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Abstract

AI researchers often rely on popular games as testbeds for evaluating new algorithms and
approaches. Sports games possess typical traits of a successful AI testbed: they are popular
among the general public, they are easy to setup, and they provide sufficient challenge for AI,
since the participants are expected to exhibit both athletic abilities and a certain level of tactical
and strategic thinking.

In particular, sports games can be used to test the feasibility of machine learning algorithms
in the domain of dynamic, game-like environments. Being a prevalent method of creating AI
systems nowadays, machine learning is not commonly adopted for game AI systems, and its
efficiency in this area still needs investigation.

The dissertation studies the process of constructing a working AI system based on machine
learning, able to operate in a cooperative multi-agent game environment. The work outlines
the stages of initial training data processing, automatic action markup, learning an agent model
(based on a Markov decision process), and evaluation of the obtained agents. The training
dataset is based on actual human tracking data, obtained with specialized video capturing and
digitization equipment installed at sports arenas.

Experiments are being conducted using a simplified soccer game engine, thus the results can
be considered directly applicable to soccer-like virtual environments with possible generaliza-
tions to adjacent areas. The resulting agents are evaluated on the basis of their ability to perform
reliable ghosting, i.e., to recreate styles and skills of players, comprising the input dataset.

Our results prove that it is possible to convert human tracking data into a dataset with game
events, suitable for training a machine learning-based AI system. We show that events can be
detected reliably and represented in the game world with a sufficient degree of accuracy. We
also demonstrate that the resulting AI system is able to accurately replicate the behavior of
real soccer players according to a number of well-grounded metrics. These metrics are able
to evaluate various aspects of AI behavior independently, which enables us to identify weaker
aspects of our AI system and focus our efforts on them. Our experiments also prove that a
machine learning-based AI provides a closer approximation of a human play style than a typical
rule-based AI system.

The obtained results will be of interest to game AI developers, sports analysts, and the gen-
eral AI community. A clear trend in the sports games genre is a convergence between the game
and the reality, which in particular practice means the demand for more believable AI-controlled
agents. While many traditional game AI systems are based on manual design, it is arguably diffi-
cult to create diverse and realistic AI-controlled sports teams without machine learning methods.
Another clear trend is a more in-depth, thorough approach to sports analytics, based on detailed
analysis of player tracking data. Stronger teams of sports analysts can be now found not only in
the world-class teams but also in teams of lower ranks. The ability of an AI system to mimic the
behavior of teams and specific players can become an invaluable capability for these specialists.
Finally, the creation of multi-agent coordinated behavior, emerging from the decision making
processes of individual participants, is an interesting topic for a wide audience of AI researchers.



Chapter 1

Introduction

Historically, Artificial Intelligence (AI) researchers have often relied on popular games as
testbeds for evaluating new algorithms and approaches. Discussing a famous adage “chess is
a Drosophila of AI”, J. McCarthy wrote: “To computer scientists in general I have only one
wish to express: let there be more of these Drosophila-like experiments; let us create some more
specific examples!” [1].

Several factors may contribute to the success of a particular testbed. For example, in the case
of chess one may note that the game is easy to setup, it has a wide appeal both to general public
and to researchers themselves, it poses problems that are perceived as generalizable beyond the
game world, and even allows independent study of isolated aspects of the game such as endings.

We can say that most team sports have similar features: they are popular among the gen-
eral public, they are easy to setup, and they require the participating team members to exhibit
both athletic abilities and a certain level of tactical and strategic thinking. Although various
definitions of team sport can be given, we propose to abide here by that put forward in a recent
survey: “a game that typically involves two teams playing against each other, each composed of
a set of players with their individual roles and abilities” [2]. These features make team sports
an interesting challenge for a game AI system and we, therefore, consider them as a promising
testbed for AI.

Sports analytics can serve as a rich source of data for a variety of machine learning tasks.
Widely available sports-related datasets range from collections of individual players’ perfor-
mance indicators and historical game stats to detailed event logs of particular matches. Recent
advancements in object tracking technology enabled sports analysts to collect spatiotemporal
information, reflecting athletes’ movements over time. Resulting spatiotemporal datasets were
used in numerous research tasks, including similar play sequences retrieval [3] and identification
of defensive strategies [4] in basketball, and shot prediction in tennis [5]. In soccer, spatiotem-
poral datasets were used to analyze team formations and play styles [6], as well as learning
coordinated defensive strategies [7].

Most available spatiotemporal sports datasets, to the best of our knowledge, are organized
as sequences of game field snapshots that include athletes’ locations at specific points of time.
However, for many types of research projects, information about game events is also crucial.
For example, in the case of team sports games (such as soccer, basketball or rugby) it might
be important to know which athlete is currently possessing the ball, whether a snapshot with a
ball in the air belongs to a pass or a shot on goal sequence, and so on. One realistic scenario
where such information is necessary is the development of a case-based reasoning AI system
for playing a sports game, which is described in this work. The AI needs to learn actions
performed by the athletes in specific game situations, so both these actions and situations must
be reconstructed from a series of snapshots, contained in a dataset. Other possible applications
of this kind of data are sports analytics and game visualization [8].

Machine learning is the prevalent approach for creating AI systems nowadays. However, its
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

adoption is not uniform. While in certain domains, such as speech recognition or image analysis,
machine learning is ubiquitous, this cannot be said, for example, about game AI systems. One
of the reasons for the present state lies in aims of a typical game AI system, which are often
divergent from traditional “performance-oriented” goals of a non-game AI.

Being an integral part of a game project, the game AI has to contribute into game quality.
However, it is not easy to figure out which AI features would make the game more successful.
Various aspects of “good game AI” are currently being discussed in the community, and include,
in particular, believability, fun, and high skill level [9, 10].

The diversity of these aspects can be explained with the diversity of computer games and
game genres. As Kevin Dill summarizes, “The one thing that is universally true is that games
are about creating a particular experience for the player — whatever that experience may be.
The purpose of Game AI... is to support that experience” [11].

As a result, the prevalent approaches to game AI creation are based on manual behavior
design, reflecting game designers’ views of the desired complexity and acting style of AI-
controlled game characters. These approaches often rely on finite-state machines [12] or, more
recently, on behavior trees [13].

In contrast to manual AI design, machine learning methods typically produce probabilistic
results, which in practice might mean somewhat unreliable AI behavior. In a game AI setting
such cases might be perceived as major flaws by the users, who can find and exploit shortcom-
ings of their AI-controlled opponents. Manual design, however, produces less advanced but
more predictable behavior, which is relatively easy to test and correct. Manual design is also
helpful in cases where certain well-defined behavioral traits are required. For example, one
might need to create a highly aggressive, highly defensive, or a simple entry-level opponent in
a fighting game.

Therefore, the application area of machine learning in game AI systems is limited by the
goals of game AI itself and by inherent properties of machine learning methods. At the same
time, certain types of game worlds can greatly benefit from machine learning-based AI. One
possible example is cooperative multi-agent games, representing sports-like environments.

Sports games represent real-world activities performed by people, thus it is expected that
AI-controlled game characters also behave in a human-like, believable manner. Conversely,
mechanic, predictable and robot-like reactions are perceived as undesirable by the players.
Game strategies in sports cannot be easily classified into “aggressive”, “defensive” or other
well-defined types that are easy to implement manually. Behavior of players in a sport game is
often idiosyncratic and exhibits specific traits of individuals.

This observation is even more relevant for team games, where individual behavioral traits
of athletes are combined with team strategies, resulting in unique combination forming a team’s
“play style”, which is hard to design with traditional manual methods. Furthermore, it is ex-
pected that game designers have to create the whole line-up of virtual players and teams, pro-
viding sufficient challenge and diversity for the users.

From a practical point of view, it is also often a challenge to identify parameters affecting
the mentioned “behavior traits”. In other words, it can be unclear for the AI designers and pro-
grammers (who are not professionals in sports analytics), which elements of AI behavior have
to be altered in order to obtain diverse and realistic characters. This is especially challenging
in multi-agent games (such as soccer, basketball, etc.), where the concept of “team behavior”
arises. Sports fans know that play styles or team strategies vary across teams, but it is not easy
to capture and formalize this difference.

These factors make machine learning a suitable choice for cooperative multi-agent sports
games. One can envision AI-controlled characters trained on real-world data, captured from
movements of actual athletes, and preserving their idiosyncratic behavioral traits. This goal
is becoming more and more realistic with a wide adoption of human tracking technological
solutions [14] and their higher availability to sports professionals and game developers.
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As noted above, machine learning algorithms provide probabilistic results, which makes
their proper numerical evaluation crucial. It is necessary to understand whether the input data
is sufficient to train desired behavioral elements, and whether the resulting character is actually
able to represent the “golden standard” play style with sufficient reliability and accuracy.

However, both the development and the evaluation of a machine learning-based AI in this
case is sufficiently challenging. According to “D-SOAKED” classification of AI environments
proposed by Russel and Norvig [15], a sports game can be treated as a stochastic, dynamic,
sequential, and continuous setting (p. 45-46). This is not the case for most domains where
machine learning methods are typically applied, which brings additional challenges into the
design of a decision making system.

The dynamic and sequential nature of game environments makes evaluation hard, because
we have to analyze decisions made by the AI agents on extended time intervals. It is not suf-
ficient to make sure that the AI is able to choose the right actions in certain predefined test
cases. The AI also has to be able to recover from errors, to provide robust decision making in
a wide range of scenarios, and to capture the “essence” of player and team strategy. Evaluating
the conformance to the desired strategy is a separate research goal, since human behavior is
stochastic, and thus “conformance” does not necessarily mean verbatim repetition of any spe-
cific decisions found in the training data. The elements comprising individual and team play
styles are discussed in literature on sport analytics [6, 16, 17].

We rely on soccer tracking data [7] to identify actions performed by human players in spe-
cific game situations and apply the obtained knowledge to act in previously unseen situations.
The current work can be seen as one of the steps towards the creation of a human tracking
data-driven AI system for the game of computer soccer. The subsequent text is organized as
follows.

Chapter 2 is dedicated to the analysis of multi-agent sports-like game environments. We
discuss distinctive features, characteristic for this particular type of game world, and how they
affect the requirements for the AI systems controlling non-player characters. We study existing
literature and identify the challenges associated with such environment. We explain the choice
of a soccer-based testbed game project and explore related available systems, examining their
goals and application areas. We also discuss the notion of “believability” and “fun” in game AI
systems and their role in perceived quality of the resulting game project.

In Chapter 3 we discuss specific machine learning methods used in our system. The choice
of methods is not trivial in this case, since they have to satisfy a number of criteria, including
the ability to be trained on relatively small input data sets, available to us. We outline how
learning process is organized, how agent knowledge is represented in computer memory, how
similar case extraction is performed, and how the final decision making process is organized.
We provide grounds for our choice and briefly examine possible alternatives and options for the
future experiments.

The goal of Chapter 4 is to provide an in-depth review of tasks associated with preprocessing
the source human tracking data to make it a suitable input for a machine learning algorithm.
Tracking data of soccer players is captured with specialized hardware, installed at a stadium.
It provides a series of digitized game snapshots that lack game event information, crucial for
AI decision making. Thus, these events have to be reconstructed and represented in a form
applicable in a game world (which, in turn, should be seen as a rough approximation of a real
soccer game rather than an accurate simulation). We discuss challenges associated with the data
processing step and describe our approach to address them.

The final Chapter 5 provides an account of our experiments, performed in the course of
designing and improving our AI system. We discuss the configuration of the AI agent (its feature
space, its method of ranking probabilistic decisions, its choice of decision making points, etc.),
possible improvements, and the methods of evaluating AI behavior. We outline the set of metrics
that can be used to assess the conformance of the AI system to the target play style, the basis of
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

their choice, and their reliability. We discuss challenges associated with the evaluation process
and describe our current results. We consider both single-player and multi-player scenarios,
where either only the player currently possessing the ball is evaluated, or evaluation is made for
the whole team.
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Chapter 2

Background and Related Works

This chapter is dedicated to the analysis of multi-agent sports-like game environments. We
discuss distinctive features, characteristic for this particular type of game world, and how they
affect the requirements for the AI systems controlling non-player characters. We study existing
literature and identify the challenges associated with such environment. We explain the choice
of a soccer-based testbed game project and explore related available systems, examining their
goals and application areas. We also discuss the notion of “believability” and “fun” in game AI
systems and their role in perceived quality of the resulting game project.

