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Abstract: Digitalization shapes the ways of learning, working, and entertainment. The Internet,
which enables us to connect and socialize is evolving to become the metaverse, a post-reality universe,
enabling virtual life parallel to reality. In addition to gaming and entertainment, industry and
academia have noticed the metaverse’s benefits and possibilities. For industry, the metaverse is the
enabler of the future digital workplace, and for academia, digital learning spaces enable realistic
virtual training environments. A  connection bridging the virtual world with physical production
systems is required to enable digital workplaces and digital learning spaces. In this publication,
extended reality–digital twin to real use cases are presented. The presented use cases utilize extended
reality as high-level user interfaces and digital twins to create a bridge between virtual environments
and robotic systems in industry, academia, and underwater exploration.

Keywords: metaverse; digital twin; robotics; extended reality

1. Introduction

Digitalization shapes how we learn, work, and entertain ourselves by providing the
tools for location- and time-independent presence and control of things. Gaining new
knowledge, learning new skills, playing games, socializing with others, and controlling
production systems is possible from anywhere by using everyday mobile devices. Advance-
ments in digitalization and the availability of mobile devices have grown a new generation
of digital natives [1,2]. Socializing, learning, and working in virtual environments are
natural for the digital native generation, who have grown up using mobile devices. The
metaverse is one of the latest implementations of evolving digitalization enabling the
aforementioned activities in a parallel digital version of our reality [3].

In the metaverse, we can exist as avatars and learn or work similarly to in the real
world, enabling a natural virtual environment for the digital native generation. Gaming and
entertainment are the most popular ways to experience the metaverse; multiplayer gaming
can be an immersive social event [4]. In addition to entertainment and gaming, the industry
has recognized the potential of the metaverse as an enabler of the digital workplace, and the
first steps have already been taken to create the industrial metaverse [5,6]. The metaverse
can increase production efficiency by enabling location-independent control of the physical
machinery that is required to manufacture everyday products for the consumer market.

The underwater environment is unnatural for humans, and working in the deep sea
requires diving gear or remotely operated vehicles (ROVs). Due to the cold temperatures
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and human physics, working in the deep sea is only possible for relatively short periods to
avoid hypothermia and divers’ disease [7]. In addition to the harsh physical conditions,
the limited underwater visibility is challenging for divers and the teleoperators of ROVs.
By combining X R  interfaces, the metaverse, and DTs, it is possible to remove the user from
harsh underwater conditions. In addition, X R  enables the provision of an enhanced and
processed virtual view of the underwater environment instead of a blurry live video stream
that lacks visual cues for the teleoperator.

The benefits of location and time independence enabled by the metaverse are obvious
to academia [8]. In addition to learning not being bound to a specific time and place, the
digital native generation that is being educated today has a different way of processing
information compared to previous generations. Instead of reading books and writing
essays, the digital native generation prefers to use social forums, online videos, and Google
searches to gain knowledge [9]. VEs are a way for academia to attract students’ interest in
engineering topics, such as robotics and automation. The metaverse enables training in
basic robotic skills, such as controlling the movements and creating programs for robots
in a natural way, for the digital native generation. To bridge the reality gap between
fully virtual experiences, DTs enable a bridge between physical robot systems and virtual
training environments.

A  bridge enabling bi-directional interaction is required for a metaverse user to control
and monitor physical systems. The bridge is a middleware between a virtual environment
and the controller of a physical system, and it enables the user to control the actuators and
monitor the sensor information of the remote system. In addition, the physical charac-
teristics of virtual and real-world systems must match to bridge the reality gap between
the two [10]. Digital twins (DTs) [11] are suitable middleware, and they enable interac-
tions between and merging of the virtual and physical worlds. DTs enable synchronized
bi-directional communication between a physical system and a virtual user interface. In
addition, a D T  entity describes the physical characteristics of a physical system, enabling
identical twins.

Extended reality (XR) is an essential enabler of the metaverse, as it provides a high-
level user interface [12] for experiencing the post-reality universe. X R  enables fully virtual
and mixed-reality experiences by blending reality and synthetic virtual elements [13].
While the foundation for X R  was laid decades ago by the pioneers in computing
[14] and entertainment [15], everyday applications have been waiting for the
evolution of computing, display technologies [16], and optics [17] to enable affordable and
comfortable user devices to be used to experience virtual worlds.

The research questions of this publication are the following: Can DTs and X R  enable the
digital workplaces required by the industrial metaverse? Are virtual learning environments
enabled by utilizing the aforementioned combination of technologies? This publication
presents four use cases that take steps towards the metaverse by utilizing X R  and DTs to
control robotic systems:

• An X R  interface for future industrial robotics;
•  An interface for enhancing the cognitive capabilities of the teleoperator of an under-

water vehicle;
• DTs that are used as robotic training tools;
• Movement toward a maritime metaverse with social communication, hands-on expe-

riences, and DTs.

