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Abstract The positioning accuracy with Global Navigation Satellite System
(GNSS) depends on both the pseudorange error and the geometric dilution of
precision (GDOP), and GDOP is depended on the geometry of user/satellites
which are selected. Positioning with a GNSS needs at least four satellites which
are visible for the user so that at least four pseudorange measurements can be
provided to determine the user position in three dimensions and the receiver clock
offset. In order to select as few as visible satellites whose geometry is better, a new
fast satellite selection algorithm based on geometry is come up with by this paper
through analyzing geometry characteristics of the optimal visible satellites com-
bination. The expected visible satellites are selected based on the distribution
characteristics of elevation angles and azimuth angles combined with tetrahedron
volume. Taking GPS, GLONASS and GALILEO system for examples, this paper
compares the algorithm proposed by this paper with the best geometry satellite
selection algorithm through simulation. The simulation results show that the
algorithm proposed by this paper solves the problem that there are a lot of matrix
multiplications and matrix inversions in the best geometry satellite selection
algorithm. So the new algorithm can reduce computational complexity and
increase receiver processing speed. The theory of the algorithm is simple and easy
to use. Meanwhile, the algorithm can satisfy the real time requirements for users.
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50.1 Introduction

The four Global Navigation Satellite Systems (GNSSs) which are currently on-
orbit operation include the American GPS, the Russian GLONASS, the European
GALILEO system and the Chinese BD2 system (the Second Generation of BeiDou
Navigation System) [1]. The positioning accuracy with GNSS mainly depends on
pseudorange error and geometric dilution of precision (GDOP), and GDOP is
depended on user/satellites geometry [2]. In order to determine user position in
three dimensions and the receiver clock offset, at least four satellites should be
visible to provide four pseudorange measurements [3]. So it is important that how
to select the visible satellites with better geometry and less quantity fast. The best
geometry satellite selection algorithm is described simply as follows: find all
combinations with four satellites in all visible satellites and calculate GDOP or
tetrahedron volume in all combinations firstly, and then select the combination
with minimal GDOP or maximal tetrahedron volume as final satellite selection
result. The result of best geometry satellite selection algorithm is optimal and the
corresponding positioning accuracy is best. However, it has a heavy calculation
burden and it is time-consuming. Especially for the high-dynamic user, it has a
disadvantage in real time performance. Therefore, it is significant to find out a fast
satellite selection algorithm with less calculation on the premise that it has little
influence on positioning accuracy. This paper analyzes the geometry characteris-
tics of the optimal combination which is selected by best geometry satellite
selection algorithm and summarizes the distribution regularities of elevation
angles and azimuth angles in the combination. Then a new fast satellite selection
algorithm based on geometry is come up with. At last, taking GPS, GLONASS and
GALILEO system as examples, this paper compares the algorithm proposed by
this paper with the best geometry satellite selection algorithm trough simulation.

50.2 Best Geometry Satellite Selection Algorithm

In GNSS, the positioning error can be expressed as a product of GDOP and
pseudorange error [4].

rp ¼ GDOP� rUERE ð50:1Þ

where rp is the positioning error and rUERE is the pseudorange error. As is shown
in formula (50.1), GDOP is a linear mapping from peseudorange error to posi-
tioning error. On the condition of the same pseudorange error, the less the GDOP,
the less the positioning error. Therefore, a basic principle of satellite selection is to
make GDOP of the selected combination as small as possible.

If there are nðn� 4Þ simultaneous and continuous satellites of one GNSS in
view of users in one area at one moment, a best geometry satellite selection
algorithm is to go through the entire four satellites combinations in all visible
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satellites and select the combination with minimal GDOP as a final satellite
selection result. GDOP is inversely proportional to tetrahedron volume which
consists of the end points of unit vectors between a user and satellites. So another
best geometry satellite selection algorithm is to select the combination with
maximal tetrahedron volume as a final satellite selection result [5]. Assuming that
positions of the selected four satellites in Earth-Centered Earth-Fixed (ECEF)
coordinate system are ðxi; yi; ziÞ ði ¼ 1; 2; 3; 4Þ; the position of user in ECEF
coordinate system is ðxu; yu; zuÞ; the calculation formula of GDOP is as follows [6]:

GDOP ¼
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

traceðHT HÞ�1
q

ð50:2Þ

Where,
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q

ði ¼ 1; 2; 3; 4Þ

The calculation formula of tetrahedron volume V is as follows [7]:

V ¼ 1
6
jHj ð50:3Þ

There are C4
n times calculation of GDOP or tetrahedron volume in best

geometry satellite selection algorithm. Taking GPS as an example, there are 6–12
simultaneous and continuous satellites in view of a user in one area at one moment.
That is, there are 15–495 times calculation of GDOP or tetrahedron volume in best
geometry satellite selection algorithm. As is shown in formula (50.2) and formula
(50.3), it involves matrix multiplication, matrix inversion or determinant compu-
tation in every time of calculation, the computation burden is heavy and it is time-
consuming.

