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Featured Application: This research provides research results about important features of head-
up displays (HUDs), the application of which is becoming increasingly popular in vehicles. The
findings elucidate the mechanism of how the parallaxes of HUDs affect visual task performance
and induce visual fatigue and thus help to improve driving safety.

Abstract: Head-up displays (HUDs), a novel form of virtual display, are characterized by their optical
structure as a typical binocular virtual display system. This structure exhibits the effect of binocular
parallax on visual perception, especially when diverse depth information is displayed on a screen,
which makes the eyes switch between different parallax conditions, and easily affects visual tasks,
and induces visual fatigue. Augmented reality HUDs (AR-HUDs) have a wider field of view and are
more susceptible to parallax effects. In this study, to determine the acceptable parallax threshold in a
two-dimensional virtual display system for HUDs, especially for adjacent positions, and to provide a
reference for HUD design, visual comfort and task performance were experimentally evaluated by
simulating the overall parallax effect and with step changes on the screen. Specifically, the effects of
overall and stepped horizontal and vertical parallaxes on visual fatigue and task performance were
evaluated under different conditions. The results showed that the overall horizontal and vertical
parallaxes had no significant effect on visual fatigue and task performance. However, stepped
horizontal parallax had a significant effect on task performance (p < 0.05), with a parallax value
of 3.31 mrad between adjacent positions serving as an acceptable threshold for stepped horizontal
parallax as a reference. Significant differences (p < 0.05) in the concentration and fluctuation ratios
of the results caused by vertical stepped parallax were found, and an acceptable stepped parallax
threshold of 2.24 mrad was obtained. Further, experiments revealed that stepped vertical parallax was
more likely to lead to reading misalignments, halos, and distortions. In addition, an exponentially
varying relationship between stepped parallax and the error rate of visual performance was observed,
and a model was built to predict the degree of influence on visual performance caused by horizontal
stepped parallax in virtual displays. This study provides a reference for parallax control between
neighboring display icons in AR-HUDs.

Keywords: head-up display (HUD); virtual 2D display; parallax; visual fatigue

1. Introduction

Head-up displays (HUDs), widely employed within the automotive industry, consti-
tute a virtual presentation technique that projects essential information onto the vehicle’s
windshield. This innovation empowers drivers to access a diverse array of information
without the necessity of redirecting their gaze downward, thus effectively reducing poten-
tial interruptions in their monitoring of the vehicle’s external environment [1]. And it can
be integrated with an autonomous driving system to offer real-time information, thereby
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providing a more convenient and safer way to drive while interacting with information.
Figure 1 shows a schematic diagram of the HUD optical imaging principle and light path.
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Figure 1. Schematic diagram of the HUD optical imaging principle and light path.

HUD technology has also evolved from the traditional combiner head-up display
(C-HUD) and windshield head-up display (W-HUD) to the augmented reality head-up
display (AR-HUD). C-HUDs project information onto a semitransparent surface for the
driver to see; W-HUDs and AR-HUDs both project information onto the windshield, where
the driver sees a virtual image of the display. The main difference between a W-HUD and
an AR-HUD is the difference in virtual image distance (VID) and field of view (FOV), with
the VID of an AR-HUD being at least greater than 6 m and the FOV being greater than
10◦ [2–4] and having the ability to interactively display driving information. The display
information of a W-HUD is mainly concentrated in the center of the field of view, while the
AR-HUD is displayed in the whole field of view, including the edge area. Figure 2 shows
the difference between a W-HUD and an AR-HUD in terms of VID and FOV, as well as the
difference in display information area.
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Figure 2. W-HUD projection distances and the field of view versus AR-HUD.