The rest of this paper is organized as follows: Section 2 provides a review of research
on the topics of the metaverse, XR, DTs, and teleoperation. Section 3 describes the methods
used to implement the use cases that are presented, Section 4 presents the implemented
use cases, and Section 5 discusses the presented results and concludes the paper.
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2. Related Research
2.1. Teleoperation

Teleoperation has been an active research topic for decades, and it has the aim of
removing barriers between operators and machines [18]. For example, a barrier preventing
on-site operation can be a hazardous environment or a large distance between an operator
and a machine. The first teleoperation applications were unmanned torpedoes [19,20]; lives
could be saved by guiding the torpedoes to their targets from a safe location.

Since then, teleoperation has been applied to various robotic applications, such as
surgery, space exploration, and the handling of hazardous materials [21–26]. González et
al. [27] proposed a robot teleoperation system that enabled the operator to perform
industrial finishing processes by using an industrial robot. Duan et al. [28] proposed a
teleoperation system for ultrasound scanning in the healthcare sector, and the proposed
solution was proven safe and effective. Caiza et al. [29] introduced a teleoperated robot
for inspection tasks in oil fields; the proposed system utilized a lightweight MQTT data
transfer protocol that was described in detail [30].

Underwater robotics is an efficient tool for studying, monitoring, and performing
coastal conservation, coral restoration, and oil rig maintenance [31–33]. The teleopera-
tion of underwater vehicles presents various communication difficulties because of the
environment’s harsh and constantly changing conditions. Among these difficulties are
constraints on communication bandwidth and signal quality, packet losses, propagation
delay, environmental variability, and security concerns [34,35]. As  described in [36], the
difficulties related to human performance when controlling teleoperated systems can be
divided into two categories. The first is remote perception, which is challenging because natu-
ral perception processing is separated from the physical environment. The second category
is remote manipulation, which suffers from the limitations of the operator’s motor skills and
their capacity to maintain situational awareness. Factors affecting remote perception and
manipulation are commonly listed as a limited field-of-view (FOV) and camera viewpoint,
degraded orientation, depth perception, and time delays [37].

Another key challenge in developing teleoperation applications of virtual and aug-
mented reality is the optimal design of human–robot interfaces. In other words, given a
physical system and a user input device, how should a human–robot interface translate the
configuration and action spaces between the user and the physical system for teleoperation?
It is worth noting that the term “optimal” implies that such an interface complies with
certain constraints related to user comfort, smoothness, efficiency, continuity, consistency,
and the controllability and reachability of physical systems [38].

2.2. Digital Twin Concept

The concept of D T  has been an active research topic since it was introduced by
Grieves [11]. DTs are digital models of physical devices or systems featuring bi-directional
communication and algorithms to match physical configurations between the two [10,39].
DTs enable a user to interact with the low-level functions of a physical twin. Single devices,
such as a single industrial robot, or larger entities, such as smart cities or digital factories,
can be twinned [40–42]. Different approaches to categorizing DTs exist: Grieves divided
DTs into D T  prototypes (DTPs) and D T  instances (DTIs). Kritzinger divided DTs into three
levels according to the level of integration: the digital model (DM), digital shadow (DS),
and digital twin (DT). In this paper, we follow Kritzinger ’s method for categorizing DTs.
Misinterpretations and misconceptions of the evolving D T  concept have existed since it
was presented by Grieves [43].

The glossary of the digital twin consortium defines a D T  as a virtual presentation of
real-world entities and processes synchronized at a specified frequency and fidelity [44].
The D T  is a mature concept that was standardized by the International Organization for
Standardization (ISO) in 2021 [45].
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2.3. Extended Reality

X R  is a top category for virtual reality (VR) and mixed reality (MR) [13]. MR can
be further divided into the augmented reality (AR) and augmented virtuality (AV) sub-
categories. X R  has been researched for decades [14,15,46], and recent advancements in
computing, optics, and electronics [16,17] have enabled immersive and augmented virtual
experiences by using affordable stand-alone head-mounted displays (HMDs) or everyday
mobile devices [47,48]. In addition to HMDs, a user can interact with virtual objects by
using handheld controllers, which enable grabbing, pointing, and touching [49]. The latest
improvements in HMD sensor technology have enabled hand-tracking, thus enabling users
to interact with virtual objects by using simple gestures, such as pinching and pointing [50].