50.3 Analysis of Best Geometry Characteristics

Taking GPS as an example, the reference time of ephemeris and start time of
simulation are set as 0 h 0 min 0 s January 1, 2012 UTC, the total time of sim-
ulation is set as 24 h. The observation site is set as 398N and 1168E and the mask
angle is set as 58. The satellite selection result of best geometry satellite selection
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algorithm is analyzed and the difference between maximal elevation angles of the
satellite selection result and that of all the visible satellites is shown statistically in
Fig. 50.1.

As is shown in Fig. 50.1, there is nearly 90 % simulation time that the satellite
with maximal elevation angle in satellite selection result and the satellite with
maximal elevation angle in all the visible satellites are the same, and there is more
than 95 % simulation time that the difference of maximal elevation angle between
them is less than 10�. It indicates that there should be a satellite with greater
elevation angle in best geometry. Next, the geometry characteristics of the other
three satellites are analyzed according to vertex distribution of tetrahedron. The
tetrahedron which consists of the end points of unit vectors between a user and
satellites is shown in Fig. 50.2.

In Fig. 50.2, the tetrahedron ABCD is consisted of four projective points of the
four satellites located on the unit sphere whose center is the user [8]. The size of
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tetrahedron volume reflects the quality of satellite selection result. The larger the
volume, the better the result. In order to make the tetrahedron volume as large as
possible, when a satellite with a greater elevation angle is determined, other three
satellites should be selected as follows: the elevation angles of the three satellites
should be small and the difference between that of each other should be also small,
then the azimuth angles of them should be distributed uniformly.

50.4 Fast Satellite Selection Algorithm Based on Geometry

Through analyzing the geometry characteristics of the optimal visible satellites
combination, the expected visible satellites are selected based on the distribution
characteristics of elevation angles and azimuth angles combined with tetrahedron
volume. The selection result is not optimal, but it can increase the satellite
selection speed with less calculation on the premise that it has little influence on
positioning accuracy. The detailed satellite selection process is shown in Fig. 50.3.
Step 1 Set the mask angle according to the field of vision to the satellites in the

location of the receiver. The mask angle is inversely proportional to the
field of vision. The wider the field of vision, the lower the mask angle
should be set.

Step 2 Eliminate the unhealthy satellites in GNSS according to the parameters
which represent the health state in ephemeris, calculate the position
coordinates of the health satellites in ECEF coordinate system and get
the total number of the visible satellites n according to the mask angle
set in step 1.

Step 3 Transform the visible satellites coordinates in ECEF coordinate system
to ENU coordinate system (the origin is the user, X-axis points to east
orientation, Y-axis points to north orientation and Z-axis points to
zenith orientation) and get the unit vector [9].

Step 4 Calculate the elevation angles and azimuth angles of all visible
satellites in ENU coordinate system and select the satellites with
maximal and the second maximal elevation angle as the first alternative
satellite S1 in satellite selection result. Judge the difference between
elevation angles of the two satellites, if it is less than 10�, select two
combinations according step 5–step 8, if not, determine the satellite
with maximal elevation angle as the first satellite S1 in satellite
selection result.

Step 5 If n� 6; go through the entire three satellites combinations in the rest
of visible satellites and select the satellites with maximal tetrahedron
volume combined with S1 as the second S2, the third S3 and the fourth
satellite S4 in satellite selection result respectively, and then turn to
step 9; if n [ 6; turn to step 6.

