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Abstract
This dissertation initiates fundamental lines of inquiry into better understanding learning
from data provided by other agents who have a possible strategic incentive. In many use cases
of modern machine learning (ML), these agents will not be acting in isolation, and it is critical
for them to directly interact with other strategic agents. For example, several pioneering
works in cognitive radio designed multi-agent mechanisms whose equilibrium outcome was
efficient spectrum sharing among multiple cognitive radio agents. However, the attainment of
these equilibria requires co-design among the agents: they have to know each other’s utility
functions and basic strategic nature, which could be stochastic, adversarial, competitive,
or cooperative. In the conceptualized utopia of spectrum sharing, both of these will be
unknown a-priori and will need to be learned through repeated interaction. Nor does this
scenario arise only in cognitive radio: applications of swarm robotics, reinforcement learning
and e-commerce all involve the intersection of principles of ML with multi-agent systems
that are not co-designed.

The ensuing twin questions of how agents should learn from strategically generated data,
as well as how such strategic behavior will manifest, are well-posed and non-trivial even under
the simplest possible instance cases of ML, such as predicting a binary sequence generated
by an unknown environment. We consider the first three categories of strategic nature:
stochastic, adversarial, and competitive. The first part of this thesis designs algorithms for
“optimal" learning in an unknown environment, where the notion of optimality is defined as
being able to adapt to the nature of the environment on-the-fly without knowing this nature
beforehand. The on-the-fly nature of this goal is formalized in the classical framework of
online learning. While the traditional goal of online learning is regret minimization with
respect to a given model class, I motivate that adapting the model class, itself, in an online
fashion is essential to transition from guarantees on regret to guarantees on reward. Ac-
cordingly, we design robust approaches, inspired by seminal approaches to purely stochastic
model selection, to work in both stochastic and adversarial environments for online learning
with full-information and limited-information feedback.

The second part of this thesis considers a strategic, but non-adversarial agent generating
the data that is being used for learning. Such an agent is typically selfish and rational, rather
than being simply malicious — thus, their behavior manifests in a more complex manner than
an adversarial agent’s. I introduce a new frequentist framework to approximately express
such an agent’s incentives and trade-offs involved in reaching the Stackelberg equilibrium of
the ensuing non-zero-sum game. This is in agreement with the classical Bayesian-repeated-
game asymptotic theory, now with constructive strategies for both players. Interestingly,
through this framework we can show that the agent is incentivized to reveal, not obfus-
cate, her information to the learner. This thesis concludes by showing a surprising divergent
outcome in day-to-day behavior that is fundamental to the property of no-regret online learn-
ing when deployed in multi-player, game-theoretic environments. This suggests a possible
re-examination of learning dynamics, inspired by behavioral game theory, in future work.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

The classical paradigm of statistical inference [1] and its contemporary manifestation, ma-
chine learning (ML) [2], are seeing a historic resurgence and tremendous empirical success in
tasks of supervised prediction and unsupervised pattern recognition. This success is largely
owed to the combination of highly expressive models [3], Big Data, and GPU compute [4], and
has been replicated in a number of application domains. These domains includes computer
vision [5] and natural language processing [6], in which deep neural networks today achieve
“state-of-the-art" empirical performance. Some of this success has also been replicated in the
more difficult task of reinforcement learning [7], which consists of learning optimal control
policies in a stochastic environment with unknown dynamics.

This progress has been largely driven through single-agent perspectives. Underlying
single-agent learning is the classical statistical assumption [1, 2] that the learner has access
to a batch of data, that has been generated by a natural process. Stated alternatively, the
learner is assumed to interact with a fixed stochastic environment, the parameters of which
are being learned about.

However, ML is increasingly being discussed in the context of settings where this as-
sumption is not viable. For example, the principles of ML are currently being applied to
mechanism design in online marketplaces. In these applications, the data that is being
learned from is at least partially impacted by the actions of a selfish agent who, herself,
possesses unknown incentives. In the AI milieu, agents can no longer be assumed to act
in isolation—they will increasingly be forced to interact with each other in addition to the
fixed environment. As we motivate in Sections 1.1 and 1.2, the success of both current and
future engineering applications critically involves, by their very nature, engaging with core
questions in this kind of multi-agent learning.

On the other hand, interactions between multiple agents of a known strategic nature have
been modeled through the classical framework of game theory. The applications of game
theory and mechanism design are diverse both in engineering (e.g. path routing through net-
works, power grids, and dynamic spectrum sharing) and e-commerce (e.g. auctions, matching
markets, ride-sharing, hiring platforms). However, in the traditional, best understood frame-
work of game theory, the strategic nature of all agents involved is known to be selfish and
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rational with all utility functions as common knowledge; therefore, none of the agents are
engaging in learning. Of course, the assumption of rationality has seen significant push-back
from the behavioral economics community, and a wide range of models for human strate-
gic behavior have been theoretically postulated as well as empirically evaluated on human
data [8–11]. However, the time-scale of this theoretical postulation and empirical evaluation
is on the matter of months or even years. As we motivate in Sections 1.1 and 1.2, automated
multi-agent interaction allows for the same wide range of spectrum of strategic behavior,
usually unknown a-priori; moreover, decisions now need to be made real-time. To optimally
make decisions in this unknown environment, the necessary process of learning of strategic
nature is ideally integrated with real-time interactions.

The above perspectives necessitate a fundamental intersection of our understanding of
single-agent learning with our understanding of multi-agent game theory. Sections 1.3 re-
views our existing understanding of these classical areas of research and sets up the mathe-
matical framework for this dissertation. At the same time, this section highlights the inherent
non-trivialities involved in intersecting learning and games. As we describe in Section 1.4,
the core problems can be split into two broad categories:

1. Can we understand how to optimally learn the nature of an unknown environment,
and perform decision-making that is almost as optimal as though we had known the
nature of this environment beforehand?

2. Can we understand (approximations) of the optimal behavior of a strategic agent in
the presence of a learner?

Before describing the formal framework for this thesis, and setting up the above core
problems, we ground the reader in two real-world case studies in which questions at the
intersection of learning and strategic behavior are increasingly paramount. We start by
considering the design of automated, online marketplaces.

1.1 Case study: Learning in online marketplaces
As paraphrased by Paul Milgrom in his classic text “Putting Auction Theory To Work" [12],
game theorists in the 20th century “plied their trade" on two important application domains:
large-scale auctions in the public sector, and matching markets. Quote from Milgrom [12,
page 2, Chapter 1]:

“An article in 1995 in the New York Times hailed one of the first US spectrum auctions as
‘The Greatest Auction Ever’. The British spectrum auction of 2000, which raised about $34
billion, earned one of its academic designers a commendation from the Queen and the title
‘Commander of the British Empire’...The National Resident Matching Program, by which
20, 000 US physicians are matched annually to hospital residency programs, implemented a
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new design in 1998 with the help of the economist-game theorist Alvin Roth. By the mid-
nineties, thirty-five years of theoretical economic research about fine details of
market design was suddenly bearing very practical fruit."

These fruits of this success involve human agents and the design of simple (e.g. the
celebrated Vickrey-Clark-Groves mechanism [13–15]), robust (e.g. the property of obvious-
strategy-proof-ness [16]) and computationally efficient (e.g. SAT solvers in the spectrum in-
centive auction [17, 18]) mechanisms that are adjusted as per numerous discussions between
academics and government policy experts (for a representative report on some of these dis-
cussions, see [19]). Today, we are witness to a new avatar of automated-agent participation in
mechanism design, together with dynamic mechanisms that are designed real-time. Promi-
nent examples of this include Google’s Ad-Words auctions and online matching implemented
in applications like hiring and ride-sharing platforms. The design of these mechanisms will
now be done with tremendous amounts of incomplete information, both from the perspective
of the mechanism designer and the participating agents. In what follows, we highlight the
numerous sources of incomplete information that arise, and the ensuing non-trivialities that
ensue in optimal market design. We focus on auction design as a representative example for
the sake of brevity, while noting that similar questions arise in other online platforms such
as matching markets [20, 21].

Representative example: Modern, private-sector auction design

The classic problem of (approximately) optimal auction design directly engages with strategic
agents in a very obvious manner. Large-scale auction design has traditionally been restricted
to the public sector, where the goal is to maximize social welfare of all the agents. However,
one of the most prominent recent examples of large-scale auction design, advertising auctions,
is carried out in the private sector. The mechanism designers here are companies like Google,
Microsoft and Yahoo!; consequently, the aim is frequently to maximize seller revenue. Hence,
we focus on the objective of revenue maximization.

We consider one of the simplest and oldest models for auctions, the single-item auction1

with symmetric bidders [23]. Here, as depicted in the block diagram in Figure 1.1, the (three)
bidders have valuations (v1, v2, v3) for the single item drawn from a common probability dis-
tribution F (·). A seller’s chosen mechanism maps submitted bids (b1, b2, b3) to an allocation
of the item (to one of the bidders), and corresponding payment rules that all of the bidders
are bound to follow. Importantly, the bids are being submitted by strategic bidders, and
so the bid of agent i, i.e. bi, need not be equal to her valuation, i.e. vi. Thus, the goal of
seller mechanism design is to maximize her obtained revenue, and indirectly, to elicit the
bidders’ valuation information. One way of doing this is by designing a mechanism that
incentivizes the bidders to report their true values in the ensuing Bayes-Nash equilibrium;
such mechanisms are called truthful, or incentive-compatible mechanisms.

1Multiple items can also be sold, leading to the challenging problem of combinatorial auction design. For
a representative discussion on the computational difficulties involved, see [22, Chapter 11].
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<latexit sha1_base64="AVUpr879bUPtVFLuop47LIkRhl4=">AAAB+nicbVBNS8NAEN3Ur1q/Uj16WSxCvZSkCPZYEMRjBdsKTQibzaZdursJu5tKif0pXjwo4tVf4s1/47bNQVsfDDzem2FmXpgyqrTjfFuljc2t7Z3ybmVv/+DwyK4e91SSSUy6OGGJfAiRIowK0tVUM/KQSoJ4yEg/HF/P/f6ESEUTca+nKfE5GgoaU4y0kQK7Ogma0FOUw5u6h6NEXwR2zWk4C8B14hakBgp0AvvLixKccSI0Zkipgeuk2s+R1BQzMqt4mSIpwmM0JANDBeJE+fni9Bk8N0oE40SaEhou1N8TOeJKTXloOjnSI7XqzcX/vEGm45afU5Fmmgi8XBRnDOoEznOAEZUEazY1BGFJza0Qj5BEWJu0KiYEd/XlddJrNlyn4d5d1tqtIo4yOAVnoA5ccAXa4BZ0QBdg8AiewSt4s56sF+vd+li2lqxi5gT8gfX5A4TwktQ=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="AVUpr879bUPtVFLuop47LIkRhl4=">AAAB+nicbVBNS8NAEN3Ur1q/Uj16WSxCvZSkCPZYEMRjBdsKTQibzaZdursJu5tKif0pXjwo4tVf4s1/47bNQVsfDDzem2FmXpgyqrTjfFuljc2t7Z3ybmVv/+DwyK4e91SSSUy6OGGJfAiRIowK0tVUM/KQSoJ4yEg/HF/P/f6ESEUTca+nKfE5GgoaU4y0kQK7Ogma0FOUw5u6h6NEXwR2zWk4C8B14hakBgp0AvvLixKccSI0Zkipgeuk2s+R1BQzMqt4mSIpwmM0JANDBeJE+fni9Bk8N0oE40SaEhou1N8TOeJKTXloOjnSI7XqzcX/vEGm45afU5Fmmgi8XBRnDOoEznOAEZUEazY1BGFJza0Qj5BEWJu0KiYEd/XlddJrNlyn4d5d1tqtIo4yOAVnoA5ccAXa4BZ0QBdg8AiewSt4s56sF+vd+li2lqxi5gT8gfX5A4TwktQ=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="AVUpr879bUPtVFLuop47LIkRhl4=">AAAB+nicbVBNS8NAEN3Ur1q/Uj16WSxCvZSkCPZYEMRjBdsKTQibzaZdursJu5tKif0pXjwo4tVf4s1/47bNQVsfDDzem2FmXpgyqrTjfFuljc2t7Z3ybmVv/+DwyK4e91SSSUy6OGGJfAiRIowK0tVUM/KQSoJ4yEg/HF/P/f6ESEUTca+nKfE5GgoaU4y0kQK7Ogma0FOUw5u6h6NEXwR2zWk4C8B14hakBgp0AvvLixKccSI0Zkipgeuk2s+R1BQzMqt4mSIpwmM0JANDBeJE+fni9Bk8N0oE40SaEhou1N8TOeJKTXloOjnSI7XqzcX/vEGm45afU5Fmmgi8XBRnDOoEznOAEZUEazY1BGFJza0Qj5BEWJu0KiYEd/XlddJrNlyn4d5d1tqtIo4yOAVnoA5ccAXa4BZ0QBdg8AiewSt4s56sF+vd+li2lqxi5gT8gfX5A4TwktQ=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="AVUpr879bUPtVFLuop47LIkRhl4=">AAAB+nicbVBNS8NAEN3Ur1q/Uj16WSxCvZSkCPZYEMRjBdsKTQibzaZdursJu5tKif0pXjwo4tVf4s1/47bNQVsfDDzem2FmXpgyqrTjfFuljc2t7Z3ybmVv/+DwyK4e91SSSUy6OGGJfAiRIowK0tVUM/KQSoJ4yEg/HF/P/f6ESEUTca+nKfE5GgoaU4y0kQK7Ogma0FOUw5u6h6NEXwR2zWk4C8B14hakBgp0AvvLixKccSI0Zkipgeuk2s+R1BQzMqt4mSIpwmM0JANDBeJE+fni9Bk8N0oE40SaEhou1N8TOeJKTXloOjnSI7XqzcX/vEGm45afU5Fmmgi8XBRnDOoEznOAEZUEazY1BGFJza0Qj5BEWJu0KiYEd/XlddJrNlyn4d5d1tqtIo4yOAVnoA5ccAXa4BZ0QBdg8AiewSt4s56sF+vd+li2lqxi5gT8gfX5A4TwktQ=</latexit>

v1 ⇠ F (·)
<latexit sha1_base64="RfmtFGlCxnyrdsqgJTq9lfcTBWo=">AAAB+nicbVDLSsNAFJ3UV62vVJduBotQNyURwS4LgrisYB/QhDCZTNqhM5MwM6mU2E9x40IRt36JO//GaZuFth64cDjnXu69J0wZVdpxvq3SxubW9k55t7K3f3B4ZFePuyrJJCYdnLBE9kOkCKOCdDTVjPRTSRAPGemF45u535sQqWgiHvQ0JT5HQ0FjipE2UmBXJ4ELPUU5vK17OEr0RWDXnIazAFwnbkFqoEA7sL+8KMEZJ0JjhpQauE6q/RxJTTEjs4qXKZIiPEZDMjBUIE6Uny9On8Fzo0QwTqQpoeFC/T2RI67UlIemkyM9UqveXPzPG2Q6bvo5FWmmicDLRXHGoE7gPAcYUUmwZlNDEJbU3ArxCEmEtUmrYkJwV19eJ93Lhus03PurWqtZxFEGp+AM1IELrkEL3IE26AAMHsEzeAVv1pP1Yr1bH8vWklXMnIA/sD5/AINektM=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="RfmtFGlCxnyrdsqgJTq9lfcTBWo=">AAAB+nicbVDLSsNAFJ3UV62vVJduBotQNyURwS4LgrisYB/QhDCZTNqhM5MwM6mU2E9x40IRt36JO//GaZuFth64cDjnXu69J0wZVdpxvq3SxubW9k55t7K3f3B4ZFePuyrJJCYdnLBE9kOkCKOCdDTVjPRTSRAPGemF45u535sQqWgiHvQ0JT5HQ0FjipE2UmBXJ4ELPUU5vK17OEr0RWDXnIazAFwnbkFqoEA7sL+8KMEZJ0JjhpQauE6q/RxJTTEjs4qXKZIiPEZDMjBUIE6Uny9On8Fzo0QwTqQpoeFC/T2RI67UlIemkyM9UqveXPzPG2Q6bvo5FWmmicDLRXHGoE7gPAcYUUmwZlNDEJbU3ArxCEmEtUmrYkJwV19eJ93Lhus03PurWqtZxFEGp+AM1IELrkEL3IE26AAMHsEzeAVv1pP1Yr1bH8vWklXMnIA/sD5/AINektM=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="RfmtFGlCxnyrdsqgJTq9lfcTBWo=">AAAB+nicbVDLSsNAFJ3UV62vVJduBotQNyURwS4LgrisYB/QhDCZTNqhM5MwM6mU2E9x40IRt36JO//GaZuFth64cDjnXu69J0wZVdpxvq3SxubW9k55t7K3f3B4ZFePuyrJJCYdnLBE9kOkCKOCdDTVjPRTSRAPGemF45u535sQqWgiHvQ0JT5HQ0FjipE2UmBXJ4ELPUU5vK17OEr0RWDXnIazAFwnbkFqoEA7sL+8KMEZJ0JjhpQauE6q/RxJTTEjs4qXKZIiPEZDMjBUIE6Uny9On8Fzo0QwTqQpoeFC/T2RI67UlIemkyM9UqveXPzPG2Q6bvo5FWmmicDLRXHGoE7gPAcYUUmwZlNDEJbU3ArxCEmEtUmrYkJwV19eJ93Lhus03PurWqtZxFEGp+AM1IELrkEL3IE26AAMHsEzeAVv1pP1Yr1bH8vWklXMnIA/sD5/AINektM=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="RfmtFGlCxnyrdsqgJTq9lfcTBWo=">AAAB+nicbVDLSsNAFJ3UV62vVJduBotQNyURwS4LgrisYB/QhDCZTNqhM5MwM6mU2E9x40IRt36JO//GaZuFth64cDjnXu69J0wZVdpxvq3SxubW9k55t7K3f3B4ZFePuyrJJCYdnLBE9kOkCKOCdDTVjPRTSRAPGemF45u535sQqWgiHvQ0JT5HQ0FjipE2UmBXJ4ELPUU5vK17OEr0RWDXnIazAFwnbkFqoEA7sL+8KMEZJ0JjhpQauE6q/RxJTTEjs4qXKZIiPEZDMjBUIE6Uny9On8Fzo0QwTqQpoeFC/T2RI67UlIemkyM9UqveXPzPG2Q6bvo5FWmmicDLRXHGoE7gPAcYUUmwZlNDEJbU3ArxCEmEtUmrYkJwV19eJ93Lhus03PurWqtZxFEGp+AM1IELrkEL3IE26AAMHsEzeAVv1pP1Yr1bH8vWklXMnIA/sD5/AINektM=</latexit>

v3 ⇠ F (·)
<latexit sha1_base64="wXDWDKESGTkdJNMp9ah2FGEGOt0=">AAAB+nicbVDLSsNAFJ34rPWV6tLNYBHqpiQq2GVBEJcV7AOaECaTSTt0JhNmJpUS+yluXCji1i9x5984bbPQ1gMXDufcy733hCmjSjvOt7W2vrG5tV3aKe/u7R8c2pWjjhKZxKSNBROyFyJFGE1IW1PNSC+VBPGQkW44upn53TGRiorkQU9S4nM0SGhMMdJGCuzKOLiEnqIc3tY8HAl9HthVp+7MAVeJW5AqKNAK7C8vEjjjJNGYIaX6rpNqP0dSU8zItOxliqQIj9CA9A1NECfKz+enT+GZUSIYC2kq0XCu/p7IEVdqwkPTyZEeqmVvJv7n9TMdN/ycJmmmSYIXi+KMQS3gLAcYUUmwZhNDEJbU3ArxEEmEtUmrbEJwl19eJZ2LuuvU3furarNRxFECJ+AU1IALrkET3IEWaAMMHsEzeAVv1pP1Yr1bH4vWNauYOQZ/YH3+AIaCktU=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="wXDWDKESGTkdJNMp9ah2FGEGOt0=">AAAB+nicbVDLSsNAFJ34rPWV6tLNYBHqpiQq2GVBEJcV7AOaECaTSTt0JhNmJpUS+yluXCji1i9x5984bbPQ1gMXDufcy733hCmjSjvOt7W2vrG5tV3aKe/u7R8c2pWjjhKZxKSNBROyFyJFGE1IW1PNSC+VBPGQkW44upn53TGRiorkQU9S4nM0SGhMMdJGCuzKOLiEnqIc3tY8HAl9HthVp+7MAVeJW5AqKNAK7C8vEjjjJNGYIaX6rpNqP0dSU8zItOxliqQIj9CA9A1NECfKz+enT+GZUSIYC2kq0XCu/p7IEVdqwkPTyZEeqmVvJv7n9TMdN/ycJmmmSYIXi+KMQS3gLAcYUUmwZhNDEJbU3ArxEEmEtUmrbEJwl19eJZ2LuuvU3furarNRxFECJ+AU1IALrkET3IEWaAMMHsEzeAVv1pP1Yr1bH4vWNauYOQZ/YH3+AIaCktU=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="wXDWDKESGTkdJNMp9ah2FGEGOt0=">AAAB+nicbVDLSsNAFJ34rPWV6tLNYBHqpiQq2GVBEJcV7AOaECaTSTt0JhNmJpUS+yluXCji1i9x5984bbPQ1gMXDufcy733hCmjSjvOt7W2vrG5tV3aKe/u7R8c2pWjjhKZxKSNBROyFyJFGE1IW1PNSC+VBPGQkW44upn53TGRiorkQU9S4nM0SGhMMdJGCuzKOLiEnqIc3tY8HAl9HthVp+7MAVeJW5AqKNAK7C8vEjjjJNGYIaX6rpNqP0dSU8zItOxliqQIj9CA9A1NECfKz+enT+GZUSIYC2kq0XCu/p7IEVdqwkPTyZEeqmVvJv7n9TMdN/ycJmmmSYIXi+KMQS3gLAcYUUmwZhNDEJbU3ArxEEmEtUmrbEJwl19eJZ2LuuvU3furarNRxFECJ+AU1IALrkET3IEWaAMMHsEzeAVv1pP1Yr1bH4vWNauYOQZ/YH3+AIaCktU=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="wXDWDKESGTkdJNMp9ah2FGEGOt0=">AAAB+nicbVDLSsNAFJ34rPWV6tLNYBHqpiQq2GVBEJcV7AOaECaTSTt0JhNmJpUS+yluXCji1i9x5984bbPQ1gMXDufcy733hCmjSjvOt7W2vrG5tV3aKe/u7R8c2pWjjhKZxKSNBROyFyJFGE1IW1PNSC+VBPGQkW44upn53TGRiorkQU9S4nM0SGhMMdJGCuzKOLiEnqIc3tY8HAl9HthVp+7MAVeJW5AqKNAK7C8vEjjjJNGYIaX6rpNqP0dSU8zItOxliqQIj9CA9A1NECfKz+enT+GZUSIYC2kq0XCu/p7IEVdqwkPTyZEeqmVvJv7n9TMdN/ycJmmmSYIXi+KMQS3gLAcYUUmwZhNDEJbU3ArxEEmEtUmrbEJwl19eJZ2LuuvU3furarNRxFECJ+AU1IALrkET3IEWaAMMHsEzeAVv1pP1Yr1bH4vWNauYOQZ/YH3+AIaCktU=</latexit>

Valuations
Bids

b1
<latexit sha1_base64="JefyxwdPoF1gwG+BE/kuu6wNrWo=">AAAB6nicdVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoPgKcwEMZtbwIvHiOYByRJmJ7PJkNkHM7NCWPIJXjwo4tUv8ubfOJtEUNGChqKqm+4uP5FCG4w/nMLa+sbmVnG7tLO7t39QPjzq6DhVjLdZLGPV86nmUkS8bYSRvJcoTkNf8q4/vcr97j1XWsTRnZkl3AvpOBKBYNRY6dYfkmG5gqsYY0IIygmpX2JLGg23RlxEcsuiAiu0huX3wShmacgjwyTVuk9wYryMKiOY5PPSINU8oWxKx7xvaURDrr1sceocnVllhIJY2YoMWqjfJzIaaj0LfdsZUjPRv71c/MvrpyZwvUxESWp4xJaLglQiE6P8bzQSijMjZ5ZQpoS9FbEJVZQZm07JhvD1KfqfdGpVgqvk5qLSdFdxFOEETuEcCNShCdfQgjYwGMMDPMGzI51H58V5XbYWnNXMMfyA8/YJNCCNtg==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="JefyxwdPoF1gwG+BE/kuu6wNrWo=">AAAB6nicdVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoPgKcwEMZtbwIvHiOYByRJmJ7PJkNkHM7NCWPIJXjwo4tUv8ubfOJtEUNGChqKqm+4uP5FCG4w/nMLa+sbmVnG7tLO7t39QPjzq6DhVjLdZLGPV86nmUkS8bYSRvJcoTkNf8q4/vcr97j1XWsTRnZkl3AvpOBKBYNRY6dYfkmG5gqsYY0IIygmpX2JLGg23RlxEcsuiAiu0huX3wShmacgjwyTVuk9wYryMKiOY5PPSINU8oWxKx7xvaURDrr1sceocnVllhIJY2YoMWqjfJzIaaj0LfdsZUjPRv71c/MvrpyZwvUxESWp4xJaLglQiE6P8bzQSijMjZ5ZQpoS9FbEJVZQZm07JhvD1KfqfdGpVgqvk5qLSdFdxFOEETuEcCNShCdfQgjYwGMMDPMGzI51H58V5XbYWnNXMMfyA8/YJNCCNtg==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="JefyxwdPoF1gwG+BE/kuu6wNrWo=">AAAB6nicdVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoPgKcwEMZtbwIvHiOYByRJmJ7PJkNkHM7NCWPIJXjwo4tUv8ubfOJtEUNGChqKqm+4uP5FCG4w/nMLa+sbmVnG7tLO7t39QPjzq6DhVjLdZLGPV86nmUkS8bYSRvJcoTkNf8q4/vcr97j1XWsTRnZkl3AvpOBKBYNRY6dYfkmG5gqsYY0IIygmpX2JLGg23RlxEcsuiAiu0huX3wShmacgjwyTVuk9wYryMKiOY5PPSINU8oWxKx7xvaURDrr1sceocnVllhIJY2YoMWqjfJzIaaj0LfdsZUjPRv71c/MvrpyZwvUxESWp4xJaLglQiE6P8bzQSijMjZ5ZQpoS9FbEJVZQZm07JhvD1KfqfdGpVgqvk5qLSdFdxFOEETuEcCNShCdfQgjYwGMMDPMGzI51H58V5XbYWnNXMMfyA8/YJNCCNtg==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="JefyxwdPoF1gwG+BE/kuu6wNrWo=">AAAB6nicdVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoPgKcwEMZtbwIvHiOYByRJmJ7PJkNkHM7NCWPIJXjwo4tUv8ubfOJtEUNGChqKqm+4uP5FCG4w/nMLa+sbmVnG7tLO7t39QPjzq6DhVjLdZLGPV86nmUkS8bYSRvJcoTkNf8q4/vcr97j1XWsTRnZkl3AvpOBKBYNRY6dYfkmG5gqsYY0IIygmpX2JLGg23RlxEcsuiAiu0huX3wShmacgjwyTVuk9wYryMKiOY5PPSINU8oWxKx7xvaURDrr1sceocnVllhIJY2YoMWqjfJzIaaj0LfdsZUjPRv71c/MvrpyZwvUxESWp4xJaLglQiE6P8bzQSijMjZ5ZQpoS9FbEJVZQZm07JhvD1KfqfdGpVgqvk5qLSdFdxFOEETuEcCNShCdfQgjYwGMMDPMGzI51H58V5XbYWnNXMMfyA8/YJNCCNtg==</latexit>

b2
<latexit sha1_base64="jtss366r/3PU1nQhsEJZZJ1EiTk=">AAAB6nicdVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoPgKcwEMZtbwIvHiOYByRJmJ7PJkNkHM7NCWPIJXjwo4tUv8ubfOJtEUNGChqKqm+4uP5FCG4w/nMLa+sbmVnG7tLO7t39QPjzq6DhVjLdZLGPV86nmUkS8bYSRvJcoTkNf8q4/vcr97j1XWsTRnZkl3AvpOBKBYNRY6dYf1oblCq5ijAkhKCekfoktaTTcGnERyS2LCqzQGpbfB6OYpSGPDJNU6z7BifEyqoxgks9Lg1TzhLIpHfO+pRENufayxalzdGaVEQpiZSsyaKF+n8hoqPUs9G1nSM1E//Zy8S+vn5rA9TIRJanhEVsuClKJTIzyv9FIKM6MnFlCmRL2VsQmVFFmbDolG8LXp+h/0qlVCa6Sm4tK013FUYQTOIVzIFCHJlxDC9rAYAwP8ATPjnQenRfnddlacFYzx/ADztsnNaSNtw==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="jtss366r/3PU1nQhsEJZZJ1EiTk=">AAAB6nicdVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoPgKcwEMZtbwIvHiOYByRJmJ7PJkNkHM7NCWPIJXjwo4tUv8ubfOJtEUNGChqKqm+4uP5FCG4w/nMLa+sbmVnG7tLO7t39QPjzq6DhVjLdZLGPV86nmUkS8bYSRvJcoTkNf8q4/vcr97j1XWsTRnZkl3AvpOBKBYNRY6dYf1oblCq5ijAkhKCekfoktaTTcGnERyS2LCqzQGpbfB6OYpSGPDJNU6z7BifEyqoxgks9Lg1TzhLIpHfO+pRENufayxalzdGaVEQpiZSsyaKF+n8hoqPUs9G1nSM1E//Zy8S+vn5rA9TIRJanhEVsuClKJTIzyv9FIKM6MnFlCmRL2VsQmVFFmbDolG8LXp+h/0qlVCa6Sm4tK013FUYQTOIVzIFCHJlxDC9rAYAwP8ATPjnQenRfnddlacFYzx/ADztsnNaSNtw==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="jtss366r/3PU1nQhsEJZZJ1EiTk=">AAAB6nicdVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoPgKcwEMZtbwIvHiOYByRJmJ7PJkNkHM7NCWPIJXjwo4tUv8ubfOJtEUNGChqKqm+4uP5FCG4w/nMLa+sbmVnG7tLO7t39QPjzq6DhVjLdZLGPV86nmUkS8bYSRvJcoTkNf8q4/vcr97j1XWsTRnZkl3AvpOBKBYNRY6dYf1oblCq5ijAkhKCekfoktaTTcGnERyS2LCqzQGpbfB6OYpSGPDJNU6z7BifEyqoxgks9Lg1TzhLIpHfO+pRENufayxalzdGaVEQpiZSsyaKF+n8hoqPUs9G1nSM1E//Zy8S+vn5rA9TIRJanhEVsuClKJTIzyv9FIKM6MnFlCmRL2VsQmVFFmbDolG8LXp+h/0qlVCa6Sm4tK013FUYQTOIVzIFCHJlxDC9rAYAwP8ATPjnQenRfnddlacFYzx/ADztsnNaSNtw==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="jtss366r/3PU1nQhsEJZZJ1EiTk=">AAAB6nicdVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoPgKcwEMZtbwIvHiOYByRJmJ7PJkNkHM7NCWPIJXjwo4tUv8ubfOJtEUNGChqKqm+4uP5FCG4w/nMLa+sbmVnG7tLO7t39QPjzq6DhVjLdZLGPV86nmUkS8bYSRvJcoTkNf8q4/vcr97j1XWsTRnZkl3AvpOBKBYNRY6dYf1oblCq5ijAkhKCekfoktaTTcGnERyS2LCqzQGpbfB6OYpSGPDJNU6z7BifEyqoxgks9Lg1TzhLIpHfO+pRENufayxalzdGaVEQpiZSsyaKF+n8hoqPUs9G1nSM1E//Zy8S+vn5rA9TIRJanhEVsuClKJTIzyv9FIKM6MnFlCmRL2VsQmVFFmbDolG8LXp+h/0qlVCa6Sm4tK013FUYQTOIVzIFCHJlxDC9rAYAwP8ATPjnQenRfnddlacFYzx/ADztsnNaSNtw==</latexit>

b3
<latexit sha1_base64="4BHw1JOi1pacgWkuBBm9PLgNoGo=">AAAB6nicdVBNSwMxEJ2tX7V+VT16CRbBU0mq2O2t4MVjRWsL7VKyabYNzX6QZIWy9Cd48aCIV3+RN/+N2baCij4YeLw3w8w8P5FCG4w/nMLK6tr6RnGztLW9s7tX3j+403GqGG+zWMaq61PNpYh42wgjeTdRnIa+5B1/cpn7nXuutIijWzNNuBfSUSQCwaix0o0/OBuUK7iKMSaEoJyQ+gW2pNFwa8RFJLcsKrBEa1B+7w9jloY8MkxSrXsEJ8bLqDKCST4r9VPNE8omdMR7lkY05NrL5qfO0IlVhiiIla3IoLn6fSKjodbT0LedITVj/dvLxb+8XmoC18tElKSGR2yxKEglMjHK/0ZDoTgzcmoJZUrYWxEbU0WZsemUbAhfn6L/yV2tSnCVXJ9Xmu4yjiIcwTGcAoE6NOEKWtAGBiN4gCd4dqTz6Lw4r4vWgrOcOYQfcN4+ATcojbg=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="4BHw1JOi1pacgWkuBBm9PLgNoGo=">AAAB6nicdVBNSwMxEJ2tX7V+VT16CRbBU0mq2O2t4MVjRWsL7VKyabYNzX6QZIWy9Cd48aCIV3+RN/+N2baCij4YeLw3w8w8P5FCG4w/nMLK6tr6RnGztLW9s7tX3j+403GqGG+zWMaq61PNpYh42wgjeTdRnIa+5B1/cpn7nXuutIijWzNNuBfSUSQCwaix0o0/OBuUK7iKMSaEoJyQ+gW2pNFwa8RFJLcsKrBEa1B+7w9jloY8MkxSrXsEJ8bLqDKCST4r9VPNE8omdMR7lkY05NrL5qfO0IlVhiiIla3IoLn6fSKjodbT0LedITVj/dvLxb+8XmoC18tElKSGR2yxKEglMjHK/0ZDoTgzcmoJZUrYWxEbU0WZsemUbAhfn6L/yV2tSnCVXJ9Xmu4yjiIcwTGcAoE6NOEKWtAGBiN4gCd4dqTz6Lw4r4vWgrOcOYQfcN4+ATcojbg=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="4BHw1JOi1pacgWkuBBm9PLgNoGo=">AAAB6nicdVBNSwMxEJ2tX7V+VT16CRbBU0mq2O2t4MVjRWsL7VKyabYNzX6QZIWy9Cd48aCIV3+RN/+N2baCij4YeLw3w8w8P5FCG4w/nMLK6tr6RnGztLW9s7tX3j+403GqGG+zWMaq61PNpYh42wgjeTdRnIa+5B1/cpn7nXuutIijWzNNuBfSUSQCwaix0o0/OBuUK7iKMSaEoJyQ+gW2pNFwa8RFJLcsKrBEa1B+7w9jloY8MkxSrXsEJ8bLqDKCST4r9VPNE8omdMR7lkY05NrL5qfO0IlVhiiIla3IoLn6fSKjodbT0LedITVj/dvLxb+8XmoC18tElKSGR2yxKEglMjHK/0ZDoTgzcmoJZUrYWxEbU0WZsemUbAhfn6L/yV2tSnCVXJ9Xmu4yjiIcwTGcAoE6NOEKWtAGBiN4gCd4dqTz6Lw4r4vWgrOcOYQfcN4+ATcojbg=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="4BHw1JOi1pacgWkuBBm9PLgNoGo=">AAAB6nicdVBNSwMxEJ2tX7V+VT16CRbBU0mq2O2t4MVjRWsL7VKyabYNzX6QZIWy9Cd48aCIV3+RN/+N2baCij4YeLw3w8w8P5FCG4w/nMLK6tr6RnGztLW9s7tX3j+403GqGG+zWMaq61PNpYh42wgjeTdRnIa+5B1/cpn7nXuutIijWzNNuBfSUSQCwaix0o0/OBuUK7iKMSaEoJyQ+gW2pNFwa8RFJLcsKrBEa1B+7w9jloY8MkxSrXsEJ8bLqDKCST4r9VPNE8omdMR7lkY05NrL5qfO0IlVhiiIla3IoLn6fSKjodbT0LedITVj/dvLxb+8XmoC18tElKSGR2yxKEglMjHK/0ZDoTgzcmoJZUrYWxEbU0WZsemUbAhfn6L/yV2tSnCVXJ9Xmu4yjiIcwTGcAoE6NOEKWtAGBiN4gCd4dqTz6Lw4r4vWgrOcOYQfcN4+ATcojbg=</latexit>
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Item

Auctioneer

Figure 1.1: Block diagram of a simple single-item auction with 3 bidders whose valua-
tions (v1, v2, v3) are drawn from the same probability distribution F (·). In general, the bids
(b1, b2, b3) need not be equal to the valuations (v1, v2, v3). The auction design is parame-
terized by an allocation rule, that decides who receives the item, and a payment rule, that
decides how much bidders pay. These rules are functions only of (b1, b2, b3) and possibly
use knowledge of the valuation distribution F (·), but never the valuations themselves. This
figure was made using Keynote.

Myerson’s seminal theory [23] for this “one-shot", single-item auction design postulates
that a particular type of reserve price implemented together with a Vickrey (second-price)
auction is revenue-optimal among all mechanisms, truthful or otherwise. Here, the reserve
price is simply a price for the item posted by the seller: if none of the bidders meet this
price, the seller will not sell the item at all. Importantly, the optimal reserve price intricately
depends on knowledge of the valuation distribution F (·). This is an extremely idealized
assumption, as in practice the distributions of preferences among bidders can widely vary
and are unknown to the seller. Below, we motivate that practically effective auction design
requires a non-trivial component of learning about the bidders in a number of ways2.

1. In modern applications of auction design like online advertising, the bidders’ valuation
distributions for item(s) are typically unknown. Regardless of the statistical model for
the unknown valuation distributions, it is clear that for effective Myersonian auction
design, the optimal reserve prices need to be estimated from past data.

2Judging from academic talks given by researchers in industry [24], the issues that arise in practical
private-sector auction design are even more numerous, and several are as yet unformulated mathematically.
Thus, the list provided above is far from comprehensive, but provides a good starting point for motivation.
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2. It has been observed in practical deployments of auctions that bidders consider first-
price, or “winner-pays-bid" auctions as maximally trustworthy. Such auctions are no
longer truth-telling, and their analysis deviates from the classical theory (for a survey of
this recent research, see Jason Hartline’s recent tutorial [25]). Nevertheless, these non-
truthful mechanisms are widely used in practice and can also enjoy improved guarantees
on welfare in prior-free mechanism design, i.e. design with robust guarantees for any
valuation distribution [26]. Such guarantees intricately involve optimizing the reserve
prices used in the auction design from past samples of data. Extensive field experiments
on advertising auctions [27] have shown that these optimizations on reserve prices, while
not publicly available, have a material effect on increasing revenue.

Invariably, while we do not have access to the details of these auctions, we know that at a
high level the auction parameters are optimized as a function of data obtained from previously
run auctions. Moreover, the recent paradigm of dynamic3 mechanism design (e.g. [39, 42,
43, 47]), in which these optimizations are done real-time and online, is increasingly realistic
to model modern market design with automated agents. Thus, learning, in some form or
the other, plays a significant role in the design, as does modeling the strategic behavior of
bidders who interact with the mechanism.

Efforts to effectively integrate learning into modern market design have been recent,
promising, and numerous. A complete survey of all of the literature in private-sector auction
design is beyond the scope of this thesis; however, several key questions remain to be answered
that connect directly to the fundamental issues discussed here. In general, the problem of
learning optimal auctions from provided bidder data is highly non-trivial as bidders are
heterogeneous in their preferences — moreover, they could possess sizable incentives for
complex dynamic strategic behavior as a consequence of long-term interaction with the
mechanism. Nor has this problem been ignored by the research community in economics
and computation, as detailed below:

1. Even the problem of learning optimal auctions from heterogeneous, but myopic bidder
data involves important modeling questions. The best case is homogeneity, in which
case a statistical learning theory perspective can be used to provably learn approxima-
tions to the Myerson-optimal auction from samples of valuations [31–38]. This theory
is valid if samples of valuations can be reliably extracted. This might happen if, for
e.g., bidders are myopic and have little incentive to perform strategic manipulation.
On the other hand, the worst case of heterogeneity in bidder preferences is when valua-
tion distributions can vary arbitrarily from round-to-round; in this scenario, ideas from
worst-case online learning can be applied to obtain guarantees on revenue, as in [39].

3We here use the word “dynamic" to indicate the presence of online learning ; dynamic mechanism design
is also commonly used to describe online algorithmic mechanism design which does not have a learning
component, but is aimed to maximize revenue well over the single-shot setting when the valuation distribution
is known, but realizations are not [28–30]. We do not discuss this work here as it does not directly engage
with issues of learning.
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2. The possibility of dynamic strategic behavior poses an even more challenging problem:
in the above single-item auction setting, we need to learn the valuation distribution
F (·) from samples (b1, . . . , bn) for any hope of optimal auction design. Is it possible
to do this when the samples are themselves being generated by strategic bidders? It
turns out that when the seller and bidder are equally patient, the worst-case kind of
dynamic strategic behavior could cancel out any potential benefit of learning [40, 41].
However, when bidders are less patient, learning-based schemes, primarily based on
preserving truthfulness, can do almost as well as the Myerson auction in hindsight [42,
43]. Moreover, even when they are incentivized to, bidders may not necessarily en-
gage in dynamic strategic manipulations of their bids as the optimal manipulation
could be extremely complicated, and not analytically evaluate-able or computationally
tractable.

3. Most practical auctions are non-truthful. Learning such auctions will likely pose even
deeper challenges at the intersection of learning and strategic behavior. This is because
even in the purely statistical setting, samples are of bids which are strategic manipula-
tions on true values. Nevertheless, under certain settings, inference of these auctions’
revenue and welfare guarantees is possible using systematic properties of the agents’
bids as a function of their values in Bayes-Nash equilibrium [44–46].

The above discussion shows that modeling the strategic behavior of bidders is an ex-
tremely complicated task, as is designing learning algorithms for auction design that respect
all possible kinds of strategic behavior. We first note that the goal of a “all-purpose" learning
algorithm that adapts to the behavioral model that best describes bidder behavior, while
sometimes utopian, is a worthy methodological goal that is directly connected to this dis-
sertation’s goal of learning from an unknown environment. In fact, the goal of adaptivity in
auctions has already seen some research attention: in particular, repeated auctions can be
shown to be robust to several such “types" of strategic behavior in a setting where the valu-
ation distributions are known [47] — here, the only component of the bidders that is being
learned is their (discrete) strategic type. The situation where both strategic behavior and
valuation distributions are unknown is more challenging and engages with the heart of issues
of learning intersected with strategic behavior. The methodology for adaptivity in Chap-
ters 2 and 3, while developed in simple learning-theoretic models, has particular promise
for auction design given the recent advances in statistical as well as worst-case learning of
optimal auctions. These kinds of interactions also demonstrate the need to better model
strategic behavior of bidders in the presence of learning. Simple rules that approximate
dynamic strategic behavior, if and when they exist, are therefore of sizable interest to real-
istic market design. From the above discussion, we conclude that any treatment of dynamic
mechanism design with a learning component needs to engage with the twin issues of: a)
methodology for online learning in dynamic, potentially strategic environments; b) intellec-
tual tools to understand manifestations of bidder strategic responses to seller mechanisms
designed with a learning component.
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As a final comment, we remark that these issues are not completely foreign to traditional
deployments of auction theory with social-welfare maximization and/or human bidders. Hu-
man behavior is unpredictable, and auctions need to be both simply designed and robust
to deviations from the expected/modeled behavior. However, the scope of the modeling
problem is significantly more acute in dynamic mechanism design with automated agents:
the uncertainty in information is greater, and errors in modeling lead to consequences that
are both real-time and accumulate over time.

1.2 Case study: Game theory in spectrum regulation
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Figure 1.2: Depiction of spectrum allocation according to the command-and-control
paradigm in the United States. Figure credit to U.S. Department of Commerce, National
Telecommunications and Information Administration, Office of Spectrum Management.

Our second case study comprises the landscape of intelligent cognitive radio technol-
ogy [48] and its role in enabling dynamic spectrum sharing [49]. Wireless spectrum is a
valuable resource with tremendous economic opportunity [50]; however, its supply in recent
times has not kept up with demand. Rather than a lack of availability of the raw resource,
the reason for this is primarily inefficiencies in allocation of the resource across both space
and time. Figure 1.2 illustrates the traditional command-and-control approach to spectrum
regulation: a single user gets a license for dedicated access to the spectrum band, and (typ-
ically) does not need to share this band. Historically, command-and-control cleanly ensured
spectrum usage rights for license holders, and did not preclude or restrict entrants when
spectrum was plentiful. However, this ability breaks down today in the face of high demand
and spectrum scarcity — it does not allow for robust and flexible sharing of the spectrum
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band across either space or time. This inefficiency, while more recent, was predicted by the
prescient analysis of the economist Ronald Coase more than 50 years ago [51].

Figure 1.3: An illustration of the various options for spectrum re-purposing. Incumbents
are shown as purple dots, while white-spaces are blue and cleared spectrum is green. White
represents unused spectrum, and the white and blue pattern represents spectrum that could,
but need not, support white-space rules. Figure from [52].

Over the past few decades, ambitious market-driven approaches to re-purpose and reallo-
cate wireless spectrum, primarily through auctions [19, 53, 54], have substantially improved
spatial efficiency of spectrum usage. For example, several of the higher television broadcast-
ing channels are seldom used by most locations in the United States, resulting in a large
amount of “TV white-space" that is widely utilized by secondary users of spectrum (for
a summary of opportunities afforded by the presence of TV white-spaces, see Kate Harri-
son’s pioneering thesis [55]). In fact, the FCC recently conducted an incentive auction that
successfully completely clears these TV bands for long-term-evolution (LTE) usage while
efficiently “repacking" the few TV stations, that were originally present in these bands, into
lower bands. See Figure 1.3 for a schematic of the eventual outcome of this “efficient clearing"
method. While market-driven efforts to re-purpose spectrum have already paid dividends in
efficiency of spectrum usage, they can only go so far. This is because they do not address the
problem of dynamic, temporal spectrum sharing. For example, spectrum is often still owned
by a primary user who uses it only 5% of the time — the rest of the 95% of the time, this
valuable resource is wasted!

The central question whether we can ensure the protection of primary users’ rights, while
also allowing the unused spectrum to be better utilized. Being able to do this necessitates
modeling dynamic spectrum sharing through real-time4, game-theoretic interaction between

4Another significant option for temporal spectrum sharing that we do not discuss in detail here is the
framework of pricing competition games [54, 56] between multiple primary users that “lease out" spectrum
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multiple rational, intelligent users of the spectrum. The justification for considering sec-
ondary users of spectrum as rational and intelligent comes from the remarkable advent of
cognitive radio technology in the last 20 years [48]. This technology allows for the design
of radios5 to intelligently sense channels for spectrum availability, as well as adapt to the
environment in an agile manner [57–62]. In the absence of any external mechanism, such
intelligent radios that are symmetric (in the sense that they cause equal amounts of inter-
ference harm to each other) can self-enforce6 against one another and share the spectrum
in an equitable manner; but in scenarios of unequal harm, the less vulnerable device domi-
nates [63].

In particular, if the nature of harm is unidirectional (e.g. if packets from two users collide,
the packet is dropped for only one of the users), we need to create external incentives in the
form of explicit enforcement for equitable use of the resources. Kristen Ann Woyach, in her
PhD thesis [64], laid out a pioneering framework of light-handed regulation, implementable
in real-time [65], and inspired by economic analyses of criminal law [66–68] to model desired
interaction between asymmetric users of the spectrum. In this model, the users are asym-
metric in two senses: their demands of the resource are different, but so are their modes of
access and rights of usage. On one hand, our goal from the point of view of a primary user
(who has typically paid for the spectrum) is to ensure as little secondary interference to her
overall activity as possible. On the other hand, our goal from the point of view of a sec-
ondary user (who is typically sensing for the spectrum for free) is to ensure a “best-efforts"
guarantee to a compliant and technically desirable secondary. We will now briefly describe
the mechanism by which these goals are theoretically achievable.

A mechanism for light-handed regulation

The important paradigm shift advocated by Woyach in her thesis constitutes spectrum reg-
ulation through light-handed, ex-post enforcement. At a high level, such enforcement allows
secondary users to use spectrum in an unrestricted manner, but subjects them to “punish-
ment" if they are “caught" in the act of interference to a primary user. More concretely, this
light-handed mode of enforcement works through a third-party enforcer in conjunction with
the participation of the primary user herself:

1. The mode of “punishment" for a secondary user, if caught, is a spectrum jail sentence
for radios : the secondary is forced to turn off his transmissions for a stipulated period
of time denoted by T . (This stipulated period of time is known-in-advance to the
secondary, but only enforced if the secondary is actually caught interfering.)

when it is not being used to potential secondary users. While these models are interesting and have been
partially put into practice, they are only successful for spectrum sharing on the time scales of weeks or
months, owing to the monetary nature of the transactions. Here, we are most interested in the question of
real-time spectrum sharing amongst many users.

5In fact, in a remarkable leap from theory to practice, much of this technology is now software-
implementable.

6This self-enforcement also underlies the practical success of technologies like WiFi!
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Interference 
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(a) Flowchart showing the effect of spectrum
jail enforcement on a secondary user.
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(b) Extensive form of the ensuing primary-
secondary game. The primary strategy is to
report or not report interference at every step,
and the secondary strategy is to transmit in
the spectrum band or another (home) band.

Figure 1.4: The spectrum jail enforcement system as created by Woyach [64] and the ensuing
primary-secondary game. Both figures were made using Keynote.

2. When a secondary user causes interference, the primary has the option (at a cost Crf)
of reporting this interference to the third-party enforcer. With a positive probability,
the interference is correctly attributed to the secondary user and the secondary user is
jailed.

Figure 1.4a contains a schematic of this mode of enforcement, and Figure 1.4b provides
a summary of the ensuing primary-secondary game in normal form. While we refer the in-
terested reader to [69] for the details of the analysis, we provide here a brief summary of the
guarantees afforded by this enforcement mechanism. Intuitively, it is clear that a sufficiently
large jail sentence T would deter a strategic secondary from over-transmitting, thus guar-
anteeing a primary user a minimal level of protection. Muthukumar and Sahai [69] provide
concrete lower bounds on this jail sentence T ≥ T0(γ), that also rely on estimates of minimal
primary demand and the fidelity of the enforcement mechanism (Pcatch), to guarantee that
the primary is protected a fraction of γ of the time. (γ can approach arbitrarily close to 1,
and the sentence T0(γ) will increase accordingly.) Notably, the calculation of the minimal
jail sentence depends critically on the nature of strategic behavior by secondaries: selfish
and rational secondaries tend to require smaller jail sentences to be deterred, while mali-
cious/adversarial secondaries need larger jail sentences to be shielded from. Alternatively
stated, the same choice of enforcement mechanism would afford greater levels of protection
against selfish and rational secondaries than malicious secondaries!

It is intuitively clear that this light-handed enforcement mechanism can ensure adequate
levels of primary protection — but we want to go further. We want to show that technically
desirable secondaries are incentivized to actually utilize spectrum holes. The original work
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Figure 1.5: Figure showing how the size of the “safe harbor" of technically desirable secon-
daries changes for various primary performance requirements, given by γ. Figure from [69],
and details of how parameters are set there-in.

of Woyach [64], in accordance with the criminal law literature, framed such a “desirable"
secondary as one who would honestly use spectrum, i.e. cease to transmit if a primary
transmission was detected. However, even honest secondaries can cause substantial harm
to the primary if they frequently incorrectly sense that spectrum is available, even when
it is not. Muthukumar and Sahai [69] critically re-framed the notion of a desirable sec-
ondary as one that will cause sufficiently little interference harm on average, whether from
cheating or honest usage of the spectrum in conjunction with the primary. Using this re-
framing, their main result shows that the (Stackelberg as well as simultaneous) equilibrium
of the primary-secondary game can result in a sufficiently desirable secondary co-existing in
the same spectrum band with the primary, while causing minimal interference harm to the
primary.

For the class of such desirable secondaries, designated as a “safe harbor", efficient and
equitable spectrum sharing is possible with the primary. The size of this safe harbor as a
function of wrongful conviction rates, for various levels of stipulated primary protection, is
depicted in Figure 1.5.

The need for engagement with learning

From the above, the benefits of a light-handed mechanism are demonstrated to be two-fold:
not only is equitable and efficient spectrum sharing possible in equilibrium, but also this
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mechanism incentivizes the development of desirable secondary technology. While these
equilibrium guarantees are a significant and promising step towards equitable and effi-
cient spectrum sharing, they are under-lied by several assumptions embedded in the ide-
alized framework of “one-shot" game-theoretic interaction between primary and secondary
user(s); particularly that the primary and secondary user know important parameters about
each other. In the absence of this critical assumption, the primary and secondary would
conceivably reach this desirable equilibrium through some form of learning each other’s
information—but how they might do this is quite unclear. We give a sense of the scope of
these informational assumptions below.

1. The primary acts with knowledge of important secondary parameters, such as the
probability that he can cause her interference when they use the spectrum band at the
same time.

2. The secondary acts with knowledge of important primary parameters, such as her
inherent demand for spectrum.

3. The primary and secondary both act with knowledge of parameters of the enforce-
ment mechanism, such as the cost of reporting interference, and parameters of the
environment.

4. The primary assumes knowledge of the strategic nature of the secondary — whether
malicious or selfish/rational.

In a dynamic spectrum sharing environment, it is not clear that we can make any of
the above assumptions a-priori. After all, the primary and secondary user are neither co-
designed nor cooperative; therefore, they will not know anything about each other a-priori,
nor can they necessarily rely7 on a trusted exchange of information such as their operating
parameters. With this in mind, communication technology is increasingly designed with a
ML component, see e.g. [70]. The objective of such technology is to successfully learn about
the environment (as a conglomerate of nature and the aggregate effect of primary/secondary
users), and transmit optimally. A more subtle point is that the primary has to engage in
learning of her own — about the secondary’s strategic nature. This is important because, as
we saw, a primary should interact differently with malicious and rational secondary users,
and the presence of the latter ensures relatively favorable spectrum utility. Other categories
of secondaries that were not considered above are agnostic secondaries, that transmit with a
fixed probability invariant to primary actions and enforcement mechanism; and cooperative
secondaries, which include primary throughput and overall spectral efficiency as a part of
their own utility function.

The scenarios of agnostic and cooperative users are expected to be far more benign for a
primary user, and if successfully detected, can lead to greatly improved spectral efficiency.

7In particular, designing private protocols for doing this could involve inference about the agents’ strategic
types as well.
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In fact, DARPA’s second version of the Spectrum Collaboration Challenge8 aimed to bring
separately designed teams of cognitive radios together to “learn to cooperate" to maximally
utilize spectrum in both a fair and efficient manner. The elephant in the room is that
“learning to cooperate" in the absence of co-design requires the ability to detect an intent of
cooperation, and maintain robust/optimal performance in the absence of this intent. More-
over, the practical importance of adaptive regulation in the presence of artificially intelligent,
learning agents beyond the domain of spectrum cannot be over-emphasized. The nascent field
of algorithmic fairness in ML begins to address a future ecosystem in which stakeholders and
regulators, by default, interact with learning agents real-time. A foundational understand-
ing of game-theoretic considerations in environments with learning, whether competitive or
cooperative, will be essential to effective regulatory design in the modern AI age.

1.3 Review: Learning in known environments
The two case studies we considered have amply demonstrated that a fundamental under-
standing of learning in game-theoretic environments is required for further intellectual and
engineering progress. This thesis explores this fundamental question using the simplest pos-
sible models that retain non-triviality. We will now review the important mathematical tools
and framework that we will use for this dissertation.

The semantics, mathematics and automation of “learning" as an abstract concept have
extremely rich history in statistics [1, 2], information theory [71], control theory [72] and
artificial intelligence [7, 73]. In this thesis, “learning" is used as an umbrella term to describe
the merging of statistical inference from past data with optimal decision-making in a vari-
ety of known environments. We broadly categorize these environments into statistical and
strategic (in the non-cooperative sense) below9.

We will see that the conceptual philosophy and technical tools used are both quite differ-
ent for statistical and strategic environments. Throughout the discussion, we highlight the
history of research that attempts to bridge these environments, and evidence for the depth
of the problems formulated in this thesis.

Statistical learning

We denote a batch of data by {Zi ∈ Z}ni=1 and a sequence of data by {Zt ∈ Z}t≥1. The
statistical learning paradigm assumes that underlying the composition of this data is an
unknown component that needs to be inferred (this could be a parameter or a function
from a non-parametric class with special geometric structure [74]), together with stochastic
noise that is independent of the unknown component10. This model is notably broad; it can
include non-stationarity in the data generation process, and dependencies across the data

8For details, see https://www.darpa.mil/program/spectrum-collaboration-challenge
9We discuss cooperative considerations as future work in Chapter 6.

10Typically, the presence of stochastic noise is what makes the learning problem non-trivial.

https://www.darpa.mil/program/spectrum-collaboration-challenge
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points. Correspondingly, the nature of the goals of statistical learning is also broad, ranging
from prediction to data re-generation to optimal decision-making. We now describe the
setting of supervised prediction from batch data as a common sub-paradigm of statistical
learning. Chapters 2 and 3 will also engage with the online variant of this problem (in
statistical as well as adversarial environments).

Example 1. In supervised statistical learning from batch data, the data is given by {Zi =
(Xi, Yi)}ni=1 where the features are given by Xi iid ∼ P , and the output is an unknown
function of the features, i.e.

Yi = f ∗(Xi) +Wi (1.1)

where f ∗ ∈ F , and Wi is iid stochastic noise. Typically, the function class F is either
parametric, meaning that F := Θ and f ∗(·) := fθ∗(·), or non-parametric; for example, F can
represent the space of convex functions or smooth functions or a reproducing kernel Hilbert
space [75, Chapter 12].

The primary goal in supervised statistical learning is to provide an estimate of the un-
known function, denoted by f̂ , and use this estimate to obtain accurate predictions on a fresh
sample of data. In other words, the goal is to ensure that for a new sample (X, Y ) generated
in the same way as above, we can get

`(Y, f̂(X)) (1.2)

to be as small as possible, where `(·, ·) is an appropriately defined non-negative-valued loss
function. Commonly studied loss functions include the squared loss function and the 0 − 1
loss function.

The statistical learning paradigm is remarkably broad, and remains a very active area
of research today. What is essential to this paradigm is the existence of a natural process,
i.e. a distribution P ∈ P(·) that underlies the generation of data that does not respond, or
change in a time-varying manner, to the learner/decision maker’s actions. Also note that
we have de-facto assumed the frequentist formulation in the above informal discussion, as
in [1, Chapter 3] and forthcoming formulations. All of the setups in statistical learning are
also well-formulated and studied under Bayesian models; indeed, Bayesian is also heavily
used in economic decision (expected-utility) theory as well as game theory with incomplete
information [76–78]. For most of this thesis, we will use the frequentist statistical paradigm
by default. In other words, the unknown function f ∗ ∈ F can be arbitrary, and the goal of
frequentist statistical estimation is to design estimators f̂n := φ({Zi}ni=1) with one, or both
of the following properties:

1. Asymptotic consistency, i.e.

f̂n(·)→ f ∗(·) almost surely as n→∞ (1.3)
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2. Non-asymptotic minimax optimality, i.e. for any value of n ≥ n0, we have

sup
f∗∈F

E
[
`(f̂n(X), Y )

]
∼ inf

φ(·)
sup
f∗∈F

E [`(φ({Zi}ni=1)(X), Y )] , (1.4)

where the∼ indicates order -optimality in terms of dependencies on n as well as relevant
complexity measures of the function space F .

The above definitions are the gold standard for optimality in frequentist theory of sta-
tistical estimation11. On the other hand, the Bayesian theory [1, Chapter 7] defines a prior
distribution P(F) on the function F , i.e. the generative model for data is Y = F (X) + W .
Then, with knowledge of this prior distribution, the maximum-a-posteriori (MAP) estimate
under the above framework would be:

f̂n,Bayes. := max
f∈F

P
(
F = f

∣∣∣(Zi)ni=1

)
, (1.5)

and this is easily shown to be the quantity that minimizes the Bayes risk, i.e. E [`(f(X), Y )].
Applied statistical methodology, which is not our focus here, uses both frequentist and

Bayesian principles. From a more conceptual standpoint, we can see from the above def-
initions that notions of optimality are harder to formalize in a frequentist setup than a
Bayesian setup; on the other hand, the MAP estimate could be complicated in its analytical
expression, and difficult to interpret. The frequentist paradigm is considered to be more
robust than the Bayesian paradigm, which is most effective when the prior distribution is
well-specified; and allows for much broader classes of estimators that are often under-lied
by simple principles that highlight fundamental trade-offs involved in statistical estimation
or decision-making. In game-theoretic settings with incomplete information, most statistical
modeling has been Bayesian owing to the simplicity in defining equilibrium concepts [76,
Chapters 4 and 7]; however, in Chapter 4 of this thesis, we make a case for introducing
frequentism to the realm of game theory.

Regardless of the modeling choice of frequentism or Bayesian-ness, the fact remains that
learning algorithms designed with such a statistical assumption in mind, while optimal for
statistical environments, are dramatically brittle if the statistical assumption is violated.
Putting this in the context of both of our case studies, this has important practical ramifi-
cations:

1. An auction mechanism that is designed for learning from statistically generated bidder
data will see a significant drop in revenue in the presence of long-term strategic bidders
who aim to game the mechanism for their own benefit.

