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Target tracking refers to positioning mobile objects over time. The targets may be hospital patients, park visitors, mall
shoppers, warehouse assets, etc. We consider a novel cooperative system to track targets, where a target carries low-cost
RF tag which not only beacons its ID, but also receives and rebroadcasts beacons of tags within a certain hop away. Mobile
sensors, equipped with localization and communication modules, are used to capture and forward the beacons to a server
to track the targets. Such multi-hop approach greatly extends the sensing range of the mobile sensors, or equivalently, the
beaconing range of the tags, leading to cost-effective deployment.
We propose Mosent, a highly accurate multi-hop system using mobile sensors for target tracking. To account for complex
signal propagation in different indoor and outdoor environment, we represent the received signal strength (RSS) matrix
overcoming the assumption on propagation model. Given sensor locations, beacons detected by the sensors and RSS matrix,
Mosent jointly considers temporal and spatial information to track targets using a modified particle filter. Mosent has an
optional, independent and offline module to learn spatial signal propagation in terms of RSS matrix using cooperative mobile
sensors equipped with beaconing transceivers. We have implemented Mosent and conducted extensive experiments. Our
results show that Mosent achieves 4.37m and 9.46m tracking error in the campus and the shopping mall, respectively, which
outperforms other state-of-the-art approaches with significantly lower tracking error (often by more than 30%).
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1

INTRODUCTION

Target tracking refers to knowing the location of mobile objects over time. The technology has wide applications,
e.g., following patients in a hospital, understanding people flow in a mall, finding people in an amusement park,
locating assets in a warehouse, etc.
We consider many targets to be tracked in a venue. To track them, an approach is to require each target carrying
a device which continuously computes his/her location and reports it to a server. As each device is equipped with
a sensing module, a localization module and a communication module, this is costly for a large number of targets.
Alternatively, one may install a number of fixed sensors in the venue with the targets carrying light-weight tags.
However, to achieve satisfactory accuracy, this incurs substantial investment in sensor infrastructures, especially
for large sites.
A much more cost-effective solution is to use mobile sensors carried by personnel such as hospital staff, security
guards, mall patrols, etc. These sensors know their own locations according to some localization technique, e.g.,
GPS [33], Wi-Fi fingerprinting [5, 25, 55] and MIMO TOF [50]. A target carries a low-cost light-weight active
tag.1 A tag has a transceiver which can broadcast and receive beacons from other tags. The broadcasted beacons
are opportunistically captured by the mobile sensors within their coverage. These sensors then transmit the
captured beacons to a server. Based on the beacon information and the sensor locations, target locations are
then computed. Note that a sensor, due to its sensing, localization and communication functions, is a computing
and networked device and hence is more expensive than a tag. However, as sensors are mobile and may be
dynamically deployed to different areas, this approach employs much fewer sensors as compared with the fixed
infrastructure. In this paper, we consider the case that both sensors and targets are mobile, though our study is
by no means limited to that.
Among all tag signals, we consider radio frequency (RF) such as Wi-Fi and iBeacon, due to cost-effectiveness
and deployability. Their transceiving modules are readily available in the market and widely embedded into
different mobile devices. These RFs can also be easily detected in terms of received signal strengths (RSS).
The signal of a tag has some certain coverage, which is also a range to be sensed. When sensors are sparse with
respect to beacon coverage, some targets may not be sensed, let alone tracked. To overcome this, we consider
that tags cooperatively rebroadcast the received beacons of the other tags within a certain hop limit away. In
other words, the hop limit is also known as the lifetime of the beacons. This greatly extends the sensing scope of
a sensor and achieves much better trackability in terms of continuity and accuracy.
We show in Figure 1 an example of the system. A sensor keeps listening to the beacons from its neighboring
tags (which are the nodes within its sensing range). Upon receiving the beacons, it forwards them to a server along
with its location. A tag periodically broadcasts beacons, consisting of its own unique identifier, the remaining
lifetime (initialized to the hop limit), and the measured RSS of its neighboring tags. Meanwhile, it also rebroadcasts
the beacons from the other tags within a certain hop limit away. It is clear that the hop limit (maximum beacon
lifetime) balances the sensing coverage and rebroadcast overhead of the tags.
To model signal propagation, traditional approaches often assume line-of-sight (LOS) scenarios by using some
simple fading formulas. While this may be reasonable in open or outdoor space, it does not work well for complex
indoor environment due to fading, multipath and shadowing [39]. We hence introduce a more general concept of
RSS matrix to capture signal propagation between any two locations, where the matrix entry at (i, j) is the RSS
received at point j for a transmitter at point i. In such way, RSS matrix does not require any propagation model,
and provides spatial information between the transmitter and receiver given a received RSS. We remark that our
RSS matrix may be applied in any environment. For the simple environment where signal propagation may be
approximated by a fading model, RSS matrix can be straightforwardly generated using that model.
1 In

this paper, we use “target” and “tag” interchangeably.
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Sensor
Target

Fig. 1. An example of mobile sensor tracking system. The gray solid lines represent partitions, and the dotted lines with
arrows represent beaconing signal transmission.

