant contributions:

(i) First, the dissertation investigated if an adversary, who is at one end of an online video call,

can infer some potentially sensitive information about the participant at the other end which is not

trivially visible/audible from the call? More specifically, the dissertation evaluated the feasibility

of inferring keystrokes of a target user on a traditional QWERTY keyboard by just observing their

video feed on a video calling application. This was accomplished by modeling commonly observed

typing behaviors during a video call, and utilizing them to construct a novel video-based keystroke

v



and typing detection framework. A text inference framework then uses the keystrokes detected

from the video to predict words that were most likely typed by the target user. The proposed

keystroke/typing detection and text inference frameworks were then empirically evaluated using

data collected from a large number of human subject participants in several practical settings and

scenarios. Finally, multiple techniques to mitigate such keystroke inference attacks from video

calls were also propose and evaluated. (ii) Second, a popular privacy feature in online video calls

virtual backgrounds or background filter was extensively studied to understand how effective it

was in protecting users’ actual backgrounds, and the sensitive information therein. For that, a

novel background reconstruction framework, which reconstructs the real background in a video

call that has a virtual background blended in, was first designed. Then, a through investigative

analysis of the virtual background feature was accomplished by employing the real background

(partially) reconstructed by this framework to carry out four different privacy attacks, namely,

location inference, specific object tracking, generic object inference, and text inference attack.

Finally, by means of video call data collected from real human subject participants (in a variety of

different settings and parameters) and prerecorded videos collected in the wild, the performance

of the proposed inference frameworks was empirically verified. As before, several mitigation

strategies were also proposed and evaluated. (iii) The third aspect of this dissertation research

focuses on investigating the privacy of user identities in virtual reality (VR) applications, where

users may be recorded by an adversary while using worn-out-of-band motion sensors, such as

smartwatches and smartphones. To address this issue, we record the video of virtual avatars to

represent the users’ movements in the VR application. We then use existing activity machine

learning classifiers to classify video and motion data, and correlate both data streams using the

Hamming distance and the Spearman Rank Correlation Coefficient. However, we have discovered

that the time complexity of our correlation algorithm is not practical for large-scale applications. To

overcome this challenge, This dissertation presents optimized correlation algorithm that balances

speed and accuracy, while being feasible for large-scale data sets.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Catalyzed by the ubiquity of the Internet, audio-video calling has become a mainstream method

of remote communication [39]. The trend has recently seen a further boost due to the COVID-19

pandemic [7], whereby audio-video calls became the default medium for professionals to confer

remotely and for students to attend lectures from home. Nonetheless, audio-video calls (often

referred to as just video calls) should be considered privacy sensitive as participants may have

spoken or displayed private information during the call. To protect video calls from eavesdropping

threats, secure video calling protocols are usually end-to-end encrypted. However, even if we

disregard widespread system weaknesses [3, 45], end-to-end encryption may be ineffective when

an adversary is present at one end of the video call.

Can an adversary, who is at one end of a video call, infer some potentially sensitive information

about the participant at the other end which is not trivially visible/audible from the call? Modern

video calling softwares such as Skype [29], Hangouts [10] and Zoom [43] already provide features

such as background-blurring to enable users to potentially blur/hide everything in the users’ back-

ground, except their body. In this work, we want to investigate what sensitive information can be

inferred by just observing a target users’ body and physiological features in an audio/video call.

More specifically, we would like to investigate the feasibility of inferring keystrokes of a target

user on a traditional QWERTY keyboard by just observing their video feed on a video calling

application such as Skype, Hangouts and Zoom.

Prior efforts in the literature have shown that the sound (audio) of keystrokes typed during a

video call can be exploited to infer the text typed [57, 77]. But, audio-based keystroke inference

is not very practical primarily because of naturally occurring (audio) noises in an audio-video

call signal, such as background sound and participants talking [57]. Moreover, such audio-based

attacks may not work for the relatively quieter membrane and dome-switch keyboards, because

(i) the low amplitude keystroke audio emanations are not effectively captured by many entry-level

microphones [152], and (ii) non-vocal low amplitude audio frequencies are often filtered out by
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many video calling applications [13, 44].

We believe that the video signal in such calls is less prone to naturally occurring noises and can

be exploited for effective keystroke inference attacks. It is also a relatively unexplored modality

for keystroke inference.

Keystroke inference is not the only thing a user must be worried about while in a video call.

This dissertation also studies the effectiveness of a popular privacy-preservation technique in on-

line video calls - virtual backgrounds. A virtual background (also sometimes referred to as a

background filter) is an image overlay which can be used by online video call participants to hide

their real or actual backgrounds. In other words, the virtual background feature, which is available

in most online video conference applications, allows video call participants to cover their actual

backgrounds with an image of their own choice such that the overlay image hides or obscures most,

if not the entire, actual background. Video calling applications accomplish this by separating the

foreground (containing the user) and the background using image processing techniques such as

image matting [164]. Virtual backgrounds is a very popular add-on feature and is extensively em-

ployed by a large percentage of video call users to obscure personal or intimate objects in their

background or to anonymize sensitive context such as location [34, 35]. This highlights an im-

portant underlying issue: how effective is the virtual background (or background filter) feature in

protecting users’ actual backgrounds, and the sensitive information therein, in online video calls?

We address this issue by undertaking an investigative analysis of the virtual background feature in

popular video calling applications to study how they perform against our novel real background

reconstruction strategy and related privacy attacks.

This dissertation also looks at another modular of privacy within visual-audio communications,

the privacy of identity. More specifically, identity privacy in virtual reality (a more modern form of

visual-audio communication). Virtual Reality (VR) is changing the paradigms of human-computer

interaction, and has become a ubiquitous consumer technology [9, 16, 17, 19, 28, 30, 38]. Most

prevalent VR systems today (e.g., Meta Quest, HP Reverb and Sony PlayStation VR), offer an

immersive audio-visual experience where users can navigate around a digitally represented 3D
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space (i.e., a virtual world) using a VR headset. In most VR systems, users would navigate and

interact with this virtual world using on-body (often, handheld) controllers that can track users’

body movements in the real world and execute analogous movements in the virtual world. Reac-

tions from users’ navigation actions and interactions with the virtual world are relayed back to the

user by means of video, audio, and haptic (e.g., vibrations) signals perceptible to the user through

his/her VR device/headset.

VR systems enable several novel applications that were previously not possible using tradi-

tional desktop and mobile devices, such as immersive gaming [24], remote conferencing [16, 19],

virtual tourism [46, 51], social networking [49, 50], visualizing 3D models [9, 28], and large open-

world spaces [17, 30]. Unfortunately, at the same time new privacy and security challenges have

also emerged in the VR space. For example, password inference from finger movements (using

motion sensors) when typing a password in the virtual world can become a security problem if

the same password is reused by the user in real world [80]. Some VR headsets also include eye-

tracking, which can become an additional channel for inference of private data. For instance, it has

been shown in recent research efforts that eye tracking or gaze data could be potentially misused

to infer a user’s personal information and traits such as gender, age, ethnicity, body weight, per-

sonality traits, drug consumption habits, emotional state, skills and abilities, fears, interests, and

sexual preferences [99]. Personal gait and movement data collected from a VR headset can also

be used in conjunction with Deepfake videos to create highly authentic looking fake videos [157],

which can be further used to damage personal reputation [20, 138], conduct social engineering

attacks [27, 160], and spread misinformation (fake news) [84, 97].

VR systems and applications can transport users from the real world to a virtual world, wherein

the two worlds are seemingly disconnected from each other. In this work, we study the poten-

tial of a new type of privacy threat targeting VR users by connecting their activities visible in

the virtual world (enabled by some VR application/service) to their physical state sensed in the

real world. More specifically, we analyze the potential of carrying out a de-anonymization or

identification attack on VR users by correlating visually observed movements of users’ anony-
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mous humanoid avatars in the virtual world with auxiliary data representing their context/state

in the physical world. For such auxiliary information, we specifically focus on data available

from motion sensors on-board mobile and wearable devices (e.g., smartphones and smartwatches)

that users may be carrying on them while navigating or interacting with virtual worlds in VR

applications. Our attack is further motivated by the fact that motion sensors on-board modern

mobile devices, such as accelerometers and gyroscopes, can be recorded by any on-device app

at a high frequency. This, consequently, enables easy misuse of such motion data by any on-

device app, something which has been extensively documented in the security research litera-

ture [70, 81, 89, 90, 106, 108, 116, 121, 127, 143, 144]. Moreover, we hypothesize that fine-grained

user movement captured by on-body motion sensors (such as those on a user’s wrist in the form of

a smartwatch and in a user’s pocket in the form of a smartphone) are strongly correlated with the

visual motions observed in the user’s humanoid avatar in the virtual environment of a VR app, and

thus can potential be used to de-anonymize users in virtual spaces.

We consider an attack scenario where the adversary is trying to de-anonymize a target user in

the virtual world by visually tracking the motion of the user’s avatar and then correlating it with

labeled motion data streams belonging to a (large) set of users, which also includes motion data

from the target user. We refer to this set of labeled motion data streams (belonging to a large set of

users) as the target user’s confusion set. Such an attack scenario could arise in many popular VR

services such as Metaverse [17], VRChat [38] and MeetinVR [16] which enable a group of users

to organize events, get-togethers and games in some virtual environment. A mobile (smartphone)

app of an adversarial service provider can be used to stealthily record motion data of every user

in the group for a particular event, while video data corresponding to a target user (in the group)

can be captured by the adversary directly from the virtual environment/world, say, by participating

or entering the same virtual environment/world as the target user. We propose a novel correlation

framework to carry out the de-anonymization in such VR services, and comprehensively evaluate

parameters such as effect of different actions/movements and the effect of using having their mobile

device in different bodily locations (such as different pockets).

4



CHAPTER 2: PRIVACY OF ACTIVITY

*This chapter has previously appeared in publication with Network & Distributed System Security

Symposium (NDSS), 2021. It was co-authored by Anindya Maiti, Ph.D., Murtuza Jadliwala, Ph.D.

and has been reproduced here with minor revisions.

2.1 Introduction

First, we study the privacy of user activity in a video call, more specifically, if keystroke inference

is possible from visual data. Our contributions in this chapter includes modeling commonly ob-

served typing behaviors during a video call, and utilizing them to construct a novel video-based

keystroke and typing detection framework. We then create a text inference framework that uses

the keystrokes detected from the video to predict words that were most likely typed by the target

user (Section 2.5). We then comprehensively evaluate both the keystroke/typing detection and text

inference frameworks using data collected from a large number of human subject participants in

two different settings: (i) an In-Lab setting (Section 2.6) where the video call setup, including the

device(s) used for the calls, participants’ sitting position during the call, and the text typed by the

participants is fixed, and (ii) an At-Home setting (Section 2.9) where the video call data is collected

in a realistic environment without any constraints or requirements. Evaluation results for the In-

Lab setting are outlined in Sections 2.7 and 2.8, while results for the At-Home setting appear in

Section 2.10.

We also propose and evaluate multiple techniques which can help in the mitigation of such

keystroke inference attacks from video calls (Section 2.11).

2.2 Related Work

The research literature is rich with various modalities of side-channel inference threats targeting

different types of private information. We limit our literature review discussion in two closely

related directions as follows.
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Keystroke Inference Threats. This direction deals with the class of inference threats that aim to

reconstruct text typed by a target user, using one or more modalities of side-channels. Keystroke

inference attacks can have potentially dangerous consequences as the text typed can often be pri-

vate in nature, and can sometime even contain sensitive information, such as credit card numbers,

authentication codes, and addresses. Side-channel keystroke inference threats have utilized elec-

tromagnetic emanations from keyboards [153], optical or visual cues [75,142,148], Wi-Fi channel

state information [54, 103], audio or acoustic signals from keyboards [57, 59, 65, 77, 88, 172, 173],

typing-related table vibrations captured by a nearby sensor [112], smartphone motion sensors (to

infer text typed on the smartphone) [71, 119, 128, 167], and wearable motion sensors [106, 108,

110, 154, 155]. Among these prior works, [77] and [57] are the most closely related research ef-

forts to ours. Both works demonstrated the feasibility of accurate keystroke inference threats from

keystroke sounds propagated over a video call. However, as mentioned earlier, such sound or

audio based threats may not be practical because of naturally occurring interferences (such as par-

ticipants talking) and background noise-cancellation techniques being used by many video calling

applications [13, 44] that also eliminates/reduces the propagation of keystroke sounds.

Inference Attacks Using Visual Side-Channels. With the recent ubiquity of video capturing

hardware embedded in many consumer electronics, such as smartphones, tablets, and laptops, the

threat of information leakage through visual channel has amplified. Moreover, high-end digital

cameras and lenses have also trickled down to the consumer market at competitive prices, making

them easily accessible to an adversary. Earlier works leveraged upon optical emanations from mon-

itors [100] or from eyes [60] to infer information such as content being displayed or watched. More

recent works studied information leakage due to outdoor light effusions, such as inference of mul-

timedia consumption [109, 166] and private data exfiltration using smart lights [109, 135]. A few

research works also leveraged on visual side-channel for keystroke inference threats. Simon and

Anderson [142] were able to infer keystrokes made on a smartphone based on visual movements,

captured from the on-device camera, that occurred as a result of individual keystrokes. Similarly,

Sun et al. [148] were able to infer keystrokes typed on a tablet just from visual observation of
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the rear side of the tablet. Chen et al. [75] leveraged on users’ eye movements for touchscreen

keystroke inference. To the best of our knowledge, This chapter was the first work that proposes

and evaluates a keystroke inference framework that solely leverages body movements observable

in video calls.

2.3 Background

In this section, we describe the different factors affecting typing-related body movements observ-

able in a video call.

Muscles, Joints and Motor Control. Human bodily movements, clinically known as motor func-

tions, are achieved primarily through movement of joints. Joints are formed where two or more

bones are connected via ligaments, a flexible fibrous connective tissue which binds together bones

and/or cartilages. These joints allow several degrees of freedom in the human body. With the help

of muscles that wrap around the bones and connect to the bones via tendons, along with motor

control signals from the brain that appropriately engages the required set of muscles, the human

body can carry out tasks through coordinated joint movements. Tasks may range from basic bal-

ance and stability of the body to more complex actions, such as running or typing on a keyboard.

Also, most tasks are actuated through movement of multiple joints simultaneously, rather than just

one at a time.

When a user starts typing a sentence, the initial set of joint movements are significantly de-

pendent on the keyboard positioning and user’s typing habits (i.e., the set of motor control signals

learned by the brain). A user can exercise an elbow joint, shoulder joint or joints from the Carpus

and Metacarpus regions or a combination of all of them, that ultimately positions the user’s finger

on the initial key. The joint movements associated with keystrokes following the initial keystroke

depends primarily on the user’s typing style, e.g., hunt-and-peck, touch-typing, or hybrid.

Certain typing styles, such as hunt-and-peck, result in significant upper hand movements (not

just fingers or wrist) between keystrokes, than others. For instance, in hunt-and-peck typing the el-

bow, shoulder, and Carpus joints are heavily utilized, whereas in touch-typing the Carpus, Metacar-
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pus, and Phalanges joints are heavily utilized.

Reaction Force of a Keystroke. A common phenomenon observed across all typing styles is that

whenever the user presses a key, a reaction force is produced in the opposite direction (Newton’s

third law of motion). This reaction force propagates throughout the arm and shoulder muscles and

joints until the force is absorbed by the body. As a result, even if the user uses only the joints in the

Phalanges bones to press a key, one can visually observe subtle arm and shoulder movements due

to the reaction force exerted by the key on the user’s hand. However, the five fingers of each hand

are connected through different bones in the wrist, that have different joints in the Carpus area.

As a result, the reaction force of a keystroke propagates slightly differently through the arm

and shoulder muscles and joints, depending on which finger was used to press the key. Visually,

this translates to distinguishable types of upper hand movements (which is observable through a

webcam during a video call) for key presses with different fingers.

Characteristics of the Available Call Data. During a typical video call, an adversary can leverage

two different types of information for inferring keystrokes made during the call.

(1) Video Data or Feed: Most modern video calling applications employ a webcam to capture the

visual and/or audio signals during the call. The webcam’s camera sensor captures the visual image

of the target subject and his/her surroundings as a series of two-dimensional images, also known as

frames. In other words, a video is a chronological ordering of two dimensional images or frames,

displayed in that order at a very high rate or speed (often measured in frames/second or fps in

short). A typical modern webcam can capture 30 or 60 fps, and at 1280 × 720 (921,600 pixels)

or 1920 × 1080 (2,073,600 pixels) resolution per frame. Based on the traditional position of a

webcam during a video call, lateral movements of hand and shoulder can easily be observed in the

captured video.

(2) Audio Data or Feed: The sound during a video call is typically captured either using a mi-

crophone sensor integrated within the webcam or using an external microphone. The captured

sound often contains both the user’s voice (or speech) and background/ambient noise, including

sound related to the keystrokes made by the user or any other activities performed by the user

8



during the call. Video calling softwares also often implement audio optimizations, such as damp-

ening/filtering of non-vocal frequencies [13, 44] and echo suppression/cancellation. Most modern

microphones can record audio signals at 44, 100Hz or more, and such high-fidelity audio can cap-

ture fine-grained audio characteristics. However, a microphone may not always be enabled by the

user during a video call, as observed in the recent popularity of the push-to-talk feature provided

by most video calling software that lets a user mute sound at the push of a button. Also, during

multi-participant video conference calls, it is a common courtesy or etiquette for participants to

mute their microphone when they are not actively speaking. Nonetheless, while our attack frame-

work employs only the available video data for keystroke inference, we assume the availability of

audio data for comparative evaluation with a prior work [77].

2.4 Adversary Model

The goal of an adversary in our setting is to infer keystrokes typed by a target user at the opposite

end of a video conference/call by just employing the video feed from the call. To undertake a

purely video-based keystroke inference attack, we assume that the adversary first records the video

feed of the call where the target user was a participant, and that the target user typed private text on

her/his keyboard during the call. More specifically, we assume a field-of-view of a typical desktop

or laptop webcam where the video stream would consist of only visible upper body movements of

the user (and not the actual keys being typed as then the attack would be trivial), as shown in Fig-

ure 2.2. Additionally, we assume that both shoulders and upper arms are within the field-of-view

of the webcam, which is a practical assumption because desktop and laptop webcams are often po-

sitioned centrally with respect to the user. In addition to targeting participants in live video calls,

an adversary could also potentially target videos obtained from public video sharing/streaming

platforms such as YouTube [42] and Twitch [32]. Many live streamers interact with their laptop

or desktop during a live video exposition, which could include sensitive typed information, and

thus, potentially targeted by an adversary. As outlined earlier, the recorded video is nothing but a

series of picture frames sampled at a constant frequency, and the adversary’s goal is to utilize the
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Figure 2.1: Overview of the proposed keystroke inference framework.

observable upper body movements across all the recorded frames to infer the private text typed by

the target. The adversary does not have any other medium of inferring the private text typed, and

must rely entirely on the video stream. This makes our attack more practical as it can target not

only real-time video calls (both in a public and private setting), as well as, archived videos of live

exposition/events.

2.5 Attack Framework

2.5.1 Overview

The adversary has to formulate two key procedures to draw a relationship between typing related

body movements observable in the video and the text being typed: First, within the video stream the

adversary must be able to accurately identify the occurrences of keystrokes based on the upper body

movements. Second, by modeling the body movement characteristics immediately before, after,

and in-between detected keystrokes, the adversary must be able to accurately predict words and

sentences typed by the target user. Let’s first intuitively describe how the adversary can accomplish

these objectives by giving an overview of the different components of our video-based keystroke

inference framework (Figure 2.1). We will later provide details of each of these components.
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Figure 2.2: Example output of the background removal process, using DeepLabv3 and
Microsoft COCO, successfully applied in different indoor and outdoor settings. Top four
images are the original frames, and bottom four images are corresponding frames after
background removal.

The recorded video first undergoes multiple pre-processing steps in the following order: (i)

background removal, (ii) conversion to grayscale, (iii) face detection, and (iv) segmentation of

left and right arm regions based on their relative position with respect to the face. After pre-

processing, the framework employs a keystroke detection algorithm based on Structural SIMilarity

(SSIM) index [156] across all the frames in each of the left and right side video segments. Finally,

the framework computes several motion features from the video segments immediately before and

after each detected keystroke, and employs them in a dictionary-based prediction algorithm for

word inference. Let’s now provide details of each component.

2.5.2 Pre-processing

Given a video v composed of lv frames recorded at 30Hz, let us denote the set of frames in the

video as v = {f1, f2, f3, . . . , flv}. Assuming that the video resolution is constant, each frame

in v is composed of m rows and n columns of pixel values such that each pixel pi,j (where i ∈

{1, 2, 3, . . . ,m} and

j ∈ {1, 2, 3, . . . , n}) in a frame represents a RGB value. The RGB value of a pixel represents

the hue (color), saturation, and brightness of that particular pixel in the frame. With this represen-

tation of a recorded video, we now describe the four pre-processing steps, in sequential order.

Background Removal. The background removal process is applied to all frames (fi ∈ v), in

11



Figure 2.3: Face detection using Faceboxes and segmentation of left and right arms, in a frame
from the captured video.

order to identify the location of the body in the frame. We utilize the DeepLabv3 model [74]

for this task, which employs Atrous Convolution with upsampled filters to extract dense feature

maps and to capture long range context. Training of the model is done using he Microsoft

COCO dataset [105], which contains a rich set of human body related training samples. With

the background removed, we can focus purely on the body’s relative movements vis-à-vis typing.

Example outputs of this background removal process is shown in Figure 2.2. This background

removal step makes our proposed framework agnostic to any moving elements in the background.