2. A user of spectrum that senses the environment as though it is static will see a dramatic
drop in throughput from the presence of malicious or competitive users of the spectrum.

11Distributional notions of convergence, like asymptotic normality, are also important when considering
statistical inference, but our focus here is on estimation error guarantees.



CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 16

Sequential learning in non-cooperative, game-theoretic
environments

The discussion above shows that we need to consider the possibility of the data {Zt}t≥1

being generated with a strategic incentive in mind. The way we will do this is by modeling
the interaction as a repeated game between learner, whom we designate as “Alice", and the
generator of data, whom we designate as “Bob". At round t, Alice’s strategy is precisely
the action that she chooses to take, At; and Bob’s strategy is the sample of data Zt. As in
the online decision-making setup, Alice will choose a (possibly randomized) strategy {At}Tt=1

with the aim of (approximately) maximizing her reward function,

R := E

[
lim
T→∞

1

T

T∑

t=1

r(Zt;At)

]
.

The principal difference is in how Bob will generate his data. Instead of Zt being indepen-
dent and identically distributed across t (or even evolving according to a stationary stochastic
process), Bob now has a reward function of his own, denoted by g, and will be generating
samples {Zt}Tt=1 with the aim of (approximately) maximizing this reward function,

G := E

[
lim
T→∞

1

T

T∑

t=1

g(Zt;At)

]
. (1.6)

Furthermore, we will assume what is commonly called the full-information feedback
structure12: Alice can observe not only her reward r(Zt;At) at every round, but also the
data Zt. Similarly, Bob can observe Alice’s action At at every round.

We can now try and ask the same question as before, i.e. what is Alice’s (approximately)
optimal strategy against Bob in this repeated-game. At a high level, it is easy to see that the
nature of this strategy intricately depends on the strategic nature of Bob, i.e. the nature of his
utility function. Ironically, the case that is easiest to study involves Bob being adversarial to
Alice. In other words, under the adversarial model, Bob observes Alice’s action At at round t
and generates data {Zt}Tt=1 to minimize Alice’s reward, i.e. g(·, ·) = −r(·, ·). In other words,
this constitutes a repeated, zero-sum game.

Interestingly, most known guarantees for optimality for Alice are framed in the form
of a quantity called worst-case regret [80, 81], with respect to the best single action that
Alice could have used in hindsight. The idea of regret goes back to Jim Hannan [80] and
has roots in the seminal work by David Blackwell on approachability of convex sets over
time [82]. While it is most applicable to adversarial environments, it has also been posited

12Even less is known about the limited-information feedback in realistic game-theoretic settings: it is a
nascent but active area of research today. While the adversarial bandits [79] paradigm is popular in the
online learning literature, it does not realistically model even zero-sum game theoretic interaction, as the
adversary in the adversarial bandits model essentially has full-information access to the observed rewards.
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for use in any strategic environment by noting that the worst-case kind of unknown strategic
behavior is, in fact, adversarial. Constructive algorithms that satisfy this no-regret property
have seen a resurgence in the online learning literature in both the computer science [83,
84] and economics [85] literature. These algorithms are largely interesting in the context of
zero-sum games because when played against each other, the time averaged payoff of both
players converges to the unique Nash equilibrium payoff, or value, of the zero-sum game.
Thus, no-regret algorithms are viewed as a way to approach Nash equilibrium in zero-sum
games. Even with all of this promise, it is important here to note that the very metric of
regret does not, actually, tell the full story: Chapters 2 and 3 demonstrate the importance of
selecting an offline benchmark in online learning and demonstrate that minimizing regret is
not always synonymous with maximizing reward. Moreover, Chapter 5 shows that no-regret
algorithms, when played against one another, can exhibit surprising day-to-day behavior
even in the simplest 2× 2 zero-sum games.

Q: How should we learn from 
strategically generated data?

Q: How will data be 
strategically generated  
in response to learning?

equilibrium 
behavior

Figure 1.6: Illustration of infinite-loop reasoning that unavoidably arises in repeated game-
theoretic interaction with learning. Instead of formalizing approximate optimality for agents
in isolation, we need to formalize approximate game-theoretic equilibria. This figure was
made using Keynote.

Even if we do assume the full validity of the metric of regret for the moment, we also
note that the above frequentist perspectives are rooted in optimality from the perspective of
adversarial regret; and in fact the process of minimizing regret against an adversary is really
a strategy of defense, rather than a learning algorithm. In other words, Alice already knows
that Bob will want to hurt her as much as possible, and is playing to avoid such hurt in the
long run. Our understanding of how Alice should play against a competitive Bob, especially
when his utility function is unknown to Alice, is much less mature, and the questions become
far more nuanced. It is worth noting that the game between Alice and Bob is now non-zero-
sum, and here the most basic solution concept of game theory, the Nash equilibria (NE),
remains elusive in several basic ways. For example, in the worst case, a celebrated result in
algorithmic game theory shows that computing a NE is computationally hard, even when
players know each other’s utility functions [86]. When players are both learning from one
another, we also know that no notion of “uncoupled" dynamics will succeed in approaching
NE for certain non-zero-sum games, even asymptotically [87].
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At a higher level, it stands to reason that Alice should find it easier to interact with a
non-cooperative but non-adversarial Bob, as we saw in the spectrum enforcement games.
The catch is that Bob’s utility function is still unknown, and Alice may still have to worry
about the possibility of Bob being totally malicious13. What could happen in such non-
cooperative interaction is explored at length in Chapter 4 of this thesis. As demonstrated in
Figure 1.6, studying how Alice should optimally learn from Bob’s data becomes unavoidably
intertwined with the question of how Bob should optimally shape his data in response to
Alice’s learning. Rather than formalizing optimality for Alice and Bob in isolation, we need
to appeal to repeated game equilibria concepts. Chapter 4 postulates explicit strategies that
Alice and Bob could follow in an approximate notion of sub-game-perfect equilibrium, and
formalizes the beginnings of a new frequentist paradigm for repeated game theory. While the
classical study of repeated game equilibria is Bayesian [76, 78], which allows the concept to
be exactly formalized, we really want to understand simple and explicit algorithms that Alice
and Bob will use to interact, as opposed to just their summary properties (such as eventually
garnered utility). On the flip-side, formalizing frequentist guarantees in a game-theoretic
environment remains highly challenging, and our understanding as of now is preliminary.

The above insights are especially applicable in a one-sided learning setup, where only
Alice is learning from Bob. This greatly simplifies the problem. When multiple agents are
learning from one another in a non-zero-sum setting, many questions are open. Frequentist
perspectives in the non-zero-sum milieu are more on the heuristic side, although decentralized
(internal) no-regret dynamics do have the intriguing property of converging to the broader
concept of correlated equilibrium. For a survey on this literature, see [22, Chapter 4].

1.4 Intersecting learning and strategic behavior
This dissertation is fundamentally about a first-principles effort to intersect learning and
strategic behavior, and is split into two parts from the philosophical point of view of “Alice",
the learner, and “Bob", the unknown strategic agent. From the point of view of Alice, the
primary question is constructive: how should she learn from data provided by an “unknown"
Bob, who could be stochastic, competitive, adversarial or cooperative? Chapters 2 and 3
examine candidate algorithms for Alice that can adapt between two of the intellectually eas-
ier categories: stochastic and adversarial. To engage with the more nuanced (and realistic)
categories of competitively and cooperatively generated data, we need to take Bob’s point of
view. The primary question then becomes intellectual : what are the core underlying princi-
ples that approximate optimal, or equilibrium, strategic behavior for Bob in the presence of
a learning agent (Alice)? Chapters 4 and 5 formulate and solve initial lines of inquiry into
this question under various informational frameworks.

13This is, in fact, used as informal justification for studying no-adversarial-regret algorithms even in
non-zero-sum games, although we note that this justification is significantly weaker, and accordingly the
economics literature designates these algorithms as “adaptive heuristics".
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Possible strategic types of Bob

Stochastic Adversarial Competitive Cooperative

Statistical 
learning

No-regret 
defense

Learn agent’s 
commitment

Chapters 2, 3 Chapter 4 
(one-sided learning)

Alice’s learning algorithm

Figure 1.7: Composite strategic types of Bob and approximately optimal learning strategies
used by Alice corresponding to each type. This figure was made using Keynote.

Part I: Adaptivity In Alice’s Learning

Part I of the thesis focuses on the methodological design of algorithms for Alice that adapt
between statistical and strategic environments. If Alice knew Bob’s type before-hand, Sec-
tion 1.3 shows the way for designing her optimal learning algorithm. An idealistic goal for
Alice would be to adapt to Bob’s type, and obtain performance almost as good as though
she had known the type beforehand. This goal of adaptivity between at least two types,
stochastic and adversarial, frames Chapters 2 and 3 of this thesis. As depicted in Figure 1.7
hypothesis-testing her observations of Bob’s behavior for one of the multiple possible types
in a round-robin manner. Once Alice “detects" one of these types, she would then proceed
with the corresponding optimal learning algorithm. This approach does not easily work
against strategic environments, which can manifest in subtle ways: for example, adversarial
agents can masquerade as stochastic for a while and fool naive “round-robin" approaches.
In Chapter 2, we formalize the goal of adaptivity through the lens of full-information online
learning, and build on sophisticated adaptive algorithms in the online learning literature that
were designed with the goal of regret-minimization. We expand this perspective by showing
that regret minimization is not always synonymous with reward maximization, and use this
to motivate adaptive offline benchmark, or model selection, as an important component in
adaptive learning algorithms. Chapter 2 designs successful adaptive model selection between
both stochastic and adversarial environments in the full-information feedback environment.
Work in this chapter is joint with Peter L. Bartlett, Mitas Ray, and Anant Sahai, and is
contained in the paper [88]. Chapter 3 provides similar guarantees in the more challenging
model of limited-information feedback. Work in this chapter is joint with Peter L. Bartlett
and Niladri S. Chatterji, and is contained in the paper [89].

Even between stochastic and adversarial responses, several open problems remain in
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the broad goal of adaptivity, particularly when limited-information and dynamic feedback
is present, and with modern ML models. We briefly discuss some of these problems in
Chapter 6.

Part II: Bob’s Incentives In The Presence Of Learning

As depicted in Figure 1.6, understanding Alice’s “optimal" strategy against a competitive
Bob with unknown utility function resists a clean decision-theoretic formulation, precisely
because the interaction is one of a repeated non-zero-sum game with incomplete information.
In other words, Alice’s optimal learning strategy has to be analyzed in conjunction with Bob’s
optimal strategy in the presence of learning. Part II of this thesis focuses on candidate rules
for Bob’s optimal strategy in the presence of Alice, who is learning from her past interactions.

Chapter 4 examines this interaction under a major simplifying assumption of one-sided
learning : in other words, Bob knows Alice’s utility function, but not vice-versa, so Alice
is the only player engaging in learning. This assumption of one-sided learning, also called
information asymmetry, allows us to make a natural connection to the economics literature
on reputation building under Bayesian formulations of incomplete information. Our aim
is to understand approximate sub-game-perfect equilibrium strategies for both Alice and
Bob in the frequentist milieu. While this is a very challenging task, and we do not entirely
succeed in this goal, Chapter 4 designates strategies for Alice and Bob that satisfy multiple
criteria for credibility and are thus strong candidates for an approximate repeated-game
equilibrium. Our finding is surprising on the surface, but is entirely consistent with the
indirect conclusion of classical Bayesian formulations: Bob implicitly shares his information
with Alice in these strategies. This constitutes a very interesting incentive alignment that
happens in a setting of non-cooperative interaction. Work in this chapter is joint with Anant
Sahai, and is contained in the paper [90] (see [91] for a shorter version that appeared at ACM
Economics and Computation 2019).

With two-sided learning, the questions become even more preliminary, and a first prin-
ciples study of the eventual outcome of commonly used dynamics is essential as a starting
point. Chapter 5 outlines such a study in the simplest case of zero-sum games, and shows
some surprising properties of the ubiquitous no-regret dynamics. Work in this chapter is
joint with Soham Rajesh-Phade and Anant Sahai, and is contained in the forthcoming pre-
print [92].

Chapter 6 concludes this dissertation with a brief discussion of two topics crucial to this
research agenda that were not directly explored in this thesis; namely: a) engaging with
modern ML models for agents, and b) understanding cooperative behavior.
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Part I

Adaptivity In Learning



22

Chapter 2

Adaptivity in online prediction

We begin by describing the problem of adapting between a class of stochastic environments
and an adversarial environment that is generating the data. Our goal is to maximize reward
almost as well as if we had known the unique environment generating the data beforehand.

Note that this goal of adaptivity, from a methodological perspective, is immediately
important in several practical applications. A notable example is mechanisms in online
marketplaces, e.g. auctions, that were discussed in Section 1.1 of this thesis. An auctioneer
repeatedly interacting with bidders aims to maximize her revenue well over the single-shot
auction setting, by attempting to predict the valuations of their future customers from
historical data provided by previous customers. Naturally, the auctioneer needs to “robust-
ify" her mechanism to guard against strategic bidding. However, if the bidders turn out to
behave predictably, she would like to leverage this to greatly increase her revenue. An ideal
mechanism for the auctioneer would be one that is robust to strategic manipulation, but also
exploits predictable bids.

The broadly stated goal of adaptivity in online learning has a rich history [93–99], and
continues to be an extremely active area of research [100–105]. Much (but not all) of this
work centers around adaptive regret guarantees with respect to a fixed offline benchmark.
However, we demonstrate in this chapter (in Section 2.2) that the goal of minimizing regret
is not always synonymous with maximizing reward, and offline benchmark selection has to
be a central component of adaptivity in online learning, even in the most basic sequential
prediction paradigm. The main contribution of this chapter is to design online learning
algorithms that are able to adapt in two important ways:

1. Between stochastic and adversarial environments of a given model complexity.

2. Between different model classes within a stochastic (or adversarial) environment.

The problem of offline benchmark selection is synonymous with model selection, and thus
our main contribution in this chapter is to develop methodology for online model selection.
Data-driven model selection also has a rich history in purely stochastic environments dating
back to ideas of model complexity penalization (Akaike’s information criterion and Bayesian
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information criterion heavily used in applied statistical methodology, structural risk mini-
mization that underlies statistical learning theory [106–108]), and data-driven validation of
model classes, the latter of which is ubiquitous in the practice of modern machine learning.
Our online model selection algorithms use ideas of complexity penalization and validation
respectively, and are thus directly inspired by this history.

2.1 Basic setup
In the spirit of supervised machine learning, we will consider a contextual prediction setting
over T > 0 rounds, in which we receive context-output pairs (Xt, Yt)

T
t=1. We consider Xt ∈

XD, Yt ∈ X , where X = {0, 1} is the binary alphabet1. It will also be natural to consider the
truncated version of Xt that only represents the last d coordinates – we denote this by Xt(d),
with the convention that Xt := Xt(D). Note that this includes the traditional contextual
tree prediction paradigm [109], as well as the universal sequence prediction paradigm [110]
in which the context Xt(d) = {Ys}t−1

s=t−d comprises of previous observation values itself.
We follow the online supervised learning paradigm: before round t, we are given access

to Xt, but not Yt. Let FD denote the set of all tree experts, expressed as Boolean functions
from XD to X . We will also be considering tree experts that map from the sub-contexts
{Xt(h)} to outputs Yt, denoted by fh ∈ Fh for all values of h in {0, 1, . . . , D}. (In universal
prediction, these can be thought of as finite-memory predictors.) We use the shorthand
notation f := fD ∈ FD. We define the order of a tree expert, denoted by order(fh), as the
minimum value of d ≤ h for which its functionality can be expressed equivalently in terms
of a function from X d to X . That is,

order(fh) := min{d ≤ h : there exists f ′d ∈ Fd s.t. fh(x(h)) = f ′d(x(d)) for all x(h) ∈ X h}.
(2.1)

We define our randomized online algorithm for prediction using tree experts in terms
of a sequence of probability distributions {w(tree)

t }Tt=1 over the set FD of all tree experts.
Note that w

(tree)
t cannot depend on {(Xs, Ys)}s≥t+1 or Yt. We denote the realization of

the prediction at time t by Ŷt ∈ X , and the distribution on Ŷt by wt (clearly induced by
w

(tree)
t ). After prediction, the actual value Yt is revealed, and the expected loss is modeled

as 0 − 1 loss depending on whether we get the prediction right. Formally, we have lt =[
I[Yt 6= 0] I[Yt 6= 1]

]
, and the expected loss of the algorithm in round t is given by 〈wt, lt〉 =

wt,1−Yt . We also call this the expected prediction error of the algorithm. We denote as
1As a general note, all our analysis can easily be extended to the m-ary case. We present the binary case

for simplicity.
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shorthand

Lt,f :=
t∑

s=1

I[Ys 6= f(Xt(h))] for all f ∈ Fh, h ≤ D

LX,t,y :=
t∑

s=1

I[Xs = X;Ys 6= y] for all X ∈ X h, h ≤ D, y ∈ X

LX,t :=
[
LX,t,0 LX,t,1

]
for all X ∈ X h, h ≤ D.

The traditional quantity of regret measures the loss of an algorithm with respect to the
loss of the algorithm that possessed oracle knowledge of the best single “action" to take in
hindsight, after seeing the entire sequence offline. In the context of online supervised learning,
this “action" represents the best dth-order Boolean function F̂d(T ) ∈ Fd. The expected regret
with respect to the best dth-order tree expert is defined as RT,d :=

∑T
t=1〈wt, lt〉 − LT,F̂d(T ).

Stochastic-vs-adversarial assumptions on data

In general, we make no assumptions on our data and we would like to minimize the adversarial
regret RT,d for every value of d. The optimal scaling for this regret, with matching lower
bound, is known (e.g. [84]) to be

RT,d = O(
√
T · 2d). (2.2)

However, as we have mentioned informally, we would like to get greatly improved regret
rates for data generated in a certain way (without a-priori knowledge of such generation).
To start, we work with the following general stochastic, stationary, predictable condition on
the responses given the covariates.

Definition 2.1.1 (Stationary dth-order stochastic condition on responses). We say that our
data (Xt, Yt)t≥1 satisfies the stationary stochastic condition on responses if, at every round
t, we have

Yt

∣∣∣{Xt(h), (Xt−1, Yt−1), . . . , (X1, Y1)} ∼ P ∗(·|Xt(h)) (2.3)

for all Xt(h) ∈ X h and h ∈ {0, 1, . . . , D}. More-over, the condition is said to be dth-order
realizable if we have Yt|{Xt, (Xs, Ys)

t−1
s=1} ∼ P ∗(·|Xt(d)) for all t and all Xt ∈ XD. Note that

the realizability condition implies that Yt is independent of all previous observations given
Xt(d).

For this setting, it is natural to define the best “external predictor" for any h ≤ d:

f ∗(x(h)) :∈ arg maxy∈XP
∗(y|x(h)) for all x(h) ∈ X h. (2.4)
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We further assume that the best dth-order predictor is unique2, i.e.

P ∗(f ∗(x(d))|x(d)) > P ∗(y|x(d)) for all y 6= f ∗(x(d)) and for all x(d) ∈ X d.

and denote the parameter3

β(x(d)) = P ∗(f ∗(x(d))|x(d)) (2.5)
β∗d := min

x(d)∈X d
β(x(d)). (2.6)

In tandem with the stationary stochastic condition on responses conditioned on contexts,
we need to specify the generative model for the contexts {Xt}t≥1. We specify three generative
models that we will use to prove our results.

Definition 2.1.2 (Independent, identically distributed contexts.). This case considers
Xt i.i.d ∼ Q∗D(·), where Q∗D constitutes a distribution on XD that is supported on the whole
of XD. We also denote the marginal distributions on Xt(h) by Q∗h(·) for all h = 0, 1, . . . , D.

Definition 2.1.3 (dth-order Markovian model.). This case considers contexts to be previous
realizations of the responses themselves, i.e. Xt = (Yt−D, . . . , Yt−1), thus, the process {Yt}t≥1

constitutes a dth-order Markov process. We assume that this Markov process has a stationary
distribution; thus, overloading notation, we define Q∗h(·) as the stationary distribution on
(Yt−h, . . . , Yt−1) for all t ≥ h + 1, and all h = 0, . . . , D. We again assume that Q∗h(·) is
supported on the whole of X h for all h = 0, . . . , D.

Definition 2.1.4 (Periodic contexts.). This case considers deterministic, periodic con-
texts

Xt := (Xt−1 + 1) mod 2D, (2.7)

and4 X1 ∼ Unif(XD). Note that this automatically implies that Xt(h) := (Xt−1(h) + 1)
mod 2h and, marginally, X1(h) ∼ Unif(X h) for any h ∈ {0, 1, . . . , D}.

The last definition of periodicity in contexts is quite a strong one; we make it primarily
to illustrate the heart of our analysis of online model selection through validation. We use
the more general assumptions of stochastic contexts (iid and Markov) for our first online
model selection procedure, which uses principles of structural risk minimization. Since our
proofs are essentially identical for both the iid and Markov cases, we will treat these cases
together in our theorem statements as well as proofs.

For all of the cases above, we can define the important notions of asymptotic unpre-
dictability for all model orders h ∈ {0, 1, . . . , D}. The definitions and notation are directly
inspired by information-theoretic limits on sequence compression and prediction [110].

2This is the fundamental Tsybakov margin condition [111] that is essential for eventual learn-ability of
the best predictor.

3Note that the uniqueness of best-predictor assumption directly implies that β∗ > 1/2, since we are
working with a binary alphabet.

4We add the randomness into the first context for convenience in defining the expected unpredictability
π∗h to be identical for all rounds.
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Definition 2.1.5 ( [110]). For data (Xt, Yt)t≥1 satisfying the stationary stochastic condition,
and the first two cases of iid contexts (Definition 2.1.2) and Markovian responses (Defini-
tion 2.1.3), we define its asymptotic unpredictability under the hth-order predictive model
by

π∗h :=
∑

x(h)∈Xh
Q∗h(x(h))

[
1−max

y∈X
{P ∗(y|x(h))}

]
. (2.8)

For the case of periodic contexts (Definition 2.1.4), we define asymptotic unpredictability
under the hth-order predictive model by

π∗h :=
1

2h

∑

x(h)∈Xh

[
1−max

y∈X
{P ∗(y|x(h))}

]
. (2.9)

In both cases, the sequence {π∗h}Dh=0 can easily be verified to decrease in h.

In all the contextual models, it is easy to show that the optimal Follow-the-Leader algo-
rithm, tailored to model order d, can give us regret

RT,d = O
(

2d

(2β∗d − 1)2

)
. (2.10)

As we will see in the next subsection, the regret rates in Equations (2.2) and (2.10) can be
simultaneously achieved with a-priori knowledge of the model order d using existing adaptive
algorithms.

Adaptive algorithms for a known model order

In this section, we present a simple generalization of the AdaHedge algorithm [94, 95, 98]
as our choice for the “base" adaptive algorithm corresponding to each model order d. Before
specifying the actual choice of learning rate, we start with the definition of a base algorithm
corresponding to model order d ∈ {0, 1, . . . , D}.
Definition 2.1.6. The base algorithm Ad corresponding to function class Fd comprises of
an exponential weights update over functions in Fd:

(w
(tree)
t,f )(d)(η

(d)
t ) ∝

{
e−η

(d)
t ·Lt−1,f if order(f) ≥ d

0 otherwise .

The overall weight vector is denoted by (w
(tree)
t )(d)(η

(d)
t ).

A good data-adaptive choice of {ηt}t≥1 has been an intriguing question of significant
recent interest. The idea (borrowing language from [112]) is that we want to “learn the
correct learning rate" for the problem. We consider a particularly elegant choice based on
the algorithm AdaHedge, that was defined for the simpler experts setting. We denote
ηs2s1 = {ηs}s=s2s=s1

for shorthand.
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Definition 2.1.7 ([98]). The AdaHedge learning rate process {η(h)
t }t≥1, corresponding to

every base algorithm Ah for every h ∈ {0, 1, . . . , D}, is described as

η
(h)
t =

2d ln 2

∆
(d)
t−1((η(d))t−1

1 )
, (2.11)

where the cumulative and instantaneous mixability gaps are defined as below:

∆
(d)
t ((η(d))t1) :=

t∑

s=1

δ(d)
s (η(d)

s ), where (2.12)

δ(d)
s (η(d)

s ) := 〈w(tree)
s (ηs), l

(tree)
s 〉+

1

ηs
ln〈w(tree)

s (ηs), e
−ηsl(tree)s 〉 (2.13)

(2.14)

For every choice of h, the base algorithm Ah = AdaHedge(h) can easily be shown to
obtain the adversarial regret guarantee RT,h = O(

√
T · 2h). Proposition 2.1.8 (restated in

Section 2.6 as Proposition 2.6.18) illustrates the stochastic regret guarantee obtainable by
Ah.

Proposition 2.1.8. Let h ≥ d. For any sequence {Xt, Yt}Tt=1, we have

RT,d(Ah) = O
( 2h

(2β∗ − 1)

√(
h+ ln

(
(D − d)

ε(2β∗ − 1)2

)))

simultaneously for all h ∈ {d, . . . , D} with probability at least (1−ε) on a sequence (Xt, Yt)t≥1

that satisfies the dth-order stochastic condition with parameter β∗.

The proof of Proposition 2.1.8 is simply a standard application of the proof of Ada-
Hedge to contextual prediction, and is also contained in Section 2.6. Observe that the
dependencies of the regret guarantee on the number of rounds, T , is optimal in both ad-
versarial and stochastic environments—however, the dependence on the true model order d
critically depends on the choice of h. Observe that if we just picked h = d, the above propo-
sition provides the optimal stochastic regret guarantee; however, if h > d, the dependence
on h is exponential and thus highly sub-optimal. Also, observe that any guarantee on RT,d

vanishes completely if we instead chose h < d, as we will demonstrate next, this regret will
in general be linear in T .

We can already see from the above discussion that there is a sizable cost to both over-
specifying and under-specifying the model order in regret minimization. This provides a
hint that the very goal of regret minimization does not tell the full story. We now make the
limitations of regret clear through a simple example.
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2.2 The need for adaptive model selection/The
limitations of regret

The simplest use case of online learning constitutes the example of binary sequence predic-
tion, where there are no contexts {Xt}t≥1, but there are responses {Yt ∈ {0, 1}}t≥1 that we
wish to predict from past data. Here, regret is minimized with respect to the performance
obtained by predicting the best fixed choice of letter — y = 0 or y = 1 — on all rounds.
This corresponds to the quantity RT,0 in our formulation of contextual prediction.

Binary sequence prediction by itself has seen sizable attention dating back to the work
of Thomas Cover, and more recently in the context of adaptivity [110, 113–115]. This is
because the binary sequence prediction problem, while appearing simple on the surface,
captures much of the central non-trivialities in online learning5. We now consider the com-
position of unpredictable, or “adversarial" binary sequences relative to a given choice of
regret-minimizing algorithm. For example, deRooij et al [98] considered the following choice
of binary sequence as “unpredictable" with respect to several algorithms, including Ada-
Hedge, that adapt between stochastic and adversarial environments:

Yt =

{
1 if t even
0 if t odd.

(2.15)

This example was taken slightly further by Gravin, Peres, and Sivan [116], who studied
the optimal choice of adversarial sequence against exponential weights families.

Definition 2.2.1. The sequence that is adversarial to exponential weights families of al-
gorithms is defined for a fixed number of rounds T as follows: Fix T0 := T − T p for some
0 < p < 1. Then, we pick

Yt =





1 if t ≤ T0, t even .
0 if t ≤ T0, t odd .
1 otherwise.

(2.16)

Notably, the adversaries in Equations (2.15) and (2.16) can both be shown to incur ω(
√
T )

on exponential-weights families, including sophisticated methods that learn the learning rate
like AdaHedge. The reason that this property continues to hold for AdaHedge is, roughly,
as follows: since the number of 1’s never becomes significantly greater than the number
of 0’s; thus, for most of the duration of the game, AdaHedge treats these sequences as
unpredictable. This is clearly undesirable behavior: the “adversary", as described above, is
easily predictable to the human eye—simply predicting a 1 after seeing a 0, and vice-versa,
would lead to very few prediction errors on both examples.

5Indeed, the example that demonstrates the ω(
√
T ) lower bound on regret is precisely a binary sequence

prediction example [81, Chapter 3].
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We can define a “Follow-the-Leader(1)" algorithm (henceforth abbreviated to FTL)
with this spirit, as below:

Ŷt :=

{
1 if

∑
s:Ys−1=Yt−1

Ys ≥
∑

s:Ys−1=Yt−1
(1− Ys)

0 otherwise .
(2.17)
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n hindsight (0

)

FTL(1)

Number of rounds

To
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Figure 2.1: Sub-optimality of 0th-order regret minimizing algorithms on “adversarial" se-
quence due to under-fitting. Figure from [88].

Equation (2.17) simply uses the maximum likelihood estimation principle for Bayes-
optimal classification of the sequence into {0, 1} at every round. Thus, it corresponds to the
optimal algorithm we would use if we knew that {Yt}t≥1 evolves according to a 1-memory
Markov process. It can be verified that this approach would clearly incur only constant,
as opposed to

√
T , regret on the adversarial sequence — however, the regret metric RT,0

does not capture the full extent of the benefit. Figure 2.1 compares the overall loss (i.e.
number of prediction errors) of three algorithms: Hedge(0), AdaHedge(0), and FTL(1).
It also provides, for reference, the overall loss of the best letter in hindsight (which, here,
corresponds to predicting 1 all the time). It is clear that FTL(1) is doing even better (and by
a significant amount) than the offline benchmark, and thus its improvement over the other
regret-minimizing algorithms is actually linear in T .

Thus, adversaries designed for online learning algorithms using the 0th-order offline bench-
mark tend to be highly predictable under a more complex benchmark (here, corresponding
to 1-memory Markov predictors). This suggests that we may want to increase the complexity
of our offline benchmark so as to “catch" all such complex, but highly predictable patterns.
In the above reasoning, we do not want to stop at predictors using a memory of length 1:
of course, a sequence with memory of dependency 2 can be designed to be an “adversary"
to all such algorithms using an offline benchmark. In general, we may want to define some
maximal memory length D for our benchmark, and use a regret-minimizing algorithm with
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respect to this benchmark. Such an algorithm would capture all statistical patterns in the
data, including the most complex possible, if they existed. The equivalent algorithms for
this case, as discussed in Section 2.1, are FTL(D), Hedge(D), and AdaHedge(D). No-
tably, the classical universal prediction paradigm [110, 113] takes this reasoning even further
and uses prediction schemes inspired by Lempel-Ziv compression to asymptotically capture
stochastic patterns with an infinite memory, i.e. D →∞.

AdaH
edge(8)

AdaHedge(1)

FTL(1)

FTL(8
)

Number of rounds

To
ta

l l
os

s

Figure 2.2: Sub-optimality of regret-minimizing algorithms with respect to a higher-than-
needed model order, e.g. AdaHedge(8), on 1-memory sequences due to over-fitting. Figure
from [88].

However, de-facto using the most complex model order is not optimal in a non-asymptotic
sense. Figure 2.2 shows the stark sub-optimality in AdaHedge(D)’s overall loss with respect
to AdaHedge(1). In regret-minimizing language, while AdaHedge(D) does incur a constant
regret that does not grow with T , the value of this constant is too large. Instead of the
best possible regret guarantee of RT,1 = Õ(21), AdaHedge(D) incurs a much larger regret
scaling as RT,1 = Θ̃

(
2D
)
. This larger constant is what is showing up in Figure 2.2 as a high

sub-optimality in performance.
Thus, it is clear that we need to adaptively select the offline benchmark as a function

of the properties of the data: there is a significant price paid in overall loss (or reward) by
under-specifying or over-specifying the model order. In general, the true model order d (in
this example, d = 1) is unknown to the algorithm. This implies that in addition to adapting
between stochastic and adversarial environments, data-adaptive model selection is essential
to successful adaptive online learning methodology. We now discuss the prior art on model
selection in stochastic and adversarial environments.
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2.3 Related work in stochastic and adversarial model
selection

Data-driven model selection in offline, purely stochastic environments is central to applied
statistics and machine learning methodology; thus, it has a rich history. Traditional statis-
tical learning theory concepts such as the Vapnik-Chervonenkis dimension and Rademacher
complexity [117, 118] demonstrate a general principle by which the estimation error (which is
synonymous with regret) increases as we increase the complexity of the model class (which is
synonymous with the complexity of the offline benchmark). Therefore, classical approaches
to model selection explicitly penalize overly complex models in a model selection criterion.
This criterion is known as Akaike’s information criterion or Bayes’ information criterion [119]
in classical statistics, and structural risk minimization (SRM) [106] in statistical learning the-
ory. More recently, SRM has been shown to perform data-adaptive model selection success-
fully with high probability through estimation error bounds that are obtained via empirical
process theory. Theoretical work on SRM is broad in scope and we refer the reader to [108]
for a review. More recently, an alternative method of model selection constitutes evaluating
a trained procedure tailored to a particular model class on a separate “hold-out" set, and
using the measured error as a proxy for the population test error that using this model
class would incur. The most sophisticated variants on this validation-style approach include
cross-validation, which interleaves a single data-set into multiple training and “hold-out"
categories [120, 121].

The SRM approach can be directly plugged into full-information online learning algo-
rithms when the existence of stochasticity is known; while the validation approach is non-
trivial to analyze even when stochasticity is known. Whether SRM or validation-based
approaches are used, the equivalent problem of purely stochastic model selection in limited-
information feedback settings is far more challenging. We discuss partial solutions to model
selection under bandit feedback in Chapter 3, but several open problems remain.

On the other side, the paradigm for adversarial regret minimization was laid out in the
discrete “experts" setting in seminal work (for a review, see [84]), and subsequently lifted up
to the more general online convex optimization framework (for a review, see [122]). The next
natural goal was adaptivity to several types of “easier" instances while preserving the worst-
case guarantees. Most pertinent to our work are the easier stochastic losses [98], under which
the greedy Follow-the-Leader algorithm achieves regret O(1). In the experts setting, multiple
algorithms have been proposed [94, 95, 98, 100, 101, 123] that adaptively achieve O(1) regret.
Some of these guarantees have been extended to online optimization [103]. As we will see,
naively extending these analyses to the contextual prediction problem gives a pessimistic
O(2D) regret bound. In our work, we show that we can get the best of many worlds and
greatly improve the exponent to Õ(22d), reducing the dependence on the maximum model
complexity D from exponential to linear.

Recent guarantees on adapting to a simpler model class, but not to stochasticity, have
also been developed [93, 97, 99–102, 104]. Many of these approaches [97, 99, 102, 104] do not
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improve the Õ(
√
T ) rate for stochastic data, and can thus be thought of as purely adversarial

algorithms. However, some of them are notably far broader in scope than the binary sequence
paradigm, and deal with online optimization [99] and online supervised learning [104] with
“multi-scale" predictors.

The problem of simultaneous stochastic and adversarial model selection is also not en-
tirely new. We address in particular two recent algorithms, AdaNormalHedge [101]
and Squint [100], both of which obtain second-order quantile regret bounds in terms of a
“variance" term and the correct model complexity. The analysis of both AdaHedge and
AdaNormalHedge in the stochastic regime avoids the model selection issue, and yields a
pessimistic O(2D+d) regret bound. Squint cleverly applies the Bernstein condition [123] and
obtains the optimal stochastic rate of O(2d) for the special “realizability" case. However,
the elegance of these approaches comes at some cost to broader applicability, as discussed
below:

1. The computational complexity of Squint necessarily scales linearly with the number
of experts, which in the case of the contextual prediction problem is a prohibitive
double-exponential-in-D complexity.

2. The analysis of both AdaNormalHedge and Squint in the stochastic regime re-
quires data to be realizable under the dth-order stochastic condition, and does not
explicitly connect to statistical model selection frameworks.

3. AdaNormalHedge and Squint are designed for explicit complexity hierarchies in
model classes; thus, will not yield meaningful model selection guarantees even empiri-
cally in modern environments where highly complex (indeed over-parameterized with
respect to data) models provide the most successful performance [124, 125].

For online model selection to be broadly applicable, we need all of these ingredients—i.e.
computational efficiency, guarantees under model mis-specification, and flexible methodology
in a variety of statistical environments beyond traditional complexity hierarchies. Regardless
of the choice of algorithm, it appears that satisfying the first two conditions requires directly
reasoning about model selection guarantees in a probabilistic sense. Both of the algorithms
described in this chapter do precisely this by explicitly connecting to the methodology of
SRM and validation. While our main results are still restricted to the realizable case of a dth-
order model generating the data, we are optimistic about being able to apply our techniques
to analyze online prediction error in mis-specified environments in the future (for a detailed
discussion on this point, see Section 2.7).

Finally, regarding the third condition, a theoretical analysis of online validation method-
ology is of especial interest, as it is the only known empirically successful methodology for
model selection that does not explicitly encode model complexity information, and is there-
fore heavily used in modern machine learning. Our result constitutes one of the first such
theoretical analyses in an online prediction environment, even if for traditional complexity
hierarchies. As we discuss in Chapter 6, theoretical analysis of online validation in modern
ML environments is a future topic of sizable interest.
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2.4 Online model selection through complexity
penalization

Our first algorithm leverages the framework for offline structural risk minimization (SRM)
in purely stochastic environments. The central idea in SRM is to use a model selection
criterion that, in addition to minimizing training error on data, penalizes overly complex
models that have the potential to over-fit. In other words, the model selection criterion
trades off estimation error, i.e. the complexity of the model class, and approximation error,
i.e. the approximability of the best model-in-class to the actual data.

Since online prediction in adversarial environments needs to be randomized, our first algo-
rithm essentially implements SRM in a Bayesian manner. Essentially, we use an exponential-
weights update on tree experts equipped with a time-varying, data-dependent learning rate
and a suitable prior distribution on tree experts, where the prior acts precisely as the model
complexity regularizer. We start by describing the structure of the prior distribution.

Definition 2.4.1. For any non-negative-valued function g : {0, 1, . . . , D} → R+ ∪ {0}, we
define the prior distribution on all tree experts in FD, w(tree)

1,f (g) =
∑D
h=order(f) g(h)

Z(g)
, where Z(g)

is the normalizing factor.

We select a function g(·) and use the prior defined above to effectively down-weight more
complex experts. We will see that the choice of prior is crucial to recovering stochastic model
selection. We now describe our algorithm.

Definition 2.4.2. The algorithm SRMOverAdaHedge(D) whose prior is derived from
the function g(·) updates its probability distribution on tree expert as follows:

w
(tree)
t,f (ηt; g) =

(∑D
h=order(f) g(h)

)
e−ηtLt,f

∑
f ′∈FD

(∑D
h=order(f ′) g(h)

)
e−ηtLt,f ′

. (2.18)

and learning rate update {ηt}t≥1 made as below:

ηt =
ln 2

∆t−1(ηt−1
1 )

, (2.19)

where ∆t(η
t−1
1 ) is called the “cumulative mixability gap" at time t and is given by

∆t(η
t−1
1 ) :=

t∑

s=1

δs(ηs) where (2.20)

δs(ηs) := 〈ws(ηs), ls〉+
1

ηs
ln〈ws(ηs), e

−ηsls〉. (2.21)
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The algorithm SRMOverAdaHedge(D) appears to have a prohibitive computational
complexity of O(|FD|) = O(22D). However, the distributive law enables a clever reduction
in computational complexity to O(2D). The main idea is that instead of keeping track of
cumulative losses of all the 22D functions in FD, represented by {Lt,f}f∈FD , we only need
to keep track of the cumulative losses of making certain predictions as a function of certain
contexts, represented by {{Lx,t,y}y∈X}x∈XD . This reduction was first considered for tree
expert prediction in the worst-case [109], with a fixed learning rate η > 0, and can easily be
extended to the broader class of exponential-weights updates. The idea is that the update on
probability distribution on tree experts, described in Equation (2.18) – can be equivalently
written as a computationally faster update on probability distribution on predictors :

wt,y(ηt; g) =

∑D
h=0 g

′(h; ηt)e
−ηtLXt(h),t,y

∑D
h=0 g

′(h; ηt)
(∑

y∈X e
−ηtLXt(h),t,y

) where (2.22a)

g′(h; ηt) = g(h)
∏

x(h)6=Xt(h)

(∑

y∈X

e−ηtLx(h),t,y

)
(2.22b)

The equivalence is in the sense that the expected loss incurred by updates (2.18) and
(2.22a) is the same. The computational complexity of the latter update is O(2D) per itera-
tion, as shown in Proposition 2.7.8.

We now consider the realizable case in which the data is actually coming from model
order d. We study the algorithm SRMOverAdaHedge(D) with the following choice of
model-order-proportional prior function.

gprop(h) = 2−2h+1

(2.23)

We will later see that this choice of prior effectively recovers the SRM framework in the
online setting. Our first result shows that the algorithm with this choice of prior helps us
effectively learn the model order while staying worst-case robust.

Theorem 2.4.3. 1. For any sequence {Xt, Yt}Tt=1, the algorithm
SRMOverAdaHedge(D) with prior defined according to function gprop(·) gives us
regret rate

RT,d = O
(√

T2d
)

(2.24)

with respect to the best dth-order tree expert in hindsight for every d ∈ {0, 1, . . . , D}.

2. Consider any δ ∈ (0, 1]. Let the stationary stochastic sequence (Xt, Yt)t≥1 satisfy the
dth-order stationary stochastic condition on responses given contexts with parameter
β∗, and either of Definitions 2.1.2 or 2.1.3. Denote αd−1,d :=

π∗d−1−π
∗
d

2
. Then,
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SRMOverAdaHedge(D) with prior function gprop(·) incurs regret with probability
greater than or equal to (1− δ):

RT,d = O
(

22d

(
d2

α2
d−1,d

ln

(
d

α2
d−1,dε

)
+
D · d
(α∗)2

ln

(
D

α∗ε

)))
(2.25)

where α∗ = min{αd−1,d, (2β
∗ − 1)}.

Note that this regret bound is non-trivial for model selection, but sub-optimal owing to
the extraneous factor of 2d in the exponent.

2.5 Online model selection through validation
Theorem 2.4.3 above provides a positive, but non-trivial, model selection result. The main
difficulty with adapting SRM to the online setting is meshing the idea of non-uniform priors,
which adapts model complexity, with the data-dependent learning rate, which adapts be-
tween stochasticity and adversity. The sub-optimalities in our bounds are reminiscent of past
discussions on the difficulty of adapting exponential weights-style algorithms to work with
non-uniform prior weighting, and indeed the algorithms AdaNormalHedge and Squint
were created to resolve this difficulty. However, as discussed in Section 2.3, the elegance of
these approaches comes at the cost of their broader applicability in computational efficiency,
robustness to model mis-specification and model selection beyond complexity hierarchies.

We aim for a resolution of this sub-optimality while aiming to preserve broad applicability.
We now consider a second natural way of doing online model selection, also motivated by
an ubiquitous approach to purely statistical model selection: data-driven validation. To see
the usefulness of data-driven validation in online prediction, recall that Figures 2.1 and 2.2
displayed the sub-optimality of algorithms using under-specified or over-specified models in
overall loss.

The hope with an online validation approach is that we can fruitfully use the information
provided by this algorithmic sub-optimality, in an online fashion, to perform optimal model
selection.

Remarkably, the roots of an online validation approach have been explored in purely
adversarial environments as well. The seminal work of Hutter and Poland [93] use a “meta-
expert" layer for randomized algorithm selection, and show that optimal purely adversarial
model selection is possible. We define this meta-algorithmic framework below.

Definition 2.5.1. For every base algorithm Ah, we denote ht(h) := 〈(w(tree)
t )(h), l

(tree)
t 〉 and

Ht(h) :=
∑t−1

s=1 ht(h). Then, our meta-algorithm MetaAlg({Ah({η(h)
t }Tt=1)}Dh=0; {ηt}t≥1)

chooses weighted prediction

w
(tree)
t :=

D∑

h=0

qt(h; ηt)(w
(tree)
t )(h) (2.26)
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where we have

qt(h; ηt) ∝ e−ηtHt−1(h) for all h ∈ {0, 1, . . . , D},

and the learning rate ηt is chosen as in Equation (2.19). We define the algorithm
ValidationOverAdaHedge(D) as MetaAlg when the base algorithms are chosen as
Ah = AdaHedge(h).

This algorithmic structure is inspired by the hierarchy-of-experts in adaptive FTPL
(Theorem 9 of Hutter and Poland [93]) and can be implemented with any meta-learning
rate schedule. While Hutter and Poland consider meta-learning rate schedules that lead to
small-loss and quantile bounds, we use the AdaHedge meta-learning rate schedule to give
the strongest possible stochastic regret bounds6. Further, we use the base algorithms {Ad =
AdaHedge(d)}Dd=0. We call the resulting algorithm ValidationOverAdaHedge(D). We
show in Proposition 2.7.9 that the computational complexity-per-iteration7 of
ValidationOverAdaHedge(D) is O(D); this is even better than the O(2D) complexity
for SRMOverAdaHedge(D).

We will see that the resulting model selection analysis in stochastic environments man-
ifests as a natural online form of leave-one-out cross-validation [120, 121], which cannot
be reduced to the traditional analyses of AdaHedge in well-behaved stochastic environ-
ments [95]. Our model selection guarantees for ValidationOverAdaHedge(D) are stated
below.

Theorem 2.5.2. 1. For any sequence {Xt, Yt}Tt=1, ValidationOverAdaHedge(D)
with prior defined according to function gprop(·) gives us regret rate

RT,d = O
(√

T · 2d ln 2 · lnD + lnD + 2d ln 2
)

(2.27)

with respect to the best dth-order tree expert in hindsight for every d ∈ {0, 1, . . . , D}.

2. Consider any δ ∈ (0, 1]. Let the stationary stochastic sequence (Xt, Yt)t≥1 satisfy the
dth-order stationary stochastic condition on responses given contexts with parameter
β∗, and Definition 2.1.4 on the contexts. Then, ValidationOverAdaHedge(D)

6Note that, relative to SRMAdaHedge(D), we have given the algorithm additional flexibility by using
base algorithms that each use a different learning rate. (This idea also shows up in other adaptive online
learning approaches, notably, to meet the goal of multi-scale adaptivity.) This additional flexibility will
underlie improved dependencies in the exponent for model selection, with the caveat that the analysis is
significantly more involved in the stochastic regime.

7We are considering time complexity here; it is easy to verify that the spatial complexity of the algorithm
will still be O(2D) as information pertaining to all 2D of the contexts needs to be stored.
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incurs regret

RT,d = O
(
d2 · 2d + d ln

(
d

δ

)
+ d2

(
ln

(
D

δ

))2

· 2d +D3 ln

(
D2

δ
ln

(
D

δ

))

+D3/2 · d · 2d
(

ln

(
D

δ

)3/2
))

(2.28)

(2.29)

with probability at least (1 − δ). Ignoring the ln(1/δ) dependencies, this gives us a
regret bound RT,d = Õ

(
d2 · 2d +D3 +D3/2 · d · 2d

)
, which is optimal up-to polynomial

factors in (d,D).

The proofs of Theorem 2.5.2 follows from a careful combination of adversarial-stochastic
interpolation and structural risk minimization, and is deferred to the appendix. Of particular
technical involvement is the proof of ruling out higher-order models in model selection (Ap-
pendix 2.6). This is difficult because it involves obtaining confidence intervals on averages
of test errors across different rounds, which are highly dependent quantities. These depen-
dencies also form the central non-triviality in obtaining confidence intervals on estimates of
the test error via leave-k-out cross-validation [126–129]. However, here, we are able to deal
with the dependencies through martingale arguments to study the online evolution of the
validation error. The periodic-contexts assumption that we have made (Definition 2.1.4) is
for relative simplicity in this proof structure.

Theorem 2.5.2 shows that the efficient algorithm ValidationOverAdaHedge(D) ob-
tains optimal (up-to polynomial factors in (d,D)) regret rates as would be achieved by an
algorithm that had oracle knowledge about the presence of stochasticity and the model order.
This is the strongest possible side information that an algorithm could conceivably possess
keeping the online learning problem non-trivial.

Finally, it is worth noting that these positive model selection results for validation are
still in a standard complexity-hierarchy setup, and in fact we crucially rely on the evolution
of over-fitting error to rule out over-fitting models. It is a fascinating question to ask whether
online validation ideas will also be effective in modern ML setups where prediction error can
decrease as model complexity increases: both in over-parameterized neural networks and
the “double descent" models on random features [124, 125]. If the answer turned out to
be positive, adaptive online validation would be an extremely attractive “one-size-fits-all"
solution to online model selection in a variety of statistical learning environments.

Figure 2.3 displays the benefits of online model selection, whether through SRM or vali-
dation, on our 1-memory Markov chain example in the context of binary sequence prediction.

2.6 Proofs
In this section, we collect the proofs of Theorems 2.4.3 and 2.5.2. The proofs, while diverging
significantly in model selection methodology, follow a common high-level sequence of steps.
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Figure 2.3: Approximate optimality of model selection algorithms using SRM and validation
on 1-memory Markov chain. Figure from [88].

Notation Meaning
Fh Set of all hth-order tree experts f : X h → X
l
(tree)
t,f Instantaneous loss suffered by tree expert f
L

(tree)
t,f Cumulative loss suffered by tree expert f

l
(tree)
t,f = [l

(tree)
t,f ]f∈FD Instantaneous losses suffered by tree experts in FD

L
(tree)
t,f = [L

(tree)
t,f ]f∈FD Cumulative losses suffered by tree experts in FD

lt,y Instantaneous loss from predicting y ∈ X
Lx,t,y Cumulative loss from predicting y ∈ X after seeing x ∈ X h

F̂h(t) := arg minf∈FhLt,f Best hth-order tree expert at time t
L̂t,h := Lt,F̂h(t) Cumulative loss suffered by tree expert F̂h(t)

RT,h Regret with respect to best hth-order tree expert

Table 2.1: Basic notation for regret minimization under contextual experts framework.

We begin by collecting basic notation that is common to the framework, and then provide
the sequence of steps for both proofs in parallel.

Basic notation

Tables 2.1 and 2.2 contain basic notation for the regret minimization framework and
algorithm-specific notation respectively for both algorithms, SRMOverAdaHedge(D) and
ValidationOverAdaHedge(D).

Tables 2.1 and 2.2 recap the basic notation for regret minimization and important al-
gorithmic notation, and are useful to look at while reading the proof of the second-order
bound.
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Notation Meaning
ηT1 = {ηt}Tt=1 Sequence of learning-rates

g : {0, 1, . . . , D} → R+ Prior function on order of tree expert
w1(g)

∣∣∣w(tree)
1 (g) Initial distribution on prediction | choice of tree expert

wt(ηt; g) Distribution at round t on prediction
w

(tree)
t (ηt; g) Distribution at round t on choice of tree expert
Z(g) Normalizing factor for initial distribution on tree experts

ht(ηt; g) Instantaneous expected loss incurred by algorithm at time t
Ht(η

t
1; g) Cumulative expected loss incurred by algorithm at time t

δt(ηt; g) Instantaneous mixability gap of algorithm at time t
∆t(η

t
1; g) Cumulative mixability gap of algorithm at time t

vt(ηt; g) Instantaneous variance of loss incurred by algorithm at time t
Vt(η

t
1; g) Cumulative variance of loss incurred by algorithm at time t

Table 2.2: Notation specific to algorithm SRMOverAdaHedge.

Notation Meaning
ηT1 = {ηt}Tt=1 Sequence of learning-rates used in meta-algorithm update

(η(h))T1 = {η(h)
t }Tt=1 Sequence of learning-rates used in base algorithm update

wt(ηt) Distribution of meta-algorithm at round t on prediction
w

(tree)
t (ηt) Distribution of meta-algorithm at round t on tree experts

w
(h)
t (η

(h)
t ) Distribution of base algorithm Ah at round t on prediction

(w
(h)
t )(tree)(η

(h)
t ) Distribution of base algorithm Ah at round t on tree experts

ht(ηt) Instantaneous expected loss by meta-algorithm at time t
Ht(η

t
1) Cumulative expected loss by meta-algorithm at time t

ht(h; η
(h)
t ) Instantaneous expected loss by base algorithm Ah at time t

Ht(h; (η
(h)
t )t1) Cumulative expected loss by base algorithm Ah at time t

δt(ηt) Instantaneous mixability gap of meta-algorithm at time t
∆t(η

t
1) := ∆t Cumulative mixability gap of meta-algorithm at time t

δ
(h)
t (η

(h)
t ) Instantaneous mixability gap of base algorithm Ah at time t

∆
(h)
t ((η(h))t1) := ∆

(h)
t Cumulative mixability gap of base algorithm Ah at time t

vt(ηt) Instantaneous variance of loss by meta-algorithm at time t
Vt(η

t
1) Cumulative variance of loss by meta-algorithm at time t

v
(h)
t (η

(h)
t ) Instantaneous variance of loss by base algorithm Ah at time t

V
(h)
t ((η

(h)
t )t1) Cumulative variance of loss by base algorithm Ah at time t

Table 2.3: Notation specific to algorithm ValidationOverAdaHedge(D).
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Adversarial model selection

The essence of adversarial model selection for both SRMOverAdaHedge(D) and
ValidationOverAdaHedge(D) involves getting what is known as a second-order regret
bound in terms of the cumulative variance of the algorithm. These second-order regret
bounds have a long history in adaptive online learning [94, 95, 98, 100], and are relatively
straightforward to prove for both our algorithms. We includes the proofs here for complete-
ness.

Second-order bound for SRMOverAdaHedge(D)

We first obtain our second-order-regret bound, stated generally for a prior function g :
{0, 1, . . . , D} → R. Tables 2.1 and 2.2 recap the basic notation for regret minimization and
important algorithmic notation, and are useful to look at while reading the proof of the
second-order bound.

Recall the expression for the computationally naive update in Equation (2.18):

w
(tree)
t,f (ηt; g) =

(∑D
h=order(f) g(h)

)
e−ηtLt,f

∑
f∈FD

(∑D
h=order(f) g(h)

)
e−ηtLt,f

.

and the expression for the initial distribution on tree experts based on Definition 2.4.1:

w
(tree)
1,f (g) =

∑D
h=order(f) g(h)

Z(g)

where Z(g) > 0 is the initial normalizing factor. The explicit expression for the normal-
izing factor is Z(g) =

∑D
h=0 22hg(h).

Lemma 2.6.1. SRMOverAdaHedge(D) with prior function g(·) obtains regret

RT,d ≤
(√

VT ln 2 +
2

3
ln 2 + 1

)
1 +

ln
(
Z(g)
g(d)

)

ln 2




for every d ∈ {0, 1, . . . , D}.

Proof. Recall that F̂d(T ) denotes the best dth-order tree expert at round T for the given
loss sequence. We denote L̂T,d := Lt,F̂d(t) as the actual loss incurred by this expert. We
start with the computationally naive update in probability distribution over tree experts as
in Equation (2.18), and the proof proceeds in a very similar manner to the variance-based
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regret bound for vanilla AdaHedge [98]. We denote

ht(ηt; g) := 〈wt(ηt; g), lt〉 = 〈w(tree)
t (ηt; g), l

(tree)
t 〉

HT (ηT1 ; g) :=
T∑

t=1

ht(ηt; g)

mt(ηt; g) :=
1

ηt
ln〈wt(ηt; g), e−ηtlt〉 =

1

ηt
ln〈w(tree)

t (ηt; g), e−ηtl
(tree)
t 〉

MT (ηT1 ; g) :=
T∑

t=1

mt(ηt; g).

Recall that the mixability gap δt(ηt; g) = ht(ηt; g)−mt(ηt; g) and
∆T (ηT1 ; g) =

∑T
t=1 δt(ηt; g). Since the instantaneous losses are bounded between 0 and 1, it

is easy to show that
0 ≤ δt(ηt; g) ≤ 1.

A standard argument tells us that

RT,d = HT (ηT1 ; g)− L∗T,d
= HT (ηT1 ; g)−MT (ηT1 ; g) +MT (ηT1 ; g)− L∗T,d
= MT (ηT1 ; g)− L∗T,d + ∆T (ηT1 ; g).

Recall that the sequence ηT1 is decreasing as an automatic consequence of the update in
Equation (2.19), and non-negativity of δt. Handling a time-varying, data-dependent learning
rate is well known to be challenging [95, 98]. We invoke a simple lemma from the original
proof of AdaHedge [98] that helps us effectively substitute the final learning rate.

Lemma 2.6.2 ([98]). For any exponential-weights update with a decreasing learning rate ηT1
and prior function g(·), we have MT (ηT1 ; g) ≤MT ({ηT}Tt=1; g).

Thus, we get

RT,d ≤MT ({ηT}Tt=1; g)− L∗T,d + ∆T (ηT1 ; g). (2.30)

We also have the following simple intermediate result forMT ({ηT}Tt=1; g), which is simply
a slightly more general version of the lemma in [98] that can apply to non-uniform priors.

Lemma 2.6.3.

MT ({ηT}Tt=1; g) ≤ L∗T,d +
1

ηT
ln

(
Z(g)

g(d)

)
.

Proof. We note that

〈w(tree)
1 (g), e−ηTL

(tree)
T 〉 ≥ w

(tree)
1,f∗T,d

(g)e−ηTL
∗
T,d .
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Because the initial distribution w
(tree)
1 is normalized to sum to 1, a simple telescoping

argument gives MT ({ηT}Tt=1; g) =
∑T

t=1mt({ηT}Tt=1; g) = − 1
ηT

ln
(
〈w(tree)

1 (g), e−ηTL
(tree)
T 〉

)
.

This automatically tells us that

MT ({ηT}Tt=1; g) = − 1

ηT
ln
(
〈w(tree)

1 (g), e−ηTL
(tree)
T 〉

)

≤ − 1

ηT
ln(w

(tree)
1,f∗T,d

(g)) + L∗T,d

= L∗T,d +
1

ηT
ln


 1

w
(tree)
1,f∗T,d

(g)




= L∗T,d +
1

ηT
ln

(
Z(g)∑D
h=d g(h)

)

≤ L∗T,d +
1

ηT
ln

(
Z(g)

g(d)

)

thus proving the lemma.

Now, Equation (2.30) and Lemma 2.6.3 together with the definition of ηt in Equa-
tion (2.19) give us

RT,d ≤
1

ηT
ln

(
Z(g)

g(d)

)
+ ∆T (ηT1 ; g)

=
ln
(
Z(g)
g(d)

)

ln 2
∆T−1(ηT−1

1 ; g) + ∆T (ηT1 ; g).

From non-negativity of δt, we have ∆T−1(ηT1 ; g) ≤ ∆T (ηT1 ; g) and so

RT,d ≤ ∆T (ηT1 ; g)(1 +
ln
(
Z(g)
g(d)

)

ln 2
). (2.31)

It now remains to bound the quantity ∆T in terms of variance. In fact, it will be useful
to define slightly more generic quantities

∆T
T0

(ηTT0 ; g) :=
T∑

t=T0

δt(ηt; g)

V T
T0

(ηTT0 ; g) :=
T∑

t=T0

vt(ηt; g) where

vt(ηt; g) := varKt∼wt(ηt;g) [lt,Kt ] .

The bound is described below.
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Lemma 2.6.4. We have

∆T
T0

(ηTT0 ; g) ≤
√
V T
T0

(ηTT0 ; g) ln 2 +

(
2

3
ln 2 + 1

)
.

Proof. The argument is similar to the original AdaHedge proof [98] and proceeds below. We
use a telescoping sum to get

(
∆T
T0

(
ηTT0 ; g

))2

=
T∑

t=T0+1

(
∆t
T0

(
ηtT0 ; g

))2

−
(

∆t−1
T0

(
ηt−1
T0

; g
))2

=
T∑

t=T0

(
∆t−1
T0

(
ηt−1
T0

; g
)

+ δt
(
ηt; g

))2

−
(

∆t−1
T0

(
ηt−1
T0

; g
))2

=
T∑

t=T0

2δt
(
ηt; g

)
∆t−1
T0

(
ηt−1
T0

; g) +
(
δt
(
ηt; g

))2

≤
T∑

t=T0

2δt
(
ηt; g

)
∆t−1

(
ηt−1

1 ; g
)

+
(
δt
(
ηt; g

))2

=
T∑

t=T0

2δt
(
ηt; g

) ln 2

ηt
+
(
δt
(
ηt; g

))2

)

≤
T∑

t=T0

2δt
(
ηt; g

) ln 2

ηt
+ δt

(
ηt; g

)
since δt(ηt; g) ≤ 1

≤ (2 ln 2)
T∑

t=T0

δt(ηt; g)

ηt
+ ∆T

T0

(
ηTT0 ; g

)
.

We also recall the following lemma from the original proof of AdaHedge [98]. The proof
of this lemma involves a Bernstein tail bounding argument.

Lemma 2.6.5 ([98]). We have

δt
(
ηt; g

)

ηt
≤ 1

2
vt
(
ηt; g

)
+

1

3
δt
(
ηt; g

)
.

Using Lemma 2.6.5, we then get
(

∆T
T0

(
ηTT0 ; g

))2

≤ V T
T0

(
ηTT0 ; g

)
ln 2 +

(
2

3
ln 2 + 1

)
∆T
T0

(
ηTT0 ; g

)
(2.32)

which is an inequality for the quantity ∆T
T0

(
ηTT0 ; g

)
in quadratic form. We now solve

Equation (2.32), and use Fact 2.7.11 from Appendix 2.7 to get

∆T
T0

(
ηTT0 ; g

)
≤
√
V T
T0

(
ηTT0 ; g

)
ln 2 +

2

3
ln 2 + 1. (2.33)
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Now we complete the proof of Lemma 2.6.1 by combining Equations (2.31) and (2.33)
for the special case of T0 = 1.

