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Field Test: The Use of 3D Mobile Scanners in Journalism 

 Mobile technology has established itself as the standard consumers want and expect, so 

it’s no surprise that journalism has changed its model to focus on mobile-first technology and 

content. Consumers expect content that is delivered to them quickly, at their fingertips, and still 

delivers a quality, rewarding experience. Following suit, the tools journalists use to create and 

deliver this content have become more mobile. Smartphones can be used to capture photos, 

videos, audio and text, and can edit and publish that content to news websites, applications, or 

social media sites.  

 As new technologies emerge, consumers expect the same mobile experience, so the tools 

used to deliver these new technologies need to adapt quickly to meet the growing demand for 

expediency. One such emerging technology is 3D scanning, which uses a series of lasers or 

lights to capture the shape of an object and that object’s distance from the scanner, then uses that 

data to create a 3-dimensional model of the object. 3D scanning is used in many innovative, 

practical ways in fields like medicine, research, manufacturing, and architecture. While advanced 

handheld 3D scanners are expensive and can require companion software and/or a lot of post-

production work, a new class of mobile 3D scanners that attach to smartphones or tablets is 

emerging that has the potential to create the same 3D models with less time and expertise.  

 In designing my field test, I wanted to explore the applicability of these mobile 3D 

scanners to fast-paced journalism that covers breaking news at the pace of the Internet and the 

digital age. Specifically, my question was, instead of using an expensive handheld 3D scanner or 



photogrammetry, which requires a lot of photos and post-production work, can a journalist use a 

mobile 3D scanner that attaches to a phone or tablet to quickly capture a scene that can then be 

published with little editing? I wanted to find out if this class of scanners could be used to create 

small, interactive scenes that can be annotated to give consumers an immersive look at news 

events. The examples I imagined these scenes recreating were crime scenes, accidents or other 

breaking news events, but they could easily be applied to many different situations in which a 

first-person view and ability to explore would add to the media experience. The target audience 

for interactive 3D scenes is younger consumers who are excited about mobile technology and 

want new, interactive ways to experience the news.  

 Before committing to using a mobile scanner, I tested the differences between these 

scanners, photogrammetry applications for smartphones, and photogrammetry software that uses 

photos uploaded from a traditional camera. The photogrammetry applications I tested were 123D 

Catch and Trnio, both of which are available for free and use a series of photos to create 3D 

models of objects. The photogrammetry software I tested was Autodesk Remake, which uses a 

series of uploaded photos to create 3D models of objects.  

123D Catch, made by Autodesk, uses the smartphone’s camera and requires the user to 

take a series of photos of the object being modeled from many different angles. The application 

instructs users on what type of photos are needed to create a complete model, and gives 

notifications if the photos are poor quality. Additionally, an on-screen tracker shows the angles 

of the object that have been photographed and which ones need to be photographed, making it 

easy to get all the required photos. Trnio also uses the smartphone’s camera, but this application 

automatically takes photos of the object as the user moves slowly around it. Both 123D Catch 

and Trnio use online servers to collect the photos and build the models. While this approach does 



not require a lot of local storage, it is also highly dependent on the load on the servers. So, a 

model could take a few minutes to create or a few days. Additionally, the applications do not 

give an indication of the quality of the model being created during the process, so sometimes a 

user could wait hours for a model only to receive an error message stating that the photos were 

not of sufficient quality to create a good model. Because the applications rely on the 

smartphone’s camera, the photos are not always high quality or adequately lit, which can cause 

failure of the model or an inaccurate model with many flaws. 

Autodesk Remake, the photogrammetry software, uses a series of uploaded photos or 

scans to create 3D meshes that can be edited and used or published in many different programs. 

This software is very advanced and gives users a lot of capabilities, but because of the learning 

curve, the need for many high-quality photos, and the required post-production work, it is not a 

practical tool for journalists who need a quick turnaround. I can see this kind of software being 

used for more involved scene recreations that have a longer development time and require more 

detail and interaction.  

The deciding factors that made me choose the mobile 3D scanner for my field test were 

speed and ease of use. Without requiring any photography skill, the scanners can capture all 

angles of a scene quickly and translate those into a 3D model quickly. Because the scanners are 

controlled with a smartphone or tablet application, once the models are created, they are 

available for editing, saving, and uploading instantly.  