The Unity game engine, which was launched as a game engine for MacOS, has become
one of the most popular game engines for desktop and mobile applications [51]. The
Godot engine was released under an MIT License in 2014 as an open-source alternative for
Unity [52,53]. Unity and Gogot include rendering and physics engines, installable assets,
and a graphical editor. The Visual Studio integrated development environment (IDE) is
used to program functionalities for game objects, and the programming language is C#. In
addition to C#, Godot supports Python like GDScript language programming language. The
Godot engine and Unity enable X R  applications to be compiled as WebXR-runtimes, which
combine WebGL, HTML5, and WebAssembly [54–56]. WebXR-runtimes can be distributed
on the Internet, are cybersecure and accessible, and support cross-platform devices.

Epic’s Unreal Engine (UE) is a popular game engine that is utilized widely in game
programming and industrial applications [57]. Functionality programming in UE supports
C++ or Blueprints, and Epic provides a content store for purchasing additional assets. While
Blueprints are an easy-to-use visual tool for programming, C + +  enables the programming of
more complex functionalities. U E  supports the compilation of WebXR binaries with
version 4.24, which was released on GitHub [58].

2.4. Extended Reality in Programming and Control of Robots

Since the introduction of industrial robots, the teach pendant has been and remains
the most popular programming method; over 90% of industrial robots are programmed by
using a teach pendant [59,60]. Programming by utilizing a teach pendant is not an intuitive
way to program an industrial robot, and researchers have studied X R  as an
alternative programming method for industrial robots [12,61–63]. In addition to
programming, X R  has been studied as an interface for the teleoperation of robots. Recent
cross-scientific research has utilized X R  as a high-level human–machine interface for
teleoperation and a D T  as a middleware that enables the teleoperator to control a
physical system [64]. In addition to twinning a robot arm, González et al. and L i  et al.
twinned the surroundings of an environment by utilizing point clouds from three-
dimensional cameras [27,65].

2.5. Communication Layer

An effective communication protocol is required to synchronize the states of digital
and physical twins. MQTT [30] enables efficient communication over the Internet and local
networks. MQTT is one of the most popular IoT and IIoT communication protocols since
it is a lightweight and efficient publisher–subscriber communication protocol [66]. The
messaging consists of three participants: the publisher, the subscriber, and a broker be-
tween the two. MQTT was originally developed for resource-constrained communications,
and the latest updates enable cybersecure communications; encryption of the data and
authentication of the users are enabled.

2.6. Real-Time Video

Web Real-Time Communication (WebRTC) is a real-time web-based video transfer
technology [67]. WebRTC is an open-source protocol that is implemented on the User
Datagram Protocol (UDP) to enable low-latency video streaming. Since UDP does not
natively support congestion control, a specific congestion control mechanism (GCC)  was
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developed for WebRTC by Google. The GCC is intended to control the resolution of a video
stream in proportion to the available bandwidth, thus enabling a low-latency video stream;
the trade-off is the resolution. Video streaming latencies of 80 to 100 milliseconds have
been measured on mobile platforms [68].

2.7. Metaverse

The metaverse, as a post-reality universe, merges physical and virtual worlds [3]. The
metaverse started as a web of virtual worlds that enabled users to teleport from one virtual
world to another. The evolution of virtual multi-user environments has gone through
multi-user role-playing games and gaming platforms [69] to the virtual social platforms of
today [70], and the ability to socialize is one of the metaverse’s key strengths. Based on the
seven rules defined by Parisi [71], the one and only metaverse is a free cross-platform
network that is accessible to anyone. Industry 4.0 and Education 4.0 are ongoing parallel
evolutions that are enabled by digitalization. As a virtual environment (VE), the metaverse is
essential to both movements [2,8]. VEs enable location- and time-independent training and
education for industrial companies and educational institutions. In addition, VEs are
risk-free and do not have the physical limitations of classrooms [72]. Industries are
adopting the metaverse by utilizing DTs as core components to connect physical and
virtual systems [73]. Industries apply the metaverse for training, engineering, working,
and socializing [42].

The Industrial metaverse enables physical interaction in real time, improves the visu-
alization of cyber–physical systems (CPSs), and can be seen as a D T  of the workspace [5].
According to Kang et al. [6], the industrial metaverse is still in its infancy; in particular,
pri-vacy protection issues and the design of incentive mechanisms need more attention.
Nokia’s C E O  Pekka Lundmark stated, “The future of the metaverse is not for
consumers” [74]. Nokia has classified metaverse business into three categories: the
consumer, enterprise, and industrial metaverse. In fact, Nokia is expecting the
industrial metaverse to lead the commercialization of the metaverse [75]. Siemens and
Nvidia have expanded their partnership to enable the industrial metaverse by connecting
the Xcelerator and Omniverse platforms [76]. In addition, technology companies such as
Lenovo, Huawei, H T C ,  Tencent, and Alibaba, as well as numerous startups, are
exploring how to apply the industrial metaverse in their businesses [77].