Sport games are among the oldest and best established genres of computer games. Sport-
inspired environments, such as RoboCup [18], have been used for AI benchmarking for years.
In this chapter we argue that, in spite of the rise of increasingly more sophisticated game genres,
team sport games will remain an important testbed for AI due to two primary factors. First, there
are several genre-specific challenges for AI systems that are neither present nor emphasized in
other types of games, such as team AI and frequent re-planning. Second, there are unmistakable
non skill-related goals of AI systems, contributing to player enjoyment, that are most easily
observed and addressed within a context of a team sport, such as showing creative and emotional
traits. We analyze these factors in detail and outline promising directions for game AI research
within a team sport context.

Before suggesting how important is game AI for the team sports area, we first look at how
the game AI landscape currently evolves (Section 2.1). Next, we review the differences between
real-world and virtual team sports (Section 2.2.1). We also look at the tactics and strategy
perspective (Section 2.2.2), before more generally collecting the challenges of sports AI, also in
comparison with other genres, such as Multiplayer online battle arena (MOBA) and Real-time
strategy (RTS) (Section 2.2.3). As said before, player enjoyment is an important aspect also for
game AI, and it is addressed in Section 2.4.1.

2.1 Brief History of Game AI

Without doubt, game-related benchmark environments have recently propelled AI progress
and led to a huge impact in the media, thereby contributing to the current AI hype. The game
of Go was already an unofficial AI benchmark when chess lost much of its appeal for AI re-
searchers as a result of DeepBlue’s victory over Kasparov in 1997. When Silver et al. [19]
provided an approach that was able to beat professional human Go players, the old Atari con-
sole environment has already been used to invent Deep Reinforcement Learning [20, 21]. It
soon turned out that most of the games of the the so-called Atari learning environment are
relatively easy to deal with by this new technique, even playing many games with super-human
performance was quickly achieved. In search for new challenges, research turned to RTS games.

StarCraft was established as a benchmark and competition environment in 2010 [22], and
was still considered very challenging when DeepMind and Blizzard teamed up to provide the
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SC2LE environment for StarCraft 2 in 2017 [23]. Following the reports of the AlphaStar team of
DeepMind [24], it seems that RTS games are not yet completely done, but getting in reach. This
is surprising on one hand, because most researchers had expected it to take years to get that far.
On the other hand, there is higher emphasis on generalizability now: we are not satisfied with
an AI system that can be used for a single game and in previously seen environments anymore;
we expect the AI shall be able to transfer knowledge between situations, environments, and
eventually games.

Another aspect, the team play between different AI systems, is emphasized in the cooper-
ating OpenAI Five [25] MOBA game bots. The number of bots in a team is limited to five,
but they clearly need to work together well in order to win a game — a capability that is also
fundamental for team sports AI. We, therefore, also compare the properties of MOBA, RTS and
team sports games and the resulting challenges for AI later on.

With this section, we highlight the need to define good benchmark environments that inte-
grate team AI, here understood as multiple game AIs that interact among themselves and with
humans in order to reach a common goal. For this, team sport games provide an excellent
context with numerous advantages.

2.2 Team AI and Cooperative Multi-Agent Games

2.2.1 Real-World and Virtual Team Sports

There is no universal definition of “team sports”. According to Collins Dictionary, a team
sport is “a sport in which teams play against each other” [26]. The current Wikipedia article
expands this definition as follows: “A team sport includes any sport where individuals are
organized into opposing teams which compete to win. Team members act together towards
a shared objective. This can be done in a number of ways such as outscoring the opposing
team” [27].

For some sports, one may wonder to which extent they should be considered full-fledged
team sports. For example, in rowing, relay racing or swimming, there are competing teams
of athletes, but little communication is required among team members and virtually no contact
with the opposing team.

More interesting cases are sports in which teams take on distinct roles, and follow different
objectives in different phases of the game, like fielding team and batting team in baseball, or
when each team consists of several groups with immutable roles as in quidditch [28], where two
largely independent but somehow interacting games (chaser and beater) take place on the same
field, extended by a third one (seeker) during the end phase of the game.

Having noted these scenarios, let us narrow down the subsequent discussion to the types of
sports in which both teams have the same structure and follow the same goal as, for example, in
ice hockey, basketball, soccer, volleyball and many other similar games.

Sport games are also a genre staple of the video games industry. Since Tennis for Two
(1958), virtual renditions of sport games spread literally to every gaming platform available.
Obviously, it is not possible to capture all aspects of a physical athletic activity on a computer,
and different game projects emphasize different elements of real-world sport events. As extreme
examples, departing from a somewhat standard formula of a sport video game, we can mention
Subbuteo (1990), representing soccer as a turn-based billiard-like strategy, Captain Tsubasa
(1988), emphasizing role-playing elements of soccer and player relationships, and a number
of games like Super Mario Strikers (2005) or Nintendo World Cup (1990), with unrealistic
“fun” elements such as powerful supershots, players’ special abilities, and extreme weather
conditions. Even within the same franchise, developers sometimes create games that emphasize
“simulation” or “fun” aspects, such as in case of EA’s NBA Live vs. NBA Jam or NHL vs. NHL
Slapshot. Therefore, the discussion around “team sports as a game AI testbed” requires first
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2.2. TEAM AI AND COOPERATIVE MULTI-AGENT GAMES

Figure 2.1: Features of particular team sports in 3 dimensions: number of players, physical
contacts, importance of team cooperation

deciding which aspects of team sports should be investigated, and what are the ultimate goals.

2.2.2 Tactics and Strategy in Sports

An obvious problem with the choice of team sports as an AI benchmark lies in the fact
that they require certain physical abilities and athletic skills in addition to tactical and strategic
decision making. Since these physical aspects cannot be captured within the game framework, it
is necessary to investigate the extent to which sport team behaviors pose a significant challenge
for AI. This, in turn, can be further split into questions as:

1. What is the role of tactics and strategy in real-world team sports?

2. What is the complexity of actual decision making in real-world team sports?

3. How well can these experiences translate into a video game setting (see Figure 2.1)?

Obviously, the contribution of tactical/strategic factors highly depends on a particular sport.
However, there is a plethora of works dedicated specifically to these game elements in a large
variety of team sports [29–32]. In turn, good game strategies are not easy to construct. For in-
stance, soccer history is characterized by a series of paradigm shifts in building up team strate-
gies, as Wilson remarks in his book solely dedicated to the history of soccer tactics [33]: “foot-
ball is not about players, or at least not just about players; it is about shape and about space,
about the intelligent deployment of players, and their movement within that deployment.”

The differences in player abilities impose additional constraints on coach decisions: one has
to devise an efficient tactical scheme, applicable in the given context, in a match between two
specific teams consisting of specific players. We can observe this phenomenon even in relatively
uncomplicated games, such as beach volleyball, where each team consists of two players, and
there is no physical contact with the opponents. Koch and Tilp [34] show how differences in
physical characteristics between male and female athletes (among other factors) encourage them
to prefer distinct techniques in order to win.

Speaking of computer game renditions of sports, it seems that the goal of the mainstream
projects, such as EA’s FIFA, is “to make the games even closer to the actual game, that is, to
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make the computer game converge with the sport”, as observed by Sicart [35]. Interestingly,
in his analysis of the differences between the real soccer and FIFA’12, the most salient feature
was FIFA’s AI system, controlling the players and the referee. Sicart is generally satisfied with
simulation of physical aspects of the game, but believes that AI falls short in its understanding
of soccer. While real soccer rules leave enough room for referee’s interpretation, AI refer-
ees of FIFA’12 are scripted in a deterministic way, leaving no space for ambiguity. Similarly,
AI-controlled players behave in a logical yet predictable manner, and even superstar players
honored for their creativity and tactical vision (like Messi) do not exhibit such abilities in the
computer game.

These limitations actually have deep implications for the players. The rigid, predictable na-
ture of AI decision-making encourages people to exploit this knowledge and build their strategy
around it. As Sicart puts it, “FIFA players (. . . ) need to learn how to think procedurally, how to
decode the technical implementation of a known set of rules, tactics, and player characteristics,
and apply this way of thinking to ways of playing the game.” This observation reinforces our
proposition that sport game AI is still far from satisfactory, and requires further research.

2.2.3 The Challenges of Sports Team AI

One of the goals of AI competitions is to develop AI methods, applicable to a wider domain
or at least to a wider set of subtasks in the given domain. As expressed by Togelius [36], “we
should try to counteract the tendency of competition participants to overfit their solution to
particular problems and problem parameters, so as to make the results of competitions more
generally valid.” This is a relatively recent approach for setting up competitions: it comes with
the rise of artificial general intelligence (AGI), which requires a much higher level of autonomy
than most AI approaches currently have. A recent example of a step into this direction is the
Obstacle Tower Challenge [37] with its procedurally generated, diverse levels that require high
generalization skills.

Likewise, team sport games can serve as a good vehicle for researching a diverse set of
AI-related challenges, including the following:

1. What can coaches and athletes learn from AI and vice versa? One can easily observe
that the strategies of the top RoboCup 2D Simulation League teams are substantially
different from the strategies of teams in real soccer. Despite the specific goals of RoboCup
and their implications for the game (see Section 2.3.1), it is still unclear which parts of
the setup can be responsible for these differences. We also do not know who, in principle,
plays computer soccer better — skillful human players or AI teams. We can compare
AI-controlled characters in games like FIFA with their real-world prototypes, but there
has been no comparison between the best real soccer teams and AI-controlled computer
soccer teams. It is possible that AI systems can greatly benefit from the arrival of digitized
real soccer team behavior data; and it is also possible that real-world teams could benefit
from studying team tactics, exhibited by the best RoboCup teams.

2. Which facets does a good team sport AI integrate? Sport games almost inevitably
have to rely on some type of AI technology. A computer soccer match without AI would
require simultaneous presence of exactly 22 participants plus referees. Thus, the role of
AI in this setup is to be both an opponent and a teammate, and to provide smooth gaming
experience and “suspension of disbelief” for human players. Environments like RoboCup
set a straightforward goal for an AI system: it has to win as many matches as possible.
However, as AI methods mature and become more skillful, like in chess or fighting games,
we will need another benchmark, emphasizing the user enjoyment facet, crucial for a
game system. Player appeal is much harder to evaluate — the goal is elusive, and the
benchmarks are subjective, but one cannot just ignore the existence and importance of
this factor.
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2.2. TEAM AI AND COOPERATIVE MULTI-AGENT GAMES

3. What is emergent and stable team behavior? While dealing with team sports, one
has to clarify what constitutes team behavior, and what are the characteristics of suc-
cessful teams. It is possible that team behavior can be defined in terms of goal-driven
decision-making, where team goals (e.g., scoring) take precedence over individual goals
(e.g., showing off). However, real soccer teams possess other important traits, such as
adaptability to opponent counter-actions, efficient repetition of the same successful pat-
terns or adjusting strategies on the go. Professional players are able to predict the actions
of their teammates and opponents (and quickly adapt their behavior if these predictions
turn out to be wrong), as well as perform clearly identifiable elements of team strategy.
Teams can quickly regroup after an unsuccessful attack and readjust formations in case
of player injury or removal. Thus, team behavior is a complex interplay of individual and
group tactics, which makes it an interesting challenge for an AI system with high potential
impact.

Intelligent team behavior is an interesting problem of AI research, having great practical
significance. Currently there are no established testbeds for benchmarking team AI behavior,
and we think that sport games similar to soccer, ice hockey or basketball have a potential to
become such a testbed. Arguably, alternative options could include game genres like RTS and
MOBA. According to our comparison (see Table 2.1), MOBA games are especially close to
sport games in several aspects. However, there are notable differences, too.

While successful strategies in RTS and especially MOBA games require team coordination,
arguably, “team behavior” is not the most complex skill to master in these genres. RTS and
MOBA are specifically designed to be enjoyable for all participants. Thus, every player typically
controls a “hero”, being in charge of their own group of subordinate units. Complex team-
based strategies might require some participants to sacrifice their squad for the benefit of the
team and/or concentrate on unpleasant menial tasks to support the frontline actually fighting the
enemy. However, such patterns are not very common in real game sessions thanks to a carefully
constructed design of game economy and team structure.

