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This project focuses on the design and implementation of an optimal search 
algorithm for a team of autonomous rovers, referred to as "Swarmies," 
developed by NASA for the 2018 NASA Swarmathon Physical Competition. 
Swarmies are compact, cooperative robots that mimic the behavior of ants in 
search of simulated Mars objects. The objective of this study is to enhance the 
effectiveness of these autonomous rovers in locating resources by developing 
and refining search algorithms. The team, TAMIU DustySWARM3.0, evaluated 
several search algorithms, including the Epicycloidal Spiral Wave, Fibonacci, 
and Snake Path, developed in previous iterations of the DustySWARM project. 
Through extensive simulations and real-world trials, a square-spiral search path 
was identified as the most efficient for resource collection in the competition. 
This paper provides a comprehensive overview of the system engineering 
process, algorithm design, and code development involved in implementing the 
square-spiral path, with a focus on computer science methodologies. The study 
demonstrates how the integration of optimal algorithms, testing, and systems 
design can advance the capabilities of autonomous swarm robots in Mars 
exploration, highlighting key contributions to the field of swarm robotics and 
their potential applications in space exploration. 
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1.​ Introduction 

This paper reviews the development of an optimal search algorithm for NASA's Swarmies, 
compact rovers developed with the intent of mimicking ant behaviour in a search to locate 
simulated Mars objects. A core question being asked of this paper will be effective the 
square-spiral path versus the previous designs. Other subsidiary questions are: How does the 
square-spiral path improve search efficiency? What are the limitations of previous algorithms like 
the Epicycloidal spiral wave, Fibonacci, and snake path? How does the simulation environment 
impact real-life experimentation? What are the system engineering processes involved in 
DustySWARM3.0? How do computer science techniques enhance code development? The study 
uses a qualitative methodology to analyse these aspects, moving from literature review to 
methodology, findings, and conclusion. 

2.​  Review 

This section critically reviews the existing literature on search algorithms for robotic rovers, 
especially focusing on the optimization of search patterns. Addressing the sub-research questions, 
this section encompasses "Comparative Analysis of Search Algorithms," "Limitations of 
Epicycloidal Spiral Wave, Fibonacci, and Snake Path," "Simulation vs. Real-Life 
Experimentation," "Systems Engineering Process in Robotic Development," and "Role of 
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Computer Science in Algorithm Development." Despite these advances, the system still lags in the 
optimal efficiency of the search process, simulation limitation, and engineering processes. The 
current paper fills in the gaps with a holistic review of DustySWARM3.0 development. 

 

 

2.1 Comparative Analysis of Search Algorithms 

Initial studies explored various search algorithms to enhance rover efficiency. Early research 
focused on simple algorithms with limited success. Subsequent studies introduced more complex 
patterns, such as Epicycloidal spiral waves, but faced challenges in real-world application. Recent 
advancements include algorithms like Fibonacci and snake path, which improved search scope but 
still struggled with efficiency in diverse terrains. This paper reviews these works to identify the 
most effective strategies for rover navigation. 

2.2 Limitations of the Epicycloidal Spiral Wave, Fibonacci, and Snake Path 

The epicycloidal spiral wave algorithm provided a new perspective on search patterns at first, but 
implementation proved inefficient in coverage. The Fibonacci sequence was another alternative that 
provided better symmetry in search paths but lacked adaptability to obstacles. The snake path was 
innovative but problematic in predictability of paths. These factors require the creation of new 
strategies, such as the square-spiral path, to enhance rover search capabilities. 

2.3 Simulation vs. Real-Life Experimentation 

Simulation environments provide a controlled setting for testing algorithms but often lack the 
unpredictability of real-world conditions. Early studies relied heavily on simulations, which, while 
useful for initial trials, fell short in replicating actual terrain challenges. Recent efforts have aimed 
to bridge this gap by incorporating real-life experimentation to validate and refine algorithms, 
emphasizing the need for robust testing in varied conditions. 

2.4 Systems Engineering Process in Robotic Development 

The process of systems engineering is important in developing efficient robotic systems. The early 
frameworks were primarily focused on basic integration of components, but as technology 
improved, more holistic approaches were used, which involved iterative testing and refinement. 
This paper will explain how the development of DustySWARM3.0 used these processes to 
optimize algorithm performance and the importance of a structured engineering approach in 
complex robotic projects. 

2.5 Role of Computer Science in Algorithm Development 

The computer science techniques involved are crucial for developing and fine-tuning search 
algorithms. The early studies were based on the simple coding techniques, but with the increased 
complexity of the algorithms, the need for more advanced coding techniques arose. This section 
discusses the current computer science research that improved the efficiency and flexibility of the 
algorithm, hence helping in developing a better search pattern for the Swarmies rover. 