2.8. Extended Reality, Metaverse, and Digital Twins to Reality

The combination of the industrial metaverse, DTs, and robotics is still quite a new
research area. The main focus of research is driven more by V R  than by the metaverse. The
metaverse received much publicity during and after the pandemic, and as shown above, it
has received much visibility in business forecasts. VR,  DTs, and robotics were studied, for
example, in welding as a platform for interactive human–robot welding and welder
behavior analysis [78] and in BCI  as a brain-controlled robotic arm system for achieving
tasks in three-dimensional environments [79].

The metaverse has enabled co-design while reducing the communication load in real-
world robotic arms and the context of their digital models [80]. In addition, in metaverse-,
DT-, and robotics-related studies, a basic meta-universe simulation implementation method
for the scene of an industrial robot was introduced in [81], and a multi-agent reinforcement
learning solution was defined to bridge the reality gap in dynamic and uncertain metaverse
systems [82]. Recent advances in artificial intelligence (AI), computing, and sensing tech-
nologies have also enabled the development of some D T  applications in the underwater
domain, such as in intelligent path planning and autonomous vehicle prototyping [83–85].

3. Materials and Methods

This section presents the research approach and the methods used. The use cases that
are presented follow a constructive research approach, aiming to solve practical problems by
developing entities [86,87]. Since the research questions presented are practically relevant
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and the aim is to develop prototypes to create a foundation for use cases, the constructive
approach supports the answering of the research questions.

The main phases were conceptualization, development, and preliminary validation.
The research questions and the review of previous research led to the conceptualization of
the following statement: To enable the control of production systems by using the metaverse, DTs
and X R  are required. In the development phase, prototypes based on the aforementioned
conceptualization were created, and they are presented in the Section 4. Figure 1 presents
the main phases and methods utilized.

Conceptualization

Related
research

Development

Requirement
specification

Modelling

Validation

Defining high level
task

Validation of the
digital twins

User survey
Digital Twinning

Re-design

Figure 1. Methods used in the development of the presented use cases.

3.1. Requirement Specifications

The requirement specifications were drafted for the prototypes according to the IEEE
Recommended Practice for Software Requirement Specifications [88] to define their func-
tional and non-functional requirements. The functional requirements were an essential
guideline during the implementation and preliminary validation phases of the prototypes.
The non-functional requirements were divided into the usability, security, and performance
subcategories and are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Functional and non-functional requirements.

I D

F1

F2

F3

F4

F5

F6

N1

N2

N3

N4

N5

N6

N7

Description

Digital twins of the physical robotic systems exist and enable
user interaction.

A  user can register for the platform by using an email address.

A  social forum is available for the users to
request help or advice on the platform’s usage.

Digital education material can be stored on, accessed in, and
downloaded from the system by users.

An extended-reality user interface is supported.

Support for multiple simultaneous users.

The system’s focus is on robotics.

Cross-platform support.

Authentication of users and encryption of data

Updates or upgrades of the prototype do not require end-user actions.

Exercises are virtual experiences.

The user can control and program physical robots.

Latency of controlling a physical system of less than 250 ms.

Category

Functional

Functional

Functional

Functional

Functional

Functional

Usability

Usability

Cybersecurity

Usability

Usability

Usability

Performance
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3.2. Modeling of the Virtual Environment

An industrial-grade three-dimensional scanner was used to form three-dimensional
models of larger entities, such as Centria’s Robo3D Lab at Ylivieska and the harbor environ-
ment in Turku, Finland. Point clouds were imported into Blender to create digital copies of
the environments by extruding features such as walls and shaping the terrains by using
the point clouds as templates. Digital versions of robots, forklifts, and other production
machinery were acquired from the ROS [89] and OEM manufacturer libraries. Missing
items, such as custom gripper jaws and pick-and-place objects, were manually modeled by
using Blender. The models contained the kinematic information of the robots’ mechanic
structure, and inverse kinematics were used to create virtual robot assemblies with physical
constraints that were equivalent to those of physical robots. The models were also textured
by utilizing Blender before exporting them to Unity. Furthermore, the final WebXR binaries
were compiled by using Unity.

Regarding the prototype developed in Section 4.2, the BlueSim [90] simulator was
utilized as a virtual environment to control the robot. The software-in-the-loop approach
(SIL) was used to simulate the BlueROV2 hardware. A  prototype was created to convert a
commercial diving mask and smartphone into an HMD. The design process of a specially
designed control device involved three-dimensional laser scanning, and the casing was
designed by utilizing Blender.

3.3. Validation of the Prototypes

The prototypes were validated by defining high-level tasks for the robot stations. The
high-level tasks were specific to the robot type in question, and if the task could not be
completed, the task was failed. If the task was failed, the prototype was redesigned and
developed until the task could be completed. Small groups of developers and students
performed preliminary validations of the use cases. The high-level tasks that were defined
are described in Section 4.