Team sport games have grown naturally around the concept of team-vs-team competition,
and their rules are a product of long evolution, aimed at keeping the game interesting for both
participants and spectators. While in each sport there is a number of superstar athletes showing
exceptional abilities, generally, sport teams are comprised of people possessing comparable
skills (in any case, there is no such “unit diversity” as in RTS), and game elements like “resource
mining” or “research and construction” are absent. Thus, one of the ways to make the game
complex enough to keep people’s interest is to make room for diverse and non-trivial team
strategies. This might mean that some team members have indeed to perform activities that can
be perceived as “less exciting”, like goalkeepers in soccer, who normally have no chances to
score a goal. However, their somewhat auxiliary team role is compensated by the possibility to
exhibit the personal mastery required to perform their role well.

Therefore, we believe that sport games may be at least as challenging as RTS/MOBA games
in terms of developing efficient team strategies. Moreover, it is easier to start an AI research
project with something relatively simple like two-player-team beach volleyball, continue with
five-a-side football or futsal, and then proceed to a more complicated game like soccer or Amer-
ican football. The problem of AI creation is also limited in this case with a relatively uniform set
of tasks, dealing with various aspects of team behavior, while in case of RTS/MOBA, a success-
ful AI system has to address diverse issues like resource management, unit choosing, complex
hierarchical goal planning, and so on.

In terms of the sheer number of game elements, sport games are much simpler than RT-
S/MOBA, and thus their game engines should be easier to develop and easier to communicate
with. A considerable challenge of modern sport games development lies in the need to imple-
ment smooth and complex animated sequences for a diverse set of onscreen actions. However,
this task is not relevant for AI research, and thus can be greatly simplified. If we look at existing
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Table 2.1: Comparison of game AI for different genres

AI Property Team sports AI MOBA AI RTS AI
Control
Are there multiple au-
tonomous agents?

Mostly yes; for
RoboCup, 12 per team
(11 players + the coach
agent directing the
overall strategy).

Yes, but mostly at the
end of the game —
the roles are quite fixed
at the beginning, and
there is not much coor-
dination.

Central control is pos-
sible for lower-level
decisions; strategic-
level decisions are
centrally controlled.

Unit diversity
Is it required to find
ways to combine
different units or to
counter the enemy
strategy?

Average; units can be
quite different, but, in
principle, most units
are able to replace
other units.

High; units are dif-
ferent and need to be
combined in suitable
ways; only a small
subset of possible unit
types is used in each
game.

High, but there is less
diversity in abilities
(special powers) than
in MOBA.

Agent roles
Does the game im-
pose specific roles the
agents have to fulfill?

Yes, but there is a
variety of “play sys-
tems” with slightly dif-
ferent roles (in general,
there are offensive and
defensive roles, and
often dedicated goal-
keepers).

Quite diverse roles and
very diverse agent tem-
plates (heroes); the
choice of heroes alone
can have a significant
impact on team perfor-
mance.

Roles are not obvi-
ous, except in cases
of clear specialization
(workers / army units
/ air units); units have
little individuality and
mostly count as a part
of their squad.

Action spaces
Does the agent have
many micro-level ac-
tions available?

Yes, several: move-
ment, different ball
actions (passing,
shooting, dribbling);
also specific actions
for interaction with
other agents (e.g., fouls
and tackles).

Yes, usually the ac-
tion space is grow-
ing during the game
as new actions become
available; it is slightly
higher than for team
sports at the start, with
a low number of agent-
specific actions.

Action space is dy-
namically growing, but
this is less emphasized
and not available for all
unit types; movement
action space is quite
limited, certain actions
(e.g., shooting) are of-
ten done automatically.

Movements/state
spaces
How free is the AI
in controlling move-
ment? What additional
data is needed to make
up the state space?

In principle, agents
can move over the
whole field, but roles
may restrict movement
space; additional re-
strictions are imposed
by other factors, such
as physical conditions
and penalties of the
players.

In principle, agents
move freely, but
in most situations
the movements are
strongly restricted;
possible movements
are also affected by
many additional prop-
erties, such as physical
state and obtained
items.

Free movement, but
rarely used in prac-
tice (e.g., for scouting),
since units have to stay
together for success-
ful combat; reasoning
is mostly done on the
level of squads rather
than individual units.

Rhythm/independent
episodes
Is it possible to change
the strategy easily?

Most sport games have
a restart behavior:
game state is relatively
independent of what
happened in the last
episode.

Frequent restarts in
the beginning, towers
have similar meaning
as goals in soccer; the
more successful party
gains advantage over
time.

No restart behavior:
once one team has
strategic dominance, it
is hard to overturn the
situation.
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team sport-like systems actually used for AI projects, such as RoboCup 2D Simulation platform,
WeBots (used in recent AI World Cup competitions) or MuJoCo Soccer Environment (serving
as a platform for DeepMind’s experiments in team AI), we observe that all of them downplay
animation and player contact, and instead focus on movement and passing behavior.

We must recognize, however, that there is no agreement on what constitutes “core” game el-
ements that must be somehow represented in a computer simulation. For example, in soccer-like
games we see environments that implement or ignore elements like physical contact/tackling,
overhead passes and the offside rule. Thus, it is difficult to assert which particular elements
are crucial for “interesting” team behavior (though, the rules of actual sports should serve as a
reasonable approximation, and, probably, should not be ignored without good reasons).

Since sport games represent real sports, serious players have more elaborate expectations
about AI, especially as other game aspects reach higher levels of realism. The AI-controlled op-
ponents have to be believable, and the teammates have to be reasonably creative and supportive.
And we hope that the growing availability of actual player tracking data can provide valuable
insights for reaching these goals.

We can also note that the world of a typical sport game can hardly be characterized as
“rich” — there are no fantasy-themed landscapes, intricate dungeons or exciting storylines. As
there is not plenty of “decorative” game elements to “distract from” poor AI technology, it
has to perform on par with other core elements, such as animations and physics. Maybe even
more than in other game genres, some AI individuality is expected, e.g. in a soccer video game,
where Messi and Ronaldo shall not only visually look like their real-world counterparts, but also
somehow behave similar to them.

Another very interesting aspect of AI for team sport games is related to the diversity of
possible goals: take a role of a teammate/opponent/referee; be a superstar forward player or
a supportive defender; be strong and efficient, or be fun and inventive. Since the rise of really
strong AI systems for a variety of games, it can be expected that these aspects of AI development
would get more attention. As a firmly established activity, sport games can be good environ-
ments for investigating such goals, as we already know much about motivation of spectators and
athletes, principles of good refereeing, and understand the general psychological environment
surrounding sports competitions.

2.3 Soccer Environments

2.3.1 RoboCup

RoboCup [18] is a great reference point for discussing virtual environments for the game of
soccer. RoboCup Federation organizes the event series with the ultimate goal stated as follows:
“by the middle of the 21st century, a team of fully autonomous humanoid robot soccer players
shall win a soccer game, complying with the official rules of FIFA, against the winner of the
most recent World Cup” [38].

On the way to the accomplishment of this grand vision, a number of smaller goals have to
be achieved. Thus, RoboCup competitions consist of several independent events, each focus-
ing on a few relatively isolated subproblems, such as hardware challenges, computer vision,
and team-based behavior strategies. In practice it means separation into “hardware” and “soft-
ware” leagues, and organization of different tournaments for different types of robots (including
separate competitions for 2D and 3D virtual software-simulated robots).

These tournaments are deliberately designed to support the grand vision of RoboCup orga-
nizers, and to ensure smooth knowledge transfer between independent RoboCup events. For
example, software robots must deal with the same type of constraints as their hardware counter-
parts, such as limited visibility, noisy sensory input, imprecise locomotion, and low-level actions
(for instance, an agent may not dribble the ball: it has to program each ball kick independently).
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Such setup is perfectly reasonable given the ultimate goal of RoboCup competitions. How-
ever, RoboCup environments, such as 2D Simulation League [39], were not designed to re-
semble computer games. While one can connect mouse and keyboard to RoboCup software and
take control of one of the 22 players, this experience will be significantly different from a typical
sport video game session.

Let us focus on the 2D Simulation League, representing the most video game-like environ-
ment among RoboCup events. It is striking that the pool of successful 2D Simulation League
participants is very stable. During the last 5 years, only 7 different teams managed to reach a
top 3 position. The total number of participants in each of these events ranged from 13 to 19
teams. All these teams were established at least 6 years prior to their prize-winning seasons.

In addition, we also notice a general decline in participation: 24 teams played in each of five
consecutive seasons from 2000 to 2004, and since that period no competition could attract more
than 20 teams.

We believe these observations can be at least partially explained by the sheer amount of work
required to establish a decent team: high entrance barriers work against aspiring contestants. In
general, a skillful RoboCup 2D Simulation League AI system must be able to:

• Efficiently and reliably translate high-level decisions (such as “run with a ball for 10
meters”) into a series of low-level kick and dash actions.

• Reason on the basis of noisy and limited audiovisual sensory data.

• Handle teammate-teammate and teammate-coach messages using limited communication
channels.

• Efficiently distribute roles between the teammates according to their skill profiles gener-
ated by the RoboCup server at the beginning of a match.

• Adjust its strategy if some player is removed from the field by a referee.

• Be good at playing set pieces (kick-ins, free-, penalty- and corner-kicks).

While these diverse abilities are relevant to the field of game AI, it is difficult to develop
all of them within a small group having expertise in just one specific subfield of AI research.
A public release of the award-winning Helios team’s agend2d codebase [40] motivated around
80% of other teams to abandon their own developments and switch to agent2d [41]. This process
is seen by different authors as either “greatly beneficial” [42] or “detrimental” and leading to
lower diversity of teams [43]. Furthermore, RoboCup was never designed as a game world;
instead, it was conceived as downgraded (software-only) robot training environment.

2.4 Believable AI

Efficient game AI systems, able to beat human players, are already developed for many
genres of computer games, including multi-agent team environments [25]. However, skill is not
the only essential requirement for a game AI: its essential purpose is to facilitate immersion and
contribute to user engagement. Studies show that people generally prefer playing with other
people rather than with bots [44], and perceive human-like NPCs as more enjoyable; thus, the
goal of creating believable, human-like AI agents is important for practical game development
[45, 46].

The importance of AI believability is especially high in computer simulations of real-life
games, such as sports video games. People playing computer soccer or basketball expect to see a
faithful rendition of their favorite sports, including realistic representation of athletes’ behavior.
This task can be approached by learning behavior patterns from actual human tracking data, as
demonstrated in several recent works [7, 47].
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The last years are marked with the growing availability of sports tracking data. Such datasets
are already used in professional sports analytics to provide valuable insights and guidance for
players by estimating the effectiveness of particular actions [48–51]. Several annotated corpora
are now freely available for research purposes, which facilitates exploration of their potential
use outside the sports analytics area.

A game AI system is a good example of technology that might benefit from human tracking
data in sports games. Virtual representations of real-life sports events belong to one of the oldest
and most well-established genres of video games. Apparently, the target audience of computer
sports games consists largely of sports fans: major PC and game console franchises, such as
FIFA, NBA or NFL rely heavily on licensed teams and players and get yearly updates. Thus, an
AI system playing a virtual sports game might also get insight and guidance using data obtained
from professional players.

In addition to this general consideration, we must note that game AI systems have to satisfy
quite specific requirements, stemming from the fact that their principal purpose is to entertain
the player rather than to be successful. Russel and Norvig [15] discuss classic AI technologies
mostly using the model of a “rational agent” that “does the right thing,” which “is expected
to maximize its [agent’s] performance measure” (p. 39). In the case of a computer game, the
overall success of an AI system is determined with its contribution to player enjoyment, even if
it means “playing to lose,” as Johnson [10] puts it.

The apparent goal of nearly all mainstream projects is “to make the games even closer to
the actual game, that is, to make the computer game converge with the sport” [35]. Thus,
implementing a “human-like” AI decision-making system to make virtual players act like their
real-life counterparts can be a reasonable goal. It can be pursued even further to the level of “vir-
tual stars,” imitating particular famous athletes or “virtual teams,” playing in style resembling a
particular team.