We propose Mosent, a cooperative, cost-effective and highly accurate system using mobile sensors to track
multiple targets. Mosent solves the following cooperative target tracking problem: given RSS matrix, the RSS
measurements for tags and sensors and sensor locations, how can we efficiently localize the targets over time?
We propose a novel and efficient algorithm to address that. We employ a modified particle filter, which constrains
the tag locations by means of temporal and spatial information. Instead of tracking a single target at a time,
Mosent takes advantage of the spatial relationship among targets as obtained from the RSS matrix, and jointly
considers temporal target movements.
Noting that RSS matrix is an important input for Mosent, we further investigate how to obtain it efficiently in
a general environment without any model assumption and explicit site survey. Clearly, site survey is too costly
(time-consuming and labor-intensive). To this end, Mosent optionally and independently includes an offline
module which efficiently learns signal propagation by generating RSS matrix using only mobile sensors. The
sensor has a transceiver which emits beacon signal and receives the beacons from its neighboring sensors, and
forwards its location and its received beacon information to a server. As server location is uncertain, we consider
the following offline RSS matrix generation problem: given noisy estimated locations and the RSS received over
time of the sensors, how to construct a complete RSS matrix efficiently? We propose leveraging the movement
and cooperation of sensors using Rao-blackwellized particle filter [16], a framework widely used for SLAM
(Simultaneous Localization and Mapping) [34]. In each time period, we first refine the sensor location according
to the signal measurement and current RSS matrix. Based on the better location, the RSS matrix is then updated.
To the best of our knowledge, this is the first work that applies fine-grained model-free approach to the mobile
sensor tracking problem. We implement Mosent and conduct extensive experiments in university campus and
shopping mall. Our experimental results show that Mosent achieves 4.37m and 9.46m tracking error in the campus
and the shopping mall, respectively, which outperforms other state-of-the-art approaches with significantly lower
tracking error (often by more than 30%).
The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. We briefly discuss related work in Section 2, followed
by system overview and architecture in Section 3. We present the cooperative tracking algorithm in Section 4,
and efficient RSS matrix generation in Section 5. Section 6 illustrates the experimental results. We conclude in
Section 7.

2

RELATED WORK

We discuss the related work in this section. Traditional RF-based positioning problems can be treated as localizing
stationary targets with static sensors. They usually leverage the pre-deployed network infrastructure, such as
access points (AP) and iBeacons, to determine the target locations. A number of works, such as tri-lateration [29,
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36, 54], employ range-based schemes, which estimate the distance between nodes using signal measurements,
e.g., RSS and ToA (Time of Arrival). However, the performance is often hampered by non-line-of-sight (NLOS)
measurement. Other researchers focus on the range-free solutions. One of the representative works is the
fingerprinting approach [5, 13, 19, 23, 24, 26, 46, 52]. The signal patterns at predefined positions are recorded
as unique fingerprints. Then, the location estimation problem becomes searching for the matched fingerprint.
These works usually cast the target localization as a per-time-slot estimation problem, hence have not taken the
mobility of targets into consideration.
There have been lots of studies considering localizing mobile targets with fixed sensors over time [1, 3, 6, 18,
21, 31, 35, 51, 53, 57]. The problem is usually called as tracking problem. Bayesian filtering is widely applied in
these work, of which the basic idea is to combine the signal measurements with the motion of targets. Work
in [35] further proposes a trajectory estimation method based on Viterbi map-matching [45] to improve the
tracking accuracy with a limited number of sensors. These works often assume the independence of each target
to simplify the system. In Mosent, we consider both the temporal and cooperative information among targets to
extend the tracking coverage as well as improve the accuracy.
There is another line of research studying on tracking mobile targets with mobile sensors. Based on the location
estimation methods, they can be further classified into range-based [12, 14, 32, 40] and range-free [28] methods.
A pioneer work [27] employs particle filter to combine target motion model and sensor measurement for target
tracking. Other works plan the moving trajectories of mobile sensors for better localization performances [4, 22].
Though inspiring, nevertheless, their performance depends highly on the sensor density and sensor trajectory [20].
To combat such problem, Mosent considers leveraging both cooperation among devices and their temporal
information to constraint the targets even out of the sensing coverage.
There have been studies on cooperative localization [11, 37, 43, 44, 47–49], where each node calculates its own
position by analyzing the signal distance from its neighbors. Some works compute the relative positions of nodes
using MDS (Multi-dimensional Scaling) [8, 15, 30, 38, 41, 42] due to its computational efficiency. However, the
requirement of the LOS between nodes hinders their applicability in the complex area. Our work introduces
the concept of RSS matrix to fit complex environments. There is another work [56] proposing a range-free
localization scheme to address the issues of RSS uncertainty and heterogeneous sensor coverage ranges. Work
in [10] utilizes ZigBee as the neighbor-detection sensor to identify the moving crowd cluster, and hence mitigates
the localization error of each individual in the cluster. Though promising, these works estimate target locations
based on only current network states and do not leverage temporal information of target movements.

3 SYSTEM OVERVIEW
3.1 RSS Matrix
An RSS matrix captures signal propagation information in the site. In order to form an RSS matrix, we need
to discretize the whole site first. Specifically, we scatter a set of seed points in the accessible region, and then
generate a Voronoi diagram accordingly. We call each polygon partition a cell. Thanks to the characteristics of
Voronoi diagram that any point inside the cell is closer to the corresponding seed point than others, we can find
the cell where a point locates by searching its nearest seed point in the plain.
Given a site partitioned into c cells, we can generate a c × c RSS matrix M. We label every cell with an index.
RSS measurement is often assumed having Gaussian noise [2]. We hence store Mi,j = ⟨µ Mi ,j , σ Mi , j ⟩ to represent
the RSS distribution, where µ Mi ,j and σ Mi ,j are the mean and standard deviation of signal strength emitted from
the i-th cell and received at the j-th cell.
One issue in generating the RSS matrix is the so-called device heterogeneity problem. Because different sensors
and targets may have different transmission power and antenna gain, the offset among them can distort the
tracking accuracy seriously. To address the problem, we follow the approach mentioned in [26]. The idea is
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that we select one specific device as the reference device, and adjust the measurement from other devices to
the reference level. More specifically, for every device, we measure the RSS at the same distance (say, 1 m) and
calculate the offset with the measurement of reference device. Given the offset list and an RSS from the known
devices, we perform a linear transformation to adjust the RSS value to the reference device.