Now, noting that VT (ηT1 ; g) ≤ T
4

and substituting the expression for g = gprop from
Equation (2.23) directly proves Equation (2.24) from Lemma 2.6.1. To see this, we substitute
g = gprop into the statement of Lemma 2.6.1 to get

RT,d ≤
(√

VT (ηT1 ; g) ln 2 +
2

3
ln 2 + 1

)
1 +

ln
(
Z(gprop)

gprop(d)

)

ln 2




=

(√
VT (ηT1 ; g) ln 2 +

2

3
ln 2 + 1

)

1 +

ln

(∑D
h=0 22

h
2−2h+1

2−2d+1

)

ln 2




=

(√
VT (ηT1 ; g) ln 2 +

2

3
ln 2 + 1

)

1 +

ln

(∑D
h=0 2−2h

2−2d+1

)

ln 2




≤
(√

VT (ηT1 ; g) ln 2 +
2

3
ln 2 + 1

)
1 +

ln
(

2 · 22d+1
)

ln 2




=

(√
VT (ηT1 ; g) ln 2 +

2

3
ln 2 + 1

)(
2 + 2d+1

)

≤
(

1

2

√
T ln 2 +

2

3
ln 2 + 1

)(
2 + 2d+1

)

which is precisely Equation (2.24) when expressed in big-O notation.

Second-order bound for ValidationOverAdaHedge(D)

Lemma 2.6.6. ValidationOverAdaHedge(D) gives second-order regret bound

RT,d = O
(√

VT ln 2 · lnD +

√
V

(d)
T · 2d ln 2 + lnD + 2d ln 2

)
.

for every d ∈ {0, 1, . . . , D}.
Proof. The principal ingredient in this proof is essentially a chaining argument8: we observe
that

RT,d = HT (ηT1 )− L̂t,d
= HT (ηT1 )−HT (d; (η

(h)
t )T1 ) +HT (d; (η

(h)
t )T1 )− L̂t,d.

8This step is spiritually similar to Theorem 9 of Hutter and Poland [93], who did this for a different
algorithm FTPL and with learning rate schedules that were not data-dependent.
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We start with the first term, which is effectively a bound on the regret of the meta-
algorithm.

Lemma 2.6.7. For every d ∈ {0, 1, . . . , D}, we have

HT (ηT1 )−HT (d; (η
(h)
t )T1 ) ≤ ∆T (1 + lnD) .

Proof. We denote

mt(ηt) := − 1

ηt
ln

(
D∑

h=0

qt(h; ηt)e
−ηtht(h;η

(h)
t )

)

Mt(η
t
1) :=

t−1∑

s=1

mt(ηt).

A standard argument tells us that

HT (ηT1 )−HT (d; ηT1 ) = HT (ηT1 )−MT (ηT1 )︸ ︷︷ ︸
T1

+MT (ηT1 )−HT (d; ηT1 )︸ ︷︷ ︸
T2

.

We first bound the term T2. Observing that ηT1 is a decreasing sequence, a simple adap-
tation of Lemma 2 from [98] gives us MT ({ηt}Tt=1) ≤MT ({ηT}Tt=1) := MT (ηT ) for shorthand.
Then, since ηT <∞, we can apply Lemma 1, part 2 from [98] to get

MT (ηT ) = − 1

ηT
ln

(
D∑

h=0

q1(h; ηT )e−ηtHT (h;(η
(h)
t )Tt=1)

)

= − 1

ηT
ln

(
1

D

D∑

h=0

e−ηtHT (h;(η
(h)
t )Tt=1)

)
,

and then we note that

− 1

ηT
ln

(
1

D

D∑

h=0

e−ηtHT (h;(η
(h)
t )Tt=1)

)
≤ − 1

ηT
ln

(
1

D
e−ηtHT (d;(η

(d)
t )Tt=1)

)

=
lnD

ηT
−HT (d; (η

(d)
t )T1 )

=⇒ T2 = MT (ηT1 )−HT (d; (η
(d)
t )T1 ) ≤ lnD

ηT
= ∆T−1 · lnD ≤ ∆T · lnD.

Next, we bound the term T1. Noting that f(·) = e−ηt(·) is convex for all ηt, applying
Jensen’s inequality tells us that

〈w(h)
t , e−ηtlt〉 ≥ e−ηt〈w

(h)
t , lt〉 = e−ηtht(h;η

(h)
t )
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and so, we have

mt(ηt) = − 1

ηt
ln

(
D∑

h=0

qt(h; ηt)e
−ηtht(h;η

(h)
t )

)

≥ − 1

ηt
ln

(
D∑

h=0

qt(h; ηt)〈w(h)
t , e−ηtlt〉

)

= − 1

ηt
ln
(
〈wt(ηt), e

−ηtlt〉
)

= ht(ηt)− δt(ηt)

where the last equality follows from the definition of δt(ηt) in Equation (2.33). Thus, we
have

T1 = HT (ηT1 )−MT (ηT1 ) =
T∑

t=1

ht(ηt)−mt(ηt)

≤
T∑

t=1

δt(ηt)

= ∆T .

Finally, we have

HT (ηT1 )−HT (d; ηT1 ) = T1 + T2 = ∆T + ∆T lnD = ∆T (1 + lnD) ,

which completes the proof.

Next, we bound the second term, which is simply the regret of the base algorithm Ad
under decreasing learning rate schedule {η(d)

t }Tt=1. This proof is a simple adaptation of the
proof of AdaHedge(d) to contextual experts.

Lemma 2.6.8. For every d ∈ {0, 1, . . . , D}, we have

HT (d; ηT1 )− L̂t,d ≤ 2∆
(d)
T .

Proof. For this proof, it will be convenient to work with the naive update as defined in
Equation (2.18). We defined (instantaneous and cumulative) mix loss

m
(d)
t (η

(d)
t ) := − 1

η
(d)
t

ln
(
〈w(d)

t , e−η
(d)
t lt〉

)

M
(d)
t ((η

(d)
t )t1) :=

t∑

s=1

m
(d)
t (η

(d)
t ).
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Then, we have

HT (d; (η
(d)
t )T1 )− L̂t,d = HT (d; (η

(d)
t )T1 )−M (d)

T ((η(d))T1 )︸ ︷︷ ︸
T1

+M
(d)
T ((η

(d)
t )T1 )− L̂t,d︸ ︷︷ ︸
T2

.

We first bound the term T2. Notice that η(d)
t is also a decreasing sequence, so we can

apply Lemmas 1 and 2 from [98] to get

M
(d)
T ((η

(d)
t )T1 ) ≤M

(d)
T ({η(d)

T }Tt=1)

= − 1

η
(d)
T

ln
(
〈w(d)

1 , e−η
(d)
T LT 〉

)

≤ − 1

η
(d)
T

ln

(
1

22d
· e−η(d)T L̂T,d

)

= L̂T,d +
2d ln 2

η
(d)
T

= L̂T,d + ∆
(d)
T−1((η

(d)
t )T−1

1 ) ≤ L̂T,d + ∆
(d)
T ((η

(d)
t )T1 ),

where the last line follows from the definition of η(d)
t in Equation (2.19).

Thus we have

T2 = M
(d)
T ((η(d))T1 )− L̂t,d ≤ ∆

(d)
T .

Next, by definition we note that T1 = ∆
(d)
T . This completes the proof.

Assuming Lemmas 2.6.7 and 2.6.8, we have

RT,d ≤ ∆T (ηT1 ) (1 + lnD) + 2∆
(d)
T ((η

(d)
t )T1 ). (2.34)

It remains to bound the quantities ∆T and ∆
(d)
T in terms of variance. In fact, it will be useful

to define slightly more generic quantities

∆T
T0

(ηTT0) :=
T∑

t=T0

δt(ηt)

V T
T0

(ηTT0) :=
T∑

t=T0

vt(ηt) where

vt(ηt) := varKt∼wt(ηt) [lt,Kt ] .

We describe these second-order bounds below.
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Lemma 2.6.9. We have

∆T
T0

(ηTT0) ≤
√
V T
T0

(ηTT0) ln 2 +

(
2

3
ln 2 + 1

)
, (2.35)

and we have

∆
(d)
T ≤

√
V

(d)
T · 2d ln 2 +

(
4

3
· 2d ln 2 + 2

)
. (2.36)

Proof. Since it suffices to prove the statement of Equation (2.36) for the naive update, this
statement follows as a special case of Theorem 6 in [98] with K = 22d experts; we refer the
reader to that proof.

For the statement of Equation (2.35), the proof is similar to the argument in Theorem
6 as well (with different constants, however, so we reproduce it here). We use a telescoping
sum to get

(
∆T
T0

(
ηTT0
))2

=
T∑

t=T0+1

(
∆t
T0

(
ηtT0
))2

−
(

∆t−1
T0

(
ηt−1
T0

))2

=
T∑

t=T0

(
∆t−1
T0

(
ηt−1
T0

)
+ δt

(
ηt
))2

−
(

∆t−1
T0

(
ηt−1
T0

))2

=
T∑

t=T0

2δt
(
ηt
)
∆t−1
T0

(
ηt−1
T0

) +
(
δt
(
ηt
))2

≤
T∑

t=T0

2δt
(
ηt
)
∆t−1

(
ηt−1

1

)
+
(
δt
(
ηt
))2

=
T∑

t=T0

2δt
(
ηt
) ln 2

ηt
+
(
δt
(
ηt
))2

)

≤
T∑

t=T0

2δt
(
ηt
) ln 2

ηt
+ δt

(
ηt
)
since δt(ηt) ≤ 1

≤ (2 ln 2)
T∑

t=T0

δt(ηt)

ηt
+ ∆T

T0

(
ηTT0
)
.

We also recall the following lemma from the original proof of the AdaHedge learning
rate choice ηt = 1/∆t−1 [98]. The proof of this lemma involves a Bernstein tail bounding
argument.

Lemma 2.6.10 ([98]). We have

δt
(
ηt
)

ηt
≤ 1

2
vt
(
ηt
)

+
1

3
δt
(
ηt
)
.
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Using Lemma 2.6.10, we then get
(

∆T
T0

(
ηTT0
))2

≤ V T
T0

(
ηTT0
)

ln 2 +

(
2

3
ln 2 + 1

)
∆T
T0

(
ηTT0
)

(2.37)

which is an inequality for the quantity ∆T
T0

(
ηTT0
)
in quadratic form. We now solve Equa-

tion (2.37), and use Fact 2.7.11 from Appendix 2.7 to get

∆T
T0

(
ηTT0
)
≤
√
V T
T0

(
ηTT0
)

ln 2 +
2

3
ln 2 + 1. (2.38)

Substituting Equations (2.35) and (2.36) into Equation (2.34), we get the second-order
bound

RT,d ≤
√
VT (ηT1 ) ln 2 (1 + lnD) + 2

√
V

(d)
T ((η

(d)
t )T1 ) · 2d ln 2 +

(
2

3
ln 2 + 1

)
(1 + lnD) (2.39)

+
4

3
· 2d ln 2 + 2,

which completes the proof of Lemma 2.6.6 when expressed in big-O notation. Further, noting
that VT (ηT1 ) ≤ T

4
gives us Equation (2.27)when expressed in big-O notation.

Stochastic model selection

We now provide the proofs for stochastic model selection for both algorithms:
SRMOverAdaHedge(D) and ValidationOverAdaHedge(D). We begin by providing
basic notation for stochastic contextual prediction that is common to both algorithms.

Notation for contextual prediction

First, we define a couple of convenient counts for the number of appearances of a particular
context, and the number of contexts that have so far appeared.

Definition 2.6.11. The appearance frequency of a particular context x(h) ∈ X h at time
t is given by

Nt(x(h)) :=
t−1∑

s=1

I[Xs(h) = x(h)],

The fraction of times the value y ∈ X seen after a particular context is given by

P̂t(y|x(h)) :=

∑t−1
s=1 I[Xs(h) = x(h), Ys = y]∑t−1

s=h I[Xs(h) = x(h)]
(

= 1− Lx(h),t−1,y

Nt(x(h))

)
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Notation Meaning/Interpretation
Nt(x(h)) Appearance frequency of a sub-context x(h) ∈ X h

P̂t(h|x(h)) Fraction of times that we observed Xt(h) = x(h), Yt = y
St,h Number-of-seen sub-contexts of length h at time t
π̂h(t) Estimated unpredictability based on hth-order tree expert predictors
Dt(h) Gap between correct and incorrect predictors at time t
w

(h)
t Probability distribution on predictions

qt(h) ∝ Qt(h) Posterior probability that the hth-order model is the right model
d True model order of data (Xt, Yt)

T
t=1

Q∗h(·), h ≤ d Marginal distribution on Xt(h), h ≤ d
P ∗(·|x(h)) Conditional distribution on Yt given Xt = x(h)
β(x(d)), β∗ Average prediction accuracy with context x(d)
π∗h, h ≤ D Asymptotic unpredictability under hth-order model.

Table 2.4: Notation for analysis.

The number-of-seen-contexts is given by

St,h :=
∑

x(h)∈Xh
I[Nt(x(h)) > 0].

Next, we define our estimates for unpredictability, effectively an estimate for the approx-
imation error, under various model orders.

Definition 2.6.12 ([110]). For every value of h ≥ 0 and a sequence {(Xt, Yt)}t≥1, we define
its estimated unpredictability

π̂h(t) :=
∑

x(h)∈Xh

Nt(x(h))

t

(
1−max

y∈X
{P̂t(y|x(h))}

)

=
∑

x(h)∈Xh

1

t
min
y∈X
{Lx(h),t,y}.

This definition is inspired by the information-theoretic perspective on universal sequence
prediction [110]. In this line of work, the quantity π̂h(t) represents the estimated unpre-
dictability of a binary sequence under a h-memory Markov model. We will see that this is
the natural estimate of approximation error of the hth-order model that is used to carry out
data-driven model selection under the dth-order stochastic condition on responses (Defini-
tion 2.1.1), and all three generative assumptions we have made on contextual information
(Definitions 2.1.2, 2.1.3 and 2.1.4).

Finally, we denote the true prediction (the one we would make if we had oracle knowledge
of the best predictor f ∗(·)) as

Y ∗t := f ∗(Xt(d)).
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Then, for every h ≥ d we define

Dt(h) := LXt(h),t,1−Y ∗t − LXt(h),t,Y ∗t
(2.40)

represents the “gap" between the correct predictor Y ∗t and the worse predictor 1− Y ∗t at
time t, and pertaining to the current context Xt(h).

Probabilistic model selection

As hinted in the algorithm design, both SRMOverAdaHedge(D) and
ValidationOverAdaHedge(D) can be interpreted as explicitly performing probabilistic
model selection using the principles of SRM and validation respectively. We now show this
explicitly, starting with SRMOverAdaHedge(D).

Probabilistic model selection for SRMOverAdaHedge(D)

To effectively bound regret for the “easier" stochastic instances, we need finer control on the
cumulative mixability gap term ∆T (ηT1 ; g). Our starting point is the following thresholding
lemma.

Lemma 2.6.13. Fix t0 > 0. Let T0 := max{0 < t ≤ T : ηt >
ln 2
t0
}. Then, we have

∆T (ηT1 ; g) ≤ t0 + 1 +
√
V T
T0

(ηTT0 ; g) ln 2 +
2

3
ln 2 + 1. (2.41)

Proof. From the definition of T0, we observe that

ηT0 =
ln 2

∆T0−1(ηT0−1
1 ; g)

>
ln 2

t0

=⇒ ∆T0−1(ηT0−1
1 ; g) < t0

=⇒ ∆T0(η
T0
1 ; g) < t0 + 1.

Then, using ∆T (ηT1 ; g) = ∆T0(η
T0
1 ; g) + ∆T

T0
(ηTT0 ; g) and Lemma 2.6.4 directly gives us the

statement in Equation (2.41) and completes the proof.

We observe that the threshold T0 depends on the choice of t0 as well as the data (in
fact, it is a random variable when the process {(Xt, Yt)}Tt=1 is stochastic). We have the
freedom to choose t0 > 0 for our analysis. Conceptually, in the stochastic regime, the choice
of t0 thresholds the number of rounds T0 below which we can make few, if any, statistical
guarantees, and will become clear in subsequent sections. Effectively, Lemma 2.6.13 uses
the elegant inverse relationship between learning rate and mixability (in Equation (2.19)) to
show that a minimal amount of regret, precisely, in terms of t0, is accumulated even before
we can make high-probability statistical guarantees.
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Now, we have stated the problem of wanting to exploit the structure of a dth-order
stochastic sequence {(Xt, Yt)}t≥1 in an online fashion, as a model selection problem. This
has been implicitly clear in the choice of prior function in Equation (2.23): more complex
experts are down-weighted. Now, we make the connection clear.

As a reminder, we evaluate the performance of the algorithm SRMOverAdaHedge(D)
with prior function gprop(·)), and using Equation (2.33) as a jumping point, we are concerned
with bounding the cumulative variance V T

T0
(ηTT0 ; g).

First, we observe that

V T
T0

(ηTT0 ; gprop) =
T∑

t=T0

vt(ηt; gprop)

=
T∑

t=T0

wt,Y ∗t (ηt; gprop)
(
1− wt,1−Y ∗t (ηt; gprop)

)
since lt,Kt i.i.d ∼ Ber(wt,1)

≤
T∑

t=T0

wt,1−Y ∗t (ηt; gprop)

and thus, it is sufficient to control the evolution of the term wt,1−Y ∗t (ηt; gprop) with t. This
is the probability with which we select the prediction 1− Y ∗t that is more likely to be wrong
under the stochastic model for the data.

The first step is to express the update in this probability in terms of a posterior probability
on the effective order of the model the algorithm is selecting. Explicitly, we can re-write
Equation (2.22a) as

wt,1−Y ∗t (ηt; gprop) =
D∑

h=0

qt(h; ηt, gprop)w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

(ηt)

where we have defined the shorthand notation for the update used by
SRMOverAdaHedge(h) with uniform prior,

w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

(ηt) := wt,1−Y ∗t (ηt; gunif) =
e−ηtDt(h)

1 + e−ηtDt(h)
,

where Dt(h) is according to Equation (2.40) and the quantities {qt(h; ηt, gprop)} are ex-
plicitly written as

qt(h; ηt, gprop) ∝ Qt(h; ηt, gprop) := gprop(h)
∏

x(h)∈Xh

(∑

y∈X

e−ηtLx(h),t,y

)
(2.42)

where the proportionality constant is set such that
∑D

h′=0 qt(h; ηt, gprop) = 1. The quantity
qt(h; ηt, gprop) is exactly the posterior probability that SRMOverAdaHedge(D) selects a
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hth-order model. We will see that controlling the posterior on model order selection is crucial
to bounding the variance in our desired manner.

First, we state a simple lemma that bounds Equation (2.42) in terms of more intuitive
quantities.

Lemma 2.6.14. We have

exp{−ηtπ̂h(t)t+ ln gprop(h)} ≤ Qt(h; ηt, gprop) ≤ exp{−ηtπ̂h(t)t+ 2h ln 2 + ln gprop(h)}.
(2.43)

Proof. For the upper bound, we have

Qt(h; ηt, gprop) := gprop(h)
∏

x(h)∈Xh

(∑

y∈X

e−ηtLx(h),t,y

)

= exp





∑

x(h)∈Xh
ln

(∑

y∈X

e−ηtLx(h),t,y

)
+ ln gprop(h)





≤ exp





∑

x(h)∈Xh
ln
(
2e−ηt miny∈X {Lx(h),t,y}

)
+ ln gprop(h)





= exp



−

∑

x(h)∈Xh
ηt min

y∈X
{Lx(h),t,y}+ 2h ln 2 + ln gprop(h)





= exp
{
−ηtπ̂h(t)t+ 2h ln 2 + ln gprop(h)

}

and for the lower bound, we have

Qt(h; ηt, gprop) := exp





∑

x(h)∈Xh
ln

(∑

y∈X

e−ηtLx(h),t,y

)
+ ln gprop(h)





≥ exp





∑

x(h)∈Xh
ln
(
e−ηt miny∈X {Lx(h),t,y}

)
+ ln gprop(h)





= exp



−

∑

x(h)∈Xh
ηt min

y∈X
{Lx(h),t,y}+ ln gprop(h)





= exp {−ηtπ̂h(t)t+ ln gprop(h)}

Substituting ln gprop(h) = −2h+1 ln 2 = −2 · 2h ln 2, we get

exp{−ηtπ̂h(t)t− 2 · 2h ln 2} ≤ Qt(h; ηt, gprop) ≤ exp{−ηtπ̂h(t)t− 2h ln 2}. (2.44)
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Equation (2.44) effectively makes the trade-off between approximation error (reflected
by the quantity π̂h(t)) and model complexity (reflected by the quantity 2h ln 2 clear in the
model-order selection problem. We can think of the model orders as “meta-experts" that are
being randomized over. Note that the learning rate that is being used to randomize their
selection is still ηt!

Probabilistic model selection for ValidationOverAdaHedge(D)

We now express the analysis of the cumulative variance of the algorithm
ValidationOverAdaHedge(D) as a stochastic model selection problem.

First, we observe that

VT (ηT1 ) =
T∑

t=1

vt(ηt)

=
T∑

t=T0

wt,Y ∗t (ηt; gprop)
(
1− wt,1−Y ∗t (ηt; gprop)

)
since lt,Kt i.i.d ∼ Ber(wt,1)

≤
T∑

t=T0

wt,1−Y ∗t (ηt; gprop)

and thus, it is sufficient to control the evolution of the term wt,1−Y ∗t (ηt; gprop) with t. This
is the probability with which we select the prediction 1− Y ∗t that is more likely to be wrong
under the stochastic model for the data.

The first step is to express the update in this probability in terms of a posterior probability
on the effective order of the model the algorithm is selecting. Recall from Equation (2.22a)
that

wt,1−Y ∗t (ηt; gprop) =
D∑

h=0

qt(h; ηt)w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

(η
(h)
t ),

where recall that w(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

(η
(h)
t was defined as the weight vector used by base algorithm

Ah, and the “model selecting" probabilities are defined as

qt(h; ηt, gprop) ∝ Qt(h; ηt) := e−ηtHt−1(h), (2.45)

where Ht−1(h) represents the cumulative loss experienced by base algorithm Ah at
time (t − 1). The quantity qt(h; ηt) is exactly the posterior probability that the algorithm
ValidationOverAdaHedge(D) selects a hth-order model, and so this is a kind of proba-
bilistic model selection. Clearly, controlling the posterior on model order selection is crucial
to bounding the variance in our desired manner.
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Note that we can decompose

Ht(h) = L̂t,h +R
(h)
t = t · π̂h(t) +R

(h)
t ,

where recall that R(h)
t is the regret incurred by the base algorithm Ah. Thus, our prob-

abilistic model selection procedure will pick a base algorithm that minimizes the additive
combination of approximation error (reflected by the quantity π̂h(t)) and estimation error
(reflected by the regret accumulated) in the model-order selection problem. More directly,
this can be thought of as online validation.

Analysis for a higher-than-needed model order

Before getting into the essence of model selection, we recap guarantees on regret with respect
to a particular model order to illustrate the perils of picking an over-fitting model formally.
These guarantees are slightly different for the SRM algorithm owing to the choice of learning
rate (which is actually sub-optimal), and so we describe the guarantee separately for both
algorithms.

Analysis for a higher-than-needed model order for SRMOverAdaHedge(D)

Here, we analyze the contribution of a specific selected model order to the variance, an
important intermediate step. Formally, we consider the algorithm SRMOverAdaHedge(h)
equipped with the uniform prior function gunif(h′) = I[h′ = h]. The regret guarantee is given
by the following proposition.

Proposition 2.6.15. 1. For any sequence {Xt, Yt}Tt=1, SRMOverAdaHedge(h) with
uniform prior gives us regret rate

RT,d = O
(√

T2h
)

(2.46)

with respect to the best dth-order tree expert in hindsight, and for every d ≤ h.

2. SRMOverAdaHedge(h) with uniform prior gives regret with probability greater than
(1− ε):

RT,d = O
( 22h

(2β∗ − 1)2

(
h+ ln

(
1

ε(2β∗ − 1)

)))
.

on a sequence (Xt, Yt)t≥1 that satisfies the dth-order stochastic condition on responses
(Definition 2.1.1) with parameter β∗.

Observe the sub-optimal scaling in terms of 22h in the regret bound for the case where
d < h. We now proceed to prove Proposition 2.6.15.
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Formally, the algorithm SRMOverAdaHedge(h) equipped with the uniform prior func-
tion gunif(h′) = I[h′ = h] gives us qt(h′; ηt, gunif) = I[h′ = h], and we would get

T∑

t=1

D∑

h′=0

qt(h
′; ηt, gunif)w

(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

(ηt) =
T∑

t=1

w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

=
T∑

t=1

e−ηtDt(h)

1 + e−ηtDt(h)

≤
T∑

t=1

min{e−ηtDt(h), 1}

≤
T∑

t=1

min{e−ηTDt(h), 1}

where Dt(h) is the gap between predictions as in Equation (2.40), and the last inequality
is because ηT1 is a decreasing sequence according to the update in Equation (2.19).

Therefore, we have

VT (ηT1 ; gunif) ≤
T∑

t=1

min{e−ηtDt(h), 1}. (2.47)

We observe that Equation (2.47) can be effectively unraveled to get a closed-form variance
bound for particular evolutions of {Dt(h)}t≥1. Particularly, we care aboutDt(h) as a function
of Nt(Xt(h)), the number of appearances so far of the current context. We show this result
in the following lemma.

Lemma 2.6.16. Let the following condition hold for some t0(h) > 0 and α > 0.

Dt(h) ≥ αNt(Xt(h)) for all t such that Nt(Xt(h)) ≥ t0(h) (2.48)

for some α > 0.
Then, we have

∞∑

t=1

w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

(ηt) ≤ 2h
(
t0(h) +

1

ηTα

)
. (2.49)

Proof. We can directly use the condition in Equation (2.48). For values of t such that
Nt(Xt(h)) < t0(h), we apply w(h)

t,1−Y ∗t
(ηt) ≤ 1. Otherwise, we use w(h)

t,1−Y ∗t
(ηt) ≤ e−ηTαNt(Xt(h)).
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Combining the two gives us

∞∑

t=1

w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

(ηt) ≤
∑

x(h)∈Xh


t0 +

NT (x(h))∑

s=t0(h)

e−ηTαs




≤ 2ht0(h) +
∑

x(h)∈Xh

∞∑

s=t0(h)

e−ηTαs

≤ 2h


t0(h) +

∞∑

s=t0(h)

e−ηTαs




≤ 2h
(
t0(h) +

e−ηTα

1− e−ηTα
)
.

Now, we have

e−ηTα

1− e−ηTα =
1

eηTα − 1

≤ 1

ηTα

by the inequality ea ≥ 1 + a for a ≥ 0. Substituting this above gives us our required
result.

It remains to show that the condition in Equation (2.48) is met with high probability for
(Xt, Yt)t≥1 satisfying the dth-order realizability condition on responses (Definition 2.1.1) with
parameter β∗, and for any d ≤ h. We use a standard Hoeffding-bounding technique to show
this.

Lemma 2.6.17. Let ε ∈ (0, 1]. For a process {(Xt, Yt)}t≥1 satisfying the dth-order realizabil-
ity condition with parameter β∗ > 1/2, the condition in Equation (2.48) holds for all h ≥ d
for parameter values

α :=
(2β∗ − 1)

2
(2.50)

t0(h) = thigh(h) :=
2

α2
ln

(
4(D − d) · 2h+1

α2ε

)
(2.51)

with probability greater than or equal to (1− ε/2).

Proof. Essentially, we need to obtain to bound properties of the gap sequence {Dt,(h)}Tt=1

so defined in Equation (2.40) – we use the Hoeffding bound for this. This proof is a sim-
ple adaptation of the proof in the original AdaHedge paper [95] to the case of contextual
prediction.
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We denote the pth epoch of arrival of context x(h) ∈ X h by Tp(x(h)). Showing that the
condition in Equation (2.48) holds with probability greater than or equal to (1 − ε/2) is
exactly equivalent to showing that the probability of the following bad event

{
∪Dh=d ∪x(h)∈Xh ∪

NT (x(h))
p=t0(h)

{
DTp(x(h))(h) < αp

}}
(2.52)

is less than or equal to ε
2
. We proceed by showing exactly this.

From the definition of a dth-order stochastic process, we have Yt|{Xt, (Xs, Ys)
t−1
s=1} i.i.d ∼

P ∗(·|Xt(d)). This means that Yt is independent of (Xt(D, . . . , Dd), Xs, Ys)
t−1
s=1 conditioned on

Xt(d), and we can write

DTp(x(h))(h) =

p∑

s′=1

2Zs′

where

{Z ′s}s′≥1 i.i.d ∼
{

1 w. p. β(x(d))

−1 otherwise .

Denote α := 2β∗−1
2

. We have E [Zs] = 2β(x(d)) − 1 ≥ (2β∗ − 1) = 2α and so we have
E
[
DTp(x(h))(h)

]
≥ 2αp. Noting that Zs ∈ {−1, 1}, we can directly use the Hoeffding bound

to get

Pr
[
DTp(x(h))(h) < αp

]
≤ Pr

[
DTp(x(h))(h) <

(
2β(x(d))− 1

2

)
p

]

≤ exp{−(2β(x(d))− 1)2p

8
}

≤ exp{−α
2p

2
},

and so, for any t0(h) ≥ 1 and x(h) ∈ X h, we can use the union bound to get

Pr
[
∪NT (x(h))
p=t0(h)

{
DTp(x(h))(h) < αp

}]
≤

NT (x(h))∑

p=t0(h)

exp{−α
2p

2
}

≤
∞∑

p=t0(h)

exp{−α
2p

2
}

≤
∫ ∞

u=t0(h)

exp{−α
2u

2
}du

=
2e−

α2t0(h)
2

α2
.
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We need to bound the probability that the above bad event happens for any context
x(h) ∈ X h and model order h ≥ d. To do this, we apply the union bound twice more, to get

Pr
[
∪Dh=d ∪x(h)∈Xh ∪NT (x(h))

p=t0(h)

{
DTp(x(h))(h) < αp

}]
≤

D∑

h=d

∑

x(h)∈Xh

2e−
α2t0(h)

2

α2

=




D∑

h=d

2 · 2h · e−α
2t0(h)

2

α2




≤ ε/2

if t0(h) ≥ thigh(h) = 2
(α)2

ln
(

4(D−d)·2h
ε(α)2

)
.

Setting t0(h) = thigh(h) bounds the probability of the bad event as defined in Equa-
tion (2.52), and completes our proof.

Now, the proof of Proposition 2.6.15 follows directly from Lemmas 2.6.1 and 2.6.16. We
denote as shorthand the following:

∆
(h)
T = ∆T (ηT1 ; gunif)

V
(h)
T = VT (ηT1 ; gunif)

Substituting g(·) = gunif(·) into Lemma 2.6.1, we have

RT,d ≤ RT,h ≤
(√

V
(h)
T ln 2 +

2

3
ln 2 + 1

)
1 +

ln
(

Z
gunif(h)

)

ln 2




≤
(√

V
(h)
T ln 2 +

2

3
ln 2 + 1

)(
1 + 2h

)

Thus, it remains to bound the variance term V
(h)
T . We denote the final learning rate as

η
(h)
T =

ln 2

∆
(h)
T−1

≥ ln 2

∆
(h)
T

and from [98] that

∆
(h)
T ≤

√
V

(h)
T ln 2 +

2

3
ln 2 + 1

≤
√
V

(h)
T

(√
ln 2 +

4

3
ln 2 + 2

)(
as
√
V

(h)
T ≥

√
v

(h)
1 =

1

2

)

≤ 6

√
V

(h)
T ln 2.



CHAPTER 2. ADAPTIVITY IN ONLINE PREDICTION 60

Together, these give us

η
(h)
T ≥

1

6

√
V

(h)
T

and therefore, we have with probability greater than or equal to (1− ε),

V
(h)
T ≤

T∑

t=1

w
(h)
t,1−X∗t

≤ 2h

(
thigh(h) +

1

η
(h)
T (2β∗ − 1)

)

≤ 2h


thigh(h) +

6

√
V

(h)
T

(2β∗ − 1)




≤ 2h


 8

(2β∗ − 1)2
ln

(
8 · 2h

ε(2β∗ − 1)2

)
+

6

√
V

(h)
T

(2β∗ − 1)




Therefore, we have
√
V

(h)
T ≤ 8 · 2h

(2β∗ − 1)2
ln

(
8 · 2h

ε(2β∗ − 1)2

)
+

6 · 2h
(2β∗ − 1)

≤ 14 · 2h
(2β∗ − 1)2

ln

(
8 · 2h

ε(2β∗ − 1)2

)

This gives us

RT,d = O
( 22h

(2β∗ − 1)2

(
h+ ln

(
1

ε(2β∗ − 1)

)))
.

with probability greater than or equal to (1− ε). This completes the proof.

Analysis for a higher-than-needed model order for
ValidationOverAdaHedge(D)

Here, we consider the regret accumulated by the base algorithm Ah for any h ≥ d. The
regret guarantee is given by the following proposition.

Proposition 2.6.18. Let h ≥ d. For any sequence {Xt, Yt}Tt=1 the base algorithm Ah gives
regret with respect to the best dth-order tree expert in hindsight

RT,d = O
( 2h

(2β∗ − 1)

√(
h+ ln

(
(D − d)

ε(2β∗ − 1)2

)))
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with probability at least (1−ε) on any sequence (Xt, Yt)t≥1 that satisfies the dth-order stochas-
tic condition on responses (Definition 2.1.1) with parameter β∗.

Observe the sub-optimal scaling in terms of 2h in the regret bound for the case where
d < h. We now proceed to prove Proposition 2.6.18, which is really a simple adaptation of
the stochastic AdaHedge proof [95] to the contextual prediction case. (Note that the result
cannot be applied out-of-the-box as if for the naive update, as it is linear in the number of
experts K, which would be prohibitively large here (22h).)

Observe from the second-order bound on the base algorithm Ah that we have

RT,d = 2∆
(h)
T = 2

√
V

(h)
T · 2h ln 2 +

8

3
· 2h ln 2 + 4,

and thus it suffices to bound the variance of the algorithm V
(h)
T . By a similar argument

as before, we have

V
(h)
T ≤

T∑

t=1

w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

(η
(h)
t )

=
T∑

t=1

e−η
(h)
t Dt(h)

1 + e−η
(h)
t Dt(h)

≤
T∑

t=1

min{e−η(h)t Dt(h), 1}

≤
T∑

t=1

min{e−η(h)T Dt(h), 1}

where Dt(h) is the gap between predictions as in Equation (2.40), and the last inequality
is because ηT1 is a decreasing sequence according to the update in Equation (2.19).

Therefore, we have

VT ((η(h))T1 ) ≤
T∑

t=1

min{e−η(h)t Dt(h), 1}. (2.53)

We observe that Equation (2.53) can be effectively unraveled to get a closed-form variance
bound for particular evolutions of {Dt(h)}t≥1. Particularly, we care aboutDt(h) as a function
of Nt(Xt(h)), the number of appearances so far of the current context. For a given model
order h, we define the following statistical event of the statistics Dt(h) increasing linearly as
a function of Nt(Xt(h)) after a sufficient number of appearances of the context Xt(h):

Υ(h; t0(h), α) := {Dt(h) ≥ αNt(Xt(h)) for all t such that Nt(Xt(h)) ≥ t0(h)}. (2.54)

We will subsequently show (in Lemma 2.6.20) that the intersection of the events
{Υ(h; t0(h), α)}Dh=d holds with high probability for appropriately chosen parameters
{t0(h)}Dh=d and α.

We will now show that, given this event, we can bound the variance of the algorithm.
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Lemma 2.6.19. Given the event Υ(h; t0(h), α) in Equation (2.54) for a given value of h
and choice of parameters (t0(h), α), we have

∞∑

t=1

w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

(η
(h)
t ) ≤ 2h

(
t0(h) +

1

η
(h)
T α

)
. (2.55)

Proof. We can directly use the condition in Equation (2.54). For values of t such that
Nt(Xt(h)) < t0(h), we apply w(h)

t,1−Y ∗t
(ηt) ≤ 1. Otherwise, we use w(h)

t,1−Y ∗t
(ηt) ≤ e−ηTαNt(Xt(h)).

Combining the two gives us
∞∑

t=1

w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

(η
(h)
t ) ≤

∑

x(h)∈Xh


t0 +

NT (x(h))∑

s=t0(h)

e−η
(h)
T αs




≤ 2ht0(h) +
∑

x(h)∈Xh

∞∑

s=t0(h)

e−η
(h)
T αs

≤ 2h


t0(h) +

∞∑

s=t0(h)

e−η
(h)
T αs




≤ 2h

(
t0(h) +

e−η
(h)
T α

1− e−η(h)T α

)
.

Now, we have

e−η
(h)
T α

1− e−η(h)T α
=

1

eη
(h)
T α − 1

≤ 1

η
(h)
T α

by the inequality ea ≥ 1 + a for a ≥ 0. Substituting this above gives us our required
result.

It remains to show that the event in Equation (2.54) is met with high probability for
(Xt, Yt)t≥1 satisfying the dth-order realizability condition with parameter β∗, and for any
d ≤ h. We use a standard Hoeffding-bounding technique to show this.

Lemma 2.6.20. Let ε ∈ (0, 1]. For a process {(Xt, Yt)}t≥1 satisfying the dth-order realiz-
ability condition with parameter β∗ > 1/2, the event ∩Dh=dΥ(h; t0(h), α) holds for parameter
values

α :=
(2β∗ − 1)

2
(2.56)

t0(h) = thigh(h) :=
2

α2
ln

(
4(D − d) · 2h+1

α2ε

)
(2.57)

with probability greater than or equal to (1− ε/2).
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Proof. Essentially, we need to obtain to bound properties of the gap sequence {Dt,(h)}Tt=1

so defined in Equation (2.40) – we use the Hoeffding bound for this. This proof is a sim-
ple adaptation of the proof in the original AdaHedge paper [95] to the case of contextual
prediction.

We denote the pth epoch of arrival of context x(h) ∈ X h by Tp(x(h)). Showing that the
event ∩Dh=dΥ(h; t0(h), α) holds with probability greater than or equal to (1− ε/2) is exactly
equivalent to showing that the probability of the following bad event

{
∪Dh=d ∪x(h)∈Xh ∪

NT (x(h))
p=t0(h)

{
DTp(x(h))(h) < αp

}}
(2.58)

is less than or equal to ε
2
. We proceed by showing exactly this.

We condition on the partition of the time horizon [T ] into the subsets
{
T (x(h)) := {t ∈ [T ] : X(h)(t) = x(h)}

}
x(h)∈Xh

From the definition of a dth-order stochastic process, we have Yt|{Xt, (Xs, Ys)
t−1
s=1} i.i.d ∼

P ∗(·|Xt(d)). This means that Yt is independent of (Xt(D, . . . , Dd), Xs, Ys)
t−1
s=1 conditioned on

Xt(d), and we can write

DTp(x(h))(h) =

p∑

s′=1

2Zs′

where

{Z ′s}s′≥1 i.i.d ∼
{

1 w. p. β(x(d))

−1 otherwise .

Denote α := 2β∗−1
2

. We have E [Zs] = 2β(x(d)) − 1 ≥ (2β∗ − 1) = 2α and so we have
E
[
DTp(x(h))(h)

]
≥ 2αp. Noting that Zs ∈ {−1, 1}, we can directly use the Hoeffding bound

to get

Pr
[
DTp(x(h))(h) < αp

]
≤ Pr

[
DTp(x(h))(h) <

(
2β(x(d))− 1

2

)
p

]

≤ exp{−(2β(x(d))− 1)2p

8
}

≤ exp{−α
2p

2
},
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and so, for any t0(h) ≥ 1 and x(h) ∈ X h, we can use the union bound to get

Pr
[
∪NT (x(h))
p=t0(h)

{
DTp(x(h))(h) < αp

}]
≤

NT (x(h))∑

p=t0(h)

exp{−α
2p

2
}

≤
∞∑

p=t0(h)

exp{−α
2p

2
}

≤
∫ ∞

u=t0(h)

exp{−α
2u

2
}du

=
2e−

α2t0(h)
2

α2
.

We need to bound the probability that the above bad event happens for any context
x(h) ∈ X h and model order h ≥ d. To do this, we apply the union bound twice more, to get

Pr
[
∪Dh=d ∪x(h)∈Xh ∪NT (x(h))

p=t0(h)

{
DTp(x(h))(h) < αp

}]
≤

D∑

h=d

∑

x(h)∈Xh

2e−
α2t0(h)

2

α2

=




D∑

h=d

2 · 2h · e−α
2t0(h)

2

α2




≤ 2 · 2D+1 · e− (α)2t0
2

(α)2
≤ ε/2

if t0(h) ≥ thigh(h) = 2
(α)2

ln
(

4(D−d)·2h
ε(α)2

)
.

Since the expression is independent of the partitioning {T (x(h))} on which we conditioned,
we have

Pr
[
∪Dh=d ∪x(h)∈Xh ∪

NT (x(h))

p=t0

{
Dtp(x(h)) < αp

}]
≤ ε/2,

Setting t0(h) = thigh(h) bounds the probability of the bad event as defined in Equa-
tion (2.58), and completes our proof.

Now, the proof of Proposition 2.6.18 follows directly from Lemmas 2.6.6 and 2.6.19. We
denote the final learning rate as

η
(h)
T =

2h ln 2

∆
(h)
T−1

≥ 2h ln 2

∆
(h)
T
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and thus we have

V
(h)
T ≤ 2h

(
thigh(h) +

2∆
(h)
T

2h ln 2 · (2β∗ − 1)

)

= 2h · thigh(h) +
2∆

(h)
T

ln 2 · (2β∗ − 1)
.

Further, recall that

∆
(h)
T ≤

√
V

(h)
T · 2h ln 2 +

4

3
· 2h ln 2 + 2

≤
√

22h ln 2 · thigh(h) +
2h ln 2 ·∆(h)

T

(2β∗ − 1)
+

4

3
· 2h ln 2 + 2.

=

√
A+B∆

(h)
T + C

where

A = 22h ln 2 · thigh(h)

B =
2h ln 2

(2β∗ − 1)

C =
4

3
· 2h ln 2 + 2.

Thus, we have

∆
(h)
T ≤

√
A+B∆

(h)
T + C

=⇒
(

∆
(h)
T − C

)2

≤ A+B∆
(h)
T .

Noting that (∆
(h)
T )2−C2− 2∆

(h)
T C ≤ (∆

(h)
T )2 +C2− 2∆

(h)
T C =

(
∆

(h)
T − C

)2

, this implies

=⇒ (∆
(h)
T )2 − (B + 2C)∆

(h)
T − (A+ C2) ≤ 0

=⇒ ∆
(h)
T ≤

√
A+ C2 + (B + 2C)

≤
√
A+B + 3C

where the second-to-last inequality follows from Fact 2.7.11, and the last inequality follows
because for any two numbers a, b ≥ 0, we have

√
a+ b ≤ √a+

√
b.
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Substituting back, we get

∆
(h)
T ≤ 2h ln 2 ·

√
thigh(h) +

2h ln 2

(2β∗ − 1)
+ 4 · 2h ln 2 + 6

= 2
√

2 · 2h ln 2

(2β∗ − 1)
·
√

ln

(
4(D − d) · 2h+1

(2β∗ − 1)2ε

)
+

2h ln 2

(2β∗ − 1)
+ 4 · 2h ln 2 + 6

= O
( 2h

(2β∗ − 1)

√(
h+ ln

(
(D − d)

ε(2β∗ − 1)2

)))

with probability greater than or equal to (1− ε). This completes the proof.

Ruling out higher-order models that over-fit

Now, we get into the essence of provable model selection guarantees, starting by showing
that we can effectively limit the contribution of higher-order models to the algorithmic vari-
ance. Owing to the explicit complexity penalty in SRM, this is a much easier task for
SRMOverAdaHedge(D) than for ValidationOverAdaHedge(D). The latter algo-
rithm relies on algorithmic errors to approximately capture over-fitting error and successfully
rule out higher-order models in an online fashion.

Ruling out higher-order models for SRMOverAdaHedge(D)

We can make two clear inferences from Lemma 2.6.16:

1. SRMOverAdaHedge(d) gives us a regret scaling only as a function of d in terms of
O(22d

(
d+ ln

(
1
ε

))
).

2. For h > d, SRMOverAdaHedge(h) gives us sub-optimal scaling
Oh(22h

(
h+ ln

(
1
ε

))
). The reason for sub-optimality is because of sample splitting: for

every true context x(d) ∈ X d, we are unnecessarily splitting the data into 2d−h extra
contexts and treating the best predictors for these contexts as independent.

It is clear, particularly from the second inference, that we would like to control the
posterior probability with which we select overly complex models. This quantity is expressed
as qt(h; ηt, gprop) for all h > d. Now, we consider an explicit upper bound on qt(h; ηt, gprop)
and show how it decreases with t.
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Using Equation (2.44), it is convenient to consider the following upper bound on the
quantity qt(h; ηt, gprop) for h > d:

qt(h; ηt, gprop) =
Qt(h; ηt, gprop)∑D
h′=0Qt(h′; ηt, gprop)

≤ Qt(h; ηt, gprop)

Qt(d; ηt, gprop)

≤ exp{ηt(π̂d(t)− π̂h(t))t− 2h ln 2 + 2 · 2d ln 2}

We should expect that as t becomes large the difference in estimated approximation errors
is negligible, i.e. we will observe that π̂h(t) = π̂d(t) with high probability. We would then
get a scaling of qt(h; ηt, gprop) ≤ exp{−2h ln 2}. However, we can say π̂h(t) = π̂d(t) with high
probability only after O(2h) rounds. Before this, and particularly for times between O(2d)
and O(2h), we have to worry about the difference in approximation errors, ηt(π̂h(t)− π̂d(t))t.
This is the over-fitting regime in which the hth order model may look deceptively better.
Luckily, we can cap this quantity as well owing to already established statistical guarantees
on the sequence {Xt}t≥1. The following lemma expresses this.

Lemma 2.6.21. The process {(Xt, Yt)}t≥1 satisfying Equation (2.48) for all h ≥ d and for

t0(h) = thigh(h)

directly implies

(π̂d(t)− π̂h(t))t ≤ min{ t
2
, 2h−1thigh(h)}. (2.59)

The two quantities on the right hand side of Equation (2.59) have different operational
meaning. The bound in terms of t

2
will be used to show that for a small number of rounds,

the doubly exponential prior on model order h will weigh this model order down and prevent
it from being selected prematurely even if it could be leveraged for more accurate prediction
in later rounds, as would be the case when the data is out-of-model. On the other hand, the
bound in terms of 2h−1thigh(h) is useful to conclusively rule out the hth-order model even in
later rounds for the case where data is realized from a dth-order model, by which time it is
clear that the higher-order model does not lead to any improvement in approximability.

Proof. It suffices to prove the following two inequalities separately:

(π̂d(t)− π̂h(t))t ≤
t

2
(π̂d(t)− π̂h(t))t ≤ 2h−1thigh(h).

Recall the notation we defined for the best dth-order tree expert at time t, F̂d(t), as well
as the number of appearances of context x(h) at time t, denoted by Nt(x(h)).
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From Definition 2.6.12, we have

(π̂d(t)− π̂h(t))t

=
∑

x(d)∈X d
Nt(x(d))

(
1−max

y∈X
{P̂t(y|x(d))}

)
−

∑

x(h)∈Xh
Nt(x(h))

(
1−max

y∈X
{P̂t(y|x(h))}

)

=
∑

x(d)∈X d


 ∑

x(h):x(d)⊂x(h)

Nt(x(h))

(
max
y∈X
{P̂t(y|x(h))} − P̂t(F̂d(t)(x(d))|x(d))

)


︸ ︷︷ ︸
T1

Let T1 be the quantity under the brace (for shorthand). We also define the number of
super-contexts of length h that contain x(d),

St,h−d(x(d)) :=
∑

x(h):x(d)⊂x(h)

I[Nt(x(h)) > 0].

Now, we have one of two cases:

1. We have Nt(x(d)) ≤ thigh. In this case, we have T1 ≤ thigh
2
.

2. Nt(x(d)) > thigh. In this case, we have F̂d(t)(x(d)) = f ∗(x(d)) from Equation (2.48),
and we directly get

T1 =
∑

x(h)∈X−d(h)

Nt(x(h))

(
max
y∈X
{P̂t(y|x(h))} − P̂t(f ∗d (x(d))|x(d))

)

where X−d(h) := {x(h) : x(d) ⊂ x(h) and arg max{P̂t(y|x(h))} 6= f ∗(x(d))}.
Clearly, the over-fitting effect is created only by the set of contexts x(h) for which
the best predictor does not match f ∗(x(d)). From Lemma 2.6.17, Equation (2.48) is
satisfied for all h ≥ d and for Nt(x(h)) ≥ thigh(h). It is easy to see that Equation (2.48)
implies a non-negative separation between the truly correct predictor f ∗(x(d)) and its
alternative, and so we have

arg maxy∈X{P̂t(y|x(h))} = f ∗(x(d)) if Nt(x(h)) ≥ thigh(h).

Substituting this directly, and noting that

max
y∈X
{P̂t(y|x(h))} − P̂t(f ∗d (x(d))|x(d)) ≤ 1/2
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gives us

T1 ≤
∑

x(h):x(d)⊂x(h) and Nt(x(h))≤thigh(h)

min{Nt(x(h), thigh(h)}
2

}

≤
∑

x(h):x(d)⊂x(h) and Nt(x(h))≤thigh(h)

thigh(h)

2

≤ St,h−d(x(d))
thigh(h)

2
.

Noting that 1 ≤ 2h−d and St,h−d(x(d)) ≤ 2h−d gives us

T1 ≤ 2h−d
thigh(h)

2
,

and substituting back this expression yields

(π̂d(t)− π̂h(t))t ≤
∑

x(d)∈X d
T1

≤ 2h−1thigh(h).

This completes our proof.

Recall that for all t > T0(h) where T0(h) is as defined in Lemma 2.6.13 with respect to
t0(h) = thigh(h), we have ηt < ln 2

t0
. Under this condition, the explicit cap on the over-fitting

effect as defined in Lemma 2.6.21, together with the adaptive regularization of AdaHedge,
ensures that we can sufficiently restrict the contribution of higher-order models.

We use Equation (2.59) to get

qt(h; ηt, gprop) ≤ exp{ηt(π̂d(t)− π̂h(t))t− 2h ln 2 + 2 · 2d ln 2}

≤ exp{2h−1thigh(h) ln 2

thigh(h)
− 2h ln 2 + 2d+1 ln 2}

≤ exp{−2h−1 ln 2 + 2d+1 ln 2}
= 2−2h−1+2d+1

.

Therefore, we can apply Lemma 2.6.16 to get

T∑

t=T0

qt(h; ηt, gprop)w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

(ηt) ≤ 2−2h−1+2d+1
T∑

t=T0

w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

≤ 2h−2h−1+2d+1

(
thigh(h) +

1

ηTα

)
.
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It is now easy to check that

2h ≤ 2h−1 − 2d+1 for all h ≥ d+ 4 and d ≥ 0

=⇒ h− 2h−1 + 2d+1 ≤ −h
=⇒ 2h−2h−1+2d+1 ≤ 2−h.

Therefore, for h ≥ d+ 4, we get
T∑

t=T0

qt(h; ηt, gprop)w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

(ηt) ≤ 2−h
(
thigh(h) +

1

ηTα

)
.

For h < d + 4, we do not try to non-trivially bound qt(h; ηt, gprop). We directly use
Lemma 2.6.16 to get

T∑

t=T0

qt(h)w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

(ηt) ≤ 2h
(
thigh(h) +

1

ηTα

)
.

We have thus guaranteed that the contribution from the higher-order models (particularly
for h ≥ d + 4) not only has no exponential dependence on h, but is in fact exponentially
decaying in h! Ultimately, we will see that we get a very weak linear dependence on D, the
maximum model order, in our regret bound.

Ruling out higher-order models for ValidationOverAdaHedge(D)

Using Equation (2.45), it is convenient to consider the following upper bound on the quantity
qt(h; ηt) for h > d:

qt(h; ηt) =
Qt(h; ηt)∑D
h′=0 Qt(h′; ηt)

≤ Qt(h; ηt)

Qt(d; ηt)

≤ exp{−ηt(Ht(h; {ηs}ts=1)−Ht(d; {ηs}ts=1))}.
Thus, it suffices to obtain a uniform lower bound on the excess over-fitting loss,

Ht(h; {ηs}ts=1)−Ht(d; {ηs}ts=1) for any h > d. This is a highly technical quantity to analyze,
owing to the dependencies between contexts, responses, and algorithmic updates. Defini-
tion 2.1.4 makes a major simplification on the evolution of the contexts that allows us to
still highlight the key ideas in characterizing validation error of over-fitting models. Without
loss of generality, we condition9 on X1 = 0, which is the only randomness in the context
process. In this case, the contexts become

Xt := xt ≡ t mod 2D. (2.60)

9The analysis will be identical for any choice of x1 ∈ XD; we only make this choice for convenience.
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Note that this automatically implies that xt(h) ≡ (t mod 2h) for any h ∈ {0, 1, . . . , D}.
For convenience, we will define k0(t, h) := bt/2hc as shorthand for the number of times the
context Xt has been seen at round t.

Under the above assumption, we state and prove the following main lemma that bounds
the excess over-fitting loss.

Lemma 2.6.22. Let the contexts be periodic according to Definition 2.1.4. Then, for all
h ∈ {1, . . . , D}, and given the event Υ(h, thigh(h);α∗), we have

Ht(h; {ηs}ts=1)−Ht(d; {ηs}ts=1) ≥





α∗·t
4k0(τ(h),h)

− 15·2d·thigh(d)

2
if t′high(h) ≤ t ≤ τ(h)

α∗·2h
2
− c′(α∗) · ln

(
(D−d)
(α∗)2ε

)
− 15·2d·thigh(d)

2
if t > τ(h).

(2.61)

with probability at least (1− ε). Here, we define

t′high(h) :=
c(α∗) · h2 · thigh(h)

(α∗)2
· ln
(
c(α∗) · h2 · thigh(h)(D − d)

(α∗)2ε

)
and

τ(h) := 13h ·
√
thigh(h) · 2h,

and c(α∗), c′(α∗) are universal positive constants that only depend on α∗.

We first prove this lemma, and then subsequently use it to bound the contribution coming
from higher-order models. Notice the scaling of t′high(h) = O(h3).

Proof. We consider the sub-sequences

T (x(d)) := {k · 2d + x(d)}k≥0,

for all x(d) ∈ X (d). By the periodic assumption on contexts, we have

Yt ∼ Ber(P ∗(1|x(d))) for all t ∈ T (x(d)).

Thus, we get

Ht−1(h)−Ht−1(d) =
∑

x(d)∈X (d)

k0(t,d)−1∑

k=0

(w
(h)
k,1−f∗(x(d)) − w

(d)
k,1−f∗(x(d))) · Zk(x(d))

+

xt(d)∑

x(d)=0

(w
(h)
k0(t,d),1−f∗(x(d)) − w

(d)
k0(t,d),1−f∗(x(d)))Wk0(t,d)(x(d)),

where we define

Wk(x(d)) =

{
2Yk(x(d))− 1 if f ∗(x(d)) = 1

1− 2Yk(x(d)) if f ∗(x(d)) = 0.
(2.62)
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For the case of AdaHedge(d), we have for all t,

∑

x(d)∈X (d)

k0(t,d)−1∑

k=0

w
(d)
k,1−f∗(x(d)) ·Wk(x(d)) +

xt(d)∑

x(d)=0

w
(d)
k0(t,d),1−f∗(x(d)) ·Wk0(t)(x(d))

≤
t−1∑

s=1

w
(d)
s,1−Y ∗s

≤ 2d

(
thigh(d) +

√
thigh(d)

(2β∗ − 1)
+

1

(2β∗ − 1)2
+

4

(2β∗ − 1)
+

6

(2β∗ − 1)

)

≤ 15 · 2d · thigh(d)

2
,

where the last inequality can be verified by substituting expressions for thigh(d) and noting
that thigh(d)/(2β∗ − 1)2 ≥ 1.

Thus, we will henceforth focus on the term coming from AdaHedge(h), which is given
by:

TA(t, h) :=
∑

x(d)∈X (d)

k0(t,d)−1∑

k=0

w
(h)
k,1−f∗(x(d)) ·Wk(x(d)) +

xt(d)∑

x(d)=0

w
(h)
k0(t,d),1−f∗(x(d)) ·Wk0(t,d)(x(d))

Alternatively, recalling the definition of Y ∗t , we can also write

TA(t, h) =
t−1∑

s=1

w
(h)
s,1−Y ∗s ·Wk0(s,d)(xs(d)),

where recall that xs(d) ≡ (s mod 2d). We state and prove the following technical lemma
on TA(t, h) that uses a martingale argument.

Lemma 2.6.23. We define the event

Π(h, t0(h), α) :=
{
TA(t, h) ≥ α∗ · t

4 · k0(τ(h))
for all t0(h) ≤ t ≤ τ(h)

}
.

Then, the events Π(h, t′high(h), α∗) hold for all h = d, . . . , D with probability at least (1− ε),
where we define

t′high(h) :=
c(α∗) · h2 · thigh(h)

(α∗)2
· ln
(
c(α∗) · h2 · thigh(h)(D − d)

(α∗)2ε

)
,

and c(α∗) is a positive constant that depends on α∗.
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Given Lemma 2.6.23, or more precisely, assuming the event Π(h, t′high(h), α∗) to be given
for the moment, we can complete the proof of Lemma 2.6.22. This is because we can use
the event Υ(h, thigh(h);α∗) to lower bound the process TA(t, h) for all t > τ(h). Since the
random variables |Wk| ≤ 1, we have TA(t, h)− TA(t− 1, h) ≥ −w(h)

t,1−Y ∗t
, and thus we get, for

any t > τ(h),

TA(t, h) ≥ α∗ · τ(h)

4 · k0(τ(h))
−

t∑

s=τ(h)+1

w
(h)
s,1−Y ∗s

≥ α∗ · 2h
4
−

t∑

s=τ(h)+1

w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

.

Furthermore, we recall that

w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

≤ e−η
(h)
T Dt(h).

It is easy to verify from the proof of Proposition 2.6.18 that under the event
Υ(h, thigh(h);α∗), we have

η
(h)
T ≥

1

13
√
thigh(h)

.

Further, by the periodic Definition 2.1.4, the number of appearances of each context is
Nt(x(h)) ≥ k0(τ(h), h) for all t > τ(h) and all x(h) ∈ X (h). Putting all of this together, we
get (under the event Υ(h, thigh(h);α∗)),

t∑

s=τ(h)+1

w
(h)
s,1−Y ∗s ≤

∞∑

s=τ(h)

w
(h)
s,1−Y ∗s

= 2h ·
∞∑

k=k0(τ(h),h)

e
− α∗k

13
√

thigh(h)

≤ 2h · e
− α∗τ(h)

13·2h·
√

thigh(h)

1− e
− α∗

13
√

thigh(h)

.

Substituting the definition of τ(h), the numerator of the above becomes 2h · e−h =
(

2
e

)h,
while the denominator becomes

1− e
− α∗

13
√

thigh(h) ≥ 0.82

(
α∗

13
√
thigh(h)

)
.
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Thus, we get
t∑

s=τ(h)+1

w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

≤ c(α∗) ·
√
thigh(h) ·

(
2

e

)h

≤ c′(α∗) · ln
(

(D − d)

(α∗)2ε

)
,

where the last inequality easily follows as the function
√
h · (2/e)h is decreasing in h.

From the above, we get

TA(t, h) ≥ α∗ · 2h
4
− c′(α∗) · ln

(
(D − d)

(α∗)2ε

)
for all t ≥ τ(h).

Plugging the three cases for TA(t, h) back into the definition of Ht−1,h−Ht−1,d completes
the proof of Lemma 2.6.22.

Thus, it only remains to prove the technical Lemma 2.6.23, which we do below.

Proof. We define the sequence

Zt(h) := TA(t, h)− TA(t− 1, h)− α∗ · e−k0(t,h)

2
.

It turns out that {Zt(h)}t≥1 is a sub-martingale difference sequence. This follows because
we have

Et−1 [TA(t, h)− TA(t− 1, h)] = Et−1

[
w

(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

· Zk0(t,d)(xt(d))
]

≥ α∗ · w(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

,

where the last step follows because of the periodic assumption on the contexts. Since Y ∗t
is deterministic, the quantity w(h)

t,1−Y ∗t
is a deterministic function of the past, and since Yt is

independent of the past, we get that Yt is conditionally independent of w(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

at time t.
Then, by Equation (2.62) we have E

[
Zk0(t,d)(xt(d))

]
= (2β(x(d))− 1) ≥ (2β∗ − 1) = α∗.

Moreover, by the periodic context assumption (Definition 2.1.4), the context xt(h) has
appeared k0(t, h) times by round t. Therefore, we get

w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

=
e−η

(h)
t ·Dt(h)

1 + e−η
(h)
t ·Dt(h)

(i)

≥ e−η
(h)
t ·k0(t,h)

1 + e−η
(h)
t ·k0(t,h)

≥ e−η
(h)
t ·k0(t,h)

2
(ii)

≥ 1

2
e−k0(t,h).
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Here, inequality (i) follows because we have Dt(xt(h)) ≥ k0(t, h), and inequality (ii)

follows because we can trivially bound η(h)
t ≤ 1 for all t ≥ 1.

