
Citation: Prestipino, S.; Rapisarda, A.

A Study of Tennis Tournaments by

Means of an Agent-Based Model

Calibrated with a Genetic Algorithm.

Math. Comput. Appl. 2024, 29, 77.

https://doi.org/10.3390/

mca29050077

Academic Editors: Alexandre Souto

Martinez and Oliver Schütze

Received: 12 June 2024

Revised: 7 September 2024

Accepted: 9 September 2024

Published: 11 September 2024

Copyright: © 2024 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

Mathematical 

and Computational 

Applications

Article

A Study of Tennis Tournaments by Means of an Agent-Based
Model Calibrated with a Genetic Algorithm
Salvatore Prestipino 1 and Andrea Rapisarda 1,2,3,*

1 Dipartimento di Fisica e Astronomia “Ettore Majorana”, Universitá di Catania, 95100 Catania, Italy;
salv.prestipino@gmail.com

2 INFN Sezione di Catania, 95100 Catania, Italy
3 Complexity Science Hub, 1080 Vienna, Austria
* Correspondence: andrea.rapisarda@ct.infn.it

Abstract: In this work, we study the sport of tennis, with the aim of understanding competitions and
the associated quantities that determine their outcome. We construct an agent-based model that is
able to produce data analogous to real data taken from Association of Tennis Professionals (ATP)
tournaments. This model depends on three parameters: the talent weight, the talent distribution
width, and the chance distribution width. Unlike other similar works, we do not fix the values of these
parameters and we calibrate the model results with the help of a genetic algorithm, thus exploring all
possible combinations of parameters in the parameter space that are able to reproduce real system
data. We show that the model fits the real data well only for limited regions of the parameter space.
Limiting the region of interest in the parameter space allows us to perform further calibrations of
the model that give us more information about the competition under study. Finally, we are able to
provide useful information about tennis competitions, obtaining quantitative information about all
of the important parameters and quantities related to these competitions with very limited a priori
constraints. Through our approach, differing from those of other works, we confirm the importance
of chance in the studied competitions, which has a weight of around 80% in determining the outcome
of tennis competitions.

Keywords: tennis data; agent-based model; genetic algorithm

1. Introduction

The study of competitions is an important topic concerning different scientific fields,
including physics [1,2], biology [3], economics [4], etc. This interest is justified by the fact
that competition is a common phenomenon in nature and society, and so it is important to
understand its mechanics. When we think about the outcome of competitions, we assume
that they are determined almost exclusively by the talents, properties, or inclinations of the
competitors, but this is not the case, as general studies have recently demonstrated [5,6]. A
lot of other work has been carried out to understand the recipes for success [7–10], and it
seems that the outcome of a competition depends on a series of factors, among which the
action of chance, represented by all the events that cannot be predicted a priori, plays a
major role.

In order to better understand competitions, we want to focus on sports, which gives
us access to a large amount of data. For this type of competition, previous studies [11–15],
despite using different approaches, have again shown that the talent and preparation of
athletes are not the only factors determining the outcome of competitions, and that the
action of chance is an important component of competitions.

To study the phenomenon of sports competitions, previous works [11–13] have de-
veloped agent-based models [16], a type of model used to study complex systems [17,18]
in a wide range of scientific fields [19–21]. These models are useful for reproducing the
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relationships between simulated agents in a virtual environment composed of a set of rules.
In these works, the calibration of these models was obtained by fixing some parameters
with reasonable values extrapolated from previous works, and with these constraints, the
models were able to provide information regarding the role of chance in opposition to that
of talent in determining the outcome of competitions.

In this paper, we also want to construct an agent-based model; however, we want
to avoid constraining the parameters of the model in order to obtain a broader view of
the studied competitive phenomena, obtaining information on all the parameters that
are important for the competition, and then comparing these results with those used in
previous studies.

In particular, in this paper, we focus on the sport of tennis using data from Associ-
ation of Tennis Professionals (ATP) tournaments [22–24]. Tennis is a sport in which two
individuals compete against each other, thus representing an example of direct competi-
tion, where the two competitors are somehow linked to each other. In fact, in this type of
competition, an event that favors one competitor will at the same time disadvantage the
opposing competitor.