Our ultimate goal is to create human-like teams for the video game of soccer by learning
from tracking data obtained from real-life soccer teams. Since this is a complex task involving
numerous different objectives, we are trying to address some of them independently. Our ex-
perimental setup is based on a SimpleSoccer simulator with a built-in AI engine, developed by
Mat Buckland [12].

2.4.1 The Role of Fun in Game AI Competitions

Togelius [36] gives the following advice for organizing game AI contests and choosing the
game environment: “choosing a fun game”, “it also helps if the game is famous”, and “making
it really easy to get started”. Applying this to our domain, we might add as well that it definitely
helps if the respective real-world sport is popular worldwide.

RoboCup apparently relies on another formula. Analyzing a 20-year long story of RoboCup,
Ferrein and Steinbauer [52] note “the atmosphere of some three thousand robot enthusiasts”
and “fascinating outreach to the general public”, and emphasize the interdisciplinary nature of
participants’ work, community building and team building efforts, and a chance for the partic-
ipants to solve real robotics problems. In other words, it seems that RoboCup is backed first
and foremost with people’s interest to physical robots, while “game-like” aspects of this event
(especially in case of simulation leagues) play a somewhat secondary role.

The notion of what constitutes fun is largely subjective, but we can at least remark that, while
it is possible to play RoboCup 2D Simulation League matches between human-controlled teams,
people do not really do it; and, in any case, the gameplay of such a match would radically differ
from any successful commercial soccer game. It is, therefore, highly likely that (i) RoboCup is
not a very fun video game, and (ii) there is a niche for sport games in game AI competitions,
which is not filled by RoboCup by design. One of the candidates for filling this niche could
be the game Rocket League [53] which combines ball game and car racing fun elements and is
already played by different bots in teams of 3.
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The role of fun in a game is clearly broader than just to be an instrument for keeping the
public interested in a certain AI competition. But it is one of the factors, shaping the game
world, directly affecting the design goals of a game AI system, and the principles of its subse-
quent evaluation. Long-standing popularity of a certain game genre proves that the core game
mechanics is both fun (game-wise) and challenging enough to continue fueling interest of both
spectators and participants.

For team sports, the battle of team strategies has always been a major part of spectator
enjoyment. Sport fans appreciate teams showing both spectacular and efficient play, and the
balance between these goals is not easy to achieve. In addition, professional regulating bodies
monitor actual developments of common game tactical patterns, and adjust the rules to keep
competitions appealing to the audience and fight against degenerate strategies [54]. Given the
long history of most popular team sports, one can assume that current rules are well balanced,
and encourage inventive, non-trivial team play. For example, the early offside rule of soccer,
introduced to prevent “goal hanging” (a degenerate yet efficient tactical pattern) [55], underwent
significant revisions in 1925 and 1990, and was last refined in 2005 — every time to encourage
attacking play and to limit the abuse of defensive “offside traps” [33,56]. Similarly, a back-pass
rule, preventing the goalkeeper from handling the ball received from a teammate, was introduced
in 1992 and extended in 1997 as an anti-time-wasting measure [57].

These considerations make us believe that team sport games are an appealing choice as a
game AI testbed: they are fun, spectacular, well-balanced, reasonably complex, easy to setup,
rely on simple rules, and enjoy a wide fan base.

While games can be used and are actually used to benchmark general AI technologies, there
are important features, characterizing game AI systems. It is generally presumed that the main
point of a game is to win, and thus the best AI system in a typical AI competition is the system
that wins.

However, the purpose of game AI is not necessarily to be strong. According to Dill [11],
“The one thing that is universally true is that games are about creating a particular experience
for the player — whatever that experience may be. The purpose of Game AI (. . . ) is to support
that experience.” Thus, depending on a particular game, the goal of a good AI system might well
involve being strong, predictable, erratic, friendly, hostile, and so on. In other words, a good
game AI testbed should support, at least, theoretically, various possible goals for AI-controlled
characters.

The goal of strong AI development for games like chess or Go can be considered achieved,
since computers are able to defeat even the best human players. We can expect that more game
genres will be added to this list in the nearest future. For example, a recent work by Oh et
al. [58] discusses the development of an AI system, able to defeat professional human players
in a modern fighting game.

It is difficult to say how good modern AI methods are in playing sport games. Michael and
Obst [59] observe that AI teams of RoboCup 2D Simulation League play better than human
teams; they remark, however, that RoboCup is not designed to be played by people, which
supposedly affects their performance. In any case, there are independent goals of designing a
strong AI system, and an AI system that contributes to the overall user enjoyment. Arguably,
the latter task is even more important for the needs of practical game development.

Team sports are a good testbed for investigating such non-skill related traits of AI systems
as well. There is extensive literature on factors making team sports exciting for both athletes
and spectators, for which there are many good examples [60, 61]. Likewise, there is a general
understanding of what constitutes fun in the context of an AI system for a sports video game.
In particular, we often observe that people prefer playing against other people, because people
behave in a certain “human-like” way that is perceived as inherently enjoyable [62]. Thus,
striving for a human-like behavior can be a legitimate goal for a sport game AI system, as
important and challenging as a highly skilled behavior.
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Chapter 3

Principles of Decision Making

In this chapter we discuss specific machine learning methods used in our system. The choice
of methods is not trivial in this case, since they have to satisfy a number of criteria, including
the ability to be trained on relatively small input data sets, available to us. We outline how
learning process is organized, how agent knowledge is represented in computer memory, how
similar case extraction is performed, and how the final decision making process is organized.
We provide grounds for our choice and briefly examine possible alternatives and options for the
future experiments.

Goals for the knowledge representation, storage and retrieval mechanism:

1. Provide real-time learning and acting.

• Avoid processing power intensive searches by providing some kind of indexing for
the knowledge. Replace O(n) searches by O(logn) searches.

• Allow learning on a small learning data set by providing knowledge generalization
mechanism.

• Knowledge generalization mechanism must also be fast O(1).

2. Take into consideration sequencing in the situation − > action space. System’s acting
must keep actions sequences profile close to the learned behavior to some extent.

3. Allow different types of actions to have different requirements to the details in situation
description.

3.1 Acting graph

The described system is an adaptive learning system in which knowledge is represented
in the form of semantic directed graph (acting graph) paired with a generalization forest or
generalization directed graph. Nodes in acting graph represent situations and arcs represent
action instances (or transitions between situations by means of an action). As a result, paths
in the acting graph can be read as situation − > action − > situation − > action . . . − >
situation sequences as shown on Figure 3.1.
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Figure 3.1: Acting graph

This method may be applied to any problem where given a situation the system (computer
system/robotic system etc.) must find an appropriate action or actions based on its own or
borrowed experience (knowledge) accumulated during training of any kind. Examples of this
training may be learning from a teacher or self-learning. Such “situation and action” paradigm
may be substituted to any other related paradigm like “input and output” or “state and transition”
or any association between concepts etc. One particularly important application in which the
invention has already been implemented several times is a creation of an agent in a computer
game. This agent collects knowledge from a teacher (designer of game or any other computer
game player) or by learning on itself with some kind of goal and then acts using the accumulated
knowledge. For this application, situation is a situation in a computer game world and action is
an action that the computer game character can do.

In the contrast to other machine learning models, acting graph is a direct recording of a
situation-> action− >. . . situation process with a certain (predefined) level of details (see Fig-
ure 3.2).
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Figure 3.2: Building an acting graph.

Using terms of classification of Artificial Intelligence methods, the present system may be
classified as an instance based active learning on semantic directed graphs and instance based
active reinforcement learning on semantic directed graphs.

Situations are mapped to nodes and actions are mapped to arcs in the acting graph. If
two situations are mapped to one node in the acting graph then it means that the system does
not distinguish between two situations, i.e. they are similar in terms of the maximum level of
details of particular embodiment of the system. As shown on Figure 3.2, situation S1 mapped
to node n1, action A1 mapped to arc a1, etc. Two actions are mapped to one arc in the acting
graph only when both pairs <initial situation, result situation> are mapped to the same pair
of nodes and the action is the same in terms if its type and parameters sensed/analyzed by the
particular embodiment of the system. Therefore, an arc of an acting graph may be interpreted
as a representation for a transition between two situations: initial situation and result situation
by means of a particular action. System do not distinguish between actions that are of the
same type, have the same parameters and derive the same transition between nodes in the acting
graph. Types of actions, action parameters and their granularity are the features of the particular
system’s implementation.

Besides being a transition between two situations, arcs also store additional information that
may include: information about an action type or class, action parameters, and any additional
information about initial and result situations. Additional information about initial and result
situation allows the system to store and analyze different aspects of a situation depending on
a type of the action. This feature is later utilized by a mechanism of retrieval of the most
appropriate actions for a given situation.
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3.2 Knowledge generalization

Knowledge representation method uses static knowledge generalization and knowledge re-
trieval method uses these static generalizations along with dynamic generalizations (run-time).
Dynamic and static generalizations are hierarchically bound together providing means for pro-
cessing power-efficient and flexible knowledge generalization.

The system is further described for the case of generalization forest. It is possible to change
the description of the system to use generalization graph with no restrictions on the structure
instead of generalization forest.

The system operates in two modes: learning and acting. During learning the system per-
ceives situations and actions and updates its acting graph and generalization forest. During
acting the system finds a list of appropriate actions for a given situation or one - the most appro-
priate action.

During learning and acting, from each given situation the system derives an ordered list of
codes < code0, . . . , codei, . . . , codej , . . . , codeN > that serve as compact situation representa-
tions on different levels of abstraction. Codei is a generalization of a situation on ith level of
abstraction. If i < j then codej is a generalization of codei. For generalization forest if i < j
then for each value of codei there must be one and only one value of codej . This limitation
applies restriction further referred as tree restriction to a possible structure of a generalization
procedure that derives an ordered list of codes from the situation.

Each node of the acting graph is associated with only one unique code0 (code of the lowest
level of abstraction, thus the highest level of details). Associations between nodes and codes
(Code0ActingGraphNodeMap) are stored in random access memory in the form of a map, hash
table or other broadly used data structures allowing quick search for an object given a particular
code (see Figure 3.3).

Figure 3.3: Encoding an acting graph.

For i less then number of levels of generalization, each codei is associated with a particular
unique codei+1. Codei+1 is a generalization of codei and therefore is associated with a list of
codeith . Associations between codes are stored in random access memory in the form of direct
pointer/pointers. This generalization relation between codes together with the tree restriction
forms a forest structure composed of codes. Figure 3.4 shows one tree out of the forest. Each
tree in the forest has a number of levels equal to the number of levels of abstraction used in the
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system.

Figure 3.4: Generalization tree.

The association between codes may be substituted by the association between nodes. The
association is bundled with information such as counters, weights and any additional informa-
tion and form a structure in the random access memory. These structures will further be referred
as, simply, nodes. Typical node structure is shown on Figure 3.5.

Figure 3.5: Node structure.

Notes:

• if i = 0 then there is no nodei−1 pointers

• if i = Number of generalization levels then there is no nodei+1 pointer

• pointer to nodej doesn’t necessarily mean physical memory pointer, it could be value of
codej etc.

Node0s are the nodes of the acting graph and they are also associated and bundled with
acting graph arcs. This structure allows quick access to all arcs for a given node.

In one embodiment of the system, associations << codei codei−1 >, . . . > and < codei
codei+1 > are stored bundled together in the random access memory. These bundles are nodes
of a generalization forest tree and are associated with the codei values in the form of map
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(CodeiGeneralizationTreeNodeMap), hash tables or other broadly used data structures allowing
quick search for a bundle given a particular codei as shown on Figure 3.6.

Figure 3.6: Tree search.

Acting graph and generalization forest form a structure that is illustrated on Figure 3.7.
Horizontal plane contain an acting graph above which there is a generalization forest.

Figure 3.7: Generalization levels.

Ideas of Figure 3.3, Figure 3.6 and Figure 3.7 are shown together on Figure 3.8. Each node
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of the acting graph and each node of the generalization forest are associated with codes of the
corresponding level (i.e. representations of different level of abstraction) and these associations
are addressable by codes (i.e. quick search for a node by a code).

Figure 3.8: Generalization levels represented via codes.

