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Abstract An epidemic may be controlled or predicted if we can monitor the
history of physical human contacts. As most people have a smart phone, a contact
between two persons can be regarded as a handshake between the two phones. Our
task becomes how to detect the moment the two mobile phones are close. In this
paper, we investigate the possibility of using the outdoor WLAN signals, provided
by public Access Points, for off-line mobile phones collision detection. Our method
does not require GPS coverage, or real-time monitoring. We designed an Android
app running in the phone’s background to periodically collect the outdoor WLAN
signals. This data are then analysed to detect the potential contacts. We also discuss
several approaches to handle the mobile phone diversity, and the WLAN scanning
latency issue. Based on our measurement campaign in the real world, we conclude
that it is feasible to detect the co-location of two phones with the WLAN signals
only.
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1 Introduction

In the past decade, mobile phones and the internet have become integrated into
daily human life. More importantly, the wireless infrastructure has improved sig-
nificantly in recent years to help transferring the information amongst the devices.
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People leave real-time digital footprints everywhere. These footprints may be used
to track and study a disease in an epidemic. However, this information is largely
unexplored in the public health research community so far. Since most people have
a mobile phone, a contact between two persons can be regarded as a handshake
between the two phones. Our task is to detect when the two mobile phones are
close. In this paper, we propose a new methodology to allow the user to passively
discover his contacts with other people in an epidemic. Our approach does not
require a map or real-time GPS signals.

The key features of our approach are:

• We detect co-location—when two phones are close together without detecting
exactly where the two phones are.

• This is done passively by an App on the user’s smart phone. No signals are sent
out.

• The users have full control of whether to track themselves.
• The tracking process uses existing Wi-Fi Access Points, and we have tested it in

challenging, uncontrolled city environments.

The paper first explains how our idea can be applied into the epidemic tracking
purpose. Then we discuss several wireless signal candidates for our system, and
explain how to collect such signal on an Android phone. The properties and the
challenges of using the signal are discussed. Finally, we conclude our findings and
outline the future work.

2 Wireless Tracking for Epidemic Detection

2.1 Co-Location Tracking with Mobile Phones

Co-localisation is the process of identifying if two persons are in the same position
at the same time. If they are co-located, there is a possibility that one can be infected
by the other’s disease. Given a time-stamp, we can keep track of the disease
spreading history. Imagining a network of registered participants, where each
patient uses his mobile phone to input his current symptoms. This information can
be later uploaded onto a central server, and the system works out the probability of
what disease he was infected. To discover the origin of an unknown disease, the
doctor back-tracks the patients’ contact history with other registered people in the
same system.

Since most people have a mobile phone, a physical contact between two persons
can be regarded as a handshake between the two phones. When such contact
happens, the handsets must be close to each other. With our idea, we need not
maintain a map for the devices, nor require knowing the exact location of the phone
at any moment. The remaining question is: ‘How can we detect when the mobile
phones are close?’ Given a particular time-stamp, we need a unique and ubiquitous

64 K.A. Nguyen et al.



property to reliably match any two mobile phones’ location, and recording that a
physical contact has happened. Fortunately, there are many wireless signals such as
WLAN, Bluetooth, GSM, FM that are available in many places and can be freely
captured. The next section discusses the pros and cons of these wireless signals for
our project.

2.2 The Wireless Signals Candidates

Signal availability is the most important criterion to decide which wireless signal
we will use. The signal should cover both indoor and outdoor spaces. Two stand-
out candidates were the WLAN signal, and the GSM signal.

The GSM signal coverage has increased significantly in recent years, thanks to
the wide deployment of many cellular phone towers (Ibrahim and Youssef 2013).
Unfortunately, the Android NeighboringCellInfo class used to access GSM cellular
information is phone-dependent and network-dependent. Many Samsung phones
did not work in our experiments.

The WLAN signals are popular indoor, but were not so popular outdoor a few
years back. Thanks to the increasing number of outdoor WLAN Access Points
(APs), most notably the recent BT-Fon network, which allows the home router to
transform into a public wireless hotspot. There have been over 5 million available
APs in the UK since 2012, with 20,000 new hubs being added weekly (represented
by the red and blue dots in Fig. 1). In our experiments, there are always at least 10
available APs at any position. Many areas in the city centre of London have more

Fig. 1 BT WiFi hotspots in
London
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than 30 accessible APs. Another example is the commercialised Skyhook project,1

which provides a world-wide WiFi RSSI signal strength to physical location map to
alleviate the need of GPS coverage.