The agent-based model for a direct 1 vs. 1 competition, constructed in this paper
for the simulation of tennis matches and tournament data, depends on three parameters,
namely the weight of talent, the standard deviation of the talent distribution, and the
standard deviation of the chance distribution. Thus, we infer the shape of the talent and
chance distributions, which are chosen to be Gaussian and symmetric with respect to zero,
but we do not impose any other constraints on the possible values of the parameters.

In fact, we use a genetic algorithm [25], a relatively simple yet powerful evolutionary
algorithm that can be adapted to be used in conjunction with an agent-based model. By
using the genetic algorithm and related computations, we explore a large number of
possible parameter combinations to calibrate the agent-based model based on the real data.

Then, in order to better understand the results of our calibration of the parameters,
we fix the talent distribution used in previous works to reject some unrealistic results and
thus obtain information about the role of chance and talent encoded in the values of the
parameters used in our model.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Data Preparation

In order to construct a model of the direct competition in the sport of tennis, we needed
to prepare the data in a way that highlighted the properties of the system. In particular,
the data used in this paper consisted of 108,411 matches played in 2125 tournaments,
comprising men’s singles matches in ATP tournaments from 1991 to 2021, including the
Grand Slams, Masters 1000, ATP 500, and ATP 250. These data were acquired using online
resources [22–24].

We sought to estimate the performance of the two competitors involved in a match,
and with this information it was then possible to aggregate the performance of all players
involved in all matches to construct a distribution of the performance that we could then
try to reproduce with a model.

To understand how this performance value is constructed in the case of tennis matches,
it is necessary to briefly summarize how points are awarded in this sport [26,27].

• In tennis, the winner of a match is the player who wins at least two of three sets in a
three-set match, or wins at least three sets in a five-set match.

• A set is won by winning at least six games and leading the opponent by at least two
points. If both players win at least six games, thus ending in a tie, a tie-break is played,
which consists of an extra game to decide the set winner.

• A game is won by the first player to score 4 points, with an advantage of at least
2 points over their opponent; if this is not the case, the game continues until one player
scores 2 points more than their opponent and wins the game.
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The data at our disposal provide us with a lot of statistical information regarding a
match: the winning and losing players, the total score, the scores of the winning and losing
players, the tournament in which the match was played, the phase of the tournament in
which the match was played, the number of games won by the winner and the loser, the
number of first serves won by the winner and the loser, etc.

However, we constructed our numerical estimate of performance using a very small
subset of this information, In particular, we used the total number of points scored during
the match by the two competitors involved, as well as the points scored individually by the
winning and losing players. In fact, the score can be seen as the result of the total balance
of “positive” and “negative” actions performed by the two competitors during the match,
as all the information about their performance is contained in it.

Therefore, we used the total score, the score of the winning player, and the score of the
losing player to calculate a normalized performance value (expressed by a number between
0 and 1). We used the ratios between the scores of the two competitors and the total number
of points scored by both during the match and obtained two performance values, one for
the winning player and one for the losing player. By defining the performance in this way,
the value obtained for the winner of the match was linked to the value obtained for the
losing player in a specular manner, so if the performance of one player was underwhelming,
the performance of the other was enhanced, meaning that decoupling the two performances
would be extremely difficult.

All of these performance values constructed for the matches can be accumulated in
a distribution of the score performance, as shown in Figure 1a. In this figure, we see two
histograms, with one representing the winning players and the other one representing the
losing ones. The symmetry of these distributions with respect to 0.5 is significant, as the
distance and the intersection of the two distributions in relation to each other are features
that we aimed to reproduce with the agent-based model.

(a) (b)

(c) (d)

Figure 1. Characteristics of the real and simulated data, highlighting the similarity of the data
obtained. (a) Histogram constructed by taking into account the score performance values obtained



Math. Comput. Appl. 2024, 29, 77 4 of 15

from the 108,411 matches played in ATP tournaments from 1991 to 2021. The values for the winning
players are shown in blue, while the values for the losing players are shown in red. (b) Trend of
the FWHM of the score performance distribution with respect to the stages of the tournaments. A
number is assigned to each stage, with 0 being assigned to the final, 1 to the quarter-finals, etc. A
linear fit is also shown to highlight the trend of the FWHMs. (c) Score performance distribution
obtained using the agent-based model to simulate 10,000 tournaments with 128 agents participating
in each, with fixed parameters equal to a = 0.3, σt = 0.2, σc = 0.2. (d) Trend of the FWHMs of the
score performance distributions for the different stages of the tournaments for the same number of
simulated tournaments and parameters.