Nodei is the acting graph node for i = 0 or the generalization forest node for i > 0. CodeiS
is a codei for a situation S, i.e. representation for S on ith level of generalization. If codeiS is
already associated with nodei then it means that the situation S has already been encountered by
the system on ith level of generalization. Each generalization tree has a number of levels equal
to the number of levels of generalization utilized by a particular implementation of the system.
For the example on Figure 3.7, number of levels for each tree is equal to the number of levels of
generalization and equals 4. Nodes of level 0 of any generalization tree are nodes of the acting
graph. For any nodei of level i > 0 of the generalization forest, children of 0th level – node0 are
the most detailed representations for situations similar to the ith level of generalization. Besides
being the most detailed (to the system) representations of situations, nodes node0 are nodes of
the acting graph and they have arcs – actions associated with them.

Described generalization structure further will be referred as static generalization structure.
Static generalization structure forms means for a quick search for similar situations up to a
certain level of generalization given a particular situation.

3.3 Learning and acting

During learning, the system learns new situations – adds or updates acting graph nodes;
learns new transitions – adds or updates new acting graph arcs; and learns new generalizations
- adds or updates nodes and arcs of the generalization forest. Figure 3.9 illustrates a typical
scenario for the system: after learning of situation S is completed, the system learns that in
the situation S that already corresponds to an existing node n01 of the acting graph, there is
an action A1 that transfers the system to the situation R. The system generates list of codes
< code0R, code1R, code2R, code3R > for the resulting situation R. Through corresponding
code− > node associations (see Figure 3.7) the system finds existing corresponding nodes for
codes and finds out which codes are not encountered yet. If corresponding node exists then the
system updates counters and arcs if necessary. If corresponding node does not exist then the
system adds a new node and arcs. On the Figure 3.9 nodes for code0R and code1R do not exist
which means that the system has not encountered the situation R generalized to the level 0 and
1. Nodes for code2R and code3R already exist, which means that the system is already familiar
with the situation R generalized to the level 2 and 3. Note: according to the system’s structure,
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if a situation is found on a level i then it will be found on all levels j > i.

Figure 3.9: Learning process for action.

Learning algorithm is illustrated on Figure 3.10.
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Figure 3.10: Learning algorithm.

Acting graph along with generalization forest are stored in the random access memory and
also periodically (i.e. by the end of training session) stored in the long-term memory.

During acting, the system’s task is to find appropriate actions for a given situation. Search
for an appropriate action in a specific situation is comprised of two steps: search for an ordered
list of similar situations in the knowledge in the form of acting graph nodes (situations search)
and choice for the most appropriate action (action choice).

Situations search includes two steps: existing ith generalization search and collection of
siblings of 0th level.

Let’s assume that the system is searching for a situation S in its knowledge. First, the system
must derive a list of codes for situation S. After that, it conducts ith generalization search which
is a consecutive search for code0 in Code0ActingGraphNodeMap, code1 in Code1GeneralizationTreeNodeMap,
. . . , codei in CodeiGeneralizationTreeNodeMap until the ith code (ith generalization) is found
(i.e. there is an association between codei and existing nodei).

After ith generalization – nodeith is found, the system collects all children of 0th level for a
nodei, i.e. the system accesses a list (NodeListi−1) of i − 1 nodes associated with the nodei,
and then creates a list (NodeListi−2) of nodesi−2 using lists of i − 2 nodes associated with
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i − 1 nodes from NodeListi−1 and iteratively, through lists of i − j nodes creates a list of
node0. Result of the situation search is a list of acting graph nodes node0. This process is
further referred as the collection of siblings of 0th level.

Nodei, result of ith generalization search, is a representation of a given situation on the ith
level of generalization. List of siblings of 0th level for nodeith are nodes of acting graph and
they have arcs – actions associated with them. Having this list, the system may further consider
outgoing arcs for each sibling as possible actions in the given situation.

List of siblings of 0th level for nodei will be further referred as ith knowledge source. Arcs
for nodes0 from the ith knowledge source are ith knowledge source actions.

Arcs store additional information about situation relevant to a particular class of actions.
Action choice mechanism uses this information to order ith knowledge source actions according
to the level of applicability to the current situation. Actions are assigned their rank and some
actions are filtered. Action may be filtered/ranked because of the details of current situation are
not compatible with the details of the situation stored in the corresponding arc or it may also be
filtered/ranked using sequence analysis within the acting graph. Sequence analysis may check
if the sequence of actions and situations that followed after the proposed action is likely to be
repeated. This analysis also utilizes the information that stored in the arcs – additional details
about the situation.

Action filtering may filter all actions from ith knowledge source, i.e. no actions will be
considered by the system as appropriate to the current situation. The action choice consecutively
uses i+ jth knowledge sources until the appropriate action is found.

Described ith knowledge sources are implementations of static generalization mechanism.
The system also utilizes dynamic generalizations. To create dynamic generalization the system
applies a function Di to a codei. This function modifies codei to Di(codei) and therefore
virtually changes the situation that is being searched. For Di(codei) the system may also do a
search for i + jth (for j >= 0) generalization. Result of this search will further be referred as
Di, i+ j knowledge source.

The action choice mechanism hierarchically combines different dynamic and static knowl-
edge sources to create a bigger pool of actions to choose from.

The system’s action choice mechanism may also use several special knowledge sources: se-
quence knowledge sources, blind knowledge source, wait knowledge sources and jump knowl-
edge sources.

Sequence knowledge sources play important role to preserve sequencing of actions. When
the system chooses an action a1 for a situation S from a node node0S, it remembers a result of
an action a1 - node0R of acting graph, i.e. arc a1 connects node0S and node0R in the acting
graph. Node0R is called a link node and list of codes corresponding to that node is link codes
list. Sequence ith knowledge source is an empty list if current link node cannot be found in
ith knowledge source for a link codei. If current link node is found in ith knowledge source
for a link codei then sequence ith knowledge source is a single node – link node. Therefore,
sequence ith knowledge sources are knowledge sources that may include only one node0 –
link node which is a representation for a situation that the system expects to be a result of the
previous action. Sequence ith knowledge source must be empty if link codei cannot be found
in ith knowledge source, i.e. the expected result of the previous action cannot be viewed as ith
generalization of current situation. Using sequence ith knowledge sources, the system may give
preference to actions that belong to a certain path in the acting graph – path that goes through a
previous action.

Jump ith knowledge sources consist directly of actions that may be applied to the current
situation S to transfer to another situation R in which node0R will likely to be found in ith
knowledge source. These knowledge sources allow the system to generate synthetic actions to
transfer itself to a known situation.

Blind knowledge source is a knowledge source that contains a link node. Wait knowledge
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source includes synthetic wait actions that allows the system to wait for some time. These
knowledge sources are possible solutions for the system to act when it is completely lost, i.e.
the current situation is completely unknown.

Actions from different knowledge sources may be grouped, ranked depending on the needs
of the particular implementation of the system. Action choice may stop on the first acceptable
action or it may continue until all knowledge sources had been queried and all possible actions
had been compared to find the best action or the most appropriate action group. Each action may
have a rank assigned to it depending on the knowledge source it is coming from and also de-
pending on the comparison of the current situation with additional situation information details
stored in the arcs (actions).

The action choice mechanism uses knowledge sources in a way allowing setting the pro-
cessing time limitations. This functionality is achieved by generating and using nodes0 and/or
actions from different knowledge sources one by one, i.e. the system does not have to pre-
generate all knowledge sources or even all elements for a knowledge source before starting to
check the applicability of the actions. Existing broadly used programming techniques may be
utilized to meet such a goal.

This system may be utilized for different kinds of learning. For example, the system may
learn to act like some kind of a teacher; the system may learn to act on itself in an unknown
environment or/and to learn how to act with particular goals. To suit the later cases, the system
may use reinforcement learning with delayed rewards. Reinforcement learning is implemented
by assigning weights to all nodes0 and arcs of the acting graph. Some special nodes0 are
directly assigned positive or negative rewards. Special nodes0 are the nodes corresponding to
some special events in the world in which the system is operating. For example, if the system is
utilized for learning to effectively play (also known as play to win) as one player in a computer
game of tennis then the special nodes0 can be the representations for situations where the player
or the opponent scored. If player scores the system gets the positive reward and if the opponent
scores the system gets the negative reward in a form of, for instance, a positive or negative
weight associated with corresponding special nodes. As soon as at least one special node gets
the reward, the system may propagate the weight back using the paths in the acting graph that
leads to the special node. As a result, nodes0 and arcs (actions) are assigned weights accordingly
to the delayed rewards received by the special nodes. Existing graph-theory techniques may be
utilized to implement this weight distribution.

The acting mechanism may use described weights to implement acting with goals. To
achieve this, actions ranking takes weights into consideration and, to achieve positive perfor-
mance, gives preference to the actions with higher weights.

If the system is utilized to learn by trial and error in the unknown environment then the
system may be coupled with any kind of external decision making system to provide the initial
pool of possible actions for unknown or not-well known situations. When acting in well-known
situations the system will utilize its action choice mechanism and when acting in other situations
the system will use actions from external decision making system. As weights are assigned to
the actions, the system will tune its acting to match the provided goals. External decision making
system may be a rule-based system, expert-system or any other system providing actions for a
given situation.

When the system already has knowledge from training, acting with goals is also possible.
The system may choose actions from its knowledge (not from external decision making system),
but affect the ranking of these actions by calculated weights. Therefore, the system may be
utilized to effectively act from learned experience, i.e. the system may learn from a teacher, but
during acting use learned experience with any kind of preferences.
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Chapter 4

Data Preprocessing

In this chapter we discuss the procedures we employ for automatic detection of ball events
in spatiotemporal soccer datasets. By using them, it is possible to extend existing datasets
with information about player movements, ball possession, passes, shots on goals, and tackles,
necessary for a variety of sports analysis-related tasks. Our primary goal is to ensure the sim-
plicity and accuracy of the methods, and their easy integration into a dataset processing pipeline.
Therefore, in most cases, we rely on straightforward rule-based approaches, if they can be easily
configured and show sufficient accuracy.

The chapter is organized as follows. The “Related Works” section briefly discusses the
traits of soccer spatiotemporal datasets available today. We note the widespread absence of
event markup and examine existing approaches to generate it. We discuss the latest works in
this area, which are mostly focused on application and evaluation of specific methods for event
recognition. The “Experimental Setup” section provides a description of the datasets we use
and their internal structure. We also define the specific list of events we are interested in, and
note their properties. The next section titled “Game Event Detection Pipeline” discusses spe-
cific algorithms and procedures used to detect each event type. Sufficient details are provided
to recreate an independent implementation, if necessary. The “Event Detection Quality Eval-
uation” section is dedicated to the analysis of accuracy of the proposed approach. We report
results independently for each of our datasets and estimate test accuracy using F1 score. The
final section, the Discussion, restates our contribution. We show how the obtained results are
connected with our initial goals, what the advantages and limitations of our approach are, and
outline possible further research directions.

4.1 Related Works

Sports provide a vast amount of diverse information, ranging from statistical tables reflecting
the performance of individuals and teams to video streams of competitions. However, different
sources of information provide different types of data, and it is not always possible to combine
them to obtain a comprehensive picture of certain phenomena.

The reasons for such fragmentation are both technological and legal. For example, the
English Premier League compiles and publishes basic statistical facts about their soccer players,
and, in general, such data is often reported in newspapers and various “yearbooks”. Some
research works are focused on analyzing soccer video streams and detecting the events directly
from them [63,64]. However, video recordings of complete matches of a particular event might
be harder to obtain, and their distribution is typically strictly controlled by the copyright holder.
Soccer video recordings that capture the whole field are rarely available at all. Often the content
of a particular dataset reflects the collectors’ understanding of what constitutes “interesting”
information. For example, an often-cited F24 soccer feed [65] provided by Opta Sports [66]
includes specific types of in-game events, manually annotated by the experts [67]. Copyright
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issues limit the availability of such datasets, and the question of ownership in borderline cases
remains open [68].