Let’s denote background-removed frames as rfi.

Grayscale. We next convert all background-removed frames ({rf1,r f2,r f3, . . . ,r flv}) to colori-

metric grayscale [147], using the RGB values of individual pixels in a frame. This conversion

to grayscale simplifies all following steps by making them color-independent. Let’s denote such

background-removed grayscale frames as rgfi.

Face Detection. Our next objective is to focus specifically on the two arms, where typing related

motion is most perceptible. However, as webcam setups may not be predetermined or homologous,

we require a webcam and webcam setup agnostic methodology for automatically and accurately

identifying arm regions across all background-removed grayscale frames ({rgf1,rg f2,rg f3, . . . ,rg flv}).

12



To do so, we leverage on the consistency in relative position of the target user’s arms with respect to

their face (Figure 2.3). The intuition is that the left arm will be located around the bottom-right of

the face in the frame, and similarly the right arm will be located around the bottom-left of the face

in the frame. Face detection is a matured research topic, with several state-of-the-art frameworks

and training datasets readily available. We utilize the CPU-friendly Faceboxes model [171],

that employs Rapidly Digested Convolutional Layers (RDCL) and the Multiple Scale Convolu-

tional Layers (MSCL), to detect target user’s face in each frame. For training the Faceboxes

face detection model, we used the WIDER FACE dataset [41], that consists of 12,880 diverse

facial images.

Segmentation. The facebox generated by Faceboxes identifies the user’s face and draws a

rectangular boundary around it (solid green rectangle in Figure 2.3). The objective of this last

part of the pre-processing is to utilize this facebox in order to automatically segment the left and

right arms in the background-removed grayscale frame. Assume that in a given frame rgfi, the

four vertices of the generated facebox are located at pixels pj,k, pj,(k+a), p(j+b),k, and p(j+b),(k+a),

where a and b are the width and height of the facebox (in pixels), respectively. Using these facebox

vertices, the left arm segment is calculated as the rectangular area of the frame enclosed within the

pixels p(j+b),(k+a), p(j+b),n, pm,(k+a), and pm,n. Similarly, the right arm segment is calculated as the

area of the frame enclosed within the pixels p(j+b),1, p(j+b),k, pm,1, and pm,k. Let’s denote the left

and right arm segments extracted from a frame rgfi as Ls
i and Rs

i , respectively.

2.5.3 (Potential) Keystroke & Typing Activity Detection

Using the preprocessed left and right arm segments from all frames of the video (Ls
i and Rs

i , respec-

tively, where i ∈ {1, 2, 3, . . . , lv}), our next objective is to precisely determine the time-stamps,

i.e., the frames, when a keystroke was typed using either hand. This is non-trivial because the

adversary does not have a view of the lower arm. In this section, we propose a novel keystroke de-

tection algorithm which accurately detects keystroke events using only upper hand arm movements

as observed in Ls
i and Rs

i . The proposed keystroke detection algorithm is applied independently

for each arm, i.e., the left and right arm segments Ls
i and Rs

i (i ∈ {1, 2, 3, . . . , lv}) are processed
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independently for the keystroke detection task.

Algorithm 2.1 Keystroke detection algorithm.
1: Input: segmented arm frames stored in armS[]
2: Output: keystroke frames stored in keystrokesFS[]
3: procedure KEYSTROKEDETECT

4: armS[] ▷ Rs or Ls

5: ssimList[] ▷ Series of SSIM scores
6: ssimDiff [] ▷ ssimL[i]− ssimL[i+ 1]
7: keystrokesFS[] ▷ Store keystroke containing Rs or Ls

8: for i in range(armS.size()− 1) do
9: ssimScore = SSIM(armS[i]− armS[i+ 1])

10: ssimList.append(ssimScore)
11: end for
12: for i in range(ssimList.size()− 1) do
13: ssimDiff.append(ssimList[i]− ssimList[i+ 1])
14: end for
15: mean← mean(ssimDiff)
16: std← standardDeviation(ssimDiff)
17: for i in range(ssimDiff.size()− 1) do
18: zScore = (ssimDiff [i]−mean)/std
19: if zScore > ϕa and zScore < ϕb then
20: if ssimDiff [i] is a local max then
21: if local min exists between i→ i+ 2 then
22: if zScore(localmin) < ϕc then
23: keystrokesFS.append(armS[i])
24: end if
25: end if
26: end if
27: end if
28: end for
29: end procedure

Intuition. Every time the target user presses a key on her/his keyboard, she/he undertakes some

degree of hand movement, the extent of which may vary depending on the typing style and po-

sition of the key on the keyboard. This movement may be from a resting position, or from an

earlier keystroke using the same hand. Moreover, every keystroke lasts for a few milliseconds,

until the user depresses the key, and during this time there is little to no movement. Finally, after

the keystroke is completed, the user’s hand moves on to another key or back to a resting position.

Intuitively, we should be able to observe this pattern of body movements in the video (v). Accord-

ingly, our keystroke detection algorithm (Algorithm 2.1 is designed based on empirically observed
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characteristics of the (left or right) arm segments immediately before, during, and immediately

after a keystroke. The empirically observed characteristics that we leverage upon, as described

below, are fairly independent of the typing style. For simplicity, going forward we will describe

the keystroke detection process only for the left-hand. The process for the right hand is identical.

Quantifying Body Motion. SSIM [156] is a well-known metric for measuring the similarity

between two images, and a high SSIM index between consecutive frames would denote insignif-

icant body movements, and vice versa. To quantify left-hand body movements across consecutive

frame segments, we compute SSIM index between every Ls
i and Ls

i+1 (i ∈ {1, 2, 3, . . . , lv − 1}).

This results in a series of SSIM indices SSIMLs
= {Ls

1 ▷◁ Ls
2, L

s
2 ▷◁ Ls

3, . . . , L
s
lv−1 ▷◁ Ls

lv
},

where ▷◁ is the SSIM operator. To understand the rate of change in body movements across con-

secutive frame segments, we also compute the discrete derivative of SSIMLs as dSSIMLs
=

{(Ls
1 ▷◁ Ls

2) − (Ls
2 ▷◁ Ls

3), (L
s
2 ▷◁ Ls

3) − (Ls
3 ▷◁ Ls

4), . . . , (L
s
lv−2 ▷◁ Ls

lv−1) − (Ls
lv−1 ▷◁ Ls

lv
)}.

In terms of body motion detected between the frame segments, SSIMLs may be viewed as the

‘speed’ and dSSIMLs as the ‘acceleration’. Similarly, we also independently compute SSIMRs

and dSSIMRs for the right hand.

Observed Characteristics. We observed a consistent pattern in the dSSIMLs measurements,

which is in line with our intuition outlined earlier. We observed that:

(1) If the video is recorded at 30 fps, and a keystroke occurred in frame t, there exists a local

maxima in dSSIMLs at (Ls
t−2 ▷◁ Ls

t−1)− (Ls
t−1 ▷◁ Ls

t). This is a result of the increase in body

motion immediately before a keystroke followed by the lack of body motion for the duration

of the key press.

(2) The above local maxima is followed by a local minima within the next 0.05 sec. For a video

captured at 30 fps, this means that the local minima occurs among the next two elements of

dSSIMLs , i.e, (Ls
t−1 ▷◁ Ls

t) − (Ls
t ▷◁ Ls

t+1) or (Ls
t ▷◁ Ls

t+1) − (Ls
t+1 ▷◁ Ls

t+2). This is a

result of the lack of body motion for the duration of key press followed by the body motion

immediately after a keystroke when the user’s hand moves on to another key or back to a

resting position. If no local minima is detected within this time frame, it would imply that the

15



-0.04

-0.03

-0.02

-0.01

0

0.01

0.02

0.03

338 343 347 351 356 360 365 369 373 379

d
S

S
IM

 S
co

re

dSSIM index

Keystroke Events for the Word “tend“

Left Hand Right Hand

Figure 2.4: An example of dSSIMLs during a typed word. Circles represent the actual keystroke
event, whereas squares represent the local minima within two frames of every keystroke.

user’s body movements are likely not related to keystrokes.

An example of this pattern can be observed in Figure 2.4.

Keystroke Detection Algorithm. We utilized the above observed characteristics to design a

keystroke detection algorithm (Algorithm 2.1) that automatically labels frames where keystrokes

potentially happened. In addition to the above observed characteristics, Algorithm 2.1 also em-

ploys a filtering technique to eliminate body movements that are not related to typing activity, but

may still trigger a false positive. Algorithm 2.1 filters based on statistical analysis of magnitudes

in dSSIMLs . According to this filtering technique, a frame t is considered to be a keystroke frame

if:

(1) dSSIMLs at (Ls
t−2 ▷◁ Ls

t−1) − (Ls
t−1 ▷◁ Ls

t) lies between ϕaσdSSIMLs and ϕbσdSSIMLs , in

addition to being the local maxima. σdSSIMLs is the standard deviation in the distribution of

magnitudes in dSSIMLs , and optimal values of ϕa and ϕb can be determined empirically.

(2) The local minima following t in dSSIMLs ((Ls
t−1 ▷◁ Ls

t) − (Ls
t ▷◁ Ls

t+1), or (Ls
t ▷◁ Ls

t+1) −

(Ls
t+1 ▷◁ Ls

t+2)) is less than ϕcσdSSIMLs . Again, σdSSIMLs is the standard deviation in the dis-

tribution of magnitudes in dSSIMLs , and optimal value of ϕc can be determined empirically.
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The effect of different ϕa, ϕb, and ϕc values on keystroke detection is presented in Section 2.7.1.

Appropriately chosen values of ϕa, ϕb, and ϕc would ideally eliminate false positives related to

frequently occurring minor body movements that are closer to the mean value (µdSSIMLs ), and can

be otherwise regarded as noise. Similarly, appropriately chosen values of ϕa, ϕb, and ϕc will also

eliminate false positives related to infrequently occurring major body movement that are far away

from the mean value (µdSSIMLs ), and can be otherwise regarded as outliers.

Typing Activity Detection. As the target user may type at specific instance(s) in time during the

video call, it is necessary for the adversary to detect the time periods (or windows) where typing

activity occurred. Typing activity detection is especially needed to effectively eliminate false posi-

tives during keystroke detection, which could otherwise result in incorrect word prediction results.

We next outline a heuristic-based typing activity detection technique which employs our individual

keystroke detection algorithm (Algorithm 2.1).

As outlined earlier, Algorithm 2.1 returns a set of frames where potential keystrokes could

have occurred, but these detected potential keystrokes could also include non-typing activities

(false positives). We leverage on a few intuitive heuristics in order to distinguish between the

(detected) keystrokes that correspond to a typing activity from those that may correspond to non-

typing activities similar to typing. The first heuristic, referred as maximum speed filter, filters

out false positives from the detected keystrokes by observing the maximum rate at which these

(potential) keystrokes are detected by Algorithm 2.1. Studies have shown that most users typically

type at a rate of about 4 keystrokes per second, and that it is highly unlikely to come across a typing

rate of 10 or more keystrokes per second [14]. Thus, the maximum speed filter will filter out (as

false positives) from the detected keystroke frames those that correspond to a rate of 10 or more

keystrokes per second, per hand.

The second heuristic, referred as location filter, filters out false positives by determining if both

hands are on or near the keyboard. Here, the basic idea is to first create a set of reference frames

(K) where the target user is most likely typing (i.e., hands on/near the keyboard), and then use

these reference frames to determine (using optical flow [145]) if their hand(s) are at a significantly
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different position in the other remaining frames corresponding to potential keystrokes. Specifically,

we create the reference set K by including all potential keystroke frames in each 2-second window,

if and only if the window contains at least four detected potential keystrokes (both hands combined)

with each hand contributing two or more potential keystrokes. This condition represents a very

likely case of typing activity, and thus the user’s hands being on or near the keyboard. We then use

this reference set to filter out as false positive any potential keystroke frame that is not within an

empirically evaluated optical flow distance threshold to any frame (of the corresponding hand) in

the reference set K.

Similar to the maximum speed filter, the next heuristic we employ is the minimum speed filter

which filters out detected potential keystrokes as false positives if they occur at a rate of one (or

lower) keystroke per second, combined for both hands (i.e., representing highly unlikely typing

rate). The fourth and final heuristic, referred as exclusive hand filter, attempts to detect one-handed

non-typing activities (e.g., mouse clicks) that often get classified by Algorithm 2.1 as potential

keystrokes. Specifically, in each 10-second window, the exclusive hand filter filters out 10 or more

consecutive potential keystrokes with the same hand as false positives. Figure 2.7 outlines the

order in which these heuristics are applied for filtering out false positives.

All potential keystrokes that are not filtered based on the above four heuristics represent typing

activity and are used for word predictions. Figures 2.5 and 2.6 further elucidates the working

of our heuristic-based approach by means of two real scenarios that we encountered during our

experimentation. We present a comprehensive evaluation of its performance later in Section 2.10.

2.5.4 Word Prediction

We now describe how the adversary can infer words that were typed from the detected keystrokes,

using two different groups of information. The first group of information is simply the number

of keystrokes detected for a word, and the hand (left/right) which was used to conduct individual

keystrokes of the word. Let us call this information as keystroke information. The second group

of information is the magnitude and direction of body displacement, more specifically the arm

displacement, between consecutive keystrokes of the word. Assuming that the target user typed on
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Figure 2.5: An example of our typing activity detection heuristics being applied on potential
keystrokes, which resulted in a true positive. Red ticks and lines are for right hand, while blue
lines and ticks are for left hand.
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Figure 2.6: An example of our typing activity detection heuristics being applied on potential
keystrokes, which resulted in a false positive. Red ticks and lines are for right hand, while blue
lines and ticks are for left hand.
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Figure 2.7: Overview of the typing activity detection technique.
a standard QWERTY keyboard, mapping the arm displacement between consecutive keystrokes

to relative position of the keys can significantly improve the inference accuracy. Let us call this

information as displacement information. After executing the typing activity detection (utilizing

Algorithm 2.1) the adversary already has knowledge of the keystroke information – all the frame

segments in which a keystroke was detected, separately for each hand. However, the displace-

ment information is not readily available, and will require us to employ advanced computer vision

techniques to effectively measure arm displacement between consecutive keystrokes.

Let keystrokesFSL denote the list of all detected left-hand keystroke frame segments and

keystrokesFSR denote the list of the right-hand keystroke frame segments. keystrokesFSL and

keystrokesFSR essentially constitute the keystroke information. We now describe how to utilize

these two lists (keystrokesFSL and keystrokesFSR) to derive the displacement information.

In brief, we (i) identify the outer contour of individual arms in each keystroke frame segment, (ii)

calculate the displacement of individual arms by tracking change in position of the outer edge of the

arms across consecutive keystroke frame segments, and (iii) interpret calculated arm displacements

with respect to the QWERTY keyboard layout. After obtaining the displacement information, we

describe how the adversary can utilize both the keystroke and displacement information to carry

out word predictions using a dictionary or reference database.

Outer Edge Detection of Arms. In order to efficiently measure arm displacement between con-
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Figure 2.8: A keystroke frame segment.

secutive keystrokes, we focus on specific regions of the keystroke frame segments. Instead of

trying to analyze movement of all pixels between two keystroke frame segments, we focus on pix-

els covering the outer-edge movements of the arms (Figure 2.8). The intuitive reasoning behind

this design decision is that the characteristics of outer-edge movements are reflective of the move-

ment of the entire upper arm and shoulder. Let us label the subset of pixels in a keystroke frame

segment covering the outer contour/edge of the body as the outer contour, or OC. To compute

the outer contour in each of the keystroke frame segments, we first detect all edges in a keystroke

frame segment using Canny edge detection technique [85]. As the background in the frame seg-

ment is already removed during the keystroke detection step (Section 2.5.3), outer edges of the

arm and shoulder are easily captured by the edge detection process. However, there is a possibility

that edges within the arm and shoulder areas, such as creases or patterns on a shirt, could also get

detected as an edge. To overcome this issue, we device a straightforward approach to remove all

additional edges (i.e., all edges except the outer edge of the arm and shoulder), as described below.

In case of the left hand, for each row of pixels we keep the rightmost pixel in the edge-detected

frame segment that is part of an edge. The intuition is that in the absence of a background, the

rightmost pixel in each row has to be part of the outer contour. Similarly, in case of the right hand,

for each row of pixels we keep the leftmost pixel in the edge-detected frame segment that is part

of an edge. An example of outer contour can be seen in (Figure 2.9).
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Figure 2.9: Outer contour (OC).

pα

pγ

pβ
45°

Figure 2.10: 45 degrees projection from pα that intersects OC at pβ .

pβ

pα

Figure 2.11: Shoulder contour (SC).
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pγ

pβ

Figure 2.12: Arm contour (AC).

After the outer contour is computed for every keystroke frame segment in keystrokesFSL and

keystrokesFSR, we next segment the outer contour into shoulder contour (SC) and arm contour

(AC) based on human physiology (xfig:arms). This physiology-based division is approximated

by drawing a projection from the pixel nearest to the neck (pα) such that the angle between this

projection and the vertical boundary of the frame segment is 45 degrees (2.10). Let pβ be the pixel

where this projection intersects the outer contour, and pγ be the pixel farthest from the neck in

the outer contour. Pixels in the outer contour between pα and pβ becomes the shoulder contour,

and pixels in the outer contour between pβ and pγ becomes the arm contour. Obviously, this

is just an approximate computation of shoulder and arm contours as the underlying physiologi-

cal differences between person to person cannot be accurately modeled using available webcam

video data. features-sc and xfeatures-hc shows shoulder and arm contours, respectively, computed

for the outer contour example mentioned earlier. While the arm contours are directly useful in

displacement calculations, explained next, shoulder contours are also utilized for calibrating the

displacement calculations.

Displacement Calculations. We employ sparse optical flow technique [145] to quantify hand

displacements between consecutive keystrokes. Sparse optical flow is a computer vision technique

that takes a set of pixels (for example, constituting an object) within an image as input, and outputs

a vector set representing the displacement of those pixels (and thus the object) in another image.
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Sparse optical flow is especially useful to track object movements across chronological frames of

a video. In our framework, we apply sparse optical flow to track the displacement of shoulder

and arm contours across all consecutive keystroke frame segments, individually for each hand.

For simplicity, we use the left hand to explain the use of sparse optical flow on two consecutive

keystroke frame segments (∈ keystrokesFSL), say Ls
i and Ls

i+1, with respective arm contours

ACi and ACi+1. By applying sparse optical flow between ACi and ACi+1, we obtain a set of

displacement vectors representing the direction and magnitude of how each pixel in ACi has shifted

in ACi+1. We then use this set of displacement vectors to calculate a mean displacement vector

for the arm contour, and let us call it −→oai. Calculated in a similar fashion, let us call the mean

displacement vector for the shoulder contour as −→osi. In summary, a −→os represents the average

movement of the shoulder between consecutive keystrokes, whereas a −→oa represents the average

movement of the hand between consecutive keystrokes.

Our objective behind computing−→os and−→oa is to use these displacement vectors to determine the

relative position of the keys corresponding to keystrokes. We carry out two additional operations

using the displacement vectors −→oa and −→os in order to make our inference framework more general-

izable. First, we observed that in certain scenarios the camera itself may move slightly, in addition

to the arm. This can be prominently observed in the case of a laptop webcam, where a press on

the laptop keyboard can result in a noticeable motion of the webcam which is generally located

on top of the display. We solve this by applying sparse optical flow on the background during the

pre-processing (Section 2.5.2), and negating the mean displacement vector of the background (
−→
ob)

from −→oa and −→os. Second, we observed that in certain instances the typer changes her/his posture in

between consecutive keystrokes, for example due to fatigue. To address this, we utilize the shoul-

der displacement (−→os) as an approximation of posture changes, and subtract it from−→oa. Combining

both of these operations, we obtain −→om = −→oa − −→os −
−→
ob, where −→om represents the approximate

average arm displacement, free of influence from posture or camera movements, that happened

between consecutive keystrokes.

Interpreting Calculated Arm Displacements. From our keystroke detection (Section 2.5.3), we
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Table 2.1: Classification of left arm displacements.

Conditions Direction
−−−−→
omi(x) ≥ 0 and

−−−−→
omi(y) ≥ 0 NW

−−−−→
omi(x) ≥ 0 and

−−−−→
omi(y) ≤ 0 SW

−−−−→
omi(x) ≤ 0 and

−−−−→
omi(y) ≥ 0 NE

−−−−→
omi(x) ≤ 0 and

−−−−→
omi(y) ≤ 0 SE

Table 2.2: Classification of right arm displacements.

Conditions Direction
−−−−→
omi(x) ≥ 0 and

−−−−→
omi(y) ≥ 0 NE

−−−−→
omi(x) ≥ 0 and

−−−−→
omi(y) ≤ 0 SE

−−−−→
omi(x) ≤ 0 and

−−−−→
omi(y) ≥ 0 NW

−−−−→
omi(x) ≤ 0 and

−−−−→
omi(y) ≤ 0 SW

NW

SW

NW, SW
NE, NW SW, SE

NE

NE, SE

SE

Left Side of the Keyboard Right Side of the Keyboard

NE, NW, SE, SW

Figure 2.13: Splitting the keyboard into two halves, and the template inter-keystroke directions
following the alphabet ‘D’.
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Table 2.3: Mapping of template inter-keystroke directions.