Some popular signals such as Bluetooth or infrared have restricted range, and are
not popular outdoors. Other signals such as FM are available, but require additional
decoder on the handset to read them. Such decoders are not widely supported by
current smart phones. Thus, the WLAN signal is our best candidate. It is also
possible to combine other signals with WLAN to increase the location’s uniqueness
(Pei et al. 2012).

2.3 An Android App to Collect the WLAN Signal Strength

To record the WLAN signals, we designed an Android app, which runs in the
phone background to periodically scan the signals from the nearby APs every 30 s.
This is the default scanning rate, which can be customised. We chose the Received
Signal Strength Indicator (RSSI), which can be collected easily with the Android
API.

The theoretical WLAN RSSI varies from 0 to −100 dBm, where higher value
represents stronger signal. We looked into the Android source code, and found that
RSSI equal or bigger than −55 dBm is considered the strongest signal, which is
shown as a full bar of signal on the phone. If the measured RSSI is equal to or less
than −100 dBm, the Android phone shows an empty bar. Based on this scale, we
define three ranges of WLAN RSSI.

• RSSI from −55 to −70 dBm represent strong signals.
• RSSI from −70 to −85 dBm represent medium signals.
• RSSI from −85 to −100 dBm represent weak signals.

Under normal usage, our app consumed 29 % of the total power with our Google
Nexus phone (Fig. 2a), and 34 % on our Galaxy Y phone (Fig. 2b).

2.4 How to Collect WLAN Signals on Android: Active
Scanning or Passive Scanning?

There are two ways to collect the WLAN signals with an Android phone, active
scanning and passive scanning. Both of them belong to the IEEE 802.11 MAC
layer. In both cases, there is no authentication needed between the mobile device
and the AP.

1 http://www.skyhookwireless.com.
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With passive scanning, the phone constantly listens on consecutive channels for
the beacons periodically sent by the APs. We looked into the Android source code,
and found that the dwelling time on each channel is set at 120 ms. According to the
IEEE 802.11 standard, the WLAN APs should send out beacons every 100 ms on
all channels at the same time. Theoretically, the extra 20 ms interval should be
sufficient for the mobile device to receive at least one beacon per channel. Thus,
with 13 channels of the 2.4 GHz spectrum (in Europe), it takes at least 1,560 ms for
an Android phone to scan all nearby APs theoretically.

In reality, the total scanning time also includes the information processing delay,
in which the device processes the received beacons on each channel. Although
passive scanning consumes less battery power, the device cannot pick up hidden
APs, which are configured not to send out any beacon. Table 1 compares the
passive scanning time in 5 h with our two phones.

With active scanning, the mobile device sends the probe request frames on all
channels (similar to how the beacons are sent by the APs), and waits for the probe
responses from the APs. The probe request frame can either contain a network name
(SSID) of the AP the mobile device wishes to connect to, or an empty SSID, which
all nearby APs should respond to. According to the IEEE 802.11 standard, the
device should listen for a minimum of MinChannelTime (in ms) on a single

Fig. 2 Battery consumption of WiFi scanning. a Galaxy Nexus. b Samsung Galaxy Y

Table 1 Summary of passive scanning time

Google Nexus (ms) Samsung Galaxy Y (ms)

On average 5,022 5,016

Slowest single scan 5,194 5,641

Fastest single scan 4,909 4,902
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channel. If no probe response is heard within this interval, the device assumes that
this channel is empty, and moves on to the next one. If more than one probe
response is heard within this interval, the device will continue to listen till the
MaxChannelTime (in ms) has elapsed on the same channel. There is no strict
definition of MinChannelTime and MaxChannelTime by IEEE 802.11 however.
We looked into the Android open source code and found that Google implemented
just a single dwelling time constant of 30 ms. For each probe request frame the
device sends on the channel, there is an extra 3 ms delay. Table 2 compares the
active scanning time in 5 h with our two phones.

In reality, laptops and other devices can decrease the scanning latency by forcing
a scan on a specific channel only. Therefore, the device constantly listens on a
particular channel, knowing that the AP should send out beacons on all channels.
However, we cannot execute this method on non-modified Android firmware yet.

With either scanning setting, our app only wakes the CPU up every 30 s to scan
the WLAN signals. This parameter is also customisable. While active scanning can
complete faster and discover hidden APs, it consumes more power than passive
scanning. A better option is to perform active scanning when the user is on the
move, and switch to passive scanning when no movement is detected.

2.5 The Inverted System

Theoretically, it is possible to invert our system to have the APs track the mobile
phones. This structure has the advantage of requiring no additional code on the
phones, at the expense of a higher processing load on the APs, which have to track
a huge amount of mobile users. In addition to the scalability issue, it is unlikely
such changes can be done on the APs, without permission from the network
providers.