3.2

System Framework

Figure 2(a) shows the workflow of cooperative target tracking in Mosent. Each sensor reports the beacons received
and their own locations. Besides, an RSS matrix representing the spatial signal propagation of the site is also
imported. Given the required data, the tracking module employs a modified particle filter to estimate target
locations. For each iteration, the targets are localized sequentially. Specifically, to localize the next target to be
estimated, Mosent performs target selection based on the number of neighbors. We localize the target with the
highest confidence every time. Later, for tracking targets, the particles are updated based on the motion model
and spatial relation to its neighbors. At the end of each iteration, Mosent generates the estimated locations for all
the targets.
RSS matrix generation module is designed under the Rao-Blackwellized particle filter (RBPF) framework. We
show its workflow in Figure 2(b). The generation algorithm works in an iterative way. Within each iteration, the
particles are predicted and updated based on the sensor mobility as well as their estimated locations. Using the
mutual RSS measurement, we can further constrain the possible locations of each sensor. According to the refined
sensor locations, the RSS matrix is updated over time. We summarize the major notations used throughout the
paper in Table 1.

4

COOPERATIVE TARGET TRACKING

We present in this section our novel algorithm to efficiently track multiple targets using mobile sensors and
cooperative targets. We first overview the multi-target tracking problems in Section 4.1. We then discuss the
details of two major steps, i.e. target selection (Section 4.2) and target tracking (Section 4.3). Finally, we give a toy
example of the algorithm in Section 4.4.

4.1

Overview

The cooperative multi-target tracking problem is modeled as estimating the true states of a dynamic system from
noisy observations. At discrete time t, the locations of targets are represented by system state x t = {x t1, x t2, ..., x tn },
where x ti = {x-coordinate, y-coordinate} is the 2-D coordinate of target i. Similarly, the location of sensors are
denoted by yt = {yt1, yt2, ..., ytm }. During the time from t − 1 to t, targets are assumed to move according to the
given motion model p(x ti |x ti −1 ), which is the probability density function of target i’s current location given
previous location x ti −1 .
Proc. ACM Interact. Mob. Wearable Ubiquitous Technol., Vol. 2, No. 3, Article 136. Publication date: September 2018.

136:6 • J. Tan et al.
Table 1. Major symbols used in Mosent.
Notation

Definition

C

The set of sensors

D

The set of targets

xt

The set of target locations at time t

x ti

The location of target i at time t

yt

The set of sensor locations at time t

j

yt

The location of sensor j at time t

ot

The set of RSS measurements from targets to sensors at time t

ot

The RSS measurements from target to sensor j at time t

st

The set of RSS measurements among sensors at time t

st

The RSS measurements from other sensor to sensor j at time t

j

j

zt
z ti
ψt
j
ψt
M
M i ,j

The set of RSS measurements among targets at time t
The RSS measurements from other target to target i at time t
The set of sensor locations reported by external source at time t
The location of sensor j reported by external source at time t
The RSS matrix
The element with coordinate (i, j) in the RSS matrix

To leverage temporal information, we use sensing data from time 1 to time t (denoted as {o 1:t , z 1:t }) and the
motion model to estimate the target locations at time t. Therefore, Sequential Importance Resampling (SIR)
particle filter is employed to incorporate temporal sensing data for location estimation. The posterior probability
distribution of target locations at time t − 1 is given by p(x t −1 |o 1:t −1, z 1:t −1 ). The observation model p(ot , zt |x t )
describes the likelihood of observing sensing result {ot , zt } given the targets locations x t . We are interested
in estimating the joint posterior probability distribution of target locations, i.e. p(x t |o 1:t , z 1:t ). A particle filter
computes the posterior distribution recursively according to
∫
p(x t |o 1:t , z 1:t ) ∝ p(ot , zt |x t )
p(x t |x t −1 ) p(x t −1 |o 1:t −1, z 1:t −1 ) dx t −1 .
(1)
| {z }
|
{z
}
likelihood

posterior of previous location

However, since targets are able to sense with each other, leveraging the mutual sensing data to estimate the joint
posterior p(x t |o 1:t , z 1:t ) incurs unaffordable time complexity. To address this, Mosent devises a modified particle
filter to approximate the individual conditional posterior of target location sequentially instead of considering
them together at the same time.
We say a sensor is covered by a target if it receives the beacon from the target. Mosent first sorts targets
according to their localization confidence, which is the number of sensors covered by the target. Then for each
target, we estimate the conditional posterior distribution, and hence the location for each target. By doing so,
targets with high confidence are located first and the resultant locations can be used to locate other targets.
In Mosent, the joint posterior distribution of target locations p(x t1, ..., x tn |o 1:t , z 1:t ) at time instance t is represented by a set of particles, which is denoted as Pt = ∪i ∈D Pti , where Pti = {Pti,[1], ..., Pti,[K ] } is the set of particles
representing target i’s location and Pti,[k ] is the k-th particle of target i. The location distribution of each target
is represented by K particles. K is a system parameter which balances the computational complexity and the
tracking accuracy, and detailed studies are in Section 6. Each particle is formed by a tuple ⟨x ti,[k ], w ti,[k] ⟩, where
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x ti,[k ] is a possible location of target i and weight w ti,[k ] represents how likely the true target location is x ti,[k ] . In
each iteration, the tracking can be separated into two successive steps: target selection (Section 4.2) and target
tracking (Section 4.3), which are detailed in the following.

4.2

Target Selection for Localization

Usually, the number of sensors within the coverage of a target is different. Intuitively, the large the number
of covered sensors in the coverage of a target, the more accurate we can estimate the location of the target.
Therefore, we sort targets according to the number of sensors within their coverage (ties are broken arbitrarily).
With the sorted targets, the joint posterior is approximated as
p(x t1, ..., x tn |o 1:t , z 1:t ) ≈ p(x t1 |o 1:t , z 1:t −1 )p(x t2 |o 1:t , z 1:t −1, x t1, zt1 )... p(x tn |o 1:t , z 1:t −1, x t1, ..., x tn−1, zt1, ..., ztn−1 ),
|
{z
}

(2)

conditional posterior of target i

where p(x ti |o 1:t , z 1:t −1, x t1, ..., x ti−1, zt1, ..., zti−1 )

is the approximated conditional posterior distribution of target i.
Initially, we see that the computation of posterior distribution of the location of target 1 is approximated by
p(x t1 |o 1:t , z 1:t −1 ) which does not depend on any sensing data at targets at the current time instance. While the
computation of posterior of target 2 is approximated by p(x t2 |o 1:t , z 1:t −1, x t1, zt1 ), which depends on the the sensing
data at target 1 and the location of target 1. Since we do not know the exact location of target 1, we use the
estimated location instead. Target locations are estimated according to the sorted order of targets one by one, in
the sense that the estimation of latter targets are able to make use of the estimated location and sensing data of
previously estimated targets.