HUD systems mainly consist of light sources, phase source projections, reflective
surfaces, and glass; their configuration and the human eye’s observation of information
constitute a typical binocular viewing system [5,6]. Because of the optical characteristics of
the reflective mirror surface and the windshield, when light enters the left and right eyes,
a spatial perceptual mismatch (horizontal and vertical) is created and, thus, constitutes
horizontal and vertical parallaxes [7]. As depicted in Figure 3, the distinction between the
viewing angles α and β defines the parallax, typically measured in milliradians (mrad).
Figure 4 visually demonstrates the perceptual misalignment of the image between the
left and right eyes. Despite the existence of a single image, binocular parallax gives
rise to horizontal or vertical misalignments in binocular perception [7,8]. In the context
of horizontal parallax, two distinct types exist: convergence and divergence parallaxes,
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contingent upon the separation distance between binocular viewing points. In the HUD
system, horizontal parallax is mainly manifested as convergence parallax.
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As a binocular system, HUDs inherently introduce binocular parallax within a binocu-
lar viewing context, affording HUDs the capacity to impart a sense of spatial depth [7,9].
Specifically, the design of AR-HUDs necessitates the presentation of information at various
screen locations, each corresponding to distinct distances, facilitating a hierarchical infor-
mation display and layout. This is achieved by introducing parallax at different display
locations [1,5]. Consequently, when drivers engage with HUD information, they transition
between distinct perceptions of visual depth, resulting in visual fatigue and diminished
visual performance due to image parallax and variations in visual perception between the
left and right eyes, resulting from parallax differences at different positions [8]. This effect
is even more pronounced when the perceptual conflicts caused by the superimposition of
virtual images on real objects are also considered [10,11]. Horizontal parallax and vertical
parallax have obvious differences in visual perception effects. Changes in horizontal paral-
lax mainly show differences in depth perception, while changes in vertical parallax have no
changes in depth perception, but the difficulty of binocular fusion is different, thus causing
visual fatigue [12,13]. Such effects may potentially impact driving safety.

Parallax is an important factor in the design of AR-HUD products. The design of AR-
HUDs requires more information to be displayed on the screen, occupying a larger display
area. This results in a different parallax effect between the edges and the center of the AR-
HUD screen. Some designs also utilize this difference in parallax between different positions
to achieve depth perception at different distances [1,5]. Parallax between neighboring
positions of an image in the horizontal direction causes the eye to undergo frequent
convergence adjustments, which affects visual comfort and visual performance [14]. In
the display area of AR-HUD, there is a noticeable trend of parallax change from the center
to the edges of the frame. However, HUD information is displayed in the form of icons
or small areas distributed within the HUD’s display area. As a result, there will be a
stairstep parallax perception between adjacent information display areas. In some studies
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on parallax in three-dimensional (3D) and two-dimensional (2D) virtual displays, a slight
effect on visual fatigue was observed in the parallax range of 0–1◦ (0 to 17.45 mrad) [8,15].
However, whether parallax differences in neighboring positions have an effect on visual
fatigue has not been studied yet. Therefore, it is important to find out how the stair step
parallax of AR-HUD causes visual fatigue and visual performance degradation to drivers.

In this study, we investigated the effect of HUD parallax on visual comfort and task
performance through a human factor engineering experiment. Specifically, we designed
experiments involving different conditions of horizontal parallax, vertical parallax, and
stepped parallax in order to provide parallax references for AR-HUD design. The following
aspects were investigated:

(1) The effect of overall parallax variation on visual fatigue and task performance in a 2D
virtual display of a HUD;

(2) The effect of parallax variance in neighboring positions on visual fatigue and task
performance in a 2D display of a HUD and the range of accepted parallax;

(3) The correlation between parallax and visual performance and the model of this
correlation.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Experimental Setup

The reason for the binocular parallax in the HUD system is that when an image is
reflected by the mirror and glass and enters the human eye, the images received by the
left and right eyes are misaligned. Although the original image is still 2D, the horizontal
and vertical offsets correspond to horizontal and vertical parallaxes, respectively. Different
parallax values can be realized by controlling different offsets in the horizontal and vertical
directions, which is very similar to binocular observation of different scenes separately.
Thus, we used a 3D projector to simulate these separated binocular images, which caused
parallax similar to that caused by a HUD display. The image from the projector entered the
human eye through the shutter 3D glasses, and by controlling the shutter of the 3D glasses,
we were able to transmit the image to the left and right eyes independently. The perceived
positional deviation of the images entering the left and right eyes can be controlled by
controlling the positional deviation of the image input to the projector. The image input is
2D, and its parallax effect is similar to that of HUDs. Figure 5 shows the parallax projection
method used in this experiment and the deviation in image position between the left and
right eyes: (a) is to construct viewing conditions with parallax effect, where the left and
right images are projected by a projector and received by 3D glasses; (b) is the effect when
the left and right eye images (for example, when a letter “d” to be observed) are overlapped,
which creates visual depth perception [16].
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Figure 6 shows the site photo during the experiments, wherein (a) is the input screen
of independent channels for the left and right eyes, (b) is the overlapping image of the
projected binoculars, and (c) is the observer who wore the switch-type 3D glasses, which
present a virtual image display effect with parallax to the user.
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image display effect after wearing.