On the security side, it would be undesirable for the users to be forcibly tracked
by the APs. The users’ anonymity is broken, because he can be identified by his
GSM number or the phone’s WLAN MAC address. In contrast to our original
approach, the users can simply stop the tracking app on the phone without dis-
rupting normal GSM or WiFi uses.

Table 2 Summary of active scanning time

Google Nexus (ms) Samsung Galaxy Y (ms)

On average 962 1,419

Slowest single scan 1,045 1,532

Fastest single scan 944 1,400
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2.6 Related Work

To the best of our knowledge, there was only one similar research known as the
FluPhone project (Yoneki 2011). Both of our system and FluPhone aimed to
provide mobile phone localisation for epidemic tracking. However, there are two
key differences. First, we do not record the physical location of the users. Second,
while FluPhone uses GPS and Bluetooth signal to discover nearby handsets in real-
time, our approach analyses the off-line signal data to discover such contact.
Table 3 compares the two approaches.

There were other work involved the WLAN signals for indoor and outdoor
localisation (Wang et al. 2012; Chintalapudi et al. 2010; Martin et al. 2010). Yet,
there was little attention to the co-localisation aspect, where the timing of the
contact is important (Krumm and Hinckley 2004). The most notable use of WLAN
localisation was fingerprinting, where real-time WLAN data are compared to a
training database (Bahl and Padmanabhan 2000). Our work does not involve such
training data, instead, the signal from different phones are compared directly based
on its time-stamp.

3 Test Beds

We recorded the WLAN signals in two UK cities. Our first test bed was recorded
near a busy railway station, where the second test bed was recorded on the streets of
London. We used two Android mobile phones—the Google Nexus with the Jelly
Bean firmware, and the Samsung Galaxy Y with the Gingerbread firmware. The
‘WiFi Fingerprinting’ app we designed to collect the WLAN signals can be
downloaded on the Android app store.

4 WLAN Signal Properties

With our app, we collected the WLAN signal in different locations in the UK to
assess the following criteria for both static and moving phones.

Table 3 Comparison of our system and FluPhone

Our system FluPhone

Technology WLAN GPS and Bluetooth

Contact detection Off-line Real-time

Battery consumption Average High

Always-on connection No Bluetooth

Custom code Yes Yes
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• Two co-located phones should observe similar WLAN signals.
• How the WLAN signals distinguish in different locations.

While other research investigated the indoor WLAN properties for fixed clients,
our experiments looked at the signal properties for outdoor moving device, where
the environment is not as stable as indoor. Further, we are more interested in how
distinguishable multiple signal traits are, rather than from a single device per-
spective as in other work. Finally, we focus on the number of found APs, beside the
signal strength. We used the RSSI as a quality measurement for the WLAN signal
in our experiments.

4.1 The WLAN Signal of Static Phones

When the two phones are co-located, we assume that they should hear the same
signals from nearby APs. Figure 3 depicts the histogram distribution of the WLAN
signals between our phones, which are positioned right next to each other, and an
outdoor BT AP. We collected 6,130 signal readings in half a day. In our experi-
ment, the signal variation was around 20 dBm, in contrary to the 10 dBm interval
reported for indoor WLAN (Kaemarungsi and Krishnamurthy 2004). The maxi-
mum and minimum readings observed from Google Nexus phone were −60 and
−77 dBm respectively, while Galaxy Y recorded −56 and −75 dBm. However, the
majority of signals peak around the highest frequency RSSI in both phones. The
most frequent RSSI was −64 dBm for Google Nexus, and −63 dBm for Samsung
Galaxy Y.

Despite the total 20 dBm signal variation, the maximum signal difference at any
moment between the two phones was under 11 dBm (Fig. 4). The signal difference
was small at night, and became bigger by lunch time.

Figure 5 shows that the signal difference of the two phones was less than 4 dBm
for 91 % of the time. They had the exact signal reading for 16 % of the time. The
majority of the signal difference was just 1 dBm, 34 % of the time.

Fig. 3 Outdoor WLAN
signals distribution

70 K.A. Nguyen et al.



4.2 The WLAN Signal of Moving Phones

As the user moves around, the scanning latency affects the similarity of the
receiving signal in different locations. The latency is caused by the delay from the
handset in sending the probe request frames, and the delay from the APs to reply
with response frames. For example, AP1 responses within the first 30 s, however,
AP2 and AP3 response a second later, when the user has already moved to a new
position.