We are specifically interested in spatiotemporal soccer player tracking data with ball-event
markup. Player tracking data is available from several providers, such as StatsPerform.com,
DataStadium.co.jp, and Chyronhego.com. Typically, it is obtained by software-assisted digiti-
zation of video streams, recorded by several fixed cameras, installed at a stadium [69]. This
technological process presumes no additional post-processing, therefore producing player and
ball coordinates only. On the other hand, ball-event datasets, such as the aforementioned Opta’s
F24 feed or the Soccer match event dataset [50] are typically focused on events, and do not pro-
vide complete player tracking data. In cases where manual event annotation is available, time
synchronization might be inaccurate, and errors in player attribution are common [70].

Event detection in soccer datasets is a subject of several recent research works. A survey
made by Gudmundsson and Horton [71] lists numerous tasks related to the spatiotemporal anal-
ysis of team sports. However, as of early 2016, only a few attempts were made to deal with
ball-event processing. Furthermore, these works are dedicated either to categorizing and label-
ing known events [72, 73] or predicting future events [74, 75]. Certain approaches to automatic
event detection are proposed only in more recent papers [70, 76, 77].

Richly et al. [70, 76] apply several different machine learning-based methods to recognize
four event types (pass, reception, clearance, shot on goal) in a spatiotemporal soccer dataset.
They prepared a “gold standard” manual markup comprising 194 events within 8:47 min of
active game time and used it for training and testing different methods, including Support Vector
Machine, K-Nearest Neighbors, Random Forest, and Artificial Neural Networks. Their best
results are achieved with neural networks, yielding a precision of 89% and a recall of 90%.
Interestingly, a significant quality improvement was obtained by applying a smoothing filter
that reduced the original 25 Hz sampling rate of game recordings to 10 Hz. It is also worth
mentioning that the resulting event markup does not include extended event information, such
as a passer’s and a receiver’s identity in the case of a pass event. Finally, it can be argued that the
original training set is relatively small (it includes only seven shots on target, for example), so a
more thorough evaluation might be necessary to evaluate the quality of the proposed approach
in practical scenarios.

Morra et al. [77] experiment with a much larger SoccER dataset comprising 500 minutes
of gameplay. This dataset consists of artificial (simulated) soccer matches obtained with an
open-source Gameplay Football engine [78]. This approach makes it possible to evaluate their
algorithm on thousands of events, annotated with perfect accuracy. However, such data should
be treated as an approximation of a real scenario, where camera jitters and imperfect player
tracking methods often lead to artifacts that can be observed in digitized recordings of actual
soccer matches. The method for detecting game events is based on a set of handcrafted rules,
expressed with temporal logic statements. These rules are implemented using the ETALIS li-
brary for Prolog. The work of Morra et al. deals with a more complex set of events, so a direct
comparison of the obtained results with the ones obtained by Richly et al. [70, 76] would be
inaccurate. Still, the authors report an improvement to precision of 96%, and to recall of 93%.

4.2 Experimental Setup

As noted by Morra et al. [77], it is difficult to compare results obtained in different research
works due to differences in experimental settings, types of events, and used datasets. Therefore,
details of the experimental setup are essential, as they might have a significant impact on results.
In addition, details of our datasets show what can be expected from acquired player tracking data
in typical cases.

We work with two distinct spatiotemporal soccer datasets, obtained by tracking players with
several fixed cameras, and subsequent digitization of recorded video streams (see Table 4.1).
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The first dataset (“DS”) represents five full matches of the Japanese J1 league captured in 2011.
These recordings accurately capture the course of the game, and even significant pauses within
the game are not removed. Player tracking is accurate in general, but occasional jitters do occur,
so one may observe sudden jumps of player and ball objects. Such situations usually happen
when many players are close to each other, particularly during free and corner kicks. Each cap-
tured frame is annotated with two additional binary attributes: ball owning team (home/away)
and ball status (dead/alive), so we know which team is the attacker, and whether the game is
stopped by the referee.

The second dataset (“ST”) [7] consists of a large number of short game episodes (from 5
to 150 seconds), taken from recent matches played in a top European league. An episode starts
when a certain team gets possession of the ball, and ends when the team loses the control of the
ball. Player movements are smooth, and jitters are rare. However, this dataset has few shots on
goal and few unsuccessful passes. Occasionally the outcome of the attacking team’s last action
can be analyzed, but episodes ending with the ball still in the air are also common.

Table 4.1: Experimental datasets

Name
(provider) Sequences Total time Frames

per sec Additional features

DS
(Data Stadium)

5
320 min

(5 games)
25

ball owning team and ball status fields
tracking data of a referee
z-coordinate of the ball
timewasting periods are included
player names and roles are known

ST
(Stats Perform)

7578
2220 min

(45 games)
10

attacking team is always on the left
no “dead” segments (stopped by referee)
teams are always complete (11 players)
player data is anonymized

The ST dataset is organized as a collection of independent sequences, representing game
episodes. Each sequence contains a list of frame objects, organized as follows:

(Gx, Gy)(P1x, P1y) . . . (P10x, P10y)(G
′
x, G

′
y)(P1′x, P1′y) . . . (P10′x, P10′y)(Bx, By)

A frame starts with the (x, y) coordinates of the goalkeeper of the team currently possessing
the ball. After the goalkeeper coordinates, the coordinates of the field players of the same team
are listed. There is no predefined order of players in this list, but the same order is preserved
throughout the episode, so it is possible to trace the trajectory of a certain player in the given
episode. The total number of field players is always ten, which means that only episodes fea-
turing complete teams are included in the dataset. The next block describes the opposing team
in the same manner. Finally, there are (x, y) coordinates of the ball. All coordinate values lie
within a range of [-52.5 m, +52.5 m] along the x-axis, and [-34.0 m, +34.0 m] along the y-axis.

We convert the DS dataset into the same representation, though the original format contains
more information (see Table 4.1).

Current literature shows that there is no universal agreement on the list of events that need
to be identified in such player-tracking data, so different authors develop their own schemes
suitable for their goals. For our ultimate goal (the development of a case-based reasoning soccer
AI system), the following events were identified:

• Successful pass event. A player successfully passed the ball to an identified teammate.
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• Unsuccessful pass event. A player tried to make a pass to an identified receiver, then the
ball left the field or was intercepted by the other team. Note that “clearance” events (when
the players kick the ball away from their own goal line) often fall into this category.

• Shot on goal. A player attempted a shot on goal, characterized by a certain target point.

In addition, we identify 1) the player currently possessing the ball, and 2) player movements,
defined as the speed and direction of the given player calculated with the required precision.

4.3 Game Event Detection Pipeline

4.3.1 Player Movements Analysis

In our work, we are only interested in the basic approximation of actual player movements.
We divide an input game segment into equal intervals of user-specified duration and calculate
player speeds using Equations (4.1) and (4.2) according to their positions at the beginning and
end of each interval. Note that this approach will represent player movements with straight
lines, approximating the general trajectory (see Figure 4.1).

vy =
y(t1)− y(t0)

t1 − t0
(4.1)

vx =
x(t1)− x(t0)

t1 − t0
(4.2)

Even such a simple method allows us to study player movements with arbitrary precision
and analyze their basic traits. In particular, we were able to distinguish real teams from teams
comprised of rule-based AI bots by analyzing probability distributions of player movement
directions in different zones of the game field [79].

Figure 4.1: Approximation of player movement speed and direction

However, it should be mentioned that in the general case, the analysis of player move-
ments is a more complicated process. In raw data captured by player tracking systems, jitter
is inevitable, so certain smoothing algorithms are required. The choice of these algorithms, in
turn, is not a trivial process, since sudden changes in speed and direction are very common
in soccer, so smoothing may cause undesirable distortions [80]. One way of removing them
is to use the Gaussian smoothing kernel [81], where x and y components of the trajectory are
processed separately and treated as one-dimensional time-dependent signals, according to Equa-
tions (4.3)–(4.4).

x′(t) =
1

2NF + 1

NF∑
i=−NF

x(t+ i) ·G(i) (4.3)
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y′(t) =
1

2NF + 1

NF∑
i=−NF

y(t+ i) ·G(i) (4.4)

Here 2NF + 1 denotes the width of the kernel, x′ and y′ are the smoothed components of
the trajectory, and x and y are the components of the raw trajectory. G is the set of Gaussian
coefficients defining the shape of the kernel.

4.3.2 Ball Possession

Both our datasets contain information about the team currently possessing the ball. Each
frame in the DS dataset has a special attribute indicating a ball-owning team. Each recording in
the ST dataset corresponds to a short game episode, where the team on the left-hand side pos-
sesses the ball. However, it is also necessary for us to know which player of the ball-possessing
team dribbles the ball at a given moment. In general, three separate cases have to be identified:

1. The player dribbles the ball, so the ball is located in the immediate vicinity of the player.

2. The ball is outside the immediate reach of any player, but it can be treated as “being
possessed” by a certain player. For example, a player might kick the ball out of immediate
reach, but still keep it under control.

3. The player performs a pass or attempts a shot on goal. During this event, the ball is not
possessed by any player, but we still can treat the current team as possessing the ball, until
it is intercepted by the other team.

The first case is easy to identify: we simply check the distance between the ball and the
closest player of the ball owning team. If this distance is shorter than a certain threshold Vicin-
ityThreshold (see Table 4.2), the player is treated as possessing the ball. However, if several
teammates are located near the ball, we give the preference to the player who controlled the ball
on the previous frame to avoid unwanted changes in ball possession.

Table 4.2: Initial experimental setup: parameters

Parameter Value Description

VicinityThreshold 1.0 m Minimal distance between the ball and the ball-possessing player
GracePeriod 1.0 sec Time required for a player to be considered a ball receiver
GoalpostDistance 5.0 m Minimal distance from a goalpost for a kick to be considered a pass
MinFailedPassLength 2.5 m Minimal ball travel distance of an unsuccessful pass
MinTrChangeAngle 12.5◦ Minimal change in trajectory direction considered “significant”
MinSpeedChangeFactor 1.5 Minimal change in ball speed considered “significant”

The second case is treated by our pipeline as possession with an additional ”ball far away”
flag set. If the ball leaves an immediate vicinity of a ball-possessing player p, we run the
procedure described in Listing 1.
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Algorithm 1 Detecting possession of a faraway ball

Require: ball is possessed by player p; DISTANCE(ball, p) ≥ V icinityThreshold

1: startFrame← CURRENTFRAME()

2: currFrame← CURRENTFRAME()

3: loop
4: if DETECTPASSORSHOT(currFrame) then . Defined in Listing 3

5: mark segment [startFrame− 1, currFrame) as a pass or a shot

6: break

7: if DISTANCE(ball, p) < V icinityThreshold then
8: mark segment [startFrame, currFrame) as player p’s possession with ball far

away flag set

9: break

10: currFrame← NEXTFRAME()

Special handling of such segments allows us to perform a finer-grained analysis of possible
actions in specific game moments. Players possessing a faraway ball cannot perform passes and
shots on goal until they reach the ball again.

The third case (passes and shots on goal) requires more complex detection procedures,
which will be covered in the next subsection.

4.3.3 Detecting Passes and Shots on Goal

When a ball-possessing player attempts to pass the ball to a teammate, we register the occur-
rence of a pass event. Some passes are successful, while others end with the ball out of bounds
or intercepted by the opposing team. A passer, a target receiver, and a pass result (successful/-
failed) comprise pass event markup in our system.