Thus, we have shown that {Zt(h)}t≥1 is a sub-martingale difference sequence. For short-
hand, we define c(t, h;α∗) := α∗

2
·e−k0(t,h), and write Zt(h) = TA(t, h)−TA(t−1, h)−c(t, h;α∗).

We also note that |Zt(h)| ≤ 2 for all t. Thus, we can use the Azuma-Hoeffding inequality to
show that for any t ≥ 1, we have

Pr

[
t∑

s=1

Zs(h) < −zt
]
≤ e−

z2t
8t

for any zt > 0.
We will consider zt :=

∑t
s=1

c(s,h;α∗)
2

. With this choice, we can substitute the definition
of Zt(h) to get

Pr

[
TA(t, h) <

t∑

s=1

c(s, h;α∗)

2

]
≤ e−

(
∑t
s=1

c(s,h;α∗)
2 )2

8t . (2.63)

We will show using the above concentration bound that the event Π(h, t′high(h);α∗) holds
with probability at least (1− ε) for the given choice of t′high(h). Note that
k0(τ(h), h) ≤ c(α∗) · 13h

√
thigh(h) for appropriately chosen constant c(α∗) > 0. Further, we

note that for all values of t such that k0(t, h) ≥ 1, we have

t∑

s=1

c(s, h;α∗) ≥
k0(t,h)∑

k=0

α∗ · 2h · e
−k

2

≥ α∗ · k0(t, h) · 2h
2k0(t, h)

≥ α∗ · t
4k0(t, h)

,

where the last inequality follows for k0(t, h) ≥ 1, noting that

k0(t, h) · 2h ≤ t ≤ d t
2h
e · 2h ≤ 2b t

2h
c · 2h ≤ 2k0(t, h) · 2h.

On the other hand, for k0(t, h) = 0 (i.e. t < 2h), we have

t∑

s=1

c(s, h;α∗) ≥ α∗ · t
2
≥ α∗t

4k0(τ(h), h)

where the last inequality follows because k0(τ(h), h) ≥ 1/2. Thus in both cases, we get

t∑

s=1

c(s, h;α∗) ≥ α∗ · t
4k0(τ(h), h)

for all t ≤ τ(h). (2.64)
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We then plug in Equation (2.64) into the tail bound of Equation (2.63), we get

Pr

[
TA(t, h) <

α∗ · t
4k0(τ(h), h)

]
≤ e

− (α∗)2t2

32t·k20(τ(h),h) = e
− (α∗)2t

32·k20(τ(h),h)

for every t ∈ {1, . . . , τ(h)}. Thus, the probability of the complement of Π(h, t0(h);α∗) is
upper bounded by

∞∑

t=t0(h)

e
− (α∗)2t

32·k20(τ(h),h) ≤ 32 · k2
0(τ(h), h)

(α∗)2
e
− (α∗)2t0(h)

32·k20(τ(h),h) ≤ ε

(D − d)
,

provided that

t0(h) ≥ 32k2
0(τ(h), h)

(α∗)2
· ln
(

32k0(τ(h), h)2(D − d)

(α∗)2ε

)
.

Note that k0(τ(h), h) ≤ c(α∗) ·13h
√
thigh(h) for appropriately chosen constant c(α∗), and

so for the choice

t′high(h) :=
c(α∗) · h2 · thigh(h)

(α∗)2
· ln
(
c(α∗) · h2 · thigh(h)(D − d)

(α∗)2ε

)
, (2.65)

the events Π(h; t′high(h);α∗) hold for all h = d, . . . , D with probability at least (1 − ε).
This completes the proof of Lemma 2.6.23.

Now that we have completed the proof of Lemma 2.6.23, we have completed the proof of
Lemma 2.6.22.

We now use Lemma 2.6.22 to characterize the contribution coming from higher-order
models. First, note that the bounds in Equation (2.61) are primarily useful for large enough
t so that:

α∗ · t
4k0(τ(h), h)

− 15 · 2d · thigh(d)

2
≥ α∗ · t

8k0(τ(h), h)
(2.66)

=⇒ t ≥ t′′high(d, h) := max

{
60 · 2d · k0(τ(h), h) · thigh(d)

α∗
, t′high(h)

}
. (2.67)

Thus, we can consider any t ≥ t′′high(D, d). Note that t′′high(D, d) = Õ(D3/2 ·
√
d · 2d +D3).

Then, we get

D∑

h=d+1

t′′high(D,d)∑

t=1

qt(h)w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

≤
t′′high(D,d)∑

t=1

wt,1−Y ∗t ≤ t′′high(D, d).
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Next, we require a lower bound on h, above which we apply our bounds. We note that

α∗ · 2h
4
− 15 · 2d · thigh(d)

2
−c′(α∗) · ln

(
(D − d)

(α∗)2ε

)
≥ α∗ · 2h

8

=⇒ h ≥ h0(d) := lnC(α∗) + d+ ln(thigh(d)) + ln ln

(
(D − d)

(α∗)2ε

)
.

Note that h0(d) = Õ (d+ ln d+ ln lnD), which is useful to keep in mind when we put the
pieces together in the final bound.

Then, for all h ≥ h0(d), we get:

∞∑

t=t′′high(D,d)+1

qt(h)w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

≤
∞∑

t=1

e
− ηT ·α

∗·t
4k0(τ(h),h)

︸ ︷︷ ︸
A

+ e−
ηT ·α

∗·2h
4 ·

∞∑

t=τ(h)

w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

︸ ︷︷ ︸
B

.

To bound the term A, we note, from a similar argument as in the proof of Proposi-
tion 2.6.18, that

A ≤ e
− ηT ·α

∗
4k0(τ(h),h)

1− e− ηT ·α
∗

4

≤ 4k0(τ(h), h)

α∗ηT
,

where the last inequality follows from ex ≥ 1 + x.
To bound the term B, a direct substitution of the proof argument of Proposition 2.6.18

gives

∞∑

t=τ(h)

w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

≤ 1

η
(h)
T α∗

=
∆

(h)
T

α∗

≤ 2h ln 2 · thigh(h)

(α∗)3
,

and so we get

B ≤ e−ηT ·α
∗·2h/8 · 2h ln 2 · thigh(h)

(α∗)3

≤ c(α∗) · thigh(h) · ln 2

ηT
,
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where the last inequality follows from the inequality e−x ≤ 1/x which holds for any x > 0.
Thus, the total contribution from the higher-order models becomes

∞∑

t=t′′high(D,d)

qt(h)w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

≤ 4k0(τ(h), h)

α∗ηT
+
c(α∗) · thigh(h) · ln 2

ηT
= O

(
h3/2

ηT

)
(2.68)

D∑

h=d+1

t′′high(D,d)∑

t=1

qt(h)w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

≤ t′′high(D, d) = Õ(D3/2 ·
√
d · 2d +D3). (2.69)

Ruling our bad lower models

We now turn to the second component of provable model order selection, which involves
ruling out lower-order models that incur sizable approximation error. This proof utilizes
empirical process theory in an online fashion and is quite similar for both algorithms.
It is worth noting that the optimal choice of learning rate as afforded by the design of
ValidationOverAdaHedge(D) allows for a better overall contribution from lower-order
models.

Ruling out lower-order models for SRMOverAdaHedge(D)

Using Equation (2.44), it is convenient to consider the following upper bound on the quantity
qt(h) for h < d:

qt(h; ηt, gprop) ≤
Qt(h; ηt, gprop)

Qt(d; ηt, gprop)
(2.70a)

≤ exp{−ηt(π̂h(t)− π̂d(t))t+ 2 · 2d ln 2− 2h ln 2} (2.70b)

Ruling out lower-order models actually stems from the fact that we can make concrete
statements about the sequence’s unpredictability (poor approximability) under these models.

The kind of concrete statement that we would like is detailed in the lemma below.

Lemma 2.6.24. Let h < d. Consider a sequence {xt}t≥1 such that we have

(π̂h(t)− π̂d(t))t ≥ αh,dt for all t ≥ t0(h) > 0 (2.71)

for some αh,d > 0.
Then, we have

T∑

t=1

qt(h; ηt, gprop)w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

(ηt) ≤ t′low(h) +
1

ηTαh,d
(2.72)

where

t′low(h) = max{t0(h),
2 · 2d ln 2

ηTαh,d
}. (2.73)
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Proof. The condition in Equation (2.71) is essentially the same as the condition on gaps
between losses in the original AdaHedge paper [95] used to prove constant regret bounds.
We use a similar argument here.

First, we substitute the condition in Equation (2.71) into Equation (2.70b) to get the
upper bound

qt(h; ηt, gprop) ≤ exp{−ηtαh,dt+ 2 · 2d ln 2− 2h ln 2}
≤ exp{−ηtαh,dt+ 2 · 2d}
= exp{2 · 2d ln 2− ηtαh,dt}
≤ exp{2 · 2d ln 2− ηTαh,dt}.

where the last inequality applies because ηT1 is a decreasing sequence. Putting this to-
gether with the trivial bound qt(h; ηt, gprop) ≤ 1 gives us

qt(h; ηt, gprop) ≤
{

1 for t ≤ t′low(h)

exp{2 · 2d ln 2− ηTαh,dt} for t > t′low(h).

where we have

t′low = max{t0(h),
2 · 2d ln 2

ηTαh,d
}.

From this, using the trivial bound wt,1−Y ∗t (ηt) ≤ 1 we get

T∑

t=1

qt(h; ηt, gprop)wt,1−Y ∗t (ηt) ≤ t′low(h) +
∞∑

t=t′low(h)+1

exp{2 · 2d ln 2− ηTαh,dt}

≤ t′low(h) + exp{2 · 2d ln 2− ηTαh,dt′low(h)}
(
∞∑

t=1

e−ηTαh,dt

)

= t′low(h) +
∞∑

t=1

e−ηTαh,dt

≤ t′low(h) +

∫ ∞

u=0

e−ηTαh,dudu

= t′low(h) +
1

ηTαh,d

∫ ∞

v=0

e−vdv

= t′low(h) +
1

ηTαh,d
,

This completes the proof.
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From Lemma 2.6.24, we can clearly bound the contribution of lower-order models to
cumulative variance by a constant term. This is because the difference in estimated unpre-
dictability between the right model and the bad lower-order model remains as the number of
rounds increase – leading to an exponentially decaying likelihood of selecting the lower-order
model. (We do not even need to use any information about whether the online learning algo-
rithm would ensure low regret when selecting a lower-order model, although this is sometimes
the case in practice10.)

It is of interest to characterize when the condition in Equation (2.71) holds. We show
that this holds under the dth-order stochastic condition on responses, and the iid and Markov
assumptions on contexts (Definitions 2.1.2 and 2.1.3). The informal statement is stated
below; for a formal statement and proof see Appendix 2.7.

Lemma 2.6.25 (Informal.). The condition in Equation (2.71) holds for αh,d =
π∗h−π

∗
d

2
, some

constant c > 0, and

t0(h) = tlow(h) :=
32

α2
h,d

(
d · 2h ln 2 + ln

(
64d

εα2
h,d

))
. (2.74)

with probability greater than equal to (1 − ε) when Yt|Xt satisfies the dth-order stochas-
tic condition with unpredictability factors {π∗h}dh=0, and the contexts are one of iid (Defini-
tion 2.1.2) or Markov (Definition 2.1.3).

Ruling out bad lower models for ValidationOverAdaHedge(D)

Using Equation (2.45), it is convenient to consider the following upper bound on the quantity
qt(h) for h < d:

qt(h; ηt) ≤
Qt(h; ηt)

Qt(d; ηt)
(2.75a)

≤ exp{−ηt((π̂h(t)− π̂d(t))t+R
(h)
t−1 −R(d)

t−1)} (2.75b)

≤ exp{−ηt((π̂h(t)− π̂d(t))t−R(d)
t−1)}, (2.75c)

where the last inequality follows because R
(h)
t−1 ≥ 0. Ruling out lower-order models

actually stems from the fact that we can make concrete statements about the sequence’s
unpredictability (poor approximability) under these models.

The kind of concrete statement that we would like is detailed in the lemma below.

Lemma 2.6.26. Let h < d. Consider a sequence {xt}t≥1 such that we have

(π̂h(t)− π̂d(t))t ≥ αh,dt for all t ≥ t0(h) > 0 (2.76)

10In fact, models that are close in approximability to the true model will suffer less regret. Ideally, our
analysis should consider this nuance, but doing so is likely to be technically challenging because of the
data-dependent learning rate.
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for some αh,d > 0.
Then, we have

T∑

t=1

qt(h; ηt, gprop)w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

(ηt) ≤ t′low(h) +
1

ηTαh,d
(2.77)

where

t′low(h) = max{t0(h),
2 · 2d ln 2

αh,d(2β∗ − 1)2
}. (2.78)

Proof. The condition in Equation (2.76) is essentially the same as the condition on gaps
between losses in the original AdaHedge paper [95] used to prove constant regret bounds.
We use a similar argument here.

First, we substitute the condition in Equation (2.76) into Equation (2.75c) to get the
upper bound

qt(h; ηt) ≤ exp{−ηt(αh,dt−R(d)
t−1)}.

Recall that the regret effectively measures the estimation error under the correct model
order d. We can get a slightly cruder (in terms of constants) upper bound on the regret from
Proposition 2.6.18. In particular, we get

R
(d)
t−1 ≤ 6 · 2d ln 2 ·

√
thigh(d).

Substituting that above, we get for all t ≥ t0(h) that

qt(h; ηt) ≤ exp{−ηt(αh,dt− 6 · 2d ln 2 ·
√
thigh(d))}

≤
{
qt(h; ηt) if t < t′low(h)

exp{−ηtαh,d(t− t′low(h))} otherwise

where we have defined

t′low(h) := max{t0(h),
6 · 2d ln 2 ·

√
thigh(d)

αh,d
}.

For t ≥ t′low(h), this gives us

qt(h; ηt) ≤ exp{−ηtαh,d(t− t′low(h))}
≤ exp{−ηTαh,d(t− t′low(h))}
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because ηT1 is a decreasing sequence. For t < t′low(h), we use the trivial bound
wt,1−Y ∗t (ηt) ≤ 1. Thus, we get

T∑

t=1

qt(h; ηt)wt,1−Y ∗t (ηt) ≤
t′low(h)∑

t=1

qt(h; ηt) +
∞∑

t=t′low(h)+1

exp{−ηTαh,d(t− t′low(h))}

≤
t′low(h)∑

t=1

qt(h; ηt) +

(
∞∑

t=1

e−ηTαh,dt

)

≤
t′low(h)∑

t=1

qt(h; ηt) +

∫ ∞

u=0

e−ηTαh,dudu

=

t′low(h)∑

t=1

qt(h; ηt) +
1

ηTαh,d

∫ ∞

v=0

e−vdv

=

t′low(h)∑

t=1

qt(h; ηt) +
1

ηTαh,d
,

This completes the proof.

From Lemma 2.6.26, we can clearly bound the contribution of lower-order models to
cumulative variance by a constant term. This is because the difference in estimated unpre-
dictability between the right model and the bad lower-order model remains as the number of
rounds increase – leading to an exponentially decaying likelihood of selecting the lower-order
model. (We do not even need to use any information about whether the online learning algo-
rithm would ensure low regret when selecting a lower-order model, although this is sometimes
the case in practice11.)

It is of interest to characterize when the condition in Equation (2.76) holds. In the
previous section, we showed that the condition held for the case of responses being drawn
from the dth-order stochastic condition, as well as iid or Markovian contexts. The following
lemma postulates that the condition holds for the case of periodic contexts (Definition 2.1.4)
as well. The informal statement is stated below; for a formal statement and proof see
Appendix 2.7.

Lemma 2.6.27 (Informal.). The condition in Equation (2.76) holds for αh,d =
π∗h−π

∗
d

2
, some

constant c > 0, and

t0(h) = tlow(h) :=
32

α2
h,d

(
d · 2h ln 2 + ln

(
64d

εα2
h,d

))
. (2.79)

11In fact, models that are close in approximability to the true model will suffer less regret. Ideally, our
analysis should consider this nuance, but doing so is likely to be technically challenging because of the
data-dependent learning rate.
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with probability greater than equal to (1 − ε) when Yt|Xt satisfies the dth-order stochas-
tic condition with unpredictability factors {π∗h}dh=0, and the contexts are periodic (Defini-
tion 2.1.4).

Putting the pieces together: SRMOverAdaHedge(D)

Now, we put the pieces together to complete the proof of Theorem 2.4.3.
In Section 2.6, we determined the overall contribution to the cumulative variance coming

from the vicinity of the true model orders, h ∈ {d, d+ 1, d+ 2, d+ 3}. Then, in Section 2.6
+ 2.6, we appropriately limited the contribution of lower-order and higher-order models to
the cumulative variance. Now, we put together the pieces and characterize cumulative regret
to complete the proof of Theorem 2.4.3.

First, we apply Lemma 2.6.13 setting t0 = thigh(D). Recall that thigh(D) represents the
number of appearances of a full context before which we cannot necessarily make statistical
guarantees about the predictor. This gives us12

∆T ≤ thigh(D) +
√
V T
T0(D) ln 2 +

2

3
ln 2 + 2. (2.80)

We now proceed to bound the quantity V T
T0(D). Recall that

V T
T0(D) ≤

D∑

h=0

qt(h)
T∑

t=T0(D)

w
(h)
t,1−X∗t

≤
d−1∑

h=0

qt(h)
T∑

t=T0(D)

w
(h)
t,1−X∗t

︸ ︷︷ ︸
T1

+
d+3∑

h=d

T∑

t=T0(D)

w
(d)
t,1−X∗t

︸ ︷︷ ︸
T2

+
D∑

h=d+4

qt(h)
T∑

t=T0(D)

w
(h)
t,1−X∗t

︸ ︷︷ ︸
T3

We start with summarizing the lower-order model contribution T1. From Lemmas 2.6.24
and 2.7.1, we have

T1 ≤
d−1∑

h=0

t′low(h) +
1

ηT

(
d−1∑

h=0

1

αh,d

)

≤ dt′low(d− 1) +
1

ηT

(
d−1∑

h=0

1

αh,d

)
.

12Equation (2.80) exposes new conceptual beauty in the umbrella of approaches to varying the learning
rate inversely proportional to accumulated regret so far. The only reason a high learning rate does not
affect us is because it means that very little regret has been accumulated up to that point. Effectively,
t0 = thigh(D) represents the extent of cumulative mixability the algorithm is willing to tolerate in this regime
before carrying out probabilistic stochastic model selection, and is the natural statistical quantity to reflect
this.
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Notice that T1 is a constant independent of the horizon T as long as ηT does not decay
with T .

Next, we move on to the vicinity of the true model order contribution, represented by
model orders {d, d+ 1, d+ 2, d+ 3}. From Lemmas 2.6.16 and 2.6.17, we get

T2 ≤
d+3∑

h=d

2h
(
thigh(h) +

1

ηT (2β∗ − 1)

)

≤ 15 · 2d
(
thigh(d+ 3) +

1

ηT (2β∗ − 1)

)
.

Notice that T2 is roughly what we should expect (up-to constant factors) if we knew the
model order exactly.

Finally, we summarize the higher-order-model contribution T3. From Lemma 2.6.21 and
the analysis in Section 2.6, we have

T3 ≤
D∑

h=d+4

2−h
(
thigh(h) +

1

ηT (2β∗ − 1)

)

=
D∑

h=d+4

2−hthigh(h) +
2

ηT (2β∗ − 1)
.

Recall from Equation (2.50) that

thigh(h) =
2

(2β∗ − 1)2
ln

(
(D − d) · 2h
(2β∗ − 1)2ε

)

=
2h

(2β∗ − 1)2
ln 2 +

2

(2β∗ − 1)2
ln

(
(D − d)

(2β∗ − 1)2ε

)

and since
∑∞

h=0 2−h ≤∑∞h=0 h · 2−h = 4, we get

T3 ≤
8

(2β∗ − 1)2
ln 2 +

8

(2β∗ − 1)2
ln

(
(D − d)

(2β∗ − 1)2ε

)
+

2

ηT (2β∗ − 1)

= 8thigh(1) +
2

ηT (2β∗ − 1)
.

Notice that T3 is a constant that scales only logarithmically in the maximum model order
D!

Now combining the three equations for T1,T2 and T3, we get

V T
T0(D) ≤ dt′low(d− 1) + 15 · 2dthigh(d+ 3) + 8thigh(1) +

(d+ 1) · 2d
ηTγ

,
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where

1

γ
:=

1

d+ 1

( d−1∑

h=0

1

αh,d
+

15

(2β∗ − 1)
)

Next, recall from Equation (2.73) that

t′low(d− 1) = max{tlow(d− 1),
2 · 2d

ηTαd−1,d

} ≤ tlow(d− 1) +
2 · 2d

ηTαd−1,d

using Fact 2.7.10. Substituting this expression gives us

V T
T0(D) ≤ d · tlow(d− 1) + 15 · 2d · thigh(d+ 3) + 8thigh(1) +

(d+ 2) · 2d
ηTγ

.

Next, we use the connection between learning rate and mixability gap from Equa-
tion (2.19) to get

ηT =
ln 2

∆T−1

≥ ln 2

∆T

=⇒ 1

ηT
≤ ∆T

ln 2

≤ thigh(D)

ln 2
+

1

ln 2

(√
V T
T0(D) ln 2 +

2

3
ln 2 + 1

)

where in the last step we applied Equation (2.80).
Ultimately, we get the following inequality for V T

T0(D):

V T
T0(D) ≤ d · tlow(d− 1) + 15 · 2d · thigh(d+ 3) + 8thigh(1)

+
(d+ 2) · 2d

γ

(
thigh(D)

ln 2
+

1

ln 2

(√
V T
T0(D) ln 2 +

2

3
ln 2 + 1

))
.

Now, we have two cases:

1. V T
T0(D) <

1
4
.

2. V T
T0(D) ≥ 1

4
, in which case, we get

V T
T0(D) ≤

√
V T
T0(D)

(
2d · tlow(d− 1) + 30 · 2d · thigh(d+ 3) + 16 · thigh(1)

+
2 · (d+ 2) · 2d · thigh(D)

γ ln 2
+

1√
ln 2

+
2

3
+

1

ln 2

)

=⇒
√
V T
T0(D) ≤ 2d · tlow(d− 1) + 30 · 2d · thigh(d+ 3) + 16 · thigh(1)

+
2 · (d+ 2) · 2d · thigh(D)

γ ln 2
+

1√
ln 2

+
2

3
+

1

ln 2
.
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So, we have bounded the cumulative variance term V T
T0(D). We now substitute back into

Equation (2.80) to get

∆T ≤ thigh(D) +
(

2d · tlow(d− 1) + 30 · 2d · thigh(d+ 3) + 16 · thigh(1)+

+
2 · (d+ 2) · 2d · thigh(D)

γ ln 2

+
1√
ln 2

+
2

3
+

1

ln 2

)√
ln 2 +

2

3
ln 2 + 2.

Observe, from this inequality, that the cumulative mixability gap ∆T is dominated by
three intuitive quantities (other than the constant additive term):

1. tlow(d− 1), which represents the number of rounds after which all lower-order models
can be conclusively ruled out. The dependence on tlow(d− 1) is saying that this much
mixability could have accumulated (due to poor approximability) before then.

2. thigh(D), which represents the amount of mixability the algorithm has to accumulate
before performing effective higher-order model selection to rule out the over-fitting
models13.

3. 2d · thigh(d), which represents the amount of mixability accumulated by the algorithm
at the right model order. This is the term in analysis that corresponds to standard
best-of-both-worlds analysis over a fixed model order.

Now, we know from Equation (2.50) that thigh(h) = 2
(2β∗−1)2

ln
(

(D−d)·2h
(2β∗−1)2ε

)
and from Equa-

tion (2.74) that tlow(d − 1) = 32d
α2
d−1,d

(
d · 2d−1 ln 2 + ln

(
64d

εα2
d−1,d

))
. Substituting these in, we

get

∆T = O
(

2d

(
d2

α2
d−1,d

ln

(
d

α2
d−1,dε

)
+

D(d+ 2)

γ(2β∗ − 1)2
ln

(
D

(2β∗ − 1)2ε

)))
(2.81)

and substituting this into Lemma 2.6.1 gives

RT,d = O
(

22d

(
d2

α2
d−1,d

ln

(
d

α2
d−1,dε

)
+

D(d+ 2)

γ(2β∗ − 1)2
ln

(
D

(2β∗ − 1)2ε

)))
, (2.82)

completing the proof. To highlight the dependence on true model order d and maximum
model order D (as is expressed in the informal statement of Theorem 2.4.3), we can hide the
constants in terms of parameters and write

RT,d = ∆T

(
1 + 2d

)
(2.83)

= O
(

22d

(
D · d · ln

(
D

ε

)))
. (2.84)

13It is also possible that the algorithm would not have accumulated even this mixability, and the model
selection phase is never reached – however, we never observed this case empirically.



CHAPTER 2. ADAPTIVITY IN ONLINE PREDICTION 87

Putting the pieces together: ValidationOverAdaHedge(D)

Now, we put the pieces together to complete the proof of Theorem 2.5.2. In Section 2.6, we
determined the overall contribution to the cumulative variance coming from the vicinity of
the true model orders, h ∈ {d, . . . , h0(d)}. Then, in Sections 2.6 + 2.6, we appropriately
limited the contribution of lower-order and higher-order models to the cumulative variance.
Now, we put together the pieces and characterize cumulative regret to complete the proof of
Theorem 2.5.2.

We start with bounding the quantity V T
T0(D). Recall that

V T
T0(D) ≤

D∑

h=0

qt(h)
T∑

t=T0(D)

w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

≤
d−1∑

h=0

qt(h)
T∑

t=T0(D)

w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

︸ ︷︷ ︸
T1

+

h0(d)−1∑

h=d

T∑

t=T0(D)

w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

︸ ︷︷ ︸
T2

+
D∑

h=h0(d)

qt(h)
T∑

t=T0(D)

w
(h)
t,1−Y ∗t

︸ ︷︷ ︸
T3

.

We start with summarizing the lower-order model contribution T1. From Lemma 2.6.26,
we have

T1 ≤
d−1∑

h=0

t′low(h) +
1

ηT

(
d−1∑

h=0

1

αh,d

)

≤ dt′low(d− 1) +
1

ηT

(
d−1∑

h=0

1

αh,d

)
.

Notice that T1 is a constant independent of the horizon T as long as ηT does not decay
with T .

Next, we move on to the vicinity of the true model order contribution, represented by
model orders {d, . . . , h0(d)}. From Lemmas 2.6.19 and 2.6.20, we get

T2 ≤
h0(d)∑

h=d

2h
(
thigh(h) +

1

ηT (2β∗ − 1)

)

≤ h0(d) · 2h0(d)

(
thigh(h0(d)) +

1

ηT (2β∗ − 1)

)
.

Notice that T2 = O(h0(d)3/2 ·2h0(d)) = O((d+ln d+ln lnD)3/2(d lnD) ·2d), which is worse
than O(2d) by factors of O(d5/2 lnD).
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Finally, we summarize the higher-order-model contribution T3. From Lemma 2.6.22 and
the analysis in Section 2.6, we got

T3 ≤ t′′high(D, d) +
D∑

h=h0(d)

4k0(τ(h), h)

α∗ηT
+
c(α∗) · thigh(h) · ln 2

ηT

= Õ
(
D3/2 ·

√
d · 2d +D3 +

D5/2

ηT

)
.

Notice that T3 scales worst-case cubic in D, which is far better than the worst-case ex-
ponential dependence in D that would be afforded by an algorithm that does not do model
selection.

Now combining the three equations for T1,T2 and T3, we get

V T
T0(D) ≤ dt′low(d− 1) +

d

αd−1,dηT

+ h0(d) · 2h0(d)

(
thigh(h0(d)) +

1

ηT (2β∗ − 1)

)

+ t′′high(D, d) +
4Dk0(τ(D), D)

α∗ηT
+
c(α∗) ·Dthigh(D) · ln 2

ηT
.

Next, recall from Equation (2.73) that

t′low(d− 1) = max{tlow(d− 1),
2 · 2d

ηTαd−1,d

} ≤ tlow(d− 1) +
2 · 2d

ηTαd−1,d

using Fact 2.7.10. Moreover, we have t′′high(D, d) ≤ t′high(D) +
60·2d·k0(τ(D),D)·thigh(d)

α∗
. Substi-

tuting these expressions gives us

V T
T0(D) ≤ A+

B

ηT
, where

A = d · tlow(d− 1) + h0(d) · 2h0(d) · thigh(h0(d)) + t′high(D) +
60 · 2d · k0(τ(D), D) · thigh(d)

α∗

B =
d

αd−1,d

+
h0(d) · 2h0(d) + 4D · k0(τ(D), D)

α∗
+ c(α∗) ·Dthigh(D) · ln 2.

Next, we use the connection between learning rate and mixability gap from Equa-
tion (2.19) to get

ηT =
ln 2

∆T−1

≥ ln 2

∆T

=⇒ 1

ηT
≤ ∆T

ln 2

≤ 1

ln 2

(√
V T
T0(D) ln 2 +

2

3
ln 2 + 1

)
.
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Thus, we get the following inequality for V T
T0(D):

V T
T0(D) ≤ A+B

√
V T
T0(D)

ln 2
+

5B

3
.

Now, we have two cases:

1. V T
T0(D) <

1
4
, in which case we are done.

2. V T
T0(D) ≥ 1

4
, in which case, we get

V T
T0(D) ≤

√
V T
T0(D)

(
A+

8B

3

)

=⇒
√
V T
T0(D) ≤ A+

8B

3

and thus Equation (2.39) together with Proposition 2.6.18 gives us

RT,d ≤
(
A+

8B

3

)
(1 + lnD) +O(2d · thigh(d))

= O
(
d · tlow(d− 1) + h0(d) · 2h0(d) · thigh(h0(d)) + t′high(D)

+
60 · 2d · k0(τ(D), D) · thigh(d)

α∗

+
d

αd−1,d

+
h0(d) · 2h0(d) + 4D · k0(τ(D), D)

α∗
+ c(α∗) ·Dthigh(D) · ln 2

)

= O
(
d2 · 2d + d ln

(
d

ε

)
+ d2

(
ln

(
D

ε

))2

· 2d +D3 ln

(
D2

ε
ln

(
D

ε

))

+D3/2 · d · 2d ·
(

ln

(
D

ε

))3/2 )

= Õ
(
d2 · 2d + d ln d+ d2(lnD)2 +D3 ln(D2 lnD) +D3/2 · d · 2d(lnD)3/2

)
,

and this completes the proof of Theorem 2.5.2.

2.7 Future work
In this chapter, we motivated online model selection in full-information environments as an
important goal in the context of the broader goal of adaptively maximizing reward (minimiz-
ing loss) in an unknown environment that could be stochastic or adversarial. This methodol-
ogy does not yet explicitly consider competitive or cooperative environments for adaptivity.
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Figure 2.4: Comparison of model-adaptive SRMOverAdaHedge(D) with uniform-prior
SRMOverAdaHedge(d) for fixed model orders on a HMM with slowly transitioning states.
Figures from [88].

However, full-information online model selection even between stochastic and adversarial
environments is a practically important objective, and has several independently interesting
future directions. In particular, the three essential ingredients for practical applicability —
computational efficiency beyond binary prediction, effectiveness in mis-specified models, and
applicability beyond traditional statistical learning — are not yet fully established. We now
discuss future directions along these lines.

Mis-specification

As mentioned in Section 2.3, the paradigm of data-driven model selection is most broadly
applied in mis-specified stochastic environments: that is, the data is stochastic, but not
realizable by any of the model orders. It is of substantial interest to obtain the corresponding
online model selection results in a mis-specified environment. Indeed, meaningful theoretical
guarantees do not even exist for the purely stochastic case in online learning. This is because,
unlike in the dth-order realizable stochastic environment, none of the benchmarks for regret
correspond to an optimal guarantee on reward! A meaningful guarantee in mis-specified
environments would constitute an upper bound on time-averaged prediction error rather
than any fixed notion of regret.

We motivate the pursuit of this guarantee through a preliminary empirical evaluation of
SRMOverAdaHedge(D) in a mis-specified environment. Our representative example of
mis-specification is that of a hidden Markov model (HMM) with the following parameters:

Hidden state evolution Wt+1 ∼ Ber (|Wt − 0.001|)
Yt|Wt = 0 ∼ Ber(0.2) and Yt|Wt = 1 ∼ Ber(0.9).

This is an interesting example of a HMM with very slowly transitioning hidden states,
that has long-range dependencies. From the simulation results in Figure 2.4, it appears that
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the best model fit is of order 3 or 4; we observe that our adaptive algorithm naturally tracks
the performance of such a model fit in this example as well. If we do not select models of
roughly this order, we either over-fit or under-fit as seen in the simulations. It is worth noting
that depending on the parameters of the HMM, different model orders could be considered as
optimal fits for increasing numbers of rounds; it is notable that SRMOverAdaHedge(D)
adapts to a suitable model order for different choices of parameters.
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Figure 2.5: Posterior probabilities of model order selected by SRMOverAdaHedge(D) at
different numbers of rounds, t = 250 and t = 1500, when played against a “sticky" HMM.
We see that the algorithm is most likely to select increasing model orders as more rounds of
the game are played. Figures from [88].

Moreover, Figure 2.5 shows that the model order most likely to be selected by
SRMOverAdaHedge(D) increases with the number of rounds T ; eventually, the largest
model order would be selected. These pictures show that a direct analysis of the average
prediction error is necessary for any non-trivial guarantee; any regret-based analysis would
necessarily scale as O(2D), which is extremely pessimistic for this class of models. This
is an interesting and non-trivial direction for future work. On one hand, the algorithms
SRMOverAdaHedge(D) and ValidationOverAdaHedge(D) make explicit connec-
tions to the statistical methodologies of SRM and cross-validation, both of which are heavily
used in mis-specified environments. Their proven success in the realizable case thus bodes
well for an eventual guarantee under mis-specification. On the other hand, obtaining simul-
taneously adversarial and stochastic bounds on average prediction error, rather than regret,
remains a challenge. Doing this likely requires a new “second-order-bounding" technique, as
the current second-order bounding techniques [94, 95, 98, 100] are critically framed in the
context of regret.
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Computational efficiency

The question of computational efficiency has critically under-lied the novelty of our results
as restricted to the binary contextual prediction setup with dth-order realizable stochastic
data. Achieving efficiency in two-fold adaptive algorithms between stochastic and adver-
sarial model selection is a significant challenge: even the most sophisticated algorithms like
AdaNormalHedge and Squint suffer from double-exponential in D complexity (in the
case of Squint, primarily because it departs significantly from the exponential weighting
framework), or highly non-trivial model selection analysis (in the case of the sleeping-experts
implementation of AdaNormalHedge). Our algorithms, while admitting a more involved
analysis for stochastic settings, are efficient per iteration and thus simulate-able.

Obtaining computationally efficient adaptive online learning algorithms remains a signif-
icant, and largely open, challenge. The primary difficulty lies in obtaining the adversarial
guarantee: in a generic online supervised learning setup with function class {Fh}Dh=0, the
computational complexity-per-iteration of most standard online learning algorithms (e.g.
Hedge) scales as O(|FD|), which is far worse than the complexity of purely stochastic
approaches based on empirical risk minimization. Until recently, efficient approaches took
advantage of special structure in the function classes14, and were not known more generally.
More recently, there has been promising progress in the online learning community in un-
derstanding the computational trade-offs as well as explicit efficient algorithm design. On
one hand, there do exist worst-case function classes for which a O(

√
|FD|) complexity-per-

iteration is unavoidable [131]. On the other hand, it was shown recently [39] that certain
function classes afford oracle-efficient online learning, i.e. online learning algorithms with
the optimal worst-case guarantee whose computational complexity per iteration is equivalent
to the computational complexity per iteration of empirical risk minimization. This oracle-
efficient algorithms uses classical perturbation-based techniques in online learning [80, 132]
with shared randomness across multiple actions/functions to achieve an efficient implemen-
tation. In fact, these algorithms underlie the design of repeated auctions with worst-case
guarantees against a stream of (myopic) bidders.

This recent progress provides a possible road-map for recovering adaptive guarantees
in the online supervised learning setup while retaining computational efficiency. This goal
requires non-trivial work in itself, as the analysis of the oracle-efficient framework that was
developed in [39] was restricted to the “worst-case" choice of learning rate ηt = 1/

√
t. It

would be very interesting to understand whether oracle-efficient approaches can be made to
work with data-adaptive learning rates.

As a final remark, we note that meta-experts-based approaches to model selection, like
ValidationOverAdaHedge(D), only incur a computational overhead of O(D) over the
complexity of the base algorithms; thus, model selection by itself adds minimal computational
complexity even in a generic supervised learning framework. The more difficult aspect of
computationally efficient adaptivity is between adversarial and stochastic environments.

14As in the tree-experts case, which was studied in this chapter. The computationally efficient implemen-
tations that we use were first proposed for the worst case by [109, 130].



CHAPTER 2. ADAPTIVITY IN ONLINE PREDICTION 93

Online model selection beyond traditional statistical learning

Finally, as already mentioned in Section 2.3, all existing theoretical guarantees for online
model selection algorithms are for the traditional complexity hierarchy, where we only wish
to select more complex models when we have enough data. While this is true of the worst-case
generalization bounds, such bounds are not always indicative of true model performance, as
evidenced by the modern success of over-parameterized models [124, 125]. It would be inter-
esting to see whether online model selection is successful under these modern environments,
whose offline guarantees are still not well-understood (see Chapter 6 for further delving into
this point). While the very principle of SRM is antithetical to a possible desire to select
more complex models early, it would be especially interesting to see whether data-driven
validation is more successful. Viewed alternatively, the success of over-parameterized mod-
els already suggests that a data-driven validation approach could be the better approach to
online model selection in real-world settings.

From a theoretical standpoint, the last few years have seen a flurry of activity in analyzing
the algorithmic generalization error of over-parameterized models [133–136]. These analyses
decompose the algorithmic generalization error along quantities that are starkly different
from the standard quantities of bias (approximation error) and variance (estimation error).
Our hope is that these perspectives can be leveraged to show that adaptive online validation,
with its reliance on precisely the algorithmic generalization error, continues to provably select
the optimal model even in these non-standard, modern ML regimes.

Appendix: Stochastic model selection guarantees

In the analyses of both SRMOverAdaHedge(D) and ValidationOverAdaHedge(D),
we required the estimates of approximation error to concentrate sufficiently quickly – in
particular, we required that the difference in approximability between a higher-order model
and lower-order model not look too small – in order to rule out lower-order models when
appropriate. This was encapsulated in Lemmas 2.6.24 and 2.6.26. It is therefore of interest
to understand when the conditions in Equations (2.71) and (2.76) holds, and in particular,
characterize t′low(h) in both cases.

Recall the definition of asymptotic unpredictability for the cases of iid contexts (Defini-
tion 2.1.2) and Markov process (Definition 2.1.3), i.e.

π∗h :=
∑

x(h)∈Xh
Q∗(x(h))

[
1−max

y∈X
{P ∗(y|x(h))}

]
,

and for periodic contexts (Definition 2.1.4), i.e.

π∗h :=
1

2h

∑

x(h)∈Xh

[
1−max

y∈X
{P ∗(y|x(h))}

]
.
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Under all three cases, we have π∗h = π∗d for h > d; and π∗h > π∗d for h < d. It is also
well-known [110] that under all three cases,

π̂h(t)
prob.−−→ π∗h for all h ∈ {0, 1, . . . , D}.

So the intuition is that for a large enough value of t, we should also start to see a strict
decaying in the estimated unpredictability as h increases to d – and we should be able to
rule out the poorly performing hth-order models when h < d. That is,

π̂h(t) > π̂d(t) for all h < d.

In this section, we show that this condition holds for all three cases we have considered.
Proving concentration bounds for the cases of iid and periodic contexts is straightforward
by Hoeffding’s inequality. To prove concentration bounds for the Markov case, we invoke
results from the information theory community on transportation-cost inequalities, used to
establish concentration of measure for weakly dependent random variables.

Sufficient condition for concentration of estimate of approximability

We start by expressing our estimate for approximability for the hth-order model, π̂h(t), as a
minimum of |Fh| Lipschitz functions as below:

tπ̂h(t) = min
f∈Fh

{
f(h)({(Xs, Ys)}ts=1; f)

}
where

f(h)({(Xs, Ys)}ts=1; f) :=
t∑

s=1

I[Ys 6= f(Xs(h))]

=
t∑

s=1

Zs

where Zs = I[Ys 6= f(Xs(h))]. Note that for the cases of iid and periodic contexts, the
random variables {Zs}ts=1 are independent and take values in {0, 1}.

We now state the following technical lemma:

Lemma 2.7.1. Let the following condition hold for every f ∈ Fh, t ≥ h+ 1 and δ > 0:

Pr
[
|f(h)((Xs, Ys)

t
s=1; f)− E

[
f(h)((Xs, Ys)

t
s=1; f)|

]
> tδ

]
≤ 2 exp{−ctδ2} (2.85)

for some constant c > 0 (that can depend linearly on d as well as h).
Then, the conditions in Equations (2.71) and (2.76) hold for αh,d =

π∗h−π
∗
d

2
and

t0(h) = tlow(h) :=
32

c · α2
h,d

(
d · 2h ln 2 + ln

(
64d

c · εα2
h,d

))
.

with probability greater than equal to (1− ε).
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Proof. Observe that π̂h(t) itself is not an unbiased estimate of π∗h. But, for all three contex-
tual models, it is easy to show that

E [tπ̂h(t)] = E
[

min
f∈Fh

f(h)({(Xs, Ys)}ts=1; f)

]
≤ E

[
f(h)({(Xs, Ys)}ts=1; f∗h)

]
= tπ∗h

for all f ∈ Fh. The upper tail bound therefore follows easily – from Equation (2.85), we
have

Pr [tπ̂h(t)− tπ∗h > δt] ≤ Pr
[
f(h)((Xs, Ys)

t
s=1; f∗h)− E

[
f(h)((Xs, Ys)

t
s=1; f∗h)

]
> δt

]

≤ exp{−ctδ2}.

To get the lower tail bound, we need to use the union bound.

Pr [tπ∗h − tπ̂h(t) > δt] = Pr [tπ̂h(t) < tπ∗h − δt]
≤
∑

f∈Fh
Pr
[
f(h)((Xs, Ys)

t
s=1; f) < tπ∗h − δt

]

=
∑

f∈Fh
Pr
[
f(h)({(Xs, Ys)}ts=1; f)− E

[
f(h)({(Xs, Ys)}ts=1; f)

]
<

tπ∗h−E
[
f(h)({(Xs, Ys)}ts=1; f)

]
− δt

]

≤
∑

f∈Fh
Pr
[
f(h)({(Xs, Ys)}ts=1; f)− E

[
f(h)({(Xs, Ys)}ts=1; f)

]
< −δt

]

≤ 22h exp{−ctδ2}.

Next, we plug in δ =
αh,d

2
=

π∗h−π
∗
d

4
and re-apply the union bound to get

Pr
[
∪d−1
h=0{(π̂h(t)− π̂d(t)) ≤ αh,d for some t ≥ t0(h)}

]

≤ Pr
[
∪d−1
h=0{π∗h − π̂h(t) ≤

αh,d
2
} ∪ {π̂d(t)− π∗d ≤

αh,d
2
} for some t ≥ t0(h)

]

≤
d−1∑

h=0

∑

t≥t0(h)

Pr
[
π∗h − π̂h(t) ≤

αh,d
2

]
+ Pr

[
π̂d(t)− π∗d ≤

αh,d
2

]

≤
d−1∑

h=0

32 · 22h

c · α2
h,d

e−
c·α2h,dt0(h)

32 +
32

c · α2
h,d

e−
c·α2h,dt0(h)

32

≤ ε/2 when

t0(h) ≥ tlow(h) :=
32

c · α2
h,d

(
d · 2h ln 2 + ln

(
64d

c · εα2
h,d

))
.

This completes our proof.
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Clearly, the condition in Equation (2.85) holds for the cases of iid contexts as well as
periodic contexts. In the case of iid contexts the Zs’s are iid, and in the case of periodic
contexts the Zs’s are independent for any value of X1. In both cases, we can apply the
Hoeffding bound directly to get Equation (2.85).

We now proceed to show that Equation (2.85)also holds for finite-memory Markov models
using the transportation cost method.

Concentration for finite-memory Markov models

The concentration of sums of random variables to its mean is a classical topic in statistics and
probability theory. The special case when the random variables are iid is well-understood.
Intuitively, a Markov process that is well-approximated by an iid process should follow sim-
ilar concentration laws – the transportation cost argument uses this to prove concentration
bounds on sums of random variables following a Markov process.

Formally, this notion of approximability by a product distribution is captured by the
contractivity of a Markov process which we define below.

Definition 2.7.2. 1. For a dth-memory Markov process on Y1, . . . , Yt on state space X ,
we define the aggregated state at time s by

Ws = (Ws,1, . . . ,Ws,d) = (Y(s−1)d+1, Y(s−1)d+2, . . . , Ysd). (2.86)

Then, clearly, for any s ≥ 1, we have Ws ⊥ Ws−2|Ws−1 and so that the states {Ws ∈
X d}s≥1 satisfy the 1-memory Markov property. Explicitly, we have for any w,w′ ∈ X d,

P(w) = P(d)(w)

P−1(w′|w) =
d∏

i=1

P (w′i|(wi, . . . , wd, . . . , w′i−1)).

2. A dth-memory Markov process on Y1, . . . , Yt is γ-contractive if for every w,w′ ∈ X d,
we have

‖P−1(.|w)− P−1(.|w′)‖TV ≤ γ < 1. (2.87)

The transportation cost method can then be easily leveraged to show that Equation (2.85)
holds, as we show in the following minor lemma.

Lemma 2.7.3. Equation (2.85) holds for a dth-memory γ-contractive Markov process with
constant c = (1−γ)

d
.

Proof. We invoke Marton’s concentration theorem for γ-contractive Markov processes as
described in Theorem 2.7.7 (details about the transportation cost method are provided in
Section 2.7).
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We recall the definition of functions

f(h)((Xs, Ys)
t
s=1; f) = f(h)((Ys)

t
s=1; f) :=

t∑

s=1

Zs

where Zs = I[Ys 6= f(Ys(h))]. To obtain concentration bounds from Theorem 2.7.7, it
remains to rewrite f((Ys)

t
s=1; f) as a sum of indicator functions on {Ws}s≥1 and show the

Lipschitz property.
Let t = bt/dc + k for some k ∈ {0, . . . , d − 1}. Then, we can write (with a slight abuse

of notation) for any h ∈ {0, 1, . . . , d},

f(h)(Y
t; f) := df(h)({Ws}dt/des=1 ; f) =

( bt/dc∑

s=1

d∑

i=h+1

I[Ws,i 6= f(Ws,i−h, . . . ,Ws,i−1)]

+
h∑

i=1

I[Ws+1,i 6= f(Ws,d−(h−i), . . . ,Ws,d,Ws+1,1, . . . ,Ws+1,i−1)]
)

Now, it’s easy to verify that that a change in Ws will only affect two terms in the sum
over dt/de terms, and some simple algebra tell us that the Lipschitz constant of function f(h)

is at most 2. We now apply Theorem 2.7.7 directly to get

Pr

[
|f(h)(W

d t
d
e; fd)− E

[
f(h(W

d t
d
e; fd)

]
| > δd t

d
e
]
≤ 2 exp{−2δ2(1− γ)2t

4d
} (2.88)

and so, we finally get

Pr
[
f(h)(Y

t; fd)− E
[
f(h)(Y

t; fd)
]
> (t− h− 1)δ

]
≤ exp{−δ

2(1− γ)2(t− h− 1)

2d
} and

Pr
[
E
[
f(h)(Y

t; fd)
]
− f(h)(Y

t; f) > (t− h− 1)δ
]
≤ exp{−δ

2(1− γ)2(t− h− 1)

2d
},

completing the proof of Lemma 2.7.3.

Technical details about the transportation cost method

Let t > 0. Consider a metric space X t with metric ρ.
We will consider functions of the form f : X t → R that are Lipschitz with respect to

metric ρ; that is, there exists some L > 0 such that

|f(X t
1)− f(X t

2)| ≤ Lρ(X t
1, X

t
2).

We denote the Lipschitz constant of the function by ‖f‖Lip.
Now we define a useful notion of distance called the Wasserstein distance.
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Definition 2.7.4. The Wasserstein distance between distributions P and Q on X t with
respect to metric ρ is defined as

Wρ(P,Q) = sup
f :‖f‖Lip≤1

∫
fdP− fdQ = inf

M couples P and Q on (Xt
1,X

t
2)
E
[
ρ(X t

1, X
t
2)
]

We will consider X t ∈ X t be distributed according to P. For a function f such that
‖f‖Lip = L, we care about the concentration of the quantity f(X t) around its mean,
E [f(X t)], as a function of t.

In our case, X t = {0, 1}t is finite. We consider the additive Hamming metric

ρ(X t
1, X

t
2) :=

t∑

s=1

I[X1,s 6= X2,s]. (2.89)

(For the special case of t = 1 the Wasserstein distance between P and Q corresponding
to this metric is the total variation distance, denoted by ‖P−Q‖TV .

Our basic ingredient is a transportation cost inequality, which we define below.

Definition 2.7.5. We say that the distribution P satisfies a transportation cost inequality
if, for every distribution Q, we have

Wρ(P,Q) ≤
√

2γD(Q ‖ P) (2.90)

Marton showed [137] that a transportation inequality on the underlying distribution P on
X t implied nice concentration bounds on f(X t) around its mean, when f(·) is Lipschitz with
respect to the metric ρ. This technique is powerful because we can establish transportation
cost inequalities for a much broader class of distributions P than just product distributions;
in particular, we can handle weak dependencies. In the special case of the Wasserstein metric
corresponding to total variation distance, the classical Pinsker’s inequality is a special case
of the transportation cost inequality (2.90). It turns out we can adapt Pinsker’s inequality
together with the chain rule on KL-divergence to prove a transportation cost inequality on
the additive Hamming distance for product distributions [138]. We can also do this more
generally for the case where P is a Markov distribution on X t, provided the Markov chain
satisfies an important contractivity condition. Consider the Markov process with stationary
distribution P1(.), and transition probabilities P−1(.|x) for all x ∈ X . We again define
γ-contractivity for a general-state-space Markov process below.

Definition 2.7.6. A Markov chain is γ-contractive if for every two states x, x′ ∈ X , we
have

‖P−1(.|x)− P−1(.|x′)‖TV ≤ γ < 1. (2.91)

Under this condition, the Markov distribution satisfies a transportation cost inequality,
as shown by the following theorem.
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Theorem 2.7.7 ( [137]). Let P be a Markov distribution on X t that satisfies Equation (2.91)
with parameter γ < 1. Then, we have

Wρ(P,Q) ≤ 1

1− γ

√
t

2
D(Q ‖ P) (2.92)

This directly implies a concentration bound of the form

Pr[|f(X t)− E
[
f(X t)

]
| > δt] ≤ 2 exp{−2δ2(1− γ)2t

L2
} (2.93)

Appendix: Algorithmic benefits of SRMOverAdaHedge(D)

In this section, we expound on the algorithmic benefits of SRMOverAdaHedge(D)
equipped with prior function g(·), as well as ValidationOverAdaHedge(D): in particu-
lar, we formally show the reduced computational complexity of the algorithm, and the equiv-
alence of the computationally efficient update in Equation (2.22a) and the computationally
naive update in Equation (2.18). The equivalence was originally proved for the multiplica-
tive weights algorithm with a fixed learning rate [109]: here, we generalize the argument
to include the family of exponential-weights updates with a time-varying, data-dependent
learning rate.

Proposition 2.7.8. The run-time of SRMOverAdaHedge(D) per prediction round is
O(2D).

Proof. Consider round t of prediction. To carry out the efficient update in Equation (2.22a),
we need to visit every node in the path of the context Xt. Since the full context is of length
D, the update runs in O(D). To perform the prediction, we must calculate the probability
distribution wt, which has 2 entries. To calculate wt, we must visit every node in the single
complete height D tree to access the cumulative loss vectors {Lx(D),t}x(D)∈XD .

Since there are 2D such loss vectors (i.e. 2D nodes to visit), this operation takes O(2D)
time. For a general prior, these cumulative contextual losses are accessed for every value of
h ∈ {0, 1, . . . , D}. Thus, the total computational complexity of performing an update is

D∑

h=0

2h = 2D+1 − 1 ∈ O(2D).

After performing prediction and receiving loss feedback, we need to access all these nodes
again and update the cumulative losses. By a similar argument as above, this is also a O(2D)
operation. Therefore, the total computational complexity per round is O(2D).

Proposition 2.7.9. The run-time of ValidationOverAdaHedge(D) per prediction
round is O(D).
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Proof. In the meta-algorithm ValidationOverAdaHedge(D), we use the efficient im-
plementations of the base algorithms Ah = AdaHedge(h) for h = 0, . . . , D. Then, it
suffices to show that each of the algorithms AdaHedge(h) has run-time O(1) per round,
for every h = 0, . . . , D. This is because the additional step of storing the loss incurred by
AdaHedge(h) adds O(1) complexity per round, and then the meta-algorithm adds com-
plexity O(D) per round as it uses exactly D meta-experts.

Thus, we show that the complexity of Equation (2.22a), i.e. AdaHedge(h) with uniform
prior gunif(·), is O(1) per iteration. To do this, recall that under the uniform prior gunif(·),
Equation (2.22a) becomes

w
(h)
t ∝ e−η

(h)
t LXt(h),t . (2.94)

Thus, with knowledge of the learning rate η(h)
t , the complexity of this update is clearly

O(1), as it only needs access to one context vector Xt(h) ∈ X h. (Note that this inference
can only be made for the special case of g(·) = gunif(·) — for non-uniform priors, as we noted
in the proof of Proposition 2.7.8, all the contexts x(D) ∈ XD need to be accessed.)

Therefore, it remains to evaluate the complexity per iteration of updating the learning
rate, η(h)

t . Recall from Equation (2.11) that we have

η
(h)
t =

2d ln 2

∆
(d)
t−1((η(d))t−1

1 )
,

where the cumulative and instantaneous mixability gaps are defined as below:

∆
(h)
t ((η(h))t1) :=

t∑

s=1

δ(h)
s (η(h)

s ), where

δ(h)
s (η(h)

s ) := 〈w(tree)
s (ηs), l

(tree)
s 〉+

1

ηs
ln〈w(tree)

s (ηs), e
−ηsl(tree)s 〉

Thus, at round (t − 1), we have access to the quantity ∆
(h)
t−1, and the complexity of

computing η(h)
t is exactly equal to the complexity of computing δ(h)

s (η
(h)
s ). It is easy to see that

〈w(tree)
s (ηs), l

(tree)
s 〉 = 〈ws(ηs), ls〉 and 〈w(tree)

s (ηs), e
−ηsl(tree)s 〉 = 〈ws(ηs), e

−ηsls〉. Therefore, we
get

δ
(h)
t (η

(h)
t ) := 〈wt(ηt), lt〉+

1

ηt
ln〈wt(ηt), e

−ηtlt〉,

and since the size of all the vectors is equal to 2, the complexity of computing δ(h)
t (η

(h)
t )

is O(1). Therefore, the complexity of computing η(h)
t is also O(1), and this completes the

proof of the proposition.
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Supplementary algebra

In this section, we state a couple of supplementary algebraic statements (and prove them
when necessary).

Fact 2.7.10. For two quantities B,C ≥ 0, we have max{B,C} ≤ B + C.

Fact 2.7.11. For two numbers B,C ≥ 0,

x2 −Bx− C ≤ 0 =⇒ x ≤
√
C +B.

This results from the quadratic formula, which gives us

x ≤ B +
√
B2 + 4C

2

≤ B +B + 2
√
C

2
=
√
C +B

where the last inequality is a consequence of

a, b ≥ 0 =⇒
√
a+ b ≤ √a+

√
b.
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Chapter 3

Model selection under bandit feedback

In the last chapter, we saw schemes that successfully adapt along two axes: a) between
stochastic and adversarially generated data, b) offline benchmark, or model selection. These
schemes critically relied on full-information feedback, i.e. the learner has the ability to ob-
serve the loss she would have incurred had she played any action, not just the one that she
took. However, we noted in Chapter 1 that this is not a realistic assumption for several
real-world applications. In real-world applications, often the learner can only receive loss/re-
ward feedback for the action she took, and not observe feedback from any other action.
For example, in wireless spectrum applications [139–141], the learner is a cognitive radio
(or a decentralized set of radios), and the set of actions corresponds to a set of candidate
channels or routing paths. Thus, the learner will receive reward feedback only correspond-
ing to the action (channel or path) that she picked. We will subsequently see that models
for online learning with contextual information in applications like recommender systems,
advertisement placement, and mobile healthcare also receive feedback only corresponding to
the action that was taken by the learner.

For these applications, we need to consider the limited-information feedback model, more
colloquially known as the bandit model. This model introduces new challenges in the form
of exploration: now actions need to be chosen not only to maximize estimated reward on a
round (exploration), but also with the aim of maximizing “information gain" (exploitation).
In this section, we explore the possibility of online learning algorithms that adapt in this
more challenging environment, and particularly explore the problem of model selection in
contextual bandit problems. While we provide a partial solution to this problem, several
important questions remain open and we discuss these at the end of the chapter.

3.1 Setup
Here, we introduce the limited-information feedback (bandit problem) with side information.
The sense in which we will consider model selection, is in deciding whether or not this side
information matters. Before defining our setup, we provide basic notation and definitions
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for this chapter below.

Notation and definitions

Given a vector v, let vi denote its ith component. For a vector we let ‖v‖p for p ∈ [1,∞] denote
the `p-norm. Given a matrix M we denote its operator norm by ‖M‖op, and use ‖M‖F to
denote its Frobenius norm. Given a symmetric matrix S let γmax(S) and γmin(S) denote its
largest and smallest eigenvalues. Given a positive definite matrix V we define the norm of a
vector w with respect to matrix V as ‖w‖2

V = w>V w. Let {Ft}∞t=1 be a filtration. A stochastic
process {ξt}∞t=1 where ξt is measurable with respect to Ft−1 is defined to be conditionally
σ-sub-Gaussian for some σ > 0 if, for all λ ∈ R, we have, E

[
eλξt
∣∣Ft−1

]
≤ exp(λ2σ2/2).

The multi-armed bandit problem (Simple model)

The most basic version of the problem of learning under limited-information feedback con-
stitutes the multi-armed bandit problem with stochastic reward feedback. Under this model,
the rewards of K arms are iid over rounds, and so we have

gi,t = µi + ηi,t, ∀i ∈ [K]

where µi ∈ [−1, 1], {ηi,t}Ki=1 are identical, independent, zero mean, σ-sub-Gaussian noise
(defined below). The mean parameters µi are unknown beforehand to the learner. Criti-
cally, the learner receives reward feedback only for the arm she pulls at every round. More
formally, if she plays arm At at time t, she will only observe the reward gt,At . Informally
speaking, this necessitates the learner to trade-off exploration — playing arms that she has
seen relatively fewer samples of thus far to learn more about the environment, and exploita-
tion — playing the arm that seems to have the highest expected reward as estimated so far,
to play optimality. How we define optimality is not immediately clear, and is traditionally
formalized through two statistical paradigms:

1. The Bayesian paradigm, in which there is a prior over the reward means {µi}Ki=1 and
rewards are discounted over time. In this paradigm, the multi-armed bandit problem is
formulated as a partially observed Markov decision process (POMDP) and remarkably,
its optimal policy is an index policy as highlighted in the seminal work of Gittins [142,
143].

2. The frequentist paradigm, in which we wish to asymptotically optimize the total ex-
pected reward of the policy, in the sense that the time-averaged gap to the maxi-
mal possible reward decays to 0 as the number of rounds, T → ∞, and/or obtain a
minimax-optimal guarantee on regret as a function of the number of rounds for any
finite T > 0.
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For convenience and simplicity1 in algorithm design, we use the frequentist paradigm for
the multi-armed bandit problem — asymptotically optimal algorithms, as we will describe
below, include the popular algorithms UCB as well as Thompson2 sampling [148]. Let the
arm with the highest reward have mean µ∗ and be indexed by i∗. Our certificate of optimality
is minimizing the pseudo-regret quantity (henceforth regret for brevity), defined as

Rs
T := Tµ∗ −

T∑

s=1

µAs .

Define the gap as the difference in the mean rewards of the best arm compared to the
mean reward of the ith arm, that is, ∆i := µ∗ − µi. The classical literature on multi-armed
bandits [149] tells us that the best one can hope to do in this setting in the worst case is
E [Rs

T ] = Ω(
∑

i log(T )/∆i). Several algorithms like UCB [150] and MOSS [151, 152] achieve
this lower bound up to logarithmic (and constant) factors.

The contextual bandit problem (Complex model)

The contextual bandit paradigm also studies limited-information feedback, but the rewards
are now an unknown function of side, or contextual, information that is available to the
learner. This model was first considered to model clinical trials [153]. Since then, it has
been studied intensely both theoretically and empirically in many different application areas
under many different pseudonyms. Applications of this paradigm include advertisement
placement/web article recommendation [154, 155], clinical trials and mobile health-care [153,
156]. We point the reader to [156] for an extensive survey of the contextual bandits history
and literature.

In this chapter, we will consider the simplest model for contextual bandits: the standard
linear contextual bandits [157] paradigm. In this model, we assume there exists an under-
lying linear predictor θ∗ ∈ Rd shared across all arms3), αi,t ∈ Rd represents the contextual
information and {ηi,t}nt=1 represents noise in the reward observations. We impose compact-
ness constraints on the parameters: in particular, we have µi ∈ [−1, 1], θ∗ ∈ Bd2(1). Further,
the noise {ηi,t}Tt=1 is assumed to be identical, independent, zero mean, and σ-sub-Gaussian.