In our experiment, two persons walked side by side with a mobile phone in the
pocket. Both phones were synchronised to invoke 3 continuous scans every 30 s.
Our Google Nexus phone took less than 1 s on average per scan, while the Samsung
Galaxy Y phone took more than 1.4 s. The continuous scans help discovering the
missing APs from previous scans. Figure 6 depicts the WLAN signal strength from
the phones to the nearest fixed AP. Since we did not know the exact distance from
the AP to our handset, we assumed that the starting point is the location where the
strongest signal can be obtained, indicated by the zero point on the x-axis.

We observed that the variation is large for stronger signals, and decreases as the
signals fade away. The signal was completely lost among all the ambient noises at a
distance of 170 m, from the initial position. This result shows a much greater range
with outdoor AP, compared to the relatively short 15–20m distance for an indoor AP.

Fig. 4 Individual signal
strength reading between two
phones

Fig. 5 Percentage of signal
reading difference between
two phones
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We expect a rough 5–10 dBm difference between two consecutive locations 30 m
apart, assuming they are in a relative straight line from the AP.

Since both phones were side by side in our experiment, we expect them to
discover the same number of APs. However, none of the 253 pairs of signal vectors
between the two phones has the same number of detected APs. This number highly
contrasted with 3,107 pairs of WLAN signal vector with the exact number of
detected APs, over 3,894 total pairs, recorded when the two phones are not moving
in the previous experiment. This result confirms the scanning latency we suspected
above.

4.3 Number of Detected APs

One of the indicators to distinguish the phone’s location is the amount of detected
APs. In our experiment, there were 412 APs recorded by the Google Nexus phone,
and 554 APs recorded by the Samsung Galaxy Y phone. Of 252 APs found by both
phones during the 20 min journey, the highest number of appearance of a single AP
was 15 for Google Nexus and 13 for Samsung Galaxy Y (Table 4).

Figure 7 demonstrates the appearance of the top 10 commonly observed APs in
the whole journey of both phones. Those APs appeared frequently in both phones’
list of detected APs, when they are in the same position (started at 14:56). The
Google Nexus phone has a stronger and newer antenna, therefore, it can discover
more APs than the old Samsung Galaxy Y phone.

Fig. 6 Correlation between
WLAN signal strength and
distance

Table 4 Number of detected APs

Google Nexus Samsung Galaxy Y

Total number of scans 120 120

Total recorded APs 504 558

Commonly observed APs 252 252

Highest number of single AP found 15 13
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5 Mobile Phone Co-Localisation with WLAN Signals

5.1 A Matching Rate Algorithm for Co-Located Phones

In our experiment, we recorded 1,643 APs in 1 h journey in London. We observed
at least 10 APs at any given place, and more than 30 APs in the city centre of
London. Based on such high number of APs, we define an algorithm to calculate a
matching rate given any two RSSI vectors.

The two WLAN vectors are considered 100 % matched, if they have the same
number of recorded APs, and for every AP recorded by Phone1, it is also observed
by Phone2, and vice versa. If the two signal vectors share some APs in common, but
also contain their detected APs. The matching rate is calculated as the number of
common APs, divided by the total number of APs. A high matching rate means the
two devices are close, and a low one means they are further away. Ideally, we aim
to deliver a matching rate as close as possible to the physical distance.

The above algorithm worked relatively well for a large number of APs. When
the number of nearby APs is low, we try to incorporate the WLAN signal strength
into our equation. Our assumption is that when two phones are close, they should
observe a strong signal from the same AP. In other words, if one phone sees a
strong AP, while the other does not, they are unlikely to be close. However, this
assumption is subjective, and although it works well in our experiment, certain
location with different combinations of APs may not see a better result. We add up
the signal strength of the common APs from the WLAN vector of both phones. The
result is divided by the total signal strengths from all nearby APs of both devices.

In our experiment, two persons started at the same location, they then walked in
different paths at 14:42, and re-joined midway at 14:56, and continued the journey
until 15:01 (Fig. 8).