Relationship Between keyi and
keyj

Template Direction(s)

keyi is the same key as keyj NE, SE, NW , SW

keyi is in the same row of keyj
and keyj is to the east of keyi

NE, SE

keyi is in the same row of keyj
and keyj is to the west of keyi

NW , SW

keyi is in the row above of keyj
and keyj vertically overlaps the
key keyi

NE, NW

keyi is in the row below of keyj
and keyj vertically overlaps the
key keyi

SE, SW

keyi is in the row above of keyj ,
keyj does not vertically overlap
the key keyi, and keyj is to the
east of keyi

NE

keyi is in the row above of keyj ,
keyj does not vertically overlap
the key keyi, and keyj is to the
west of keyi

NW

keyi is in the row below of keyj ,
keyj does not vertically overlap
the key keyi, and keyj is to the
east of keyi

SE

keyi is in the row below of keyj ,
keyj does not vertically overlap
the key keyi, and keyj is to the
west of keyi

SW
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are already aware of which hand was used to type individual letters. While this information alone

can be very useful in conducting dictionary-based predictions, we deploy the arm displacement

vector (−→om) computed now to further reduce the search space. Reduction in the search space will

in turn make our predictions more accurate.

Between any two consecutive keystrokes using the same hand, we classify the corresponding

−−→omi into one of the four intercardinal directions: northeast (NE), northwest (NW ), southeast

(SE), southwest (SW ). The classification of a left hand −−→omi is conducted as per conditions listed

in Table 2.1. In Table 2.1,
−−−−→
omi(x) and

−−−−→
omi(y) are the x-axis and y-axis displacements (i.e., vector

components), respectively, measured in pixels. The classification is isomorphic in case of right

arm displacements between keystrokes, as listed in Table 2.2.

Template Inter-keystroke Directions. Now, we define template inter-keystroke directions on the

standard QWERTY keyboard, which are the ideal directions a typer’s hand should follow. To de-

fine the template inter-keystroke directions, we first divide the QWERTY keyboard into two halves

(left and right). The left side of the keyboard contains the letters {q, w, e, r, t, a, s, d, f, g, z, x, c, v, b}

while the right side of the keyboard contains the letters {y, u, i, o, p, h, j, k, l, n,m} as shown in

Figure 2.13. Similar to prior works that used an analogous modeling [108, 112], we assume that

a typer will predominantly type keys on the left side of the keyboard using her/his left hand, and

vice versa. However, every key on the keyboard occupies a rectangular area, and a typer can have

some variance in the position within each key where it is pressed. Some keys may be pressed in the

center, while others could be pressed around the edges. This naturally occurring variance lead us to

model the template inter-keystroke directions more flexibly using nine possible scenarios between

any two keys keyi and keyj , as detailed in Table 2.3 and exemplified in Figure 2.13.

Word Inference. Our word prediction is a dictionary-based search for words based on (i) matching

the order and number of left and right handed keystrokes, and (ii) matching the calculated direction

of arm displacements with the template inter-keystroke directions. To satisfy the first criterion,

a wordi in the dictionary is deemed as a candidate for the typed word if keystrokesFSL and

keystrokesFSR contain a combined number of keystroke frame segments equal to the length of
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wordi. The keystroke frame segments in keystrokesFSL and keystrokesFSR should also be

chronologically interleaved according to the alphabets in the left and right sides of the keyboard

(Figure 2.13). To satisfy the second criterion, a wordi in the dictionary is deemed as a candidate

if the calculated arm displacements −−→omj between every letter of the wordi satisfies the template

mappings outlined in Table 2.3. We also sort the dictionary based on how frequently its words are

used in the English literature (in descending order), so as to improve inference accuracy when there

exists multiple candidate words that satisfy the above two criteria. In addition to the top prediction

(i.e., the candidate word with the most usage in English literature), we also evaluate if the typed

word is contained in top-k of such candidate words, as an adversary can run additional semantical

and contextual analyses to improve inference of complete sentences. We, however, limit the scope

of this work to only word inferences.

We next outline details of the different experimental setups and evaluation experiments that

we conduct to evaluate our keystroke detection and word prediction framework. Our first set of

evaluation experiments are conducted in a slightly constrained (or “In-Lab") setting to analyze

the best-case performance of our framework. Our second set of experiments are conducted in a

fully unrestricted (or “At-Home") setting to analyze the worst-case performance of our framework.

All our participant recruitment and data collection experiments were approved by our university’s

Institutional Review Board (IRB).

2.6 In-Lab Experimental Setup

Our first set of evaluation experiments were conducted by fixing the video call setup, including, the

device(s) used for the calls and participants’ sitting position during the call, and text typed by the

participants. For this set of experiments, which we refer as In-Lab setup, we recruited a diverse set

of 20 human subject participants and collected video call data while they were performing typing

tasks, details of which are outlined below.

Participant Demographics. Out of the 20 participants recruited for this setting, 9 are females

and 11 are males. Based on a screening-survey, 4 participants conducted hunt-and-peck typing, 5
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conducted touch typing, and the remaining 11 participants conducted hybrid typing. One of the

participants identified as being left-handed while the remaining 19 participants identified them-

selves as right-handed.

Participant Tasks. Each participant completed six different sessions across different experimental

parameters, which are listed below. Each session was conducted on a different day. Before every

session, the experimental parameters were chosen randomly to cover different combinations, and

the participant was informed about those parameters beforehand. The data collection sessions were

conducted in a controlled setting inside a private office, primarily to limit noise in the audio data

collected for equitable comparison (with an audio-only framework by Compagno et al. [77]). The

participants were positioned in front of a computer with a display, keyboard, and a webcam directly

facing them. Each participant was shown a random word on-screen in large font and the participant

was instructed to naturally type the displayed word followed by a blank space. Upon entry of blank

space, a new random word replaced the previous word on-screen, and the participant repeated

this process for 300 words in each session. The random words were picked from a dictionary of

4000 most frequently used words (of 4 or more letters) in the English literature [40]. In order to

minimize the impact of fatigue while typing, each session was divided in to three sub-sessions,

each consisting of 100 words. Participants were encouraged to take a break between each of the

sub-sessions. It should be noted that, despite the fixed nature of the In-Lab setup, participants

were free to change their body posture and position based on their need and comfort-level, both

during and in-between the typing sub-sessions.

Data Collected. On the data collection computer, our custom application recorded the webcam

video (at 1920× 1080 pixels), microphone audio (at 44.1 kHz) and time-stamped ground-truth of

the keys (characters) typed by the participant. The ground-truth information is used to measure the

accuracy of our framework. To obtain realistic results, we later transmitted the recorded video over

the Internet through different video calling software and captured it remotely on another computer.

Skype [29] was used for majority of the evaluation, but we also compare it with Hangouts [10]

and Zoom [43] in Section 2.7.2. The video transmission was achieved using ManyCam, a virtual
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webcam driver that can play pre-recorded videos during a video call. The remote capture of the

transmitted video was done using OBS Studio [25].

Experimental Parameters. We evaluate our attack framework across a diverse set of experimental

parameters to showcase its generalizability and practical impact. Below is a list of the different

parameters that were studied:

(1) Clothing: Long-sleeves, Short-sleeves, Sleeveless.

(2) Keyboard: Logitech K120 (Wired), Anker A7721 (Bluetooth).

(3) Webcam: Anivia W8 (1080p), Logitech C920 (1080p).

(4) Devices: Lenovo 330-15IGM Laptop, Dell OptiPlex Desktop.

The laptop was evaluated with its built-in keyboard and webcam, whereas on the desktop we

collected data using combinations of two different (external) webcams and keyboards. We in-

structed each participant to wear clothings such that they covered all three types (long-sleeve,

short-sleeve, and sleeveless) over the six sessions. Overall, the combination of these parameters

resulted in fifteen different experimental settings (within the In-Lab setup), three on the laptop and

twelve on the desktop. For evaluating keystroke predictions, we used two different English dictio-

naries. One is a dictionary of 4K words which was the same dictionary used for data collection, and

the other is a more comprehensive dictionary of 65K English words. It should be noted that we do

not evaluate the typing activity detection technique in the In-Lab experiments, as the participants

were not performing any other tasks besides typing.

Different Backgrounds and Removal. As we employ DeepLabv3 for background removal,

which has been extensively evaluated in the literature, we do not evaluate it as an experimental

parameter. Nonetheless, in Figure 2.2 we show that DeepLabv3 was able to remove backgrounds

in different indoor and outdoor settings. Moreover, in the case that DeepLabv3 fails to prop-

erly identify and remove a particular background in the recorded video, the adversary can easily

substitute it for another background removal technique.

30



2.7 Video-only In-Lab Evaluation

In this section, we evaluate our prediction framework solely using the video data stream collected

during In-Lab experiments. We briefly present results on the performance of our keystroke detec-

tion algorithm (Algorithm 2.1), before detailing the various prediction results.

2.7.1 Keystroke Detection Performance

We evaluate keystroke event detection using the precision and recall metrics, while also studying

the effect of different coefficient values ϕa, ϕb, and ϕc used in our keystroke detection algorithm

(Algorithm 2.1). As seen in Figure 2.14, recall increased as ϕa and ϕc were decreased, and when

ϕb was increased. This is because when ϕa and ϕc are small and ϕb is large, our keystroke detection

algorithm will even recognize minute noises as a keystroke event. Corresponding precision values

are presented in Figure 2.14. Balancing between precision and recall is always a trade-off, and

based on these empirical results we achieved a good precision-recall balance for the coefficient

values ϕa = 1.5, ϕb = 3, and ϕc = 1.5. Using these coefficient values, we obtained an average

of 93% precision with 92% recall rate. Accordingly, we use keystrokes detected using these co-

efficient values for the rest of the evaluation, including the false positives and ignoring the false

negatives.

2.7.2 Keystroke Prediction Performance

We now present results on word prediction performance for different experimental settings.

Different Webcams. Quality of the video can intuitively make a significant difference in the pre-

diction accuracy, as low quality video frames are more likely to be erroneously processed by our

algorithms. Accordingly, we look at the prediction accuracies obtained for the three experimental

webcams (two external webcams, one built-in to the laptop). Both the Anivia and Logitech are

able to capture videos at 1080p @ 30 fps, but the Anivia webcam features a wide-angle lens when

compared to the Logitech webcam. The Lenovo laptop comes with a low-end webcam that can

record video only at 720p @ 30 fps. As seen in Figure 2.15, the Lenovo laptop webcam con-
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Figure 2.14: Precision and recall of keystroke detection under different ϕa, ϕb, and ϕc.
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Figure 2.15: Successful word inference within top-k predicted words, for different webcams.
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Figure 2.16: Successful word inference within top-k predicted words, for different typing styles
(using Logitech webcam).
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Figure 2.17: Successful word inference within top-k predicted words, for different clothings (using
Logitech webcam).
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Figure 2.18: Successful word inference within top-k predicted words, for different keyboards
(using Logitech webcam).
sistently had the worst performance compared to the Anivia and Logitech webcams. For the 65K

dictionary, video from the Lenovo laptop webcam resulted in only 44.3% average word recovery

when top-200 words were considered. The Logitech webcam performed slightly, but consistently,

better than the Anivia webcam. Using the 4K dictionary, video from the Logitech webcam re-

sulted in 75% average word recovery when top-200 words were considered, whereas video from

the Anivia webcam resulted in 70% average word recovery. One of the reasons we speculate why

the Anivia webcam did not perform as well as the Logitech webcam is because of its wide-angle

lens. A wide-angle view means that the number of pixels capturing the user’s body is reduced

as more of the background is captured in the fixed video resolution. For many of the following

evaluations, we used only the Logitech webcam for better understanding of other parameters.

Different Clothings. We next evaluate if different types of clothing, especially with respect to their

33



Top 10 Top 25 Top 50 Top 100 Top 200
0

20

40

60

80

100
Visual (65k) Audio (65k) Visual (4k) Audio (4k)

W
or

d 
Re

co
ve

ry
 (%

)

Figure 2.19: Comparison between audio and video inferences.
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Figure 2.20: Comparison between audio inferences with various acoustic noises (top-50, 4K dic-
tionary).
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sleeve design, can affect our word prediction. In Figure 2.17 we observe that sleeveless typers were

more susceptible to our attack, with 81.7% mean word recovery (top-200, 4K dictionary), com-

pared to typers who wore either full or short sleeved dresses (74.4% and 73%, respectively). We

speculate that both short and full sleeves can mask the extent to which the arms are actually dis-

placed, underneath the clothing. As a result, our displacement vector calculations can get affected,

resulting in slightly less accurate word predictions.

Different Keyboards. Size of the keyboard, and thus spacing between the keys, can have a sig-

nificant influence on the arm displacements observed during typing. However, after evaluating the

results from the two external keyboards, we did not find any significant difference between them

(Figure 2.18). Even though the Logitech keyboard is significantly larger than the Anker keyboard,

the percentage of successful word predictions were almost identical.

Different Video Calling Softwares. We tested our attack using three popular video calling

softwares: Skype, Hangouts, and Zoom. Analyzing results using the 65K dictionary and top-50

predictions, we found that our evaluation using Skype was marginally better than using Zoom

and Hangouts (+3.4% and +8% mean word recovery, respectively). The same set of videos were

used with all the three video calling softwares, therefore the differences are purely due to factors

beyond our control, such as the video compression technique used, network bandwidth utilized,

and inconsistent latency in the video call.

2.8 Video vs. Audio In-Lab Evaluation

In this section, we compare our prediction framework (which is based on the video data) with

Compagno et al.’s work [77], where they utilized the audio stream of a Skype call for keystroke

inference. We utilized Compagno et al.’s implementation of an acoustic-based keystrokes inference

framework designed to work over audio/video calling applications, and applied our audio data to

train and test the inference model.

Audio vs. Visual Performance. With the 65K dictionary, our video-based inference was approxi-

mately +15% more successful than Compagno et al.’s audio-based inference (when using top-200
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predictions) as shown in Figure 2.19. However, with the 4K dictionary, the audio-based inference

was +10% more successful than the video-based inference (using top-200 predictions). The reason

why Compagno et al.’s audio-based inference performs poorly for the larger dictionary is because

the collision rate significantly increases with the size of the dictionary. Nonetheless, our audio data

collection was very controlled, with no one talking and minimum ambient noise levels. A realistic

audio/video call will at least have participants talking, which can significantly affect Compagno et

al.’s audio-based inference framework. Accordingly, we next evaluate the impact of various types

of noise on Compagno et al.’s audio-based inference.

Noisy Audio vs. Visual Performance. We mixed six different types of acoustic noises with our

audio data: music, typing, lawnmower, bird chirps, jackhammer, and talking. Also, to mimic

real-life background noises, we mixed the acoustic noise at only 5% and 15% levels after ampli-

tude normalization. As speculated earlier, after adding only 5% noise the average word recovery

dropped from 65% to about 56% (top-50, 4K dictionary) as shown in Figure 2.20. The variance

in word recovery across the six different noise types was not very significant. Interestingly, after

adding 15% noise the word recovery sharply dropped to about 7%. These results highlight how

even minimal noise levels can significantly affect the audio-based keystroke inference framework.

In contrast, our video-based inference framework is not at all affected by acoustic noises which is

a common occurrence in audio-video calls.

2.9 At-Home Experimental Setup

To understand our inference framework’s effectiveness in the wild, we next evaluate it outside of

the lab environment. In this setting, participants were asked to use their own device (a laptop or

desktop with a webcam) and setup (sitting position, clothing, background, and positioning of de-

vices) for the video call, including location from where the call is done (e.g., their home). This

allowed us to collect typing related video data for a diverse combination of devices and setups,

already familiar to the participants and not constrained in any way. Using such “At-Home" experi-

ments, we also expand our evaluation beyond just predicting dictated English words. Specifically,
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we analyze how our framework performs for the inference of user-chosen passwords, websites,

and English words. As in a real setting, users are expected to involve themselves in other activities

besides typing (e.g., web surfing, playing online games, etc.). This unconstrained At-Home setup

allows us to thoroughly evaluate our typing activity detection technique outlined in Section 2.5.3.

Participant Demographics. We collected data from 10 participants for this in-home evaluation,

whose ages ranged between 21 and 29 years. Out of the 10 participants, 3 are females, and 7 are

males. Based on a screening-survey, 3 participants conducted hunt-and-peck typing, 5 conducted

touch typing, and the remaining 2 participants conducted hybrid typing. 9 participants identified

themselves as right-handed and 1 as ambidextrous. The average height of the participants is ap-

proximately 170 cm, with an average observed typing speed of approximately 3.7 keystrokes per

second and typing accuracy (in relation to typographical errors) of approximately 86.7%.

Participant’s Task. Participants were invited to join a (maximum) 30 minute Skype video call,

using their own device and setup and from their own location of choice, where they had to sporad-

ically (and at their own pace) type 10 email addresses, 10 usernames, 10 passwords, 10 websites,

and 10 English words, in no particular order and frequency. The typing was performed in a pre-

shared online spreadsheet, which was later used as the ground-truth of the typed text/information.

The spreadsheet also automatically recorded edit timestamp for each cell in the spreadsheet, which

is useful for evaluating the typing activity detection technique. To ensure participants covered a

reasonable amount of time on non-typing activities, we asked participants to take at least three 1-

minute breaks doing one of the following three activities: watch a YouTube video, read a Wikipedia

article, or play a digital game on their computer that only requires a mouse to play. Participants had

the liberty to take additional or longer breaks and/or do any other activity on their computer that

does not require keyboard usage. Unlike in the in-lab experiments, participants were allowed to

use backspace in case they wanted to rectify a typing error and were allowed to use a larger set of

keys/characters on the keyboard for their typing tasks (alphabet keys, number keys directly above

the alphabet keys, keys corresponding to “.", “-", and “@" characters, and the enter and backspace

keys).
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Data Collected. In addition to the ground-truth text and timestamp information contained in the

online spreadsheet where participants typed, participant’s Skype video was recorded remotely us-

ing OBS Studio [25]. After each typing experiment was completed, we also collected supple-

mentary information from our participants related to their employed device and setup, as summa-

rized in Table 2.4 and Section 2.10.1.

Webcam Hardware and Positioning. We observed that three of our 10 participants used an ex-

ternal webcam in a similar fashion as in the in-lab setting, placed approximately at eye-level and

focused directly on the participant. However, the remaining 7 participants who participated using

their laptops, the webcam angle and distance varied noticeably, as shown in Table 2.4 and Sec-

tion 2.10.1. The native webcam resolution across participants also varied between 720p or 1080p.

2.10 At-Home Evaluation

In this section, we evaluate the performance of our proposed typing activity detection and keystroke

(or text/word) prediction techniques using video call data collected from the At-Home experiments.

During these experiments, we observed that one of the participant’s hair completely obscured

his/her shoulder area for the entire experiment’s duration, thus making the corresponding video

frames unusable within our framework. Due to these At-Home experiments’ uncontrolled nature,

this participant was not asked to re-position his/her hair or change his/her posture. This points to a

limitation of our inference framework. However, this has already been highlighted in our assumed

adversary model, where we clearly state that both shoulders and upper arms should be visible (to

the adversary) in the recorded video. Thus, our presented evaluation results below are based only

on data collected from the remaining 9 participants.

2.10.1 Typing Activity Detection Performance

For evaluation of our typing activity detection technique (Figure 2.7), we employ the same opti-

mal values for parameters ϕa, ϕb, and ϕc as determined earlier in Section 2.7.1. Across all the 9

participants, our typing activity detection technique resulted (Figure 2.21) in an average of 40.22
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true positives, 12.4 false positives and 9.78 false negatives, for an average precision of 77.6% and

recall of 80.4%. This shows that our proposed activity detection technique is fairly accurate en-

abling the adversary to not only detect a majority of the typing activity during a video call, but also

successfully differentiate between typing versus non-typing activities.

In addition to the overall results, let’s further highlight some interesting special cases. For par-

ticipants using a laptop, we observed that the location filter (of the typing activity detection tech-

nique) was not very effective due to the proximity of the laptop’s touchpad to its keyboard. Also, a

few participants (at least, two) claimed to have used both their hands for interacting with the laptop

touchpad, making the exclusive filter of the typing activity detection technique ineffective at times

and resulted in a higher number of false positives. Significant movement and posture changes (be-

tween typing and non-typing activities) also resulted in degradation of detection accuracy, as was

observed (Table 2.4 and Section 2.10.1) in the case of at least one participant whose left shoulder

was not visible for a significant portion of the video call because of movement/posture changes.

This limitation can also be attributed to the fact that while using a laptop, a user’s position is a bit

constrained (given the webcam’s restricted field-of-view) and small movements/posture changes

can result in the user’s shoulders/upper arms becoming invisible/unavailable to the adversary.

2.10.2 Typing Accuracy

Before presenting our word prediction results, we briefly analyze the rate of typographical errors

made by our participants. As our inference framework does not have provisions for handling recti-

fications made after typographical errors, participants’ typing accuracies have a direct correlation

to our framework’s prediction error. Table 2.4 and Section 2.10.1 lists the typing accuracies of all

our participants. As a case in point, participants I and C had the worst typing accuracy (73.1%

and 49%, respectively), and our word prediction performance for participants I and C was also the

lowest. The following prediction performance results are inclusive of all the typographical errors

made by our participants in the At-Home setting.
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Table 2.4: Participants (A-E) demographics and experimental settings for At-Home setup.