1We touch more upon the debate between Bayesian and frequentist paradigms in a realm in which this
has been relatively unexplored, game theory, in Chapter 4.

2Actually, Thompson sampling is a heuristic that can effectively utilize prior information in its algorithm
design. However, it does not come with the Bayesian optimality certificate of the Gittins index policy — its
guarantees are primarily frequentist in nature [144–146], although important Bayesian regret bounds have
been proved as well [147].

3This is the model that was described in [157]. It is worth noting that more complex variants of this model
with a separate θ∗i for every i ∈ [K] have also been empirically evaluated [154], and biases [µ1, . . . , µK ] ∈ RK

of the K arms, such that the mean rewards of the arms are affine functions of the contexts, that is, we have

gi,t = µi + 〈θ∗, αi,t〉+ ηi,t, for all i ∈ [K].
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At each round define κt = argmaxκ∈{1,...,K}Ki=1
{µκ + 〈θ∗, ακ,t〉} to be the best arm at round

t. Here, we define pseudo-regret with respect to the optimal policy under the generative linear
model:

Rc
T :=

T∑

s=1

[µκs + 〈θ∗, ακs,s〉 − µAs − 〈θ∗, αAs,s〉] .

For the linear contextual bandit model with finite number of actions, it is well-known
that variants of linear upper confidence bound algorithms like LinUCB [157] and OFUL [158]
suffer at most Õ((

√
d+
√
K)
√
T ) regret with respect to the optimal linear policy. Moreover,

these algorithms are computationally efficient4.
It is particularly clear that while employing the contextual bandits paradigm, the choice

of policy class is critical to maximize the overall reward of the algorithm. As can be seen
in applications of contextual bandits models for article recommendation [154], the choice is
often made in hindsight, and more complex policy classes are used if the algorithm is run for
more rounds. A quantitative understanding of how to do this is still lacking, and intuitively,
we should expect the optimal choice of policy class to not be static. Ideally, we could design
adaptive contextual bandit algorithms that would initially use simple policies, and switch
over to more complex ones as more data is obtained.

Theoretically, what this means is that the regret bounds derived for a contextual bandit
algorithm are only meaningful for rewards that are generated by a policy within the policy
class to which the algorithm is tailored. If the rewards are derived from a “more complex"
policy outside the policy class, even the optimal policy may neglect obvious patterns and
obtain a very low reward. If the rewards are derived from a policy that is expressible by a
much smaller class, the regret that is accumulated is unnecessary.

Model selection, or, does the contextual information matter?

Let us view the model selection problem vis-a-vis the two model classes that we have de-
scribed above: the standard multi-armed bandits paradigm (MAB) v.s. the standard linear
contextual bandits [157] paradigm (CB). Observe that in CB, setting θ∗ = 0 yields the im-
portant case of the reward distribution being independent from the contextual information
and thus the simple model (MAB) is nested within the complex model (CB). On one hand,
if we knew the MAB structure beforehand, a simple upper confidence bound algorithm like
UCB [150] would yield the optimal O(log T ) regret bound, which does not depend on the

4In the general contextual bandits paradigm, the question of computational efficiency has seen substan-
tial research attention. Treating policies as experts (EXP4 [79]) with careful control on the exploration
distribution led to the optimal regret bounds of O(

√
KT log |Π|) in a number of settings. From an efficiency

point of view (where efficiency is defined with respect to an arg-max-oracle that is able to compute the best
greedy policy in hindsight), the first approach conceived was the epoch-greedy approach [159], that suffers
a sub-optimal dependence of T 2/3 in the regret. More recently, “randomized-UCB" style approaches [160]
have been conceived that retain the optimal regret guarantee with Õ(

√
T ) calls to the arg-max-oracle. This

question of computational efficiency has generated a lot of subsequent, recent research interest [161–164].
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dimension of the contexts d. But UCB ignores the contextual information and will not guar-
antee any control on the policy regret in the CB setting: it can even be linear. On the
other hand, as we noted above, algorithms tailored to the CB setting like LinUCB [157] and
OFUL [158] incur the minimax-optimal policy regret of Õ((

√
d+
√
K)
√
T ) in the CB setting.

But these algorithms also incur this sub-optimal dependence on the dimension even in simple
instances when θ∗ = 0. Thus, we pay substantial extra regret by using the algorithm meant
for CB on MAB instances, which have simpler structure.

The above discussion shows that neither of the algorithms tailored to the MAB or CB
setting automatically adapt to the correct model class. This motivates the design of a single
approach that adapts to the inherent complexity of the reward-generating model and obtains
the optimal regret bound as if this complexity was known in hindsight. Specifically, we seek
an answer to the following question:

Does there exist a single algorithm that simultaneously achieves the O(log T ) regret rate
on simple multi-armed bandit instances and the Õ((

√
d +
√
K)
√
T ) regret rate on linear

contextual bandit instances?

3.2 Related work: Challenges specific to
limited-information model selection

The problem of policy class selection in contextual bandits has received some attention from
an empirical perspective, although publicly available results are few and far between. A
popular application of linear contextual bandits is to personalized article recommendation
using hand-crafted features of users: in experiments conducted by Li et al [154], two classes
of linear contextual bandit models with varying levels of complexity were compared to sim-
ple (multi-armed) bandit algorithms in terms of overall reward (which in this application
represented the click-through rate of ads). A striking observation was that the more com-
plex models won out when the algorithm was run for a longer period of time (e.g. 1 day as
opposed to half a day). Surveys on contextual bandits as applied to mobile health-care [156]
have expressed a desire for algorithms that adapt their choice of policy class according to
the amount of information they have received (e.g. the number of rounds).

At a high level, we seek a theoretically principled way of doing this. A natural initial
question is whether any of the full-information approaches that we described in Chapter 2
can be adapted to work in the bandit setting. Indeed, perhaps the most relevant work
to online policy class selection involves significant attempts to corral a band of M base
bandit algorithms into a meta-bandit framework [165]. The idea is to bound the regret
of the meta-algorithm in terms of the regret of the best base algorithm in hindsight. The
CORRAL framework is a variation of the online validation framework proposed in Chapter 2,
under limited-information feedback. Thus, it is very general and can be applied to any set of
base algorithms, whether efficient or not. CORRAL, however, turns out not to be the optimal
choice of computationally efficient algorithm for the multi-armed-vs-linear-contextual bandit
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problem for a couple of reasons.

1. It is not clear what (if any) choice of base algorithms would lead to a computationally
efficient algorithm that is also statistically optimal in a minimax sense simultaneously
for both problems.

2. The meta-algorithm framework uses an experts algorithm (in particular, mirror descent
with log-barrier regularizer and importance weighting on the base algorithms) to choose
which base algorithm to play in each round. Thus, it is impossible to expect the
instance-optimal regret rate of O(log T ) on the simple bandit instance. More generally,
the CORRAL framework will not yield instance-optimal rates on any policy class5.

As evidenced by the sub-optimalities of CORRAL in performing nested model selection,
the principal difficulty in applying online validation approaches to contextual bandit model
selection is the navigation of an even finer exploration-exploitation trade-off: algorithms
(designed for particular model classes) that fall out of favor in initial rounds could be picked
very rarely and the information required to truly perform model selection may be absent even
after many rounds of play. CORRAL tackles this difficulty using the log-barrier regularizer for
the meta-algorithm as a natural form of heightened exploration [166], together with clever
learning rate schedules — but these turn out to not give optimal model selection guarantees
in our setting. Similarly, directly extending SRM-based approaches to model selection in the
contextual bandit problem without taking proper care of exploration schedules would lead
to similar issues. In fact, in the non-contextual setup, impossibility results exist showing
that model selection is not possible [167]. The question that we want to address is whether
we can do better in a contextual environment.

3.3 Model selection: Multi-armed-bandit vs contextual
bandit

Our algorithms use a more direct approach to model selection using cleverly designed sta-
tistical tests. We utilize a simple “best-of-both-worlds” principle: exploit the possible simple
reward structure in the model until (unless) there is significant statistical evidence for the
presence of complex reward structure that would incur substantial complex policy regret if
not exploited. This algorithmic framework is inspired by the initial “best-of-both-worlds”
results for stochastic and adversarial multi-armed bandits; in particular, the “Stochastic and
Adversarial Optimal” (SAO) algorithm [168] (although the details of the phases of the algo-
rithm and the statistical test are very different). In that framework, instances that are not
stochastic (and could be thought of as “adversarial”) are not always detected as such by the
test. The test is designed in an elegant manner such that the regret is optimally bounded

5On our much simpler instance of bandit-vs-linear-bandit, we do obtain instance-optimal rates for at
least the simple bandit model.
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on instances that are not detected as adversarial, even if an algorithm meant for stochastic
rewards is used. Our test to distinguish between simple and complex instances shares this
flavor – in fact, all theoretically complex instances (θ∗ 6= 0) are not detected as such.

Another closely related algorithm, that also uses the sequential testing approach, is the
concurrent work of [169] which tackles the problem of selecting among a hierarchy of linear
classes with growing dimension. They work with stochasticity assumptions on the con-
texts that are weaker than the assumptions that we make in this chapter. However, they
are only able to establish a sub-optimal bound on the regret of Õ(d

1/3
∗ T 2/3) (where d∗ is

dimension of the optimal linear policy) as opposed to the minimax optimal regret rates
(that scale with T 1/2) which we establish in this chapter. Our main observation is that com-
monly encountered sequences of contexts can help us carefully navigate the finer exploration-
exploitation trade-off when the model classes are nested. We discuss comparisons between
our algorithm OSOM and their algorithm, ModCB, in Section 3.6 at the end of this chapter.

Construction of Confidence Sets

Underlying the design of both our algorithms is the design of appropriate upper confi-
dence estimates corresponding to the bias of each arm, as well as the linear model pa-
rameter. We let Ti(t) :=

∑t
s=1 I [As = i] be the number of times arm i was pulled and

ḡi,t :=
∑t

s=1 gi,sI [As = i] /Ti(t) be the average reward of that arm at the end of round t. For
each arm we define the upper confidence estimate as follows,

µ̃i,t := ḡi,t (3.1)

+ σ

[
1 + Ti(t)

T 2
i (t)

(
1 + 2 log

(
K(1 + Ti(t))

1
2

δ

))] 1
2

.

Lemma 6 in [158] (restated below as Lemma 3.3.1 here) uses a refined self-normalized mar-
tingale concentration inequality to bound |µi − ḡi,t| across all arms and all rounds.

Lemma 3.3.1. Under the simple model, with probability at least (1 − δ) we have, ∀i ∈
{1, . . . , K},∀t ≥ 0,

|µi − ḡi,t|

≤ σ

[
1 + Ti(t)

T 2
i (t)

(
1 + 2 log

(
K(1 + Ti(t))

1
2

δ

))] 1
2

.

This controls the upper confidence bounds for the estimates of the bias terms {µi}Ki=1.
For any round t > K, let θ̂t be the `2-regularized least-squares estimate of θ∗ defined

below.

θ̂t =
(
α>K+1:tαK+1:t + I

)−1
α>K+1:tGK+1:t, (3.2)
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where αK+1:t is the matrix whose rows are the context vectors selected from round K+ 1 up
until round t: α>AK+1,K+1, . . . , α

>
At,t

and GK+1:t = [gAK+1,K+1 − µ̃AK+1,K , . . . , gAt,t − µ̃At,t−1]>.
Here we are regressing on the rewards seen to estimate θ∗, while using the bias estimates
µ̃i,t−1 obtained by our upper confidence estimates defined in Equation (3.1).

Lemma 3.3.2. Let θ̂t be defined as in Equation (3.2). Then, with probability at least (1−3δ)
we have that for all t > K, θ∗ lies in the set

Cct :=
{
θ ∈ Rd : ‖θ − θ̂t‖2 ≤ Kδ(t, T )

}
, (3.3)

where Kδ(t, T ) = Õ(σ · d ·
√
T ) is defined in Equation (3.8d).

We prove this lemma in Section 3.7.

Optimal model selection under context diversity

It is of particular interest to identify whether optimal model selection is ever possible in
contextual bandits. A “greedy" refinement of the sequential testing that uses no forced
exploration is proposed below in Algorithm 1.

The intuition behind Algorithm 1 is straightforward. The algorithm starts off by using
the simple model estimate of the recommended action, that is, it; until it has reason to
believe that there is a benefit from switching to the complex model estimates. If the rewards
are truly coming from the simple model, or from a complex model that is well approximated
by a simple multi-armed bandit model, then Condition 3.6 will not be violated and the regret
shall continue to be bounded under either model. However, if Condition 3.6 is violated then
algorithm switches to the complex estimates – jt for the remaining rounds. The condition is
designed using the functionWδ(t, T ) which is of the order Õ(σ(d+

√
K)
√
t). This corresponds

to the additional regret incurred when we attempt to estimate the extra parameter – θ̃t ∈ Rd.
At each round Condition 3.6 compares the algorithm’s estimate for the cumulative reward

that could be obtained by playing according to the complex estimates –
∑t−1

s=K+1 µ̃js,s−1 +

〈αjs,s, θ̃s〉 – with the actual cumulative rewards seen so far
∑t−1

s=K+1 gis,s by sticking to the
simple estimates.

Under the simple model, given our construction of the confidence sets the term∑t−1
s=K+1〈αjs,s, θ̃s〉 will be bounded by Õ((d+

√
K)
√
t) as the true underlying vector θ∗ = 0.

While the remaining terms
∑t−1

s=K+1 µ̃js,s−1 − gis,s shall be at most Õ(
√
Kt); as the simple

estimates (is) shall be picking out the best arm quite often under the simple model. In
fact under this model we show in Lemma 3.4.1 that Condition 3.6 is not violated with high
probability and the algorithm shall continue using simple estimates throughout its entire
run.

On the other hand, under the complex model, we switch to the complex estimates only
if the difference between the algorithm’s estimate for the cumulative reward that could
be obtained by playing according to the complex estimates –

∑t−1
s=K+1 µ̃js,s−1 + 〈αjs,s, θ̃s〉 –
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Algorithm 1: OSOM (Optimistic Selection Of Models)
1 for t = 1, . . . , K do
2 Play arm t and receive reward gt,t, (Play each arm at least once.)

3 for t = K + 1, . . . , n do
4 Current Model← ‘Simple’
5 Simple Model Estimate:

it ∈ argmax
i∈{1,...,K}

{µ̃i,t−1} (3.4)

6 Complex Model Estimate:

jt, θ̃t ∈ argmax
i∈{1,...,K},θ∈Cct−1

{µ̃i,t−1 + 〈αi,t, θ〉} , (3.5)

7 where Cct−1 defined in Equation (3.3).
8 if Current Model = ‘Simple’ and t > K + 1 then
9 Check the condition:

t−1∑

s=K+1

{
µ̃js,s−1 + 〈αjs,s, θ̃s〉 − gis,s

}

≤ Wδ(t, T ), (3.6)

10 where Wδ(t, T ) defined in Equation (3.8e).
11 If violated then: Current Model← ‘Complex’.

12 If Current Model = ‘Simple’: Play arm it and receive reward git,t.
13 Else if Current Model = ‘Complex’: Play arm jt and receive gjt,t.
14 Update {µ̃i,t}Ki=1 and Cct .

exceeds the rewards seen so far
∑t−1

s=K+1 gis,s by Õ((d +
√
K)
√
t). That is, only when the

algorithm starts to suffer a regret that is equal to the minimax rate of regret. While instead
if this condition is not violated under the complex model, that is, our estimated cumulative
reward for switching to the complex model is close to the rewards seen far. Then we show
that the regret under the complex model is small even by using simple estimates. We do
this in Lemma 3.4.2.

By combining the arguments outlined above our main theorem optimally bounds the
regret of OSOM under either of the two reward-generating models. Underlying the success
of our statistical test, and therefore optimal model selection guarantees, are the following
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stochastic assumptions on the context vectors6. We assume that these contexts vectors
αi,t ∈ Bd2(1) and are drawn independent of the past from a distribution such that αi,t is
independent of {αj,t}j 6=i and, ∀i ∈ [K] and ∀t ∈ [T ],

Et−1 [αi,t] := E
[
αi,t

∣∣∣{ηj,s, αj,s}j∈[K],s∈[t−1]

]
= 0,

Et−1

[
αi,tα

>
i,t

]
:= E

[
αi,tα

>
i,t

∣∣∣{ηj,s, αj,s}j∈[K],s∈[t−1]

]

= Σc � ρmin · I, (3.7)

where we have ρmin = c/d for some positive constant c ∈ (0, 1] that does not depend on
d. (Note that this scaling on ρmin is because we have assumed ‖αi,t‖2 ≤ 1, and so we trivially
have ρmin ≤ 1/d.)

Under this assumption, we are ready to state our model selection result.

Theorem 3.3.3. With probability at least (1− 9δ), we obtain the following upper bounds on
regret for the algorithm OSOM (Algorithm 1):

1. Under the Simple Model:

Rs
T ≤ σ ·

∑

i:∆i>0

[
3∆i +

16

∆i

log

(
2K

∆iδ

)]
.

2. Under the Complex Model:

Rc
T ≤ 4(K + 1) + 4Wδ(T, T ) = Õ

{
σ(d+

√
K)
√
T
}
,

where Wδ(T, T ) is defined in Equation (3.8e).

Notice that Theorem 3.3.3 establishes regret bounds on the algorithm OSOM which are
near-minimax-optimal under both simple model and the complex model up to logarithmic
factors. In fact, under the simple model we are able to obtain problem-dependent regret
rates.

In the complex model we are close to the minimax rates obtained by OFUL (which holds
for adversarial contexts as well), with a slight sub-optimality in the dimension dependence.
A natural question for future work is if it is also possible to obtain problem dependent rates
in the complex model simultaneously. For example under the complex model by using OFUL
it is possible to show that regret grows poly-logarithmically with T : Rc

T ≤ Õ ((d+K)2/∆`),
where ∆` is an appropriately defined gap in the linear model.
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Figure 3.1: Experiments on synthetic data with K = 5, d = 50 and T = 300. The three
algorithms plotted are OSOM, UCB and OFUL. Figure from [89].

Empirical evaluation of algorithms

To experimentally corroborate our claims, we ran our model-selecting algorithm, OSOM, on
both simple and complex instances. We compared its performance to that of UCB (which
is optimal up to logarithmic factors under the simple model) and OFUL (which is minimax
optimal under the complex model)7.

When data is generated according to the simple model (θ∗ = 0), we see that OSOM and
UCB suffer regret that is sub-linear, and is significantly lower than the regret suffered by

6Our assumption is essentially one of context diversity — the conditional mean of the context vectors
are 0 and the co-variance matrix has its minimum eigenvalue bounded below by ρmin := c/d for a positive
constant c ∈ (0, 1]. The context diversity assumption has also been made to analyze the greedy algorithm
in linear contextual bandits [170–172].

7Here is a more detailed description of the experiment: data was generated synthetically with the number
of arms K = 5, and the dimension of θ∗, d = 50. The mean rewards of the arms µi ∼ Unif(−1, 1), were
drawn independently from a uniform distribution, and the context vectors αi,t were drawn independently
from the uniform distribution over the sphere. The noise ηi,t ∼ N (0, 1) was drawn from a 1-dimensional
Gaussian with unit variance. Under the simple model θ∗ = 0, while under the complex model θ∗ was also
drawn from the uniform distribution over the unit sphere in d-dimensions. In both the experiments we
average over 50 runs over T = 300 rounds to estimate the expected regret incurred. The realizations of the
problem were drawn independently for each run of each algorithm. For both OFUL and OSOM we used the
empirical covariance matrix to build the upper confidence ellipsoid.
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OFUL whose regret is also sub-linear but pays for the additional variance of estimating a
more complex model. While when the data is generated from the complex model (‖θ∗‖2 = 1)
the regret suffered by UCB is linear as it does not identify and estimate the linear structure
of the mean rewards. Here, the regret suffered by both OFUL and OSOM is sub-linear and
almost identical.

It is important to note here that algorithms designed solely for the linear contextual
bandit problem, like OFUL, work for stochastic conditional rewards regardless of the sequence
of contexts, which can be chosen adversarially. However, our goal here is to optimally adapt
to simpler model structure while retaining the contextual bandit regret guarantee. Currently
designed algorithms tailored to the linear contextual bandits problem, like OFUL, will fail at
this objective even under the stochastic assumption. Our stochastic assumption essentially
constitutes a sufficient condition for optimal model selection in linear contextual bandits.
Whether it is necessary, that is, whether model selection is possible for the case of adversarial
contexts, is an intriguing question left to future work.

3.4 Proofs
In this section, we collect the proofs of both algorithms.

Proof of Theorem 3.3.3

In this section, present the key lemmas that underlie the proof of Theorem 3.3.3 below.
(These lemmas are proved in Section 3.5.) We then use them to prove our main theorem.

To prove Theorem 3.3.3, we need to show that the regret of OSOM is appropriately
bounded under either underlying model. In Lemma 3.4.1 we demonstrate that whenever
the rewards are generated under the simple model, Condition 3.6 is not violated with high
probability.

Lemma 3.4.1. Assume that rewards are generated under the simple model. Then, with
probability at least (1− 5δ), we have for all t ∈ {K + 2, . . . , T}:

t−1∑

s=K+1

[
µ̃js,s−1 + 〈αjs,s, θ̃s〉

]
−

t−1∑

s=K+1

gis,s <Wδ(t− 1, T ).

This ensures that when the data is generated from the simple model, we have that the
Boolean variable Current Model = ‘Simple’ throughout the run of the algorithm. Thus, the
regret is equal to the regret incurred by the UCB algorithm, which is meant for simple model
instances.

On the other hand, when the data is generated according to the complex model, we first
demonstrate in Lemma 3.4.2 that the regret remains appropriately bounded if Condition 3.6
is not violated.
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Lemma 3.4.2. For all t ∈ {K + 1, . . . , T}. Let Condition 3.6 not be violated up until round
t+ 1, that is,

t∑

s=K+1

{
µ̃js,s−1 + 〈αjs,s, θ̃s〉 − gis,s

}
≤ Wδ(t, T ).

Then, we have Rc
t ≤ 4K + 2Wδ(t, T ), with probability at least (1− 5δ).

While when the data is generated according to the complex model and if the condition
does get violated at a certain round, we switch to the estimates of the complex model, that
is, jt. This corresponds to a variant of the algorithm OFUL, which is meant for complex
instances. Thus, the regret remains bounded in the subsequent rounds under this event as
well (formally proved in Lemma 3.5.1 in Section 3.5). Combining the results of these three
lemmas yields the regret bound, as described below.

Proof of Theorem 3.3.3. The proof is split into three cases.

Simple model (MAB): We have established in Lemma 3.4.1 that Condition 3.6 is not
violated with probability at least (1 − 5δ) under the simple model. Conditioned on this
event, OSOM plays according to the simple model estimate, it, for all rounds. Invoking
Theorem 7 in [158] gives us that with probability at least (1 − δ), Rs

T ≤
∑

i:∆i>0 3∆i +
(16/∆i) log(2K/∆iδ). Applying the union bound over these two events gives this regret
bound with probability at least (1− 6δ).

Complex model (CB): One out the two disjoint events are possible under the complex
model.

Case 1: In this event Condition 3.6 is never violated throughout the run of the algorithm.
Then by Lemma 3.4.2 we have

Rc
T ≤ 4K + 2Wδ(T, T )

with probability at least (1− 5δ).
Case 2: The other event is when Condition 3.6 is violated in round τ∗ < T . We know

by Lemma 3.4.2:

Rc
τ∗−2 ≤ 4K + 2Wδ(T, T )

with probability at least (1− 5δ). Also, by Lemma 3.5.1:

Rc
τ∗:T :=

t∑

s=τ∗

[µκs + 〈θ∗, ακs,s〉 − µAs − 〈θ∗, αAs,s〉]

≤ 2Wδ(T, T )
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with probability at least (1− 4δ). We can decompose the cumulative regret up to round T
as follows:

Rc
T ≤ Rc

τ∗−1 +Rc
τ∗:T + 4,

where Rc
τ∗:T denotes the regret of the algorithm starting from round τ ∗ up to round T and the

4 appears as it is the maximum regret that could be incurred in round τ∗ by the algorithm
under the complex model. By taking a union bound and using the decomposition of the
regret above, we get Rc

T ≤ 4(K + 1) + 4Wδ(T, T ), with probability at least (1− 9δ).

It remains to prove Lemmas 3.4.1 and 3.4.2, and the remainder of this section is devoted
to doing this.

Useful functions

Before proving the lemmas, we formally define some useful functions that arise by applying
the concentration inequalities on terms that appear while controlling the regret.

τmin(δ, T ) :=

(
16

ρ2
min

+
8

3ρmin

)
log

(
2dT

δ

)
. (3.8a)

Υδ(t, T ) :=

(
20

3
+

10σ

3

[
1 + 2 log

(
2KT

δ

)] 1
2

)
(3.8b)

[
log

(
2dT

δ

)
+

√
t log

(
2dT

δ

)
+ log2

(
2dT

δ

)]
.

Mδ(t) :=

√
2σ2

(
d

2
log

(
1 +

t

d

)
+ log

(
1

δ

))
+ 1. (3.8c)

Kδ(t, T ) :=

{
Mδ(t) + Υδ(t, T ), if K < t ≤ K + τmin(δ, T ),

Mδ(t)√
1+ρmin·(t−K)/2

+ Υδ(t,T )
1+ρmin·(t−K)/2

, if K + τmin(δ, T ) < t.
(3.8d)

Wδ(t, T ) := 2
t∑

s=K+1

Kδ(s− 1, T ) + σ

√
1 + t

2
log

(
1

δ

)
(3.8e)

+

[
2σ

√(
1 + 2 log

(
Kt1/2

δ

))]√
Kt.

It is straightforward to verify that Wδ(t, T ) = Õ
(
σ(d+

√
K)
√
t
)
.
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3.5 Proof of key lemmas
We define several statistical events that will be useful in proofs of the lemmas that follow in
this section.

E1 :=

{∣∣∣∣∣
t−1∑

s=K+1

ηis,s

∣∣∣∣∣ ≤ σ

√
t

2
log

(
1

δ

)
,∀t ∈ {K + 2, . . . , T}

}
, (3.9a)

E2 :=

{
|µi − ḡi,t| ≤ σ

√
1 + Ti(s)

T 2
i (s)

(
1 + 2 log

(
K(1 + Ti(s))1/2

δ

))
,∀i ∈ [K] and t ∈ [T ]

}
,

(3.9b)

E3 :=
{
‖θ̂t − θ∗‖2 ≤ Kδ(t, T ), ∀t ∈ {K + 1, . . . , T}

}
. (3.9c)

Event E1 represents control on the fluctuations due to noise: applying Theorem 3.7.3 in the
one-dimensional case with V = 1 and Ys = 1, we get P(Ec1) ≤ δ for all t ≥ 0. Event E2

represents control on the fluctuations of the empirical estimate of the biases [µ1, . . . , µK ]
around their true values: by Lemma 3.3.1 we have P(Ec2) ≤ δ. Finally, event E3 represents
control on the fluctuations of the empirical estimate of the parameter vector θ∗ around its
true value: by Lemma 3.3.2, we have P(Ec3) ≤ 3δ. We define the desired event E := E1∩E2∩E3

as the intersection of these three events. The union bound gives us P(Ec) ≤ 5δ. For the rest
of the proof, we condition on the event E .

Regret under the simple model

We restate and prove the following lemma establishes that under the simple model, Condition
3.6 is not violated with high probability.

Lemma 3.4.1. Assume that rewards are generated under the simple model. Then, with
probability at least (1− 5δ), we have for all t ∈ {K + 2, . . . , T}:

t−1∑

s=K+1

[
µ̃js,s−1 + 〈αjs,s, θ̃s〉

]
−

t−1∑

s=K+1

gis,s <Wδ(t− 1, T ).

Proof. Under the simple model, We have the model for the rewards is gi,t = µi + ηi,t.
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Therefore, we have

t−1∑

s=K+1

[
µ̃js,s−1 + 〈αjs,s, θ̃s〉

]
−

t−1∑

s=K+1

gis,s

=
t−1∑

s=K+1

[
µ̃js,s−1 + 〈αjs,s, θ̃s〉

]
−

t−1∑

s=K+1

µis −
t−1∑

s=K+1

ηis,s

=
t−1∑

s=K+1

−ηis,s +
t−1∑

s=K+1

[µ̃is,s−1 − µis ] +
t−1∑

s=K+1

[µ̃js,s−1 − µ̃is,s−1] +
t−1∑

s=K+1

〈αjs,s, θ̃s〉

=
t−1∑

s=K+1

−ηis,s
︸ ︷︷ ︸

=:Γno

+
t−1∑

s=K+1

[µ̃is,s−1 − µis ]
︸ ︷︷ ︸

=:Γsim1

+
t−1∑

s=K+1

[µ̃js,s−1 − µ̃is,s−1]

︸ ︷︷ ︸
=:Γsim2

+
t−1∑

s=K+1

〈αjs,s, θ̃s〉
︸ ︷︷ ︸

=:Γlin

= Γno + Γsim1 + Γsim2 + Γlin.

Notice that the difference neatly decomposes into four terms, each of which we interpret
below. The first term Γno is purely a sum of the noise in the problem that concentrates
under the event E1. The second term Γsim1 corresponds to the difference between the true
mean reward µis and simple estimate of the mean reward µ̃is,s−1, which is controlled under
the event E2. The third term Γsim2 is the difference between the mean rewards prescribed by
the simple estimate and complex estimate µ̃is,s−1 and µ̃js,s−1 respectively. Finally, the last
term Γlin is only a function the estimated linear predictor (and since the true predictor is
θ∗ = 0, this term is controlled by even E3).

Step (i) (Bound on Γno): Under the event E1, we have

Γno ≤ σ

√
t

2
log

(
1

δ

)
.
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Step (ii) (Bound on Γsim1): By the definition of µ̃i,s−1 we have,

Γsim1 =
t−1∑

s=K+1

µ̃is,s−1 − µis

(i)

≤ 2σ
t−1∑

s=K+1

√
1 + Tis(s− 1)

T 2
is

(s− 1)

(
1 + 2 log

(
K(1 + Ti(s− 1))1/2

δ

))

≤ 2σ
t−1∑

s=K+1

√
1 + Tis(s− 1)

T 2
is

(s− 1)

(
1 + 2 log

(
K(t− 1)1/2

δ

))

=

[
2σ

√(
1 + 2 log

(
K(t− 1)1/2

δ

))] K∑

i=1

Ti(t−2)∑

r=1

√
1 + r

r2

≤
[

2σ

√(
1 + 2 log

(
K(t− 1)1/2

δ

))] K∑

i=1

Ti(t−2)∑

r=1

2

√
1

r

(ii)

≤
[

2σ

√(
1 + 2 log

(
K(t− 1)1/2

δ

))] K∑

i=1

√
Ti(t− 2)

(iii)

≤
[

2σ

√(
1 + 2 log

(
K(t− 1)1/2

δ

))]√
K(t− 1),

where (i) follows under the event E2, (ii) follows as

2

Ti(t−2)∑

r=1

√
1

r
≤ 2

∫ Ti(t−2)

0

√
1

r
≤
√
Ti(t− 2),

and (iii) follows by Jensen’s inequality and the fact that
∑K

i=1 Ti(t− 2) = t− 2 < t− 1.
Step (iii) (Bound on Γsim2): Equation (3.4), which shows the optimality of arm is, tells

us that µ̃is,s−1 ≥ µ̃js,s−1 for all s. Therefore Γsim2 ≤ 0.
Step (iv) (Bound on Γlin): By the Cauchy-Schwarz inequality, the constraint ‖αi,t‖2 ≤ 1

and the triangle inequality, we get

Γlin =
t−1∑

s=K+1

〈αjs,s, θ̃s〉 ≤
t−1∑

s=K+1

‖αjs,s‖2‖θ̃s‖2 ≤
t−1∑

s=K+1

‖θ̃s − θ∗‖2

≤
t−1∑

s=K+1

‖θ̂s−1 − θ̃s‖2 + ‖θ̂s−1 − θ∗‖2 ≤ 2
t−1∑

s=K+1

Kδ(s− 1, T ),

where Kδ(s− 1, T ) is defined in Equation (3.8d).
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Combining the bounds on Γno,Γsim1,Γsim2 and Γlin and by the definition ofWδ(t− 1, T ),
we have

t−1∑

s=K+1

[
µ̃js,s−1 + 〈αjs,s, θ̃s〉

]
−

t−1∑

s=K+1

gis,s ≤ Wδ(t− 1, T ),

which completes the proof.

Regret under the complex model

The bound on the regret under the complex model follows by establishing two facts. First,
when Condition 3.6 is not violated, we demonstrate in Lemma 3.4.2 that the regret is appro-
priately bounded. Second, if the condition does get violated, say at round τ∗, our algorithm
OSOM chooses arms according to the complex model estimates ‘jt’ for t ∈ [τ∗, . . . , T ]. In
Lemma 3.5.1, we show that the regret remains bounded in this case as well.

We start with the first case by proving Lemma 3.4.2.

Lemma 3.4.2. For all t ∈ {K + 1, . . . , T}. Let Condition 3.6 not be violated up until round
t+ 1, that is,

t∑

s=K+1

{
µ̃js,s−1 + 〈αjs,s, θ̃s〉 − gis,s

}
≤ Wδ(t, T ).

Then, we have Rc
t ≤ 4K + 2Wδ(t, T ), with probability at least (1− 5δ).

Proof. Since we have already conditioned on the event E , we can assume that events E1, E2

and E3 hold. Note that if Condition 3.6 is not violated up to round t then we have that
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As = is for all s ≤ t. Using the definition of Rc
t , we get

Rc
t =

t∑

s=1

[µκs + 〈θ∗, ακs,s〉 − µis − 〈θ∗, αis,s〉]

≤ 4K +
t∑

s=K+1

[µκs + 〈θ∗, ακs,s〉 − µis − 〈θ∗, αis,s〉]

= 4K +
t∑

s=K+1

(µκs + 〈θ∗, ακs,s〉 − gis,s) +
t∑

s=K+1

(gis,s − µis − 〈θ∗, αis,s〉)

= 4K +
t∑

s=K+1

(
µκs + 〈θ∗, ακs,s〉 − µ̃js,s−1 − 〈θ̃s, αjs,s〉

)

+
t∑

s=K+1

(
µ̃js,s−1 + 〈θ̃s, αjs,s〉 − gis,s

)

︸ ︷︷ ︸
≤Wδ(t,T )

+
t∑

s=K+1

ηis,s

≤ 4K +Wδ(t, T ) +
t∑

s=K+1

(
µκs + 〈θ∗, ακs,s〉 − µ̃js,s−1 − 〈θ̃s, αjs,s〉

)

︸ ︷︷ ︸
=:Γlin

+
t∑

s=K+1

ηis,s

︸ ︷︷ ︸
=:Γno

,

where 4K is the maximum possible regret incurred in the first K rounds under the complex
model. By the definition of E1, we get Γno ≤ σ

√
((1 + t)/2) log(1/δ). Next, let us control

Γlin. We have

Γlin =
t∑

s=K+1

(
µκs + 〈θ∗, ακs,s〉 − µ̃js,s−1 − 〈θ̃s, αjs,s〉

)

=
t∑

s=K+1

(
µκs + 〈θ∗, ακs,s〉 − µ̃κs,s−1 − 〈θ̃s, ακs,s〉

)

+
t∑

s=K+1

(
µ̃κs,s−1 + 〈θ̃s, ακs,s〉 − µ̃js,s−1 − 〈θ̃s, αjs,s〉

)

︸ ︷︷ ︸
≤0

,

where the non-positivity of the second term is because of the optimality of arm js as expressed
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in Equation (3.5). Hence, we have

Γlin ≤
t∑

s=K+1

(
µκs + 〈θ∗, ακs,s〉 − µ̃κs,s−1 − 〈θ̃s, ακs,s〉

)

=
t∑

s=K+1

µκs − µ̃κs,s−1 +
t∑

s=K+1

〈ακs,s, θ∗ − θ̃s〉

≤
t∑

s=K+1

µκs − µ̃κs,s−1 +
t∑

s=K+1

‖ακs,s‖2‖θ∗ − θ̃s‖2

≤
t∑

s=K+1

µκs − µ̃κs,s−1 +
t∑

s=K+1

‖θ∗ − θ̃s‖2,

where the last two inequalities follow from the Cauchy-Schwarz inequality and the constraint
‖αi,t‖2 ≤ 1 respectively. Under the event E2, we have µκs−µ̃κs,s−1 ≤ 0. Also, by the definition
of θ̃s and under event E3, we have

Γlin ≤ 2
t∑

s=K+1

Kδ(s− 1, T ).

Combining these bounds, we get

Rc
t ≤ 4K +Wδ(t, T ) + σ

√
1 + t

2
log

(
1

δ

)
+ 2

t∑

s=K+1

Kδ(s− 1, T ) ≤ 4K + 2Wδ(t, T )

under the assumption that event E holds. Since we already showed that P(E) ≥ 1− 5δ, our
proof is complete.

Now, we move on to the second case. The next lemma shows that if Condition 3.6 was
violated at round τ∗ (which is, in general, a random variable), then playing the complex
model estimates js for all s ≥ τ∗ keeps the regret bounded in subsequent rounds.

Lemma 3.5.1. If Condition 3.6 is violated at round τ∗ that is,

τ∗−1∑

s=K+1

{
µ̃js,s−1 + 〈αjs,s, θ̃s〉 − gis,s

}
>Wδ(τ∗ − 1, T ).

Then with probability at least (1− 4δ) we have,

Rc
τ∗:T :=

t∑

s=τ∗

[µκs + 〈θ∗, ακs,s〉 − µAs − 〈θ∗, αAs,s〉] ≤ 2Wδ(T, T ).
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Proof. For this proof, we only need events E2 and E3 to simultaneously hold. We define the
event E ′ := E2 ∩ E3. Again, by the union bound we have P(Ec) ≤ 4δ. For the rest of this
proof we assume the event E ′.

If Condition 3.6 is violated at round τ ∗, then we have As = js for all rounds s ≥ τ∗.
Thus,

Rc
τ∗:T =

T∑

s=τ∗

[µκs + 〈θ∗, ακs,s〉 − µjs − 〈θ∗, αjs,s〉]

=
T∑

s=τ∗

[
µκs + 〈θ∗, ακs,s〉 − µ̃js,s−1 − 〈θ̃s, αjs,s〉

]

+
T∑

s=τ∗

[
µ̃js,s−1 + 〈θ̃s, αjs,s〉 − µjs − 〈θ∗, αjs,s〉

]

=
T∑

s=τ∗

[
µκs + 〈θ∗, ακs,s〉 − µ̃κs,s−1 − 〈θ̃s, ακs,s〉

]

+
T∑

s=τ∗

[
µ̃κs,s−1 + 〈θ̃s, ακs,s〉 − µ̃js,s−1 − 〈θ̃s, αjs,s〉

]

︸ ︷︷ ︸
≤0

+
T∑

s=τ∗

[
µ̃js,s−1 + 〈θ̃s, αjs,s〉 − µjs − 〈θ∗, αjs,s〉

]
,

where the second term is non-positive by the optimality of arm js as expressed in Equa-
tion (3.5). Under the event E2, we have µi − µ̃i,s−1 ≤ 0 for all s > 0 and i ∈ [K]. Therefore,
we get

Rc
τ∗:T ≤

T∑

s=τ∗

[
〈θ∗ − θ̃s, ακs,s〉+ 〈θ̃s − θ∗, αjs,s〉

]
+

T∑

s=τ∗

[µ̃js,s−1 − µjs ]

≤
T∑

s=τ∗

‖θ̃s − θ∗‖2 [‖ακs,s‖2 + ‖αjs,s‖2] +
T∑

s=τ∗

[µ̃js,s−1 − µjs ]

≤ 2
T∑

s=τ∗

‖θ̃s − θ∗‖2

︸ ︷︷ ︸
=:Γlin

+
T∑

s=τ∗

[µ̃js,s−1 − µjs ]
︸ ︷︷ ︸

Γbias

,

where the inequalities follow by two applications of the Cauchy-Schwarz inequality and the
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constraint ‖αi,t‖2 ≤ 1. First we control Γlin. Under the event E3 we have

Γlin = 2
T∑

s=τ∗

‖θ̃s − θ∗‖2 ≤ 4
T∑

s=τ∗

Kδ(s− 1, T ).

Next, we control the term Γbias. By the definition of µ̃js,s−1, we have

Γbias =
T∑

s=τ∗

[µ̃js,s−1 − µjs ] ≤ 2σ
T∑

s=τ∗

√
1 + Tis(s− 1)

T 2
is

(s− 1)

(
1 + 2 log

(
K(1 + Ti(s− 1))1/2

δ

))

≤ 2σ
T∑

s=τ∗

√
1 + Tis(s− 1)

T 2
is

(s− 1)

(
1 + 2 log

(
KT 1/2

δ

))

≤
[

2σ

√(
1 + 2 log

(
K(T 1/2

δ

))] K∑

i=1

Ti(T−1)∑

r=1

√
1 + r

r2

≤
[

2σ

√(
1 + 2 log

(
KT 1/2

δ

))] K∑

i=1

Ti(T−1)∑

r=1

2

√
1

r

≤
[

2σ

√(
1 + 2 log

(
KT 1/2

δ

))] K∑

i=1

√
Ti(T − 1)

(i)

≤
[

2σ

√(
1 + 2 log

(
KT 1/2

δ

))]√
KT,

where (i) follows by Jensen’s inequality and the fact that
∑K

i=1 Ti(T − 1) = T − 1 < T . The
rest of the inequalities can be verified by some simple algebra. Combining the bounds on
the respective terms, we get

Rc
τ∗:T ≤ 4

T∑

s=τ∗

Kδ(s− 1, T ) +

[
2σ

√(
1 + 2 log

(
KT 1/2

δ

))]√
KT ≤ 2Wδ(T, T ),

which completes the proof.

3.6 Conclusions and future work
Our results should be thought of as initial progress on the goal of online model selection in
contextual bandits, i.e. we identified sufficient conditions for contexts under which optimally
preserving simple model performance with (slightly sub-optimal) complex model guarantees.‘
Under these conditions, we have shown that the algorithm tailored to the simple model
automatically performs sufficient exploration to be able to perform model selection.
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Whether these conditions are necessary is not clear, and more generally fundamental
limits on contextual bandit model selection as well as instance-optimal algorithms remain
open [173]. It is worth noting that the critical difficulty of the problem lies in reliably testing
whether the maximal reward by any model in the complex model class is much greater
than the maximal reward by any model in the simple model class. If this was given as
side information, elegant schemes based on Corraling [165, 174] and regret balancing [175]
show that optimal model selection is possible. However, knowing this information would
correspond to actually knowing the model order, which is unrealistic when considering nested
model classes in particular. Both our approach and that of [169] utilize being able to estimate
this information in a much smaller number of samples than that required to estimate the
optimal complex model, but in different ways. All of these observations suggest that the
difficulty of contextual bandit model selection, at least in purely stochastic environments,
could be intricately linked to the sample complexity of estimating this quantity. It would be
interesting to turn these observations into concrete fundamental limits on model selection
under limited-information feedback. Additionally, model selection beyond linear classes is of
natural interest, and has already been considered in recent work [174, 176, 177].

Finally, we have not considered the possibility of an adversarial environment in this
chapter. While we have “state-of-the-art" algorithms that adapt between stochasticity and
adversity for a given model class [168, 178], it is likely that a tractable solution to the purely
stochastic model selection problem will be needed before moving to robust model selection
under limited-information feedback.

3.7 Omitted proof details
In this section, we fill in omitted proof details for completeness. We recall Lemma 3.3.2,
which is an error bound on the ridge regression estimate θ̂t, and present a proof below.

Proof. To unclutter notation, let α = αK+1:t,G = GK+1:t. Further, define
η = [ηAK+1,K+1, . . . , ηAt,t]

>, µ = [µAK+1
, . . . , µAt ]

> and µ̃ = [µ̃AK+1,K , . . . , µ̃At,t−1]>. By the
definition of θ̂t, we have

θ̂t =
(
α>α+ I

)−1
α>G

=
(
α>α+ I

)−1
α> (αθ∗ + (µ− µ̃+ η))

= θ∗ −
(
α>α+ I

)−1
θ∗ +

(
α>α+ I

)−1
α> (µ− µ̃) +

(
α>α+ I

)−1
α>η.

Now, let us define Vt := α>α+ I. Then, for any vector w ∈ Rd (whose choice we will specify
shortly), we get

w>
(
θ̂t − θ∗

)
= −w>V −1

t θ∗ + w>V −1
t α> (µ− µ̃) + w>V −1

t α>η

= −w>V −1/2
t V

−1/2
t θ∗ + w>V

−1/2
t V

−1/2
t α> (µ− µ̃) + w>V

−1/2
t V

−1/2
t α>η.
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By the Cauchy-Schwarz inequality, we have∣∣∣w>
(
θ̂t − θ∗

)∣∣∣ ≤ ‖w‖V −1
t

(
‖α>η‖V −1

t
+ ‖θ∗‖V −1

t
+ ‖α> (µ− µ̃)‖V −1

t

)
,

≤ ‖w‖V −1
t

(
‖α>η‖V −1

t
+ ‖α> (µ− µ̃)‖V −1

t
+ 1
)
, (3.10)

where the second step follows as ‖θ∗‖V −1
t
≤
√

(1/γmin(Vt)) · ‖θ∗‖2 ≤ 1. We now define three
events E4, E5 and E6 below:

E4 :=

{
‖α>η‖V −1

t
≤
√

2σ2 log

(
det(Vt)1/2

δ

)
,∀t ∈ {K + 1, . . . , T}

}
,

E5 :=

{
Nt :=

∥∥∥∥∥
t∑

s=K+1

αAs,s (µAs − µ̃As,t−1)

∥∥∥∥∥
2

≤ Υδ(t, T ),∀t ∈ {K + 1, . . . , T}
}
,

E6 := {γmin(Vt) ≥ 1 + ρmin(t−K)/2,∀t ∈ {K + τmin(δ, T ), . . . , T}} .
Define the event E ′′ := E4 ∩ E5 ∩ E6. By Theorem 3.7.3 with V = I we have, P(Ec4) ≤ δ, by
Lemma 3.7.2 we have P(Ec5) ≤ δ and Lemma 3.7.1 tells us that (P )(Ec6) ≤ δ. Therefore by a
union bound P(Ec) ≤ 3δ. For the rest of the proof, we assume the event E ′′. Hence, we get

‖α>η‖V −1
t
≤
√

2σ2 log

(
det(Vt)1/2

δ

)
(i)

≤
√

2σ2

(
d

2
log

(
1 +

t

d

)
+ log

(
1

δ

))
, (3.11)

where (i) follows by the technical Lemma 3.7.5. For the other term, we have
∥∥α> (µ− µ̃)

∥∥
V −1
t
≤ Nt√

γmin(Vt)
≤ Υδ(t, T )√

γmin(Vt)
. (3.12)

Under E6, we have

∥∥α> (µ− µ̃)
∥∥
V −1
t
≤
{

Υδ(t, T ), if τmin(δ) ≥ t−K > 0,
Υδ(t,T )√

1+ρmin(t−K)/2
, if t−K > τmin(δ).

(3.13)

Choosing w = Vt(θ̂t − θ∗) and plugging in the upper bounds established in Equation (3.11)
and Equation (3.13) into Equation (3.10), we get

‖θ̂t − θ∗‖Vt ≤
{
Mδ(t) + Υδ(t, T ), if τmin(δ, T ) ≥ t−K > 0,

Mδ(t) + Υδ(t,T )√
1+ρmin(t−K)/2

, if t−K > τmin(δ, T ).

Recall the definition ofMδ(t) in Equation (3.8c). Using the fact that
‖θ̂t − θ∗‖2 ≤ (1/

√
γmin(Vt))‖θ̂t − θ∗‖Vt along with the event E6, we get

‖θ̂t − θ∗‖2 ≤
{
Mδ(t) + Υδ(t, T ), if τmin(δ, T ) ≥ t−K > 0,

Mδ(t)√
1+ρmin(t−K)/2

+ Υδ(t,T )
1+ρmin(t−K)/2

, if t−K > τmin(δ, T ),

= Kδ(t, T ),

where the last equality is by the definition of Kδ(t, T ) in Equation (3.8d).
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Now, we establish a couple of concentration inequalities on quantities of interest in the
proof of Lemma 3.3.2: these constitute Lemmas 3.7.1 and 3.7.2.

Lemma 3.7.1. Define the matrix Mt as

Mt := I +
t∑

s=1

αAs,sα
>
As,s.

Then, with probability at least (1− δ), we have

γmin(Mt) ≥ 1 +
ρmint

2

for all τmin(δ, T ) ≤ t ≤ T .

Proof. Note that by the definition of Mt, we have γmin(Mt) = 1 +γmin

(∑t
s=1 αAs,sα

>
As,s

)
. By

the assumption on the distribution of the contexts as specified in Equation (3.7), we have
Es−1

[
αAs,sα

>
As,s

]
= Σc � ρminI. Consider the matrix martingale defined by

Zt :=
t∑

s=1

[
αAs,sα

>
As,s − Σc

]
for t = 1, 2, . . .

with Z0 = 0 and the corresponding martingale difference sequence Ys := Zs − Zs−1 for
s = {1, 2, . . .}. As ‖αAs,s‖2 ≤ 1 and ‖Σc‖op = ‖Es−1

[
αAs,sα

>
As,s

]
‖op ≤ 1, we have

‖Ys‖op = ‖αAs,sα>As,s − Σc‖op ≤ 2.

We also have,
∥∥Es−1

[
YsY

>
s

]∥∥
op

=
∥∥Es−1

[
Y >s Ys

]∥∥
op

=
∥∥Es−1

[(
αAs,sα

>
As,s − Σc

) (
αAs,sα

>
As,s − Σc

)]∥∥
op

≤
∥∥Es−1

[
(α>As,sαAs,s)αAs,sα

>
As,s − Σ2

c

]∥∥
op
≤ 2.

By applying the Matrix Freedman inequality (Theorem 3.7.4 in Section 3.7) with R = 2,
ω2 = 2t and u = ρmint/2, we get that if t ≥ (16/ρ2

min + 8/(3ρmin)) log (2dT/δ), then

P





∥∥∥∥∥
t∑

s=1

αAs,sα
>
As,s − t · Σc

∥∥∥∥∥
op

≥ ρmint

2



 ≤

δ

T
.

This implies that

γmin

(
t∑

s=1

αAs,sα
>
As,s

)
≥ ρmint

2

for a given t ∈ {τmin(δ, T ), . . . , T} with probability at least (1− δ/T ). Taking a union bound
over all t ∈ {τmin(δ, T ), . . . , T} yields the desired claim.
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Lemma 3.7.2. Define the vector Nt :=
∑t

s=K+1 αis,s(µis − µ̃is,s−1). For all K < t ≤ T we
have,

‖Nt‖2 ≤ Υδ(t, T ),

with probability at least (1− δ).
Proof. Consider K < t ≤ T . Note that µ̃is,s−1 is a function of gi1,1, . . . , gis−1,s−1 and
i1, . . . , is−1. Also, the simple model estimate is is just a function of gi1,1, . . . , gis−1,s−1 and
A1, . . . , As−1. Therefore, we have

Es−1 [αis,s(µis − µ̃is,s−1)] = (µis − µ̃is,s−1)Es−1 [αis,s] = 0

for all s ∈ {K + 1, . . . , t}, as αis,s is assumed to drawn from a distribution with zero (condi-
tional) mean. Recall that µis ∈ [−1, 1]. By the definition µ̃is,s−1, we have

µ̃is,s−1 =
s−1∑

r=1

gis,rI [Ar = is]

Tis(s− 1)
︸ ︷︷ ︸

∈{−1,1}

+σ

√√√√√√
1 + Tis(s− 1)

T 2
is

(s− 1)︸ ︷︷ ︸
≤2

(
1 + 2 log

(
K(1 + Tis(s− 1))1/2

δ

))

︸ ︷︷ ︸
≤1+2 log(K(1+T )/δ)

,

and therefore

|µis − µ̃is,s−1| ≤ 2 + σ

√
2

(
1 + 2 log

(
K(1 + T )

δ

))
=: PT , ∀s ∈ {1, . . . , T}.

Define a martingale Zt−K := Nt and the martingale difference sequence Ys := Zs −Zs−1.
Then we have, for any s ∈ {K + 1, . . . , t},
‖Ys−K‖op = ‖Ys−K‖2 ≤ ‖αis,s (µis − µ̃is,s−1)‖2 ≤ ‖αis,s‖2|µis − µ̃is,s−1| ≤ |µis − µ̃is,s−1| ≤ PT .
We also have

∥∥Es−1

[
αis,sα

>
is,s (µis − µ̃is,s−1)2]∥∥

op
≤ P2

T‖Σc‖op ≤ P2
T ,

and
∥∥Es−1

[
α>is,sαis,s (µis − µ̃is,s−1)2]∥∥

op
≤ P2

T‖αis,s‖2
2 ≤ P2

T .

Invoking Theorem 3.7.4 with R = PT and ω2 = P2
T (t−K), we get

P

{
‖Nt‖2 ≥

PT
3

log

(
2dT

δ

)
+
PT
3

√
18(t−K) log

(
2dT

δ

)
+ log2

(
2dT

δ

)}
≤ δ

T
.

From the definition of Υδ(t, T ) in Equation (3.8b) and applying the union bound over all
t ∈ {K + 1, . . . , T}, we get

P {∃t ∈ {K + 1, . . . , T} : ‖Nt‖2 ≥ Υδ(t, T )} ≤ δ.

This completes the proof.
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Concentration inequalities and technical results

In this section we state technical concentration inequalities that are useful in our proofs. We
start by defining notation specific to this section.

Let {Ft}∞t=0 be a filtration. Let {ξt}∞t=1 be a real-valued stochastic process such that ξt is
Ft-measurable and ξt is conditionally σ-sub-Gaussian. Let {Yt}∞t=1 be an Rd-valued stochastic
process such that Yt is Ft−1-measurable. Assume that V is a d× d positive definite matrix.
For any t > 0 define

Vt := V +
t∑

s=1

YsY
>
s , St :=

t∑

s=1

ξsYs.

With this setup in place, the following is a re-statement of Theorem 1 of [158], which is
essentially a self-normalized concentration inequality.

Theorem 3.7.3. For any δ > 0, we have

S>t V
−1
t St = ‖St‖2

V −1
t
≤ 2σ2 log

(
det(Vt)

1/2 det(V )−1/2

δ

)

with probability at least (1− δ) for all t ≥ 0.

Next we state a version of the Matrix Freedman Inequality [179, Corollary 1.3] that we use
multiple times in our arguments. Define a matrix martingale as a sequence {Zs : s = 0, 1, . . .}
such that Z0 = 0 and

E [Zs|Fs−1] = Zs−1 and E [‖Zs‖op] ≤ ∞, for s = 1, . . . .

Also define the martingale difference sequence Xs := Zs − Zs−1.

Theorem 3.7.4. Consider a matrix martingale {Zs : s = 0, 1, . . .} whose values are matrices
with dimension d1 × d2, and let {Xs : s = 0, 1, . . .} be the martingale difference sequence.
Assume that the difference sequence is almost surely uniformly bounded, that is,

‖Xs‖op ≤ R a.s. for s = 1, 2 . . .

Define two predictable quadratic variation processes of the martingale:

Wcol,t :=
t∑

s=1

E
[
XsX

>
s |Fs−1

]
and

Wrow,t :=
t∑

s=1

E
[
X>s Xs|Fs−1

]
for t = 1, 2, . . .

Then for all u ≥ 0 and ω2 > 0, we have

P
{
∃t ≥ 0 : ‖Zt‖op ≥ u and max {‖Wcol,t‖op, ‖Wrow,t‖op} ≤ ω2

}

≤ (d1 + d2) exp

(
− u2/2

ω2 +Ru/3

)
.
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The final technical result we recap characterizes the growth of the determinant of the
matrix VT , and is useful in constructing our confidence sets for the estimate of θ∗. This
result is a restatement of Lemma 19.1 in the pre-print [180].

Lemma 3.7.5. Let V0 ∈ Rd×d be a positive definite matrix and z1, . . . , zT ∈ Rd be a sequence
of vectors with ‖zt‖2 ≤ L < ∞ for all t ∈ [T ]. Further, let v0 := tr(V0) and VT :=
V0 +

∑T
s=1 zsz

>
s . Then, we have

log

(
det(VT )

det(V0)

)
≤ d log

(
v0 + TL2

d det1/d(V0)

)
.
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Part II

Game Theory In The Presence Of
Learning
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Chapter 4

Learning from strategic, non-adversarial
data

data generator 
(e.g. defender)

Xt)
<latexit sha1_base64="PhriALy4QGUl0cziTpNttNQ45H4=">AAAB63icdVBNSwMxEM3Wr1q/qh69BIuglyVbrLa3ghePFawttEvJptk2NNldklmhLP0LXjwo4tU/5M1/Y7atoKIPBh7vzTAzL0ikMEDIh1NYWV1b3yhulra2d3b3yvsHdyZONeNtFstYdwNquBQRb4MAybuJ5lQFkneCyVXud+65NiKObmGacF/RUSRCwSjkUncAZ4NyhbjVGmnUCSYumcOSGvEaFx72lkoFLdEalN/7w5ilikfAJDWm55EE/IxqEEzyWamfGp5QNqEj3rM0ooobP5vfOsMnVhniMNa2IsBz9ftERpUxUxXYTkVhbH57ufiX10shrPuZiJIUeMQWi8JUYohx/jgeCs0ZyKkllGlhb8VsTDVlYOMp2RC+PsX/k7uq6xHXuzmvNOvLOIroCB2jU+ShS9RE16iF2oihMXpAT+jZUc6j8+K8LloLznLmEP2A8/YJ5E+OGg==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="PhriALy4QGUl0cziTpNttNQ45H4=">AAAB63icdVBNSwMxEM3Wr1q/qh69BIuglyVbrLa3ghePFawttEvJptk2NNldklmhLP0LXjwo4tU/5M1/Y7atoKIPBh7vzTAzL0ikMEDIh1NYWV1b3yhulra2d3b3yvsHdyZONeNtFstYdwNquBQRb4MAybuJ5lQFkneCyVXud+65NiKObmGacF/RUSRCwSjkUncAZ4NyhbjVGmnUCSYumcOSGvEaFx72lkoFLdEalN/7w5ilikfAJDWm55EE/IxqEEzyWamfGp5QNqEj3rM0ooobP5vfOsMnVhniMNa2IsBz9ftERpUxUxXYTkVhbH57ufiX10shrPuZiJIUeMQWi8JUYohx/jgeCs0ZyKkllGlhb8VsTDVlYOMp2RC+PsX/k7uq6xHXuzmvNOvLOIroCB2jU+ShS9RE16iF2oihMXpAT+jZUc6j8+K8LloLznLmEP2A8/YJ5E+OGg==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="PhriALy4QGUl0cziTpNttNQ45H4=">AAAB63icdVBNSwMxEM3Wr1q/qh69BIuglyVbrLa3ghePFawttEvJptk2NNldklmhLP0LXjwo4tU/5M1/Y7atoKIPBh7vzTAzL0ikMEDIh1NYWV1b3yhulra2d3b3yvsHdyZONeNtFstYdwNquBQRb4MAybuJ5lQFkneCyVXud+65NiKObmGacF/RUSRCwSjkUncAZ4NyhbjVGmnUCSYumcOSGvEaFx72lkoFLdEalN/7w5ilikfAJDWm55EE/IxqEEzyWamfGp5QNqEj3rM0ooobP5vfOsMnVhniMNa2IsBz9ftERpUxUxXYTkVhbH57ufiX10shrPuZiJIUeMQWi8JUYohx/jgeCs0ZyKkllGlhb8VsTDVlYOMp2RC+PsX/k7uq6xHXuzmvNOvLOIroCB2jU+ShS9RE16iF2oihMXpAT+jZUc6j8+K8LloLznLmEP2A8/YJ5E+OGg==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="PhriALy4QGUl0cziTpNttNQ45H4=">AAAB63icdVBNSwMxEM3Wr1q/qh69BIuglyVbrLa3ghePFawttEvJptk2NNldklmhLP0LXjwo4tU/5M1/Y7atoKIPBh7vzTAzL0ikMEDIh1NYWV1b3yhulra2d3b3yvsHdyZONeNtFstYdwNquBQRb4MAybuJ5lQFkneCyVXud+65NiKObmGacF/RUSRCwSjkUncAZ4NyhbjVGmnUCSYumcOSGvEaFx72lkoFLdEalN/7w5ilikfAJDWm55EE/IxqEEzyWamfGp5QNqEj3rM0ooobP5vfOsMnVhniMNa2IsBz9ftERpUxUxXYTkVhbH57ufiX10shrPuZiJIUeMQWi8JUYohx/jgeCs0ZyKkllGlhb8VsTDVlYOMp2RC+PsX/k7uq6xHXuzmvNOvLOIroCB2jU+ShS9RE16iF2oihMXpAT+jZUc6j8+K8LloLznLmEP2A8/YJ5E+OGg==</latexit>

X1, . . . , Xt�1

online learner 
(e.g. attacker)

( bXt,
<latexit sha1_base64="uaAgdQSs/PqPUCVNrVoO9gbKyT0=">AAAB+HicbVBNS8NAEN3Ur1o/GvXoZbEIPUhJRLDHghePFewHtCFsNpt26WYTdidKDf0lXjwo4tWf4s1/47bNQVsfDDzem2FmXpAKrsFxvq3SxubW9k55t7K3f3BYtY+OuzrJFGUdmohE9QOimeCSdYCDYP1UMRIHgvWCyc3c7z0wpXki72GaMi8mI8kjTgkYyber9eEjD9mYQN6f+XDh2zWn4SyA14lbkBoq0Pbtr2GY0CxmEqggWg9cJwUvJwo4FWxWGWaapYROyIgNDJUkZtrLF4fP8LlRQhwlypQEvFB/T+Qk1noaB6YzJjDWq95c/M8bZBA1vZzLNAMm6XJRlAkMCZ6ngEOuGAUxNYRQxc2tmI6JIhRMVhUTgrv68jrpXjZcp+HeXdVazSKOMjpFZ6iOXHSNWugWtVEHUZShZ/SK3qwn68V6tz6WrSWrmDlBf2B9/gB+upLw</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="uaAgdQSs/PqPUCVNrVoO9gbKyT0=">AAAB+HicbVBNS8NAEN3Ur1o/GvXoZbEIPUhJRLDHghePFewHtCFsNpt26WYTdidKDf0lXjwo4tWf4s1/47bNQVsfDDzem2FmXpAKrsFxvq3SxubW9k55t7K3f3BYtY+OuzrJFGUdmohE9QOimeCSdYCDYP1UMRIHgvWCyc3c7z0wpXki72GaMi8mI8kjTgkYyber9eEjD9mYQN6f+XDh2zWn4SyA14lbkBoq0Pbtr2GY0CxmEqggWg9cJwUvJwo4FWxWGWaapYROyIgNDJUkZtrLF4fP8LlRQhwlypQEvFB/T+Qk1noaB6YzJjDWq95c/M8bZBA1vZzLNAMm6XJRlAkMCZ6ngEOuGAUxNYRQxc2tmI6JIhRMVhUTgrv68jrpXjZcp+HeXdVazSKOMjpFZ6iOXHSNWugWtVEHUZShZ/SK3qwn68V6tz6WrSWrmDlBf2B9/gB+upLw</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="uaAgdQSs/PqPUCVNrVoO9gbKyT0=">AAAB+HicbVBNS8NAEN3Ur1o/GvXoZbEIPUhJRLDHghePFewHtCFsNpt26WYTdidKDf0lXjwo4tWf4s1/47bNQVsfDDzem2FmXpAKrsFxvq3SxubW9k55t7K3f3BYtY+OuzrJFGUdmohE9QOimeCSdYCDYP1UMRIHgvWCyc3c7z0wpXki72GaMi8mI8kjTgkYyber9eEjD9mYQN6f+XDh2zWn4SyA14lbkBoq0Pbtr2GY0CxmEqggWg9cJwUvJwo4FWxWGWaapYROyIgNDJUkZtrLF4fP8LlRQhwlypQEvFB/T+Qk1noaB6YzJjDWq95c/M8bZBA1vZzLNAMm6XJRlAkMCZ6ngEOuGAUxNYRQxc2tmI6JIhRMVhUTgrv68jrpXjZcp+HeXdVazSKOMjpFZ6iOXHSNWugWtVEHUZShZ/SK3qwn68V6tz6WrSWrmDlBf2B9/gB+upLw</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="uaAgdQSs/PqPUCVNrVoO9gbKyT0=">AAAB+HicbVBNS8NAEN3Ur1o/GvXoZbEIPUhJRLDHghePFewHtCFsNpt26WYTdidKDf0lXjwo4tWf4s1/47bNQVsfDDzem2FmXpAKrsFxvq3SxubW9k55t7K3f3BYtY+OuzrJFGUdmohE9QOimeCSdYCDYP1UMRIHgvWCyc3c7z0wpXki72GaMi8mI8kjTgkYyber9eEjD9mYQN6f+XDh2zWn4SyA14lbkBoq0Pbtr2GY0CxmEqggWg9cJwUvJwo4FWxWGWaapYROyIgNDJUkZtrLF4fP8LlRQhwlypQEvFB/T+Qk1noaB6YzJjDWq95c/M8bZBA1vZzLNAMm6XJRlAkMCZ6ngEOuGAUxNYRQxc2tmI6JIhRMVhUTgrv68jrpXjZcp+HeXdVazSKOMjpFZ6iOXHSNWugWtVEHUZShZ/SK3qwn68V6tz6WrSWrmDlBf2B9/gB+upLw</latexit>

bX1, . . . , bXt�1
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Figure 4.1: Online learning from competitively generated data. The learner’s actions are
denoted by {X̂t}t≥1 and the competitive agent’s actions are denoted by {Xt}t≥1. Note that
both (Xt, X̂t) can depend on all of the past information {Xs, X̂s}t−1

s=1. Figure made using
Keynote.