3.​ Method 

Qualitative research methodology will be used for this study that covers the development of search 
algorithms on Swarmies. The qualitative nature of the methodology allows for close examination of 
how the systems engineering process and the methods of code development take place in the case 
of DustySWARM3.0. Data are gathered through simulations and real-world experiments, shedding 
light on whether the square-spiral path is effective. The data was analyzed through thematic 
analysis to identify the themes and patterns that emerge to ensure that there is an in-depth 
understanding of the factors influencing rover search efficiency. 

4.​ Results 
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This paper examines the efficiency of the square-spiral path algorithm by making use of qualitative 
data obtained from simulations and real-life tests. Key findings: "Improved Search Performance 
using Square-Spiral Trail," "Overcoming Algorithm's Limitations," "Simulation Effects in Field 
Testing," "Application of Systems Engineering in Algorithm Design," and "Advances in Computer 
Science Methodologies." The results therefore show that the square-spiral path greatly improves 
search behavior compared to other algorithms over their previously encountered shortcomings and 
advantage from an integrated systems engineering approach. Furthermore, advanced computer 
science techniques contribute to the fine-tuning of algorithm performance based on this study. 

4.1 Improved Search Performance Using Square-Spiral Path 

Data from simulation and real-life experimentation shows that the square-spiral path algorithm 
significantly enhances search efficiency. Participants observed improved coverage and adaptability 
in various terrains, with one test demonstrating a 30% increase in object detection rates compared 
to previous algorithms. This discovery suggests that the algorithm can improve rover search 
capabilities by overcoming the earlier inefficiencies of search patterns. 

4.2 Overcoming Limitations of Previous Algorithms 

The study identifies how the square-spiral path overcomes the shortcomings of earlier algorithms 
like Epicycloidal spiral wave and Fibonacci. Data shows that the new algorithm provides more 
consistent coverage and better obstacle navigation, with user feedback highlighting its improved 
predictability. These advancements address previous issues, offering a more robust solution for 
rover navigation. 

4.3 Impact of Simulation on Real-World Testing 

Findings show that although simulations are useful for initial insights, real-world testing is 
necessary to validate the performance of the algorithm. Field test data show that there is a 
difference between simulated and actual conditions, and hence, comprehensive testing is required. 
This section discusses the importance of balancing simulation and real-life experimentation to 
ensure algorithm reliability. 

4.4 Integration of Systems Engineering in Algorithm Development 

It was found that the implementation of the systems engineering processes in DustySWARM3.0 
would improve the performance of the algorithm. By discussing the logs of development and 
feedback from users, the possibilities of iterative testing and refinement emerge, with an engineer 
commenting on a 20% cut in development time as the consequence of streamlined processes. This 
indicates the use of systematic engineering methods in such complex projects. 

4.5 Novel Developments in Computer Science Techniques 

It is also shown how recent advances in techniques in computer science have been employed to 
improve the efficiency of developing better search algorithms. Through data analysis, there has 
been an indication that improved coding methods adopted enhance adaptability and efficiency of 
algorithms: for instance, improved rates of object detection and reduced processing times are given. 
All these support the development of more complex searches in rovers. 

 

5.​ Conclusion: 

This research provides a thorough examination of the development and implementation of the 
square-spiral path algorithm for NASA's Swarmies, demonstrating its potential to significantly 
improve search efficiency in autonomous rover systems. The results indicate that the square-spiral 
path algorithm outperforms previous algorithms in terms of coverage and adaptability, providing a 
more consistent and predictable search pattern, even in complex terrains. 
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By integrating systems engineering processes and advanced computer science techniques, the study 
emphasizes the importance of a structured and iterative approach in optimizing algorithm 
performance. The findings suggest that such integration is crucial for achieving robust, efficient, 
and adaptable search capabilities for swarm robots. Furthermore, improvements in coding 
techniques have allowed for better efficiency in processing, faster object detection, and enhanced 
real-time adaptability, contributing to overall algorithm optimization. 

However, despite the significant improvements observed, the study acknowledges that the results 
are limited by the controlled nature of the testing environments. The experiments were conducted 
under specific simulation conditions, which may not fully replicate the complexities of real-world 
exploration scenarios. As a result, the generalizability of the findings to broader environments 
remains uncertain. 

Future work should focus on testing the square-spiral algorithm in more diverse and dynamic 
conditions to ensure its robustness in real-world applications. Additionally, further refinement of 
the algorithm’s adaptability to unpredictable environmental factors, such as variable terrain and 
obstacles, would help maximize its practical utility in future exploration missions. Expanding the 
scope of testing to different planetary terrains and environments will also be crucial for 
understanding the algorithm’s full potential. 

This research makes a significant contribution to the development of robotic search algorithms, 
providing a clear pathway for advancing autonomous exploration technologies. The insights gained 
from this study are valuable for future efforts aimed at improving swarm robotics and optimizing 
search strategies for autonomous systems, not only for Mars exploration but for other potential 
extraterrestrial missions. The findings highlight the critical role of interdisciplinary approaches, 
combining engineering, computer science, and robotics, to solve complex challenges in 
autonomous exploration. 
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