Participant A B C D E

Gender M M M F F

Age 21 24 24 28 29

Dominant Hand Right Right Right Right Ambidextrous

Typing Style Touch Touch Hunt-and-Peck Hunt-and-Peck Hybrid

Webcam
Dell XPS 15

7590

Mimoday

S2

Mac Book Pro

A1990

Lenovo Ideapad 5

15IIL05

Mac Book Pro

A1398

Keyboard
Dell XPS 15

7590

Blackwidow Chroma

RZ03-0122

Mac Book Pro

A1990

Lenovo Ideapad 5

15IIL05

Mac Book Pro

A1398

Sleeves Short Short Short Short Short

Laptop/Desktop Laptop Desktop Laptop Laptop Laptop

Height (cm) 180 168 170 168 152

Typing Speed
(Keystrokes/Second)

8.83 3.67 2.75 3 3

Typing Accuracy
(%)

96.9 93.3 73.1 90.5 98.5

Sample Typing
Posture

Participant F G H I J

Gender F M M M M

Age 23 28 21 22 25

Dominant Hand Right Right Right Right Right

Typing Style Touch Touch Hybrid Hunt-and-Peck Touch

Webcam
Logitech C922x pro

stream webcam

Acer

N19C3

Lenovo Ideapad

320-15abr

Lenovo Ideapad

320-15abr
Microsoft LifeCam

Keyboard
HP

W2M75UA

Dell Wireless

WK636p

Acer

N19C3

Lenovo Ideapad

320-15abr

Lenovo Ideapad

320-15abr

Sleeves Short Long Short Short Short

Laptop/Desktop Laptop Desktop Laptop Laptop Laptop

Height (cm) 168 168 173 178 168

Typing Speed
(Keystrokes/Second)

3.67 5.25 2.83 1.41 2.58

Typing Accuracy
(%)

96.1 93.8 91.2 49 82

Sample Typing
Posture
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2.10.3 Keystroke or Text Prediction Performance

Next, we present results for word prediction in the At-Home setting, separated based on the cat-

egory of typed words. It should be noted that, in contrast to the In-Lab setting, participants in

the At-Home setting typed their own words (for each of the five categories), and that four out of

the five categories (of typed words) would most likely include words that would not be present

in a typical English language dictionary. Thus, rather than using a standard English dictionary

for prediction, we first create a ranked reference database of likely words in each category (which

could be contextually created based on the target participant) and then employ it for the prediction

task. As our framework predicts the possible combinations of typed characters based on the move-

ments, and not individual characters themselves, such a reference database is required to complete

the prediction task.

Websites. For the prediction of websites typed by target users, we created a reference database

of 1 million most-visited websites [31]. In our dataset, all participants typed at least two websites

ranked in the top-20 of the reference database, with an overall median rank of 140 and a mean

rank of 36, 745.3 (mean is significantly higher than the median due to a few websites that are not

popular and thus have very high ranks in the reference database). Our inference framework was

successfully able to infer 66.7% of the websites typed by participants, within the top-25 predic-

tions. An adversary may further reduce the search space based on contextual information about

the target user.

Passwords. For prediction of passwords typed by target users, we created a reference database

of 1 million most commonly used passwords [1]. Only 18.9% of the passwords were successfully

recovered within top-50 predictions, which can be attributed to the fact that 74.4% of the passwords

typed by our participants were not found in the reference database used for prediction. Considering

only the passwords that were present in the reference database, 74% of them were successfully

recovered within top-50 predictions.

English Words. For prediction of English words, we use the 65K-words dictionary used earlier for

the In-Lab evaluation. Similar to passwords, not all (25.6%) of the words typed by our participants

41



Recall Precision TP   FP    FN
0

20

40

60

80

100

10

20

30

40

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

C
ou

nt

Figure 2.21: Performance of the typing activity detection technique.

existed in the dictionary used for prediction, and 21.1% of the English words were successfully

recovered within top-50 predictions. One of the reasons our accuracy is worse than the In-Lab

setting is because the reference dictionary’s rank sorting is based on word-usage frequency in

English language sentences, not based on random words produced by people. In other words,

the ranking of words within the reference dictionary is not appropriate for prediction of randomly

typed words. If an adversary could produce a more accurate contextual reference dictionary based

on the target user, we expect better performance from our framework.

Usernames and Email Addresses. Usernames and email addresses are commonly used as an

identifier for authentication, but they are also often publicly known and not sensitive information

by themselves. However, knowing when a target user typed their username or email address can

be valuable to an adversary, as a password is likely to be typed immediately afterwards during an

authentication. Therefore, instead of predicting the usernames and email addresses typed by our

participants, we try to predict when their known username and email address was typed by them.

On average, we were able to correctly predicted when 91.1% of the usernames and 95.6% of the

email addresses were typed.

2.11 Threat Mitigation

In this section, we outline and evaluate potential mitigation techniques to the video-based keystroke

inference threat. We evaluate these mitigation measures by applying them to the In-Lab video

dataset prior to using them in our keystroke inference framework, and then measuring the per-
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Figure 2.22: Successful inference of different text predictions.
formance of our framework on these modified video data. We evaluate the mitigation techniques

using the In-Lab dataset instead of the At-Home dataset, because with its higher inference success,

the In-Lab dataset can better illustrate the effectiveness of the proposed mitigation techniques. We

measure the performance of our framework under the influence of these mitigation techniques us-

ing the metrics of (i) effectiveness, (ii) efficiency, and (iii) video quality, which we describe next

followed by a description and evaluation of the mitigation techniques.

(1) Effectiveness measures the average reduction in word recovery due to the mitigation tech-

nique.

(2) Efficiency measures the average time to process each frame.

(3) Video Quality measures the image quality in the modified (edited) frames using SSIM index

[156] as a measure of the structural quality of the frames within the video.

2.11.1 Mitigation Techniques

We now outline three frame manipulation strategies as mitigation techniques against the video-

based keystroke inference threat presented earlier, and present performance results for them using

the metrics defined above. It must be mentioned that, although these techniques can be applied

to all the frames in the entire video call, it makes much more sense to apply them to frames in

the vicinity of the target user’s actual keystrokes. As keystroke detection for mitigation can be
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Figure 2.23: A left hand frame segment from a frame

easily accomplished using OS-interrupts on the user side, it should be relatively straightforward

to identify frames just before, during and after the keystroke on which the proposed manipulation

strategies should be applied. However, to effectively manipulate the frames immediately before a

keystroke, we must maintain a buffer of those frames before they are transmitted out. Obviously, a

large buffer can introduce significant latency in the video call, which is detrimental to the overall

quality. We employ a buffer size of 2 frames (in a 30 fps video) for the first two mitigation

techniques, and we use a variable buffer size in the third mitigation technique.

Blurring. The first approach is to manipulate (sensitive) frames using a Box blur approach [145].

This approach produces a blurring effect on the original frame by employing an adjustable kernel.

The size of the Box blur kernel is chosen as some proportion (zb) of the original frame size and

populated with ‘1’s. Once the kernel is fixed, blurring is done as follows: For each pixel, pi,j , of

the original image frame, the kernel is centered on that pixel and a new pixel value is computed.

This new pixel value is the average of the neighboring pixel values weighted using the kernel. This

new pixel value then replaces the original pixel pi,j . This process is repeated for all the pixels of

the frame. Some visual examples of the impact of blurring on a sample image frame for different

values of the kernel parameter zb are depicted in Figures 2.24 to 2.26. At the press of a keystroke

we blur all the buffered frames and four following frames (total 6 frames) for a total duration of

about 200 ms, which is the mean duration of keystrokes [72].
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Figure 2.24: A left hand frame segment from a frame after blurring with zb = 5%

Figure 2.25: A left hand frame segment from a frame after blurring with zb = 10%

Figure 2.26: A left hand frame segment from a frame after blurring with zb = 20%
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Figure 2.27: A left hand frame segment from a frame after pixelation with zp = 3%

Figure 2.28: A left hand frame segment from a frame after pixelation with zp = 5%

Figure 2.29: A left hand frame segment from a frame after pixelation with zp = 7%
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Our experimentation with using blurring within our inference framework shows that we are

able to reduce the average word recovery from 65% to as low as 13% for zb = 20% (Figure 2.30).

In other words, we see a mitigation effectiveness of about -52% in top-50 prediction. We also

observed that using higher zb resulted in less words being recovered, as the frames were more

blurry. For 1920 × 1080 sized frames, we observed that blurring takes around 17 ms per frame

with a kernel factor (zb) of 5%, on a laptop with an Intel i7-7700HQ (2.8 GHz) processor and

32 GB RAM. In terms of image quality, we saw an average SSIM index of 78.2% for zb = 20%.

A high SSIM index implies that the manipulated frame is similar to the original frame, and vice

versa. These results show that blurring is an effective mitigation technique, which imposes little

efficiency and quality overheads.

Pixelation. The second approach we analyze is pixelation, where the frame is first pixelated (parti-

tioned) into areas defined by a proportion parameter zp. In other words, the frame (of size m×n) is

partitioned into 1/zp
2 areas of size m

zp
× n

zp
. Then, for each such area, the average of all pixel values

within that area is computed, and each pixel pi,j within that area is reassigned this new average

value. Some visual examples of the impact of pixelation on an image frame for different values of

the pixelation proportion parameter zp is shown in Figures 2.27 to 2.29. Similar to blurring, at the

hit of a keystroke we pixelate all the buffered frames and four following frames (total 6 frames) for

a total duration of about 200 ms.

Our experimentation with using pixelation within our inference framework shows that we are

able to reduce the average word recovery from 65% to as low as 4.3% for zp = 7% (Figure 2.30).

In other words, we see a mitigation effectiveness of about -60% in top-50 prediction. We also

observed that using higher zp resulted in less words being recovered, as the frames were more

pixelated. For 1920 × 1080 sized frames, we observed that pixelation takes around 1.41 ms per

frame with a zp of 3%, which is significantly faster than blurring. In terms of image quality, we

saw an average SSIM index of 74% for zp = 7%. These results show that pixelation is even more

effective than blurring, and it imposes significantly lesser efficiency overhead, with a slight trade-

off in quality.
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Figure 2.30: Different mitigations techniques and resultant word recovery (top-50, 4K dictionary).

Frame Skipping. The final mitigation approach we analyze is frame skipping, where as the name

suggests, not all frames (captured during the video call on the target user side) are sent to the re-

ceiver (adversary). More specifically, the approach continuously buffers f frames during the call

on the target user side. If typing is detected, all the buffered frames, as well as, an additional f

frames after the detected key press, are dropped (i.e., not sent). Our experimentation shows that

frame skipping is the most effective method in reducing word recovery rate, with only around 3%

of the words recovered on an average (for f = 5). In other words, we see a mitigation effective-

ness of about -62% in top-50 prediction. Frame skipping successfully eliminates all movement

relationship between consecutive key strokes, resulting in such a high mitigation effectiveness.

Frame skipping does not impact image quality of individual frames as the original frames are

never modified. However, the downside of frame skipping is that user’s video will appear to be

stuck at a frame just prior to the keystroke, to the other participants in the video call. This can be

confusing to the uninformed, but can be remedied with a notice such as “John Smith is typing” to

other participants in the video call.

2.12 Discussion & Limitations

Generalizability. Let us comment on the generalizability and limitations of our study. First, we

believe that our results are very generalizable to real-life scenarios based on the number of par-

ticipants from which we collected data (more than prior related studies [57, 77]) and the different
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choices of webcams, keyboards, devices, participant clothings, and video calling software used in

our experiments, which we believe are well representative samples. While all our participants were

students recruited from a university campus, we observed a huge variety of different typing styles

and quirks, which makes us reasonably confident about it being representative of the general pop-

ulation. Moreover, our data collection experiments were designed to reduce all types participant

biases, including response bias, and were approved by the university’s IRB.

Limitations. In our framework we only employed video feed to detect keystrokes, but video data

can be combined with audio data from the call to further improve keystroke detection. The ac-

curacy of our framework also relies significantly on the field of view containing the target user.

Obstacles blocking (either completely or partially) the shoulder and arm areas of the target user,

such as, microphones, headphone wires, or hair, could adversely affect both keystroke event de-

tection and prediction. Similarly, if a camera’s field of view does not fully or partially capture the

shoulder and arm areas of the target user, as often observed in laptop webcams as they are generally

set at an angle, it could also adversely impact the prediction performance of our framework. Lastly,

we have also observed that significant ambient lighting changes (during typing) also disrupts the

efficacy of our prediction. Many target user-specific factors can also disrupt the prediction perfor-

mance of our framework, for instance if there are significant user movements while typing. This is

possible especially if the target user is seated on a movable object, such as a rolling chair. As seen

in our mitigation techniques, video quality is very impactful. If video frames are dropped, or the

frames had some quality issues such as blurring or pixelation, then our framework will have poor

inference accuracy.

2.13 Conclusion

We proposed and evaluated a keystroke inference framework which can predict text typed by a

user during a video call. Specifically, we modeled and analyzed hand movements observable in

the webcam’s field of view, in order to detect keystroke events and then carry out a dictionary-based

predictions. We evaluated our framework in a variety of controlled and uncontrolled scenarios, and
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were able to recover up to 75% words in some scenarios. We also proposed and evaluated three

mitigation techniques which can effectively deter such keystroke inference attack in video calls.
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CHAPTER 3: PRIVACY OF CONTEXT

*This chapter has previously appeared in publication with IEEE/IFIP International Conference

on Dependable Systems and Networks (DSN), 2022. It was co-authored by Anindya Maiti, Ph.D.,

Murtuza Jadliwala, Ph.D. and has been reproduced here with minor revisions.

3.1 Introduction

Next, we study the privacy of context during a video call, more specifically, how secure virtual

backgrounds are. We propose a novel background reconstruction framework (Section 3.5) which

attempts to reconstruct the real background in a video call that has a virtual background blended

in to obscure the real background. Followed by that, we employ the real background (partially)

reconstructed by this framework to design and evaluate four different privacy attacks (Section 3.6),

namely, location inference, specific object tracking, generic object inference, and text inference at-

tack. Then, by means of video call data collected from real human subject participants (in a variety

of different settings and parameters) and pre-recorded videos collected in the wild (Section 3.7),

we comprehensively evaluate the performance of the proposed real background reconstruction

framework, and the efficacy of the privacy attacks that employ it (Section 3.8).

3.2 Related Work

Next, we briefly summarize some recent privacy threats targeting online video calls, followed by a

discussion of more general threats which employ other visual (side)channels and how our proposed

privacy attack contrasts with existing efforts in the literature.

Privacy Attacks using Online Video Call Data. As outlined earlier, privacy attacks in online

video calls are either platform-specific and can be attributed to shortcomings in the target plat-

form’s software design and/or implementation, or platform-agnostic and employ audio/video call

data as side-channels for inferring sensitive information. For the former case, we have seen in-

stances of software vulnerabilities and configuration issues in the popular platform Zoom that have
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resulted in leakage of private information such as stolen account passwords [3] and meeting iden-

tifiers [45] resulting in unauthorized individuals joining (“Zoombombing") meetings with the aim

of harassment and causing disruption. Similarly, another popular platform Webex has suffered

from several vulnerabilities [5] which would allow attackers to covertly join meetings and access

private information (e.g., name, email, IP address, device info) on meeting attendees without being

admitted to the meeting. These platform-specific vulnerabilities have since been fixed, but new

ones have continued to emerge. In the direction of platform-agnostic attacks, there have also been

several investigative studies exploiting acoustic data and image frames from video calls as side-

channels to infer sensitive information about the meeting/call participants. For instance, Sabra et

al. [136] studied the feasibility of inferring a call participant’s typed keystrokes by observing the

target’s fine-grained shoulder movements. Compagno et al. [77] conducted a similar investiga-

tion by employing key-press acoustics or audio data, instead of the call’s video data. Recently,

Nagaraja et al. [122] investigated the feasibility of inferring call locations from echo-reflection

characteristics.

Privacy Attacks using other Visual Channels. Beyond the context of online video calls, private

data inference attacks that employ other forms of visual channels is a well-researched domain.

For instance, visual attack vectors such as a touchscreen’s reflection on sunglasses [132], eyeball

movements of a hunt-and-peck typer [75], visual tracking of fingers [63], and observation of mo-

tion of a tablet’s backside [148] have all been utilized to infer typed text, passwords, PINs, and

other sensitive information. Similarly, Backes et al. [61, 62] has proposed Tempest attack tech-

niques which employ visual reflections to infer sensitive information, for example, reading the

contents of a monitor from the reflections off a user’s eyes or other seemingly benign objects such

as teapots. Some other attacks in this broad direction also include inferring sensitive information

from publicly-available images. For example, Shoshitaishvili et al. [139] devised a novel attack

framework that, given a large corpus of pictures shared on a social network, automatically deter-

mines dating relationships, with reasonable accuracy.

The privacy attack proposed in this chapter lies in the former category, i.e., privacy attacks in
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online video calls. However, in contrast to earlier efforts, in this work we target a novel application

feature (i.e., virtual background or background filter) and the sensitive information leaked by it

(i.e., users’ obfuscated backgrounds). As backgrounds in online video calls could reveal potentially

sensitive information, including user-context, location and preferences, it has resulted in wide-

spread adoption of background hiding/obfuscation features, such as, virtual backgrounds, by users.

As a result, it has become all the more important to comprehensively evaluate the efficacy of such

popular privacy-preserving features in one of the most widely used web applications (i.e., online

video calling). This is what we aim to accomplish in this work.

3.3 Technical Background

Before describing details of our real background reconstruction framework and the related privacy

attacks, we first outline the relevant technical concepts that are needed in its understanding.

Representation of Video Data. Any video stream data V is a time-ordered sequence {f 1, f 2, f 3, . . . , f l}

of image frames f i, where l is the number of frames in the video. l typically depends on the length

of the recorded video and the sampling rate of the recording device (hardware and software). Each

frame f i in a video stream V can be represented as an array of (m rows and n columns) of pixels,

denoted as follows:

∀f i ∈ V =



pi1,1 pi1,2 pi1,3 . . . pi1,n

pi2,1 pi2,2 pi2,3 . . . pi2,n
...

...
... . . . ...

pim,1 pim,2 pim,3 . . . pim,n


m×n

The size of the array (characterized by m and n) is indicative of the resolution of the image frames

within the video, and is generally fixed for all the frames of the video. Each pixel piu,w of a frame

f i stores the color information at location (u,w), and the size of the pixel (in terms of number of

bits) depends on the bit-depth used to store color information in the image. For example, for an

image with a 24-bit depth (also referred as Truecolor), piu,w is a 24-bit value, wherein each of the

three 8-bit blocks represent the intensity of the red, green, and blue primary colors, respectively.
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Virtual Background Feature. Although the exact technique for applying virtual backgrounds to

an ongoing video call in commercial video calling/conferencing applications is proprietary and

unknown, we have determined the general underlying principles to be as follows. The virtual

background feature in video calling applications attempts to replace/overlay the background pixels

of each image frame f i in the video call V with the corresponding pixels of a virtual image,

denoted by V I . In this process, the first step is to generate a background mask for each frame,

denoted as BM i, which identifies the regions of the frame where the virtual background should

be applied. More formally, a mask BM i is a bitmap with the same resolution as the target image

frame f i, where non-zero pixel values represent the foreground (such as a human face or body),

while zero pixel values represents the background in the video call. Often a binary mask is used

for this purpose, which for a frame f i of size m × n is a m × n bitmap, where each pixel (u,w)

of the mask having a value of either ⟨255, 255, 255⟩ (indicating that the corresponding pixel piu,w

of f i is part of the foreground) or ⟨0, 0, 0⟩ (indicating that the corresponding pixel piu,w of f i is

part of the background). Similarly, a trimap mask has three states where an intermediate value

of ⟨128, 128, 128⟩ implies that a pixel piu,w can either be part of the foreground or background.

Mask generation is usually done by means of custom supervised machine learning models, which

are capable of detecting and separating foreground objects (in image frames) from background

objects. Moreover, mask generation could either be done independently across frames or based

on previously observed frame(s) in order to reduce (classification) errors and abnormalities. Mask

generation (to separate the foreground from background) is obviously not a perfect process, and

depending on factors such as presence of certain objects in the frame or movement of users/objects

across frames, parts of the background could be classified as foreground by the mask and “leaked"

in the masked frame. This part of the real background for a frame f i that is “leaked" or not

obscured by the mask is also denoted by LBi.

After the background mask is generated, a blending function is used to combine appropriate

portions of virtual image V I , called the virtual background image and denoted as V Bi, with the

image frame f i using the background mask (BM i) generated in the previous step. Typically,
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Figure 3.1: A zoomed region of the real background

Figure 3.2: The zoomed region (Figure 3.1) after applying virtual background with blending.

bending is used to increase the quality of the video frames by reducing sharp contrasts between the

detected foreground objects in the original frame and the virtual background image. Some state-

of-the-art blending techniques that could be employed for this purposed include alpha blending,

Gaussian blending, and Laplacian pyramid blending [66, 69, 73]. However, the blending function

used by popular video calling applications is unknown (to us), and the type of blending function

used could also depend on the generated mask. One side-effect of the blending operation is that

it creates small regions in the output frames (near the foreground-virtual background edges) such

that pixel values in these regions are mixture of both f i and V Bi, as depicted in Figure 3.3.

Four Conceptual Components of Virtual Frames. Consider a video call V with a virtual image

(V I) blended into the frames of V , as described earlier and shown in Figure 3.4. Each (blended)

frame f i of V is composed of four non-overlapping components (represented as bitmaps): the

video caller V Ci, the leaked background LBi, the blended pixels BBi due to the blending function,

and the virtual background V Bi. As such, every pixel in a frame can be defined as a combination

Figure 3.3: The zoomed region (Figure 3.1) after applying virtual background without blending.
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Figure 3.4: An example of virtual background used in a video call.

of these four bitmaps, as shown in Figure 3.10. Later in this chapter, we will attempt to infer

the leaked background (LBi) in a blended frame by reconstructing the other three components.

Specifically, reconstructed V Bi, BBi, and V Ci are removed from the original blended frame f i,

and any residue pixels not removed from f i are assumed to be the leaked part (LBi) of the real

background.