2.2. Evaluation Method

The experiment was conducted in a windowless room, and the lights were kept off.
The brightness of the display surface was 220 cd/m2, the actual brightness when viewed
through general-purpose eyeglasses was 82.5 cd/m2, and the viewing distance was 3.0 m.
This setting subtended a viewing angle of 10◦, which is similar to a typical AR-HUD
projecting the virtual image width of 1.75 m at a distance of 10 m.

The experimental parallax conditions were categorized into two broad categories:
horizontal parallax and vertical parallax. Within each category, there were two types of
display: (1) uniform overall parallax of the screen, with seven parallax conditions, and
(2) nonuniform parallax of the screen, with the center as a reference, showing horizontal and
vertical step-ups and the parallax difference between any two adjacent display positions
being the same for a total of seven step-ups. The details of the experiment are as follows:

(1) Overall horizontal parallax change: the overall parallax of the image remained the
same, and seven different parallax conditions were set.

(2) Stepped horizontal parallax variation: the central and edge parallaxes of the image
showed a trend of stepped variation, with the central parallax being smaller than
the edge parallax; there were different levels of variation, with a total of seven levels
being set.

(3) Overall vertical parallax variation: the overall parallax of the image remained the
same, and seven different parallax conditions were set.

(4) Stepped vertical parallax variation: the central and edge parallaxes of the image
showed a trend of step variation, with the central parallax being smaller than the edge
parallax; the variation step level was different, with a total of seven levels being set.

The different parallax states were achieved by adjusting the deviation of the input
image position corresponding to the left and right eyes, which in turn was achieved
by adjusting a fixed number of pixels of the deviation of the input left and right eye
images. The actual deviation distance of the projected image was obtained by measuring
the parallax at the actual projection position and then combining the result with the
observation distance virtual image distance (VID) for parallax calculation [7]. Table 1 shows
the parallax independent variables set and calculated according to the settings; it contains
two types of parallaxes, horizontal and vertical, with seven parallax values for each type.
Table 2 shows the step parallax setting conditions, representing the parallax difference
between neighboring positions in the image. Figure 7 presents the overall parallax variation
and stepped parallax variation methods. Among them, (a) and (c) are different overall
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parallaxes, and (b) and (d) are different stepped parallaxes; these two parallax variations
have obvious differences in display.

Table 1. Parallax values for overall parallax modes. The parallax values are obtained by actual testing
after display. Overall parallax means that the parallax is the same at different positions in the image.

No. Variable Name Parallax Value (mrad)

1 Overall horizontal parallax 0, 1.65, 3.31, 6.24, 10.61, 13.67, 20.97
2 Overall vertical parallax 0, 2.24, 4.05, 6.61, 8.96, 12.27, 15.15

Table 2. Parallax differences values for stepped parallax modes. The differences in parallax values
are obtained by actual testing after display. Stepped parallax means that the icons at neighboring
positions in the image deviate from the current value.
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Figure 7. Schematic diagram of how the overall and stepped parallax varies: (a) distribution of
different horizontal overall parallaxes in the horizontal direction of the image; (b) distribution of
different horizontal stepped parallaxes in the horizontal direction of the image; (c) distribution of
different overall vertical parallaxes in the vertical direction of the image; (d) distribution of different
stepped vertical parallaxes in the vertical direction.

2.3. Participants

The sample size was calculated using G-power software (version 3.1.9.7) [17]. The
F-test was used to estimate the required sample size (α = 0.05, power = 0.8 [18,19]), and
the minimum sample size of 14 subjects was revealed. Therefore, seventeen subjects (eight
men; nine women) were recruited for the experiment. The mean age of the participants was
31 years (20–38 years), and their corrected visual acuity was ≥1.0 and was checked prior
to the experiment to ensure the observation during the experiment was under the right
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conditions. The sample size power value was >0.8. The experiment design was approved
by the ethics committee of Fudan University, with the approval number “FE23073R”.