In Chapter 1, we motivated our study of online learning by setting up the fundamental
goal of being able to design a learning algorithm that distinguishes between three kinds of
data: stochastic, strategic and cooperative. In Part I of this thesis, we discussed methodology
for adapting between stochastic and adversarially strategic data; however, in most interesting
scenarios, the data will be generated with a strategic but non-adversarial incentive in mind.
In both the examples of online marketplaces (Section 1.1) and dynamic spectrum sharing
(Section 1.2), the most commonly encountered agents are selfish and rational; therefore,
learning in the presence of strategic agents necessitates an examination of how to learn from
competitively generated data. Figure 4.1 provides a depiction of the ensuing repeated game
between learner and competitive “data generator".
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In this chapter, we study this question continuing to work in the online learning frame-
work. As we examined in Section 1.3, the problem of learning from competitively generated
data is unavoidably tied up with understanding explicit mechanisms for how this data will
be generated in response to learning. Thus, we cannot study optimality for either learner
or data generator in isolation—we need to study repeated game equilibria, or approximate
notions of it. To simplify the problem at hand, we assume a specialized setting of one-sided
learning, in which the data generator is assumed to know the learner’s utility function. As
we will see, this helps us connect explicitly to the traditional understanding, developed in
Bayesian repeated game theory, of the eventual outcome of interaction between learner and
data generator. Moreover, the one-sided learning setup, also commonly called information
asymmetry, is well-motivated in several applications such as security1 games [181], where
the learner is an attacker who wishes to identify a target to attempt to compromise, and
the “data generator" is a defender who decides which target to defend with her protection
resources from possible attack. Information asymmetry is sometimes applicable to model the
interaction in online marketplaces: for e.g. in auctions between a single seller and bidder,
while (as we saw in Section 1.1) the seller may not know even the bidder’s prior over utility
functions, it is conceivable that bidder knows the seller’s utility function owing to its generic
nature, i.e. to maximize monetary revenue or social welfare.

Thus, the focus of this chapter is to postulate natural and explicit rules that both the
learner and the data-generator will follow in repeated interaction. We do so by taking
a novel frequentist perspective on the ensuing repeated game with (one-sided) incomplete
information. Using these rules, we will address a central question: does the generator of data
want to reveal, or obfuscate, her (private) utility function information?

4.1 Review: One-sided learning and Stackelberg
equilibrium

Classical work on reputation-building in Bayesian repeated game theory [182–186] has shown
that the eventual outcome of repeated interaction between learner and “data generator", in
terms of time-averaged payoffs expected by both agents, corresponds to the outcome of a
special kind of one-shot interaction between a designated leader (here, the data generator)
and a designated follower. The nature of this one-shot interaction is called a Stackelberg
game, and is depicted in Figure 4.2. The critical difference from a traditional one-shot,
simultaneous, non-cooperative game is that in the Stackelberg setup, the leader has the
ability to commit to, and reveal her mixed strategy in advance – and the follower has the
ability to observe this commitment and respond to it. Under this framework, we can easily
determine an optimal commitment for the leader, which is commonly called the Stackelberg

1It is natural to ask why security games typically manifest as non-zero-sum. The reason for this is that
the defender often has a different utility function from the attacker, e.g. she may prefer defending certain
targets over others, while the attacker simply wants to attack which-ever target is most likely to be left open.
We will shortly see concrete examples of these types of games.
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Leader’s optimal (Stackelberg) commitment: x⇤
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Leader commitment: 
mixed strategy 

x
<latexit sha1_base64="V8V2v1vU83N1avn/Q+aLRJaYnP8=">AAAB8XicdVDLSsNAFL2pr1pfVZduBovgKiRSrN0V3LisYB/YhjKZTtqhk0mYmYgl9C/cuFDErX/jzr9xkkZQ0QMDh3PuZc49fsyZ0o7zYZVWVtfWN8qbla3tnd296v5BV0WJJLRDIh7Jvo8V5UzQjmaa034sKQ59Tnv+7DLze3dUKhaJGz2PqRfiiWABI1gb6XYYYj31g/R+MarWHLuZAy1Jo16Qpotc28lRgwLtUfV9OI5IElKhCcdKDVwn1l6KpWaE00VlmCgaYzLDEzowVOCQKi/NEy/QiVHGKIikeUKjXP2+keJQqXnom8ksofrtZeJf3iDRwYWXMhEnmgqy/ChIONIRys5HYyYp0XxuCCaSmayITLHERJuSKqaEr0vR/6R7ZruO7V7Xa63zoo4yHMExnIILDWjBFbShAwQEPMATPFvKerRerNflaMkqdg7hB6y3T87XkaM=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="V8V2v1vU83N1avn/Q+aLRJaYnP8=">AAAB8XicdVDLSsNAFL2pr1pfVZduBovgKiRSrN0V3LisYB/YhjKZTtqhk0mYmYgl9C/cuFDErX/jzr9xkkZQ0QMDh3PuZc49fsyZ0o7zYZVWVtfWN8qbla3tnd296v5BV0WJJLRDIh7Jvo8V5UzQjmaa034sKQ59Tnv+7DLze3dUKhaJGz2PqRfiiWABI1gb6XYYYj31g/R+MarWHLuZAy1Jo16Qpotc28lRgwLtUfV9OI5IElKhCcdKDVwn1l6KpWaE00VlmCgaYzLDEzowVOCQKi/NEy/QiVHGKIikeUKjXP2+keJQqXnom8ksofrtZeJf3iDRwYWXMhEnmgqy/ChIONIRys5HYyYp0XxuCCaSmayITLHERJuSKqaEr0vR/6R7ZruO7V7Xa63zoo4yHMExnIILDWjBFbShAwQEPMATPFvKerRerNflaMkqdg7hB6y3T87XkaM=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="V8V2v1vU83N1avn/Q+aLRJaYnP8=">AAAB8XicdVDLSsNAFL2pr1pfVZduBovgKiRSrN0V3LisYB/YhjKZTtqhk0mYmYgl9C/cuFDErX/jzr9xkkZQ0QMDh3PuZc49fsyZ0o7zYZVWVtfWN8qbla3tnd296v5BV0WJJLRDIh7Jvo8V5UzQjmaa034sKQ59Tnv+7DLze3dUKhaJGz2PqRfiiWABI1gb6XYYYj31g/R+MarWHLuZAy1Jo16Qpotc28lRgwLtUfV9OI5IElKhCcdKDVwn1l6KpWaE00VlmCgaYzLDEzowVOCQKi/NEy/QiVHGKIikeUKjXP2+keJQqXnom8ksofrtZeJf3iDRwYWXMhEnmgqy/ChIONIRys5HYyYp0XxuCCaSmayITLHERJuSKqaEr0vR/6R7ZruO7V7Xa63zoo4yHMExnIILDWjBFbShAwQEPMATPFvKerRerNflaMkqdg7hB6y3T87XkaM=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="V8V2v1vU83N1avn/Q+aLRJaYnP8=">AAAB8XicdVDLSsNAFL2pr1pfVZduBovgKiRSrN0V3LisYB/YhjKZTtqhk0mYmYgl9C/cuFDErX/jzr9xkkZQ0QMDh3PuZc49fsyZ0o7zYZVWVtfWN8qbla3tnd296v5BV0WJJLRDIh7Jvo8V5UzQjmaa034sKQ59Tnv+7DLze3dUKhaJGz2PqRfiiWABI1gb6XYYYj31g/R+MarWHLuZAy1Jo16Qpotc28lRgwLtUfV9OI5IElKhCcdKDVwn1l6KpWaE00VlmCgaYzLDEzowVOCQKi/NEy/QiVHGKIikeUKjXP2+keJQqXnom8ksofrtZeJf3iDRwYWXMhEnmgqy/ChIONIRys5HYyYp0XxuCCaSmayITLHERJuSKqaEr0vR/6R7ZruO7V7Xa63zoo4yHMExnIILDWjBFbShAwQEPMATPFvKerRerNflaMkqdg7hB6y3T87XkaM=</latexit>

Follower best response: 
pure strategy

j⇤(x)
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ensuing leader payoff: 
p(x)
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Figure 4.2: Extensive form of the one-shot Stackelberg game between leader and follower. x
denotes the leader commitment, and j∗(x) denotes the follower best-response to the leader
commitment. Leader Stackelberg commitment is given by x∗, and her Stackelberg payoff is
denoted by p∗. Figure made using Keynote.

commitment, and the corresponding payoff obtained by the leader, which is commonly called
the Stackelberg payoff. Together, the set of the strategies followed by leader and follower are
called the Stackelberg equilibrium of the one-shot game.

Thus, an informal summary of the classical work on reputation-building is as follows:
The eventual outcome of repeated interaction with one-sided learning from competitively
generated data is the Stackelberg equilibrium of the one-shot non-zero-sum game. Here,
the data generator is designated as the leader and the learner is designated as the follower.
(Accordingly, for the rest of this chapter, we will use the terms leader and follower to refer
to data generator and learner respectively.) Crucially, the leader benefits significantly from
this commitment power, i.e. her ensuing Stackelberg equilibrium payoff is always at least as
much as her simultaneous equilibrium payoff [187]. This can be interpreted as the implicit
advantage that the leader enjoys as a result of the information asymmetry: she is utilizing
the information that she, alone, possesses of her utility function to maximal advantage. Since
it is an outcome of infinitely repeated interaction, the Stackelberg solution concept assumes
a very idealized setting in which the mixed strategy commitment is exactly revealed to the
follower. We could ask what might happen when these assumptions are relaxed, e.g. what if
the leader could only demonstrate her commitment in a finite number of interactions? The
questions arise of how she would modify her strategy to maximize payoff, and how much
commitment power she would continue to enjoy.

At a deeper level, the insightful connection between one-sided learning and Stackelberg
equilibrium explains why a patient leader can eventually achieve the full power of a repu-
tation/commitment – but does not provide an explicit mechanism for how she can achieve
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it2. There are potentially many ways in which the leader could realize mixed-strategy com-
mitment power. In a paradigmatic example of Bayesian persuasion (Section 1 of [188]),
a prosecutor, who privately knows a defendant’s guilt, convinces a judge to convict some
proportion of innocent defendants by committing to a randomized signaling mechanism. In
this mechanism, she provides a guilty signal with non-zero probability conditioned on the
defendant being actually innocent. Let’s say that the prosecutor’s optimal signaling mecha-
nism has her do this with probability 1/2. The prosecutor’s reputation for signaling in this
manner is actually established through her track record with multiple judges, a track record
that she herself can generate. We know that she will eventually develop a reputation for
signalling optimally – but how she chooses to get there is unclear, and an intriguing question.
Should she signal guilty for every innocent defendant independently, with probability 1/2?
Should she signal guilty less often for initial defendants, and more frequently for later ones?
What partial reputation power, if any, does she hold after interacting in this way with, say,
a 100 judges? What if she instead signaled in a deterministic fashion – in such a way that it
looks as though she signals guilty for 1/2 of innocent defendants most of the time? Would
such a strategy be optimal, or brittle?

These are difficult questions to concretely answer, because reasoning about constructive
ways to build a leader reputation critically involves reasoning about how followers will learn
and make inferences from the leader’s history. Since the game is non-cooperative, additional
complexity is introduced by the potential for leader incentive to deceive this learning process,
and potentially go even beyond the power of Stackelberg commitment. In what follows, we
discuss the Bayesian perspectives on repeated games with one-sided learning, and motivate
a novel frequentist perspective to attempt to answer the twin questions of:

1. How a follower should learn from data generated by a leader, and

2. How a leader should shape her data in response to follower learning.

4.2 Classical Bayesian setting: Reputation building and
Stackelberg equilibrium

The one-shot Stackelberg solution concept dates back to von Stackelberg [189] who demon-
strated the power of commitment in a quantity-setting duopoly. Schelling [190] provides
a succinct description for the power of commitment: “In independent decision situations,
weakness can confer strength – power may result from the power to bind oneself." He also
notes that commitment can be beneficial only if the communication channel is sufficiently

2This is because the analysis of the Bayesian repeated game model, while extremely insightful for the
case of pure-strategy reputation, is intractable for the case of a general mixed-strategy reputation. We chose
frequentist learning models for followers for our model instead. We compare these modeling assumptions in
detail in Section 4.3.
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reliable. In traditional economic market models, such as firm competition [191] and seller-
buyer participation games [192], such commitment is usually to a pure strategy ; and the
communication channel involves the relay of a public signal which may or may not be noisy.

The establishment of leader credibility in even a pure-strategy commitment is not trivial.
Credibility is traditionally explained by connecting the pure strategy Stackelberg solution
concept to the asymptotic limit of reputation building through repeated interaction3. Repu-
tation effects were first observed in the chain-store paradox, a firm-competition game where
an incumbent firm would often deviate from Nash equilibrium behavior and play its aggres-
sive Stackelberg (pure, in this case) strategy [191]. In seminal work, Kreps, Wilson, Milgrom
and Roberts provide theoretical justification for this particular game [182, 183] by model-
ing a (N + 1)-player interaction between a monopolist and multiple entrants, and studying
the limiting payoff of the sub-game-perfect-Nash equilibrium (SPNE) of an ensuing game
as N → ∞. They show that the monopolist would eventually play her pure Stackelberg
strategy in the SPNE of this game endowed with a common (finitely supported) prior either
on the leader’s payoff structure, or on leader behavior either being “rational", or being con-
strained to play with a single pure strategy. The latter case models the possibility of a leader
satisfying a “commitment type"4. Fudenberg and Levine subsequently show positive repu-
tation attainment in two-player games endowed with a common prior on pure “commitment
types" [184], and generalize their results to a continuum of mixed commitment types with
the possibility of imperfectly observed leader actions [185]. The most general theoretical
result for positive reputation is that any leader of “rational type"5 can eventually realize the
payoff of any mixed commitment (including the Stackelberg commitment) in all sub-game
perfect Nash equilibria (SPNE) of the game as the discount factor goes to 1, i.e. an infinitely
patient leader. Gossner [186] provides a recent, insightful analysis through a characteriza-
tion of follower responses to a particular commitment type using relative entropy techniques
from information theory [195]. In the general case, the SPNE is not unique and there are
multiple possible ways in which a rational leader could achieve a mixed reputation. While
the results are asymptotic (i.e. for the infinitely repeated game), it has been suggested that
to realize her ideal Stackelberg payoff, the leader needs to play the game for the longest.
Example games such as the product-choice game (Example 4.1 in the survey [194]) hint at
the potential instability of the mixed commitment under finite observability being at the
heart of the reason for this. Our work formalizes this idea, which turns out to be central
to the issue of how to explicitly construct leader strategies that can plausibly build mixed
reputation.

Related in spirit to the study of mixed commitments under observational uncertainty
are intriguing results for pure strategy commitments under a different noise model. For
pure strategy commitments, the noise model is essentially Selten’s traditional trembling
hand perturbation [196]: there is a positive probability that the intended pure strategy is

3For two excellent surveys, see Sorin [193] and Mailath, Samuelson [194].
4This explicitly models the spirit of commitment power resulting from the power to bind oneself.
5Also called “payoff types" [194].
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distorted to a different one, which is then signaled to the follower6. Bagwell [198] shows
that if one restricts to pure strategies, even a minimal amount of observation noise in the
pure Stackelberg commitment (which in this case constitutes a discrete shift to another pure
strategy) can lead to a complete loss of commitment power. Subsequently, Van Damme and
Hurkens [197] show that allowing the leader to use a mixed strategy, while only revealing the
pure strategy realization to the follower7, admits the existence of “robust" commitments that
approach the pure-strategy-Stackelberg commitment as the noise vanishes. In the repeated
setting, followers update their posterior based on leader observations as well as the common
prior for the game – and how effective reputation can be depends both on observability and
on the nature of the common prior. In particular, the prior has to have sufficient mass on
the “Stackelberg commitment" type. In an extreme situation where the commitment type
is instead a “bad commitment"8 and the leader actions are imperfectly observed, Ely and
Välimäki [199] show that followers can respond in a way that is sub-optimal for the leader,
and thus reputation can be undesired. The intermediate situation where commitment types
can be either good (e.g. Stackelberg) or bad is more nuanced – here, Ely, Fudenberg and
Levine [192] show that a leader may still choose not to realize her reputation through repeated
interaction with followers.

4.3 Towards a frequentist paradigm for repeated-game
interaction

As we motivated in the introduction to this chapter, our principal aim is to move beyond
an understanding of why agents achieve Stackelberg equilibrium, to how agents achieve
Stackelberg equilibrium through repeated interaction. We take a frequentist perspective
on modeling repeated-game interaction, and here we discuss our reasons for adopting this
perspective.

In the repeated game setting, a frequentist modeling choice is a significant departure
from the traditional frameworks that we have discussed above for understanding reputation
building [182–186]. These are fundamentally Bayesian. In these Bayesian frameworks (as
in our discussion in the statistical learning setup in Section 1.3), there is a prior that is
commonly used by leader and all followers, over either leader behavior, or the leader payoff
matrix as we have seen. This follows the “common prior" framework that was pioneered
by Harsanyi [200] for tractability in studying repeated games with incomplete information.
In contrast, we (along with [201]) assume no common prior and consider followers that use
frequentist learning rules to infer about leader behavior.

6A subtle difference is that the trembling hand only affects the follower’s response – the leader still
realizes her payoff according to her original strategy [197]. Our one-shot model is similar.

7This is completely different from a mixed commitment, where the entire mixture is revealed.
8The class of games they define are “participation games", in which follower incentives are structured

such that they do not wish to participate with leaders holding a “bad reputation".



CHAPTER 4. LEARNING FROM STRATEGIC, NON-ADVERSARIAL DATA 137

The primary benefit of using a Bayesian framework with a common prior is that the
Bayes-Nash equilibrium of the stage game in every round is then well-defined, and thus
the sub-game perfect Nash equilibria (SPNE) of the repeated game are well-defined. The
equilibrium payoff of the game for the leader can be analyzed in the asymptotic limit when
the game is repeated infinitely with a discount factor approaching 1.

By eschewing a Bayesian micro-foundation with a common prior, we compromise on the
ability to define and analyze a SPNE. We will see in Section 4.8 that the modeling choices
in a frequentist framework for leader and follower strategies are conceptually highly non-
trivial; consequently, our results make only partial headway towards defining a frequentist
notion of SPNE. However, we elucidate below that a frequentist paradigm for repeated-
game interaction introduces new promise that make it worth this difficulty in modeling.
This promise is encapsulated in the form of three key desiderata central to modern statistics
and optimal decision-making:

1. Simplicity. While the classic works [185, 186] recover the eventual attainment of leader
power-of-commitment to any mixed strategy, extracting natural leader and follower
strategies that form a SPNE is challenging to say the least. The proofs do invoke
Bayesian confidence sets that capture the convergence of follower estimates of leader
commitment to a neighborhood that appropriately shrinks as more rounds are played.
However, this only tells us that mixed-strategy SPNEs exist that converge to the payoff
afforded by a particular leader commitment in the asymptotic limit. This does not
directly portray explicit strategies that leader and follower use in SPNE, or formalize
the SPNE in a form that is easily computable. The frequentist framework will allow
us to formalize remarkably simple rules for leader and follower that approximate the
SPNE properties. These simple rules constitute a clear-cut distillation9 of the ideas
that manifest in the Bayesian setting with far more complex machinery as in [185].

2. Understanding trade-offs. The Bayesian framework does not easily answer certain key
questions, such as whether it is easier for the leader to obtain Stackelberg payoff or some
other commitment payoff through repeated interaction. This is because the paradigm
is predominantly asymptotic, and it turns out that in asymptopia all commitments are
equivalent in their learn-ability. However, this is a critical question when the leader
and follower interact only for a finite number of rounds. Examples such as the product-
choice game (Example 4.1 in the survey [194]) hint that the Stackelberg commitment
might be “tougher" to achieve, in a certain sense, owing to possible instability in its
perception; however, this intuition had not been formalized in prior work. Using the
frequentist paradigm, we effectively uncover a fundamental trade-off that the leader
needs to navigate to achieve commitment power. That is, we show that she chooses
the commitment that she wishes to aspire to by balancing two key criteria: closeness
to the optimal Stackelberg commitment and preservation of follower learn-ability. The

9Much in the same way that the maximum-likelihood-estimation principle is a distillation of the key
ideas in maximum-a-posteriori estimation in classical statistics.
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kernel of this result is derived in a much simpler one-shot setting with uncertainty in
leader commitment perception (Theorem 4.7.4), but turns out to be pivotal to our
understanding of the more complex repeated game.

3. Robustness. Central to formalizing results in the Bayesian framework is the common
prior assumption as pioneered by Harsanyi [200]. It is not clear whether this assump-
tion is reasonable in modern practice, nor if any of these guarantees are robust in the
absence of this assumption (for a sample of philosophical discussions around these is-
sues, see [202]). We should expect, as in classical statistics, that a sufficient number of
samples of data will “drown out" the effect of a prior; the question is how to formal-
ize this idea in game theory with the additional difficulties posed by multiple agents.
While the study of prior mismatch is of natural interest, a successful frequentist ap-
proach would also make substantial process towards this goal by providing prior-free
guarantees. Moreover, this approach provides tractable guarantees for a finite number
of rounds, helping us formalize the idea of partial reputation.

The desiderata above have justified frequentist modeling choices in statistics theory10.
They take on heightened relevance in the more challenging setting of repeated game theory
with incomplete information. Taken together, they tell us that a frequentist paradigm for
repeated game theory, while nascent in its conceptual development, forms an important and
needed complement to the traditional Bayesian game theory. This is especially true for
deployment of game-theoretic interaction in settings with automated agents, where critical
understanding of explicit strategies followed by agents in equilibrium interaction is necessary.

While frequentist modeling of game-theoretic interaction remains highly challenging, it
is worth noting that frequentist learning rules, mostly at the heuristic level, have seen classi-
cal precedent in game theory. In simultaneously repeated games with two-sided incomplete

10Another modern example at the heart of this debate is the multi-armed bandit (MAB) problem, which
we discussed at length in Chapter 3. As a reminder, the MAB problem incorporates aspects of sequen-
tial decision-making with limited information feedback but in a purely statistical paradigm. The classical
Bayesian paradigm formalizes the MAB problem as a partially observed Markov decision process (POMDP),
and allows the formal definition of an exactly Bayes-optimal index policy [142, 143]. The flip-side is that these
policies are complicated and not immediately interpretable. On the other hand, the frequentist paradigm
formalizes optimality in terms of an asymptotic notion of sequential consistency [149, 203, 204] and/or non-
asymptotic pseudo-regret minimization [205, Chapter 2]. While these notions of optimality are more flexible,
they allow for the design of simple and approximately optimal heuristics like upper-confidence bounds [150]
and Thompson sampling [148]. These heuristics highlight an important exploration-exploitation trade-off
that is present in the index policies as well, but easier to see in the simple updates used by UCB and
Thompson sampling. Accordingly, this exploration-exploitation trade-off has been applied in the far more
challenging setup of reinforcement learning (not necessarily with optimality guarantees), for which the corre-
sponding Bayesian POMDP is less tractable, see e.g. [206, 207]. Finally, the frequentist paradigm allows for
learning algorithms for the MAB problem that are prior-free, thus robust to prior mis-specification. Much
like in the repeated game setting, it is not immediately clear what the impact of prior mismatch would be
on Gittins index policies. These considerations suggest that the frequentist and Bayesian paradigms have
complemented each other in the MAB problem, and fundamental theoretical advances in both paradigms
continue to be important.
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Result One-shot model Repeated model
Instability of Stackelberg/determinism Proposition 4.7.1 Theorem 4.9.5

Robust commitments/leader rules Theorem 4.7.4 Proposition 4.9.2
(Dis)incentive for unpredictability Theorem 4.7.5 Proposition 4.9.6

Table 4.1: Table of results.

information (which we will discuss at length in Chapter 5), these learning rules have yielded
considerable success as plausible mechanisms for time-averaged convergence to relevant so-
lution concepts [85, 208, 209]; particularly when they are designed for repeated strategic
interaction with a potential adversary (formally, when they satisfy notions of Blackwell ap-
proachability/Hannan consistency/“no-regret") [80, 210, 211]. Remarkably, these learning
rules are “uncoupled" [87] in the sense that players who use them do not utilize any informa-
tion about their opponents’ utility functions (which can be in a continuum) except through
observed history/payoff. Clearly, we need to utilize the same “uncoupled" principle for fol-
lowers in our learning model. Moreover, we allow followers essential qualitative flexibility in
their choice of frequentist inference – in particular, they can:

1. Attempt exact, pure-action forecasts based on deterministic prediction from memory;

2. Forecast according to a statistical learning rule, or

3. Use the hedging principle in forecasting to avoid worst-case errors11.

We know that each of these inference rules is best-suited for a leader rule that is:

1. Deterministically predictable,

2. Statistically learn-able and

3. Maximally unpredictable.

We will show in the next few sections how a frequentist paradigm with the above (sta-
tistically speaking, composite) skeleton for leader and follower rules helps us move from
understanding why reputation is built to understanding how it is built. As a consequence of
well-known, clean non-asymptotic characterizations of frequentist learning rules, we are also
able to obtain a precise, quantitative understanding of the power of partial reputation.
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Our contributions

Now that we have motivated a frequentist paradigm, we summarize the aggregate of our
results12 constructs a robust leader mechanism for building a mixed strategy reputation,
and characterizes the amount of partial reputation power that a leader thus enjoys after
interacting with a finite number of myopic followers. Our mechanism is both strategy-
proof to follower manipulation, and approximately optimal for the leader subject to sensible
follower rules.

We build to this conclusion by first providing a comprehensive analysis of the one-shot
setting, i.e. a Stackelberg leader-follower game in which a follower obtains a limited number
of observations of the leader commitment. We note that for almost all non-zero-sum games
(Proposition 4.7.1 in Section 4.7) the payoff of the classical, mixed Stackelberg commitment
is not robust to even an infinitesimal amount of observational uncertainty13. Next, we
propose robust commitment rules (Theorem 4.7.4 in Section 4.7) for leaders and show that
we can approach the Stackelberg payoff as the number of observations increases. The robust
commitment construction involves optimizing a trade-off between robustly preserving the
follower best response and staying close to the ideal Stackelberg commitment, by moving
the commitment a little bit into the interior of an appropriate convex polytope. Finally, we
show that any possible advantage for the leader from limited observability is only related
to follower response mismatch, and show that this advantage is limited (Theorem 4.7.5 in
Section 4.7). This implies that a leader cannot gain much by misrepresenting her commitment
and eliciting a sub-optimal response from the follower.

Next, we provide analogs of these results in the more challenging setting of repeated
interaction between one leader and several myopic followers, where both observational un-
certainty and uncertainty in belief are present. In a similar spirit to the conclusion about the
Stackelberg commitment being unstable to observational uncertainty, we show that leader
strategies that maximize payoff against followers that naively use a statistical learning rule
are extremely unstable against more intelligent followers (Theorem 4.9.5 in Section 4.9).
We show this result for two broad ensembles14 of Stackelberg games. We generalize the
idea in the robust commitment rules from Theorem 4.7.4 to provide an explicit randomized
leader mechanism that builds reputation through repeated interaction (Proposition 4.9.2 in
Section 4.9). We note that under this mechanism the follower is not incentivized to de-

11Contrary to intuition in zero-sum-game settings, the no-regret principle by itself may not be the best
follower learning rule under all circumstances. In fact, in a recent study [212] the optimal leader payoff
against a follower who follows certain kinds of no-regret strategies was shown to sometimes be greater than
Stackelberg, suggesting that no-regret by itself is not necessarily a desirable learning rule for the follower.

12Very early preliminary versions of this work were presented at NeurIPS ’17 in the workshop on “Learning
in the presence of strategic behavior” and this chapter constitutes the expanded and extended form of work
that was presented at ACM Economics and Computation ’19.

13A similar phenomenon has been observed for trembling hand noise in pure strategy commitments [197].
A succinct statement of our result is that all mixed strategies tremble by their very nature when finitely
observed.

14These ensembles reflect the reality of security games and persuasion respectively.
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viate from a natural statistical learning rule. Finally, in the spirit of Theorem 4.7.5 from
the one-shot model, we show that, no matter how sophisticated her mechanism, the leader
has minimal incentive, and possible disincentive, to deceive followers who use a universally
calibrated learning rule15 (Proposition 4.9.6 in Section 4.9). Correspondences between our
results in the one-shot and repeated models are presented in Table 4.1.

As we motivated in Section 4.3, the results for repeated interaction are presented in
the framework of a new model that departs from Bayesian tradition, and instead consider
followers who use frequentist principles for their inference. This modeling choice gave us
tractability into the nature of leader and follower strategies that lead to reputation building,
including at finite stages of interaction.

4.4 Warm-up: One-shot game with partially revealed
commitment

There are several steps involved to get to the eventual frequentist understanding of the
repeated game that we recapped above. We will heavily build on our clear and complete
understanding for the much simpler one-shot setting, which we now describe.

Preliminaries

We represent a two-player leader-follower game in normal form by the pair of d×n matrices
(A,B), where A ∈ Rd×n denotes the leader payoff matrix and B ∈ Rd×n denotes the follower
payoff matrix. We denote the leader mixed strategy space by ∆d (where ∆k for any k
represents the k-dimensional probability simplex) and the follower mixed strategy space by
∆n. From now on, we define an effective dimension of a game as a number m < d for which
the effective payoff matrices of leader and follower respectively are A =

[
a1 a2 . . . an

]
∈

Rm×n, B =
[
b1 b2 . . . bn

]
∈ Rm×n, and the effective set16 of leader strategies is given by

a convex polytope K ⊆ ∆m.
We consider a setting of asymmetric private information in which the leader knows about

the follower preferences (i.e. she knows the matrix B) while the follower does not know about
the leader preferences17 (i.e. he possesses no knowledge of the matrix A).

In the traditional setting, the leader has committed to some mixed strategy x ∈ ∆m.
The follower believes in leader commitment and can perfectly observe the commitment x.

15Such a learning rule also satisfies the property of no-internal-regret, but the guarantee of calibration is
a strictly stronger one.

16This definition is important for Stackelberg security games, in which the defender strategy space looks
exponential in the number of targets m - but the actual manifestation of all leader strategies is in fact
m-dimensional. In particular, a defender strategy manifests as a distribution over different targets being
covered.

17This is an important assumption for this chapter, and is critical to the traditional reputation building
framework [182, 183].
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We denote the follower’s set of theoretically best pure-strategy responses to a mixed strategy
commitment x by K∗(x) ⊆ [m]. We have

K∗(x) := arg maxj∈[n]〈x, bj〉.

We make an important assumption that has been used in classical literature to define the
existence of a Stackelberg commitment [213, 214]. This assumption is as follows: when the
set K∗(x) has multiple pure strategies, the follower responds with the pure strategy in the
set K∗(x) that is most favorable to the leader18. That is, the follower responds with pure
strategy

j∗(x) := arg maxj∈K∗(x)〈x, aj〉.

We define best-response regions as the set of leader commitments that would elicit the pure
strategy response j from the follower, i.e. Rj := {x ∈ K : j∗(x) = j}.

With these definitions, we can define the leader’s ideal payoff when her commitment is
fully revealed:

Definition 4.4.1. A leader who commits and credibly reveals mixed strategy x ∈ ∆m should
expect payoff

f∞(x) := 〈x, ak∗〉.

Therefore, the leader’s Stackelberg payoff is the solution to the program

f ∗∞ := max
x∈∆m

f∞(x).

The argmax of this program (well-defined because of our tie-breaking assumption) is de-
noted as the Stackelberg commitment x∗∞. Further, we denote the best response faced in
Stackelberg equilibrium by j∗ := j∗(x∗∞).

The Stackelberg commitment is optimal for the leader under two conditions: the follower
100% believes the leader is committed to a fixed strategy, and the follower knows exactly
the leader’s committed-to strategy. For a finite number of interactions between leader and
followers, neither is true.

18The technical reason for this tie-breaking rule is to be able to define the Stackelberg commitment as an
explicit maximizer (which in itself gives a subtle clue to its fragility). Interestingly, positive results in the
Bayesian repeated-game formulation of reputation [185, 186] assume that the follower breaks ties against the
favor of the leader (thus, they do not explicitly consider Stackelberg commitments, only the ideal Stackelberg
payoff which can be defined as a sup instead of a max). We will present our results throughout with the
assumption of follower tie-breaking in the favor of the leader, but will comment on how they might vary if
the follower instead responded with a mixture among the strategies in K∗(x).
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4.5 One-shot game: Finite observability of commitment
We start with the simpler one-shot Stackelberg game played between one leader and one
follower. In this game, there is a shared belief in commitment, but there is uncertainty in
how the commitment is revealed. In particular, the follower does not know the exact (mixed)
strategy that the leader has committed to – he can only see a finite number of its realizations.

Commitment uncertainty model

Leader strategy,
x

<latexit sha1_base64="zk/1FHS8mSpEBZApQfJlcuignc0=">AAAB8XicbVDLSsNAFL3xWeur6tLNYBFclUQEuyy4cVnBPrANZTK9aYdOJmFmIpbQv3DjQhG3/o07/8ZJm4W2Hhg4nHMvc+4JEsG1cd1vZ219Y3Nru7RT3t3bPzisHB23dZwqhi0Wi1h1A6pRcIktw43AbqKQRoHATjC5yf3OIyrNY3lvpgn6ER1JHnJGjZUe+hE14yDMnmaDStWtuXOQVeIVpAoFmoPKV38YszRCaZigWvc8NzF+RpXhTOCs3E81JpRN6Ah7lkoaofazeeIZObfKkISxsk8aMld/b2Q00noaBXYyT6iXvVz8z+ulJqz7GZdJalCyxUdhKoiJSX4+GXKFzIipJZQpbrMSNqaKMmNLKtsSvOWTV0n7sua5Ne/uqtqoF3WU4BTO4AI8uIYG3EITWsBAwjO8wpujnRfn3flYjK45xc4J/IHz+QP6N5ES</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="zk/1FHS8mSpEBZApQfJlcuignc0=">AAAB8XicbVDLSsNAFL3xWeur6tLNYBFclUQEuyy4cVnBPrANZTK9aYdOJmFmIpbQv3DjQhG3/o07/8ZJm4W2Hhg4nHMvc+4JEsG1cd1vZ219Y3Nru7RT3t3bPzisHB23dZwqhi0Wi1h1A6pRcIktw43AbqKQRoHATjC5yf3OIyrNY3lvpgn6ER1JHnJGjZUe+hE14yDMnmaDStWtuXOQVeIVpAoFmoPKV38YszRCaZigWvc8NzF+RpXhTOCs3E81JpRN6Ah7lkoaofazeeIZObfKkISxsk8aMld/b2Q00noaBXYyT6iXvVz8z+ulJqz7GZdJalCyxUdhKoiJSX4+GXKFzIipJZQpbrMSNqaKMmNLKtsSvOWTV0n7sua5Ne/uqtqoF3WU4BTO4AI8uIYG3EITWsBAwjO8wpujnRfn3flYjK45xc4J/IHz+QP6N5ES</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="zk/1FHS8mSpEBZApQfJlcuignc0=">AAAB8XicbVDLSsNAFL3xWeur6tLNYBFclUQEuyy4cVnBPrANZTK9aYdOJmFmIpbQv3DjQhG3/o07/8ZJm4W2Hhg4nHMvc+4JEsG1cd1vZ219Y3Nru7RT3t3bPzisHB23dZwqhi0Wi1h1A6pRcIktw43AbqKQRoHATjC5yf3OIyrNY3lvpgn6ER1JHnJGjZUe+hE14yDMnmaDStWtuXOQVeIVpAoFmoPKV38YszRCaZigWvc8NzF+RpXhTOCs3E81JpRN6Ah7lkoaofazeeIZObfKkISxsk8aMld/b2Q00noaBXYyT6iXvVz8z+ulJqz7GZdJalCyxUdhKoiJSX4+GXKFzIipJZQpbrMSNqaKMmNLKtsSvOWTV0n7sua5Ne/uqtqoF3WU4BTO4AI8uIYG3EITWsBAwjO8wpujnRfn3flYjK45xc4J/IHz+QP6N5ES</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="zk/1FHS8mSpEBZApQfJlcuignc0=">AAAB8XicbVDLSsNAFL3xWeur6tLNYBFclUQEuyy4cVnBPrANZTK9aYdOJmFmIpbQv3DjQhG3/o07/8ZJm4W2Hhg4nHMvc+4JEsG1cd1vZ219Y3Nru7RT3t3bPzisHB23dZwqhi0Wi1h1A6pRcIktw43AbqKQRoHATjC5yf3OIyrNY3lvpgn6ER1JHnJGjZUe+hE14yDMnmaDStWtuXOQVeIVpAoFmoPKV38YszRCaZigWvc8NzF+RpXhTOCs3E81JpRN6Ah7lkoaofazeeIZObfKkISxsk8aMld/b2Q00noaBXYyT6iXvVz8z+ulJqz7GZdJalCyxUdhKoiJSX4+GXKFzIipJZQpbrMSNqaKMmNLKtsSvOWTV0n7sua5Ne/uqtqoF3WU4BTO4AI8uIYG3EITWsBAwjO8wpujnRfn3flYjK45xc4J/IHz+QP6N5ES</latexit>

Observations
I1, . . . , IN i.i.d. ⇠ x

<latexit sha1_base64="unxfpsw4DwGY9pYyv7lMFvusyno=">AAACF3icbVDLSsNAFJ3UV62vqks3g0VwUUIigq6k4MZupIJ9QFPCZDJph04ezNxIS+hfuPFX3LhQxK3u/BsnbRfaeuDC4Zx7ufceLxFcgWV9G4WV1bX1jeJmaWt7Z3evvH/QUnEqKWvSWMSy4xHFBI9YEzgI1kkkI6EnWNsbXud++4FJxePoHsYJ64WkH/GAUwJacstm3bWrjvBjUNW6e4sdYCPIMDe56Zt4gh3FQ+yEBAZekI0mbrlimdYUeJnYc1JBczTc8pfjxzQNWQRUEKW6tpVALyMSOBVsUnJSxRJCh6TPuppGJGSql03/muATrfg4iKWuCPBU/T2RkVCpcejpzvxCtejl4n9eN4XgspfxKEmBRXS2KEgFhhjnIWGfS0ZBjDUhVHJ9K6YDIgkFHWVJh2AvvrxMWmembZn23XmldjWPo4iO0DE6RTa6QDV0gxqoiSh6RM/oFb0ZT8aL8W58zFoLxnzmEP2B8fkD0LqeeA==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="unxfpsw4DwGY9pYyv7lMFvusyno=">AAACF3icbVDLSsNAFJ3UV62vqks3g0VwUUIigq6k4MZupIJ9QFPCZDJph04ezNxIS+hfuPFX3LhQxK3u/BsnbRfaeuDC4Zx7ufceLxFcgWV9G4WV1bX1jeJmaWt7Z3evvH/QUnEqKWvSWMSy4xHFBI9YEzgI1kkkI6EnWNsbXud++4FJxePoHsYJ64WkH/GAUwJacstm3bWrjvBjUNW6e4sdYCPIMDe56Zt4gh3FQ+yEBAZekI0mbrlimdYUeJnYc1JBczTc8pfjxzQNWQRUEKW6tpVALyMSOBVsUnJSxRJCh6TPuppGJGSql03/muATrfg4iKWuCPBU/T2RkVCpcejpzvxCtejl4n9eN4XgspfxKEmBRXS2KEgFhhjnIWGfS0ZBjDUhVHJ9K6YDIgkFHWVJh2AvvrxMWmembZn23XmldjWPo4iO0DE6RTa6QDV0gxqoiSh6RM/oFb0ZT8aL8W58zFoLxnzmEP2B8fkD0LqeeA==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="unxfpsw4DwGY9pYyv7lMFvusyno=">AAACF3icbVDLSsNAFJ3UV62vqks3g0VwUUIigq6k4MZupIJ9QFPCZDJph04ezNxIS+hfuPFX3LhQxK3u/BsnbRfaeuDC4Zx7ufceLxFcgWV9G4WV1bX1jeJmaWt7Z3evvH/QUnEqKWvSWMSy4xHFBI9YEzgI1kkkI6EnWNsbXud++4FJxePoHsYJ64WkH/GAUwJacstm3bWrjvBjUNW6e4sdYCPIMDe56Zt4gh3FQ+yEBAZekI0mbrlimdYUeJnYc1JBczTc8pfjxzQNWQRUEKW6tpVALyMSOBVsUnJSxRJCh6TPuppGJGSql03/muATrfg4iKWuCPBU/T2RkVCpcejpzvxCtejl4n9eN4XgspfxKEmBRXS2KEgFhhjnIWGfS0ZBjDUhVHJ9K6YDIgkFHWVJh2AvvrxMWmembZn23XmldjWPo4iO0DE6RTa6QDV0gxqoiSh6RM/oFb0ZT8aL8W58zFoLxnzmEP2B8fkD0LqeeA==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="unxfpsw4DwGY9pYyv7lMFvusyno=">AAACF3icbVDLSsNAFJ3UV62vqks3g0VwUUIigq6k4MZupIJ9QFPCZDJph04ezNxIS+hfuPFX3LhQxK3u/BsnbRfaeuDC4Zx7ufceLxFcgWV9G4WV1bX1jeJmaWt7Z3evvH/QUnEqKWvSWMSy4xHFBI9YEzgI1kkkI6EnWNsbXud++4FJxePoHsYJ64WkH/GAUwJacstm3bWrjvBjUNW6e4sdYCPIMDe56Zt4gh3FQ+yEBAZekI0mbrlimdYUeJnYc1JBczTc8pfjxzQNWQRUEKW6tpVALyMSOBVsUnJSxRJCh6TPuppGJGSql03/muATrfg4iKWuCPBU/T2RkVCpcejpzvxCtejl4n9eN4XgspfxKEmBRXS2KEgFhhjnIWGfS0ZBjDUhVHJ9K6YDIgkFHWVJh2AvvrxMWmembZn23XmldjWPo4iO0DE6RTa6QDV0gxqoiSh6RM/oFb0ZT8aL8W58zFoLxnzmEP2B8fkD0LqeeA==</latexit>

Follower response
j(I1, . . . , IN )

<latexit sha1_base64="NfGLoYHkf1QGWjQ1INbbyHrQWic=">AAAB+nicbVDLSgMxFM3UV62vqS7dBItQoZQZEXQlBTd2IxXsA9phyKSZNjaTDElGKWM/xY0LRdz6Je78G9N2Ftp64MLhnHu5954gZlRpx/m2ciura+sb+c3C1vbO7p5d3G8pkUhMmlgwITsBUoRRTpqaakY6sSQoChhpB6Orqd9+IFJRwe/0OCZehAachhQjbSTfLt6X675b6bG+0KpS929OfLvkVJ0Z4DJxM1ICGRq+/dXrC5xEhGvMkFJd14m1lyKpKWZkUuglisQIj9CAdA3lKCLKS2enT+CxUfowFNIU13Cm/p5IUaTUOApMZ4T0UC16U/E/r5vo8MJLKY8TTTieLwoTBrWA0xxgn0qCNRsbgrCk5laIh0girE1aBROCu/jyMmmdVl2n6t6elWqXWRx5cAiOQBm44BzUwDVogCbA4BE8g1fwZj1ZL9a79TFvzVnZzAH4A+vzB02RkrU=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="NfGLoYHkf1QGWjQ1INbbyHrQWic=">AAAB+nicbVDLSgMxFM3UV62vqS7dBItQoZQZEXQlBTd2IxXsA9phyKSZNjaTDElGKWM/xY0LRdz6Je78G9N2Ftp64MLhnHu5954gZlRpx/m2ciura+sb+c3C1vbO7p5d3G8pkUhMmlgwITsBUoRRTpqaakY6sSQoChhpB6Orqd9+IFJRwe/0OCZehAachhQjbSTfLt6X675b6bG+0KpS929OfLvkVJ0Z4DJxM1ICGRq+/dXrC5xEhGvMkFJd14m1lyKpKWZkUuglisQIj9CAdA3lKCLKS2enT+CxUfowFNIU13Cm/p5IUaTUOApMZ4T0UC16U/E/r5vo8MJLKY8TTTieLwoTBrWA0xxgn0qCNRsbgrCk5laIh0girE1aBROCu/jyMmmdVl2n6t6elWqXWRx5cAiOQBm44BzUwDVogCbA4BE8g1fwZj1ZL9a79TFvzVnZzAH4A+vzB02RkrU=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="NfGLoYHkf1QGWjQ1INbbyHrQWic=">AAAB+nicbVDLSgMxFM3UV62vqS7dBItQoZQZEXQlBTd2IxXsA9phyKSZNjaTDElGKWM/xY0LRdz6Je78G9N2Ftp64MLhnHu5954gZlRpx/m2ciura+sb+c3C1vbO7p5d3G8pkUhMmlgwITsBUoRRTpqaakY6sSQoChhpB6Orqd9+IFJRwe/0OCZehAachhQjbSTfLt6X675b6bG+0KpS929OfLvkVJ0Z4DJxM1ICGRq+/dXrC5xEhGvMkFJd14m1lyKpKWZkUuglisQIj9CAdA3lKCLKS2enT+CxUfowFNIU13Cm/p5IUaTUOApMZ4T0UC16U/E/r5vo8MJLKY8TTTieLwoTBrWA0xxgn0qCNRsbgrCk5laIh0girE1aBROCu/jyMmmdVl2n6t6elWqXWRx5cAiOQBm44BzUwDVogCbA4BE8g1fwZj1ZL9a79TFvzVnZzAH4A+vzB02RkrU=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="NfGLoYHkf1QGWjQ1INbbyHrQWic=">AAAB+nicbVDLSgMxFM3UV62vqS7dBItQoZQZEXQlBTd2IxXsA9phyKSZNjaTDElGKWM/xY0LRdz6Je78G9N2Ftp64MLhnHu5954gZlRpx/m2ciura+sb+c3C1vbO7p5d3G8pkUhMmlgwITsBUoRRTpqaakY6sSQoChhpB6Orqd9+IFJRwe/0OCZehAachhQjbSTfLt6X675b6bG+0KpS929OfLvkVJ0Z4DJxM1ICGRq+/dXrC5xEhGvMkFJd14m1lyKpKWZkUuglisQIj9CAdA3lKCLKS2enT+CxUfowFNIU13Cm/p5IUaTUOApMZ4T0UC16U/E/r5vo8MJLKY8TTTieLwoTBrWA0xxgn0qCNRsbgrCk5laIh0girE1aBROCu/jyMmmdVl2n6t6elWqXWRx5cAiOQBm44BzUwDVogCbA4BE8g1fwZj1ZL9a79TFvzVnZzAH4A+vzB02RkrU=</latexit>

Expected leader payoff
over I1, . . . , IN

<latexit sha1_base64="HFS+cxjW/gM3CLdU52PuS6nWSwM=">AAAB9XicdVDLSgMxFM3UV62vqks3wSK4KCUpYtuNFNzYjVSwrdCOQyaTaUMzD5KMUob+hxsXirj1X9z5N2baCip64MLhnHu59x43FlxphD6s3NLyyupafr2wsbm1vVPc3euqKJGUdWgkInnjEsUED1lHcy3YTSwZCVzBeu74PPN7d0wqHoXXehIzOyDDkPucEm2k25aDywPhRVqVW86lUyyhCkIIYwwzgmunyJBGo17FdYgzy6AEFmg7xfeBF9EkYKGmgijVxyjWdkqk5lSwaWGQKBYTOiZD1jc0JAFTdjq7egqPjOJBP5KmQg1n6veJlARKTQLXdAZEj9RvLxP/8vqJ9ut2ysM40Syk80V+IqCOYBYB9LhkVIuJIYRKbm6FdEQkodoEVTAhfH0K/yfdagWjCr46KTXPFnHkwQE4BMcAgxpoggvQBh1AgQQP4Ak8W/fWo/Vivc5bc9ZiZh/8gPX2CYppkeE=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="HFS+cxjW/gM3CLdU52PuS6nWSwM=">AAAB9XicdVDLSgMxFM3UV62vqks3wSK4KCUpYtuNFNzYjVSwrdCOQyaTaUMzD5KMUob+hxsXirj1X9z5N2baCip64MLhnHu59x43FlxphD6s3NLyyupafr2wsbm1vVPc3euqKJGUdWgkInnjEsUED1lHcy3YTSwZCVzBeu74PPN7d0wqHoXXehIzOyDDkPucEm2k25aDywPhRVqVW86lUyyhCkIIYwwzgmunyJBGo17FdYgzy6AEFmg7xfeBF9EkYKGmgijVxyjWdkqk5lSwaWGQKBYTOiZD1jc0JAFTdjq7egqPjOJBP5KmQg1n6veJlARKTQLXdAZEj9RvLxP/8vqJ9ut2ysM40Syk80V+IqCOYBYB9LhkVIuJIYRKbm6FdEQkodoEVTAhfH0K/yfdagWjCr46KTXPFnHkwQE4BMcAgxpoggvQBh1AgQQP4Ak8W/fWo/Vivc5bc9ZiZh/8gPX2CYppkeE=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="HFS+cxjW/gM3CLdU52PuS6nWSwM=">AAAB9XicdVDLSgMxFM3UV62vqks3wSK4KCUpYtuNFNzYjVSwrdCOQyaTaUMzD5KMUob+hxsXirj1X9z5N2baCip64MLhnHu59x43FlxphD6s3NLyyupafr2wsbm1vVPc3euqKJGUdWgkInnjEsUED1lHcy3YTSwZCVzBeu74PPN7d0wqHoXXehIzOyDDkPucEm2k25aDywPhRVqVW86lUyyhCkIIYwwzgmunyJBGo17FdYgzy6AEFmg7xfeBF9EkYKGmgijVxyjWdkqk5lSwaWGQKBYTOiZD1jc0JAFTdjq7egqPjOJBP5KmQg1n6veJlARKTQLXdAZEj9RvLxP/8vqJ9ut2ysM40Syk80V+IqCOYBYB9LhkVIuJIYRKbm6FdEQkodoEVTAhfH0K/yfdagWjCr46KTXPFnHkwQE4BMcAgxpoggvQBh1AgQQP4Ak8W/fWo/Vivc5bc9ZiZh/8gPX2CYppkeE=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="HFS+cxjW/gM3CLdU52PuS6nWSwM=">AAAB9XicdVDLSgMxFM3UV62vqks3wSK4KCUpYtuNFNzYjVSwrdCOQyaTaUMzD5KMUob+hxsXirj1X9z5N2baCip64MLhnHu59x43FlxphD6s3NLyyupafr2wsbm1vVPc3euqKJGUdWgkInnjEsUED1lHcy3YTSwZCVzBeu74PPN7d0wqHoXXehIzOyDDkPucEm2k25aDywPhRVqVW86lUyyhCkIIYwwzgmunyJBGo17FdYgzy6AEFmg7xfeBF9EkYKGmgijVxyjWdkqk5lSwaWGQKBYTOiZD1jc0JAFTdjq7egqPjOJBP5KmQg1n6veJlARKTQLXdAZEj9RvLxP/8vqJ9ut2ysM40Syk80V+IqCOYBYB9LhkVIuJIYRKbm6FdEQkodoEVTAhfH0K/yfdagWjCr46KTXPFnHkwQE4BMcAgxpoggvQBh1AgQQP4Ak8W/fWo/Vivc5bc9ZiZh/8gPX2CYppkeE=</latexit>

Figure 4.3: Illustration of one-shot Stackelberg game between leader and one follower who
observes N noisy samples of leader commitment, instead of the commitment itself. Figure
from [90].

We adopt a model in which the leader plays first, but can only reveal her commitment
x through N pure strategy plays I1, I2, . . . , IN i.i.d ∼ x. The commitment is known (to
both leader and follower) to come from a set of mixed strategies X ⊆ K. This model was
first studied empirically for Stackelberg security games [215], but with a common prior on
the leader payoff matrix A. This model was more recently studied for zero-sum games [201]
without a prior, exactly like our setting.

The follower can respond with a pure strategy jN(I1, I2, . . . , IN), whose choice we will
specify shortly. Importantly, the follower response function jN(·) can only depend on the
leader realizations: not the true commitment x or the true leader payoff matrix A. After
the follower chooses his response, the leader and follower payoffs are realized in expectation.
The sequential nature of moves by leader and follower, after which payoffs are realized, is
depicted in Figure 4.3.

We can express the expected19 leader payoff as a function of her chosen commitment for
any follower best response function.

19Expectations over utility have been implicitly taken. All expectations thereof in mathematical notation
are over the additional randomness in the realizations I1, . . . , IN unless specified otherwise.
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Definition 4.5.1. A leader that can express N realizations of her hidden commitment x,
faced with a follower using response function jN(·), expects payoff

fN(x) := E[〈x, ajN (I1,...,IN )〉]. (4.1)

Follower response model

A reasonable follower response will constitute some sort of statistical inference about the
mostly likely identity of the leader commitment from the N samples provided, and an “op-
timal" response based on this inference. We make this precise through frequentist and
Bayesian models for inference.

Frequentist model: In the frequentist model, which was first studied in [201] for zero-
sum security games, we do not assume a prior on the leader commitment. We denote the
maximum likelihood estimate (MLE) of the leader’s mixed strategy, as seen by the follower,
by X̂N . It is reasonable to expect, under certainty of leader commitment, that a “rational"20

follower would best-respond to X̂N , i.e. play the pure strategy

j∗F(I1, . . . , IN) := j∗(X̂N). (4.2)

Thus, the leader should expect payoff

fN(x) := E[〈x, aj∗F (X̂N )〉]

against a follower that response according to Equation (4.2). The maximal payoff a leader
can expect is

f ∗N := max
x∈∆m

fN(x) (4.3)

and it acquires this payoff by playing the argmax strategy x∗N . Observe that the objective
function fN(x) is not convex in its argument x, and is thus NP-hard to exactly maximize.

Bayesian model: We provide an expected-utility-maximization interpretation for the
follower best response in Equation (4.2) by considering an equivalent Bayesian model for
follower inference. The latter model was empirically studied in [215]. We assume that the
follower starts with a prior P0(·) over all m-dimensional multinomial distributions for the
identity of the leader commitment (and the leader is aware of this). We denote
PN(x; (I1, I2, . . . , IN)) as the posterior probability that the leader chose commitment x after
N observations. We assume that the follower starts with a prior P0(·) on the identity of the
leader commitment (and the leader knows the prior). Then, the follower will respond with

20Rational is in quotes because expected utility theory does not have a concrete meaning in frequentist
inference of an unknown leader commitment. However, the best estimate of this unknown commitment,
given no prior information, is clearly the MLE.
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the pure strategy that maximizes his expected utility under the posterior:

j∗B(I1, . . . , IN) := arg maxj∈[n]

∫

x′∈∆d

PN(x′; (I1, . . . , IN))〈x′, bj〉

= arg maxj∈[n]〈xN , bj〉 where
xN(I1, . . . , IN) := Ex′∼PN (·;(I1,...,IN ))x

′.

Notice that the special case of P0(·) being the Dirichlet prior with hyper-parameter α→ 0

corresponds to xN(I1, . . . , IN) = X̂N , and in this case j∗B(I1, . . . , IN) = j∗F(I1, . . . , IN), i.e. the
follower best response under the frequentist and Bayesian models is the same21. This gives
a post-hoc justification for using the frequentist model through expected utility theory for a
specific prior on the commitments22. Having established this equivalence, we henceforth use
the frequentist model, which will prove to be much more tractable in our forthcoming model
of repeated interaction.

Under the model of observational uncertainty, we are interested in characterizing the
optimal leader commitment as well as optimal leader performance. That is, we want to
understand how close f ∗N is to f ∗∞, and also how close x∗N is to x∗∞. An answer to the former
question would tell us how observational uncertainty impacts the first-player advantage. An
answer to the latter question would shed light on whether the best course of action deviates
significantly from Stackelberg commitment. We are also interested in algorithmic techniques
for approximately computing the quantity f ∗N , as doing so exactly would involve solving a
non-convex optimization problem.

4.6 Related work in the one-shot setting
The mixed-strategy Stackelberg solution concept has seen contemporary application in en-
gineering [181, 216] and persuasion mechanisms [188]. Here, the entire mixture has to be
credibly revealed to the follower for the Stackelberg solution concept to be realized. Von
Stengel and Zamir [187] show that in all general sum games, mixed strategy Stackelberg
equilibrium is beneficial over simultaneous (Nash) equilibrium when the commitment can be
fully revealed, and often strictly so. We explore two examples where the mixed nature of
the Stackelberg commitment is critical. First, the Stackelberg security game [181] is played
between a defender, who deploys a randomized protection strategy on her targets; and an
attacker, who observes the defender mixed strategy and responds (at a high level) by attack-
ing the target(s) that are most likely to be left open. Second, Kamenica and Gentzkow’s

21More precisely, the leader payoff in the Bayes-Nash equilibrium of the Bayesian game is exactly equal
to f∗N := maxx∈∆m

fN (x).
22While all our results are derived for the Dirichlet prior which is maximally uninformative, we expect

the same scaling to hold under any informative prior, although the nature of the constants will change to
reflect the informativity of the prior. This will be the case for any prior that is positively supported on all
leader mixed strategies (also assumed by Fudenberg and Levine [185]).
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Bayesian persuasion game [188], in which the sender has the ability to persuade a receiver
to act in a manner that is beneficial to the sender. She does this by committing to a ran-
domized signaling mechanism conditioned on information that is private to her23. In general,
this persuasion power is effective only when the commitment is mixed.