A simple approach for detecting a pass, therefore, can be based on detecting two consecutive
basic events: 1) the ball leaves the immediate vicinity of a ball-possessing player; 2) the ball
goes out of bounds or comes into the possession of another player (either a teammate or an
opponent). In the case of the ST dataset, detecting whether the ball is intercepted by a certain
player is not an entirely straightforward process due to the absence of a z-coordinate of the
ball. Data does not show whether the ball approaches the player at a low trajectory or flies high
above the player’s head. A sharp change of the ball trajectory or speed near a player is a good
indication of pass reception. However, passes that do not significantly alter ball movement are
also common (for example, defenders often make forward passes to midfielders moving in the
same direction). Thus, we use both change of ball speed/trajectory and the presence of a certain
“grace period” (see Table 4.2) when the ball is near the potential receiver as indications of a pass
event (see Listing 2).
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Algorithm 2 Detecting changes in ball possession

Require: ball enters vicinity of a non ball-possessing player p′

1: function ISPOSSESSIONCHANGED(currFrame)

2: currFrame← CURRENTFRAME()

3: prevFrame← GETFRAMEAT(currFrame− 1)

4: nextFrame← GETFRAMEAT(currFrame+ 1)

5: prevSpeed← CALCULATEBALLSPEED(prevFrame, currFrame)

6: nextSpeed← CALCULATEBALLSPEED(curFrame, nextFrame)

7: speedChange← MAX(nextSpeed, prevSpeed)/MIN(nextSpeed, prevSpeed)

8: if speedChange > MinSpeedChangeFactor then
9: return true . speed changed

10: prevDir ← CALCULATEBALLDIRECTION(prevFrame, currFrame)

11: nextDir ← CALCULATEBALLDIRECTION(currFrame, nextFrame)

12: if |nextDir − prevDir| > MinTrChangeAngle then
13: return true . trajectory changed

14: if ball is still possessed by p′ at currFrame+GracePeriod then
15: return true . ball possessed by p′ after grace period

16: return false . no change in ball possession so far

A ball going out of bounds is another indication of an unsuccessful pass event. Such passes
have to be distinguished from shots on goal. We believe that for most practical tasks, it is enough
to treat an event, which ends with a ball passing closer than a certain distance GoalpostDistance
(see Table 4.2) from the nearest goalpost, as a shot on goal, and all other “out of bounds”
situations as resulting from unsuccessful passes. Since shots are characterized by a shot target
point in our system (a single value, representing an offset from the goal center), we note the
specific location where the ball crosses the goal line. If this point is outside the goal, we correct
the value by moving it to the nearest goalpost and treat this new target as the true intention of
the attacker.

Finally, we need to identify a target receiver of an unsuccessful pass. This can be a chal-
lenging task even for a human observing the game, especially using a 2D visualization. In the
current system, we use the following heuristics: an intended receiver is the teammate closest
to the ball at the moment when it has left the field or has been intercepted by the opponent. In
addition, we filter out all opponent-intercepted passes shorter than MinFailedPassLength (see
Table 4.2). Such situations are treated as tackles: the ball is merely transferred from one team
to another without a pass or shot attempt.

As a result, in the current version of the system, we implement the following procedure for
detecting passes and shots on goal (see Listing 3).
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Algorithm 3 Detecting passes and shots on goal

1: function DETECTPASSORSHOT( )

2: if |Bally| > 34.0 then . ball crossed the touchline

3: return VERIFYFAILEDPASS( )

4: if |Ballx| > 52.5 then . ball reached the goal line

5: if DISTANCE(Bally, 0) < GoalpostDistance+GoalLength/2 then
6: return shot on goal

7: else
8: return VERIFYFAILEDPASS( )

9: if ball is within vicinity of another player p′ then
10: if ISPOSSESSIONCHANGED( ) is false then . see Listing 2

11: return no event detected

12: if p′ is a teammate then
13: return successful pass

14: else
15: return VERIFYSHOT( )

16: function VERIFYFAILEDPASS( )

17: if pass distance is longer than MinFailedPassLength then
18: return unsuccessful pass . See Figure 4.2(a)

19: else
20: return no event detected

21: function VERIFYSHOT( )

22: if p′ is in the goal area and ball trajectory line crosses the goal line

23: not further than GoalpostDistance from the goalpost then
24: return shot on goal . See Figure 4.2(b)

25: else
26: return VERIFYFAILEDPASS( )
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(a) Unsuccessful pass (b) Deflected shot

Figure 4.2: A scheme of an unsuccessful pass and a deflected shot

4.4 Event Detection Quality Evaluation

The most complicated part of event markup in our pipeline is the detection of passes and
shots. Thus, we performed a brief evaluation to estimate its accuracy.

We created a “gold standard” markup by watching the games that comprise our datasets in a
2D soccer simulator and manually annotating successful passes, unsuccessful passes, and shots
on goal. In the case of the ST dataset, we analyzed the 40 longest episodes, corresponding to 60
minutes of playing time in total (see Table 4.3). In the case of the DS dataset, all five matches
were annotated. Because manual annotations are difficult to synchronize with events, we con-
sider events as correctly recognized if they fall within [-0.5s,+0.5s] interval of the corresponding
“gold standard” event.

Table 4.3: Annotated events

Event Quantity
ST DS

Successful pass 1097 2910
Unsuccessful pass 95 331
Shot on goal 8 97

Since the proposed algorithm relies on specific parameter values, listed in Table 4.2, fine-
tuning them is necessary to achieve high event detection performance. The initial experimental
setup is based on manually chosen values, reflecting our general understanding of soccer and
observations of the gold standard markup process.

To reveal the optimal combination of parameter values, we applied a greedy search routine.
It evaluates the algorithm on the set of parameters {p1, . . . , pi, . . . , pn}, where the value of pi
is iterated over a predefined range, while the rest of the values remain constant. The same
process is repeated for each parameter in the set. This approach is feasible in our case because
most parameters are loosely related and affect different types of situations in the game. For
example, both MinTrChangeAngle and MinSpeedChangeFactor values affect the ability
of the system to recognize changes in ball possession. However, they are introduced to deal
with different types of game episodes (see Listing 2), so an optimal value of one parameter
should increase the overall performance of the whole event detection algorithm. It is also easy
to choose reasonable ranges and loop steps due to physical constraints of soccer.

The quality of event detection can be estimated with recall, precision, and F1 score val-
ues, calculated according to Equations (4.5)–(4.7). The search routine iterates over a range of
permissible values of an individual parameter, while the rest are fixed at their initial values,
specified in Table 4.2. We perform this routine for each parameter except GoalpostDistance,
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which affects shot on goal events only. Since the initial setup already provides optimal recogni-
tion of shots on goal, we decided to keep the value of GoalpostDistance unchanged. It should
also be mentioned that we performed a search for optimal parameter values using the ST dataset
only. The DS dataset contains significant player jitter, and thus cannot serve as a reliable ground
for fine-tuning.

Precision =
TruePositives

TruePositives+ FalsePositives
(4.5)

Recall =
TruePositives

TruePositives+ FalseNegatives
(4.6)

F1score = 2 · Precision ·Recall

Precision+Recall
(4.7)

The evaluation routine1 allows us to make the following observations (see Figure 4.3). Any
choice of MinFailedPassLength and MinSpeedChangeFactor within the test ranges have
virtually no effect on the resulting performance. The optimal value of MinTrChangeAngle
is approximately 0.1; all higher values cause errors in pass events recognition. The optimal
values of GracePeriod and V icinityThreshold are achieved inside their respective ranges;
any deviation from the optimum increases recognition errors. On the other hand, nearly optimal
results (with F1 score higher than 0.9) are obtained on wide range of values. The optimal choice
of parameters is provided in Table 4.4.

Figure 4.3: The influence of parameter values on event recognition quality

Table 4.4: Optimal parameter values

Parameter Value

VicinityThreshold 0.9-1.2 m
GracePeriod 0.5-2 sec
MinFailedPassLength 0.9-7.5 m
MinTrChangeAngle 5◦-25◦

MinSpeedChangeFactor 1.1-1.5

The resulting evaluation of our algorithm, performed with the optimal set of parameters on
both ST and DS datasets, is shown in Table 4.5. Since the performance of the algorithm is stable

1The source code for event recognition and parameter tuning is available at github.com/vi3itor/
soccer-event-recognition
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on a wide range of input parameter values, we believe it is able to achieve comparable results
on other spatiotemporal soccer datasets.

Table 4.5: Accuracy of event detection

Event ST DS
Precision Recall F1 score Precision Recall F1 score

Successful pass 0.9991 0.9973 0.9982 0.9218 0.9470 0.9342
Unsuccessful pass 0.8318 0.9368 0.8812 0.8182 0.9013 0.8577
Shot on goal 1.0 1.0 1.0 0.9336 0.9607 0.9469

We should note that the DS dataset is more difficult to analyze both manually and automat-
ically. This happens because of lower tracking accuracy, especially in the case of overlapping
players. DS tracking data is obtained with TRACAB technology available in 2011; the current
Generation 5 TRACAB system provides more accurate results in such scenarios [82].

Errors in event recognition, generally, occur in borderline cases. For example, there were
situations where a trajectory of a flying ball was slightly changed after passing a teammate’s
vicinity. The algorithm considered this change insignificant, while a human expert recognized
it as a one-touch pass made by a teammate. Similarly, there were discrepancies in recognizing
intended ball receivers in cases of unsuccessful long-distance passes.

As seen in Table 4.3, the ST dataset contains few unsuccessful passes and shots on goal.
Thus, the evaluation of detection accuracy for these events is not as reliable as for the DS dataset.
The lower accuracy of event detection for the DS dataset can be explained by considerable player
and ball jitter. The DS dataset is recorded at a 25 Hz rate, and there is no trajectory smoothing,
so our algorithms occasionally cannot project actual player movements.

4.5 Discussion

Event recognition in player tracking data is a subject of several research works. The best
results to date were reported in Richly et al. [76] and Morra et al. [77]. However, it seems
that obtaining the most accurate results was not the main goal of these works. Both papers
are focused on the evaluation of specific methods as seen from the conclusions made by their
respective authors: “the results showed that neural networks present a viable model to detect
events in soccer data” [76]; “we have shown that ITLs are capable of accurately detecting most
events from positional data” [77]. Therefore, high accuracy demonstrates the versatility of the
suggested methods and provides a firm ground for their use in similar tasks.

Our primary goal was to develop a procedure that would provide a quick and accurate event
markup of specific soccer datasets we use. It is hard to say how well the same approach would
work in other team sports games. However, in the case of soccer, the obtained results are very
close to the “gold standard” manual markup, so we consider our algorithms ready for practical
use. We have to repeat that specific precision/recall values reported in the present work should
be treated as dependent on the experimental setup, and specific types of events in particular.

In general, we should note that our rule-based approach possesses a number of advantages.
It is simple, straightforward, and can be easily implemented in any conventional programming
language required in the given project. It does not need a large annotated dataset for learning,
which might be important for rare events such as shots on goal, where it is hard to collect a
sufficient number of observations. It can be easily updated or modified, and it can serve as a
baseline procedure for evaluating other algorithms based on more advanced methods.

One obvious problem with our approach is related to its dependency on specific parameter
values listed in Table 4.2. Thus, the quality of event recognition might vary across datasets
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(corresponding to teams of different skill levels, for example). However, present parameter
values were chosen based on general knowledge of soccer and demonstrated robust performance
on wide value ranges, so we believe they are applicable to diverse collections of soccer matches.

Summing up, the resulting procedure is simple, fast and accurate, is able to recognize soccer
events with comparable or higher precision than competing approaches. However, its flexibility
is limited: while its operation can be adjusted with fine-tunable parameters, any changes in the
list of supported events might require significant code update.
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Chapter 5

Evaluation Results

One of the most interesting research questions in this chapter is to find out how well the
patterns of human team behavior can be translated into a simplified world of a video game. Our
experimental setup is based on Buckland’s SimpleSoccer simulator, serving as a good model of
a simple arcade-style soccer game [12] (Ch. 4).

One of the principal presumptions in our project is the availability of limited datasets of
player tracking data. With the growing adoption of tracking systems, we can expect a higher
availability of such data in general. However, a typical professional soccer team plays only
several dozens of matches per season, so if we plan to learn team-specific behavior patterns, we
are limited to small data samples, especially for processing relatively rare game events (such as
shots on goal or throw-ins). Therefore, it was considered reasonable to rely on the methods used
in our previous projects [83, 84] and described in Chapter 3. Next is a succinct description of
the system, which also contains the values of the attributes that were used in the experiment.

5.1 Method and Parameters

Virtual agents’ knowledge is represented as a graph, having individual game situations as
vertices, and actions as weighted edges. This way, it represents the fact that the situation A
turns into the situation B as a result of a certain action during the learning phase. Agents rely
on a combination of case-based reasoning decision making with Markov chain-like database
of human actions, and the procedure itself can be seen as a variation of a Markov decision
process [85]. A decision making algorithm tries to find the best match for the current game
situation and acts accordingly.

During the learning stage, our system uses game states and actions from the STATS dataset,
taken at the defined time interval (by default, 0.5 second), to create the game graph. The follow-
ing attributes are used to represent individual game situations:

• PwbX[range], PwbY[range]: the coordinates of the player possessing the ball (in the
specified range).