4.3

Target Tracking

We first discuss the prediction step in the particle filter. The location distribution of the i-th target at time instance
t − 1 is represented by particles {Pti,[1], ..., Pti,[K ] }. At time 0, particles are uniformly distributed in the whole
accessible area as we do not have any prior knowledge of target locations and a target may be at any location.
We consider that we are unaware of the moving speed and direction of the target. However, we do know that its
moving distance within time interval must less than some value dmax . If target i is at location x t −1 in last time
instance, at time t, it could be at any location within a circular region with origin x t −1 and radius dmax . More
precisely, the motion model is given by the following probability density function
(
1

, if the Euclidean distance between x t −1 and x t is not greater than dmax ,
2
(3)
p x t |x t −1 = π dmax
0, otherwise.
To predict the next location of target i, we hence move each of the particles of target i to a random position within
]
i,[k ]
i,[k ]
in the circular region with radius dmax centered at the particle. That is, for each particle Pti,[k
−1 = ⟨x t −1 , w t −1 ⟩
]
]
Pti,[k
−−−−−−−−−→ Pti,[k] = ⟨x ti,[k ], w ti,[k
−1 −
−1 ⟩,
motion model

(4)

where x ti,[k ] is the new particle’s location.
The weight of each particle is updated according to the observation. Note that before estimating the posterior
distribution of target i, we have already estimated the locations of targets {0, 1, ..., i − 1}. Given the sensing data
o 1:t at sensors, the sensing data at target {0, 1, ..., i − 1} and the the estimated location of target {0, 1, ..., i − 1},
we are able to measure the likelihood of each particle Pti,[k ] being at the true location. Recall that the signal
propagation loss between any two points in the map is given by the RSS matrix M. Denote x and y as the
locations of a target and a sensor, respectively, and o is the detected RSS at the sensor. Then the likelihood of
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Fig. 3. An illustrative example of cooperative target tracking in Mosent.

2
RSS measurement p(o|x, y) follows N (µ Mζ ,η , σ M
), where ζ and η are the cell indexes of x and y, respectively.
ζ ,η
Considering that the RSS observed at each sensor/target is independent, the likelihood of observing sensing
result {ot , zt1, ..., zti−1 } can be calculated as

p(ot , zt1, ..., zti−1 |x ti , x t1, ..., x ti−1, yt ) =

Ö

p(otj |x ti , ytj )

j ∈C

i−1
Ö
j=0

p(ztj |x ti , x tj ),

(5)

where p(otj |x ti , ytj ) is the likelihood that the RSS of target i’s beacon received at sensor j is otj , and, similarly,
p(ztj |x ti , x tj ) is the likelihood that the RSS of target i’s beacon received at another target j is ztj . Note that the
likelihood of target i being at location x ti only depends on sensing data at all sensors and data at targets whose
locations are already estimated.
We update the weight of each particle of target i according to p(ot , zt1, ..., zti−1 |x ti,[k ], x t1, ..., x ti−1, yt ). That is,
]
for each Pti,[k ] = ⟨x ti,[k], w ti,[k
−1 ⟩,
update

Pti,[k ] −−−−−→ ⟨x ti,[k ], w ti,[k ] ⟩, where w ti,[k ] ∝ p(ot , zt1, ..., zti−1 |x ti,[k ], x t1, ..., x ti−1, yt ).
Í
Then, the weight of particles are normalized to satisfy k w ti,[k ] = 1.
The location of target i at time t is estimated using the expectation
Õ
x̂ ti =
x ti,[k ]w ti,[k ] .

(6)

(7)

k

It is applied to address the degeneracy issue of SIR particle filter. The basic idea of resampling is to eliminate
trajectories that have small normalized importance weights and to concentrate upon trajectories with large
weights. Resampling is done with the following: 1) Draw K particle samples from all particles, each of which is
drawn with the probability as its weight. Replace Pti with the drawn particles. 2) Set the weight of each particle
to be 1/K.
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ALGORITHM 1: Efficient RSS Matrix Generation
Initialize particles.
while there is new sensing data collection do
foreach particle do
Predict sensor locations through motion model.
end
foreach particle do
Estimate local RSS matrix in each particle accoridng to Equations 15 or 16.
end
Update weights for particles according to Equation 11.
Yield the sensor locations according to Equation 14.
Yield the RSS matrix according to Equation 17.
Resample particles.
end

4.4

An Illustrative Example

We illustrate in Figure 3 a toy example to show how the tracking algorithm works. There is a typical sensor
network consisting of 4 sensors and 4 targets. During time from t −1 to t, targets broadcast beacons asynchronously.
Dashed arrows indicate the reception of beacons at nodes. To estimate target locations at time t jointly, we first
sort targets according to the number of covered sensors. Clearly, the sorted target sort would be {1, 3, 2, 4}. Then,
we locate target according to the sorted order. We first estimate posterior p(x t1 |o 1:t ) and estimate the location of
Target 1. Usually, we could locate the position of Target 1 without the information of other targets as there are 3
sensors sensing the beacon of Target 1. Subsequently, we estimate the location of Target 3, 2 and 4, respectively.
When estimating the location of Target 2, we have already estimated the location of Target 1 and 3. Therefore, we
are able to make use of Target 1 and 3 to estimate the location of Target 2. However, if we estimate the location
of Target 2 first, we can only use sensing data at sensor B to make an estimation. We see that depending on the
location of previously estimated locations, Mosent has the potential to improve estimation accuracy.