2.4. Experiment Procedure

The experiment was conducted in four phases, with each phase completing the testing
of all conditions and all subjects of one parallax type. After that, the next phase of testing
was started. A randomized order was used to display the seven parallax conditions in each
phase of the experiment. Initially, the subjects underwent 20 min of dark adaptation [20–22],
after which the visual task was initiated. A subjective questionnaire was administered
after completing the visual task. A 10 min break was given before the subjects began
the next test with parallax conditions. Figure 8 shows the schematic of the experimental
flow. The visual task was adopted as the D2 test task, and task performance could be
simultaneously evaluated [23,24]. Participants performed the visual task using a mouse for
the projected image with parallax conditions. The subjects filled in the subjective fatigue
questionnaires, the Visual Analogue Scale to Evaluate Fatigue Severity (VAS-F) [25,26] and
Heuer’ s Subjective Visual Fatigue Scale (VFS) [24,27,28], immediately after the visual task.
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Figure 8. Schematic diagram of the experimental scenario.

Before the experiment, the subjects were trained to become familiar with the exper-
imental procedure and practice the D2 task to eliminate practice effects. Each subject
completed the D2 task in a randomized combination, under a total of seven conditions,
with the parallax condition presented in a randomized manner. A 10 min dark break was
taken after each test, with no viewing of electronic devices.

2.5. Data Analysis

The data were analyzed using SPSS software (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA, 20.0 Ver-
sion) based on an analysis of the total score TN-E, (E = E1 + E2), omission error rate (E1),
violation error rate (E2), concentration (CP), and fluctuation ratio (FR) for D2 task, and
the sum of ratings for the VAS-F and VFS. Based on the results of the data normality test,
we selected one-way ANOVA analysis of variance or nonparametric tests with multiple
K-values for data analysis.

3. Results
3.1. Horizontal Parallax

We evaluated two forms of change in horizontal parallax: the overall parallax uniform
change and the adjacent position parallax step change. Two conditions were assessed, and
the visual effect presented was different. Overall parallax changes cause a change in the
overall depth perception of the image. Stepped parallax changes are depth perceptions
that show a step change in the horizontal direction, with the center of the image having the
farthest depth perception distance and the two sides becoming progressively closer.

In the subjective assessment of visual fatigue, we used the sum of the individual
scores of the VAS-F and VFS as the total score for fatigue assessment, with higher scores
indicating greater fatigue. Figures 9 and 10 show the results of the visual fatigue analysis
of the subjective questionnaire. Comparative analyses of the total scores did not show
any significant difference between the uniform parallax change and the stepped parallax
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change conditions (p > 0.05), but the scores did show a decreasing and then increasing trend
as the parallax value increased. Figure 9a shows the trends in the VAS-F assessment scores,
while Figure 9b displays the trends in the VFS assessment scores; both had the smallest
fatigue score when the overall parallax was 3.31 mrad. Figure 10a shows the trends in the
VAS-F assessment scores, and Figure 10b presents the trends in the VFS assessment scores;
both had the smallest fatigue score when the stepped parallax was 0.85 mrad. This result
suggests that, based on the VAS-F and VFS scores, the highest fatigue was achieved at a
lower parallax. The lower parallax is better than the no parallax condition, which indicates
that the horizontal parallax under certain conditions can improve the perception of visual
comfort, but it does not show a significant difference.
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Figure 9. Trends in VAS-F and VFS questionnaire scores under overall parallax conditions: (a) trend
in VAS-F assessment scores had the smallest fatigue score when the overall parallax was 3.31 mrad;
(b) trend in VFS assessment scores had the smallest fatigue score when the overall parallax was
3.31 mrad.
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Figure 10. Trends in VAS-F and VFS questionnaire scores in stepped parallax conditions: (a) trend in
VAS-F assessment scores had the smallest fatigue score when the stepped parallax was 0.85 mrad;
(b) trend in VFS assessment scores had the smallest fatigue score when the stepped parallax was
0.85 mrad.

We analyzed the D2 performance task under horizontal overall uniform parallax and
stepped parallax conditions. The results of the D2 task for the overall parallax variation
are shown in Figure 11: (a) presents the trends in TN-E on the D2 performance task, and
(b) shows the trends in E on the D2 performance task. The results of the D2 task in the
horizontal overall parallax condition did not show significant differences, and the overall
scores were more consistent, with only a more pronounced downward trend when the
parallax was <20.97 mrad.
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Figure 11. Trends in total performance and error rate of D2 test task under horizontal overall parallax
conditions: (a) trend in TN-E on the D2 performance task, with no significant differences across
parallax conditions; (b) trend in E on the D2 performance task, with no significant differences across
parallax conditions.