Another feature of the data was highlighted when we studied how the width of the
score performance distribution changes across the different stages of the tournaments.
The width of the distribution contains information concerning the difference between the
score performance of the winning players and that of the losing players. We calculated the
full width at half maximum (FWHM) considering the normalized histograms of the score
performances of the winning and losing players and performed a Gaussian fit on them.

Figure 1b shows that from the first round, labeled with x = 6, to the final, labeled with
x = 0, the FWHM of the score performance distribution tends to decrease with a certain
slope, representing another feature that we want to reproduce with the agent-based model.

2.2. The Direct Competition Model Core

In order to develop an agent-based model for the sport of tennis, it is necessary to
establish the mechanism that allows an agent-player to score a point. This mechanism must
depend on the sporting performance of the agent-player in such a way to emulate a real
situation. Previous works [9,11,12] have used an equation to obtain a numerical value of the
sporting performance of an agent-player. We adapted this equation to the case of a direct
competition between two agent-players and obtained the following system of equations:

P̃[a,σt ,σc ]
1 (t) =

1
2
+

d[a,σt ,σc ]
1,2 (t)

2

P̃[a,σt ,σc ]
2 (t) =

1
2
−

d[a,σt ,σc ]
1,2 (t)

2

(1)

with

d[a,σt ,σc ]
1,2 (t)= a(T[σt ]

1 − T[σt ]
2 ) + (1 − a)[2C(t)[σc ] − 1]

(2)

where d[a,σt ,σc ]
1,2 (t) is the distance in terms of performance between the two competitors,

namely the agent with the label 1 and that with the label 2. This quantity depends on the
variable t, the iteration for which the quantity is calculated, and on a series of parameters,
as follows:

• The talent weight a, defined with values between 0 and 1, which determines the
importance of talent over chance; for a = 1, performance is purely talent-dependent,
while for a = 0, performance is purely chance-dependent.

• The standard deviation of the talent distribution σt, with a normal distribution, cen-
tered at 0.5 and truncated between 0 and 1, from which the constant values T1 and T2,
the talent values of agents 1 and 2 involved in a match, are drawn.

• The standard deviation of the chance distribution σc, with a normal distribution,
centered at 0.5 and truncated between 0 and 1, from which the chance value C(t),
recalculated at each iteration, is drawn.

Using d[a,σt ,σc ]
1,2 (t), it is possible to obtain the values of P̃[a,σt ,σc ]

1 (t) and P̃[a,σt ,σc ]
2 (t), which

are the relative sporting performance of agents 1 and 2, respectively. Figure 2 shows an
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example of the types of values generated by d[a,σt ,σc ]
1,2 (t); this function, at each iteration,

returns a value around a(T[σt ]
1 − T[σt ]

2 ), which is the center of the distribution d[a,σt ,σc ]
1,2 (t). The

location of the center depends on the difference in talent between the two agents considered,
and the amplitude of this distribution depends on a and on the chance distribution C(t).

Figure 2. Example of the values given by the distance in terms of performance d[a,σt ,σc ]
1,2 (t), defined by

Equation (2), for a(T1 − T2) = 0.11 in 18 iterations t.

The placement of the d[a,σt ,σc ]
1,2 (t) center is important because it determines the advan-

tage or disadvantage of the agent with the label 1 over the agent with the label 2, the effect
of which is mitigated or enhanced by the other parameters.

The quantities P̃[a,σt ,σc ](t) obtained from d[a,σt ,σc ]
1,2 (t) have values defined between 0 and

1, and for the two agents involved in the match, they assume specular values with respect
to the value 0.5.

2.3. The Tennis Agent-Based Model

Using Equation (1), it is possible to assign points to the agent-players at each iteration
t, on the basis of the greater value of the performance between P̃[a,σt ,σc ]

1 (t) and P̃[a,σt ,σc ]
2 (t).