3.4 Adversary Model

The goal of an adversary in our setup is to infer as much information about the real background

as possible from the virtual image blended video call frames, produced by the virtual background

feature as discussion in Section 3.3. The leaked (real) background information in this fashion can

be used to infer sensitive information such as: (i) location of the target user during the call (for

example, if the target user is at home, office, or another location), and (ii) objects present in the

background (for example, books or signs/posters indicating political/religious affiliations). This

could result in a significant privacy loss for the target user, despite using a virtual background

feature to hide such information from being revealed to others on a video call, thus rendering it

ineffective and giving the user a false sense of privacy protection.

Specific to our experimental setup, we assume that the webcam employed by the target user is

stationary during the video call, and that the adversary is able to save the video stream data (V )
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Figure 3.5: f i

Figure 3.6: BBi

Figure 3.7: V Bi

Figure 3.8: V Ci

Figure 3.9: LBi

Figure 3.10: The color green represents the leaked background, brown represents the virtual back-
ground, and blue is the video caller.
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for post-processing. Additionally, we assume that there is at most only one person in the recorded

video stream. The adversary can execute this privacy threat by either participating in a video call as

an authorized participant and directly recording the video data corresponding to the target user, or

by gaining access to a recording of the call from a private or publicly-available archive [26,36,42]

after the call. We will discuss additional setting- or scenario-dependent adversarial assumptions as

we describe our inference framework in the following sections.

3.5 Real Background Reconstruction Framework

We now present the design of our reconstruction framework, which takes as input a sequence of

virtual image blended video frames V , and outputs a reconstruction of the real background by

combining leaked background parts LBi across all the blended frames f i in the video V .

3.5.1 Overview

Given V , our framework applies the following process on each frame f i ∈ V : (i) determine the

virtual background region (or bitmap) V Bi, (ii) determine the blended region BBi, and (iii) de-

termine the video caller V Ci. Once these three components are identified, any leaked background

regions LBi in the frame f i are calculated subtracting all the regions from f i by V Ci, BBi, and

V Bi . After all frames in f i ∈ V are processed in this fashion, our framework combines all LBis

(∀i) to reconstruct (parts of) the real background obfuscated by the virtual background feature. The

overall design of our proposed reconstruction framework is shown in Figure 3.11.

3.5.2 Virtual Background Masking

The first step in our framework is to identify the virtual background region V Bi using virtual

background masking. We consider two different scenarios. First, where the adversary has the

virtual image V I employed by the target user, and can use it as a direct mask. This is an effective

approach when a built-in and/or popular image is used as a virtual image. The second scenario

is where the adversary does not have the virtual image employed by the target user, and must
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Figure 3.11: Proposed real background recovery framework. Green arrows show the flow.

reconstruct it before applying it as a mask. Similar scenarios should also be considered if the

virtual background feature employs virtual videos, instead of static virtual images, for concealing

the real background.

Identifying Known Virtual Image. This is the more straightforward scenario for virtual back-

ground masking, where the adversary can simply compare pixel-level similarity with a dataset

(Dimg = {img1, img2, . . .}) of default/popular virtual background images that are potential candi-

dates for the target user’s employed virtual background. For this we employ an highest-likelihood

estimator that, for each blended video frame f i, does pixel-level matching with each image in the

above dataset, and is defined as follows:

imgactual = max
∀img∈Dimg

m∑
u=1

n∑
w=1

µ(imgu,w ⊕ f i
u,w)

where µ is a matching function,

µ(x) =


1 ifx = 0

0 ifx ̸= 0

Identifying Known Virtual Video Frame. In this case, we assume a dataset of known videos,

Dvid = {vid1, vid2, . . .}. Please note that as a video is a sequence of frames, the above set is

nothing but a set of frames. Now, when processing a blended frame f i in V , it simply needs

to be determined which frame (of which video) in the above dataset is employed as the virtual
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background. In order to accomplish this, we extend the previous highest likelihood estimator as

shown below by considering all frames in all default/popular videos in the dataset:

frameactual = max
∀frame∈Dvid

m∑
u=1

n∑
w=1

µ(frameu,w ⊕ f i
u,w)

Using Unknown Virtual Image. In this case, the adversary does not have the raw virtual image

used by the video caller. For this we design the framework to recreate the potential image used

as the virtual background, from the video V itself. For this we utilize the observation that only

pixels belonging to the virtual background would stay the same (static) across all the frames of V ,

whereas the pixels representing the user (caller) and blended regions around the user would be more

dynamic. We employ a threshold-based approach, wherein any pixel with a consistent value across

a large number of frames in the video V would be considered as part of the virtual background

image. Empirically, we found that for a standard 30 fps video stream, a pixel consistent across

10 or more frames has very high probability of belonging to the virtual background. We employ

this threshold in our evaluation. This virtual image derivation approach may work similarly well

in case the user is fairly stationary during the call, which will not reveal the regions of the virtual

image where the user is positioned. This problem can be mitigated by the adversary by searching

for the unknown virtual image in other call videos (used by the same user or other users), and then

used them during the virtual image derivation process (Figure 3.11).

Using Unknown Virtual Video Frame. Similar to the previous scenario, in this case the adversary

does not have the raw virtual video (frames) used by the video caller as the virtual background. As

the unknown video has multiple frames, this makes it even more challenging to identify the exact

background video frame that should be used (to compare) with a corresponding frame in the target

video call. We utilize the fact that the virtual video loops repeatedly, and use it to derive all the

frames of the virtual video using information from every periodic occurrence of each frame (pixels

stay the same across every occurrence of a frame). Once the virtual video has been derived, we

again employ a pixel-level similarity matching to identify a frame in the video call (V ) containing

the exact frame from the virtual video. This virtual video derivation may also not be completely
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accurate, especially if the user is fairly stationary during the call. Similar to the unknown virtual

image, we can employ the virtual video used by another user (or in another video call by the same

user) for better reconstruction (Figure 3.11).

Generating Virtual Background Mask. After either a known virtual image/frame or a recon-

structed image/frame (denoted as M i) is identified, a binary virtual background mask (V BM ) is

generated at the pixel-level using the following function:

V BM i
u,w =


1 ifµ(M i ⊕ f i

u,w) = 0

0 ifµ(M i ⊕ f i
u,w) = 1

We can now use V BM i
u,w to obtain V Bi (from f i) as follows:

V Bi
u,w =


f i
u,w ifV BM i

u,w = 1

0 ifV BM i
u,w = 0

Later in the chapter, we visually show V Bi being removed from f i by depicting the corre-

sponding pixels as black.

3.5.3 Blending Blur Masking

The next step in our framework is to approximately identify the blending blur (BBi) region ∀i,

i.e., for all the blended frames f i ∈ V . The BBi region resides between virtual background region

(V Bi) and foreground pixels (V Ci plus LBi). And, leaked background pixels (LBi) are usually

found between BBi and V Ci as the video calling software mistakes parts of the background as

being a part of the video caller (user). The separation between the video caller (user) and any

leaked real background is not accounted here, and will be recovered in the next phase as part of the

foreground.

To recover BBi
u,w we check all pixels within a radius ϕ for every pixel in the V BM i = 1.

In other words, ∀u,w where V BM i
u,w = 1, we calculate BBM i

p,q = 1 ⊕ V BM i
p,q, wherein we

maintain heuristically derived constraints such as:
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2
√
(p− u)2 + (q − u)2 ≤ ϕ,

1 ≤ p ≤ m, 1 ≤ q ≤ n

We can now use BBM i
u,w to obtain BBi (from f i) as follows:

BBi
u,w =


f i
u,w ifBBM i

u,w = 1

0 ifBBM i
u,w = 0

3.5.4 Video Caller Masking

We observed a few key characteristics in the video calls pertaining to the video caller (or user),

which we take in to account for calculating the video caller mask (V CM i):

Inaccurate Human Boundaries. It is repeatedly observed that regions under the head, near the

hair, between fingers, and other places around the video caller (or user) contains a leakage portion

of the real background. This type of leakage contributes significantly towards our real background

inference process.

Initial Leakage. We also observed that when a video call starts, the accuracy of a video call-

ing software in concealing the real background is often poor. The accuracy improves after a few

frames, when the video calling software is better able to track movements of the video caller, as

shown in Figure 3.12. This type of leakage also contributes significantly towards our real back-

ground inference process.

Color Analysis. Whenever a pixel from the real background is leaked, it would fairly maintain

the same color across different frames when it was leaked. In contrast, the pixels depicting the

boundaries of the video caller would have slight variation is color as they relatively move through-

out progressing frames. This can also be amplified by factors such as patterns on their cloths. We

utilize this observation to refine our video caller mask (V CM i).

In order to accurately generate V CM i we apply a state-of-the-art segmentation technique using

DeepLabv3 [74], which employs the Atrous Convolution with upsampled filters to extract dense
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Figure 3.12: Example of leaked background components in the initial frames of a video call.

feature maps and to capture long range context. While this technique cannot be applied in real-time

video calls due to computational challenges, an attacker can certainly use it for post-processing of

a recorded video call. The output of this process is a video caller mask (V CM i), which can be

used to obtain V Ci from f i.

Color-based Refinement of V CM i. Although very accurate, DeepLabv3 is not perfect, and

as a result, the V CM i it outputs may still contain parts of the leaked background. To address

this issue, we further refine the accuracy of the V CM i obtained as the output of DeepLabv3

by applying a statistical color-based correction on the V CM i . Specifically, for every pixel in

V CM i
u,w = 1, if a color was observed in f i

u,w with a very low frequency (presumably from the

real background), we modify V CM i
u,w = 0. Ultimately, the color-based refinement would identify

some of the leaked background pixels where their color statistically contrasts with the video caller.

3.5.5 Real Background Reconstruction

After the generation of the virtual background mask (V BM i), blending blur mask (BBM i) and

the video caller mask (V CM i) for every frame f i ∈ V , our attack framework attempts to infer the

leaked background (LBi) in each frame f i ∈ V by removing the corresponding components (i.e.,

V Bi, BBi, and V Ci, respectively) from the original frame f i. Any residue pixels not removed

from f i are assumed to be the leaked part of the real background. More specifically, V Bi, BBi,

and V Ci are removed from the original frame f i by applying the corresponding masks V BM i,

BBM i, and V CM i, respectively, to f i. The residual (leaked background) pixels in all frames are

then combined to form a (partially) reconstructed real background.
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3.6 Inference Attacks

Location Inference. Our first attack, referred as Location Inference attack, is aimed at inferring

the location of a victim caller, given that the adversary has auxiliary information about the caller’s

background at different locations. We had to address two technical challenges in implementing an

automated location inference based on matching reconstructed real background with a set of known

backgrounds (and therefore their corresponding locations). We also extend our matching to loca-

tion across different calls, without knowledge of the full real background (auxiliary information).

The first challenge is that the real background may have slightly changed (from the background

known to the adversary at a prior time) due to changes in ambient lighting, for example, the effect

of difference in daytime and nighttime lighting. The second challenge is that the camera view may

have slightly rotated and/or shifted from the background known to the adversary, which is likely

if the webcam was re-adjusted or if it a laptop webcam which is angled differently based on how

the laptop is opened. We address the first challenge by reducing our matching problem to hue

matching at individual pixel level, while ignoring their saturation which is significantly affected by

ambient light conditions. The second challenge is addressed by incrementally rotating and shifting

the reconstructed background, while trying to find the best match with a known background. Due

to space constraints, we do not provide full technical details of the above two matching techniques

(to overcome both the above challenges).

Specific Object Tracking. Instead of inferring the (whole) background or associated context (e.g.,

location), the focus of the Specific Object Tracking attack is to look for the presence (or absence) of

a specific object (or objects) in the reconstructed (real) background. For this attack, we assume that

the adversary has a template of the object he/she is searching for in the reconstructed background.

A template is nothing but an array of pixels describing the desired object. To search for the object

in the reconstructed background, the object template is incrementally rotated, shifted, and scaled

while moving across the pixel map of the reconstructed background frame looking for areas (in

the reconstructed background frame) that closely represent (or match) the object. For determining

a match, both the color (hue) and the relative distance between the pixels being compared are
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considered, together with the percentage of the template that is matched. Again, we skip some of

the specific technical details due to space constraints.

Generic Object Inference. The goal of the Generic Object Inference attack, which we investigate

next, is to generically detect (the presence or absence of) objects in the reconstructed background,

without using any template (as before). For this, we employ state-of-the-art object detection frame-

works such as RetinaNet [104] and YOLOv5 [133], which are trained with the household object

data set [115], common objects (COCO dataset) [105], and ImageNet database [12]. For our exper-

imental evaluations, we employ publicly-available implementations of both RetinaNet and YOLO.

Text Inference. The goal of the Text Inference attack is to infer any textual data present in the

reconstructed (real) background. For this attack, we employ the TextFuseNet framework [168],

which uses a fusion of Mask R-CNN and Mask TextSpooter models to detect bounding boxes

around the text in the image frames. Followed by that, the framework employs a fusion of Residual

Neural Networks (RESNet) and Region Proposal Networks (RPN) models to infer the text within

the detected bounding boxes.

3.7 Experimental Setup and Data Collection

Next, we present details of the different experimental settings and scenarios under which video

call data from human subject participants is collected, and eventually used for evaluating the pro-

posed attack framework. In order to collect video call data that captures a wide-range of target

user movements, backgrounds and interactions, we designed three different experimental setups or

data collection strategies. The first setup, referred by us as E1 and described in Section 3.7.1, is

designed to comprehensively evaluate the vulnerability of the virtual background feature under a

variety of target user related parameters (such as actions, backgrounds and clothing/apparel), by

carefully controlling these parameters. In this setup, the collected videos are short in nature and

there is no active interaction (by the author collecting the data) with the participant while record-

ing the videos. The second setup, referred by us as E2 and described in Section 3.7.2, is designed

to mainly evaluate the vulnerability of the virtual background feature in two contrasting settings

65



with no control on the participants’ action or movements. The first setting is where the participant

is passively watching/listening to some online content, while the second setting is where the par-

ticipant is actively interacting with another user (for example, presenting some content). In this

setup, the collected videos are slightly longer in nature and there is active interaction (by the author

collecting the data) with the participant while recording the videos. While the first two setups col-

lected video call data from actual human subject participants, in the third setup (referred by us as

E3 and described in Section 3.7.3) videos are captured from the wild (say, from YouTube). Videos

from this third setup is used to simulate a setting where the adversary is not an active participant in

the call and attempts to compromise the background privacy of arbitrary pre-recorded videos with

the virtual background feature. We would like to highlight that all data from human subject par-

ticipants in our experiments were collected in an ethical fashion and after obtaining the necessary

approvals from our university’s Institutional Review Board (IRB).

3.7.1 Experimental Setup E1

For this setup, we recruited 5 human subject participants (from on-campus) and asked them to

record short two-minute videos performing ten unique actions/movements under varying back-

ground and other conditions. Participants used their own personal laptop or desktop computers

(with a webcam) to complete all the recording sessions in a remote fashion at a location of their

choice. The participants recorded the videos without the researchers present or interacting with

them. They were given a fixed time-frame to complete all the video recordings remotely at their

own convenience, and then send it back to the researchers (all together) once completed. The ten

unique actions/movements included: leaning forward, leaning backward, arm waving, rotating,

clapping, stretching, typing, drinking and exiting/entering room. In addition, participants were

asked to repeat the above actions under different backgrounds, different lighting conditions (lights

on/off), different apparels (similar/contrasting to the background), and with different accessories

(e.g., headphones, hats, etc.). Participants were only given high level experimental parameters,

with the specifics (exact background, apparels, accessories, etc.) left at the participants’ discretion.
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For each two-minute video, participants received $1, with a maximum of $20 per participant for

this phase. At the end of this experimental data collection phase, we ended up collecting a total of

163 videos, which we use in our evaluations.

3.7.2 Experimental Setup E2

For this setup, we recruited 5 participants as well, out of which four were from the E1 data col-

lection phase while the remaining were newly recruited participants. Here, we first asked each

participant to initiate a video call with one of the authors (who was collecting the data) and record

4 ten-minute videos where they are passively watching some online content (e.g., YouTube video).

Then, they record an additional ten-minute video where they are actively engaging (by means of

a presentation) with the author. For each recording, we asked the participants to pick a different

background. For each ten-minute video, participants received $4, with a maximum of $20 per

participant for this phase. At the end of this experimental data collection phase, we ended up

collecting a total of 25 videos, which we use in our evaluations.

3.7.3 Experimental Setup E3

For this setup, instead of recruiting human subject participants, we searched for pre-recorded

videos in the wild, for example, videos uploaded on classical video sharing services such as

YouTube. Our goal here is to find videos of users participating in real video conference calls,

or as close to a conference call setting as possible. To accomplish this, we searched on YouTube

using a variety of keywords, including terms like “vlog", “podcast", “talk", “review", etc. At the

end of this data collection phase, we collected a total of 50 videos with varying lengths, which

we use in our evaluations. During our search for videos in the wild, we observed that some of the

videos had post-recording edits, overlays, and other elements which were were not very desirable.

In those cases, we either completely discarded the video (from our dataset), or only used a segment

of the video without the post-recording edits.
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3.7.4 Post-processing

All the videos in the three different setups above are collected without a blended virtual background

(or background filter). This is done to preserve the true background, which will be later used as

ground truth in our evaluation. In order to blend virtual backgrounds post-recording, we replay the

collected videos on a video calling software, such as Zoom, via the Open Broadcaster Software

(OBS) VirtualCam plugin [25]. OBS VirtualCam simulates a webcam and allows us to pass the

pre-recorded videos to the video calling software as if it was directly coming from the webcam.

From there, we applied a virtual background to each of the pre-recorded videos using Zoom’s

virtual background feature. We then use Zoom’s record feature to produce recorded versions of our

videos (collected from E1-E3) with the virtual background applied. After creating a video dataset

using Zoom, as described above, we repeat the same process using the Skype video calling software

instead of Zoom, in order to comparatively evaluate the performance of our attack framework on

both these popular video calling applications.

3.8 Evaluation

We now present evaluation results of our proposed framework by means of the video call data

collected in various settings, as described above. The following results are for videos with virtual

background rendered by Zoom, except in Section 3.8.5 where we contrast the results using Skype.

3.8.1 Performance Metrics.

As we propose a framework to exploit a new type of vulnerability, we first define a custom set of

metrics that can appropriately capture its performance and effectiveness. We specifically employ

only these metrics in our evaluation.

Virtual Background Masking Rate. We define Virtual Background Masking Rate (VBMR) for a

given frame as the percentage of the virtual background that was masked after applying blending

blur to that frame (Section V-C). A 100% VBMR indicates that the virtual background is com-

pletely masked from the frame, preventing any virtual background pixels to be mistakenly labeled

68



as a component of the leaked background. Similarly, a 0% VBMR means that all pixels in the

virtual background could be classified as part of the leaked background. VBMR is the difference

between the pixels from the ground truth data (video before applying virtual background) and the

corresponding pixels after the blending blur is applied.

Reconstructed Background Recovery Rate. We define Reconstructed Background Recovery

Rate (RBRR) as the percentage of the original video frame that is recovered by the proposed real

background reconstruction framework (Section 3.5). To compute RBRR for a target video (with

the virtual background applied), we count all the pixels of the original video without the virtual

background applied that are leaked in one or more frames of the target video, divided by the

frame/video resolution.

Action Speed. We define Action Speed of a particular action event (conducted by the user or

participant in the call) as the number of frames from the start of the action event until the end of

the event, divided by the frame rate.

Displacement. For a particular action event, Displacement is defined as the percentage of unique

pixel changes across all the frames from the start of the action event until the end of the action

event.

3.8.2 Virtual Background Masking Rates

We measure VBMR of our framework using three different virtual images and two virtual videos.

When the ground-truth virtual backgrounds are included as possible virtual backgrounds, we ob-

served an average VBMR of approximately 98.7%. Alternatively, when the ground-truth back-

grounds are not included, we observed a slightly worse average VBMR of approximately 92.6%

(when 10 minute video call footages were used).

3.8.3 Background Recovery Rates

We now discuss the reconstructed background recovery rate (RBRR) results for the proposed

framework, evaluated under a variety of experimental parameters as outlined in Section 3.7.
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Reference Frame Reconstructed Background

Figure 3.13: Two examples of reconstructed background images using two separate videos from
E1.

Impact of Different Framework Parameters. One of the parameters we introduced in our frame-

work is the radius (ϕ) that determines which portion of a frame is part of the blur. If ϕ = 0, then

naturally our obtained RBRR will increase, but at the cost of precision as some of those pixels

would be blurred. However on the other extreme, increasing ϕ to a very high value is also not

advisable as there will be nothing to recover then. In order to determine a suitable value for ϕ,

an adversary could apply a virtual background on a set of static images using the target software,

after which the adversary can calculate the average depth of the blur (ϕ) by comparing the virtual

image, real backgrounds, and the output images. Following this process, we obtained ϕ = 20 as

the average depth of blur, and use it for the rest of our evaluation.

Effect of Different Actions. An interesting pattern that we observed in our experiments is that

action events which result in higher displacements cause more of the real background to be leaked,

compared to events with lower displacements. For instance, we can see from Figure 3.14 that on

average, entering and exiting (a room) events resulted in a RBRR of about 38.6%, while typing

resulted in 4.4% RBRR. Intuitively, this is because entering and exiting events cause significant

movement across the real environment, which eventually leads to significant leakage of the real
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Figure 3.14: Background recovery under various actions.