Analyses of stepped horizontal parallax D2 task performance scores using the Kruskal–
Wallis test statistic showed that the different parallax samples showed significant differences
for TN, E1, E2, TN-E, CP, and FR; the data are presented in Table 3.

Table 3. Stepped horizontal parallax D2 test task analysis results. It used nonparametric tests to show
that it exhibited significant differences in each of the evaluation indicators. The p-values of TN-E, E1,
E2, and CP were less than 0.01.

Parallax (Median) TN E1 E2 TN-E CP FR

0 (n = 17) 652.000 1.380 0.180 627.000 180.000 5.000
0.85 (n = 17) 652.000 1.640 0.310 635.000 185.000 6.000
1.65 (n = 17) 652.000 1.680 0.300 632.000 180.000 4.000
2.45 (n = 17) 644.000 1.580 0.340 620.000 176.000 6.000
3.31 (n = 17) 649.000 2.760 0.520 612.000 165.000 8.000
4.05 (n = 17) 627.000 7.750 1.670 565.000 129.000 9.000
4.64 (n = 17) 614.000 11.300 1.760 514.000 92.000 12.000

Kruskal–Wallis test statistic H-value 13.956 38.112 30.650 43.342 45.950 15.079
p-value 0.030 * 0.000 ** 0.000 ** 0.000 ** 0.000 ** 0.020 *

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01.

Figures 12 and 13 present a further analysis of the variability in the summary of
changes in parallax by step. The analysis of the variability indicated that there were
significant differences in the TN-E, CP, E1, and E2 assessment metrics between the 4.05 mrad
and 4.65 mrad stepped parallax conditions and conditions with parallax values less than
these. Moreover, a tendency for decreased task performance was shown. This result
indicates that the two step conditions had a significant effect on the visual task. The
condition with a stepped parallax value of 3.31 mrad did not present a significant difference
from the condition with a smaller parallax value, and the results remained consistent.

Because the conventional direction of vision for visual tasks is horizontally from left
to right, parallax differences between adjacent positions of an image in the horizontal
direction can cause the eyes to undergo frequent convergence adjustments, thus affecting
visual comfort and visual performance [14]. Among them, the total performance and error
rate of the D2 task showed more obvious variability and change trends. In addition, the
median change trend in total performance and error rate was used to fit the one-factor
change trend, and the fit function of the exponential relationship was obtained.
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Figure 12. Results of the analysis of variance of total performance and concentration under different
conditions of horizontal parallax step change. (a) When the horizontal stepped parallax value was
greater than 3.31 mrad, the TN-E for D2 task performance was significantly different from conditions
less than that value. (b) When the horizontal stepped parallax value was greater than 3.31 mrad, the
CP for D2 task performance was significantly different from conditions less than that value. * p < 0.05,
** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.005, **** p < 0.001, ns no significant.
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Figure 13. Results of variability analysis of omission error rate and violation error rate for different
conditions of horizontal parallax step change. (a) When the horizontal stepped parallax value was
greater than 3.31 mrad, the E1 for D2 task performance was significantly different from conditions
less than that value. (b) When the horizontal stepped parallax value was greater than 3.31 mrad, the
E2 for D2 task performance was significantly different from conditions less than that value. * p < 0.05,
** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.005.

Figure 14 shows the effect of fitting the relationship between the total score TN-E and
the trend in the change in the horizontal ladder for the D2 performance test. The fitted
correlation coefficient was R2 = 0.99, which is greater than 0.8, and the fitted result was
accepted. The fitted curve equation is

y = y1 + A1eX/t1 (1)

Among them:
y1 = 628.38625 ± 2.8495; A1 = −1.94513 ± 0.75004; t1 = 1.13969 ± 0.10568
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Figure 15 shows the D2 performance test omission error rate E1 and horizontal step
change trend relationship fitted to the sample. The fitted correlation coefficient was
R2 = 0.98, which is greater than 0.8, and the fitted results were admissible. The fitted
curve formula is

y = y2 + B2eX/t2 (2)

Among them:
y2 = 1.70887 ± 0.29988; B2 = 0.21981 ± 0.10404; t2 = 1.28658 ± 0.16341
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3.2. Vertical Parallax