Having a way to assign the points in a simulated match provided us with the possibility
to replicate the structure of rules of a real tennis match, and so obtain a virtual tennis match
with a winning agent and a losing agent.

It was also possible to reproduce the structure of a tournament, and thus obtain the
ranking of the agents playing in the tournament and the relative number of scored points,
so as to obtain data comparable to the real ones.

The structures described above, even if they cannot be expressed analytically, are es-
sential to reproducing the phenomena studied. They are complementary to the Equation (1)
and modify the way these equations act to determine the evolution of the modeled system.

Figure 3 shows a scheme of the virtual match and the virtual tournament simulated
by the agent-based model in which the agents compete. The simulated tournaments were
constructed with a total of 128 agent-players, a number close to the average number of
players that participate in an ATP tournament, and each simulated tournament had new
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agents with a talent drawn from a predetermined talent distribution. The initial pairings
between agents were random, and the subsequent ones were dictated by the winning
agent-player. The simulated tournaments were composed of 7 rounds, with the winner of
the final simulated game being the tournament winner.

Figure 3. (Bottom) Diagram summarising the virtual match steps that determine the winning
agent of the individual matches. (Top) Diagram showing how the virtual tournament determines
a tournament winner based on the results of individual matches and subsequent matches in each
tournament stage.

2.4. The Agent-Based Model Genetic Algorithm Calibration Setup

The calibration of our agent-based model was carried out using a genetic algorithm.
This type of algorithm is often used in optimization problems [25], including with agent-
based models [28]. In particular, the use of a genetic algorithm allowed us to explore the
entire 3D parameter space of the agent-based model in search of parameter values that
cause the simulated results to adhere to the real data.

The genetic algorithm was implemented using PyGAD, a library written in Python for
the design of genetic algorithms. These algorithms attempt to simulate a natural selection
process for the possible solutions of a model. Genetic algorithms use a function, the fitness
function, to compare models with different parameter values, This function provides us
with a fitness value that is higher for the models that are able to better adhere to the
observed data with the set of examined parameters, called genes. Often, the models being
compared are also simple functions, but in our case, the model being compared was an
agent-based model that produces data after a certain number of simulated tournaments.
Therefore, we needed to adapt the genetic algorithm to this type of model; specifically,
the data obtained from the agent-based model could be organized in a score performance
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distribution, as shown in Figure 1. The fitness function we required was one that allowed us
to compare the real score performance distribution with the simulated score performance
distribution obtained for a given combination of parameters; a good function for our needs
was the inverse of a generalized Euclidean distance:

d(p, q) =
√
(p1 − q1)2 + (p2 − q2)2 + . . . + (pn − qn)2

f (p, q) = 1/d(p, q)
(3)

where p1, p2 . . . pn and q1, q2 . . . qn refer to the abscissae of the two normalized histograms
representing the compared score performance distributions, d(p, q) is the generalized
Euclidean distance, and f (p, q) is the fitness function.

Using this fitness function, the genetic algorithm optimizes the value of three genes,
which are the three parameters of the model. For all three genes, the range of possible
values is between 0.01 and 1.00. These values can be varied with steps of at least 0.01,
so the algorithm is computed on a 3D lattice of 0.01 steps; this implies 1,000,000 possible
combinations of the parameters.

In this scheme, for a particular set of parameter-genes chosen to be analyzed by the
genetic algorithm, we needed to generate a score performance distribution to apply our
fitness function. In order to optimize the calculation of the performance distribution, which
involved a large number of tournament simulations, we set out a system to calculate the
fitness with a variable amount of data. This involved a system of thresholds for the fitness
values, with the first threshold being placed for a value of fitness equal to 0.10, and the
successive steps of the threshold systems were spaced at 0.10 intervals, so the second
threshold was 0.2, the third was 0.3, and so on. For the calculation of the first threshold,
we used the data of only 100 simulated tournaments, and for each threshold step, we
added 100 simulated tournaments. With this calculation scheme, we avoided wasting
time in the calculation of models with parameters that provide low fitness values, and
instead we calculated the models with parameters that provide high fitness values with
satisfactory statistics.