5

EFFICIENT RSS MATRIX GENERATION

We present in this section how to generate the RSS matrix under noisy sensor location efficiently. This module
acts as a plug-in for Mosent. The generated RSS matrix can be used as the input for more accurate cooperative
tracking. We give the brief overview and preliminary about Rao-Blackwellized particle filter (RBPF) in Section 5.1,
and then discuss the sensor location refinement (Section 5.2) and RSS matrix learning (Section 5.3).

5.1

Overview

In order to generate the RSS matrix, we require the accurate sensor locations. However, sensor locations are
usually noisy in reality, and RSS matrix can help us reduce such error to some extent. To solve this chicken-or-egg
problem, we consider estimating the joint posterior
p(y0:t , M |s 1:t ,ψ 1:t ),

(8)

where, following the notations in Section 3, y0:t is the sequence of sensor locations from time 0 to t, M is the RSS
Matrix, s 1:t are the sequence of mutual measurements among sensors, and ψ 1:t is the sequence of noisy location
estimation of sensors provided by external sources.
To take the advantage of temporal and spatial information, Monte Carlo filtering approaches can be employed
again for the problem. However, they cannot estimate Equation 8 efficiently as the existence of the RSS matrix in
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Fig. 4. An illustration of particles structure in the module. A gray column represents a particle. Each particle contains a set of
sensors’ locations, an estimation of RSS matrix and an associated weight.

the posterior increases the dimensionality of the estimation space. Note that Equation 8 can be factorized as
p(y0:t , M |s 1:t ,ψ 1:t ) = p(y0:t |s 1:t ,ψ 1:t ) p(M |y0:t , s 1:t ,ψ 1:t ) = p(y0:t |s 1:t ,ψ 1:t ) p(M |y0:t , s1:t ) .
|
{z
} | {z }
sensor trajectory posterior

(9)

RSS matrix posterior

The factorization decomposes the joint posterior estimation into two separated problems, i.e. sensor trajectory
estimation and RSS matrix estimation based on the sensor locations. Therefore, we realize it by employing a
modified RBPF [16], which has been successfully applied in SLAM problems [34]. We show the key steps in
Algorithm 1, which are detailed in the following subsections.

5.2

Refining Sensor Locations

We first estimate the sensor trajectory posterior p(y0:t |s 1:t ,ψ 1:t ) in Equation 9. Further notice that we can factorize
the posterior as
p(y0:t |s 1:t ,ψ 1:t ) ∝ p(st ,ψt |yt ) p(y0:t |s 1:t −1,ψ 1:t −1 )
= p(y0:t |s 1:t −1,ψ 1:t −1 ) p(ψt |yt ) p(st |yt ),

(10)

where p(y0:t |s 0:t −1,ψ 0:t −1 ) is the prediction of current sensor trajectory based on history information, p(ψt |yt ) is
the likelihood of estimated sensor locations, and p(st |yt ) is the likelihood of mutual sensing. Hence we can draw
samples from the motion model first, and then update the weight according to the two types of likelihood above.
As the sensor estimation based on external approach is independent with each other, we have p(ψt |yt ) =
Îm
j j
j=1 p(ψ t |yt ). By the central limit theorem [17], we further assume the estimated sensor location follows the
zero-mean multivariate Gaussian distribution, i.e. p(ψtj |ytj ) ∼ N (ytj , ΣS j ), where j is the sensor index, and the
covariance matrix ΣS j of sensor location is a diagonal matrix whose elements on the main diagonal equal to σS2 .
The value of σS relates to the choice of external sensor localization techniques and its accuracy.
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We show in Figure 4 the structure of particles applied in RBPF. Each particle represents a combination of the
potential locations of all the sensors. Thus every particle contains m locations for m sensors. As the RSS matrix is
unknown, each particle also includes a local RSS matrix following the RBPF. We will discuss the estimation of
RSS matrix in Section 5.3. We denote Pt[k ] as the k-th particle at time t. Then we have Pt[k ] = ⟨yt[k], Mt[k ], w t[k ] ⟩,
where yt[k ] is the “guess” of sensor locations in the particle, M t[k] is the local RSS matrix estimated in the particle,
and w t[k] is the weight of the particle.
In the prediction stage, we predict the particles state based on previous estimation. Considering that the mobility
of each sensor is independent, we can predict particle states by predicting each sensor location individually. Here
we use the same motion model mentioned in Equation 3.
In the updating stage, we update the weight w t[k ] of each particle. The weight represents the belief on each
particle. Higher weight indicates that the paricle is more likely to be chosen. To compute w t[k ] , we derive it as
follows:
w t[k ] ∝
∝

[k ]
p(y0:t
|s 1:t ,ψ 1:t )
[k ]
p(y0:t
|s 1:t −1,ψ 1:t −1 )
[k ]
[k ]
p(st ,ψt |y0:t
, s 1:t −1,ψ 1:t −1 ) p(y0:t
|s 1:t −1,ψ 1:t −1 )
[k ]
p(y0:t
|s 1:t −1,ψ 1:t −1 )

[k ]
= p(st ,ψt |y0:t
, s 1:t −1,ψ 1:t −1 )
[k ]
= p(ψt |yt[k ] ) p(st |y0:t
, s 1:t −1 ).