• DMF: the “danger to move forward” heuristic estimation (0-5); depends on the distance
to the nearest opponent in the forward direction.

• MoveDir: the current movement direction of the player with the ball (8 directions are
supported).

• CDir: the direction (0-7) of the closest opponent, from the perspective of the player
possessing the ball.

• CDist: the distance to the closest opponent, from the perspective of the player possessing
the ball (0-2).
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• SPD: the “safest pass danger” heuristic estimation on the scale of 0 to 5 (depends on
locations of both teammates and opponents).

• SFD: the “safest forward pass danger” heuristic estimation on the scale of 0 to 5.

• PassOpt: the Boolean attribute indicating that at least one safe pass (with danger estima-
tion of 0-2) is found.

• FFX, SFX: x-coordinates of two teammates closest to the opponent’s goal line, converted
to the range [0, 3].

Every game state in the graph is recorded in three different representations, reflecting dif-
ferent approximations of the actual soccer game state:

• R0: PwbX[0-17], PwbY[0-9], DMF, MoveDir, CDir, CDist, SPD, SFD, PassOpt, FFX,
SFX

• R1: PwbX[0-17], PwbY[0-9], DMF, FFX, SFX

• R2: PwbX[0-8], PwbY[0-4], DMF

Chapter 4 thoroughly explains what datasets are used and how the actions are extracted.Each
learned pass action is characterized by the coordinates PwbX and PwbY of both sending and
receiving players. Unlike real soccer players, player characters of Buckland’s SimpleSoccer
can only move with constant speed in eight predefined directions. Thus, we approximate actual
human movements with SimpleSoccer actions. This is done with a simple procedure:

1. Identify the movement performed by the player possessing the ball during the defined
time interval (by default, half a second) of the game.

2. Calculate the best matching direction Dir for this movement out of 8 possible options.

3. Calculate the duration D reflecting the number of frames in SimpleSoccer to cover the
required distance.

4. The resulting movement (Dir, D) is recorded, and the procedure is repeated for the next
time interval.

During acting (decision making) stage, the system tries to find a match for the current on-
screen game situation using representation R0. If no matches are found, it proceeds to R1,
and, if necessary, to the “fallback” representation R2. If no actions are found or they are not
applicable in the given context (the actual onscreen coordinates of senders and receivers are
significantly different from the values in the data structure), the system retreats to the built-in
AI agent.

5.2 Passes

Passes is one of the key elements of a team strategy in soccer. Distinctive passing patterns
can be observed even on the level of individual teams and players [17,86], so, presumably, they
are connected to certain human-like behavioral traits, recognizable by the players. Furthermore,
passes are abundant in any soccer match (unlike shots on goal, for example), and are easy to
classify and compare. For learning passing behavior, we can expect a professional team to
make 365-370 passes per game on average [87]. We set the goal to achieve human-like passing
behavior by learning from human tracking data using a proposed system.

To evaluate the performance of a new passing algorithm, we compared the characteristics of
passes made by the new algorithm, the old (default) algorithm, and by the real-life teams. We
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Table 5.1: Pass Length Distribution

Team Pass length, m %
0-10 10-20 20-30 30-40 40+

Default AI 0.00 11.74 52.84 27.84 7.58
New AI 17.44 47.29 20.74 7.36 7.17
Real Teams 28.40 49.36 16.89 3.71 1.37

Table 5.2: Pass Direction Distribution

Team Pass direction (%)
FW FR R BR B BL L FL

Default AI 8 11 21 11 8 9 17 14
New AI 16 14 17 10 4 7 16 16
Real Teams 10 14 16 12 9 12 15 12

simulated a number of AI vs. AI matches using old and new algorithms until 500 passes are
made in each case, and extracted 500 random passes from the STATS.com dataset. The passes
were classified according to their length and direction (see Table 5.1 and Table 5.2).

To compare passing patterns, we represented pass length and pass direction values for dif-
ferent teams as vectors and calculated their cosine similarity ratios (see Table 5.3).

The obtained results show that the original AI system does not exhibit human-like passing
patterns in terms of distance. However, the distribution of pass directions is close to the dis-
tribution found in real data. Our system, based on learning by observation, shows human-like
passing behavior according to these criteria.

It is interesting to note that according to the passing direction criterion, both AI systems are
reasonably human-like. It is possible that the distribution of passing directions in real matches
indeed reflects certain general logic of the game of soccer, and depends on individual team
tactics to a lesser degree. It is also possible that our direction/distance classification does not
adequately reflect the complexity of passes in real soccer, and passes have to be categorized
according to other criteria as well, such as danger estimation or pass quality evaluation, as
proposed in [49].

5.3 Believable Player Movements

Our primary goal was to confirm that the proposed algorithm is able to control the player
possessing the ball and thus can be considered a part of the general AI system, controlling virtual
soccer players. Fortunately, SimpleSoccer includes a built-in rule-based AI, so it is possible to
set up a match where the player possessing the ball is controlled by our algorithm while the
remaining players are controlled by SimpleSoccer AI.

Table 5.3: Similarity of Passing Patterns

Distance Similarity / Direction Similarity (%)
Default AI New AI Real Teams

Default AI - 95.64 97.89
New AI 56.15 - 95.87
Real Teams 43.35 97.45 -
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Figure 5.1: A heat map of movements of a player controlling the ball. The attacking team’s goal
line is on the right.

In our test runs, the new data-driven AI player exhibits behavior that looks natural. After
acquiring both moving and passing behavior (as described in the previous section), the player
is able to attack, evade opponents, and make reasonable passes. Its movements are consistent,
and there are no erratic changes in the movement direction. The player does not lose the ball
unexpectedly, and in general, we are satisfied with the results.

However, we also wanted to perform an objective evaluation of the AI-controlled player’s
behavior to make sure it satisfies the stated requirement of “human-likeness.” In order to do it,
we decided to compare how AI-supplied actions correlate with movements performed by real
athletes in actual games of the STATS dataset.

We divided the original dataset into a subset of 4000 randomly chosen sequences used to
train the AI system, and a test set of the remaining 3500 sequences. The decision-making
process was initiated on every 5th frame of each test set sequence, and the results were compared
with the actions chosen by the original players possessing the ball.

It is important to note that direct comparison cannot be applied in this scenario: there is no
predefined “right” action in the given game situation, since player movements are probabilistic
in nature, and the same player might decide to behave differently in similar cases. Furthermore,
STATS data is anonymized, so it is not possible to learn actions specific to a particular athlete;
instead, we acquire “generalized” behavior exhibited by all ball-possessing players.

Therefore, we decided to compare the probabilities of movement directions of human- and
computer-controlled players, observed in the same zones of a soccer field. For the purpose of
this task we treat the field as consisting of twelve zones (see Figure 5.1).

For each zone, we created a radar chart, showing the probabilities of movement in each of
8 possible directions. The resulting visualization is shown in Figure 5.2. One can note that
predominant movement directions of human players indeed depend on their zones: in their own
half, players tend to move the ball away from the central zones closer to field flanks and attempt
to return the ball closer to the center when approaching the opponent’s goal line.

It is also quite clear that the radar charts of human and AI players are very similar. One way
to obtain a numerical similarity ratio estimation is to use the cosine similarity. We can represent
the complete behavioral fingerprint of a player as a vector V, having elements calculated as:

V8i+j = p(Zi)× p(Dj), (5.1)

where p(Zi) is the probability of player to be in the zone 0 ≤ i ≤ 11, and p(Dj) is the
probability of choosing the direction 0 ≤ j ≤ 7 for movement action.

In our case, cosine similarity between the “human vector” and the “AI vector” yields a rate
of 0.98. This value should be considered a rough estimation of a “true similarity,” since it does
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Figure 5.2: Movements of ball-possessing human- and AI-controlled characters. The attacking
team’s goal line is on the right.

not take into account fine-grained contextual information about situations where decisions are
made, but it still shows that our AI system is indeed able to replicate human behavior to a certain
extent.

Our algorithm relies on three handcrafted sets of features, reflecting our understanding of
soccer situations, as seen by a player controlling the ball. We recognize that this fact makes
our approach a somewhat “ad-hoc solution,” so one of our future priorities will be to make the
process of feature selection more transparent and streamlined. In the current experiments, the
AI system is able to find a matching game state using R0 in approximately 19% of cases, while
R1 is responsible for 63% of cases, and “fallback” R2 is used in the remaining 18% of game
situations.
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Conclusion

In this work we argued that team sports occupy a special, possibly unique, niche in the AI
development landscape, and thus deserve attention on their own, rather than within the context
of other multi-agent environments, such as RTS or MOBA games. Sport video games are virtual
representations of real-world competitions, and thus hold a borderline position between the real
world and the virtual world. On the one hand, they have to capture the essence of real-life events
and represent them faithfully to be appealing for sports fans. At the same time, they have to be
fun to play and accessible for gamers, who want to be immersed in a make-believe world, where
they can play the roles of successful top-class athletes.

A general trend in the sport games genre is convergence between the game and the real-
ity [35], which in practice means more realistic graphics, environments, and AI systems. Good
AI is one of the cornerstones of a high-quality team sport game; it is hard to imagine, for ex-
ample, a soccer-like game set up in a people-only online multiplayer mode, and played without
AI.

Currently, the advancements in AI technologies extend the list of games considered “solved”
in the sense that AI beats professional human players. In practice, this means that the focus of
game AI research can shift to secondary challenges, aimed at maximizing entertainment value
of game products. Sport games are especially good for studying such emotional-driven goals
of AI: the pool of popular sports events is stable, and we know much about motivation and
enjoyment of both participants and fans.

One may argue that the issues related to subjective user enjoyment are hard to deal with:
there are no easy ways known to identify AI-related sources of user enjoyment, to implement
AI that maximizes fun, nor to evaluate obtained results. However, dealing with sport game AI
systems, it is impossible to ignore these factors, especially in the light of their growing impor-
tance. It is, therefore, both reasonable and necessary to anticipate this trend, by focusing more
research effort towards defining an appropriate and long-lasting AI benchmarking environment.

This work describes the design of the adaptive learning system that is capable of decision
making in dynamic environments. Such system can learn and act in real-time with a little pro-
cessor power overhead. Acting graphs allow reinforcement self-learning and learning with goals
along with additional sequence analysis by the decision making method.

We have designed and implemented a rule-based algorithm for event detection in a spa-
tiotemporal soccer dataset. Our method achieves high accuracy on two datasets and most prob-
ably can be used in other similar scenarios without modification. The proposed scheme can
also supply baseline event recognition quality indicators for subsequent research projects. Sim-
ilar techniques can be used to recognize other significant game events, including offsides, free
kicks, and corner kicks. Further research directions may include support for other event types
and adaptation of our algorithm for other team sports, such as basketball or ice hockey.

Soccer is a complex multi-agent game, challenging for AI technologies. The diversity and
sophistication of technologies used in modern RoboCup AI teams shows how difficult it is to
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design a skillful AI system for soccer [88]. However, with the advancements in practical AI
development, the importance of other factors such as believability of AI-controlled teammates
and opponents will grow. Designing a comprehensive data-driven AI system for soccer is a
challenging task, which requires the right choice of methods as well as a good understanding
of the game. So far, we have succeeded in using the datasets of player to obtain a reasonably
human-like moving and passing behavior of a player controlling the ball. Stable and believable
moving behavior is confirmed both with qualitative evaluation and with numerical analysis,
yielding a high similarity ratio between human and AI players according to our fingerprint
metrics. We analyzed the passing behavior of human teams and compared it with a rule-based AI
system according to two features: pass length and pass duration. Our tests show that real teams
significantly differ in their passing patterns from the AI. Unfortunately, the dataset contains few
shots on goal, so these actions have to be handled separately for now.

Naturally, the most interesting directions for future research are related to multi-agent be-
havior. Controlling both a player possessing the ball and the rest of the team requires a certain
degree of player-player coordination, which makes it especially challenging.

We should also note that the task of translating real-life actions into a game world can be
challenging, too. Real athletes possess different abilities, and they operate in a physical world,
only partially replicated in a computer game. However, if game designers strive for realism,
they might find studying human tracking data insightful.
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