In our setup, the algorithm starts its optimization process with a population, the
number of studied triads of different parameters, of 30 individuals, and the algorithm
iterates its optimization cycle for 100 generations. This approach allowed us to obtain a
higher density of points in the parameter space for the region where the solutions with
higher fitness values were located and a coarser density of points where there were solutions
with low fitness values.

3. Results
3.1. The Agent-Based Model Simulation

The developed agent-based model was constructed using Equation (1), and so it
depends on the same three parameters, the talent weight a, the standard deviation of the
distribution of talent σt, and the standard deviation of the distribution of chance σc. Having
chosen the values of the three parameters, the model runs a series of virtual tournaments,
and we collect the data obtained from the virtual tournaments to construct, as in the real
case, a score performance distribution.

Figure 1c shows the distribution obtained considering 10,000 simulated tournaments,
each with 128 agents-players participating, with the fixed parameters a = 0.3, σt = 0.2,
σc = 0.2. The distribution obtained from the model has the same characteristics as those
obtained from the real data, and its shape depends on the three parameters of the model, so
with the right combination of parameters, it is possible to obtain a distribution that fits the
real distribution. An interesting feature observed in the simulations is that for a value of a
equal to 1, representing pure talented-based tournaments, the area of intersection between
the losing and winning parts of the score distribution disappears, so the presence of this
intersection is due to the action of chance.
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With the same set of parameters used for the distribution in Figure 1c, Figure 1d
instead shows the variation of the FWHM at different stages of the tournaments, calculated
in the same way as for real data. We can see that the model is able to reproduce the same
kind of trend for the FWHM as shown for the real data. This trend, which has also been
shown in other works [11–13], is due to the fact that the most talented players are selected
to participate in the later stages of the tournaments.

3.2. Calibration of the Agent-Based Model on the Real Data

The calibration of the agent-based model with the help of a genetic algorithm is
performed considering only the comparison between the real and simulated score per-
formance distribution. We collected the data from 7 runs of the genetic algorithm, each
starting with a population of 30 individuals and lasting for 100 generations, as described in
previous sections.

Figure 4 shows the result of the calibration, in which the points of the parameter space
with higher fitness values are distributed on a thin surface, in the layer with the lighter
color, so the good parameters for the model are limited to the points on this surface.

Figure 4. Results of the genetic algorithm calibration of the agent-based model. (a,b) Two perspectives
of the same results, providing a better understanding of the 3D distribution of the points. In the
graph, the points represent a triad of parameters, namely the talent weight a, the standard deviation
of the talent distribution σt, and the standard deviation of the chance distribution σc, while the colors
represent the normalized fitness value relative to the points. Only the points with a fitness greater
than 0.46 are shown.

These results obtained using a genetic algorithm allowed us to locate an area of
interest, a surface, in the parameter space. With this more circumscribed area, we can
further investigate the ability of the agent-based model to replicate the real data; in fact it is
now possible to confront the trend of the FWHM of the real data with that emulated by the
agent-based model with parameter values belonging to this limited area.

3.3. Further Calibration of the Model on the Surface of Interest

Even if we restrict the region of interest, performing this additional confrontation
for all points with high fitness values would be very costly in terms of computational
efficiency. Therefore, we performed a simple fit of the region of interest and selected
1450 points appropriately distributed on the fitted surface, hereafter referred to as the
surface of maximum fitness, thus limiting the computational complexity of the problem.

It is then possible to run the agent-based model for each of these 1450 points, which
are parameter triads, simulating 7000 tournaments for each point, and thus obtaining for
each point a simulated trend for the FWHM, similar to that shown in Figure 1d, which we
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compare with the FWHM trend of the real data shown in Figure 1b, using the same f (p, q)
shown in Equation (3).

Thus, for each point, we obtain a sort of fitness value for the two FWHM trends,
simulated and real. This quantity, which will be referred to as “verisimilitude” from here
on, so as not to confuse it with the fitness used in the context of the genetic algorithm, is
greater when the two trends being compared are similar.