(11)

Note that the first term in Equation 11 follows the sensor location observation model. To further compute the
[k ]
second term p(st |y0:t
, s 1:t −1 ), we have
∫
[k]
[k]
p(st |y0:t
, s 1:t −1 ) = p(st , M |y0:t
, s 1:t −1 ) dM
∫
[k]
[k ]
= p(st |M, y0:t
) p(M |y0:t
(12)
−1, s 1:t −1 ) dM.
Equation 12 can be approximated as Gaussian density [7, 34]:
[k ]
p(st |y0:t
, s 1:t −1 ) ∝

Ö
i ,j
s t ∈s t

exp −

(sti,j − ŝti,j )2 
,
2
2ϕ i,j

(13)

where sti,j is the RSS measurement by the device in i-th cell and received in j-th cell, and ŝti,j is the expected RSS
2 in Equation 13 represents the uncertainty on estimation, which
measurement, i.e. ŝti,j = µ Mi ,j . The variance ϕ i,j

[k]
[k ]
can be computed as the summation of the variance of p(sti,j |Mi,j , y0:t
) and the variance p(Mi,j |y0:t
−1, s 1:t −1 ) [7].
We can see that p(st |yt[k ], s 1:t −1 ) actually indicates how likely the particle matches to the current RSS matrix
Í
estimation. Note that the weight of particles should be normalized to satisfy k w ti,[k ] = 1.
Based on the updated weight of each particle, we can estimate the i-th sensor location ŷti by computing the
expectation of sensor location. Mathematically, we have
Õ
ŷti =
w t[k ] yti,[k ] .
(14)
k
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Fig. 5. The prototypes of sensors and tags in the experiment. The left one is the sensor running on TP-Link MR3020, and the
right one is the tag implemented on the platform of Espressif ESP32.

5.3

RSS Matrix Learning

Under the framework of RBPF, we estimate the RSS matrix at the same time of refining the sensor locations. The
estimation is conducted by recursively updating the posterior of RSS matrix p(M |y0:t , s 1:t ).
For any element Mi,j in the RSS Matrix M, if there is a measurement at time t where the transmitting sensor is
located in li and the receiver sensor is located at l j , then element Mi,j need to be updated. Here we use Mti,j to
represent the element with coordinate (i, j) in the RSS matrix M of time t. For the simplicity of the symbol, let
Mti,j ∼ N (µ t , σt2 ), and st be the RSS measurement for Mi,j at time t. As p(µ t |s 1:t ) ∝ p(st |µ t ) p(µ t |s 1:t −1 ) where
both the prior p(µ t |s 1:t −1 ) and the likelihood function p(st |µ t ) are Gaussian variables, the posterior p(µ t |s 1:t ) can
be updated as Gaussian with
1
1 µ t −1 st
µ t = ( 2 + 2 ), and σt2 = ,
(15)
B σt −1 σ
B
where B = 1/σt2−1 + 1/σ 2 and σ 2 is the measurement variance [7]. On the other hand, if the matrix element does
not need to be updated, we simply leave it unchanged:
p(µ t |s 1:t ) = p(µ t −1 |s 1:t −1 ).

(16)

In order to yield the RSS matrix, we take the weighted average as the approximation (we hide the subscript t
for simplicity):
Õ
[k ]
Mi,j =
w i[k ] Mi,j
.
(17)
k

6

EXPERIMENTAL EVALUATION AND ILLUSTRATIVE RESULTS

This section presents the experimental evaluation of Mosent. We first discuss the experiment settings in Section 6.1,
and then demonstrate the experimental results in Section 6.2.

6.1

Experiment Settings and Methodologies

We implement the sensors on TP-Link MR3020 portable router running an open source embedded operating
system OpenWrt 15.05. We choose the Espressif ESP32 as the platform of the active tags because it provides
convenient APIs to manipulate IEEE 802.11 beacon frame. Figure 5 shows the prototype of Mosent. The cooperation
used in Mosent is based on the beacon frame broadcasting so that no network connection is required. The beacon
frame carries our customized data, e.g. hop limits, current hop, RSS measurement, etc., in the fields of Element
Information. The beaconing frequency is around 1 s. Both sensors and targets operate on the 2.4 GHz wireless
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180 m

28 m

130 m

70 m

(a) University campus.

(b) Shopping mall.

Fig. 6. The floor plans and cell partitions of the two experimental sites. The area in red represents the accessible region. The
blue line segments partition the cells, in which the blue dots are the seed points.

network. Channel 1 is used in the experiments. The transmission power of sensors is set to 10 dBm, and the
tag is set to Level 0 (as no precise power setting is provided). Sensors connect to the server through a wireless
local network (WLAN). We also implement our server on a PC with 3.6 GHz processor and 16 GB RAM running
Ubuntu 16.04.
We evaluated the system performance in two different sites. The first one is in the office building of our
university campus (Figure 6(a)). The area is around 70 m × 28 m with corridors, wall partitions, and rooms. Such
environment is similar to the application environments like hospital, nursing home, company office, etc. The
other site is chosen in a large shopping mall (Figure 6(b)) which consists of multiple corridors with complicated
connections and large open area. The total area is about 180 m × 130 m. We choose these two sites because both
of them are the representative application scenarios which are suitable for mobile sensor based tracking system.
We conduct both experiments in the normal working hours. There are other wireless infrastructures in the area
and passengers walking through the site during the experiment, which represent the real world situation.
Following the discretization process described in Section 3.1, we partition the accessible region in the both
sites. The partitions have been shown in Figure 6. The area of each cell in the campus is about 3 m × 3 m, and
there are 51 cells in total. In the site of shopping mall, the distance between the neighboring seed points is around
5 m, and the total number of cells is 214.
We recruit multiple volunteers to conduct the experiments. Each participant holding a device (either a sensor
or a tag) walks in the accessible region of the sites (labeled with red color in Figure 6). There is no pre-planned
path for them. They are allowed to walk at their own pace, and even stop at any position. Figures 7(a) and 7(b)
show examples of the trajectories of one participant in the two sites, respectively. 10 people in total participate
in the experiment of the campus. 4 users carry the sensors and the rest carry the tags. In the shopping mall
scenario, 17 participants involve. We assign 8 of them carrying sensors and 9 of them carrying tags. In order to
have an intuitive understanding on the distribution and density of devices, we visualize in Figures 8(a) and 8(b)
the locations of sensors and targets at a time instance.
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180 m

28 m

130 m

70 m

(a) University campus.
(b) Shopping mall.

Fig. 7. An example of walking trajectories and labeled locations. The red cross markers are the labeled positions during the
experiment. The gray dot lines represent the trajectories of a participant, and the corresponding arrow indicates the walking
direction.