After the preliminary validation, piloting and a user survey were conducted to collect
user feedback. The feedback collection was conducted as an online survey since it was easy
to distribute to the students that participated in lectures online. In addition, online surveys
are easy to complete, and it is possible to automatically summarize their results [91].

3.4. Cybersecurity Assessment

In the use cases that are presented, the methods for assessing cybersecurity were
authorization, authentication, encryption, and vulnerability scans [92]. Authentication and
authorization services were implemented on a cloud server. Encryption was implemented
by using C A  certificates on data transfers between the robot, the cloud server, and the client
device. The cloud server was periodically scanned to detect vulnerable software on the
server. The methods for solving the detected cybersecurity issues were reconfiguring and
updating vulnerable software components.

4. Implementation and Validation of Use Cases

In this section, the implementations of the use cases are presented. Al l  of the presented
use cases provide additional functionality over traditional virtual representations. First, we
will present Probot’s implementation of D T  and X R  to teleoperate an arm robot
installed on a mobile platform. The second use case presents FIU’s testbed for
controlling and twinning an ROV.  Furthermore, a unique method for translating a
teleoperator’s body movements to control commands for an ROV is presented. Centria’s
implementation of a virtual robotic training platform is presented in the third use case. In
addition to enabling the user to teleoperate connected physical robots, multiuser capability
and social aspects of the metaverse are presented. The fourth use case presents the T U A S
social V R  platform, which enables training and education in robotic aspects in the
maritime sector. In addition to twinning the robots, harbor machines, such as forklifts, are
included.
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4.1. Probot’s Extended-Reality Interface for Future Industrial Robotics

Over the last decade, the amount of data collected in industrial processes has signifi-
cantly increased. Furthermore, the application of new technologies, such as drones, mobile
robots, and service robots, requires advanced user interfaces for control. Probot developed
advanced user interfaces to provide solutions for presenting data from industrial processes
and to control advanced robots by utilizing X R  and DTs.

In the MIMIC project [93], an eight-month project funded by the RIMA [94], a D T  of an
arm robot installed on a mobile robot was created. The D T  enabled the user to teleoperate
a mobile manipulator by using a V R  user interface and a specially developed glove that
tracked the position of the user’s hand and sensed the positions of the user’s fingers. The
aforementioned data were translated into the control commands for the manipulator. V E
was implemented by using the Unreal Engine, and the communication layer was based
on a custom socket-based protocol. Figure 2 presents the prototype’s setup.

Figure 2. The setup of the MIMIC demonstration.

The focus during research and development was on user comfort and the efficiency
of the teleoperation. Probot developed two control methods for teleoperating the robot:
ghost and direct control. In ghost control, the user set the target position for the ghost
robot and enabled movement with the controller button. After the target was validated as
collision-free and within the joint limits, the target was commissioned for the physical robot.
In direct control, the physical robot instantly followed the DT’s movements in near-real
time. Figure 3 shows a view of the V R  user interface for teleoperation.
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Figure 3. The D T  view of the demonstration of teleoperation in MIMIC.

To validate the system and to compare the two control methods, Probot arranged
testing sessions. During the testing, employees who were familiar with robot teleoperation
and X R  utilized the developed prototype to grasp and manipulate objects. During the
preliminary validation, it was noted that the direct control method posed latency issues
related to constantly sending position messages between the D T  and the physical robot.
The latency caused delays in the control and had a negative impact on the user
experience. Furthermore, if the user controlled the D T  at a high velocity, the positions of the
digital and physical twins did not match.

The ghost control method minimized the data transfers between the D T  and the
physical robot. Furthermore, the ghost control mode enabled the D T  to validate the trajec-
tories before they were committed to the physical robot. While the direct control method
enabled a natural way to move the robot by using the DT,  the aforementioned latency
and in-position control loop issues resulted in a poor user experience. The participants
in the testing demonstration agreed that the ability to accurately set the robot’s position
before committing to physical robots in the ghost control mode enabled more accurate and
comfortable control of the manipulator compared to direct control.

4.2. FIU’s Robotics Testbed for Teleoperation in Environments with Sensing and
Communication Challenges

In our recent work [95], we introduced an optimization-based framework for de-
signing human–robot interfaces that comply with user comfort and efficiency constraints.
Additionally, we proposed a new approach to teleoperating a remotely operated underwa-
ter vehicle, which involved capturing and translating movements of the human body into
control commands for the ROV.