Figure 5 shows the result obtained by using the method described above. The color
map used in the Figure 5 allows us to visually identify the areas with the highest verisimili-
tude. Not all areas are equally highlighted by the color map, and two regions stand out
among the points in the parameter space that seem to possess high values of verisimilitude.
Table 1 shows the weighted mean values, in terms of verisimilitude, of the parameters in
the two regions mentioned above; these values were calculated taking into account only
the parameters with a normalized verisimilitude higher than 0.774. The values in green in
the table correspond to an area with low values of a and σc, while the values in red in the
table correspond to the area with high values of a and σc. The σt values are less variable in
the two areas, but the parameters in the green area generally have higher values than those
in the red area, and the red area in particular can have very low values.

Figure 5. (a,b) Two different perspectives of the results. The color map highlights the areas that better
match the real data with higher values of normalized verisimilitude. Only a limited number of the
1450 points have a high value of verisimilitude.

Table 1. Average values, weighted by verisimilitude, of the parameters for the two regions, with high
verisimilitude values observed on the surface of maximum fitness in Figure 5. Only the points with a
normalized verisimilitude greater than 0.774 are used to calculate the mean values of the parameters.
The values in green are obtained for the regions with low values of σc, while the values in red are
obtained for the regions with high values of σc.

a σt σc
w. mean 0.34 0.07 0.16
w. mean 0.66 0.04 0.67

These weighted mean values represent in a compact way the properties of the parame-
ters with a high verisimilitude in the two regions. The differences in the values obtained
for these two areas lead us to carry out further analysis.

3.4. Calibration on the Final Phases of the Tournaments

The agent-based model constructed is deliberately simple, built using a limited number
of parameters. However, for the initial phases of real tournaments, there may be several
discrepancies between the different tournaments, concerning, for example, the fact that
different tournaments in reality involve a different number of stages to reach the final.
There may also be differences in the way that participants are selected. Thus, in the early
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stages, it is possible to have very different distributions of talent among the participating
players in different tournaments.

Our model does not predict these discrepancies; there may also be other factors, in
addition to those given as examples, that are not taken into account and therefore not re-
produced by this model. However, these discrepancies and differences from an ideal model
tend to diminish in the more advanced stages of tournaments, because tournaments have a
selection capacity that tends to mitigate any inhomogeneities in the talent distribution of
the participants. It is therefore expected that in the final stages of tournaments, it will be
easier to adapt the agent-based model to the real data.

Comparing only the tournament phases from the round of 16 onwards, and thus
the last 4 tournament phases, in the same manner as in the previous section, considering
7000 simulated tournaments for each of the 1450 points on the surface of maximum fitness,
we obtain what is shown in Figure 6.

Figure 6. Result of the comparison between the real and simulated FWHM trends in the 1450 points of
interest, considering only the last four tournament phases; the color map of normalized verisimilitude
highlights the areas that better match the real data.

It can be observed that there are only a limited number of points in the parameter space
that occupy the parts with the high verisimilitude limit, so only a limited number of points
can be identified that are closer to the real trend in the later stages of the tournaments.

Table 2 shows the weighted average of the parameters and the parameters with the
the highest verisimilitude for the two separate areas on the surface of maximum fitness
observed in Figure 6. For the highest-verisimilitude parameters highlighted in green, we
have σc = 0.08, σt = 0.09 and a talent weight a = 0.17; for this point, the model predicts
that chance plays a role dictated by small fluctuations, given the limited amplitude of the
distribution corresponding to the value of σc considered, but this is very relevant given the
low value of the talent weight a, with players having a narrow talent distribution.
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Table 2. Parameter values of the two points with the highest verisimilitude and the weighted average
of the points with normalized verisimilitude greater than 0.321 for the two regions on the surface
of maximum fitness, as highlighted in Figure 6 with high verisimilitude. The points in green in this
table belong to the region with a low value of σc, while the red points belong to the region with a
high value of σc.

a σt σc
max ver. 0.17 0.09 0.08
w. mean 0.23 0.07 0.07
max ver. 0.78 0.03 0.90
w. mean 0.80 0.02 0.79

For the highest-verisimilitude parameters highlighted in red, we have σc = 0.90,
σt = 0.03 and a = 0.78. So, lower values of σt characterize this point. The chance
distribution is wider, meaning that random events that could change the fate of the matches
are more frequent, but since the talent weight a is high, much higher than the point
examined above, chance has less weight in determining the outcome of the matches.