180 m

28 m

130 m

70 m

(a) University campus (T = 300s).
(b) Shopping mall (T = 300s).

Fig. 8. An example of sensors/targets positions at a certain time instance. The red triangles and blue dots represent the
positions of sensors and targets, respectively.

We also collect the true walking trajectories (ground-truth locations) for evaluating the tracking accuracy.
Participants are required to label their positions when he/she encounters some critical locations such as turning
corners and landmarks. We design an App on mobile phones for the ease of labeling. The location label is denoted
by a tuple < t, l >, where t is the timestamp, and l is the coordinate of current location. In Figures 7(a) and 7(b),
the red cross markers are the positions labeled by users during the whole experiment. In addition, we record
the steps of participants through a software-implemented pedometer [9], which indicates their walking status
(walk/stop) and speed. Those labeled positions, as well as the step counts, are used together to recover their true
walking trajectories. To be specific, for any two consecutive location labels < t 0, l 0 > and < t 1, l 1 >, the position l
Proc. ACM Interact. Mob. Wearable Ubiquitous Technol., Vol. 2, No. 3, Article 136. Publication date: September 2018.

Cooperative Target Tracking and Signal Propagation Learning Using Mobile Sensors • 136:15
of the participant at time t can be computed by
l = l 0 + (t − t 0 − ∆ts )v,

(18)

where v = (l 1 − l 0 )/(t 1 − t 0 − ts ), ts is the non-walking time between t 0 and t 1 , and ∆ts is the non-walking period
from t 0 to t. Notice that the collected locations are only used for the purpose of performance validation.
At each site, we conduct the RSS matrix generating stage and tracking stage separately. We conduct the
experiment in the campus for 20 minutes. We generate the RSS matrix for 10 minutes and then test the tracking
accuracy for another 10 minutes. Considering the larger scale of the shopping mall, we spend more time there for
fully testing. Specifically, 25 minutes are scheduled for generating the RSS matrix, and 20 minutes for tracking
evaluation.
We implement the Wi-Fi based fingerprint indoor localization system [5] for providing the location estimation
of sensors. The fingerprint database is collected on a different day to avoid correlation. The mean localization
error is 3.74 m in the campus and 6.17 m in the mall.
We also collect the ground truth of signal propagation for validating the performance of RSS matrix learning.
Two surveyors, as a group, holding sensors, stand at two different positions to record the RSS at each side. For
each pair of positions, we collect RSS for 15 seconds to mitigate the influence of signal fluctuation. The total
number of pairs in the campus is 1275. Due to the time and resource limit, we only collect the ground truth RSS
matrix for the experiment in the campus.
We compare the performance of Mosent with the following state-of-the-art target tracking schemes:
• Proximity reports the location of sensors with the maximum RSS as the target locations. This approach can
be treated as the baseline for system performance.
• Monte Carlo Localization using mobile sensors (MCL) [27] considers the mobile sensor based tracking without
distance estimation. It only uses a binary indicator to identify whether the target is within the sensing
range or not. It also applies a particle filter to leverage the temporal information.
• MDS-based collaborative localization (MDS) [30, 41, 42] takes the advantage of cooperation among nodes. It
first maps nodes to relative positions based on the eigenvalue decomposition of the distance matrix. Then,
linear operations such as rotation and translation are performed based on the known sensor locations. To
implement it, we use the path loss model to estimate the distance among the directed linked sensors/targets.
We evaluate the performance of Mosent using the following metrics:
• Tracking error: Let lˆt be the target’s estimated location of target at time instance t, and lt be the true
location of the same time. Note that lt is calculated by Equation 18 according to the ground-truth location
labeled by the user. The tracking error is defined as the Euclidean distance between the estimated location
lˆt and its true location lt , i.e. et = ||lt − lˆt ||2 . Particularly, we define the mean tracking error of a trajectory
Í
as ē = t ||lt − lˆt ||2 /η, where η is the number of location estimation in the trajectory. We evaluate the
tracking system performance in terms of tracking error.
• RSS error: Let M̂ be the estimated RSS matrix, and M be the ground truth. For the entry Mi,j , the RSS error
is defined as e Mi , j = |µ Mi ,j − µ M̂i ,j |, where µ Mi , j is the expectation value of the random variable Mi,j . For
the entry without any update, we treat its value as −90 dBm which is the minimum detectable RSS. The
RSS error represents the correctness of RSS matrix generation.
In the experimental study, unless otherwise specified, we use the following default parameters as the baseline
settings: the number of particles for tracking is 125, the hop limit is 2, and the number of particles used in RSS
matrix generation is 200.
Proc. ACM Interact. Mob. Wearable Ubiquitous Technol., Vol. 2, No. 3, Article 136. Publication date: September 2018.

136:16 • J. Tan et al.

Tracking
Error (m)

30
20
10
0
80

100

120

140

160

180

200

Time (s)

(a) Sensors in coverage (campus). (b) Target in coverage (campus).

(a) Tracking error of a target over time.

Covered
Frequency

10

Sensors
Targets

5
0
80

100

120

140

160

180

200

Time (s)

(c) Sensor in coverage (mall).

(d) Target in coverage (mall).

(b) The number of sensor/traget in the target coverage over time.

Fig. 9. The histograms of the number of sensors/targets in Fig. 10. The tracking error and the number of devices covered
the coverage of targets in different sites.
of tag No.3 from time 80 s to 200 s (campus).