The V E  in this use case was the BlueSim [90] simulator, which was compiled by using
the Godot engine [52,53]. The communication layer between the simulator and the real
environment enabled the connection of the virtual and physical ROVs.  A  software-in-
the-loop (SIL) approach was used to simulate the BlueROV2 hardware for testing and
refinement during our development work. Figure 4 presents the virtual and physical
environments and the communication layer between the D T  and the physical ROV.  A
customized smartphone case was created to capture and translate body movements into
ROV control commands to turn a commercial diving mask and smartphone into an HMD.
The design process involved a three-dimensional laser scanner that extracted the mask’s
point cloud data, which were then used to design the casing in 3D-C A D  SolidWorks.

To access orientation and pressure data from the smartphone’s inertial measurement
unit (IMU), we utilized the Sensorstream IMU+GPS application [96], which streamed the
data to the UDP port of the teleoperator’s workstation. In addition, an application based
on OpenCV was created to process the virtual underwater video stream and send only
black-and-white images for the teleoperator to save bandwidth. Finally, a Python script
was developed to receive this sensor data stream and translate it into directional
commands
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for the R O V  and up-and-down commands for the R O V  camera. Figure 4 presents the
current development of a D T  for the BlueROV2 [97], an open-source R O V  platform for
underwater navigation and exploration. On the virtual side, we used a high-fidelity model
of a simulated BlueROV2 in a simulated pool. On the physical side, we will use the real
BlueROV2 in FIU’s testbed.

To validate our system’s feasibility, usability, and performance, we created a prototype
as a proof of concept; we conducted a study with human subjects by using the prototype
to send commands to an R O V  that was simulated in a virtual environment. Figure 5
presents the experimental procedure, which involved three tasks. Firstly, users were
given a simulated scenario of an empty pool and were allowed 3 min to become
accustomed to the H M D  and simulator. Secondly, users were presented with an RGB
video stream from the front camera of the simulated robot, and they needed to locate a
cubic shape in the pool by directing the camera toward it. Because the underwater
environment presented significant limitations in terms of data communication and
because humans possess an innate skill for interpreting and comprehending meaning
and shapes, even in low-quality images, the third task provided users with a black-and-
white video stream of the pool and asked them to locate an oval shape. This time, the oval
shape was located in one corner of the pool, while the cubic shape was located in another.

Figure 4. Virtual and physical underwater environments for enabling digital twinning applications.

Figure 5. Experimental setup: The RGB video stream was first displayed on the user’s H M D  for
familiarization with the virtual environment (task 1) and then displayed for task 2, and a modified
video stream was provided for teleoperation task 3 [95].
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User feedback was collected after the experiments. The users reported that it would
be more comfortable to use the custom H M D  if the distance between the eyes and the
smartphone was increased. This would allow for a better field of view and reduce eye
strain. Furthermore, our experiments indicated that slow communication, which resulted
in laggy image updates on the smartphone screen, could significantly increase the time it
took to complete tasks. This was because users needed to wait for the images to be updated
before proceeding with their tasks.

4.3. Centria’s Extended Reality as a Robotic Training Tool

Centria created an online platform for education and training in robotics. The platform
enabled students to learn robotics by reading online materials, watching instructional
videos, and conducting practical exercises. Currently, collaborative and industrial robot
types are available on the platform for students to practice their robotic skills. Students
can conduct exercises by reserving a free time slot for a specific robot type and accessing
the provided link at a specific time to access the virtual user interface and the D T  of the
robot. X R  training scenarios are implemented by using the Unity game engine, and the
digital models of the robots and environments were created by using Blender. To enable
cross-platform compatibility, runtimes are compiled as WebXR binaries that are available
online and accessible using mobile or desktop devices.

The bi-directional communication layer that synchronizes the states of digital and
physical twins is based on the MQTT communication protocol, which runs on Websock-
ets [98]. X R  web applications utilize a Websocket to publish and subscribe to MQTT topics
on the cloud server ’s MQTT broker. The communication layer enables the monitoring and
control of the robots that are connected to the platform. The joint and cartesian positions of
each articulated robot and the mobile robot’s spatial x, y, and z  locations are published on
the message broker on the cloud server. The method for controlling the robots is similar to
the ghost control described earlier in Section 4.1.

WebRTC provides a near-real-time video stream of the physical robots to the user.
The cloud server manages the congestion control to maintain the low latency of the video
stream, while the actual video stream data are cast directly to clients. In the Robo3D Lab, a
local server is set up to host the WebRTC clients that are streaming the video and to connect
the cameras to the platform. Figure 6 presents the architecture of the cloud-based platform.

Cloud server Computer or control unit

WebRTC                  MQTT
Server                   Broker

Firewall/router

Client

Server
Publisher / subscriber
Two-way communication
USB-connection
Camera

Robo3D Lab Server User Device

Web Browser

IoT Data
Gateway

Industrial
robot

controller

Data

WebRTC
Client

Collaborative
robot controller

MQTT
plugin

WebXR Runtime

WebRTC
Client 1

DT
WebRTC
Client 2

Control
Interface

Figure 6. The architecture of Centria’s online platform [99].