For both these cases, a mixed commitment will not be fully revealed or believed. In secu-
rity games, the attacker will usually observe a finite number of deployments of the defender’s
resource, as opposed to the allocation strategy itself (which is often mixed). Persuasion power
could be credibly built up through a sender’s repeated interaction with multiple receivers –
what will actually be observed is her history, and thus realizations of the signal, not the dis-
tribution itself. In addition, the receivers have no a-priori reason to believe that the sender
is indeed committed to a fixed signaling mechanism. Thus, we should expect that the sender
realizes her persuasion power only partially.

It is useful to review algorithmic perspectives on mixed-strategy Stackelberg computa-
tion24. Conitzer and Sandholm [214] show that computing the optimal mixed commitment
under perfect observability corresponds to a linear program. In contrast, the problem of
computing the optimal commitment under finitely limited observability corresponds to a
robust optimization problem that is, in fact, NP-hard [215, 220]; so reasoning about the op-
timal commitment in the presence of noise is algorithmically non-trivial. An et al and Shieh
et al [215, 220] consider a model of observational uncertainty with a Bayesian prior and
posterior update based on samples of behavior, and propose heuristic algorithmic techniques
to compute the optimum. They show empirically that there could be a positive return over
and above the Stackelberg payoff. We will show that such positive return is indeed possible,
but the amount of gain is limited and dissipates rapidly as more observations are available.
Blum, Haghtalab and Procaccia [201] prove that the Stackelberg commitment itself approxi-
mates the optimal payoff in the special case of zero-sum games. We show that this reasoning
does not extend to the general sum case and that the Stackelberg commitment is generically
unstable.

The problem of communication constraints in the commitment has also received a lot
of interest in the recent algorithmic persuasion literature with different models for the un-
certainty. Such noise models include compression in the mechanism [221, 222], and binary
uncertainty in the mixed commitment either being fully observed or fully hidden [223].
Uncertainty from the point of view of bounded follower rationality [224] has also been con-
sidered. The primary distinction in our work (as well as the settings of An et al, Shieh et
al and Blum et al), is that the manifestation of the uncertainty is itself random. Thus, a
unique component of our results involves directly reasoning about the stochasticity of the
follower response.

23 Kamenica and Gentzkow study persuasion in the most general form to date. The precursor to these
persuasion mechanisms was signaling games [217], and in fact, one of the examples of mixed strategy repu-
tation as studied by Fudenberg and Levine [185] bears similarity to the prosecutor-judge example. Recently,
Ely [218] has considered an extension to dynamic persuasion mechanisms, where the private information can
evolve in a stochastic manner.

24For an excellent survey, see [219].
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Finally, limited observability in leader commitment necessitates follower inference. The
flipped problem, in which a leader does not know the follower’s utility function and needs
to learn her optimal commitment, is also interesting and has seen a lot of recent activity.
Approaches on how a leader should do this range from learning adversary models from
historical data in security games [225, 226] to no-regret online learning approaches [227]. The
former approach can get closer to optimal commitment power if the samples from followers
are stochastic [225], but could be sub-optimal against followers who attempt to exploit the
learning process. No-regret learning approaches are robust to such follower exploitation, but
cannot use historical data. Other paradigms with an incumbent and myopic agents that
involve a learning problem for all parties have also been explored. One prominent example is
the setting of Bayesian exploration [228], in which there is private information unknown to
all players. In this setting, an incumbent commits to a mechanism that incentivizes myopic
agents to carry out partial exploration to learn about the private information, as opposed to
only exploit their current knowledge.

4.7 Results for the one-shot model with limited
observability

We now analyze the one-shot model that was defined in Section 4.5. The salient features
of this model are as follows: the leader fixes a commitment x in advance, reveals N iid
realizations of this commitment, and the follower best responds according to a maximum-
likelihood inference rule. We wish to understand the leader’s optimal payoff in the limited-
observation model as well as how she can approximately achieve it.

Instability of traditional Stackelberg commitment to observational
uncertainty

A natural first question is whether the traditional Stackelberg commitment, which is clearly
optimal if the game were being played infinitely (or equivalently, if the leader had infinite
commitment power and perfect public commitment), is also suitable for finite play. We
show through a few paradigmatic examples that the answer can vary. Figure 4.4 depicts the
standard normal form representation of the leader-follower Stackelberg game [214] for these
illustrations, as well as illustrates the structure of the ideal leader payoff function f∞(·). We
will see that practically all insight into the limited-observation payoff function fN(·) can be
characterized by the structure of the ideal leader payoff function f∞(·), and we made these
illustrations to convey intuition about the nature of the results.

Example 2. We consider a 2×3 zero-sum game, represented in normal form in Figure 4.4a.
We can express the leader strategy according to the probability p with which she will pick
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(a) 2× 3 zero-sum game.
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ponse
 = 1

F. response = 2

(b) 2× 2 non-zero-sum game.

1 2 3

1 (1,-1) (0,0) (-1,1)

2 (0,0) (1,-1) (3,-3)

Leader

Follower

F. re
sp

onse
 = 

1

F. response = 2
F. response = 3

(c) 2× 3 non-zero-sum game.

Figure 4.4: Illustration of examples of zero-sum game and non-zero-sum games in the form
of normal form tables and ideal leader payoff function f∞(·). We denote the probability that
the leader will play strategy 1 by p ∈ [0, 1], and fully describes leader mixed commitment
for 2×n games. Observe that the ideal leader payoff function f∞(p) is piece-wise-affine in p,
and for the non-zero-sum games discontinuous at the Stackelberg commitment p∗∞. Figures
from [90].
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Figure 4.5: Semi-log plot of extent of advantage over Stackelberg payoff as a function of N
in the 2× 3 zero-sum game depicted in Figure 4.4a. Figure from [90].

strategy 1, and the leader payoff f∞(p) is as follows:




f(p; 1) := p if follower best responds with strategy 1
f(p; 2) := 1− p if follower best responds with strategy 2
f(p; 3) := 3− 4p if follower best responds with strategy 3

Since the game is zero-sum, the follower responds in a way that is worst-case for the
leader. This means that we can express the leader payoff as

f∞(p) = min{f(p; 1), f(p; 2), f(p; 3)}. (4.4)

This leader payoff structure is depicted in Figure 4.4a. Notice that for this example, the
ideal leader payoff function f∞(p) is continuous in p – this is because it is the minimum of
three affine functions in p given by f(p; 1), f(p; 2) and f(p; 3). We can express the Stackelberg
payoff as

f ∗∞ = max
p∈[0,1]

f∞(p) = 1/2,

attained at p∗∞ = 1/2. We wish to evaluate fN(p∗∞). It was noted [201] that fN(p∗∞) ≥ f ∗∞(p∗∞)
by von Neumann’s minimax theorem, but not always clear whether strict inequality would hold
(that is, if observational uncertainty gives a strict advantage). The semi-log plot in Figure 4.5
shows that the extent of improvement decreases exponentially with N . A simple calculation
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Figure 4.6: Example of the 2 × 2 non-zero-sum game depicted in Figure 4.4b, for which
observational uncertainty is always undesirable. Figures from [90].

yields

fN(1/2) = Pr[P̂N ≤ 2/3]f ∗∞ + Pr[P̂N > 2/3]f(1/2; 3)

=⇒ fN(1/2)− f ∗∞ = Pr[P̂N > 2/3] (f(1/2; 3)− f ∗∞)

=
1

2
Pr[P̂N > 2/3]

=
1

2
Pr[P̂N − 1/2 > 1/6]

≤ exp{−ND(2/3 ‖ 1/2)}
where D(. ‖ .) denotes the Kullback-Leibler divergence, and the last inequality is due to

Sanov’s theorem [229]. The reason that the advantage decreases exponentially with N is
because as N increases, we see a decrease in the effective stochasticity that sometimes elicits
the more favorable follower response, i.e. action 3.

Example 2 showed us how the traditional Stackelberg commitment power could be in-
creased, albeit by a small amount, by occasionally eliciting more favorable responses. We
now provide an example illustrating that the commitment power can disappear completely.

Example 3. We consider a 2×2 non-zero-sum game, represented in normal form and leader
payoff structure in Figure 4.4b. Here, the ideal leader payoff function is

f∞(p) =

{
p if p ≤ 1/2

1− 3p if p > 1/2.
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Figure 4.7: Example of the 2 × 3 non-zero-sum game depicted in Figure 4.4c, in which
observational uncertainty could either help or hurt the leader. Figures from [90].

This is very close to the example provided by [201], which we repeat for storytelling value.
Notice that f ∗∞ = 1/2, p∗∞ = 1/2, but the advantage evaporates with observational uncertainty.
For any finite (odd) N , we have

fN(1/2) = Pr[P̂N ≤ 1/2](1/2) + Pr[P̂N > 1/2](−1/2)

= 1/2× 1/2− 1/2× 1/2 = 0.

This implies that f ∗∞ − fN(p∗∞) = 1/2 and so limN→∞ f
∗
∞ − fN(p∗∞) 6= 0. This is clearly

a very negative result for the robustness of Stackelberg commitment, and tells us that the
traditional mixed Stackelberg commitment p∗∞ is far from ideal under limited observability.
In this example, stochasticity in follower response is not desired, principally because of the
discontinuity in the leader payoff function at p∗∞, which can be clearly seen in Figure 4.4b.

Example 3 displayed the possibility of a significant disadvantage of observational un-
certainty – this disadvantage arose from the sizable probability of a mismatched response
(follower response 2 instead of follower response 1). The game considered was special in that
there was no potential for gain from a mismatched response, while in a zero-sum game like
Example 2, a mismatched response is always favorable to the leader. Our next example gen-
eralizes these cases and provides insight into what could happen for a general non-zero-sum
game.
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Example 4. Our final example considers a 2 × 3 non-zero-sum game, whose normal form
and leader payoff structure are depicted in Figure 4.4c. The ideal leader payoff function is

f∞(p) =





p if p ≤ 1/2

1/2− p if 1/2 < p ≤ 5/7

3− 4p if p > 5/7.

As in the other examples, f ∗∞ = 1/2, p∗∞ = 1/2. Notice that this example captures both
positive and negative effects of stochasticity in response. On one hand, follower response
2 is highly undesirable (a la Example 3) but follower response 3 is highly desirable (a la
Example 2). The net effect is

fN(
1

2
) =

1

2
Pr

[
P̂N ≤

1

2

]
+ Pr

[
1

2
< P̂N <

5

7

]
(0) + Pr

[
P̂N ≥

5

7

]
(1)

=
1

2
· 1

2
+ Pr

[
P̂N ≥

5

7

]
(1)

≤ 1

4
+

1

2
exp

{
−ND(

5

7
‖ 1

2
)

}
.

A quick calculation thus tells us that fN(p∗∞) <= f ∗∞ if N ≥ 8, showing that Stackel-
berg in fact has poor robustness for this example. Intuitively, the probability of the “bad”
stochastic event remains constant while the probability of the “good” stochastic event de-
creases exponentially with N . Even more damningly, we see that limN→∞ f

∗
∞ − fN(p∗∞) ≥

limN→∞
1
4
− 1

2
exp{−ND(5/7 ‖ 1/2) = 1/4, again showing that the traditional Stackelberg

commitment is far from ideal.

While the three examples detailed above provide differing conclusions, there are some
common threads. For one, in all the examples, committing to the Stackelberg mixture x∗∞
can result in the follower being agnostic between more than one response. For both the non-
zero-sum game examples, a very slight mis-perception in the estimation of the true strategy
x∗∞ led to a different, worse-than-expected response and this mis-perception happened with
a sizeable, non-vanishing probability25. On the flip-side, a different response could also
lead to better-than-expected payoff, raising the potential for a gain over and above f ∗.
However, these better-than-expected responses cannot share a boundary with the Stackelberg
commitment, and we will see that the probability of eliciting them decreases exponentially

25Note that this mis-perception is not detrimental to the follower when the leader is in fact playing
traditional Stackelberg commitment, because the follower is actually agnostic between all of these responses.
The leader, on the other hand, very much cares how the follower chooses his response – which manifests in
the discontinuity of f∞(x) at x = x∗∞. This discontinuity is fundamental to the fact that the leader and
follower’s utilities are neither exactly aligned or anti-aligned (as they would be in a zero-sum game [201]).
Since there are a finite number of neighboring follower responses, the gap between the leader’s utility from
each of them will be a non-zero number — leading to a jump discontinuity.
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with N . The net effect is that the Stackelberg commitment is, most often, not robust – and
this is even the case for small amounts of uncertainty.

Our first result is a formal statement of the instability of traditional, mixed Stackelberg
commitments for a general 2×n game. We denote the leader probability of playing strategy
1 by p ∈ [0, 1], and the Stackelberg commitment’s probability of playing strategy 1 by p∗∞.
Furthermore, let φ(t) denote the CDF of the standard normal distribution N (0, 1). We are
now ready to state the result.

Proposition 4.7.1. For any 2 × n leader-follower game in which p∗∞ ∈ (0, 1) and f∞(p)
discontinuous at p = p∗∞, we have

fN(p∗∞) ≤ f ∗∞ − C
(
φ(
√
NC ′)− 1

2
− C ′√

N

)
+ C ′′ exp{−NC ′′′2} (4.5)

where C,C ′, C ′′, C ′′′ are strictly positive constants depending on the parameters of the
game. This directly implies the following:

1. For some N0 > 0, we have fN(p∗∞) < f ∗∞ for all N > N0.

2. We have limN→∞ fN(p∗∞) < f ∗∞.

The proof of Proposition 4.7.1 is contained in Appendix 4.11. The technical ingredients
in the proof are the Berry-Esseen theorem [230, 231], used to show that the detrimental
alternate responses on the Stackelberg boundary are non-vanishingly likely – and the Ho-
effding bound, used to tail bound the probability of potentially beneficial alternate responses
not on the boundary26.

As we noted earlier, Proposition 4.7.1 represents a mixed-commitment analog of the
known instability of pure strategy Stackelberg equilibria to “trembling hand" noise [197, 198].
A succinct description of this result is that “all strictly mixed commitments tremble by their
nature". The necessary and sufficient conditions that we characterize for this property to
hold are remarkably general: one, that there is a discontinuity at the Stackelberg boundary,
and two, that the Stackelberg commitment is mixed. Games for which one of these conditions
does not hold fall into one of two special classes, each of which we remark on below.

Remark 4.7.2. For games in which the mixed-strategy Stackelberg equilibrium coincides with
a pure strategy, the follower’s best response is always as expected regardless of the number of
observations. There is no trade-off and it is simply optimal to play Stackelberg even under
observational uncertainty.

26It is worth noting that a similar argument as presented here could be extended to a general m×n game,
using iid random vectors instead of random variables and considering a demarcation into best-response
regions as illustrated in Figure 4.15. We only restrict attention to the 2×n case for ease of exposition. Note
that our explicit constructions in Theorem 4.7.4 are defined for a general m× n game.
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Remark 4.7.3. For the zero-sum case (as in Example 2), it was observed [201] that a
Stackelberg commitment is made assuming that the follower will respond in the worst case.
If there is observational uncertainty, the follower can only respond in a way that yields payoff
for the leader that is better than expected. This results in an expected payoff greater than or
equal to the Stackelberg payoff f ∗∞, and it simply makes sense to stick with the Stackelberg
commitment x∗∞. As we have seen, this logic does not hold up for non-zero-sum games
because different responses can lead to worse-than-expected payoff. One way of thinking of
this is that the function f∞(.) can generally be discontinuous in x for a non-zero-sum game,
but is always continuous for the special case of zero-sum.

For a zero-sum game, the first condition does not hold (as can clearly be seen in Fig-
ure 4.4a); and for a game where the Stackelberg commitment happens to be pure, the second
condition does not hold.

Proposition 4.7.1 directly implies that the ideal Stackelberg payoff is only obtained for the
exact case of N = ∞ (when the commitment is perfectly observed), and that for any value
of N <∞ there is a non-vanishing reduction in payoff. In the simulations in Section 4.7, we
will see that this gap is empirically significant.

Robust commitments achieving close-to-Stackelberg performance

The message of Proposition 4.7.1 is that, in general, the traditional Stackelberg commitment
x∗∞ is undesirable. The mixed commitment x∗∞ is pushed to an extreme point of the best-
response-region Rj∗ to ensure optimality under idealized conditions; and this is precisely
what makes it sub-optimal under uncertainty. What if we could move our commitment a
little bit into the interior of the region Rj∗ instead, such that we can get a high-probability-
guarantee on eliciting the expected response, while staying sufficiently close to the idealized
optimum? Our next result quantifies the ensuing trade-off and shows that we can explicitly
construct the commitment to approximate Stackelberg performance. The approximation
gets better and better as N increases.

Theorem 4.7.4. Let the best-response polytope Rj∗ be non-empty in Rm−1. Then, provided
that the number of samples N ≥ Õ(m), we can construct commitment xN,η for every 0 <
η < 1/2 such that

f ∗∞ − fN(xN) = Õ
((m

N

)η
+ e−C·N

1−2η
)

(4.6)

for some constant C > 0. Furthermore, these constructions are computable in polynomial
in (m,n) time from the Stackelberg commitment x∗∞. (The Õ(·) contains constant factors
that depend on both the local and global geometry of the best-response-region Rj∗. For a
formal statement that includes these factors, see Lemma 4.11.10.)

The full proof of Theorem 4.7.4, deferred to Appendix 4.11, involves some technical
steps to achieve as good as possible a scaling in N . The caveat of Theorem 4.7.4 is that
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commitment power can be robustly exploited in this way only if there are enough observations
of the commitment. One obvious requirement is that the best-response-region Rj∗ needs to
be non-empty in Rm−1. Second, the number of observations N needs to be greater than the
effective dimension of the game for the leader, m. This is a natural requirement to ensure
that the follower has learned at least a meaningful estimate of the commitment. Third,
the “constant" factors in Theorem 4.7.4 actually reflect properties about both the local and
global geometry of the polytope; see the proof in Appendix 4.11 for more details. Geometric
properties that intuitively lead to undesirable scaling in the constant factors of the robustness
guarantee are listed below:

1. The Stackelberg commitment being a “pointy" vertex: this can lead to a commitment
being far away from the boundary in certain directions, but closer in others, making it
more likely for a different response to be elicited.

2. Local constraints being very different from global constraints, which implies that com-
mitments too far in the interior of the local feasibility set will no longer satisfy all the
constraints of the best-response-region.

Even with these caveats, Theorem 4.7.4 provides a general analytical framework for
constructing robust commitments by making a natural connection to interior-point methods
in optimization27.

The extent to which these robust commitments approximate the ideal Stackelberg pay-
off can be observed through simulation on the non-zero-sum games in Examples 3 and 4
(remember that the Stackelberg commitment was non-robust for both games). Figures 4.6a
and 4.7a compare the expected payoff obtained by our robust commitment constructions
{xN}N≥1 for different numbers of samples N , and for the games described in Examples 3
and 4 respectively. The benchmark with respect to which we measure this expected payoff
is the Stackelberg payoff f ∗∞ (obtained by Stackelberg commitment under infinite observabil-
ity and tie-break-ability in favor of the leader). We also observe a significant gap between
the payoffs obtained by these robust commitment constructions and the payoff obtained if
we used the Stackelberg commitment x∗∞. Section 4.7 contains more extensive empirical
evaluation on random ensembles of security games.

Approximating the maximum possible payoff

Theorem 4.7.4 shows that not only can we compute robust commitments in polynomial
time, but also that these commitments have an intuitive analytical interpretation. They are
designed to simultaneously stay close to the Stackelberg commitment as well as maximize the
probability of preserving the expected follower response, i.e. preserve follower learn-ability of

27Noting that interior point methods are provably polynomial-time algorithms to solve LPs, it is plausible
to think that in fact, stopping the interior point method appropriately early would also give us a robustness
guarantee - which would imply that finding optimal robust commitments is even easier than finding optimal
commitments!



CHAPTER 4. LEARNING FROM STRATEGIC, NON-ADVERSARIAL DATA 156

commitment. Thus, the performance of commitments approximates the idealized Stackelberg
payoff f ∗∞ as a function of the number of observations. There is, however, no reason why
the leader should always be incentivized to preserve follower learn-ability of her commitment
– after all, as we saw in Example 2, not all response mismatches are sub-optimal. It is
thus possible that she could realize a payoff over and above the ideal Stackelberg payoff.
We now investigate how much this additional payoff can be for any commitment choice, by
upper bounding the value of f ∗N which is the leader’s optimal payoff under observational
uncertainty. Since the leader payoff function in Equation (4.1) is in general non-convex in x,
it is NP-hard to exactly compute; but empirical evaluations [215, 220] have noted that the
leader could yield a payoff greater than traditional Stackelberg.

Rather than the complexity-theoretic approach of constructing a polynomial-time approx-
imation algorithm, our approach is approximation-theoretic28. We show that in the large-
sample case, we cannot do much better than the actual Stackelberg payoff f ∗∞; informally
speaking, our ability to deceive the follower into responding strictly-better-than-expected is
limited. Combining this with the robust commitment construction of Theorem 4.7.4, we
obtain an approximation to the optimum payoff.

The main result of this section is stated below.

Theorem 4.7.5. For any m× n leader-follower game, we have

f ∗N ≤ f ∗∞ + Cn

√
m

N
.

for some constant C > 0 depending on the parameters of the game (A,B).

As a corollary the commitment construction defined in Theorem 4.7.4 provides a
Õ
(√

1
N

)
-additive-approximation algorithm to f ∗N . The proof of Theorem 4.7.5 is provided

in Appendix 4.11.
Theorem 4.7.5 tells us that the robust commitments are essentially optimal in that a

leader could engineer her commitment to elicit favorable response mismatches – but any
additional gain in payoff over ideal Stackelberg payoff would be minimal. The practical
benefit that Theorem 4.7.5 affords us is that we now have an approximation to the optimum
payoff the leader could possibly obtain, which can be computed in polynomial time after
computing the Stackelberg equilibrium, which itself is polynomial time [214]. This is because
the robust commitment is obtained by first computing Stackelberg equilibrium x∗∞, and then
deviating away from x∗∞ in the magnitude and direction specified, the latter of which is a
linear-time operation.

We can see the approximate optimality of our robust commitment constructions for the
non-zero-sum games in Examples 3 and 4. For the case of 2 leader actions we compute

28In other words, the extent of approximation is measured by the number of samples as opposed to the
run-time of an algorithm. This is very much the flavor of previously-obtained results on Stackelberg zero-sum
security games [201].



CHAPTER 4. LEARNING FROM STRATEGIC, NON-ADVERSARIAL DATA 157

the maximum possible obtainable payoff f ∗N through brute force, and compare the value
to the robust commitment payoff. As shown in Figures 4.6b and 4.7b, this comparison is
particularly valuable for smaller values of N . We notice that the values are much closer even
than our theory would have predicted, even for small values of N . For these examples, we
also do not see a gain over traditional Stackelberg payoff.

Additional simulations on random ensembles of games

1 2 3 4 5

Defender (if 
protected) Unif[0,1] Unif[0,1] Unif[0,1] Unif[0,1] Unif[0,1]

Defender (if 
unprotected) Unif[-1,0] Unif[-1,0] Unif[-1,0] Unif[-1,0] Unif[-1,0]

Attacker (if 
protected) Unif[-1,0] Unif[-1,0] Unif[-1,0] Unif[-1,0] Unif[-1,0]

Attacker (if 
unprotected) Unif[0,1] Unif[0,1] Unif[0,1] Unif[0,1] Unif[0,1]

Target

Reward

Figure 4.8: Illustration of random ensemble of 5× 5 security game. Figure from [90].

We close this section with additional simulation on random ensembles of games to broadly
evaluate our robust commitment constructions. We create a random ensemble of 5×5 games,
inspired by the security framework, in which the defender can defend one of 5 targets, and
the attacker can attack one of these 5 targets. The defender and attacker rewards are chosen
to be uniformly at random between [0, 1], and their penalties are uniform at random between
[−1, 0]. This is essentially the random ensemble that was used in previous empirical work
on security games [215]. Figure 4.8 shows the construction of this ensemble.

The purpose of a random ensemble is to show that the properties we observed above –
unstable traditional Stackelberg commitments, robust commitment payoffs approximating
the optimum – are the norm rather than the exception. Figure 4.9 illustrates the results.
The average performance of the sequence of robust commitments {xN}N≥1 on the ensemble,
as well as the traditional Stackelberg commitment x∗∞ is plotted in Figure 4.9a against the
benchmark of ideal Stackelberg payoff f ∗∞. Figure 4.9b depicts the rate of convergence of
the gap in robust commitment performance to the idealized Stackelberg payoff – we can
clearly see the O

(
1√
N

)
rate of convergence in this log-log plot. Finally, Figure 4.9c plots

the percentage gap between robust commitment payoff and idealized Stackelberg payoff as a
function of N .

We can make the following conclusions from these plots:

1. The Stackelberg commitment is extremely non-robust on average. In fact, we noticed
that this was the case with high probability.



CHAPTER 4. LEARNING FROM STRATEGIC, NON-ADVERSARIAL DATA 158

Number of observations

Ex
pe

ct
ed

 le
ad

er
 p

ay
of

f

Ideal Stackelberg

Robust

Actual Stackelberg

(a) Plot of expected defender payoff when de-
fender uses robust commitments – compared
to Stackelberg commitment as well as idealized
Stackelberg payoff.

Number of observations
(g

ap
 to

 S
ta

ck
el

be
rg

 p
ay

of
f)

(b) Log-log plot of the gap between robust com-
mitment payoff and idealized Stackelberg pay-
off.

%
 g

ap
 to

 S
ta

ck
el

be
rg

 p
ay

of
f

Number of observations

(c) Percentage plot of the gap between robust
commitment payoff and idealized Stackelberg
payoff.

Figure 4.9: Performance of robust commitments and traditional Stackelberg commitments
in random 5 × 5 Stackelberg security games for a finite number of observations of defender
commitment. Figures from [90].
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2. The robust commitments are doing much better on average than the original Stack-
elberg commitment even for very large values of N . The stark difference in payoff
between the two motivates the construction of the robust commitment, which is essen-
tially as easy to compute as the Stackelberg commitment.

4.8 Model for repeated interaction

Leader strategy, Follower t strategy,
Jt(Ht�1)
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History,
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Expected leader payoff
at round t

Figure 4.10: Illustration of the stage game at round t between leader and follower t, both
of whom observe history of play Ht−1. The dotted line indicates that leader and follower t
play simultaneously. Figure from [90].

The limited observation model with a shared belief in leader commitment is realistic for
engineering applications of the Stackelberg solution concept, like Stackelberg security games
(and indeed, empirical solutions to the limited-observability objective in Equation (4.3)
have been proposed and evaluated [215, 220]). However, it is unrealistic for modeling the
manifestation of commitment in paradigms like Bayesian persuasion where the reputation
of the persuader is key. Consider Kamenica and Genztkow’s introductory example of the
power of Bayesian persuasion, in which a prosecutor persuades a judge to convict defendants
even when they may be innocent. The prosecutor does this through a particular randomized
signalling scheme conditioned on the outcome of the prosecutor’s private investigation (for
e.g. she knows the true identity of the defendant). This signalling scheme, and especially its
randomization, can only be credibly revealed by creating a history of persuasion. Creating
this history involves signalling publicly to other judges in other cases.

Informally, we are interested in approximately optimal signalling schemes for leader over
a finite number of rounds. There are two important distinctions from the one-shot model:

1. The leader is repeatedly interacting: she is still revealing N signals, but sequentially.
Every time she reveals a signal, she plays against a new follower (identical to the
previous followers in his payoff function) and realizes a payoff herself.
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2. The leader is not obliged to commit to a fixed signalling scheme, e.g. iid realizations
of an a-priori fixed mixed strategy. She can update her signalling strategy sequentially
based on the current history of follower responses. Thus, follower(s) will not play the
game with established belief in a leader commitment.

Leader model

Like the seminal Bayesian models for asymptotic reputation building, we consider a repeated
game played over multiple rounds between the leader and multiple followers. In round t, the
leader faces follower t, and executes move It ∈ [m] (which may be randomized). In response,
the follower executes move Jt ∈ [n] (which may also be randomized). We define history

Ht−1 := {(Is, Js)}t−1
s=1 (4.7)

and require the leader and follower moves to be functions of this history, parameterized
by their respective payoff matrices. In other words, we consider functions (that we allow to
be randomized)

It := It(Ht−1;A)

Jt := Jt(Ht−1;B)

for the leader and (tth) follower moves at round t, and define leader and follower rules by
{It(·)}Tt=1 and {Jt(·)}Tt=1 respectively. Critically, the followers are myopic, and do not know
the value of T , i.e. how long the leader will be playing the game for29. Thus, our leader
and follower are using anytime rules and we can analyze T → ∞ as well as what happens
at finite T . We define payoffs for the repeated game as equal to the time-averaged reward,
as in stochastic dynamic programming [232]. Here, stochasticity comes from the random
realizations of the leader and follower rules.

Definition 4.8.1. For a fixed follower rule Jt(Ht−1;B), we define the time-averaged leader
payoff function by:

fT ({It}Tt=1) := E

[
1

T

T∑

t=1

AIt(Ht−1;A),Jt(Ht−1;B)

]
(4.8)

where the expectation is taken over any randomization used in the leader and follower
rules It(·), Jt(·).

We have not defined a common prior for the repeated game, which means that we cannot
define a SPNE30. Nevertheless, it is both sensible and interesting to study the evolution of

29If followers knew this, any repeated analysis would unravel.
30At a high level, this choice enables us to construct explicit leader and follower mechanisms that can be

thought of as an approximate equilibrium, or at least approximately achieving the equilibrium payoff. We
provide a detailed comparison between Bayesian and frequentist models in Section 4.3.
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the leader objective in Equation (4.8) against follower rules that utilize principled frequentist
inference principles in their decision-making. We now describe the building blocks of these
principled follower rules.

Follower(s) response model(s)

Note that follower t is participating in the game only at round t, and it is thus reasonable
to think of him as myopic. Since Follower t is also rational, he will play to maximize what
he believes to be his expected payoff in round t. To formalize this, we appeal to the notion
of a forecast.

Definition 4.8.2. We define an optimal response model for Follower t conditioned on a
forecast as one that uses, as a sufficient statistic, a forecast function

rt : ([m]× [n])t−1 → ∆m (4.9)

for how Follower t believes the leader is going to play at round t. In particular, for this
forecast function and history Ht−1, the follower responds with pure strategy

Jt(rt) := j∗(rt(Ht−1)), (4.10)

where we continue to assume the follower to break ties in favor of the leader.

In this way, we can define any response model for the aggregate of followers 1 to ∞
through the sequence of forecast functions {rt(·)}∞t=1. In the absence of a common prior,
it remains to be seen what a sensible forecasting rule for the aggregate of followers is, and
in fact the choice of forecasting rule critically determines how well the leader can do (or
conversely, how poorly she can do) for her own choice of rule. We specify some explicit
choices, and briefly describe them, below.

Definition 4.8.3 (Empirical averages forecast). Follower t uses an empirical averages fore-
cast if she uses forecasting rule

rt,avg(Ht−1) := X̂t−1. (4.11)

Through the Bayesian interpretation as discussed in Section 4.5, using the empirical
averages forecast would be optimal by expected utility theory if the leader had committed to
an iid rule It i.i.d. ∼ x. There is, of course, no reason why the leader should do this a-priori
in the repeated setting, and in fact the leader might be incentivized to deviate considerably
from such a rule if she observes followers naively responding in this way31. This would make

31Interestingly, empirical averages forecasts together with myopic best responses have been widely used
in experimentation for learning in simultaneous games played repeatedly [78], even though players may have
incentive to deviate from such protocols. As Fudenberg and Kreps say in their work on experimentation for
learning in simultaneous repeated games [233], “We do not imagine that players would maintain their belief
in an asymptotic environment of stationary and independently chosen behavior strategies if the evidence that
players accumulate manifestedly discomfirms this hypothesis."
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the empirical averages forecasting rule by itself an unsatisfactory choice for the aggregate
of followers. Later, we will affirm this concretely – but in the meantime, we suggest two
natural alternatives.

Definition 4.8.4 (Predictive modelling forecast). Consider an unknown parameter θ∗ ∈ Ω,
where Ω can be a discrete or continuous space. Consider a predictive model for the
sequence

Yt := Pt((Y1, . . . , Yt−1),Wt; θ
∗) (4.12)

where Wt is stochastic noise independent of the sequence (Y1, . . . , Yt−1). We denote the
collection of (vector-valued) prediction functions P := {Pt(·; θ∗)}Tt=1. Then, we define the
predictive modelling forecast for follower t corresponding to model P:

rt,P(Ht−1) := P̂t((I1, . . . , It−1),0), (4.13)

where P̂t(Ht−1) constitutes the maximum likelihood estimate of the predictive model from
history Ht−1 (and could involve the plug-in estimate of θ∗ or something more sophisticated).

Equation (4.12) appears very complicated – but already encapsulates the empirical av-
erages forecast as a specific example: the iid case. (Here, we would have θ∗ = x ∈ ∆m = Ω
and predictive model Pt((I1, . . . , It−1),Wt;x) = x + Wt.) What Definition 4.8.4 addition-
ally affords us is a significantly broader framework for temporally predictable sequences,
parameterized by prediction functions P and parameter space Ω, beyond the iid case: some
simple examples are Markov processes, periodic sequences, and even sequences generated by
pseudo-random number generators. It is even more starkly clear here that the followers using
such a forecast only makes sense if a) the leader is indeed generating her sequence from such
a predictive model, b) the a-priori unknown parameters of the model are learn-able from
much fewer than t samples. Such predictive forecasts can be extremely poor in the absence
of these assumptions. Nevertheless, as we will see, considering such forecasts will become
extremely valuable if the leader indeed chooses such a predictive model, especially if the
generated sequence is deterministic or close to deterministic in its realization.

Both the above forecasting rules assumed predictability of the leader rule. We consider,
as our final forecasting rule, a pessimistic point of view on leader predictability round to
round. We do this through the concept of calibration. Before defining a universally calibrated
forecast, we define some additional notation. For an arbitrary forecasting rule rt(·), executed
leader rule (I1, . . . , IT ) and fixed forecast r, define

NT (r) :=
T∑

t=1

I [rt(Ht−1) = r]

as the number of times forecast r was used (this can itself be a random quantity as it
depends on the history and potential randomization in the forecast). Also define

X̂T (r) :=

∑T
t=1 I [rt(Ht−1) = r] êIt

NT (r)
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as the empirical mean of the leader generated sequence whenever forecast r was used.
Here êIt is the standard basis vector corresponding to action It. Now we can define a
universally calibrated forecast.

Definition 4.8.5 (Universally calibrated forecast [208]). The sequence of followers follows
a universally calibrated forecast, which we denote by

rt,univ(Ht−1) (4.14)

if for any leader rule {It(·)}Tt=1 (potentially randomized) and sufficiently large T , we have

1

T

∑

r∈∆m

NT (r)‖X̂T (r)− r‖1 =
o(T )

T
almost surely, (4.15)

where almost surely is over the randomness in a) execution of the leader sequence, b)
execution of the follower forecasting rule.

The now-classical link between calibrated learning rules and convergence to correlated
equilibrium has been established in repeated simultaneous games with two long-term players
who do not know each other’s utility functions [208]. The idea of calibration is intricately
connected to the notion of “no-worst-case-regret" in repeated, zero-sum games and sequential
prediction in the worst case. The way we will consider calibration is slightly different here:
we are only using a universally calibrated rule for the followers, and not for the leader. This
is because under our model of asymmetric private information, the leader actually knows the
follower utility function and, more importantly, is not trying to forecast follower responses.
That is, the leader cannot, in general, infer anything about the actions of new followers from
the observation of previous followers – as we have assumed that they are acting independently.
Under this assumption of independent action, one can conversely ask whether it is plausible
for the aggregate of followers to implement a universally calibrated forecasting rule. While
acknowledging the implausibility, we believe this is still an interesting and important case
to study for the following reasons:

1. A certificate of universal calibration ensures that the aggregate of followers is respond-
ing optimally in the asymptotic sense regardless of the leader’s chosen rule.

2. We may not actually expect the aggregate of followers to follow a universally calibrated
sequence of forecasts; but this represents the worst case for a leader who is attempting
to systemically mislead followers for additional personal gain.

4.9 Results for repeated interaction
A qualitative summary of results that we obtained in the one-shot model of Section 4.5 is as
follows:



CHAPTER 4. LEARNING FROM STRATEGIC, NON-ADVERSARIAL DATA 164

1. Mixed Stackelberg commitments are generically unstable to even an infinitesimal
amount of observational uncertainty (Proposition 4.7.1).

2. Robust, mixed commitments can be explicitly constructed by trading off the power of
mixture in commitment with preservation of follower learn-ability (Theorem 4.7.4).

3. The leader has minimal incentive (Theorem 4.7.5), and can have dis-incentive (Propo-
sition 4.7.1), to deceive the follower into responding sub-optimally in a feasible way.

While the repeated interaction model of Section 4.8 is conceptually more complex, we
will recover similar guiding principles to the above.

Two illustrative examples for leader behavior

In the repeated interaction model, we want to understand how leaders should optimally
behave and build their reputation (the optimization problem in Definition 4.8.1) when playing
against followers who are responding optimally as well (i.e. playing one of the rules from
Definition 4.8.3, 4.8.4, and 4.8.5 depending on which would maximize their aggregate payoff).
Before stating our main results formally, let us view the main ideas through two simple
examples. As in Section 4.7, we use Figure 4.11 to depict the stage games in normal form
as well as ideal leader payoff function. The first example is a reproduction of Example 3 as
a repeated security game.

Repeated security game

Example 4: In this example, the leader is a defender facing a sequence of attackers (fol-
lowers). The pure strategies for defender and attackers are indexed by targets {1, 2} – the
defender can choose to defend target 1 or 2, and the attacker can choose to attack target 1
or 2. Payoff matrices32 {{Aij}, {Bij}} for both players as well as the ideal defender payoff
function are represented in Figure 4.11b.

We denote the realized strategies at round t for defender and attacker respectively by
It ∈ {1, 2} and Jt ∈ {1, 2}. At round t, defender and attacker observe common history
Ht−1 = {(Is, Js)t−1

s=1}, and can play according to rules It := it(Ht−1) and Jt := jt(Ht−1)
respectively.

Recall the definition of the ideal defender payoff function as depicted in Figure 4.11b,
and that the optimal mixed commitment for the defender, expressed in terms of probability
of protecting target 1, is p∗∞ = 0.5. Her ideal Stackelberg payoff is f ∗∞ = 0.5. We have seen
how she can achieve this payoff through robust commitments when there is shared belief in
commitment but limited observability. We will now use this example to understand how she

32The intuition for the payoffs is: the defender gets a unit payoff for neither target being compromised,
but more negative payoff from target 2 being compromised than target 1. On the other hand, the attacker
gets unit payoff from compromising either of the targets.
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<latexit sha1_base64="iqXaNCo0oMtvc0ovhFhOQkQjJZI=">AAAB/HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/oj16WSxCBSmJCHqSghePFewHtCFstpt26WYTdjdCCPWvePGgiFd/iDf/jds2B219MPB4b4aZeUHCmdKO822V1tY3NrfK25Wd3b39A/vwqKPiVBLaJjGPZS/AinImaFszzWkvkRRHAafdYHI787uPVCoWiwedJdSL8EiwkBGsjeTb1dDPB0yEOpvWEz8fnTvTM9+uOQ1nDrRK3ILUoEDLt78Gw5ikERWacKxU33US7eVYakY4nVYGqaIJJhM8on1DBY6o8vL58VN0apQhCmNpSmg0V39P5DhSKosC0xlhPVbL3kz8z+unOrz2ciaSVFNBFovClCMdo1kSaMgkJZpnhmAimbkVkTGWmGiTV8WE4C6/vEo6Fw3Xabj3l7XmTRFHGY7hBOrgwhU04Q5a0AYCGTzDK7xZT9aL9W59LFpLVjFThT+wPn8AT46Ugw==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="iqXaNCo0oMtvc0ovhFhOQkQjJZI=">AAAB/HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/oj16WSxCBSmJCHqSghePFewHtCFstpt26WYTdjdCCPWvePGgiFd/iDf/jds2B219MPB4b4aZeUHCmdKO822V1tY3NrfK25Wd3b39A/vwqKPiVBLaJjGPZS/AinImaFszzWkvkRRHAafdYHI787uPVCoWiwedJdSL8EiwkBGsjeTb1dDPB0yEOpvWEz8fnTvTM9+uOQ1nDrRK3ILUoEDLt78Gw5ikERWacKxU33US7eVYakY4nVYGqaIJJhM8on1DBY6o8vL58VN0apQhCmNpSmg0V39P5DhSKosC0xlhPVbL3kz8z+unOrz2ciaSVFNBFovClCMdo1kSaMgkJZpnhmAimbkVkTGWmGiTV8WE4C6/vEo6Fw3Xabj3l7XmTRFHGY7hBOrgwhU04Q5a0AYCGTzDK7xZT9aL9W59LFpLVjFThT+wPn8AT46Ugw==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="iqXaNCo0oMtvc0ovhFhOQkQjJZI=">AAAB/HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/oj16WSxCBSmJCHqSghePFewHtCFstpt26WYTdjdCCPWvePGgiFd/iDf/jds2B219MPB4b4aZeUHCmdKO822V1tY3NrfK25Wd3b39A/vwqKPiVBLaJjGPZS/AinImaFszzWkvkRRHAafdYHI787uPVCoWiwedJdSL8EiwkBGsjeTb1dDPB0yEOpvWEz8fnTvTM9+uOQ1nDrRK3ILUoEDLt78Gw5ikERWacKxU33US7eVYakY4nVYGqaIJJhM8on1DBY6o8vL58VN0apQhCmNpSmg0V39P5DhSKosC0xlhPVbL3kz8z+unOrz2ciaSVFNBFovClCMdo1kSaMgkJZpnhmAimbkVkTGWmGiTV8WE4C6/vEo6Fw3Xabj3l7XmTRFHGY7hBOrgwhU04Q5a0AYCGTzDK7xZT9aL9W59LFpLVjFThT+wPn8AT46Ugw==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="hP+6LrUf2d3tZaldqaQQvEKMXyw=">AAAB2XicbZDNSgMxFIXv1L86Vq1rN8EiuCozbnQpuHFZwbZCO5RM5k4bmskMyR2hDH0BF25EfC93vo3pz0JbDwQ+zknIvSculLQUBN9ebWd3b/+gfugfNfzjk9Nmo2fz0gjsilzl5jnmFpXU2CVJCp8LgzyLFfbj6f0i77+gsTLXTzQrMMr4WMtUCk7O6oyaraAdLMW2IVxDC9YaNb+GSS7KDDUJxa0dhEFBUcUNSaFw7g9LiwUXUz7GgUPNM7RRtRxzzi6dk7A0N+5oYkv394uKZ9bOstjdzDhN7Ga2MP/LBiWlt1EldVESarH6KC0Vo5wtdmaJNChIzRxwYaSblYkJN1yQa8Z3HYSbG29D77odBu3wMYA6nMMFXEEIN3AHD9CBLghI4BXevYn35n2suqp569LO4I+8zx84xIo4</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="j3qeyb676tZstZ23SUGCZXihVEE=">AAAB8XicbZBLSwMxFIXv1FetVUddugkWoYKUjBtdCm5cVrAPaIchk2ba0ExmSDLCMIx/xY0LRfwz7vw3po+Fth4IfJyTcG9OmAquDcbfTmVjc2t7p7pb26vvHxy6R/WuTjJFWYcmIlH9kGgmuGQdw41g/VQxEoeC9cLp3SzvPTGleSIfTZ4yPyZjySNOibFW4J5EQTHkMjJ52UyDYnyJy4vAbeAWngutg7eEBizVDtyv4SihWcykoYJoPfBwavyCKMOpYGVtmGmWEjolYzawKEnMtF/Mly/RuXVGKEqUPdKgufv7RUFirfM4tDdjYiZ6NZuZ/2WDzEQ3fsFlmhkm6WJQlAlkEjRrAo24YtSI3AKhittdEZ0QRaixfdVsCd7ql9ehe9XycMt7wFCFUziDJnhwDbdwD23oAIUcXuAN3p1n59X5WNRVcZa9HcMfOZ8/7KyTIA==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="j3qeyb676tZstZ23SUGCZXihVEE=">AAAB8XicbZBLSwMxFIXv1FetVUddugkWoYKUjBtdCm5cVrAPaIchk2ba0ExmSDLCMIx/xY0LRfwz7vw3po+Fth4IfJyTcG9OmAquDcbfTmVjc2t7p7pb26vvHxy6R/WuTjJFWYcmIlH9kGgmuGQdw41g/VQxEoeC9cLp3SzvPTGleSIfTZ4yPyZjySNOibFW4J5EQTHkMjJ52UyDYnyJy4vAbeAWngutg7eEBizVDtyv4SihWcykoYJoPfBwavyCKMOpYGVtmGmWEjolYzawKEnMtF/Mly/RuXVGKEqUPdKgufv7RUFirfM4tDdjYiZ6NZuZ/2WDzEQ3fsFlmhkm6WJQlAlkEjRrAo24YtSI3AKhittdEZ0QRaixfdVsCd7ql9ehe9XycMt7wFCFUziDJnhwDbdwD23oAIUcXuAN3p1n59X5WNRVcZa9HcMfOZ8/7KyTIA==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="Hh17/urZgpGvTxB5AbSqz6Ey9bk=">AAAB/HicbVBNS8NAEN34WetXtEcvwSJUkLLxoicpePFYwX5AG8Jmu2mXbjZhdyKEEP+KFw+KePWHePPfuG1z0NYHA4/3ZpiZFySCa8D421pb39jc2q7sVHf39g8O7aPjro5TRVmHxiJW/YBoJrhkHeAgWD9RjESBYL1gejvze49MaR7LB8gS5kVkLHnIKQEj+XYt9PMhlyFkRSPx8/EFLs59u46beA5nlbglqaMSbd/+Go5imkZMAhVE64GLE/ByooBTwYrqMNUsIXRKxmxgqCQR014+P75wzowycsJYmZLgzNXfEzmJtM6iwHRGBCZ62ZuJ/3mDFMJrL+cySYFJulgUpsKB2Jkl4Yy4YhREZgihiptbHTohilAweVVNCO7yy6uke9l0cdO9x/XWTRlHBZ2gU9RALrpCLXSH2qiDKMrQM3pFb9aT9WK9Wx+L1jWrnKmhP7A+fwBOTpR/</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="iqXaNCo0oMtvc0ovhFhOQkQjJZI=">AAAB/HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/oj16WSxCBSmJCHqSghePFewHtCFstpt26WYTdjdCCPWvePGgiFd/iDf/jds2B219MPB4b4aZeUHCmdKO822V1tY3NrfK25Wd3b39A/vwqKPiVBLaJjGPZS/AinImaFszzWkvkRRHAafdYHI787uPVCoWiwedJdSL8EiwkBGsjeTb1dDPB0yEOpvWEz8fnTvTM9+uOQ1nDrRK3ILUoEDLt78Gw5ikERWacKxU33US7eVYakY4nVYGqaIJJhM8on1DBY6o8vL58VN0apQhCmNpSmg0V39P5DhSKosC0xlhPVbL3kz8z+unOrz2ciaSVFNBFovClCMdo1kSaMgkJZpnhmAimbkVkTGWmGiTV8WE4C6/vEo6Fw3Xabj3l7XmTRFHGY7hBOrgwhU04Q5a0AYCGTzDK7xZT9aL9W59LFpLVjFThT+wPn8AT46Ugw==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="iqXaNCo0oMtvc0ovhFhOQkQjJZI=">AAAB/HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/oj16WSxCBSmJCHqSghePFewHtCFstpt26WYTdjdCCPWvePGgiFd/iDf/jds2B219MPB4b4aZeUHCmdKO822V1tY3NrfK25Wd3b39A/vwqKPiVBLaJjGPZS/AinImaFszzWkvkRRHAafdYHI787uPVCoWiwedJdSL8EiwkBGsjeTb1dDPB0yEOpvWEz8fnTvTM9+uOQ1nDrRK3ILUoEDLt78Gw5ikERWacKxU33US7eVYakY4nVYGqaIJJhM8on1DBY6o8vL58VN0apQhCmNpSmg0V39P5DhSKosC0xlhPVbL3kz8z+unOrz2ciaSVFNBFovClCMdo1kSaMgkJZpnhmAimbkVkTGWmGiTV8WE4C6/vEo6Fw3Xabj3l7XmTRFHGY7hBOrgwhU04Q5a0AYCGTzDK7xZT9aL9W59LFpLVjFThT+wPn8AT46Ugw==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="iqXaNCo0oMtvc0ovhFhOQkQjJZI=">AAAB/HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/oj16WSxCBSmJCHqSghePFewHtCFstpt26WYTdjdCCPWvePGgiFd/iDf/jds2B219MPB4b4aZeUHCmdKO822V1tY3NrfK25Wd3b39A/vwqKPiVBLaJjGPZS/AinImaFszzWkvkRRHAafdYHI787uPVCoWiwedJdSL8EiwkBGsjeTb1dDPB0yEOpvWEz8fnTvTM9+uOQ1nDrRK3ILUoEDLt78Gw5ikERWacKxU33US7eVYakY4nVYGqaIJJhM8on1DBY6o8vL58VN0apQhCmNpSmg0V39P5DhSKosC0xlhPVbL3kz8z+unOrz2ciaSVFNBFovClCMdo1kSaMgkJZpnhmAimbkVkTGWmGiTV8WE4C6/vEo6Fw3Xabj3l7XmTRFHGY7hBOrgwhU04Q5a0AYCGTzDK7xZT9aL9W59LFpLVjFThT+wPn8AT46Ugw==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="iqXaNCo0oMtvc0ovhFhOQkQjJZI=">AAAB/HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/oj16WSxCBSmJCHqSghePFewHtCFstpt26WYTdjdCCPWvePGgiFd/iDf/jds2B219MPB4b4aZeUHCmdKO822V1tY3NrfK25Wd3b39A/vwqKPiVBLaJjGPZS/AinImaFszzWkvkRRHAafdYHI787uPVCoWiwedJdSL8EiwkBGsjeTb1dDPB0yEOpvWEz8fnTvTM9+uOQ1nDrRK3ILUoEDLt78Gw5ikERWacKxU33US7eVYakY4nVYGqaIJJhM8on1DBY6o8vL58VN0apQhCmNpSmg0V39P5DhSKosC0xlhPVbL3kz8z+unOrz2ciaSVFNBFovClCMdo1kSaMgkJZpnhmAimbkVkTGWmGiTV8WE4C6/vEo6Fw3Xabj3l7XmTRFHGY7hBOrgwhU04Q5a0AYCGTzDK7xZT9aL9W59LFpLVjFThT+wPn8AT46Ugw==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="iqXaNCo0oMtvc0ovhFhOQkQjJZI=">AAAB/HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/oj16WSxCBSmJCHqSghePFewHtCFstpt26WYTdjdCCPWvePGgiFd/iDf/jds2B219MPB4b4aZeUHCmdKO822V1tY3NrfK25Wd3b39A/vwqKPiVBLaJjGPZS/AinImaFszzWkvkRRHAafdYHI787uPVCoWiwedJdSL8EiwkBGsjeTb1dDPB0yEOpvWEz8fnTvTM9+uOQ1nDrRK3ILUoEDLt78Gw5ikERWacKxU33US7eVYakY4nVYGqaIJJhM8on1DBY6o8vL58VN0apQhCmNpSmg0V39P5DhSKosC0xlhPVbL3kz8z+unOrz2ciaSVFNBFovClCMdo1kSaMgkJZpnhmAimbkVkTGWmGiTV8WE4C6/vEo6Fw3Xabj3l7XmTRFHGY7hBOrgwhU04Q5a0AYCGTzDK7xZT9aL9W59LFpLVjFThT+wPn8AT46Ugw==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="iqXaNCo0oMtvc0ovhFhOQkQjJZI=">AAAB/HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/oj16WSxCBSmJCHqSghePFewHtCFstpt26WYTdjdCCPWvePGgiFd/iDf/jds2B219MPB4b4aZeUHCmdKO822V1tY3NrfK25Wd3b39A/vwqKPiVBLaJjGPZS/AinImaFszzWkvkRRHAafdYHI787uPVCoWiwedJdSL8EiwkBGsjeTb1dDPB0yEOpvWEz8fnTvTM9+uOQ1nDrRK3ILUoEDLt78Gw5ikERWacKxU33US7eVYakY4nVYGqaIJJhM8on1DBY6o8vL58VN0apQhCmNpSmg0V39P5DhSKosC0xlhPVbL3kz8z+unOrz2ciaSVFNBFovClCMdo1kSaMgkJZpnhmAimbkVkTGWmGiTV8WE4C6/vEo6Fw3Xabj3l7XmTRFHGY7hBOrgwhU04Q5a0AYCGTzDK7xZT9aL9W59LFpLVjFThT+wPn8AT46Ugw==</latexit>

pg,0
<latexit sha1_base64="Adxj4QEFt8iv6ECsAAONm5QH3Us=">AAAB7nicbVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoPgQcKuCHqSgBePEcwDkiXMTjrJkNnZYWZWCEs+wosHRbz6Pd78GyfJHjSxoKGo6qa7K1KCG+v7315hbX1jc6u4XdrZ3ds/KB8eNU2SaoYNlohEtyNqUHCJDcutwLbSSONIYCsa38381hNqwxP5aCcKw5gOJR9wRq2TWqqXDS/8aa9c8av+HGSVBDmpQI56r/zV7ScsjVFaJqgxncBXNsyotpwJnJa6qUFF2ZgOseOopDGaMJufOyVnTumTQaJdSUvm6u+JjMbGTOLIdcbUjsyyNxP/8zqpHdyEGZcqtSjZYtEgFcQmZPY76XONzIqJI5Rp7m4lbEQ1ZdYlVHIhBMsvr5LmZTXwq8HDVaV2m8dRhBM4hXMI4BpqcA91aACDMTzDK7x5ynvx3r2PRWvBy2eO4Q+8zx/uI49G</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="Adxj4QEFt8iv6ECsAAONm5QH3Us=">AAAB7nicbVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoPgQcKuCHqSgBePEcwDkiXMTjrJkNnZYWZWCEs+wosHRbz6Pd78GyfJHjSxoKGo6qa7K1KCG+v7315hbX1jc6u4XdrZ3ds/KB8eNU2SaoYNlohEtyNqUHCJDcutwLbSSONIYCsa38381hNqwxP5aCcKw5gOJR9wRq2TWqqXDS/8aa9c8av+HGSVBDmpQI56r/zV7ScsjVFaJqgxncBXNsyotpwJnJa6qUFF2ZgOseOopDGaMJufOyVnTumTQaJdSUvm6u+JjMbGTOLIdcbUjsyyNxP/8zqpHdyEGZcqtSjZYtEgFcQmZPY76XONzIqJI5Rp7m4lbEQ1ZdYlVHIhBMsvr5LmZTXwq8HDVaV2m8dRhBM4hXMI4BpqcA91aACDMTzDK7x5ynvx3r2PRWvBy2eO4Q+8zx/uI49G</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="Adxj4QEFt8iv6ECsAAONm5QH3Us=">AAAB7nicbVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoPgQcKuCHqSgBePEcwDkiXMTjrJkNnZYWZWCEs+wosHRbz6Pd78GyfJHjSxoKGo6qa7K1KCG+v7315hbX1jc6u4XdrZ3ds/KB8eNU2SaoYNlohEtyNqUHCJDcutwLbSSONIYCsa38381hNqwxP5aCcKw5gOJR9wRq2TWqqXDS/8aa9c8av+HGSVBDmpQI56r/zV7ScsjVFaJqgxncBXNsyotpwJnJa6qUFF2ZgOseOopDGaMJufOyVnTumTQaJdSUvm6u+JjMbGTOLIdcbUjsyyNxP/8zqpHdyEGZcqtSjZYtEgFcQmZPY76XONzIqJI5Rp7m4lbEQ1ZdYlVHIhBMsvr5LmZTXwq8HDVaV2m8dRhBM4hXMI4BpqcA91aACDMTzDK7x5ynvx3r2PRWvBy2eO4Q+8zx/uI49G</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="Adxj4QEFt8iv6ECsAAONm5QH3Us=">AAAB7nicbVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoPgQcKuCHqSgBePEcwDkiXMTjrJkNnZYWZWCEs+wosHRbz6Pd78GyfJHjSxoKGo6qa7K1KCG+v7315hbX1jc6u4XdrZ3ds/KB8eNU2SaoYNlohEtyNqUHCJDcutwLbSSONIYCsa38381hNqwxP5aCcKw5gOJR9wRq2TWqqXDS/8aa9c8av+HGSVBDmpQI56r/zV7ScsjVFaJqgxncBXNsyotpwJnJa6qUFF2ZgOseOopDGaMJufOyVnTumTQaJdSUvm6u+JjMbGTOLIdcbUjsyyNxP/8zqpHdyEGZcqtSjZYtEgFcQmZPY76XONzIqJI5Rp7m4lbEQ1ZdYlVHIhBMsvr5LmZTXwq8HDVaV2m8dRhBM4hXMI4BpqcA91aACDMTzDK7x5ynvx3r2PRWvBy2eO4Q+8zx/uI49G</latexit>