We analyzed the results of the overall uniform and step changes in vertical parallax, and
the results of the subjective fatigue questionnaire analyses are shown in Figures 16 and 17.
Again, we found no significant differences in the subjective scale fatigue scores. For overall
parallax, it had the smallest fatigue score when the overall parallax was 2.24 mrad in the VAS-F
assessment scores, as shown in Figure 16a. But, for VFS assessment, there was an increase in
parallax as well as an increase in overall visual fatigue scores, as shown in Figure 16b. This
suggests that an increase in parallax affects the overall perception of visual fatigue. However,
for the increase in stepped parallax, as shown in Figure 17a,b, visual fatigue scores were
overall relatively flat, with no significant trend.
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Figure 16. Trends in VAS-F and VFS fatigue evaluation scores under different parallax conditions:
(a) trend in VAS-F assessment scores had the smallest fatigue score when the overall parallax was
2.24 mrad; (b) trend in VFS assessment scores had the smallest fatigue score when the overall parallax
is 0 mrad.
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Figure 17. Trends in visual fatigue score error for a vertical parallax step change: (a) trend in VAS-F
assessment scores, with no significant differences across stepped parallax conditions; (b) trend in
VFS assessment scores, with no significant differences across stepped parallax conditions.

For the D2 task performance, no significant difference was observed in the overall
parallax, and there was no obvious trend in changes in several evaluation indexes. In
the analysis of the overall change in vertical parallax, there was no significant difference
between subjective fatigue perception and D2 task performance, and the effects of the
overall change in vertical parallax were more consistent in terms of visual comfort and
task performance.

For stepped vertical parallax, there was no significant difference in subjective fatigue
scores; for D2 task performance, there was also no variability in total scores and errors, but
there was significant variability in CP and FR, the results of which are shown in Table 4,
suggesting that the perception of the effect of stepped vertical parallax varies greatly in the
performance of the individual subjects. This result might be related to the fact that vertical
parallax gives visual perception to the human eye caused by variability in horizontal
parallax. Vertical parallax is more likely to cause a sense of aberration in the picture, and
once the subject is adapted to this feeling, it causes less impact; however, there are obvious
differences in the ability of individuals to adapt. Another reason for this result might be
related to the type of task. Under vertical parallax, the D2 task is still to search horizontally
from left to right, which might be less affected by vertical parallax.

We made additional two-by-two comparisons of the degree of concentration and
volatility, and their differences are shown in Figure 18. Both evaluation metrics showed
significant differences between the condition of stepped parallax of 4.05 mrad and the
conditions of stepped parallaxes of 0, 0.53, and 1.71 mrad; however, no significant dif-
ferences were found for ≥2.24 mrad. The condition of stepped parallax at 4.05 mrad
showed the worst results for both concentration and volatility. As a reference for the
maximum acceptable stepped vertical parallax, 2.24 mrad was used as the critical value for
significant differences.
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Table 4. Results of nonparametric test analysis of D2 test results.

Parallax (Median) TN E1 E2 TNE CP FR

0 (n = 17) 642.000 1.850 0.470 617.000 180.000 5.000
0.53 (n = 17) 625.000 2.080 0.610 603.000 167.000 6.000
1.71 (n = 17) 631.000 2.110 0.470 608.000 174.000 4.000
2.24 (n = 17) 635.000 2.910 0.910 608.000 165.000 6.000
2.88 (n = 17) 619.000 3.180 0.760 590.000 157.000 8.000
3.41 (n = 17) 606.000 4.140 0.560 566.000 157.000 9.000
4.05 (n = 17) 630.000 3.960 1.080 564.000 146.000 12.000

Kruskal–Wallis test statistic H-value 6.031 9.798 12.370 11.476 14.293 15.079
p 0.420 0.133 0.054 0.075 0.027 * 0.020 *

* p < 0.05.
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Figure 18. Results of the variability analysis of total performance and concentration under different 
conditions of vertical parallax step change. (a) When the vertical stepped parallax value was greater 
than 2.24 mrad, the CP for D2 task performance was significantly different from conditions less than 
that value. (b) When the vertical stepped parallax value was greater than 2.24 mrad, the FR for D2 
task performance was significantly different from conditions less than that value. * p < 0.05, ** p < 
0.01. 
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Figure 18. Results of the variability analysis of total performance and concentration under different
conditions of vertical parallax step change. (a) When the vertical stepped parallax value was greater
than 2.24 mrad, the CP for D2 task performance was significantly different from conditions less
than that value. (b) When the vertical stepped parallax value was greater than 2.24 mrad, the FR
for D2 task performance was significantly different from conditions less than that value. * p < 0.05,
** p < 0.01.