Effect of Movement. We next analyze how action speed and displacement impacts the back-

ground recovery. In our first experiment (E1), we asked the participants to vary the arm waving

and clapping action speeds as “slow”, “average”, and “fast”. The interpretation of these subjec-

tive scales were left to individual participants. The average [action speed, displacement] for the

“slow”, “average”, and “fast” clapping speeds were [0.9s, 7.2%], [0.26s, 5.1%], and [0.11s, 4.4%],

respectively. While for arm-waving they were [2.3s, 28.2%], [0.9s, 24.1%], and [0.7s, 23.4%],

respectively. We observed that both for clapping and arm waving, slower action speeds by partic-

ipants typically resulted in greater displacements. Conversely, faster action speeds resulted in the

lesser displacement. From our background recovery results Figure 3.15 in this setup, we observe

that action events with the slowest speed returned the highest RBRR (35.9% in “slow”, 30.3% in

“average”, and 33.7% in “fast” arm waving). A faster arm waving, on average, was leaking more

background pixels than an “average” arm waving, most likely because of the motion blur produced

by the waving action, which made the foreground blend with the background. However, we also

saw that too much motion blur could be less revealing if the hand is masked as part of the back-

ground. This was observed in case of the “fast” arm clapping event which resulted in a RBRR of

20.8%, while “average” clapping event resulted in a RBRR of only 22.6%.

Effect of Different Accessories. In the next set of experiments, we analyzed the effect of par-
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Figure 3.15: Effect of action speed on background recovery.

ticipant accessories like headphones and hats on the real background recovery process. Overall,

we did not find any significant difference between the participants’ choice of different accessories

worn during the call. For instance, Figure 3.16 exemplifies the indifference in background recovery

for one particular participant with four different combinations of accessories.
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Figure 3.16: RBRR for a participant in E1.

Effect of Different Background Lighting. During this set of experiments, we asked participants

to repeat the same video call setup under two different lighting conditions, once with background

light OFF and then with the background lights ON. Based on the data collected from these experi-

ments, we observed that, in general, there was more background leakage in low lighting conditions

than under high lighting conditions (41.6% RBRR light OFF vs. 39.6% RBRR light ON), as shown

in Figures 3.17 and 3.18. While the 2% difference in RBRR is not significant, interestingly, we
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Figure 3.17: Background recovery with background lights off.
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Figure 3.18: Background recovery with background lights off.

observed that the regions of the background reconstructed under the different lighting conditions

varied significantly. This suggests that the difference in the RBRR is not merely due to noise.

Being Passive vs. Active in Video Calls. Next, we present our background recovery results for the

experimental setups E2 and E3 (outlined in Section 3.7). From the data collected in the setup E2,

we observed that passive video callers, i.e., video callers who are not talking during the call, are

less likely to leak significant portions of their real background compared to those who are active,

i.e., speaking or presenting, during the call. As outlined in Figure 3.19, for passive callers in E2

the obtained RBRR is 9.8%, while for active callers in E2 the RBRR obtained is 30%. For the data

collected in the wild from YouTube (setup E3), we were able to obtain a RBRR of 23.9% as shown

in Figure 3.19. This is significantly higher than the 9.8% RBRR obtained for passive callers in E2
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Figure 3.19: Background recovery in E2 and E3 experiments.
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Figure 3.20: Location inference in E2 and E3. Shows the percentage of videos where the back-
ground (location) is correctly classified within top-k images from the dictionary.
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because users in E3 were actively speaking and presenting (similar to the active users/callers in

E2). Another interesting observation is that the RBRR obtained for data collected in E3 is slightly

worse than the RBRR obtained for active video callers in E2 (23.9% for E3 versus 30% for active

callers in E2). This is most likely because of the high-quality lighting and cameras employed for

producing YouTube videos, resulting in the video calling software being able to better differentiate

the background from the foreground.

3.8.4 Privacy Attacks

Location Inference. As outlined earlier, in this attack experiment our objective is to infer a tar-

get video caller’s location by matching his/her partially reconstructed (real) background to a pre-

populated dictionary of background images (with known locations and where the target caller may

have been in earlier videos). For this experiment, we populated our image dictionary with 200

unique (real) backgrounds from the video calls in E1, E2, and E3. Now, for a particular target

video, we rank all background images in the dictionary by computing their similarity to the par-

tially reconstructed (real) background in the target video, with the top rank (rank 1) for image

which is most similar and the last rank (rank 200) for the image in the dictionary that is the least

similar. This similarity is calculated by comparing the hue changes and distances between all pix-

els in the reconstructed real background (of the target video call) and background images in the

dictionary, and finding the best possible match. We evaluate all videos in datasets E2 and E3 sep-

arately by employing the metric top-k (k = {1, 5, 10, 25}), where k determines how close to the

best matching image in the ranked dictionary the real background in the target video call is. So

for a top-1 match, the best matching image in the ranked dictionary (i.e., image with rank 1) is

the actual real background, while for a top-10 match the actual real background is any image in

the dictionary with rank ≤ 10. In addition to the above, we also consider a baseline metric (for

evaluation of videos in E3), where k images are randomly chosen from the dictionary. If the real

background is present within those k randomly chosen images, then the attack is successful, other-

wise it is not. Our experimental results show that higher the RBRR for a target video, better is the
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Figure 3.21: Example of items detected using specific object tracking: a poster.

location inference given an appropriately created dictionary. For instance, our results (Figure 3.20)

show that 20% of passive video calls in E2, 60% of active video calls in E2, and 46% of videos in

E3 where recovered as top-1 images (from the ranked dictionary). Moreover, regardless of whether

the video caller is passive or active, we observed that our proposed scheme is generally effective

compared to random guessing.

Specific Object Tracking. Given that we have a template image of an object in a video caller’s

background, we attempt to track if the object exists in the reconstructed background. We do so by

applying the same matching technique in our location matching. If the resulting matching score is

high, we consider that the object is present in the background. In our experiment, we were able

to accurately infer multiple objects such as shirt, poster, painting, toy, bookshelf, and book. How-

ever, a limitation of our object tracking methodology is that it produces a number of false positives

when matching our template image with very small areas of the reconstructed background. It pro-

duces more false positives when being matched to an area of the reconstructed background with

fewer pixels successfully recovered. Therefore, we enforced a minimum matching window size of

5% of the total pixels in the frame and the window must have at least 50% of the pixels success-

fully recovered. Overall, we were able to track 90 individual objects across different participants’

background with 96.7% accuracy.

Generic Object and Text Detection. As our experiments did not regulate the background, we

had no control on the objects that may exist in the background. Using our RetinaNet and YOLO

object detction models (Section 3.6), pre-trained with COCO and ImageNet datasets, we were
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Figure 3.22: Example of items detected using specific object tracking: a Pokemon figure.

Figure 3.23: A book detected using COCO

able to detect books in four different reconstructed backgrounds (Figure 3.23), a Television in

two reconstructed backgrounds, shirts in one reconstructed background, display monitors in three

reconstructed backgrounds, and a clock in one reconstructed background. A significant number

of videos had a blank wall, bricked wall, window, or door in the background. Text was recov-

ered (using TextFuseNet) from only one video, which was written on a sticky note present in the

background (Figure 3.24).

3.8.5 Different Video Calling Software

In addition to Zoom, we also tested our attack on Skype. We observed multiple visual differences

between Skype and Zoom virtual background rendering, confirming that they likely use different

virtual background masking techniques. Skype was more accurate in its virtual background ren-

dering, resulting in an average RBRR of 19.4% for the E3 dataset, compared to an average RBRR

of 23.9% for Zoom on the same dataset. As expected, some privacy attacks in Skype are less ef-
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Figure 3.24: Text on a sticky note was detected using TextFuseNet.

fective due to the lower RBRR. For instance, the sticky note shown in Figure 3.24 was leaked from

a Zoom call but was not leaked during a Skype call. Likewise, the location inference attack also

suffered slightly as for Skype the location of only 76% of passive video calls where ranked within

the top-10, compared to Zoom’s 80% (as shown in Figure 3.20).

3.9 Mitigation

Next, we briefly outline (and evaluate) a few mitigation techniques against the proposed back-

ground reconstruction and privacy attacks.

3.9.1 Dynamic Virtual Background

The main intuition behind the first mitigation technique is to reduce the difference between the

virtual background and leaked background pixels as much as possible, by dynamically adapting

the pixel properties of the virtual background based on the properties of the real background pixels.

To accomplish this, we employ a Gaussian kernel to modify the brightness and saturation of the

virtual background pixels for each frame depending on the brightness and saturation of the corre-

sponding real background frame pixels. Further, the hue value of each modified virtual background

pixel is forced to randomly fluctuate over multiple hue values (closer to the modified hue value)

across different frames, making it further difficult (for the adversary) to differentiate the leaked

real background pixels from the virtual background pixels in each frame.

Results. When the dynamic virtual background is applied, our obtained average RBRR increased
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Figure 3.25: RBRR after applying dynamic virtual background.

to 65.8%, 74%, and 86.2%, respectively, for the passive video caller in E2, active video caller in E2,

and the E3 datasets (Figure 3.25). While normally a higher RBRR would generally imply a higher

leakage of the real background, in this case the recovered real background not only contain pixels

of the real background, but it also detects pixels of the virtual background as real background.

We re-analyze the location inference attack in Figure 3.26 using the proposed dynamic virtual

background mitigation techniques and observe that the overall top-k inference accuracy of the

location inference attack reduced considerably. With dynamic virtual backgrounds, a successful

location inference within the top-25 was possible for only 40% of the active video call data in E2

and 22% of the video data in E3.

3.9.2 Other Heuristics

We discuss a few other heuristics which could also be employed to mitigate the proposed attack.

One heuristic that could be employed is to generate and use a new random virtual background

image for every call. The intuition behind this heuristic is that an adversary may not have a prior

copy of this newly generated (never-seen-before) virtual background image, which would make the

virtual background masking process (Section 3.5.2), and thus the real background reconstruction, a
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Figure 3.26: Location inference results with dynamic virtual background.

bit more challenging. Another heuristic could be to reduce the number of video call frames shared

with the adversary, which will significantly reduce the extent of real background reconstruction,

but at the expense of reducing the quality of the video call. Lastly, a more extreme measure could

be to not send the actual video call frames (to the adversary) at all. Other than the first frame, all

other (following) frames can be replaced with fake video call frames. This can be accomplished

by applying a real-time deepfake technique such as the First Order Motion model [140], which

will take as input the initial frame of the user’s video call (with the blended virtual background)

and continue to automatically animate the user for the remaining frames. These animation frames

(generated by the First Order Motion model) will be the ones sent in the video call, rather than the

actual video call frames. As the real frames are never sent, the real background is never leaked,

while the animated frames continue to provide an illusion of the call being live.

3.10 Discussion

The attacks and mitigations we propose and evaluate are based on specific practicality assumptions.

For instance, a critical requirement for the location inference attack is the availability of ground-
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truth background images. Without the ground-truth background images, the adversary will not

be able to form a tractable dictionary for efficient location inference. Also, if the (reconstructed)

background does not contain any sensitive information, users may not be motivated to apply the

proposed mitigations. It is also challenging to assess the overall impact of the proposed attacks

and mitigations, as it is difficult to accurately discern users who primarily use virtual backgrounds

for preserving their background privacy. Lastly, it is possible that our attacks and mitigations may

perform differently if tested on a larger set of more diverse participants. Nevertheless, we validated

that at present virtual backgrounds are not a perfect solution for attaining background privacy.

3.11 Conclusion

We proposed and evaluated a real background inference framework leveraging on the imperfec-

tions of a virtual background feature in modern video calling software. Based on the reconstructed

background, we also proposed a set of different privacy attacks. By means of a comprehensive

evaluation using pre-recorded videos in the wild and video call data from human subject partic-

ipants in a variety of scenarios, we validated the feasibility and implications of such an attack

framework.
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CHAPTER 4: PRIVACY OF IDENTITY

*As of date, this chapter has been submitted to Network & Distributed System Security Symposium

(NDSS), 2023. It was co-authored by Anindya Maiti, Ph.D., Murtuza Jadliwala, Ph.D, Nisha

Vinayaga Sureshkanth, Ari Sharma and has been reproduced here with minor revisions.

4.1 Introduction

Next, we study the privacy of identity while a user in a virtual reality, more specifically. We

propose a novel correlation framework to carry out the de-anonymization in such VR services, and

comprehensively evaluate parameters such as effect of different actions/movements and the effect

of using having their mobile device in different bodily locations (such as different pockets).

Our work advances research investigation of how data from the physical world can be used to

compromise the privacy of users in the virtual worlds. We believe that this is the first research

effort which investigates this issue. Identity protection is key to VR innovation as otherwise users

will be hesitant to participate in the ecosystem [53] in order to protect their privacy, reputation

and security. To protect users from the potential de-anonymization attack, we also propose novel

countermeasures that users can adopt while participating in VR applications. In summary, we

make the following main contributions in this chapter:

1. Contribution 1: A framework that transmutes both motion sensor data and avatar’s visual

movement data into a comparable activity-vector.

2. Contribution 2: A correlation model that filters mismatching activity-vectors, and ranks

matching activity vectors from best to worst.

3. Contribution 3: Test data collection for real-world human participants, and a comprehensive

empirical evaluation of the correlation framework under various settings.

4. Contribution 4: Improvements and optimizations of the correlation framework for a large-

scale attack.
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4.2 Related Work

Research efforts in the literature related to our work can be categorized into those that focus on

inferring private information by means of mobile device motion sensors which we discuss first,

followed by those that propose new sensitive information inference vectors for VR systems and

applications.

Information leakage through mobile device motion sensors: Mobile and wearable device mo-

tion sensors such as accelerometers and gyroscopes have been heavily scrutinized in the research

literature for their potential to be employed as a side-channel for leaking users’ private informa-

tion. For instance, motion sensor data on smartphones and smartwatches have been utilized to infer

keystrokes and passwords [70,106–108,127,137], identify lock screen patterns [167], deduce travel

routes and location [90,121,124], infer speeches [89,91,116], infer handwritten text [158], recon-

struct 3D models from printer vibrations [144], and estimate demographic information [81, 143].

Application of on-body motion sensors onboard consumer mobile devices such as smartphones and

smartwatches for user authentication [102, 159, 165] is another closely related research space that

has received significant attention in the literature. However, such biometric authentication systems

require training data from individual users, which is not available in our adversarial setting.

Information leakage in VR systems and applications: Albeit relatively new as a consumer

technology, VR has garnered a host of privacy and security concerns. As mentioned earlier, attacks

such as password inference from finger movements (using motion sensors) when typing a password

in the virtual world can become a security problem if the same password is reused by the user in

real world [80]. Some VR headsets include eye-tracking, which can reveal valuable personal

information [99]. VR, when used in conjunction with Deepfakes [157], can also become a serious

threat as an adversary can potentially utilize personal gait and movement data collected from a

VR headset to create a very authentic-looking fake video. These type of attacks can be used to

damage personal reputation [20, 138], conduct social engineering attacks [27, 160], and spread

misinformation (fake news) [84, 97].

Authentication in VR is a closely related research topic [146], wherein authorized sensors
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on the VR headset or paired on-body controllers are used to authenticate individual users. Syn-

chronization among multiple (on-body) sensors [76, 94] for utility focused applications is another

closely related research topic. Unlike these prior research, in our attack we focus on out-of-band

motion sensor data, which are not natively paired with the VR system. De-anonymization solely

using movements observed in the virtual world is difficult, especially when the confusion set size

is large. In this work, we carry out de-anonymization of users of a VR platform by correlating

visually observed movements of the user’s avatar in the virtual world with out-of-band motion data

available from users.

Use of anonymous avatars and identity transformation inside a virtual reality experience [86,87,

111] is a significant factor contributing to the technology’s popularity. Therefore, identity protec-

tion is key to VR innovation as otherwise users will be hesitant to participate in the ecosystem [53]

in order to protect their privacy, reputation and security. Previous works on de-anonymization of

VR users utilized in-band data (such as sensors on the VR systems and/or movement characteris-

tics of virtual avatars) to infer users’ identity [117,118], anthropometrics [123], environment [123],

device information [123, 151], and demographics [123]. To the best of our knowledge, our pro-

posed de-anonymization attack using out-of-band motion data has thus far not been analyzed or

publicly presented. We also evaluate the scope of the proposed de-anonymization attack within a

small set of users and at a larger scale. To protect users from the proposed attack, we also suggest

countermeasures that users can adopt while immersing in a VR experience.

4.3 Threat Model

We consider an adversary whose goal is to de-anonymize users of a VR ecosystem by corre-

lating visual movements of anonymous virtual world avatars with out-of-band identifiable mo-

bile/wearable motion sensor data from target users. The size of the labeled motion dataset of users

in the possession of the adversary, representing the confusion set of the target VR user or avatar,

may vary between a large-scale where the cardinality (of the dataset) may be very high, to a signif-

icantly smaller small-scale (e.g., employees of a company or participants of an event). Similarly,

85



the recordings of VR users or avatars will result in a visual movement dataset, which can also range

between a large-scale where its cardinality may be very high, to a significantly smaller small-scale

such as avatars present within a (targeted) virtual room or playing a (targeted) virtual game. As

depicted in Figure 4.1, the goal of the adversary is to de-anonymize a target user (i.e., its avatar) in

the VR space by matching an element in the labeled motion dataset to the element (corresponding

to the target user or avatar) in the visual movement dataset by utilizing some efficient correlation

mechanism, similar to the one we propose in this chapter. This adversarial goal can be easily

extended to include de-anonymization of multiple VR users or avatars.

In order to compile the visual movement dataset (denoted by V = {v1, v2, . . . , vp}, with cardi-

nality p), the adversary has to join the virtual world, observe and record each avatar for a baseline

duration of time within which a series of movements are likely observed. In case of the VR service

provider being the adversary, this process can scale easily. In order to compile the labeled motion

dataset (denoted by M = {m1,m2, . . . ,mq}, with cardinality q), the adversary installs a malicious

data collection app on the mobile/wearable devices of a targeted set of users, which records mo-

tion (accelerometer and gyroscope) sensor data and reports it back to the adversary. As explained

earlier, this targeted set of users can be at a small or large scale. Typically, this can be achieved by

means of a malicious SDK and/or a trojan app that offers some utility to the users on the front-end

(e.g., a game or a social networking service), while surreptitiously recording the motion data on

the back-end. We also assume that both datasets (V and M ) contains timestamps which are fairly

in sync with the standard global time.

For popular apps/services that also offer a VR platform, for example, Meta, such an attack can

potentially be scaled globally for both the motion and visual datasets. Nonetheless, such an attack

is easier to be carried out at a small-scale, implying that the malicious mobile/wearable app has

to be popular within a small group of users and/or the VR ecosystem has to be popular within the

group. When both p and q are large, the correlation process to de-anonymize all users grows to be

computationally challenging for the adversary. Later in Section 4.8, we propose optimization tech-

niques that can significantly reduce the computational complexity, and thus the average runtime,
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of the proposed correlation framework in the above case. Below we present two different realistic

scenarios representing our threat model.

Scenario 1. A large organization (such as Meta) that operates both a popular VR platform (such

as Metaverse) and a popular mobile app (such as Facebook, WhatsApp, and Instagram) can collect

both the visual movement dataset and motion sensor dataset for respective platforms. Users who

do not want to be identified across both of these platforms are susceptible to the proposed de-

anonymization attack, even when using anonymous identity and avatar on the VR platform. This

scenario represents a large-scale attack where the confusion set is large.

Scenario 2. A criminal group uses VRChat [38] to anonymously meetup. An undercover po-

lice officer present in the meetups is able to record the visual movements of individual (anony-

mous) avatars of the criminal group. With the help of a popular smartphone app company (such

as Google), the police is also able to collect identified motion sensor data from a list of known

criminals and suspects. Thereafter, the proposed correlation framework can be used by the police

to de-anonymize members of the group on VRChat. This scenario represents a small-scale attack

where the confusion set is small.

4.4 Correlation Framework

Our proposed correlation framework (Figure 4.2) is composed of two key components. The first

component converts both the (out-of-band) motion sensor data and the visual movement data into

a comparable format, which we refer to as activity-vector series. The activity-vector series enables

us to directly compare and match elements from the two datasets (V and M ) using a matching

heuristic. The second component in our framework ranks the closest matches across the elements

of either dataset, in a fashion such that the high ranked matches are likely associated with the target

user (identifiable from M ).
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Figure 4.1: Threat model.

4.4.1 Activity-Vector Series

Our motivation behind defining an activity-vector series stems from the fact that the two datasets

(motion sensor data from the mobile/wearable device and visual movement dataset from the VR

app) are not directly comparable to each other. The motion sensor data comprises of samples mea-

suring linear acceleration and orientation changes of a user’s body, whereas the visual movement

data consists of a video wherein an anonymous avatar’s movements are recorded as changes in pix-

els across its frames. Consequently, we define an activity-vector series as a sequence of activities

observed (classified by some machine learning or ML model as discussed later), combined with a

pairwise sequence of “magnitudes” for each observed activity from each of the data sources (visual

movements and motion sensor). Our magnitude quantification of an observed activity is approxi-
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mate, but serves as a critical attribute in our correlation framework as detailed in Section 4.4.5.

More precisely, our activity-vector series is composed of the following commonly observed

activities: idle, body rotation, head rotation, hand movements, walking, bending, jumping, and

“other”. These were the common movements observed in over 2000 hours of activity data collected

inside VRChat [38] by us (more details on data collection can be found in Section 4.5). These

activity classifications combined with magnitude calculations form a vector-like representation

where each observed activity has a corresponding magnitude information (similar to a vector which

consists of direction and magnitude). An activity-vector series from either sources can be depicted

as follows:

walking walking idle bending walking walking jumping idle walking jumping

𝑎4 𝑎3 𝑎1 𝑎7 𝑎6 𝑎10 𝑎8 𝑎2 𝑎5 𝑎9

Activity

Magnitude

Left-front Hip Pocket (Motion Sensor)

where ai ∈ R+ is the positive real magnitude of an activity time window, such that a1 > a2 > . . . >

a10. In order to generate this activity-vector series, we next detail the steps taken to pre-process

and utilize supervised machine learning models to classify the activities observed in individual

sequences.