3.5. Calibration by Parameter Constraint

The study of the real data with the agent-based model gives us two possible results, or
rather two possible interpretations of the data; we find two areas of interest on the surface
of maximum fitness. We can compare our results with previous work to understand which
of the two interpretations of the data is an artifact of the model and which reflects the
real situation.

For both model calibrations carried out in the previous sections, the region on the
surface of maximum fitness with low values of σc has many parameters (for example in
Table 2, we get σt = 0.09 for the maximum verisimilitude results), providing a talent distri-
bution with an amplitude similar to that used in other works [11,12], a normal distribution
with σt = 0.1, and a mean µ = 0.6.

This talent distribution is derived from the population IQ distribution and thus comes
directly from real data, so it makes sense to use this talent distribution in our model to solve
the double interpretation problem. Then, considering the green values in Tables 1 and 2,
we can also fix σc by considering the average of the σc values, obtaining σc = 0.12 as the
best representative value.

Thus, by setting σt = 0.1 with µ = 0.6 and σc = 0.12 in our agent-based model, it is
possible to again calibrate the model, minimizing the distance between the data reproduced
by the model and the real one, using the same method as in the previous sections, with
only a as a free parameter.

Figure 7 shows the result of the calibration. The normalized verisimilitude value
shown is obtained by simultaneously taking into account the score performance distribution
and the trend of the FWHM, comparing them with the real data through f (p, q) shown in
Equation (3), and then taking into account the normalized average value.

There are three talent weight values a with a normalized verisimilitude greater than
0.85, as shown in Figure 7. Thus, fixing the values of the other two parameters, with
plausible values suggested by the free parameter model of the previous sections and the
literature, the value of the talent weight a for tennis competitions on the ATP tour is between
0.18 and 0.20. These values are in good agreement with other works on the subject [13].
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Figure 7. Result of the calibration of the agent-based model with the single talent weight parameter a.
The x-axis presents the values of a, and the y-axis provides the corresponding values of verisimilitude.

4. Discussion

In this paper, we have studied the impact of random events, i.e., the action of chance,
as opposed to the role of talent in determining the outcome of a direct competition; in par-
ticular, we have studied tennis competitions, and the data obtained from ATP tournaments.

The aim of this work was to obtain as much information as possible about this type
of competition, with the fewest assumptions about the parameters in the model, in order
to obtain the widest range of information. To achieve this, we have developed an agent-
based model capable of reproducing the main features of the data, in particular the score
performance distribution and the trends of the FWHM of these distributions over the
different phases of the tournaments. The agent-based model developed depends on three
parameters, namely the talent weight a, the standard deviation of the talent distribution σt,
and the standard deviation of the chance distribution σc, so we made the assumption that
talent and chance can be described by a normal distribution centered at 0.5. Then, we used
a genetic algorithm to analyze the parameter space, and thus considered all the possible
combinations of parameters of the model able to make the simulated score performance
distribution similar to the real one. The use of a genetic algorithm allowed us to make very
few assumptions about the values of the parameters and thus allowed us to find a surface,
the surface of maximum fitness, in which the points, corresponding to the parameter triads,
are able to reproduce score performance distributions very similar to the real ones.

Considering then only a limited set of 1450 points, uniformly distributed on this
surface of maximum fitness, we carried out a further calibration of the agent-based model
comparing another feature of the data, the trend of the FWHM for the different phases
of the tournaments. This allowed us to further restrict the set of parameters that are able
to reproduce the trend of the real data. We performed this further calibration by first
considering all phases of the tournament, and then considering only the last four phases
of the tournament, in an attempt to mitigate the effects of factors not considered by the
agent-based model.

In both cases, we found a limited set of good points able to reproduce the real data.
These points are distributed in two regions of the surface of maximum fitness—the regions
with high values of σc, characterized by higher values of talent weight a and lower values
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of σt, and the regions with low values of σc, characterized by lower values of a and higher
values of σt. The most interesting fact about these two regions is that they underline a sort
of redundancy in the equations that govern the agent-based model. In fact, it seems that for
the model, a and σc are two parameters able to counterbalance their effects, as high values
of talent weight a correspond to low value of chance weight, so we found a region with
high values of chance weight but a small amplitude of the chance distribution and a region
with low values of chance weight but a large amplitude of the chance distribution.