For my field test, I used the iSense 3D scanner from 3D Systems. It attaches to an iPhone 

6 and runs through a free application available on the iOS App Store. The scanner uses a short 

cord to plug into the lightning port on the iPhone and attaches to the phone with a bracket. The 

scanner has to be activated through an online 3D Systems account, which I found to be the most 



difficult part of setting up the scanner. Even after creating the online account, I could not link to 

the account through the iSense application, which meant I was unable to upload models directly 

from the application to my account. To use my models, I had to save them on my phone and 

transfer them to my computer through iTunes.  

Using the iSense scanner and application was very simple and easy to learn. The scanner 

has to be plugged into the phone for the application to run, and when it starts, it brings up a 

screen that allows users to start scanning right away. The application’s viewfinder uses the whole 

smartphone screen and looks like the native camera or video application. The application shows 

users the field of view being scanned with a 3D cube outlined in white, which can be made 

smaller or larger by pinching the screen. When users start scanning, the object turns white, 

showing which parts have been scanned and which still need to be scanned. The application will 

periodically give users a notification to stop moving so it can capture a keyframe, which helps 

with tracking on the object. I found this keyframe notification to pop up quite often, especially 

when scanning larger objects or objects in low light. As users move around an object, the 

missing patches fill in with white. Especially stubborn areas can sometimes be filled in if the 

scanner is held in place for a few seconds.  

After an object has been completely scanned, the application creates a model. Out of all 

the scenes and objects I scanned, none took more than five minutes to create a model. The model 

can then be edited and enhanced within the application before it is saved or uploaded. Editing 

options include brightness, contrast, cropping, touch up, erasing, and solidifying. The erasing 

feature is the most practical, because it allows users to remove extraneous parts of a model 

before continuing.  



 Once I was familiar with the application and scanner, I practiced scanning some small 

objects like a shoe, faces, and a birdhouse. The first problem I encountered was calibration. 

There is a separate application to calibrate the mobile 3D scanners, but it is disabled for iSense 

scanners and appears to work only for Structure Sensor scanners. So, I was unable to calibrate 

my scanner, which meant that all my scans were fuzzy and did not track correctly. The lack of 

calibration also caused the scanner to prompt me much more frequently to hold still while it 

captured keyframes, which made scanning take longer than it should have. To work around this, 

I moved very slowly around each object and watched carefully for the keyframe notification. 

This practice helped me capture good detail on some of my later scans.  

 In addition to the calibration issue, I knew the scanner had some limitations before I 

started my field test. First, the iSense scanner is designed to be used on medium-sized objects, 

especially human faces, but is not optimized for scanning large areas. Second, the scanner does 

not perform well in direct sunlight or low light. Third, the scanner cannot scan reflective or clear 

surfaces, or any kind of movement. Naturally, because this was a field test, I decided to test all 

these limitations in real-world trials.  

To test scanning accident or crime scenes for journalism, I decided to use my own house, 

because it has no shortage of rooms that are full of clutter or messes. I knew that scanning a 

crime scene in the real world would involve a lot of unknowns, and the scene could not be 

controlled, so I did scans in various areas of my home and did them immediately upon entering 

the room, without altering anything. Luckily, I have three children under the age of 9 who I can 

always count on to leave toys, books, food, and other items lying around the house. I scanned 

different rooms throughout the house, and even outside areas, at various times of day and with 

different lighting scenarios, to get a complete idea of the scanner’s abilities.  



One of the first areas I scanned was the corner of the living room, where the children’s 

computer desk sits. This scan was done in the early afternoon, with the curtains open to let in 

some sunlight. Because this was an early scan, I did not move quite slowly enough as I scanned, 

which led to some missing areas in the scan, and some soft edges. While the model is easily 

recognizable as a desk and chairs, it is not high enough quality to be used by a publication to 

represent a real-life scene. The full model on Sketchfab is available here: https://skfb.ly/TrL9. 

To test the scanner’s limitations with sunlight, I took it outside on a sunny afternoon to 

do a scan of the deck and outdoor area. As soon as I got outside, I knew that the scanner was 

going to have trouble, because the bright sun and slight breeze was making it very difficult for 

the scanner to focus on any objects. I finally got the scanner to focus on the deck railing, but 

scanning outside caused big problems with tracking, and the scanner was unable to capture the 

entire object. What resulted was a very incomplete, basically unrecognizable model, which is 

available here: https://skfb.ly/TrLA.  