4.4.2 Pre-Processing

We first segment both the physical motion data (obtained from the mobile device motion sensors)

and the visual movement data (obtained from the VR apps) into small time windows (of w sec-

onds each) and classify each window as one of the eight aforementioned actions. We empirically

evaluate the effect of the size of w on correlation accuracy in Section 4.7.1 and use the optimal

value for rest of the evaluation. For the visual movement data, we further separate individual

user’s avatar from the background, so as to better classify the movements of the avatar without

any background noise. PaddleSeg [78], an open-source toolkit that applies image segmentation

using different techniques, was used to segment out the individual avatars. More specifically, we

used a pre-trained ORCNet model with HRNet backbone that was trained using the Cityscapes

dataset [23]. For the motion sensor data, we apply a Savitzky-Golay filter [131] to smooth the
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Figure 4.2: Overview of our correlation framework.

signals for noise reduction before classification.

4.4.3 Training Data Generation

In order to generalize and scale our activity classification for a large-scale attack, we generate

training data as an amalgamation of a well-known dataset in the literature and add synthetically

generated variations to capture a wide range of bodily variances and anomalies (often caused by

imperfections in the VR systems) all of which are otherwise impractical for collection from real

human subjects. Specifically, we generate the training data of our visual movement classifier

using the 3D game engine Unity [33] (Figure 4.3), utilizing the Carnegie Mellon University (CMU

MoCap) [6] dataset and synthetically generated variations of motions captured in the CMU MoCap

dataset. The CMU MoCap dataset was created using a motion capture system where the subjects

wore 41 markers and performed various activities. It is a well-known dataset for evaluation of

activity recognition frameworks [64, 120, 141], and can be applied to reproduce avatar movements

inside Unity using corresponding body keypoints.

Our synthetically generated movement variations randomized the speed between 0.25× and 2×

of CMU MoCap speeds, and rotation angle between −10and+10 of CMU MoCap rotation angles.
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Figure 4.3: The training data generation setup inside Unity, depicting only one camera viewpoint
and virtual motion sensors attached to the avatar (in red).

In addition to the CMU MoCap model avatar, we also train using another freely available avatar,

namely the Futuristic soldier - Scifi character1. As the video movement data is dependent on the

viewpoint of the adversary, we also capture varying camera positions around the virtual avatar in

Unity (Figure 4.3). Specifically, the camera position was randomized around the avatar (across all

angles for which the avatar is visible), enabling a different visual perspective and thus improving

our classifier training. The visual movements of the avatars were recorded using OBS Studio [22].

Additionally, in Unity we attached a custom-made virtual motion sensor to the avatar (Fig-

ure 4.3), which is able to capture acceleration and orientation changes of the avatar. This virtual

motion sensor closely captures the kinematic forces experienced by the avatar in the same way a

smartphone or smartwatch motion sensor on a real person would experience, and it allows us to

collectively train a classifier for the motion sensor data alongside the visual movement classifier.

The key advantages of using such a virtual sensor for training are the elimination of synchroniza-

tion errors, and not requiring real human subject participants for data collection (except for the

human subject participants who helped in the development of the CMU MoCap dataset). Note that

1https://assetstore.unity.com/packages/3d/characters/humanoids/sci-fi/futuristic-soldier-scifi-character-202085
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for our experimental evaluations (Section 4.7) with an adversarial standpoint, we compose a real-

istic test dataset with the help of real human subject participants and also address synchronization

errors between the motion sensor and visual movements data (Section 4.7.3).

4.4.4 Activity Classification

We collectively utilize Apple’s Core ML 2 and Create ML3 libraries to generate two classification

models (each trained separately), one for the video movement training data and another for the

motion sensor training data. The Core ML model is already trained by Apple for generic action and

activity classification, and can be further customized using transfer learning [113] using the training

data generated in Section 4.4.3. Prior research has already demonstrated the feasibility of such

activity recognition using Core ML [101]. Moreover, Apple’s Vision framework4 is already pre-

trained for keypoint detection on humans, which can also be utilized with Core ML on humanoid

avatars. Applying these trained classification models on test visual movement and motion sensor

data split into w second windows will result in a sequence of activities observed on the two data

sources, which is one of the two sequences in the activity-vector series defined earlier.

4.4.5 Activity Magnitude

Intuitively, when the same classified activity is observed in both data sources (in a given time

window), we can improve our identity correlation by ranking smaller magnitude differences above

larger magnitude difference. For example, if an anonymous avatar is observed to be walking fast

in the virtual world (high magnitude), it is likely that their activity magnitude will also be high

on the motion sensor data. As mentioned earlier, our magnitude quantification of an observed

activity is approximate. For the motion sensor, we calculate magnitude of each w second activity

window as the average magnitude of acceleration vectors in the motion sensor data. For the visual

movement data, we utilize optical flow to compute the average acceleration of areas on the avatar’s

2https://developer.apple.com/documentation/Core ML
3https://developer.apple.com/documentation/createml
4https://developer.apple.com/documentation/vision
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body where the motion sensor may be attached. Optical flow estimates the motion of objects

between consecutive frames in a video, caused by the relative movement between the object and

camera [83, 92].

However, as some activities tend to generate disproportionate levels of motion in various parts

of the body, it may result in different magnitudes of movements for the same activity. Furthermore,

as the adversary may not have knowledge of the motion sensor’s positioning for each user’s data,

the visually observed magnitude of movement experienced by an avatar’s different body keypoints

is another attribute that should be factored in to improve our correlation model. We consider six

usual body positions where the motion sensor is likely to be attached, such as a smartphone in

pant pocket or a smartwatch on the wrist: left-front hip pocket, right-front hip pocket, left-back

hip pocket, right-back hip pocket, left wrist, and right wrist. As a result, the activity-vector series

calculated from the visual movement dataset will consists of six different magnitude sequences

(for the same activity sequence) as follows:
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walking walking idle bending walking walking jumping idle idle jumping

𝑎4 𝑎3 𝑎1 𝑎7 𝑎6 − 𝑎8 𝑎2 𝑎5 𝑎9

Activity

Magnitude

walking walking idle bending walking walking jumping idle idle jumping

𝑎4 𝑎3 𝑎2 𝑎7 𝑎6 𝑎10 𝑎8 𝑎1 𝑎5 𝑎9

Activity

Magnitude

walking walking idle bending walking walking jumping idle idle jumping

𝑎4 𝑎2 𝑎3 𝑎7 𝑎6 𝑎10 𝑎8 𝑎1 𝑎5 𝑎9

Activity

Magnitude

walking walking idle bending walking walking jumping idle idle jumping

𝑎4 𝑎3 𝑎1 𝑎7 𝑎6 𝑎9 𝑎8 𝑎2 𝑎5 −

Activity

Magnitude

walking walking idle bending walking walking jumping idle idle jumping

𝑎3 𝑎4 𝑎1 𝑎6 𝑎7 𝑎8 − 𝑎2 𝑎5 𝑎9

Activity

Magnitude

walking walking idle bending walking walking jumping idle idle jumping

𝑎1 𝑎3 𝑎4 𝑎6 𝑎7 𝑎9 𝑎8 𝑎2 𝑎5 𝑎10

Activity

Magnitude

Left-front Hip (Visual)

Right-front Hip (Visual)

Left-back Hip (Visual)

Right-back Hip (Visual)

Left Wrist (Visual)

Right Wrist (Visual)

where “–” implies unobservable position for optical flow calculations, all ai in red depict mis-

matched magnitude rank with the left-front hip pocket motion sensor activity-vector series shown

in Section 4.4.1, and all green ai imply matching magnitude rank. Moreover, there is an activ-

ity misclassification in this example at the ninth window, highlighted as idle in red. All of these

seven magnitude sequences (one from motion sensor data and six from visual movement data) are

utilized in the correlation and identity ranking processes described next.

4.4.6 Correlation and Identity Ranking

The first intuitive assumption in our correlation framework is that the order of activities conducted

by an user (and their avatar) will be unique when observed for a long enough duration. Intuitively,

this observation duration can be shorter in a small-scale attack where the confusion set is smaller.
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In a large-scale attack, the observation duration has to be longer because with a large confusion

set the occurrence of more than one anonymous user conducting the same sequence of activities

within a short observation duration is more probable, thus creating confusion between them. We

use this first assumption to filter out unlikely matches from our identity ranking calculations, using

the activity sequences in the activity-vector series.

Our second intuitive assumption is that varying activity magnitudes caused by disproportional

levels of motion in various parts of the body can be utilized to identify closely correlated visual

movement and motion sensor sequences. Accordingly, we utilize magnitude correlation rankings

to rank known identities (from dataset M ) such that users with motion sensor magnitude sequence

closely matching to a visual movement magnitude sequence (best of the six visual positions) are

ranked closer to 1.

Activity-based Filtering

As the activity classification is not perfect, we cannot reliably use the sequence of activities for

correlation. Instead, we use a high degree of mismatch between sequences of activities (across

visual movement and motion sensor data) to filter out identities whose motion sensor data are

objectively different from an anonymous avatar being observed. More specifically, we calculate the

hamming distance between the motion sensor activity sequence and the visual movement activity

sequence (which is the same for all six activity-vector series generated from the visual movement

data). Thereafter, we eliminate pairs with distance threshold > t from further magnitude-based

identity rankings. We empirically evaluate threshold t in Section 4.7.1 as part of our framework

parameter optimizations. For example, between the pair of activity-vector series illustrated in

Section 4.4.1 and Section 4.4.5, this hamming distance is 1 (or 10%) due to the activity mismatch

in the ninth time window.
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Magnitude-based Ranking

After filtering, we are left with identities whose motion sensor activity sequences closely matched

at least one of the six visual movement activity sequences. We utilize Spearman’s rank correlation

coefficient [170] to correlate and rank potential identities based on magnitude sequences, which is

computed as follows:

ρ = 1− 6
∑

d2i
n(n2 − 1)

where n is the number of observations (of w second windows) in the activity-vector series, and di

is the difference in the paired ranks of the two magnitudes (across the visual movement and motion

sensor data sequences) at the ith time window.

The higher the Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient, the more likely the two sequences

correlate to each other, and thus the corresponding identity from M would be ranked closer to 1 out

of the q (minus the identities that did not pass the activity-based filtering). As the adversary does

not have positioning information of the motion sensor on the users’ body, we compute Spearman’s

correlation coefficient for the six likely positioning of the motion sensors (Section 4.4.5), and

consider only the maximum for identity ranking. Between the examples shown in Section 4.4.1 and

Section 4.4.5, magnitude from the visual data sequence of the left-front hip will have the highest

Spearman’s correlation coefficient with the left-front hip pocket motion sensor magnitudes.

When activity-based filtering threshold t is set very low (i.e., only tolerance for very minor or

no mismatches in the activity sequences), it is also possible that all identities are eliminated from

this magnitude-based raking, thus resulting in no identity ranking. The entire correlation procedure

is described in Algorithm 4.1.

4.5 Experimental Setup

To evaluate our proposed correlation framework and training methodology, we collect test (visual

and motion sensor) data from human subject participants using a real VR application. In this

section, we outline the details of our data collection procedure.
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Algorithm 4.1 Correlation Algorithm.
1: Input:
2: video[] ▷ Video’s activity-vectors series
3: motion[] ▷ Motion’s activity-vectors series
4: t ▷ Filtering Threshold
5: Output:
6: ranked[] ▷ Ranked list of correlated motion/video indexes with maximum Spearman’s rank

correlation coefficient
7: procedure CORRELATE

8: correlated[] ▷ Maps motion indexes to correlated video indexes
9: unranked[] ▷ Unranked list of correlated motion/video indexes with maximum Spearman’s rank

correlation coefficient
10: for i in range(video.size()− 1) do
11: for j in range(motion.size()− 1) do
12: if HammingDistance(video[i],motion[j]) < t then
13: correlated[i].append(j)
14: end if
15: end for
16: end for
17: for i in range(video.size()− 1) do
18: for j in range(correlated[i].size()− 1) do
19: midx = correlated[i][j] ▷ Motion index
20: maxSpearman = max(Spearman(video[i],motion[midx]))
21: unranked[i].append({maxSpearman,midx})
22: end for
23: ranked[i] = unranked[i].sort() ▷ Sorted based on Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient
24: end for
25: end procedure
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4.6 Controlled Activity Sets in Data Collection

Table 4.1: List of controlled actions performed by participants in the real and virtual reality worlds.

Action Types Action Description
Head-based Looking [left, right, up, down]

Rotating the head in [clockwise, anti-clockwise] directions
Arm-based Raising [left, right, both] arms in [forward, upward, sideward] directions

Rotating [left, right, both] arms in [clockwise, anti-clockwise] directions
Stretching arms [forward, upward, sideward]

Palm-based Handshaking with [left, right, both] arms
Waving with [left, right, both] arms in [forward, upward] directions
Thumbs up and down with [left, right, both] arms forward
Clapping with hands forward

Leg-based Stepping along [left, right, forward, backward] directions
Walking diagonally towards [left, right, forward, backward] directions
Raising [left, right] knee

Combination-based [Twisting hip, turning body around] in [clockwise, anti-clockwise] directions
Crouching or squatting, Jumping up and down
Sitting on the [floor, chair]
Exploring [public, private] instances
[Walking, running] in [straight, zig-zag] paths
[Talking, browsing] smartphone in [portrait, landscape] modes
Fiddling with an object
Picking up objects placed on the [floor, table]

4.6.1 Participants’ Task

Our participants (details in Section 4.6.3) carry out a set of representative activities in a virtual

reality app while carrying a smartphone and smartwatch on their body (details in Section 4.6.4).

Table 4.1 details all the different types of activities that participants were instructed to perform, in

addition to other uncontrolled activities that they may perform while navigating inside the virtual

world. The controlled actions include movement of the head, arms, palms, legs, and also actions

that require combinations of them. These different actions were chosen to generate a wide variety

of different movements within the limited time we had with the participants. During the uncon-

trolled activity phases, participants were free to interact with the VR app on their own volition,

not limited by the aforementioned activities. The average time our participants spent on the virtual

reality app, in order to provide us data for our study, was 1 hours and 8 minutes.
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Figure 4.4: HC1

Figure 4.5: HC2

Figure 4.6: HC3

Figure 4.7: HC4

Figure 4.8: HC5

Figure 4.9: Adversarial viewpoints.
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Figure 4.10: BC1

Figure 4.11: BC2

Figure 4.12: BC3

Figure 4.13: BC4

Figure 4.14: BC5

Figure 4.15: Adversarial viewpoints.
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Table 4.2: Legend of camera viewpoints used in Section 4.7.

Home Legend Black Cat Legend
Static Camera 1 HC1 Static Camera 1 BC1
Static Camera 2 HC2 Static Camera 2 BC2
Static Camera 3 HC3 Static Camera 3 BC3
Static Camera 4 HC4 Static Camera 4 BC4
Mobile Camera HC5 Mobile Camera BC5

Combined HCC Combined BCC

Table 4.3: Background details of the 35 participants.

Gender
14 Female 21 Male

Dominant Hand
2 Left 33 Right

VR Familiarity
11 Slightly 24 Moderately-Extremely

Prior VR Experience
5 Never Used VR Before 30 Used VR Before

4.6.2 Adversarial Viewpoint

We continuously observe and record the participants’ avatar (Figure 4.9) in the virtual world by

means of five different virtual camera positions, where each camera position represents a different

adversarial viewpoint. Four of these camera positions are static and positioned at different cor-

ners of the virtual room (Figure 4.9), each of which represents the fixed (or static) position of an

adversarial avatar observing the target participant from that position. The fifth camera is mobile,

and represents the view of an adversarial avatar moving and navigating in the proximity of the

(target) participant’s avatar. We carried out our experiments in two different virtual worlds – one

in a public world (called Black Cat) where other real users’ avatars may be present, and second

in a private world (called Home) where access is restricted to a select group of users. We refer to

these five adversarial viewpoints in these two worlds by means of a legend outlined in Table 4.2.

In our evaluation (Section 4.7), we will also analyze the effect of combining these five viewpoints

on the accuracy of activity classification (where the viewpoints are referred to as HCC and BCC

for Home and Black Cat, respectively).
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4.6.3 Participants

Between August and December of 2022, we recruited 64 participants for test data collection. How-

ever, due to various personal, technical, and medical factors, only 35 of them completed the study

and whose data is included in our evaluation. The participants’ ages were between 18 and 48, with

a median age of 19. Additional demographic and other details about our participants are listed in

Table 4.3. All participants were appropriately compensated for their time and our study procedure

was approved by our university’s Institutional Review Board (IRB).

4.6.4 Data Collection Apparatus

VR Device and App. We utilize the Meta Quest 2 VR device5 and the popular VRChat [38]

app (installed on the Quest 2) for generating and collecting test data from the participants in our

study. As of July 2022, VRChat had more than 200,000 daily active users and more than 7 million

registered users [52]. Moreover, VRChat was one of the few VR apps which supported full-

body avatars (instead of only the upper body) at the time we started our experiments. Although

other popular apps later added integration of full-body avatars [48], the fundamental nature of data

generation (and collection) does not significantly differ across a majority of the VR apps.

Motion Sensors. Participants’ body motion was captured at 20 ms sampling interval on a smart-

watch (TicWatch 2) worn by the participants on their wrist and on a smartphone (Moto G7 Play)

placed in their pocket. 10 participants chose to wear the smartwatch on their right wrist, while the

rest chose to wear it on their left wrist. 23 participants placed the smartphone in one of their front

pockets, while the rest place it in one of their back pockets.

Data Logging. The VRChat app was installed on five different desktops to record the view-

points/perspective of an adversary as described in Section 4.3, and OBS Studio [22] was used

to record the each adversarial perspective into individual video files with timestamps. The motion

sensors were logged in respective devices with timestamps, and later transferred to another desktop

for analysis.

5https://www.meta.com/quest/products/quest-2
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Analysis Computer. A 2021 MacBook Pro was used to train and classify activities, and also for

the activity-based filtering and magnitude-based rankings. It is equipped with 10-Core M1 CPU,

16-Core GPU, 16GB memory, 1TB SSD storage, and 16-core Neural Engine. For our large-scale

analysis in Section 4.8, we also used a desktop with Ryzen 5 3600 6-Core 3.6GHz CPU, RTX

3060 12GB GPU, 1TB SSD storage, and 16GB memory, to train and generate large datasets using

CTGAN [47, 163].

4.7 Evaluation

We next evaluate the proposed correlation framework utilizing the test data collected from partici-

pants, which represents a small-scale attack with confusion set size of 271 (accumulating different

motion sensor locations from individual participants). We start with identifying suitable frame-

work parameter values such as the activity window size (w) and activity-based filtering threshold

(t). After extensively evaluating the correlation framework in the small-scale setting, we also

generate and evaluate a representative dataset for a large-scale correlation in Section 4.8.

4.7.1 Framework Parameters

Our correlation framework has two key parameters that are critical for the rest of our empirical

evaluation. The first parameter is the activity window size (w), which is the time duration used

to classify an action. The second parameter is the Hamming distance used as the activity-based

filtering threshold (t), which is the minimum requirement for an activity-vector to be considered

in the identity ranking. As the total observation time, and thus the number of observed activity

windows, will vary between different target users, the activity-based filtering threshold (t) is nor-

malized with respect to the number of observed activity windows. No filtering occurs when the

filtering threshold is set at 100%, whereas at 0% even one mismatch in the activity sequence will

result in that activity-vector being filtered out.

Figures 4.22 and 4.29 show the correlation accuracy, where "None Correlated" occurs when

the activity-based filtering filters all candidate activity-vectors, "Incorrectly Correlated" occurs
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Figure 4.16: w = 0.5s

Figure 4.17: w = 1s

Figure 4.18: w = 2s

Figure 4.19: w = 3

Figure 4.20: w = 5s

Figure 4.21: Legend

Figure 4.22: Right smartwatch motion sensor and visual movement data correlated with different
w and normalized t parameters. Accuracy based on top-1 identity in the rankings.
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Figure 4.23: w = 0.5s

Figure 4.24: w = 1s

Figure 4.25: w = 2s

Figure 4.26: w = 3s

Figure 4.27: w = 5s

Figure 4.28: Legend

Figure 4.29: Front right pocket smartphone motion sensor and visual movement data correlated
with different w and normalized t parameters. Accuracy based on top-1 identity in the rankings.
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when the top ranked identity is incorrect, and "Correctly Correlated" occurs when the top ranked

identity is correct. From these figures we can see an overall trend that as we increase w, the

percentage of identities that passes the activity-based filtering and then used for identity ranking

also grows. Conversely, the percentage of “None Correlated” is diminished as w is increased. This

can primarily be attributed to (i) the size of activity sequence in the activity-vector is inversely

proportional to w for a constant observation time period thereby reducing the number of probable

mismatches, and (ii) the activity inference tends to perform more accurately for larger w.

While the above observation should compel us to select a larger w, in Figures 4.22 and 4.29 we

also observe that there exists a trade-off between w and correctly correlated identities for different

activity-based filtering thresholds. For instance, when w = 5s we observe that the percentage

of correctly correlated identities starts to decrease beyond the filtering threshold of 70% in Fig-

ure 4.20. This is most likely because as the size of activity-vector is reduced with increasing w,

the probability of confusion with another person’s activity magnitudes is increased. This trend was

consistent across other experimental variables, such as different adversarial viewpoints, different

motion sensors, and different motion sensor positions on the body.