The agent-based model and the genetic algorithm therefore give us two areas of interest
on the surface of maximum fitness, but only one of these two regions contains parameters
that correspond to the real situation, while the other one is given by this sort of redundancy
in the model. The two areas have talent distributions of different amplitude, providing us
with the ability to choose one of the two areas by selecting a specific talent distribution. So,
we choose the area on the surface of maximum fitness with parameters having a low value
of σc and slightly higher values of σt than the other area of solutions. This choice was made
by comparing our results with previous works [11–13]: the parameters in the low σc area
have σt values similar to the talent distribution used in the cited works, extrapolated from
the IQ distribution, and thus obtained from the real data.

Using the IQ talent distribution and a σc = 0.12 obtained considering the average of
our solutions in the low σc area, we carried out a further calibration of the agent-based
model and obtained a value talent weight between a = [0.18, 0.20]. This value is in good
agreement with previous works on the subject [11–13]. This result gives us confidence
that the solutions in the low σc region of the surface of maximum fitness are those to be
considered. The solution given in Table 2 with maximum verisimilitude in this region,
obtained by our agent-based model trained with a genetic algorithm, has a = 0.17, σt = 0.09,
and σc = 0.08. These values seem reasonable; in fact, with σc in this range, we expect that
the random events that occur in the match will mostly be small, such as wind, which can
change the trajectory of the ball, uneven ground, etc., and the events that can change the
outcome of the match will be rare, such as an injury. With σt in the predicted range, we
expect the majority of players to have similar talent levels, with only a few individuals
having talent levels that are higher or lower than those of others. Last but not least, for
the talent weight a in the predicted range, we expect the action of chance to play a large
role in determining the outcome of a match. However, this does not mean that talent does
not matter, as previous works have shown [5,9,12,13], but that in a match between two
individuals of similar talent, chance plays a major role, confirming the so-called talent
paradox [13], and we expect the outcome to be in favor of one rather than the other by
sheer luck. Talent becomes more important as the difference in talent between the two
competitors increases, but even when mitigated, chance cannot be ignored. Our model
therefore predicts a scenario in which there are many random events, most of which are
small, but which become important when the talent levels of the players are comparable.

5. Conclusions

The goal of this work was to obtain information about tennis competitions without
major a priori constraints on the quantities that determine the outcomes of these events.

We have shown that with an agent-based model constructed to emulate the data of
tennis competitions, a genetic algorithm that helps us to explore the parameter space,
and related analysis, it is possible to infer the range of values that the parameters a, σt
and σc can take, providing very useful information about this type of competition. We
have confirmed the importance of the action of chance for these competitions, finding that
with both fixed-parameter and free-parameter calibration approaches, chance has a weight
around 80% in determining the outcome of a tennis competition, with narrow distributions
of talent and chance, having standard deviation values around 0.01.

This type of approach is generalizable to other types of competitions provided that we
are able to construct an appropriate agent-based model and that we have a good amount of
data about the competition under study to calibrate the model.
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We were also able to better understand the sensitivity of this type of model to the
values of the parameters, and we have highlighted the possibility of a kind of redundancy,
and so highlight the importance of choosing the right values for the parameters. The choice
of the chance distribution with the right characteristics seems to be very important in
this type of model; in fact, the talent weight and the chance distribution seem to have a
complementary role.

To resolve this kind of redundancy, it is necessary to impose some kind of constraint
on the model, based on real data and experimental evidence. In future work, it would be
interesting to understand whether this redundancy can be eliminated with some modifica-
tion to the core model equations or to the rule structure of the agent-based model. Another
measure that could be considered is using distributions with unfixed centers of symmetry
for the talent and chance distributions, although this would make the model depend on
five parameters instead of three, making convergence to the real data more difficult.

Even without these modifications, we have established a useful method that is applica-
ble to a wide range of competitions involving individuals or entities competing against each
other, extrapolating quantitative information regarding the role of chance and randomness
in the final outcomes.
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