Interestingly, there was a scan I did outside that worked a little better. This scan was of 

my car. I did this scan because I think this technology could be used to document car accidents 

or other news events that involve vehicles. So, on an overcast day, I scanned my car sitting in the 

driveway with the door open and no one inside. This scan took some extra time to capture, but it 

still did not exceed 10 minutes. I lingered longer on each section of the car, to allow the detail to 

fill in. The scanner was not able to capture any of the glass or reflective surfaces, but the lack of 

direct sunlight made this model a lot more successful than the deck railing model. This scan was 

able to pick up some nice detail on the interior of the car, and also picked up the ground beneath 

the car, so the resulting model is easy to recognize as a vehicle sitting empty with the door open. 



Again, this model is not usable as-is for a publication, but it shows a lot of potential. The car 

model is available here: https://skfb.ly/TqEo. 

Another limitation I tested with the scanner was the ability to scan movement. In any 

real-world situation, it would be very hard to have access to a scene that did not have some kind 

of human presence or movement, so if the scanner is completely unable to handle movement, it 

is not feasible for use in breaking news. To test this limitation, I did a scan of the kitchen table in 

our house, while my daughter was sitting at the table putting together a Lego set. This scan was 

done in the mid-morning, on a sunny day, with the curtains closed. I spent 5-7 minutes scanning 

the entire table, moving very slowly to try to make up for the slight movement of my daughter. 

Unfortunately, this limitation also proved to be true, and the scanner was unable to capture her 

accurately, due to her movement at the table. Also, because the scanner changed its tracking and 

keyframe positions as I moved around the table and it saw non-matching views of my daughter 

sitting there, the entire scan turned out blurry and incomplete. The model of the kitchen table, 

with movement, is available here: https://skfb.ly/TrMn. 

The most successful scan I did during my field test was of the bathroom in our house. 

This scan was done in late afternoon, with the window shades closed and the light in the 

bathroom turned on. This scan only took about 5 minutes, but I moved slowly and raised and 

lowered the scanner to ensure I captured all the angles of the room. Despite having slightly soft 

edges, the model created from this scan has nice detail and is clearly recognizable as a bathroom. 

Using the editing tools in Sketchfab, I was able to add in some extra lighting effects to give the 

model better contrast. I also added annotations at several points throughout the room to illustrate 

how this technology could be used in news. Each annotation marks a specific spot in the room, 

and identifies the time and the action that took place there. Using these annotations on a model 



would give viewers an interactive walk-through of the timeline of events and where exactly they 

took place. The scan of the bathroom, with annotations, can be found at: https://skfb.ly/TqDF. 

The factors that contributed to the success of this scan were: a small room with adequate but soft 

lighting, a minimal amount of reflective surfaces, and a lack of small objects with lots of detail. 

While the success here was encouraging, it is clearly not enough to make this technology 

immediately relevant to journalism, because very few real-life scenes will replicate these 

conditions. However, the potential of 3D scanning technology became clear as I saw the results I 

could produce in such a short time.  

Based on all the scans I did and models I created during my field test, I think 3D mobile 

scanning has huge potential for use in journalism, with some improvements to the technology. 

As it stands, the 3D scanners that attach to smartphones and tablets are not advanced enough for 

use in creating the scene recreations I envisioned, but the efficiency and ease of use of the 

technology makes them a prime candidate for mobile journalists who want to create interactive 

pieces quickly. All the models I created were scanned using the iSense scanner and application, 

saved to my smartphone, downloaded to my computer, and uploaded to Sketchfab, where I did 

minimal editing on them to make them ready for publication. For each scan, the process of 

creating the model, saving and uploading it took no more than 10 minutes. Add that to the 5-10 

minutes it took to scan each item, and you have a commitment of less than half an hour for a 

journalist to scan, create, and publish the model of a news scene. Of course, while this speed and 

efficiency is ideal, there are some major improvements that need to be made to the technology 

for it to be useful for journalists.  