Fig. 7 Top 10 AP with highest frequency of appearance
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The matching rate started off positively at the beginning, when both phones were
together. As the phones went in different routes, the matching rate dropped. Since
both phones were in open space, they still saw some similar APs, despite their
distance (Fig. 9a). However, the observed RSSI was weak. The matching rate

Fig. 8 Comparison of matching rate and GPS distance

Fig. 9 Mobile phones co-localisation on google maps. a Low matching rate for separated phones.
b High matching rate for co-located phones
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increased as the phones approached each other, and remained stable for the remaining
journey (Fig. 9b).When the phones are close, they both observe many strong RSSI. A
real-time demo of our experiment on Google Maps can be viewed on our website.2

5.2 Handling the Mobile Phone Signal Diversity

Each manufacturer can implement their WLAN antenna, or WLAN adapter, which
can potentially affect the receiving signal on the mobile device. A new mobile
phone with a bigger and stronger antenna is able to discover long-distance APs, and
receives stronger signals from nearby APs. There were multiple attempts to tackle
the heterogeneous devices issue, which we classify into two broad categories,
calibration-based and algorithm-based. In the first type, the new device is calibrated
either manually or automatically within the system. Lee and Han (2012) use dif-
ferent known landmarks in the building to calibrate the devices’ signal. With
algorithm-based approach, Park et al. (2011) use a linear transformation model and
kernel estimation were used to solve the problem, while Kjærgaard (2011) and
Ibrahim and Youssef (2013) compare two pairwise signal vectors directly. In this
paper, we explain our simple approach to normalise the WLAN signal data, since
our goal is off-line co-localisation detection and we already have access to the full
database through-out the phones’ journey.

Our approach assumes that all registered devices may observe the strongest
possible signal within their antenna capability. This is a fair assumption, given the
vast number of APs, and the amount of the time the phone is observed. We
normalise the signal strength readings for each mobile phone into a number
between (0, 1), so that they are directly comparable to the signal strengths from
other devices. Without loss of generality, given an RSSI vector representing the
WLAN signal strength of N nearby APs, RSSI = (s1, s2, … , sN), with si is the signal
strength observed from APi, we divide each si by the strongest signal smax observed
in the whole journey.

Fig. 10 Improvements from
multiple continuous scans

2 http://khuong.vn/Map.
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RSSInorm ¼ ð s1
smax

;
s2
smax

; . . . ;
sN
smax

Þ
¼ ðs01; s02; . . . ; s0NÞ

5.3 Handling the Scanning Latency of Moving Phones

The movement and speed of the user have a strong impact on the AP discovery and
the signal strength. We have shown that even when the two moving phones were
side by side, none of our recorded signal traits was 100 % matched at any moment,
based on the appearance of the APs. However, 79.8 % of the pairs had 100 %
matching rate, when the phones were not moving. A simple approach is to increase
the time window, and the continuous scan frequency to capture the missing APs.
Since the user cannot move a long distance in a short period of time, and the
WLAN signal strength was similar within 30 m in our experiment, we can combine
multiple scans within 10–30 s, depending on the walking speed. We outline our
scheme to combine N continuous WLAN scans.

• First, we generate a list of all APs found within N continuous scans.
• Second, we average the signal of the same APs found within these scans.
• Finally, we remove the APs with very weak signal (e.g. ≤−90 dBm).

Since a single active WLAN scan takes 900–1,500 ms in our experiment, the
parameter N should not be too big to conserve battery power, but is also not too
small to capture the missing APs. We decided to leave out the weak APs, because
some old phones may not be able to see them, as with our Samsung Galaxy Y.

With our method, the number of perfect matching pair of WLAN vectors
increased from 0 to 5. The number of 50 % matching pair of vectors increased from
46 to 114. We increased the majority of the matching rate to 40 % with our
approach. Figure 10 shows a higher matching rate after combining 3 and 6 con-
tinuous scans.

5.4 Bringing It All Together

Figure 11 demonstrates the progress of our scheme for co-localisation detection,
given the WLAN signal database from two phones. First, we normalise the WLAN
signal strength with our device diversity handling scheme (Sect. 5.2). Several
continuous scans are then combined to tackle the scanning latency (Sect. 5.3). In the
processing phase, a matching rate is calculated, for each pair of WLAN vectors with
the same time-stamp (Sect. 5.1).
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6 Conclusion

We have demonstrated the feasibility of co-localisation detection using mobile
phones and the public outdoor WLAN APs for the epidemic tracking purpose. We
designed an Android app to collect the WLAN signals, and investigated their
properties for co-localisation tracking. To evaluate our approach, we defined a
method to compute matching rate, and compared it to the actual GPS distance. We
tested our approach in a real, crowded environment to confirm that the matching
rate closely reflects the GPS distance. We discussed our approach in handling the
mobile device diversity by normalising the WLAN signals. We also identified the
scanning latency which is the main cause of degrading the matching rate of moving
phones. We showed that the matching rate can be improved up to 30 % by com-
bining multiple continuous scans within a small time-window. Our future work is to
investigate new ways of computing the matching rate even with a small number of
Aps, and conduct a large scale experiment with many phones.
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