50 Research on Fast Satellite Selection Algorithm Based on Geometry 549



Visible satellite i, 

Start

Obtain the total number of visible satellites

Calculate ENU coordinates of visible satellites on the 
unit sphere whose center is the user

Calculate the elevation angles and azimuth angles of all 
visible satellites and select the satellites with maximal 
and the second maximal elevation angle as the first 
alternative satellite S1, record them as

Calculate the distance between the position of all visible 
satellites and the position of S1 on the unit sphere, select the 
satellite with longest distance as the second satellite S2, 
record the elevation angle and azimuth angle as      and

Calculate Calculate

Select the satellite with 
minimal value

 Calculate the tetrahedron volume 
which consists of each satellite in 
other visible satellites and S1, S2, 
S3. Select the satellite with 
maximal volume as the fourth 
satellite S4

End

6 ?n

| | ?iel el

el az

| | 180 ?iaz az j j

|| | 120 |iaz az || | 240 |iaz az

Select the satellite as the third satellite S3

Go through the entire three 
satellites combinations in the rest 
of  visible satellites and select the 
satellites with maximal 
tetrahedron volume combined 
with S1 as S2, S3 and S4

Calculate the corresponding GDOP values

Y

N

Y N

N

Y

N

n

30 ?

Y

N

1 2,m mel el

1 2 10 ?m mel el

Take the two satellites as S1 to 
execute the steps below 
respectively, record the results 
as GDOPm1 and GDOPm2

Select the satellite with 
maximal elevation angle as the 
first satellite S1

Y N

GDOPm1>GDOPm2?

Determine the combination 
including S1 with maximal 
elevation angle

Determine the combination 
including S1 with the second 
maximal elevation angle

Y N

Whether the value is 
less than    ?

Y

−

−

<

<

<_

<_

α

<

_ _ __

β
α

= + γ

Fig. 50.3 Process of satellite
selection

550 P. Zhang et al.



Step 6 Calculate the distance between the position of all visible satellites and
the position of S1 on the unit sphere, select the satellite with longest
distance as the second satellite S2 in satellite selection algorithm.

Step 7 Select the third satellite S3.
Step 7.1 Calculate the difference between elevation angle of S2 and that of other

visible satellites except S1 and get the satellites whose absolute values
of difference are less than a: In order to make the tetrahedron volume as
large as possible, the elevation angles of S3 and S2 should be in the
same range, that is, the smaller a; the better the result. In general, a is
less than 30�;

Step 7.2 Calculate the difference between azimuth angle of S2 and that of other
visible satellites obtained in step 7.1. If absolute value of the difference
is greater than 180�, calculate the difference between the absolute value
and 240�; if not, calculate the difference between the absolute value
and 120�;

Step 7.3 Find out the minimal absolute value in the difference calculated in step
7.2, judge whether the minimal value is less than b (the size of b
reflects azimuth angles distribution of S3 and S2, the smaller b; the
more uniform azimuth angles distribution of S3 and S2, the larger the
tetrahedron volume). If it is less than b; select this satellite as the third
satellite S3 in satellite selection result. If not, increase the value of a by
a certain step and repeat step 7.1–7.2 until find out the third satellite. If
the third satellite met the conditions is not selected when the value of a
increases to 30�, select the satellite with minimal b when a is 30� as the
third satellite S3 in satellite selection result.

Step 8 Calculate the tetrahedron volume which consists of each satellite in
other visible satellites and S1, S2, S3. Select the satellite with maximal
volume as the fourth satellite S4 in satellite selection result.

Step 9 If there are two schemes in step 4 about S1, judge the GDOP size of the
two schemes. Select the combination with the minimal GDOP as the
satellite selection result.

50.5 Simulation Analysis

In the simulation, 32 GPS satellites (according to Yuma almanac), 24 GLONASS
satellites (uniformly locate in 3 orbital planes 120� apart in right ascension) and 27
GALILEO satellites (3 orbital planes, equally spaced and with 56� nominal
inclination and 9 satellites per plane) are chosen respectively [10]. The reference
time of ephemeris and start time of simulation are set as 0 h 0 min 0 s January 1,
2012 UTC, the total time of simulation is set as 24 h. The observation site is set as
398N and 1168E and the mask angle is set as 58. Both a and b are set as 308, c is set
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as 58. The satellite selection results of best geometry satellite selection algorithm
and fast satellite selection algorithm based on geometry proposed by this paper are
simulated. The corresponding GDOP and consuming time are compared respec-
tively. The comparison results are shown in Figs. 50.4 and 50.5.