4. Discussion

Among the four parallax variations used in this experiment, overall horizontal parallax
and overall vertical parallax did not show significant differences between the parallax
conditions in subjective fatigue perception or D2 performance tasks. However, when
there was a small parallax, visual comfort perception was optimal, and the trend of this
result is consistent with the findings of related studies on the design and analysis of HUD
parallax [8,9], especially the effect of the horizontal parallax being the most obvious. In
this study, we found the optimal horizontal parallax of visual perception was 3.31 mrad,
which is smaller than the optimal parallax of the conventional 3D display [8,9]. This result
might be related to the fact that the middle forces in the different positions of the 2D display
screen are at the same parallax level, and when the human eye adapts, the focus of the
glasses is always on a horizontal plane and does not require frequent adjustments, resulting
in no significant differences in visual fatigue perception or task performance. Meanwhile,
as a laboratory simulated research, the results did not consider real situations in driving
scenarios but only simulated similar variables for observation. This might bring some bias
as well. However, regarding only the effect of parallax, our results can still indicate that
presenting a smaller parallax value in the overall horizontal parallax could improve the
performance of visual comfort perception [8].

In the stepped horizontal parallax test, the horizontal parallax showed a step change
in the horizontal direction, and there were significant differences in the visual performance
task for different values of parallax in neighboring positions: worse task performance
was found with greater values of the neighboring stepped parallax. However, significant
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differences in performance task scores occurred only when the stepped parallax value was
greater than 3.31 mrad. We can take the step parallax value of 3.31 mrad as the maximum
acceptable value. The reason that step parallax can have a significant effect on visual tasks
is that under the stepped horizontal parallax condition, the eye’s focus of attention must
be switched frequently in different horizontal parallax planes. Increasing the frequency of
visual convergence adjustment and also increasing the eye focusing time, which increases
eye fatigue and larger motion fusion [13,29], makes it more difficult for the eye to process
information. This shows that in an AR-HUD screen, the horizontal parallax of different
display positions, especially the value of the horizontal parallax of the adjacent position,
should not differ greatly; otherwise, the driver’s efficiency of reading real information will
be affected, and visual fatigue will occur more easily.

There was no significant difference in visual fatigue perception or D2 task performance
and error rate in stepped vertical parallax. However, for concentration (CP) and fluctuation
ratio (FR), as the value of stepped parallax increased to 2.24 mrad, significant differences
were observed. In contrast to horizontal parallax, which causes differences in depth and
position perception, vertical parallax causes the human eye to perceive the target with
dizziness, aberration, and ghosting [13]. There are obvious differences in the ability of
different individuals to fight against such sensations, resulting in more obvious differences
in the concentration and fluctuation ratios of the performance task scores. Vertical parallax
between neighboring positions should be kept within acceptable limits.

The total performance or error rate relationship between stepped parallax and D2
task scores can be obtained by function fitting and further quantitative characterization. It
provides a computational method reference for visual perception assessment of parallax,
thus enabling the selection of proper settings of parallax of a HUD for improving the
task performance of drivers to, therefore, improve driving safety. Further research in the
future can be conducted to verify this model, and further mathematical identifiers can be
developed to quantify the results of this research.

5. Conclusions

In this study, we experimentally modeled the effects of parallax on visual fatigue and
task performance at the corresponding viewing angles of an AR-HUD. Our experimental
results showed that having a certain parallax uniformly on the display screen has little effect
on visual fatigue and task performance, and having a small horizontal parallax improves
visual comfort perception. At this point, visual fusion and visual convergence adjustment
only need to be completed in the initial state. When there is a difference in parallax between
neighboring positions on the display screen, i.e., stepped parallax, it has a significant effect
on visual task performance. Horizontal stepped parallax increases the frequency of visual
vergence adjustment and reduces visual performance; vertical staircase parallax increases
the difficulty of visual integration and brings about feelings such as vertigo.

In addition, we observed an exponentially varying relationship between horizontal
stepped parallax and the error rate of visual performance, and the formula can be used
to predict the degree of influence on visual performance caused by horizontal stepped
parallax in virtual displays. This study provides a reference for parallax control between
neighboring display icons in AR-HUDs.
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