One of the areas that needs improvement for 3D mobile scanners is the calibration and 

tracking abilities. All the scanners need to be properly calibrated, and the tracking needs to be 



more sensitive to keep the object centered in the same place, even as the scanner is moved 

around the object. The more expensive, handheld 3D scanners that operate with software on 

computers have better tracking and calibration abilities, so the technology is available; it just 

needs to be applied to the smaller mobile versions of the scanners.  

Another area that needs improvement is the ability to scan movement. Currently, there 

are almost no 3D scanners that can capture movement of an object accurately, but with the rate 

of development on these technologies, I am confident the ability will soon be built-in to many 

portable scanners. Some companies, like Artec, are implementing 3D video scanning of moving 

objects that create a real-time 3D video, which could create scene recreations much like I am 

envisioning and also have other exciting implications for journalism. I think incorporating the 

ability to capture movement into 3D scanners will be a huge boost to the technology’s 

applicability to journalism and its widespread use among consumers as well.  

Another area for improvement is the ability to scan in bright sunlight or outdoors. As 3D 

scanners become more popular, there will be more instances when people want or need to scan 

things that are outside. Improving the scanners’ light sensitivity will allow them to capture 

objects and scenes in different weather and lighting conditions, which will also boost their 

applicability and usefulness. For journalism specifically, the ability to capture scenes in bright 

light, low light, adverse weather conditions, and all the situations in-between is especially 

important, because no one can predict when or where news is going to happen.  

Another improvement that would be beneficial to journalists who want to use mobile 3D 

scanners would be to make them smaller while improving their functionality. The iSense scanner 

is not large and is easy to attach to the smartphone with a bracket, but it is still a separate piece of 

hardware that has to be plugged into the phone and charged separately before use. Making the 



scanners smaller, or even built into the mobile devices, would make them even easier to use and 

transport.  

Because mobile 3D scanning is such a new field, I know the technology is continually 

being improved and upgraded, so I feel confident that this technology has a bright future, with 

many potential uses inside and outside journalism. When it comes to journalism, consumers 

continue to demand interactive, unique mobile experiences that come to them instantly and 

require little effort or learning curve. Interactive 3D recreations of crime scenes or news events 

would certainly fit that bill, provided they were accessible via smartphones or tablets and could 

be experienced and shared via social media. With a few improvements, mobile 3D scanners 

could be used by journalists at a location to create and publish a scene recreation within half an 

hour, even including annotations or other interactive features to walk viewers through what took 

place. Additionally, they could be used to create more detailed, involved recreations of major 

events or newsworthy places that could be used as evergreen features for a publication. Like 

virtual reality and 360 video are now, these scenes could be used on a mobile device, computer, 

or in a virtual reality headset for a fully immersive experience.  

Outside of journalism, 3D scanning and printing is already being used in many industries 

in important ways. In the medical field, 3D printing is used for prosthetic development and 3D 

scanning is used for training, medical imaging and many other things. In the manufacturing 

industry, 3D scanning is used for prototyping, research and development, quality control, and 

reverse engineering. 3D scanning is also used to create special effects for movies, models for 

architecture, and documentation of cultural artifacts, among other things. Making scanners 

smaller and easier to use with mobile devices while also delivering high-quality results will 

benefit all these industries as well. Also, as the technology is developed and becomes more 



widespread, high-quality mobile 3D scanners will become less expensive and more accessible, 

leading to many other potential uses.  

Looking ahead, I envision a future where 3D mobile scanning is as ubiquitous as 

photography and videography, and smartphone-integrated scanners are part of every journalist’s 

toolkit, as well as many average consumers. The 3D scanners will be able to capture a variety of 

scenes, including movement, and quickly create models or 3D videos that can be shared over 

social media, saved, or uploaded to a website. These models could be integrated into a traditional 

video, to give a 3D interactive look at the scene, created into a virtual reality or augmented 

reality experience available over special headsets, or published as annotated infographics that 

allow viewers to navigate the scene and discover key data and information. 3D scanning will 

continue to play an important role in medicine, manufacturing, architecture and other fields, and 

the prevalence of the technology will lead to positive advancements for all these industries, as 

well as underprivileged populations who could not access the expensive hardware and software 

of today. Considering all the factors, and the way emerging, interactive technologies are trending 

in the digital age, I think 3D mobile scanning will play an important role in the future of 

journalism and society.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