In Figs. 50.4 and 50.5, GDOP1 and T1 represent the GDOP value and con-
suming time of satellite selection result in best geometry satellite selection algo-
rithm respectively. GDOP2 and T2 represent the GDOP value and consuming time
of satellite selection result in fast satellite selection algorithm based on geometry
proposed by this paper respectively. The mean values of the difference between
GDOP1 and GDOP2 in GPS, GLONASS and GALILEO system are 0.1470,
0.1377 and 0.1097 respectively. The mean increase of corresponding positioning
error is less than 5 %. So it is an acceptable influence on positioning in fast
satellite selection algorithm based on geometry. In addition, the calculation time is
reduced obviously and the speed of satellite selection is increased about ten times.
Therefore, it achieves the purpose that as few as visible satellites are selected fast
with less calculation on the premise that it has little influence on positioning
accuracy.
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Fig. 50.4 Comparison of the corresponding GDOP values in the two algorithms
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50.6 Conclusion

This paper analyzes the geometry characteristics of the optimal combination which
is selected by best geometry satellite selection algorithm and summarizes the
distribution regularities of elevation angles and azimuth angles in the combination.
The selection result of the best geometry satellite selection algorithm is optimal,
but it has a heavy calculation burden and it is time-consuming. Therefore, a fast
satellite selection algorithm based on geometry is come up with by this paper. In
this algorithm, the expected visible satellites are selected based on the distribution
characteristics of elevation angles and azimuth angles combined with tetrahedron
volume. At last, taking GPS, GLONASS and GALILEO system as examples, this
paper compares the algorithm proposed by this paper and best geometry satellite
selection algorithm trough simulation. The simulation results show that the
algorithm proposed by this paper solves the problem that there are a lot of matrix
multiplications and matrix inversions in the best geometry satellite selection
algorithm so that it can satisfy the real time requirements for users. The algorithm
proposed by this paper can be used in any one of the GNSSs and it can also be
expanded to the satellite selection of multi-GNSSs.
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50 Research on Fast Satellite Selection Algorithm Based on Geometry 553



Acknowledgments This work was supported by the National High-Tech. R&D Program, China
(No.2011AA120505) and the National Natural Science Foundation, China (No.61173077).

References

1. Zhang P, Xu C, Hu C, Chen Y (2012) Time scales and time transformations among satellite
navigation systems. The 3rd China satellite navigation conference (CSNC2012), Springer,
Berlin, pp 491–502

2. Misra P, Enge P (2006) Global positioning system, signals, measurements, and performance,
2nd edn. Artech House Publisher, USA, pp 81–89

3. Kaplan ED, Hegarty CJ (2006) Understanding GPS: principles and applications, 2nd edn.
Artech House Publisher, USA, pp 240–247

4. Chen C, Zhang X (2010) A fast satellite selection approach for satellite navigation system.
Chin J Electron 38(12):2887–2891 (In Chinese)

5. Jin L, Huang Z, Li R, Ma Y (2009) Study on fast satellite selection algorithm for integrated
navigation. Chin J Electron 37(9):1931–1936 (In Chinese)

6. Guangyao Li, Chengdong Xu, Zhang P, Hu C (2012) A modified satellite selection algorithm
based on satellite contribution for GDOP in GNSS. International conference on mechanical
and electronic engineering (ICMEE 2012), Springer, Berlin, pp 415–421

7. Zhang Q, Zhang X, Li H, Chang X (2007) Satellite selection algorithm for combined satellite
receivers. J Beijing Univ Aeronaut Astronaut 33(12):1424–1427 (In Chinese)

8. Zhang M, Zhang J (2009) A fast satellite selection algorithm: beyond four satellites. IEEE J
Sel Top Signal Process 3(2):P740–P747

9. Zhang P, Xu C, Hu C, Chen Y (2011) Coordinate transformations in satellite navigation
systems. International conference on electronic engineering, communication and
management (EECM2011), Springer, Berlin, pp 249–257

10. Zhang M, Zhang J, Qin Y (2008) Satellite selection for multi-constellation. 2008 IEEE/ION
Position, Location and Navigation Symposium, Monterey, USA, pp 1053–1059

554 P. Zhang et al.


	50 Research on Fast Satellite Selection Algorithm Based on Geometry
	Abstract
	50.1…Introduction
	50.2…Best Geometry Satellite Selection Algorithm
	50.3…Analysis of Best Geometry Characteristics
	50.4…Fast Satellite Selection Algorithm Based on Geometry
	50.5…Simulation Analysis
	50.6…Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	References