Actuators 2023, 12, 219 12 of 20

DTs on the platform enable the user to interact with physical robots by moving a robot’s
TCP. The DTs are based on three-dimensional models of robots, including a kinematic model
created by using Blender. In Unity, inverse and forward kinematic algorithms based on
the Jacobian matrix and the Denavit–Hartenberg convention are used to calculate the joint
positions based on the requested tool-center-point (TCP) position and to calculate the TCP
position based on the joint values [100,101]. The algorithm for validating the trajectories
for articulated arm robots is presented in pseudocode in Algorithm 1. In addition to
kinematic limitations, the DTs utilize the Unity physics engine to calculate and validate
only collision-free trajectories.

A  user can join the platform in immersive mode by using a V R  headset or in desktop
mode by using a desktop computer or a mobile device. In V R  mode, handheld controllers
are used to interact with the VE;  in desktop mode, two virtual joysticks are provided to
interact with the environment. Each of the users is presented as an avatar in the virtual
environment. To enable a multi-user system, the spatial locations of the avatars are centrally
synchronized among the players. Synchronization of the avatars’ locations is implemented
by utilizing the communication layer described in the previous section.

The feedback collection was conducted during a “construction robotics” course. The
participating students were a group of ten students studying at the University of Oulu. The
students had no prior experience in controlling or programming robots. The feedback for
pre-defined questions in the form of “yes or no” options was collected after conducting
online lectures and teleoperating the robots on the platform. Sixty percent of the students
considered the platform suitable for learning the basics and programming of robots. Sev-
enty percent considered the platform suitable for monitoring remote robot cells, and all
considered the platform suitable for debugging existing robot programs. Figure 7 presents
the X R  robotic training environment.

Algorithm 1 Inverse Kinematics.

Require: requested position, requested pose, lower and higher thresholds for joint values,
t L  and tH ,  respectively.
counter =  0
while counter <  100 do

calculate Jacobian inverse matrix;
calculate joint angles and position deviation;
if joint angles <  t L  OR joint angles >  t H  OR position deviation >  1e-3 then

counter++;
else

move physical twin;
break;

end if
end while
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Figure 7. Multi-user X R  robotic training session with a video stream of a physical robot.

4.4. T U A S  V R  Social Platform

Turku University of Applied Sciences developed a metaverse technology called the
T U AS  V R  Social Platform, which combines several- or multi-user environments into a
unified, seamless platform that enables the visualization of big data and remote control
solutions. This platform consists of features for social communication, hands-on experience,
and D T  integration [102]. Social communication and hands-on experience enable collabora-
tive training in the maritime sector, such as in operating forklifts in harbor environments,
as presented in Figure 8.

The multi-user environments that have been developed can also consist of DTs with
specific functionalities that can be integrated into the platform. The customizable appli-
cation programming interface (API) support of the platform enables the coupling of the
DTs with physical machinery and equipment, thus providing access to the functionality of
physical systems. In the design of the TUAS V R  Social Platform, the data privacy protection
concerns highlighted by Kang et al. [6] were taken into account. The platform provides
identity, authenticity, and authority services for industrial training, planning, and oper-
ations, such as in the teleoperation of systems. Figure 8 presents the log-in screen and
the VE.

Figure 8. Multi-user environments enabling collaborative training and user validation.
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In the teleoperation prototype, we aimed to create a self-contained system for teleop-
erating robots by using V R  as the user interface based on previous work on this type of
system [103]. Creating a D T  of a physical robot is essential for providing a realistic user
experience. A  low-latency communication layer between the digital and physical twins
was implemented by using the MQTT protocol. WebRTC enabled the streaming of the
video of the physical robot to the V E  with low latency.

To create the VE,  the Turku University of Applied Sciences robotics laboratory was
scanned by utilizing a laser scanner to enable a matching virtual environment for an
unmanned ground vehicle (UGV). The system’s control was developed to support cross-
platform V R  controllers and position updating of the D T  by using an accelerometer. The
digital models and texturing of the D T  were improved. In addition, object distance detection
was implemented in this phase by utilizing a robot’s camera to pick up an object
with the robot arm during teleoperation. The simplified architecture of the T U A S
platform is presented in Figure 9.

Figure 9. Architecture of the TUAS V R  Social Platform.

The implemented teleoperation application comprises a physical robot, a V R  user
interface, and a D T  connecting the two. The application was designed to be modular, thus
enabling the merging of parts of the solution into already existing projects. The developed
features mentioned above were merged into the industrial metaverse environment by
adding the DTs of the robots and the laboratory into the existing metaverse environment.