6.2

Illustrative Results

Figure 9 shows the histograms of sensor/target coverage in both sites. Each distribution indicates the number of
cases in which sensors/targets are able to sense the targets. Due to the limited area in the campus site, we can
see that, in the most cases, 1 - 3 sensors (Figure 9(a)) and 2 - 4 targets (Figure 9(b)) can capture the beacon from
targets. However, the scenario in the shopping mall is more challenging. There are 11.4% (Figure 9(c)) and 14.4%
(Figure 9(d)) of all the cases in which no sensor or other target can ever detect the target, respectively.
To illustrate the relation of tracking error and the number of devices in the coverage, we show a period of data
from tag No.3 as an example. Figure 10 visualizes the tracking error and the quantities of devices in the coverage
of the particular tag. We can see from the figure that if many sensors or targets are within the coverage, the
tracking error is usually low. There are two interesting observations can be also found from the figure. Notice that
there is no device in the coverage at all within the time range from 114 s to 120 s. As a result, the tracking error
increases as we lose all the information about the target. In another time range from 145 s to 160 s, only limited
amount of sensors/tags sense the particular tag, which is not sufficient to guarantee a good tracking accuracy
in traditional approaches. However, since Mosent further considers mobilities, it can still achieve satisfying
performance.
Figures 11 and 12 show the impact of the number of particles against the tracking accuracy. We can see that
a large number of particles (usually more than 75) bring significant improvement on tracking accuracy (over
10% and 40% in the campus and mall, respectively). The reason is that more particles can have a more accurate
representation of the posterior of target positions. However, when the amount of particles further increases, the
improvement is limited. This is because Mosent uses a discrete representation on the signal propagation (i.e.
the RSS matrix), and hence different particles may be located at the same cell with the same signal propagation
information. On the other hand, a large number of particles requires more computational cost. To balance the
robustness and accuracy, we recommend using 125 particles for Mosent.
In order to study the impact of hop limit on the tracking accuracy, we store all the sensing data within at most
5 hops and label the hop counts for each set of sensed data during the experiment. We can thus filter the data
within desired hop limit to investigate its impact. Figures 13 and 14 show the tracking error versus hop limit in
the campus and shopping mall, respectively. We notice that, in the campus, the increment of hop limit does not
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improve the system performance too much, because the number of covered sensors has already been adequate as
shown in Figure 9(a). In the mall site, with the increasing hop limit, we have a more comprehensive view on the
collaborated relationship of targets. Hence, the error will be reduced by more than 12% when hop limit is larger
than 2 compared with no target cooperation.
Figure 15 shows the CDF of tracking error of different algorithms in the scenario of the campus. In such complex
indoor environment, Mosent can outperform the state-of-the-art schemes by more than 40%. The mean error of
Mosent is 4.37 m. Both MCL and MDS-MAP suffer from the unpredictable signal propagation characteristics.
Hence, they cannot achieve satisfying results.
Figure 16 shows the overall comparison results in the shopping mall, where tracking is rather challenging
because of the huge area and low density of sensors/targets. The performance of Mosent is still better than other
systems. The mean error of Mosent is 9.46 m, and the 50th percentile is 3.27 m. We notice that the long error tail
exists in the CDF. Such error mainly comes from the case when no device can sense the target (see Figures 9(c)
and 9(d)). On the other hand, MDS utilizes the shortest path distance to approximate the actual distance among
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devices. However, due to the extremely low sensor/target densities, such scheme fails to compute the accurate
distance matrix. Hence it produces the highest error. Comparing with other schemes, Mosent can still cutting the
error by 30%.
We investigate the RSS matrix generation performance in terms of the RSS error and the RSS matrix completion
percentage. Figure 17 demonstrates the two metrics over time in the campus. We can see from the figure that the
RSS matrix completion percentage keeps increasing and eventually converges at 60%. The rest entries cannot be
learned because no detectable signal can transmit from one side and received at the other. Meanwhile, the mean
RSS error also reduces with the matrix completion. After learning for 10 minutes, the mean RSS error reduces to
1.93 dB. This indicates that the matrix can gradually reflect the signal propagation in reality.
Figure 18 shows the CDF of tracking error with different RSS matrix. We compare the effectiveness of generated
RSS matrix with the manually collected one. In the figure, the generated CDF curve is very close to the one by
manual collection. The mean tracking error with generated RSS matrix is 4.37 m, while the error with manually
collected matrix is 3.78 m.
We conduct another experiment to monitor the power consumption of both tag and sensor prototypes. Both
devices operate under 5 V DC. No energy saving mode is configured. We use a USB-based power meter (UT-658B)
to keep measuring the power consumption for 6 hours. Figure 19 shows the result over time. The power usage
is quite linear during the whole test. The energy consumption of sensors is 1.77x to that of the tags. This is
mainly due to the overload of network communication and self-localization on the sensors. Our proposed scheme
leverages the tags with low energy consumption to achieve the better accuracy than systems using sensors only.
During our experiments, the running time for tracking all targets in each iteration is less than 1 second, which
ensures fluid user experience during the deployment in real time and is competitive with other systems.

7

CONCLUSION

We have considered a novel multi-hop system to track targets using mobile sensors. The targets cooperatively
relay each other beacons according to some hop limit. The sensors, with localization and communication modules,
detect the beacons and forward them to a server to compute the target locations over time. Such multi-hop
cooperative approach greatly extends sensing scopes of sensors and reduces its deployment cost.
We propose and study Mosent, a highly accurate system using mobile sensors to track targets. To capture spatial
signal propagation in the most general environment, we propose to use an RSS matrix, where the (i, j) entry is the
received signal strength (RSS) at location j for a transmitter at location i. Given sensor locations, beacons received
by the sensors and RSS matrix, Mosent localizes the targets over time using a modified particle filter which jointly
considers the temporal and spatial information of the targets. To learn spatial signal propagation, Mosent has
another optional and independent module which generates RSS matrix efficiently using mobile sensors only.
Based on the beacons received by sensors and their rough locations, the RSS matrix is refined over time as sensors
move in the venue.
This is the first work leveraging both temporal information and target cooperation for tracking with mobile
sensors. We have conducted extensive experiments at campus and mall environments. Our results show that
Mosent achieves 4.37m and 9.46m tracking error in the campus and the shopping mall, respectively. Compared
with state-of-the-art approaches, Mosent achieves significantly lower localization error (often by more than 30
percent) with much fewer sensors.
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