Based on empirical observations across different experimental variables, we set w = 1s and

t = 30% for the rest of our analyses. On average, these selected values are best suited for maxi-

mizing the percentage of correctly correlated identities. The average correctly correlated identities

using these parameter values within top-1 of the ranking was 16.3%, and 17.0% of the identities

were within top-3. In an alternate adversarial model where the motion sensor positions on the body

is known to the adversary, more specific (i.e., per target user) w and t values can be selected to

further improve the percentage of correctly correlated identities.

4.7.2 Activity Confusions

The accuracy of the activity classification models plays an important role in the correlation frame-

work’s overall success rate. Activity classification between visual and motion sensor data differs

significantly due to the modality (of input signal), and is potentially subject to different types of

106



Idle Body Head Hand Walk Bend Jump Other
Video Action

Ot
he

r
Ju

m
p

Be
nd

W
al

k
Ha

nd
He

ad
Bo

dy
Id

le
M

ot
io

n 
Se

ns
or

 A
ct

io
n

0.01 0.18 0.05 0.03 0.02 0.09 0.00 0.62

0.00 0.02 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.91 0.06

0.01 0.13 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.72 0.00 0.12

0.00 0.08 0.01 0.01 0.81 0.02 0.00 0.07

0.03 0.09 0.00 0.75 0.03 0.01 0.00 0.09

0.26 0.27 0.09 0.16 0.06 0.00 0.03 0.14

0.01 0.68 0.03 0.11 0.04 0.06 0.00 0.07

0.36 0.00 0.04 0.01 0.58 0.00 0.00 0.00
0.0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

Figure 4.30: Using right wrist smartwatch.
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Figure 4.31: Using front right pocket smartphone.
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Figure 4.32: Correctly correlated accuracy (top-1 rank) with artificially introduced misalignment,
shown for data from the right wrist.

noises and interference signals. Different adversarial viewpoint angles, distances, and occlusion

levels affect the visual data classification. For instance, if only half of the avatar is visible due to

being behind a coach or another avatar is in front of the target avatar, the chance of a misclassifi-

cation is significantly increased. On the other hand, the positioning and orientation of the device

used to collect motion sensor data also imposes certain limitations on the activity classification

accuracy, especially as we assume that the adversary is unaware of the exact position of the motion

sensor. For instance, if the motion sensor data is from a smartwatch worn on the right hand, it is

very useful to classify activities involving the right hand, but may result in high misclassification

of activities not involving the right arm.

Due to these apparent limitations, we analyze the direct consequence of misclassifications, i.

e., the confusion of activities between the visual and motion sensor data. In Section 4.7.2, we ob-

serve that the idle activity has noticeably low accuracy (36% and 22% for right wrist smartwatch

and front right pocket smartphone, respectively), and is often confused with other activities. An

unexpected, yet clearly discernible, confusion exists between motion sensor idle and visual walk-

ing. One possible factor behind this observation is that VR users may be using the VR joystick to

walk in the virtual world. As a result, the target user appears idle in the motion sensor data, while

their virtual avatar is visually walking. Another noteworthy observation is that head movements
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had high confusion due to the fact that placement of motion sensors around hip and wrist areas is

not suitable for capturing the target user’s head movements, where as a head-mounted VR device

is accurately able to capture head movements and apply them to the avatar in the virtual world.

In light of these insights, we further optimize our framework as follows. Rather than consid-

ering all the classified actions, we only utilize activities with less than 60% of confusion – body,

hand, walk, bend, jump, and others – for our activity-based filtering. Remaining activities in the

activity-vector are ignored from the Hamming distance calculations. The average correctly corre-

lated identities after this optimization within top-1 of the ranking was 37.3%, while 38.7% of the

identities were within top-3.

4.7.3 Time Alignment

Both the visual and motion sensor data are collected with device timestamps for synchronization.

Although most modern smartphones and smartwatches are by default periodically updated against

Internet-based time servers, motion sensor data collection in the wild may contain time drift errors

and thus misaligned with the visual movements. Misaligned data sources will likely cause con-

fusion between classified activities, resulting in a high failure rate in satisfying the activity-based

filter threshold. As shown in Figure 4.32, misaligned data can drop a 62.1% correctly correlated

result down to 0% in the presence of only 2.4 seconds (of artificially introduced) misalignment.

The adversary can potentially detect and overcome such misalignments by offsetting the (motion

sensor) data in increments, and selecting a time offset (±δ) that results in the minimum Hamming

distance in the activity-based filtering. Realistic assumptions must be made on the bounds of δ in

order to keep the computational time practical.

4.7.4 Different Motion Sensors and Camera Locations

We next detail how different positions of the motion sensor on the (human) body and different ad-

versarial viewpoints affect the correct correlation of our proposed framework. Overall, smartwatch

(motion sensor) on left or right wrist performed better than the smartphone in the hip pockets (Fig-
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Figure 4.33: Motion sensor in back left pocket

Figure 4.34: Motion sensor in back right pocket.

Figure 4.35: Motion sensor in front left pocket.

Figure 4.36: Motion sensor in front right pocket.

Figure 4.37: Motion sensor on right wrist.

Figure 4.38: Motion sensor on left wrist.

Figure 4.39: Legend

Figure 4.40: Accuracy for different cameras positions and motion sensors locations of devices
during the free-movement phase. Accuracy based on top-1 identity in the rankings.
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ure 4.40). For example, for the Home world, the smartwatch yielded about 41% and 68% correct

correlations (top-1 rank), for left and right wrists, respectively. In contrast, the front left-front

pocket smartphone data resulted in about 9.1% correct correlations, while other smartphone lo-

cations are in a similar range. Intuitively, one of the main factors behind this observation is the

inability of smartphone motion sensors to pick up hand movements when they are located in the

hip area pockets. This causes higher confusion between activities (Section 4.7.2), resulting in the

activity-vector of the target user being filtered out with high likelihood.

As far as the impact of different adversarial viewpoints on the correlation accuracy of our

framework is concerned, we can see from Figure 4.40 that, except for BC1, all other camera

locations (or adversarial viewpoints) yielded comparable results within each of the motion sensor

locations. The reason behind BC1 performing particularly poor is that its location was near the

entrance point of the Black Cat world and most participants eventually moved away from the field-

of-view of this camera during the data collection experiments. In summary, combining multiple

viewpoints and the availability of wrist-based motion sensor data are the most favorable conditions

for the adversary.

4.7.5 Conflicting Activity Sequences

There can be cases, especially in a large-scale attack, where multiple target users perform a similar

or even an identical sequence of activities. In such cases, the magnitude-based ranking should

ideally still rank the real identity higher than others. In this part of our analysis, we study the

extent to which our magnitude-based ranking is able to do so, by comparing correlation accuracy

when participants (and their avatars) performed the same sequence of activities. In Figure 4.42, we

observe 16.5% correct correlation for motion data from the right wrist in top-1 of identity rankings

and 50.1% correct correlation within the top-3 ranks. This demonstrates that, to an extent, the

magnitude-based ranking is in fact able to discern the difference between identities based on the

magnitude of movements.
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Figure 4.41: Front left pocket motion data

Figure 4.42: Right wrist motion data

Figure 4.43: Identity correlation for conflicting activity sequences.

4.8 Optimizing for Large-scale Attacks

An adversary trying to correlate thousands or millions of anonymous avatars with identified motion

sensors data is presented with a very significant computational task. In this section, we analyze

the computational complexity of this task and propose related optimizations to our correlation

framework.

Synthetic Data Generation To test the scalability of our framework, we must first generate a very

large synthetic dataset utilizing real participant data collected in Section 4.5. While it was not

feasible for us to collect real-world data from thousands or millions of participants, due to the time

and resources required for systematic data collection per participant, we still want to test using a

112



1 47634

2 77734

3 71655

… …

… …

p 55617

Motion’s 
Activity Series

**617

*5*17

…

55*1*

556**

**734

*7*34

…

77*3*

777**

**431

*1*31

…

11*3*

114**

…

**634

*7*34

…

47*3*

476**

Keys Generation

Key **634 *7*34 … 777** … 556**

Motion Indexes 1 1, 2 … 2 … p
Hash Table

Figure 4.44: Generating a hash table from the motion activity series.

dataset that has resemblance to the small-scale dataset instead of generating completely random

activity-vectors. The activity classification and magnitude calculation tasks take constant time,

and will grow linearly with the size of each dataset (p and q, for visual movement and motion

sensor datasets, respectively). For large p and q, the more complex task is that of calculating the

correlation of all q identities against all p anonymous avatars. However, as seen in Section 4.7,

the activity-based filtering is very effective in reducing the complexity of the magnitude-based

identity rankings. Therefore, for large p and q the most computationally complex task in the

entire framework comes down to the activity-based filtering. Accordingly, we generate our large-

scale dataset to test the scalability of our activity-based filtering, which only requires activity

sequences as input. Our first large-scale dataset was generated using a modern tabular Generative

Adversarial Network (GAN) technique [47], called CTGAN [163], which is trained using activity

sequences from real participants, as outlined in Section 4.5. Our second large-scale dataset was

generated using random permutations of our activity sequences from Section 4.5. Each of these

large-scale datasets contained 1 million activity sequences for the motion sensor and 1 million

activity sequences for the visual movements.
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Activity-based Filtering Without Optimizations. Without any optimizations, the activity-based

filtering has a time complexity of O(pqk2), where p is the number of unique avatars from the visual

movement data, q is the number of different identities from the motion sensor data, and k is the

size of the activity sequences. As such, we can further assume that increasing the size of k would

have diminishing returns (computationally), making it less attractive for an adversary to record

each target for too long. Therefore, we assume k would not be scaled, unlike p and q, and treat

k as constant, thus resulting with a complexity of O(pq). As shown in Table 4.5, our setup takes

2.2 ∗ 101 ms to finish activity-based filtering when p = q = 100. However, when we scale up to

p = q = 105, it requires 3.15 ∗ 107 ms (or about 8 hours) to finish activity-based filtering. We

estimate that for p = q = 106, it will take approximately 30 days to finish, and about 3000 days

when p = q = 107, which is not very scalable.

Optimization. We propose the use of a hash table to store our activity sequence data in order to

reduce the time complexity of activity matching and filtering. However, as even a single mismatch

between two activity sequences will result in completely different hash values (i.e., the keys in a

hash table), we design a larger hash table that allows for some degree of mismatch. Specifically,

we populate a hash table with keys based on permutations of the q activity sequences in M (each

of length k) from the motion sensors data, accounting for possible errors allowable within the

Hamming distance threshold (t). Let us assume that the numbers 0 to 7 denotes each of the eight

activities we classify. If k = 5, an example of the activity string would be ⟨47634⟩. If our hamming

distance threshold is t = 2, then any two activities can be mismatched and still pass the threshold.

Now, assume the character ∗ as a wildcard activity that may or may not be a match. To populate

the hash table exhaustively, we compute every possible permutation of each activity sequence in

M including up to two ∗. For our previous example, ⟨47634⟩, some of the permutations generated

would be ⟨∗ ∗ 634⟩, ⟨4 ∗ 6 ∗ 4⟩, and ⟨47 ∗ 3∗⟩. All these permutations are then used as the key

in our hash table, while the corresponding value is the identity of users from the motion sensor

data (M ) (an example in Figure 4.44). Thereafter, during the correlation process, each activity

sequence from the video dataset also undergoes permutations with up to two ∗, and then queried
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Figure 4.45: Matching video activity series to a potential motion activity series using the hash
table generated from Figure 4.44.

against the above hash table for a match. If a matching key exists, the corresponding identity and

activity-vector has satisfied the activity-based filtering and is included in the identity ranking, as

depicted with an example in Figure 4.45).

Optimized Performance Analysis. The number of permutations per activity-vector does not scale

with the size of datasets and thus can be treated as O(1) time complexity. Similarly, hash table

search and insertion is O(1) time complexity. Therefore, with the use of our hash table, the new

time complexity becomes O(p+ q), where O(q) time is required to create the hash table, and O(p)

time is require to iterate through V for filtering.

Table 4.4: Computational analysis for permutation generated datasets, for default and optimized
activity-based filtering. Tested for k = 5 with t = 2, and k = 10 with t = 3. Entries marked as
“–” did not finish.

Permutation Generated Average Collision (#) Average Correctly Correlated (%)
Motion × Video Default Hash 3/5 Hash 7/10 Default Hash 3/5 Hash 7/10

100 × 100 0.5 0.5 0.5 54.0 49.0 49.0
500 × 500 0.6 1.0 0.9 55.0 42.0 40.0

1000 × 1000 1.3 17.1 1.3 48.9 41.1 43.1
10000 × 10000 4.5 242.6 7.6 53.2 40.9 36.2

100000 × 100000 7.2 2314.1 12.6 51.7 36.6 29.8
1000000 × 1000000 - 22100.0 23.9 - 38.7 24.5
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Our empirical results (Tables 4.4 and 4.5) show that with this optimization, the activity-filtering

is significantly faster. For instance with p = q = 100000, k = 10, and t = 3, using the optimization

technique was 575 times faster than the default activity-based filter. Another important aspect

we also evaluate in the empirical results is the number of collisions, which occur when multiple

unique data sources satisfies the activity-matching threshold. For k = 5, we observe 1594.87

average number of collisions, and for k = 10, we observe only 4.26 average collisions (with

p = q = 100000). This implies that if an adversary observes a very high number of collisions, the

adversary should increase the value of k.

4.9 Discussion

Next, we highlight some limitations and interesting observations that we made during our experi-

ments, which may need to be considered by an adversary carrying out the above de-anonymization

attack. Further, we also list some additional adversarial optimizations that could be applied to the

proposed framework and identify potential mitigation strategies against this threat.

Dataset Limitations and Improvements. Our framework and data collection assumes time

synchronization across devices (VR headset and smartphone/smartwatch). While most smart de-

vices are periodically synchronized with Internet-based time servers, they can potentially accu-

mulate minor drift errors between time synchronizations. The adversary may have to use a larger

alignment window to account for such time drift errors. Although our test dataset from the 35

participants is limited and does not include all the population demographics, our framework uti-

lizes components such as the CMU MoCap dataset, which has been studied comprehensively in

the literature [64, 134] and has been validated for its generalizability.

Other Limitations and Improvements. During out experiments, we observed random objects,

for example, a tent (Figure 4.47) and a meteoroid (Figure 4.46), being spawned arbitrarily and at

random locations within the VRChat worlds. While the reason for these arbitrary objects appearing

was unclear, depending on their location, they could interfere with the adversary’s viewpoint by

blocking his (visual) line-of-sight to the target. In addition to randomly appearing stationary ob-
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Figure 4.46: Meteoroid

Figure 4.47: Tent

Figure 4.48: Examples of object spawning.

jects, we have also sometimes observed arbitrary appearances of moving non-playable characters

which can also impact the adversary’s view of the target. In summary, an adversary should plan for

such arbitrary obstructions during visual data collection, and perhaps employ multiple viewpoints

(or perspectives) to the target user in order to overcome this issue, similar to what we do in our

experiments.

Image & Link Injections. Another challenge an adversary could face in the virtual world (es-

pecially, public worlds) while collecting visual data (corresponding to the target) is random and

uninitiated interactions with other VR users. During our experiments, we observed random users

positioning themselves in front of our adversary (and its view), thus blocking his line-of-sight (to

the target) and impacting the attack. While a mobile adversary may be able to adjust his position

(within the virtual room) to regain view of the target, a stationary adversary may be unable to do

it and thus unable to record useful visual data for the attack. Other forms of interactions (by other

users with our adversary) could include sharing of images and links, which could also disrupt the

visual data recording by the adversary. For instance, during our experiments we observed that

when an image is shared (see Figure 4.49) by a VRChat user (with our adversary), it overlays a
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Figure 4.49: Injected image.

Figure 4.50: Injected link.

Figure 4.51: Examples of image/link injection.

transparent image on top of the adversary’s viewpoint, rendering the visual data collected by him

ineffective during that period. Similarly, we also observed that sharing of links can also have unde-

sirable effects on the adversary’s avatar (Figure 4.50), rendering it ineffective in collecting useful

visual data.

Table 4.5: Computational analysis for GAN generated datasets, for default and optimized activity-
based filtering. Tested for k = 5 with t = 2, and k = 10 with t = 3. Entries marked as “–” did not
finish.

GAN Generated Time (ms) Average Collision (#) Average Correctly Correlated (%)
Motion × Video Default Hash 3/5 Hash 7/10 Default Hash 3/5 Hash 7/10 Default Hash 3/5 Hash 7/10

100 × 100 22.0 7.0 29.0 0.5 0.5 0.5 47.0 41.0 44.0
500 × 500 586.0 36.0 177.0 0.7 0.9 0.7 44.0 43.0 41.0

1000 × 1000 2415.0 80.0 386.0 1.1 19.5 1.9 45.8 39.4 40.1
10000 × 10000 267293.0 1020.0 4714.0 2.8 200.2 2.1 51.3 42.6 34.7

100000 × 100000 31481325.0 9617.0 54736.0 4.9 1594.9 4.3 39.1 31.1 21.5
1000000 × 1000000 - 99304.0 644596.0 - 16011.0 17.3 - 30.9 21.9

Detecting and Ousting Suspicious Avatars. The VRChat service employs an anti-cheat software

which attempts to detect bots, inactive avatars, and avatars who misuse VRChat terms of services

and kicks them out or bans them from the service. During our experiments, we did observe that

some of our adversarial avatars, especially stationary avatars, were kicked out of the room (being

monitored) or even banned altogether from VRChat. Although the main reasons (could be the

anti-cheat software or other users reporting our adversarial avatars) behind such kick-outs or bans
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are unclear to us, we believe this could present a significant obstacle to an adversary attempting to

accomplish the proposed attack. In order to continue collecting visual data in the presence of such

room kick-outs and bans, an adversary would need to find ways to circumvent such “anti-cheat"

measures or be ready to deploy backup avatars, similar to what we did during our experiments.

Additional Optimization. In addition to the optimizations we presented earlier in Section 4.8,

an adversary can carry out additional optimizations as part of the framework to improve the over-

all accuracy by further reducing the number of incorrect correlations. For example, suppose that

an adversary has collected visual and motion data over multiple sessions/days. It is highly un-

likely that a correlation between motion data of two (or more) unique people/users to a target

avatar will repeat over a span of multiple independent observed virtual reality sessions. To utilize

this factor, the adversary has to first increase the activity-based filtering threshold (t) for all the

observed sessions/days. With a higher allowable mismatch between the activity sequences, the ad-

versary is more likely to include the target user’s identity in the rankings across all of the sessions.

Thereafter, with elimination of identities not present in rankings of all the sessions, the combined

ranking/search set will reduce drastically, increasing the probability of correct correlation.

Active Mitigation Measures. The best mitigation for the de-anonymization attack presented in

this work is to fully decouple the visual and motion sensor data by not making the motion data

available to the adversary when users are in virtual environments. This can be accomplished

through various means such as increasing user awareness of such threats, not wearing/carrying

smart mobile devices (with in-built motion sensors) while using VR services or through appro-

priate user-notifications at the beginning of VR sessions. If the smart mobile device(s) is synced

with the VR device, access to the mobile device motion sensor could also be automatically and

appropriately regulated while the user is in a virtual reality session. Alternatively, another option

to protect against such attacks would be to use non-humanoid avatars or a humanoid avatar with

adversarial patches [150]. Adversarial patches typically overlay an image patch on a target image

object (in our case, an avatar), causing some pre-trained machine learning or deep learning clas-

sifier into misclassifying the object. An appropriate adversarial patch on the user’s chosen avatar

119



would prevent recognition of the humanoid character in our framework, thus preventing accurate

generation of the activity-vector series required for correlation.

4.10 Conclusion

We proposed a novel framework to correlate anonymous avatars in virtual worlds with identified

out-of-band motion sensor data. Our work highlights a newfound privacy risk to users of the

growing VR ecosystem. Specifically, VR users can be vulnerable to de-anonymization attack if

they carry a smartphone or wear a smartwatch while using a VR system. Our evaluation of the

proposed framework is a step towards demonstrating the feasibility of such an attack, utilizing

real-world data from human participants. Through our empirical analyses, we were able to opti-

mize framework parameters, improve scalability, and identified current limitations and potential

for further improvements.
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION

The first part of this dissertation focused on investigating the privacy implications of activity during

video calls, specifically with regards to the exposure of shoulders and arms through the user’s

camera. A novel attack framework was proposed, which mapped arm movements to predict words

from a dictionary, and was comprehensively evaluated. The findings demonstrated the feasibility

of this framework under different conditions, including video-calling software, clothing, type of

words, keyboards, and webcams. These results highlight the need for users to be cautious about

what can be seen during a video call to safeguard their privacy.

The second part of this dissertation aimed to explore the privacy of context during video calls.

It was revealed that virtual background software, which is often used as a privacy measure, may

not effectively protect a person’s privacy during a video call. The research demonstrated that

adversaries can exploit vulnerabilities in virtual backgrounds to reconstruct the real background,

detect objects in the background, and even infer the user’s location.

The third part of this dissertation focused on studying the privacy of identity in virtual reality. It

was found that wearing out-of-band motion sensor devices, such as smartwatches, while in a virtual

world can compromise a user’s identity. To address this issue, a novel framework that correlates

visual data from the virtual world with real-world motion data was proposed. The feasibility of

this attack highlights the importance of users being cautious about carrying motion sensors while

in a virtual world to prevent potential leaks of their identity.
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