This implementation allows any user of this collaborative training environment to take
control of a physical robot and to move the robot around the laboratory by utilizing the
feedback and control of the D T  and the live video stream from the physical environment.
At  the end of this first pilot case, we validated the system by utilizing high-level
gripping and moving tasks to prove the low latency of teleoperation and video streaming.
Figure 10 presents the virtual environment for teleoperation and the V R  devices utilized.



Actuators 2023, 12, 219 15 of 20

Figure 10. Visualization of the teleoperation of the robot, the video stream of the physical laboratory,
the V R  headset, and the smart gloves.

To ascertain our system’s usability, usefulness, and effectiveness, staff members of the
research group piloted the developed system and provided feedback on its usability. A
high-level task was defined for the teleoperated robot to validate the DT.  The defined task
required the user to pick up a cardboard cube and place it in a different location by using
the robot arm.

The test was considered successful if the users could complete the task, which would
indicate that the system was accurate, effective, and usable. In addition to the control
efficiency and latency, the video stream’s latency was evaluated. According to the user
feedback, the latencies observed did not significantly affect the user experience. Approxi-
mately seventy percent of users reported that the system was usable and precise enough
for the teleoperation of a UGV and robot arm. The piloting users suggested the addition of
a diagram of each controller’s button function in the V E  and the improvement of the DT’s
accuracy for larger movements. The feedback was taken into account to improve the D T  in
the future.

5. Discussion

This paper presented the implementations of four DTs that enable the control of
physical systems by using X R  technologies. A l l  use cases were extended reality–digital twin to
real implementations where data validation and two-way data transmission between the
twins were implemented as part of the process. Our study showed that remotely connected
systems that enable an industrial metaverse can be built by using currently available tools.

The first use case showed an implementation of robot trajectory programming by
utilizing a combination of V R  and a haptic glove. A  D T  of a mobile robot equipped with a
robot arm was controlled in a V R  environment. The second use case was an implementation
of a D T  for ROVs  controlled in VR.  The V R  was implemented by using a designed and
manufactured HM D  based on a smartphone. The ROV could be controlled by following a
person’s head movements, and an enhanced live stream of the ROV was displayed on the
HMD. Both use cases enabled a realistic and natural way for the teleoperator to control the
devices by using the user’s head movements or finger tracking. By using these high-level
control interfaces, users can interact with the environment by utilizing DTs.

The third and fourth use cases were implementations of a multi-agent V R  environment
with multiple DTs connected to mobile, collaborative, and industrial robots. Users could
teleoperate physical robots in a V R  environment. In addition, the use cases enabled
social interaction and collaborative training. These use cases enabled location- and time-



Actuators 2023, 12, 219 16 of 20

independent training and collaboration, making them more realistic and natural than
single-user virtual environments.

The research questions set for the work are the following: Can DTs and X R  enable the
digital workplaces required by the industrial metaverse? Are virtual learning environments
enabled by utilizing the aforementioned combinations of technologies?

With the achieved results, it was proven that digital workplaces, which are required
by the industrial metaverse, can be implemented by using DTs  and XR—to some extent.
Depending on the nature of the work and the operator’s experience level, other ways of
working, such as audio control, may be more flexible and faster. However, it must be
noted that different ways of working have pros and cons; e.g., audio control is vulnerable to
noise and raises severe concerns related to safety and cybersecurity. Additional haptic
devices can make the experience more real with the feedback provided by the real world.

At  its current stage, the proposed system is suitable for virtual learning and training.
Through the experience that has been gained, it is possible that the proposed systems can
be used in industrial use cases, assuming that users are comfortable and familiar with the
systems and knows their restrictions. The new generation of digital natives might find
these systems to be natural ways of interacting with the physical world.

6. Conclusions

In this publication, four use cases that utilized X R  and DTs to control robotic sys-
tems were presented and discussed to answer the research questions. In conclusion, the
usefulness of DTs and X R  depends greatly on the nature of the work and the operator’s
experience level. It must be noted that virtual learning by utilizing DTs is a natural learning
method, especially for the digital native generation. In some cases, other methods, such as
voice control, are more feasible for controlling systems.

The proposed approach can be further enhanced for user-assisted autonomous systems.
With additional modules that enable them to learn, such as reinforcement learning, the
proposed systems can learn various skills, such as robotized assembly or machining. Such
systems can offer alternative methods for operators to perform tasks more efficiently.
Although the presented use cases were small-scale demonstrations, the use cases can be
replicated and scaled for more complex and physically larger systems.

In the future, more comprehensive feedback from users is required; in this paper,
only small groups of developers and students participated in the piloting and surveys. By
exposing the systems to larger audiences, they can be improved to meet the demanding re-
quirements of real industrial applications. Studies that differentiate among utility, usability,
and user experience in industrial environments provide feedback on systems’ feasibility.
In addition, an automated online feedback system that is integrated into the platform can
enable comprehensive feedback collection.
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