Judge uses signal1
<latexit sha1_base64="qPrFR/ej1+QZrrwGX6t1pyBO+v4=">AAAB6HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0lEqCcpePHYgv2ANpTNdtKu3WzC7kYoob/AiwdFvPqTvPlv3LY5aOuDgcd7M8zMCxLBtXHdb6ewsbm1vVPcLe3tHxwelY9P2jpOFcMWi0WsugHVKLjEluFGYDdRSKNAYCeY3M39zhMqzWP5YKYJ+hEdSR5yRo2Vmt6gXHGr7gJknXg5qUCOxqD81R/GLI1QGiao1j3PTYyfUWU4Ezgr9VONCWUTOsKepZJGqP1sceiMXFhlSMJY2ZKGLNTfExmNtJ5Gge2MqBnrVW8u/uf1UhPe+BmXSWpQsuWiMBXExGT+NRlyhcyIqSWUKW5vJWxMFWXGZlOyIXirL6+T9lXVc6te87pSv83jKMIZnMMleFCDOtxDA1rAAOEZXuHNeXRenHfnY9lacPKZU/gD5/MHeWmMsQ==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="qPrFR/ej1+QZrrwGX6t1pyBO+v4=">AAAB6HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0lEqCcpePHYgv2ANpTNdtKu3WzC7kYoob/AiwdFvPqTvPlv3LY5aOuDgcd7M8zMCxLBtXHdb6ewsbm1vVPcLe3tHxwelY9P2jpOFcMWi0WsugHVKLjEluFGYDdRSKNAYCeY3M39zhMqzWP5YKYJ+hEdSR5yRo2Vmt6gXHGr7gJknXg5qUCOxqD81R/GLI1QGiao1j3PTYyfUWU4Ezgr9VONCWUTOsKepZJGqP1sceiMXFhlSMJY2ZKGLNTfExmNtJ5Gge2MqBnrVW8u/uf1UhPe+BmXSWpQsuWiMBXExGT+NRlyhcyIqSWUKW5vJWxMFWXGZlOyIXirL6+T9lXVc6te87pSv83jKMIZnMMleFCDOtxDA1rAAOEZXuHNeXRenHfnY9lacPKZU/gD5/MHeWmMsQ==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="qPrFR/ej1+QZrrwGX6t1pyBO+v4=">AAAB6HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0lEqCcpePHYgv2ANpTNdtKu3WzC7kYoob/AiwdFvPqTvPlv3LY5aOuDgcd7M8zMCxLBtXHdb6ewsbm1vVPcLe3tHxwelY9P2jpOFcMWi0WsugHVKLjEluFGYDdRSKNAYCeY3M39zhMqzWP5YKYJ+hEdSR5yRo2Vmt6gXHGr7gJknXg5qUCOxqD81R/GLI1QGiao1j3PTYyfUWU4Ezgr9VONCWUTOsKepZJGqP1sceiMXFhlSMJY2ZKGLNTfExmNtJ5Gge2MqBnrVW8u/uf1UhPe+BmXSWpQsuWiMBXExGT+NRlyhcyIqSWUKW5vJWxMFWXGZlOyIXirL6+T9lXVc6te87pSv83jKMIZnMMleFCDOtxDA1rAAOEZXuHNeXRenHfnY9lacPKZU/gD5/MHeWmMsQ==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="qPrFR/ej1+QZrrwGX6t1pyBO+v4=">AAAB6HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0lEqCcpePHYgv2ANpTNdtKu3WzC7kYoob/AiwdFvPqTvPlv3LY5aOuDgcd7M8zMCxLBtXHdb6ewsbm1vVPcLe3tHxwelY9P2jpOFcMWi0WsugHVKLjEluFGYDdRSKNAYCeY3M39zhMqzWP5YKYJ+hEdSR5yRo2Vmt6gXHGr7gJknXg5qUCOxqD81R/GLI1QGiao1j3PTYyfUWU4Ezgr9VONCWUTOsKepZJGqP1sceiMXFhlSMJY2ZKGLNTfExmNtJ5Gge2MqBnrVW8u/uf1UhPe+BmXSWpQsuWiMBXExGT+NRlyhcyIqSWUKW5vJWxMFWXGZlOyIXirL6+T9lXVc6te87pSv83jKMIZnMMleFCDOtxDA1rAAOEZXuHNeXRenHfnY9lacPKZU/gD5/MHeWmMsQ==</latexit>

f⇤
1 = 2/3

<latexit sha1_base64="W4dzL705XzFDHjKx8BNTsQJQBLY=">AAAB+3icdVDLSgMxFM34rPU11qWbYBHExZhpO9gulIIblxXsA9paMmmmDc1khiQjlqG/4saFIm79EXf+jelDUNEDFw7n3Mu99/gxZ0oj9GEtLa+srq1nNrKbW9s7u/ZerqGiRBJaJxGPZMvHinImaF0zzWkrlhSHPqdNf3Q59Zt3VCoWiRs9jmk3xAPBAkawNlLPzgW3J720w0SgxxN4DgunxZ6dRw7yKp6LIHI85FaKU1KplEueB10HzZAHC9R69nunH5EkpEITjpVquyjW3RRLzQink2wnUTTGZIQHtG2owCFV3XR2+wQeGaUPg0iaEhrO1O8TKQ6VGoe+6QyxHqrf3lT8y2snOih3UybiRFNB5ouChEMdwWkQsM8kJZqPDcFEMnMrJEMsMdEmrqwJ4etT+D9pFBwXOe51KV+9WMSRAQfgEBwDF5yBKrgCNVAHBNyDB/AEnq2J9Wi9WK/z1iVrMbMPfsB6+wSlgpOF</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="W4dzL705XzFDHjKx8BNTsQJQBLY=">AAAB+3icdVDLSgMxFM34rPU11qWbYBHExZhpO9gulIIblxXsA9paMmmmDc1khiQjlqG/4saFIm79EXf+jelDUNEDFw7n3Mu99/gxZ0oj9GEtLa+srq1nNrKbW9s7u/ZerqGiRBJaJxGPZMvHinImaF0zzWkrlhSHPqdNf3Q59Zt3VCoWiRs9jmk3xAPBAkawNlLPzgW3J720w0SgxxN4DgunxZ6dRw7yKp6LIHI85FaKU1KplEueB10HzZAHC9R69nunH5EkpEITjpVquyjW3RRLzQink2wnUTTGZIQHtG2owCFV3XR2+wQeGaUPg0iaEhrO1O8TKQ6VGoe+6QyxHqrf3lT8y2snOih3UybiRFNB5ouChEMdwWkQsM8kJZqPDcFEMnMrJEMsMdEmrqwJ4etT+D9pFBwXOe51KV+9WMSRAQfgEBwDF5yBKrgCNVAHBNyDB/AEnq2J9Wi9WK/z1iVrMbMPfsB6+wSlgpOF</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="W4dzL705XzFDHjKx8BNTsQJQBLY=">AAAB+3icdVDLSgMxFM34rPU11qWbYBHExZhpO9gulIIblxXsA9paMmmmDc1khiQjlqG/4saFIm79EXf+jelDUNEDFw7n3Mu99/gxZ0oj9GEtLa+srq1nNrKbW9s7u/ZerqGiRBJaJxGPZMvHinImaF0zzWkrlhSHPqdNf3Q59Zt3VCoWiRs9jmk3xAPBAkawNlLPzgW3J720w0SgxxN4DgunxZ6dRw7yKp6LIHI85FaKU1KplEueB10HzZAHC9R69nunH5EkpEITjpVquyjW3RRLzQink2wnUTTGZIQHtG2owCFV3XR2+wQeGaUPg0iaEhrO1O8TKQ6VGoe+6QyxHqrf3lT8y2snOih3UybiRFNB5ouChEMdwWkQsM8kJZqPDcFEMnMrJEMsMdEmrqwJ4etT+D9pFBwXOe51KV+9WMSRAQfgEBwDF5yBKrgCNVAHBNyDB/AEnq2J9Wi9WK/z1iVrMbMPfsB6+wSlgpOF</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="W4dzL705XzFDHjKx8BNTsQJQBLY=">AAAB+3icdVDLSgMxFM34rPU11qWbYBHExZhpO9gulIIblxXsA9paMmmmDc1khiQjlqG/4saFIm79EXf+jelDUNEDFw7n3Mu99/gxZ0oj9GEtLa+srq1nNrKbW9s7u/ZerqGiRBJaJxGPZMvHinImaF0zzWkrlhSHPqdNf3Q59Zt3VCoWiRs9jmk3xAPBAkawNlLPzgW3J720w0SgxxN4DgunxZ6dRw7yKp6LIHI85FaKU1KplEueB10HzZAHC9R69nunH5EkpEITjpVquyjW3RRLzQink2wnUTTGZIQHtG2owCFV3XR2+wQeGaUPg0iaEhrO1O8TKQ6VGoe+6QyxHqrf3lT8y2snOih3UybiRFNB5ouChEMdwWkQsM8kJZqPDcFEMnMrJEMsMdEmrqwJ4etT+D9pFBwXOe51KV+9WMSRAQfgEBwDF5yBKrgCNVAHBNyDB/AEnq2J9Wi9WK/z1iVrMbMPfsB6+wSlgpOF</latexit>

Probability that prosecutor sends ‘g’ 
for an innocent defendant = 

Overall fraction of convictions = 

pg,0
<latexit sha1_base64="/KDvzvLiNrfzEpNO+w1y4gGJvls=">AAAB7nicbVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoPgQcKuCOYY8OIxgnlAsoTZSScZMjs7zMwKYclHePGgiFe/x5t/4yTZgyYWNBRV3XR3RUpwY33/2ytsbG5t7xR3S3v7B4dH5eOTlklSzbDJEpHoTkQNCi6xabkV2FEaaRwJbEeTu7nffkJteCIf7VRhGNOR5EPOqHVSW/Wz0ZU/65crftVfgKyTICcVyNHol796g4SlMUrLBDWmG/jKhhnVljOBs1IvNagom9ARdh2VNEYTZotzZ+TCKQMyTLQraclC/T2R0diYaRy5zpjasVn15uJ/Xje1w1qYcalSi5ItFw1TQWxC5r+TAdfIrJg6Qpnm7lbCxlRTZl1CJRdCsPryOmldVwO/GjzcVOq1PI4inME5XEIAt1CHe2hAExhM4Ble4c1T3ov37n0sWwtePnMKf+B9/gDsVY9A</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="/KDvzvLiNrfzEpNO+w1y4gGJvls=">AAAB7nicbVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoPgQcKuCOYY8OIxgnlAsoTZSScZMjs7zMwKYclHePGgiFe/x5t/4yTZgyYWNBRV3XR3RUpwY33/2ytsbG5t7xR3S3v7B4dH5eOTlklSzbDJEpHoTkQNCi6xabkV2FEaaRwJbEeTu7nffkJteCIf7VRhGNOR5EPOqHVSW/Wz0ZU/65crftVfgKyTICcVyNHol796g4SlMUrLBDWmG/jKhhnVljOBs1IvNagom9ARdh2VNEYTZotzZ+TCKQMyTLQraclC/T2R0diYaRy5zpjasVn15uJ/Xje1w1qYcalSi5ItFw1TQWxC5r+TAdfIrJg6Qpnm7lbCxlRTZl1CJRdCsPryOmldVwO/GjzcVOq1PI4inME5XEIAt1CHe2hAExhM4Ble4c1T3ov37n0sWwtePnMKf+B9/gDsVY9A</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="/KDvzvLiNrfzEpNO+w1y4gGJvls=">AAAB7nicbVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoPgQcKuCOYY8OIxgnlAsoTZSScZMjs7zMwKYclHePGgiFe/x5t/4yTZgyYWNBRV3XR3RUpwY33/2ytsbG5t7xR3S3v7B4dH5eOTlklSzbDJEpHoTkQNCi6xabkV2FEaaRwJbEeTu7nffkJteCIf7VRhGNOR5EPOqHVSW/Wz0ZU/65crftVfgKyTICcVyNHol796g4SlMUrLBDWmG/jKhhnVljOBs1IvNagom9ARdh2VNEYTZotzZ+TCKQMyTLQraclC/T2R0diYaRy5zpjasVn15uJ/Xje1w1qYcalSi5ItFw1TQWxC5r+TAdfIrJg6Qpnm7lbCxlRTZl1CJRdCsPryOmldVwO/GjzcVOq1PI4inME5XEIAt1CHe2hAExhM4Ble4c1T3ov37n0sWwtePnMKf+B9/gDsVY9A</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="/KDvzvLiNrfzEpNO+w1y4gGJvls=">AAAB7nicbVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoPgQcKuCOYY8OIxgnlAsoTZSScZMjs7zMwKYclHePGgiFe/x5t/4yTZgyYWNBRV3XR3RUpwY33/2ytsbG5t7xR3S3v7B4dH5eOTlklSzbDJEpHoTkQNCi6xabkV2FEaaRwJbEeTu7nffkJteCIf7VRhGNOR5EPOqHVSW/Wz0ZU/65crftVfgKyTICcVyNHol796g4SlMUrLBDWmG/jKhhnVljOBs1IvNagom9ARdh2VNEYTZotzZ+TCKQMyTLQraclC/T2R0diYaRy5zpjasVn15uJ/Xje1w1qYcalSi5ItFw1TQWxC5r+TAdfIrJg6Qpnm7lbCxlRTZl1CJRdCsPryOmldVwO/GjzcVOq1PI4inME5XEIAt1CHe2hAExhM4Ble4c1T3ov37n0sWwtePnMKf+B9/gDsVY9A</latexit>

f1(pg,0)
<latexit sha1_base64="s7F9BCgfsO4T4KXzH0itgc9ykhk=">AAAB/HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/oj16WSxCBSmJCPZY8OKxgv2ANoTNdtMu3WzC7kYIof4VLx4U8eoP8ea/cdvmoK0PBh7vzTAzL0g4U9pxvq3SxubW9k55t7K3f3B4ZB+fdFWcSkI7JOax7AdYUc4E7WimOe0nkuIo4LQXTG/nfu+RSsVi8aCzhHoRHgsWMoK1kXy7Gvr5kIlQZ7N64ufjS2d24ds1p+EsgNaJW5AaFGj79tdwFJM0okITjpUauE6ivRxLzQins8owVTTBZIrHdGCowBFVXr44fobOjTJCYSxNCY0W6u+JHEdKZVFgOiOsJ2rVm4v/eYNUh00vZyJJNRVkuShMOdIxmieBRkxSonlmCCaSmVsRmWCJiTZ5VUwI7urL66R71XCdhnt/XWs1izjKcApnUAcXbqAFd9CGDhDI4Ble4c16sl6sd+tj2Vqyipkq/IH1+QNNwJR9</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="s7F9BCgfsO4T4KXzH0itgc9ykhk=">AAAB/HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/oj16WSxCBSmJCPZY8OKxgv2ANoTNdtMu3WzC7kYIof4VLx4U8eoP8ea/cdvmoK0PBh7vzTAzL0g4U9pxvq3SxubW9k55t7K3f3B4ZB+fdFWcSkI7JOax7AdYUc4E7WimOe0nkuIo4LQXTG/nfu+RSsVi8aCzhHoRHgsWMoK1kXy7Gvr5kIlQZ7N64ufjS2d24ds1p+EsgNaJW5AaFGj79tdwFJM0okITjpUauE6ivRxLzQins8owVTTBZIrHdGCowBFVXr44fobOjTJCYSxNCY0W6u+JHEdKZVFgOiOsJ2rVm4v/eYNUh00vZyJJNRVkuShMOdIxmieBRkxSonlmCCaSmVsRmWCJiTZ5VUwI7urL66R71XCdhnt/XWs1izjKcApnUAcXbqAFd9CGDhDI4Ble4c16sl6sd+tj2Vqyipkq/IH1+QNNwJR9</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="s7F9BCgfsO4T4KXzH0itgc9ykhk=">AAAB/HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/oj16WSxCBSmJCPZY8OKxgv2ANoTNdtMu3WzC7kYIof4VLx4U8eoP8ea/cdvmoK0PBh7vzTAzL0g4U9pxvq3SxubW9k55t7K3f3B4ZB+fdFWcSkI7JOax7AdYUc4E7WimOe0nkuIo4LQXTG/nfu+RSsVi8aCzhHoRHgsWMoK1kXy7Gvr5kIlQZ7N64ufjS2d24ds1p+EsgNaJW5AaFGj79tdwFJM0okITjpUauE6ivRxLzQins8owVTTBZIrHdGCowBFVXr44fobOjTJCYSxNCY0W6u+JHEdKZVFgOiOsJ2rVm4v/eYNUh00vZyJJNRVkuShMOdIxmieBRkxSonlmCCaSmVsRmWCJiTZ5VUwI7urL66R71XCdhnt/XWs1izjKcApnUAcXbqAFd9CGDhDI4Ble4c16sl6sd+tj2Vqyipkq/IH1+QNNwJR9</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="s7F9BCgfsO4T4KXzH0itgc9ykhk=">AAAB/HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/oj16WSxCBSmJCPZY8OKxgv2ANoTNdtMu3WzC7kYIof4VLx4U8eoP8ea/cdvmoK0PBh7vzTAzL0g4U9pxvq3SxubW9k55t7K3f3B4ZB+fdFWcSkI7JOax7AdYUc4E7WimOe0nkuIo4LQXTG/nfu+RSsVi8aCzhHoRHgsWMoK1kXy7Gvr5kIlQZ7N64ufjS2d24ds1p+EsgNaJW5AaFGj79tdwFJM0okITjpUauE6ivRxLzQins8owVTTBZIrHdGCowBFVXr44fobOjTJCYSxNCY0W6u+JHEdKZVFgOiOsJ2rVm4v/eYNUh00vZyJJNRVkuShMOdIxmieBRkxSonlmCCaSmVsRmWCJiTZ5VUwI7urL66R71XCdhnt/XWs1izjKcApnUAcXbqAFd9CGDhDI4Ble4c16sl6sd+tj2Vqyipkq/IH1+QNNwJR9</latexit>

(a) Persuasion game.

p

f1(p)

p

0 1

Target 1 Target 2

Target 1 (1,0) (-2,1)

Target 2 (0,1) (1,0)

Defender

Attacker

�0.5
<latexit sha1_base64="QrODFTbwahN8j/6CjiQkSBLKcg0=">AAAB63icdVDLSsNAFJ3UV62vqks3g0VwY5jE2NZd0Y3LCvYBbSiT6aQdOpOEmYlQQn/BjQtF3PpD7vwbJ20FFT1w4XDOvdx7T5BwpjRCH1ZhZXVtfaO4Wdra3tndK+8ftFWcSkJbJOax7AZYUc4i2tJMc9pNJMUi4LQTTK5zv3NPpWJxdKenCfUFHkUsZATrXDpD9sWgXEH2Zb3qelWIbIRqjuvkxK155x50jJKjApZoDsrv/WFMUkEjTThWquegRPsZlpoRTmelfqpogskEj2jP0AgLqvxsfusMnhhlCMNYmoo0nKvfJzIslJqKwHQKrMfqt5eLf3m9VId1P2NRkmoakcWiMOVQxzB/HA6ZpETzqSGYSGZuhWSMJSbaxFMyIXx9Cv8nbdd2kO3cepXG1TKOIjgCx+AUOKAGGuAGNEELEDAGD+AJPFvCerRerNdFa8FazhyCH7DePgEjTY2k</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="QrODFTbwahN8j/6CjiQkSBLKcg0=">AAAB63icdVDLSsNAFJ3UV62vqks3g0VwY5jE2NZd0Y3LCvYBbSiT6aQdOpOEmYlQQn/BjQtF3PpD7vwbJ20FFT1w4XDOvdx7T5BwpjRCH1ZhZXVtfaO4Wdra3tndK+8ftFWcSkJbJOax7AZYUc4i2tJMc9pNJMUi4LQTTK5zv3NPpWJxdKenCfUFHkUsZATrXDpD9sWgXEH2Zb3qelWIbIRqjuvkxK155x50jJKjApZoDsrv/WFMUkEjTThWquegRPsZlpoRTmelfqpogskEj2jP0AgLqvxsfusMnhhlCMNYmoo0nKvfJzIslJqKwHQKrMfqt5eLf3m9VId1P2NRkmoakcWiMOVQxzB/HA6ZpETzqSGYSGZuhWSMJSbaxFMyIXx9Cv8nbdd2kO3cepXG1TKOIjgCx+AUOKAGGuAGNEELEDAGD+AJPFvCerRerNdFa8FazhyCH7DePgEjTY2k</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="QrODFTbwahN8j/6CjiQkSBLKcg0=">AAAB63icdVDLSsNAFJ3UV62vqks3g0VwY5jE2NZd0Y3LCvYBbSiT6aQdOpOEmYlQQn/BjQtF3PpD7vwbJ20FFT1w4XDOvdx7T5BwpjRCH1ZhZXVtfaO4Wdra3tndK+8ftFWcSkJbJOax7AZYUc4i2tJMc9pNJMUi4LQTTK5zv3NPpWJxdKenCfUFHkUsZATrXDpD9sWgXEH2Zb3qelWIbIRqjuvkxK155x50jJKjApZoDsrv/WFMUkEjTThWquegRPsZlpoRTmelfqpogskEj2jP0AgLqvxsfusMnhhlCMNYmoo0nKvfJzIslJqKwHQKrMfqt5eLf3m9VId1P2NRkmoakcWiMOVQxzB/HA6ZpETzqSGYSGZuhWSMJSbaxFMyIXx9Cv8nbdd2kO3cepXG1TKOIjgCx+AUOKAGGuAGNEELEDAGD+AJPFvCerRerNdFa8FazhyCH7DePgEjTY2k</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="QrODFTbwahN8j/6CjiQkSBLKcg0=">AAAB63icdVDLSsNAFJ3UV62vqks3g0VwY5jE2NZd0Y3LCvYBbSiT6aQdOpOEmYlQQn/BjQtF3PpD7vwbJ20FFT1w4XDOvdx7T5BwpjRCH1ZhZXVtfaO4Wdra3tndK+8ftFWcSkJbJOax7AZYUc4i2tJMc9pNJMUi4LQTTK5zv3NPpWJxdKenCfUFHkUsZATrXDpD9sWgXEH2Zb3qelWIbIRqjuvkxK155x50jJKjApZoDsrv/WFMUkEjTThWquegRPsZlpoRTmelfqpogskEj2jP0AgLqvxsfusMnhhlCMNYmoo0nKvfJzIslJqKwHQKrMfqt5eLf3m9VId1P2NRkmoakcWiMOVQxzB/HA6ZpETzqSGYSGZuhWSMJSbaxFMyIXx9Cv8nbdd2kO3cepXG1TKOIjgCx+AUOKAGGuAGNEELEDAGD+AJPFvCerRerNdFa8FazhyCH7DePgEjTY2k</latexit>

0.5
<latexit sha1_base64="aj9sAUMGR8G9zocmGBlywrL/mUo=">AAAB6nicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0hE0ZMUvHisaG2hDWWz3bRLN5uwOxFK6E/w4kERr/4ib/4bt20O2vpg4PHeDDPzwlQKg5737ZRWVtfWN8qbla3tnd296v7Bo0kyzXiTJTLR7ZAaLoXiTRQoeTvVnMah5K1wdDP1W09cG5GoBxynPIjpQIlIMIpWuvfci1615rneDGSZ+AWpQYFGr/rV7Scsi7lCJqkxHd9LMcipRsEkn1S6meEpZSM64B1LFY25CfLZqRNyYpU+iRJtSyGZqb8nchobM45D2xlTHJpFbyr+53UyjK6CXKg0Q67YfFGUSYIJmf5N+kJzhnJsCWVa2FsJG1JNGdp0KjYEf/HlZfJ45vqe69+d1+rXRRxlOIJjOAUfLqEOt9CAJjAYwDO8wpsjnRfn3fmYt5acYuYQ/sD5/AFYWI0n</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="aj9sAUMGR8G9zocmGBlywrL/mUo=">AAAB6nicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0hE0ZMUvHisaG2hDWWz3bRLN5uwOxFK6E/w4kERr/4ib/4bt20O2vpg4PHeDDPzwlQKg5737ZRWVtfWN8qbla3tnd296v7Bo0kyzXiTJTLR7ZAaLoXiTRQoeTvVnMah5K1wdDP1W09cG5GoBxynPIjpQIlIMIpWuvfci1615rneDGSZ+AWpQYFGr/rV7Scsi7lCJqkxHd9LMcipRsEkn1S6meEpZSM64B1LFY25CfLZqRNyYpU+iRJtSyGZqb8nchobM45D2xlTHJpFbyr+53UyjK6CXKg0Q67YfFGUSYIJmf5N+kJzhnJsCWVa2FsJG1JNGdp0KjYEf/HlZfJ45vqe69+d1+rXRRxlOIJjOAUfLqEOt9CAJjAYwDO8wpsjnRfn3fmYt5acYuYQ/sD5/AFYWI0n</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="aj9sAUMGR8G9zocmGBlywrL/mUo=">AAAB6nicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0hE0ZMUvHisaG2hDWWz3bRLN5uwOxFK6E/w4kERr/4ib/4bt20O2vpg4PHeDDPzwlQKg5737ZRWVtfWN8qbla3tnd296v7Bo0kyzXiTJTLR7ZAaLoXiTRQoeTvVnMah5K1wdDP1W09cG5GoBxynPIjpQIlIMIpWuvfci1615rneDGSZ+AWpQYFGr/rV7Scsi7lCJqkxHd9LMcipRsEkn1S6meEpZSM64B1LFY25CfLZqRNyYpU+iRJtSyGZqb8nchobM45D2xlTHJpFbyr+53UyjK6CXKg0Q67YfFGUSYIJmf5N+kJzhnJsCWVa2FsJG1JNGdp0KjYEf/HlZfJ45vqe69+d1+rXRRxlOIJjOAUfLqEOt9CAJjAYwDO8wpsjnRfn3fmYt5acYuYQ/sD5/AFYWI0n</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="aj9sAUMGR8G9zocmGBlywrL/mUo=">AAAB6nicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0hE0ZMUvHisaG2hDWWz3bRLN5uwOxFK6E/w4kERr/4ib/4bt20O2vpg4PHeDDPzwlQKg5737ZRWVtfWN8qbla3tnd296v7Bo0kyzXiTJTLR7ZAaLoXiTRQoeTvVnMah5K1wdDP1W09cG5GoBxynPIjpQIlIMIpWuvfci1615rneDGSZ+AWpQYFGr/rV7Scsi7lCJqkxHd9LMcipRsEkn1S6meEpZSM64B1LFY25CfLZqRNyYpU+iRJtSyGZqb8nchobM45D2xlTHJpFbyr+53UyjK6CXKg0Q67YfFGUSYIJmf5N+kJzhnJsCWVa2FsJG1JNGdp0KjYEf/HlZfJ45vqe69+d1+rXRRxlOIJjOAUfLqEOt9CAJjAYwDO8wpsjnRfn3fmYt5acYuYQ/sD5/AFYWI0n</latexit>

f⇤
1 = 0.5
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F. 
res

ponse
 = 1

F. response = 2

(b) Security game.

Figure 4.11: Examples of non-zero-sum repeated security and persuasion games. In the
security game, p denotes the probability with which the defender will defend target 1. In the
persuasion game, pg,0 denotes the probability with which the prosecutor will signal guilty
for a truly innocent defendant. Observe that the payoff functions f∞(p) and f∞(pg,0) are
discontinuous in p and pg,0 at the respective Stackelberg commitments of the games. Figures
from [90].
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could achieve this payoff by additionally establishing belief through repeated interaction with
attackers.

Persuasion through repeated interaction

Our next example is a persuasion game where the signalling mechanism is not a-priori known
or believed, with the additional complication of there being private information that is known
to the leader but unknown to the follower.

Example 5 (Example from [188], one-shot): We reproduce the example from Ka-
menica and Gentzkow’s seminal work on Bayesian persuasion in which a prosecutor is trying
to convince a judge that a defendant is guilty. We denote the true culpability of the de-
fendant by the {0, 1}-valued random variable, Π = I[defendant is guilty] ∼ Ber(π) for some
π ∈ (0, 0.5). The game proceeds in a sequence of steps:

1. The prosecutor commits to a signalling mechanism, uniquely determined by

pg,1 := Pr[Y = g|Π = 1]

pg,0 := Pr[Y = g|Π = 0].

This mechanism is exactly revealed to the judge.

2. The true state of the defendant, Π, is exactly revealed to the prosecutor.

3. The prosecutor draws a signal Y ∼ pg,Π and reveals it to the judge.

4. The judge decides to make a conviction or acquit based on expected utility theory
under her posterior belief about the identity of the defendant.

Viewed as a one-shot, Bayesian Stackelberg game (with the identity of the defendant
being asymmetric private information), the leader is the prosecutor and the follower is the
judge. The leader and follower payoff matrices are depicted in normal form in Figure 4.11a,
where the private information Π is only visible to the leader (prosecutor). The leader (pros-
ecutor) has 4 pure strategies to choose from, corresponding to signaling either ’g’ or ’i’
conditioned on the private information Π. Any mixed strategy over these 4 pure strategies
can be expressed as a randomized signalling mechanism {pg,1, pg,0}. The follower (judge) has
2 pure strategies to choose from, convict (Z = c) or acquit (Z = a).

We constrain the prosecutor strategy space to pg,1 = 1, i.e. the prosecutor will truthfully
signal guilty (’g’) if the defendant is truly guilty33 and consider the choice of pg,0 ∈ [0, 1].
Thus, if the judge sees signal ’i’, he knows with certainty that the defendant was innocent

33A routine calculation, which we omit, shows that this is optimal for the prosecutor – the intuition is
that the prosecutor has no incentive to lie about the identity of a truly guilty defendant, because she always
wants to maximize her number of convictions.
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and will respond with pure strategy ’a’, yielding payoff 0 for the prosecutor. On the other
hand, if the judge sees signal ’g’, he will infer that the defendant was guilty with probability

Pr[Π = 1|Y = g] =
π

π + (1− π)pg,0
, (4.16)

and based on the expressions above for his payoff function, he will respond with pure
strategy ’c’ if and only if we have Pr[Π = 1|Y = g] ≥ 1

2
. Thus, the leader (prosecutor)

payoff function is given by:

f∞(pg,0) = Pr[Y = g]I
[
Pr[Π = 1|Y = g] ≥ 1

2

]
(4.17)

= (π + (1− π)pg,0) · I
[

π

π + (1− π)pg,0
≥ 1

2

]
.

A simple calculation yields that the optimal mechanism, i.e. the value of pg,0 that maxi-
mizes f∞(·), is given by

p∗g,0 =
π

1− π
and the optimal payoff is given by f ∗∞ = 2π.
Having described the one-shot setting, we describe a natural repeated-game formulation

that could explain how the prosecutor is able to reveal her mixed signalling mechanism.

Example 5 (repeated version) Consider a prosecutor interacting with T judges over T
rounds. In each round, the prosecutor works with a different judge on the case of a different
defendant. That is, at round t, prosecutor receives private information Πt i.i.d ∼ Ber(π)
about the culpability of defendant t. Then, she reveals signal It ∈ {’g’,’i’} to the judge.
The judge has access to history constituting the prosecutor’s previous signals, judges’ prior
decisions {Js ∈ {’c’, ’a’}}t−1

s=1 and the corresponding true culpability of previous defendants,
i.e. we have

Ht−1 = {(Is, Js,Πs)
t−1
s=1}. (4.18)

Based on these, he makes a decision Jt := jt(Ht−1; π) according to a learning rule34 that
only has access to history Ht−1, knows the common prior on defendants π but not the
actual culpability of the current defendant. We are interested in identifying prosecutor rules
It := it(Ht−1; π,Πt) that would maximize her expected payoff for sensible judge response
rules, based on forecasts as defined in Definition 4.8.1.

The persuasion model introduces additional bells and whistles in the information struc-
ture, primarily due to the presence of external private information. Strictly speaking, it is a

34“Incomplete information" for the judge represents both the unknown identity of the defendant, and the
utility function of the prosecutor.
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slightly more complex framework than the 2-player leader followers repeated game described
in Section 4.8; and there are several possible variants one could consider to the information
structure35. Nevertheless, persuasion models provide one of the most compelling contempo-
rary examples of a non-trivially established reputation, and so we chose a simple persuasion
model as a motivating example.

We will consider the special case where π = 1/3 and p∗g,0 = 1/2 for ease of exposition.
In this case, the optimal payoff is given by f ∗∞ = 2/3, which means that the prosecutor can
successfully get 2/3 of the defendants convicted even though only 1/3 of them are truly guilty.
In reality, there is no reason for judges to believe that a prosecutor would commit to a fixed
signalling mechanism, nor would they know the mechanism exactly. We wish to understand
how, then, a prosecutor can realize this persuasive power through repeated interaction with
judges.

Robust, randomized leader schedules

We start by describing a mechanism by which the leader can establish belief in mixed com-
mitment while eventually approaching her mixed Stackelberg payoff. We first describe this
mechanism for the security game example.

Example 4: The mechanism involves a defender rule and an attacker response, both of
which we describe below.

Defender rule: For η < 1/2, we fix

It ∼
{

1 w.p. max
{

1
2
− 1

tη
, 0
}

2 w.p. min
{

1
2

+ 1
tη
, 1
} . (4.19)

We denote as shorthand pt := max
{

1
2
− 1

tη
, 0
}
, the probability that defender defends

target 1 in round t; and Pt ∼ Ber(pt) as the indicator that she actually defended target 1 in
round t. Observe that we are simply using the robust commitment construction corresponding
to t unknown samples at round t, constructed according to Theorem 4.7.4. This constitutes
a randomized rule with independent, but not identically distributed deployments across
rounds.

Attacker rule: We consider attackers who respond using the empirical averages forecast
as in Definition 4.8.3; that is, attacker t uses empirical estimate P̂t−1 := 1

t−1

∑t−1
s=1 Pt for his

forecast in round t, and responds with:

Jt =

{
1 if P̂t−1 ≤ 1/2

2 otherwise.
(4.20)

35In particular, we do not mean to suggest that the setting in Example 5 is the only way persuasion could
be realized. For example, the assumption that past realizations of private information are revealed in history
seems particularly strong for practical use. The nature of theoretical results will be heavily dependent on
the information structure used in modeling.
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We will analyze the time-averaged payoff that the defender should expect from using the
rule in Equation (4.19) against attackers who respond according to Equation (4.20). Recall
that we use E[·] to denote the expectation over the randomization in defender rule (and thus
randomization in attacker responses). For a general randomized defender rule (p1, . . . , pT ),
the expected time-averaged payoff against such attackers is denoted by

fT,avg((p1, . . . , pT ))

:= E

[
1

T

T∑

t=1

PtA1,Jt + (1− Pt)A2,Jt

]

= E
[ 1

T

T∑

t=1

PtI
[
P̂t−1 ≤ 1/2

]
A1,1

+ PtI
[
P̂t−1 > 1/2

]
A1,2 + (1− Pt)I

[
P̂t−1 ≤ 1/2

]
A2,1

+ Pr
[
P̂t−1 > 1/2

]
A2,2

]
,

where we have simply substituted attacker t’s response Jt according to the learning rule
in Equation (4.20). The outcomes marked in red ((It = 1, Jt = 2) and (It = 2, Jt = 1)) are
undesired by the defender. Outcome (It = 1, Jt = 2) is particularly poor, yielding a payoff
of −2 for the defender.

Denote Et[·] := E[·|Ht−1] as shorthand for the conditional expectation of a quantity given
history Ht−1. Substituting A1,1 = 1, A2,2 = 1, A1,2 = −2 and A2,1 = 0, and using the tower
property of conditional expectation, we evaluate the above expression for the randomized
defender rule to get

fT,avg((p1, . . . , pT ))

= E

[
1

T

T∑

t=1

−2Pt · I[P̂t−1 > 1/2] + (1− Pt) · I[P̂t−1 > 1/2] + Pt · I[P̂t−1 ≤ 1/2]

]

= E

[
1

T

T∑

t=1

(1− 4Pt) · I[P̂t−1 > 1/2] + Pt

]

= E

[
1

T

T∑

t=1

Et
[
(1− 4Pt) · I[P̂t−1 > 1/2] + Pt

]]

=
T∑

t=1

E
[
(1− 4pt)I[P̂t−1 > 1/2] + pt

]
(using independence across rounds)

≥ 1

T

T∑

t=1

pt

︸ ︷︷ ︸
A

− 1

T

T∑

t=1

3 · Pr
[
P̂t−1 > 1/2

]

︸ ︷︷ ︸
B

(using linearity of expectation, and 1− 4pt ≥ −3).



CHAPTER 4. LEARNING FROM STRATEGIC, NON-ADVERSARIAL DATA 170

Here, term A represents the remaining time-averaged power of mixed commitment (in
particular, we want to know how much less this term is than ideal Stackelberg), and term
B represents the probability that the undesired response Jt = 2 is elicited, which happens
whenever P̂t−1 > 1/2. It turns out that we can show36 that

A ≥ 1

2
− 2

T η

B ≤ C

T
for some C > 0,

and thus E [fT,avg((P1, . . . , PT ))] ≥ 1
2
− O

(
1√
T

)
(taking η ∼ 1/2), showing approximate

optimality of this leader rule and eventual convergence to the defender’s ideal Stackelberg
payoff 1/2. Recall that the Stackelberg commitment is p∗∞ = 1/2, and the randomized
defender rule is in fact converging to this as more rounds of the game are played.

Figure 4.12 provides intuition for how the randomized rule works. In initial rounds, the
defender plays very conservatively and is much more likely to defend target 2 than target
1 to ensure a very low probability of undesired attacker response (i.e. attack of target 2).
Later, the defender can afford to mix up her defense more and move closer to the boundary of
eliciting different attacker responses, which is p = 1/2. Figure 4.12a shows that the effective
commitment power realized at round t, denoted by pt := 1

t

∑t
s=1 ps, is slightly less than

the effective commitment power in the one-shot model with t limited observations, which
would be simply pt. This represents a small additional price of establishment of belief in
commitment, and manifests in a slight difference in the overall payoffs under the one-shot and
repeated models as seen in Figure 4.12b. Nevertheless, the difference is small, on the order
of 1√

t
for a round t, and is exactly characterized in Proposition 4.9.2. Moreover, observe that

under this defender rule, the attackers are not only asymptotically best responding according
to Equation (4.20) (this is because we can show that P̂t →a.s. p∗∞ = 1/2), but also they are
doing so at the best possible rate, in accordance with information-theoretic lower bounds
on estimation [195]. This lends additional robustness to this defender rule as a constructive
way to achieve mixed-strategy Stackelberg equilibrium through repeated interaction.

This intuition also guides us to a randomized prosecutor rule to achieve persuasion power.

Example 5. Prosecutor rule: At round t, let Nt−1 :=
∑t−1

s=1 I[Πs = 0] represent the
number of innocent defendants seen so far. Furthermore, we denote s1, s2, . . . , sj, . . . to
be the epochs of arrivals of innocent defendant numbers 1, 2, . . . , j, . . . (For convention, we
denote s0 = 0 and sNT = T .)

Then, we will consider the prosecutor to use rule

pg,0(t) = max

{
1

2
− 1

Nη
t−1

, 0

}
(4.21)

pg,1(t) = 1, (4.22)

36This is a special case of Proposition 4.9.2, which is proved in Section 4.12.
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Figure 4.12: Performance of the robust randomized leader rule in a repeated security game
between defender and attackers. Figures from [90].



CHAPTER 4. LEARNING FROM STRATEGIC, NON-ADVERSARIAL DATA 172

and denote as shorthand I[It = ’g’] = Pt ∼ Ber(pg,Πt(t)), i.e. the unconditional probabil-
ity that the prosecutor signals ’g’ on any round.

Judge rule: We consider judges that use an empirical averages forecast of the probability
with which the prosecutor signals ’g’ for an innocent defendant. We denote this forecast at
round (t − 1) by P̂g,0(t − 1) :=

∑t−1
s=1 I[Πs=0]Pt

Nt−1
. Based on this forecast, we define the judge

response model to be

Jt =

{
’c’ if π

π+(1−π)P̂g,0(t−1)
≥ 1

2

’a’ otherwise.
(4.23)

For any sequence of defendants {Π1,Π2, . . . ,ΠT}, we define the expected prosecutor
payoff, averaged over time, against a sequence of judges that respond according to Equa-
tion (4.23):

fT,avg((p1, . . . , pT )) = E

[
1

T

T∑

t=1

Pt · I[Jt = ’c’]

]

= E

[
1

T

T∑

t=1

Pt · I
[

π

π + (1− π)P̂g,0(t− 1)
≥ 1

2

]]
,

where E[·] denotes expectation only over the realizations of the prosecutor rule. Recalling
that we specified π = 1/3, we have (in an argument similar to the preceding example),

E [fT,avg((P1, . . . , PT ))] = E

[
1

T

T∑

t=1

Pt · I
[

1

1 + 2P̂g,0(t− 1)
≥ 1

2

]]

= E

[
1

T

T∑

t=1

Pt · I
[
P̂g,0(t− 1) ≤ 1

2

]]

=
1

T

T∑

t=1

E
[
Et−1

[
Pt − Pt · I

[
P̂g,0(t− 1) >

1

2

]]]

=
1

T

T∑

t=1

E
[
I[Πt = 1] + I[Πt = 0]pg,0(t)− pg,0(t) · I

[
P̂g,0(t− 1) >

1

2

]
·
]

≥ 1

T

T∑

t=1

(I[Πt = 1] + I[Πt = 0]pg,0(t))

︸ ︷︷ ︸
A

− 1

T

T∑

t=1

Pr

[
P̂g,0(t− 1) >

1

2

]

︸ ︷︷ ︸
B

Here, A represents the time-averaged power of mixed-strategy persuasion, and B repre-
sents the cumulative negative effect that can arise from a mis-perceived persuasion, which
would result in judges ignoring the signal and acquitting. Because these terms also depend
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on the realizations of the external private information (Π1, . . . ,ΠT ), bounding them is a
slightly more intricate procedure – but the same intuition holds, and we can still do it. We
refer an interested reader to the full calculation in Appendix 4.13, and simply present the
final result here: taking a further expectation over the realizations of the private information
(Π1, . . . ,ΠT ), one gets

E(Π1,...,ΠT ) [E [fT,avg((P1, . . . , PT ))]] ≥ 2

3
− 2

(0.5T )η
− e− 0.01T2

8 − C

T

for some constant C > 0, and thus the prosecutor approaches her ideal Stackelberg payoff,
equal to 2/3, at a rate of O

(
1√
T

)
(taking η ∼ 1/2).

The natural indexing for time in build-up of persuasion power actually involves the
number of innocent defendants seen so far (which is close to 2

3
T when T is large). The

prosecutor starts off very conservative and is much more likely to recommend an acquittal
for innocent defendants to ensure credibility. After many more innocent defendants have
been encountered, she can afford to mix up her signals more and more, and move closer to
the boundary of maximal persuasion power.

These examples outline one way in which leaders can build up reputation credibly. Is it
essentially the only way?

Deception and accelerated establishment of commitment against naive followers

To answer the above question, it is instructive to consider the optimal leader rule relative to
naive followers that always use the empirical averages forecast from Definition 4.8.3 in our
two examples. While we do not expect intelligent followers to blindly behave in this way,
the results are surprisingly insightful.

Example 4. Recall, from Section 4.9, that the defender objective function against attackers
who always respond according to Equation (4.20) (i.e. naive attackers who use the empirical
averages forecast), is given by

fT,avg(p1, . . . , pT ) := E

[
1

T

T∑

t=1

(1− 4Pt) · I[P̂t−1 > 1/2] + Pt

]
.

For convenience, we slightly rewrite this expression to get

fT,avg(p1, . . . , pT ) := E

[
1

T

T∑

t=1

(1− 3Pt) · I[P̂t−1 > 1/2] + Pt · I[P̂t−1 ≤ 1/2]

]
. (4.24)

We already saw that the randomized defender rule from Equation (4.19) approximately
achieves the defender’s ideal Stackelberg payoff, equal to 1/2. However, if faced with such
naive attackers, the defender can do much better. It is easy to verify that fT,avg(P1, . . . , Pt) ≤
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1 for any deterministic leader rule (P1, . . . , PT ) ∈ {0, 1}T (because the maximal expected
payoff the defender can get at any round is 1, when all targets are successfully defended).
This payoff can be achieved if the defender can incentivize the naive attacker to attack
precisely the target that she is planning to defend on every round. Consider the following
deterministic defender rule, which does precisely this:

Pt =

{
1 if t is odd
0 if t is even .

(4.25)

Round 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Defender strategy 1 2 1 2 1 2 1 2 1 2

P̂t 1 0.5 0.667 0.5 0.6 0.5 0.571 0.5 0.555 0.5
Attacker response 1 2 1 2 1 2 1 2 1 2

Table 4.2: Table to show the evolution of P̂t with t. Notice that the defender strategy
engineers her strategy to ensure that P̂t−1 = 1/2 on odd rounds, eliciting an attacker response
of 1; and P̂t−1 > 1/2 on even rounds, eliciting an attacker response of 2.

Table 4.2 shows the evolution of the empirical averages P̂t as a function of t for the first
10 rounds (up-to 3 decimal points). Observe that when t is even, P̂t−1 > 1/2, so the attacker
attacks target 2. Similarly, when t is odd, P̂t−1 = 1/2, so the attacker attacks37 target
1. This is a highly desired outcome for the defender – note from Equation (4.25) that the
defender is in fact defending target 2 on even rounds, and target 1 on odd rounds – so this
rule results in successful defense on every round. Explicitly, we substitute these properties
into Equation (4.24) to get the following defender payoff for the deterministic rule:

fT,avg(P1, . . . , PT ) :=
1

T

T∑

t=1

I[t even] · (1− 3 · 0) + I[t odd] · 1 = 1.

By using the deterministic rule in Equation (4.25), the defender is doing something
very simple: she is baiting an attacker into responding with attacking alternate targets in
odd and even rounds. Since she is able to predict which target will be attacked next, she
can defend that target in that round and achieve the maximal payoff of 1 in every round.
Figure 4.13 shows that the defender effectively straddles the boundary between eliciting
attacker responses 1 and 2, in clear contrast to the randomized defender rule from Section 4.9,
which aimed to (almost) always elicit attacker response 1.

We have shown that the optimal payoff against naive attackers (equal to 1) is strictly
better than even the ideal Stackelberg payoff (equal to 0.5). This additional payoff is arising,

37As with the Stackelberg solution concept, this follows critically from the tie-breaking assumption in
favor of the defender. Even if the attacker broke ties randomly, the defender would be able to defend her
target on half of the even rounds and achieve a time-averaged payoff of 3/4.
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t

∑t
s=1 ps as a

function of t. Figure from [90].

fundamentally, from deception. This is a general property for games in which deceiving
followers is a dominant strategy over achieving ideal Stackelberg payoff. We characterize a
general ensemble of games that satisfies this property, which we denote a strictly-deception-
dominant ensemble, in Section 4.9.

We will see that the leader is not always incentivized to deceive followers – the case of
persuasion tells quite a different story.

Example 5. Consider the time-averaged payoff function that we defined earlier for the
prosecutor against judges who always use an empirical averages forecast, i.e. respond ac-
cording to Equation (4.23):

fT,avg((p1, . . . , pT )) = E

[
1

T

T∑

t=1

PtI
[
P̂g,0(t− 1) ≤ 1

2

]]
.

We considered randomized rules for the prosecutor that approximated her ideal Stackel-
berg payoff. We now ask whether the prosecutor can do better if she assumes judges who
naively respond according to Equation (4.23). For any rule (p1, . . . , pT ), we will see that

fT,avg((p1, . . . , pT )) ≤ T −NT

T
+
NT

2
, (4.26)

implying that

E(Π1,...,ΠT ) [fT,avg((p1, . . . , pT ))] ≤ 1

3
+

1

2
· 2

3
=

2

3
,

and thus the optimal payoff corresponds to the ideal Stackelberg payoff of the prosecutor.
It turns out that this exact payoff can only achieved by deterministic rules. A full proof
of the necessity of determinism is carried out for a more general ensemble of games that
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includes persuasion games in Section 4.12, and we do not reproduce the argument here. We
do, however, show here that the ideal Stackelberg payoff is achievable.

We consider prosecutor strategies that truthfully signal a guilty defendant, i.e. Pt = 1
whenever Πt = 1. Recalling our notation for the epochs of innocent defendant arrivals
s1, . . . , sj, . . . , sNT , we have for any deterministic strategy (P1, . . . , PT ):

fT,avg((P1, . . . , PT )) =
1

T

T∑

t=1

(I[Πt = 1] + I[Πt = 0]Pt) · I
[
P̂g,0(t− 1) ≤ 1

2

]

The prosecutor rule Pt has a non-trivial specification only on innocent defendant epochs
s1, . . . , sNT . Here is an example of a prosecutor rule that maximizes the above objective:

Psj =

{
0 if j odd
1 if j even.

(4.27)

One can verify that this rule has the attractive property that P̂g,0(sj − 1) ≤ 1
2
for all

j ∈ [NT ], thus P̂g,0(t) ≤ 1
2
for all t ∈ [T ]. Thus, judges respond by always convicting when

they see a guilty signal; resulting in overall payoff

fT,avg((P1, . . . , PT )) =
1

T

T∑

t=1

(I[Πt = 1] + I[Πt = 0]Pt) · I
[
P̂g,0(t− 1) ≤ 1

2

]

=
T −NT

T
+

1

T

NT∑

j=1

Psj

=
T −NT

T
+
NT

2T
,

which, in expectation over the defendant sequence becomes exactly equal to 1
3

+ 1
2
· 2

3
= 2

3
.

There are also other deterministic rules that can satisfy this condition and help the
prosecutor achieve exactly her ideal Stackelberg payoff. We have not shown it explicitly here
(a formal argument is in Theorem 4.9.5) – but it turns out that ideal Stackelberg payoff is the
best she can do, and moreover it is achievable only by a deterministic rule. At a high level, this
is because eliciting convictions from the judges when they see a guilty signal is an obviously
dominant strategy for the prosecutor – she always strongly prefers to do it, however few
guilty signals she actually sends38. In the proof of Theorem 4.9.5, we characterize a general
ensemble of 2 × 2 games for which this property holds and show that in such games, the
leader cannot realize more than her ideal Stackelberg payoff even against naive followers.
Moreover, this exact payoff can only be realized through deterministic rules.

38As long as the number is non-zero, which it will be since the prosecutor always signals guilty for truly
guilty defendants.
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Vanishing credibility against intelligent followers

One should be naturally suspicious of the leader rules we just outlined. First off, we do
not expect the followers (attackers and judges respectively) to continue to forecast using
empirical averages (as in Definition 4.8.3) when they are aware that the leader (defender and
prosecutor respectively) has deviated from a randomized rule with independent deployments.
Such a forecast would be extremely sub-optimal39 for them (and indeed, in the security game
example, leads to the attackers always getting payoff 0).

Furthermore, the prevalence of determinism in the “optimal" rules means that not only
will the followers deviate from the empirical averages forecasting rule, they can use a much,
much better forecasting rule that completely compromises the leader’s reputation. Let us
see how this happens through our two examples.
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Ideal Stackelberg

Optimum naive payoff

Actual payoff against predictive attackers

Payoff of randomized rule

Figure 4.14: A comparison of the ensuing defender payoff from a) the randomized rule, b)
the deterministic rule against naive attackers, c) the deterministic rule against intelligent
attackers. Figure from [90].

Example 4. Recall that for the security game the uniquely optimal defender rule against
naive attackers was in Equation (4.25), reproduced below:

Pt =

{
1 if t is odd
0 if t is even .

Consider attackers who, instead of using the empirical averages rule, use a predictive
forecasting rule according to Definition 4.8.4 with the predictive model comprising the space

39In a hypothetical Bayesian interpretation of our framework, this would be because such followers con-
tradict “expected" utility theory.
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of all K-periodic sequences for some finite K > 0. Note that the leader sequence, which is
2-periodic, is deterministically predictable under this parameterization.

Recall that Pt = I[It = 1], i.e. indicator that defender defended target 1 in round t. With
the above predictive forecast, the attacker will be able to exactly predict the value of It in
round t given history Ht−1, and will always respond with the opposite target, i.e.

Jt =

{
2 if t is odd
1 if t is even .

This obviously maximizes the attacker’s payoff because it always succeeds in compromis-
ing a target. We denote the defender’s expected payoff from a (randomized) rule (p1, . . . , pT )
against attackers who use the predictive model Ω by fT,pred(p1, . . . , pT ). For the deterministic
leader rule in Equation (4.25), observe that

fT,pred(P1, . . . , PT ) =
1

T

T∑

t=1

I[t even](0) + I[t odd](−2) =
1

2
(0− 2) = −1,

which is strictly sub-optimal compared to the ideal Stackelberg payoff of 1/2 (or the payoff
achieved by the randomized leader rule, which is 1

2
−O

(
1√
T

)
). Thus, the uniquely optimal

solution to the dynamic program against naive attackers, in Equation (4.24) is extremely
unstable to a smarter attacker response. This is a generic property of the strictly-deception-
dominant ensemble, which we characterize in Theorem 4.9.5. Figure 4.14 shows the stark
contrast in the expected defender payoff from the periodic defender rule against naive fol-
lowers (the black line) and intelligent followers (the red line), conveying the brittleness of
this rule. In contrast to this brittleness, the randomized defender rule (the blue line) is not
deterministically predictable, and thus robust to such attacker exploitation.

The brittleness of the optimal rule against naive followers is also a property in the per-
suasion example, as we see below.

Example 5. Recall that in the persuasion game, the only non-trivial signalling decisions
are made at epochs of innocent defender arrivals, s1, . . . , sNT . All optimal solutions are
deterministic and satisfy the properties

1

NT

NT∑

j=1

Psj =
1

2

P̂g,0(t− 1) ≤ 1

2
for all t.

We considered a periodic (over innocent epochs) prosecutor rule that satisfied this prop-
erty:

Psj =

{
0 if j odd
1 if j even.
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While such rules are extremely effective against judges who naively use an empirical
averages forecast, they are also extremely non-robust to smart judges that use a predictive
forecast. Intelligent judges will quickly recognize the existence of a periodic prosecutor rule,
for example; and be able to anticipate at every round exactly how the prosecutor would
signal if the defendant were actually innocent. To see this, consider every round t in which
the prosecutor deterministically signals ’g’ for guilty. There are two possibilities:

1. At round t, we have P̂g,0(t− 1) = 1 > 1
2
. In this case, there have been an odd number

of innocent defendants so far. So the judge expects the prosecutor to next signal ’g’
even if the defendant were innocent, and will always acquit regardless of which signal
is sent40.

2. At round t, we have P̂g,0(t − 1) = 0 < 1
2
. In this case, there have been an even

number of innocent defendants so far. So the judge expects the prosecutor to next
signal truthfully, and will acquit if Πt = 0, i.e. if the defendant is truly innocent.

The result of this is that intelligent judges never convict innocent defendants when faced
with a periodic prosecutor. The prosecutor’s persuasion power can also be compromised on
several guilty defendants.

Formally, the optimal judge response for every round t ∈ (sj−1, sj] is as follows:

Jt =





’a’ if Ps,j = 1

’a’ if Ps,j = 0,Πt = 0

’c’ if Ps,j = 0,Πt = 1.

and because the prosecutor can never expect payoff on innocent defendants, her expected
payoff over time is at most 1

3
, the fraction of guilty defendants. In fact, one can show that

she also loses her persuasion power on half of the guilty defendants on average, yielding
expected payoff only 1

6
. This is sub-optimal compared to the optimal persuasion power of

2/3 commitments on average, and represents a situation in which the prosecutor overplays
her hand in attempting to persuade – by resorting to deterministic rules, her incremental
persuasion power on innocent defendants vanishes completely, and she even loses the power
to facilitate conviction of half the guilty defendants. We see through this example that the
brittleness of deterministic rules that was observed in security also manifests concretely in
Bayesian persuasion.

Lessons learned

The examples of security and persuasion are an instructive exercise in understanding how
reputation could be credibly built up. Before we turn to formal statements of our results,
some broad takeaways are summarized below:

40Because the prior tells him that innocence was more likely, and the prosecutor’s signal is uninformative.
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1. The robust commitment constructions that were used for the limited-observability
can be also be leveraged to establish belief in leader commitment through repeated
interaction by choosing different mixed strategies in every round. These strategies
gradually approach the best-response-boundary – thus realizing the ideal Stackelberg
payoff at a rate of O

(
1√
T

)
. We show that this is generally possible for m × n games

in Proposition 4.9.2, which builds on Theorem 4.7.4 from the limited-observation case.

2. Leader rules that are “optimal" against naive followers that respond to the empirical
averages no matter what can achieve exactly the Stackelberg performance, or even
higher performance through follower deception. However, they are extremely sub-
optimal against intelligent followers.

3. This is because, in the examples considered, staying arbitrary close to the boundary
in finitely repeated interaction requires determinism in the leader strategy, which can
then be exploited by intelligent followers that use a predictive model. This statement
is formalized in Theorem 4.9.5.

4. This suggests that leaders likely need to incorporate some randomization in their rules
to truly build credibility.

While we saw that naive leader rules to induce follower deception are a bad idea, one
can ask whether the leader is incentivized to deceive the follower in a more sophisticated
manner41. In Proposition 4.9.6, we show that there is some potential for a benefit over and
above ideal Stackelberg performance through the abstract ability to deceive – but this benefit
is limited.

Robust, randomized leader rules

First, we generalize the definition of the leader’s expected payoff, averaged over time, when
the followers respond using an empirical averages forecast according to Definition 4.8.3.

Definition 4.9.1. Let the leader choose, as her rule, randomized strategies x1, . . . ,xT
with independent deployments. Then, against followers who respond using an empirical
averages forecast, she will expect time-averaged payoff

fT,avg(x1, . . . ,xT ) = E(I1,...,IT )∼(x1,...,xT )

[
1

T

T∑

t=1

AIt,j∗(X̂t−1)

]
, (4.28)

where the expectation is only taken over the realizations of the randomized strategies (and
ensuing follower responses).

41For e.g., deceive without the follower being aware that he is being deceived.
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As we saw in Examples 4 and 5, the robust commitment constructions in Theorem 4.7.4
can be naturally applied to help the leader approach her ideal Stackelberg performance at a
specific rate. We provide a formal statement below.

Proposition 4.9.2. Let the number of rounds T = O(m), and fix 0 < η < 1/2. Then, any
leader rule that uses the robust commitment xt,η meant for round t satisfies

f ∗∞ − fT,avg(x1, . . . ,xT ) = Õ
((m

T

)η)
, (4.29)

where the Õ(·) contains constant factors that depend on both the local and global geometry
of the best-response-region Rj∗. For a formal statement that includes these factors, see
Equation (4.62).

The proof of Proposition 4.9.2 is a fairly simple consequence of the properties of Theo-
rem 4.7.4 together with assured independence in deployment, and is deferred to
Appendix 4.12.

The implication of this result is that we have progressed from robust commitment con-
structions meant for a one-shot game with limited observability to a robust randomized leader
rule meant for repeated interaction, during which both observability and belief have to be
built up. In the limited-observability setting, the requirement for robustness was only that
the expected follower response should be preserved under limited observability. Now, the
randomized leader rule enjoys robustness in a much broader sense to strategic manipulation
by followers. We justify this through two observations:

1. When the randomized leader rule is used, it is asymptotically good for rational follower
t to use the empirical averages forecast, and respond with j∗(X̂t−1) in the sense of
asymptotic consistency42, i.e. for the given rule we have

lim
t→∞

(X̂t−1 − xt) = 0 almost surely. (4.30)

Equation (4.30) is justified through a non-asymptotic concentration bound on the total
variation of (X̂t−1 − xt), which follows from a generalized version of Devroye’s lemma
(Lemma 4.12.2).

2. Because of the independence of randomness of deployments across rounds, follower t’s
estimate of the mixed strategy at time t, X̂t−1, is minimax-optimal in the traditional
information-theoretic/statistical sense [195, Fano’s inequality]. Thus, follower t does
not even benefit in a non-asymptotic sense from deviating from the empirical averages
forecast as in Definition 4.8.3.

42A similar condition is invoked by Fudenberg and Kreps [233] to justify the use of experimentation by
agents; there it is called asymptotic myopic Bayes.
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Because of this, not only does the leader expect favorable performance provided that the
followers use an empirical averages forecast, the leader has no reason to believe that rational
followers would deviate from using an empirical averages forecast when she is known to be
using this randomized rule.

Dis-incentives for determinism and exploitation of naivete

We saw in Examples 4 and 5 that the leader may have a temptation to exploit naive followers
who always use the empirical averages forecasting rule, i.e. always play Jt := j∗(X̂t−1)
regardless of the leader rule. More precisely, the leader could maximize her payoff by solving
the ensuing dynamic objective fT,avg(x1, . . . ,xT ) as defined in Equation (4.28).

In both examples, the leader rules that maximized this objective were deterministic,
and they thus lost their credibility. Even for general 2 × 2 games, the dynamic program
in Equation (4.28) does not have a closed form solution, nor is the optimal payoff easily
evaluatable. However, we are able to show, for two broad ensembles of 2 × 2 games, that
all leader rules that maximize the time-averaged payoff are indeed deterministic. We briefly
describe these ensembles below. As before, the leader strategy is expressed as her probability
of playing strategy 1, denoted by p ∈ [0, 1]. We denote the leader payoff as a function
of strategy p when follower responds with pure strategy j by f(p; j) and, without loss of
generality, choose the best-response-function

j∗(p) =

{
1 if p ≤ p∗∞
2 otherwise.

We also assume that the Stackelberg commitment is equal to p∗∞ ∈ (0, 1), i.e. it is mixed.
The ideal Stackelberg payoff is denoted by f ∗∞.

Our first ensemble is called a strictly-deception-dominant ensemble.

Definition 4.9.3 (Strictly-deception-dominant ensemble.). A 2 × 2 leader-follower game,
as defined above, is strictly-deception-dominant if we have
maxp∈[0,1] f(p; 1) = maxp∈[0,1] f(p; 2) > f ∗∞.

The strictly-deception-dominant ensemble is paradigmatic of the security game in Ex-
ample 4. As the name suggests, for any game in this ensemble the leader is incentivized
to systematically deceive naive followers into responding sub-optimally. This is to try and
realize the payoff maxp∈[0,1] f(p; 1) = maxp∈[0,1] f(p; 2), which is strictly greater than the
ideal Stackelberg payoff. A more detailed description of this ensemble, and an intuitive
illustration, is contained in Appendix 4.12.

Our second ensemble is called a one-response-obviously-dominant ensemble.

Definition 4.9.4 (One-response-obviously-dominant ensemble.). A 2 × 2 leader-follower
game is one-response-obviously-dominant if we have
minp∈[0,1] f(p; 1) > maxp∈[0,1] f(p; 2).
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The one-response-obviously-dominant ensemble is paradigmatic of the persuasion game
in Example 5. In this ensemble, the leader has zero incentive to deceive the follower into
responding sub-optimally, and simply wants to realize her maximal power of mixed commit-
ment. A more detailed description of this ensemble, and an intuitive illustration, is contained
in Appendix 4.12.

It turns out that in both of these ensembles, not only are followers no longer incentivized
to use the empirical averages forecast; but also they can use a particular class of predictive
forecasts to exploit the leader rule and make it highly sub-optimal.

Theorem 4.9.5. For two continuous ensembles of 2 × 2 leader-follower games in which
p∗∞ ∈ (0, 1) and f∞(p) is discontinuous at p∗∞, we have the following characterization of the
naive dynamic program:

1. Any strategy (p∗1, . . . , p
∗
T ) that maximizes fT,avg(p1, . . . , pT ) is a deterministic strategy,

i.e. (p∗1, . . . , p
∗
T ) ∈ {0, 1}T .

2. There exists a predictive forecast parameterized by Ω, such that the expected leader
payoff, averaged over time, against a follower using this predictive forecast is given by

fT,pred(p
∗
1, . . . , p

∗
T ) ≤ max

i∈{0,1}
f∞(i) < f ∗∞.

Informally, Theorem 4.9.5 says that for these classes of games, any leader rule that
is optimal against naive followers, who use the empirical averages forecast regardless of
the leader rule, is strictly sub-optimal against intelligent followers, who use a predictable
forecast on a class of deterministic sequences. Because of this strong predictability, the
leader is restricted to attaining at most her pure strategy Stackelberg payoff, which is always
strictly sub-optimal when the Stackelberg commitment is mixed.

Theorem 4.9.5 is proved for both the strictly-deception-dominant and the one-response-
obviously-dominant ensembles. The proofs are contained in Appendix 4.12. For the strictly-
deception-dominant ensemble, the leader’s optimal strategy does deceive naive followers, but
in an extremely brittle way – not only is the optimal strategy unique and deterministic, it
turns out to be finitely periodic, making it extremely sub-optimal against smarter followers
who use predictive forecasts. Here, Theorem 4.9.5 tells us that while there may be an
incentive to deceive followers in their learning attempt, any attempt to realize this deception
naively can be catastrophic for the leader43.

For the one-response-obviously-dominant ensemble, the optimal payoff even against naive
followers is exactly the ideal Stackelberg payoff. For these games (and only these games),
Theorem 4.9.5 gives a formal framework to show the impossibility of credibly achieving the

43In fact, such naive attempts to deceive a follower are reminiscent of the “bad reputations" encountered
by Ely, Valimaki, Fudenberg and Levine [192, 199] for the pure strategy model: in the SPNE of their repeated
game(s), the followers opt out of participating with leaders who resemble a “bad type" too closely; and the
leader plays in a manner to avoid resemblance to the bad type.
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ideal Stackelberg payoff even against naive followers, and shows the necessity of some amount
of independent randomization in the leader rule44. This impossibility result parallels the very
first result in this chapter showing non-robustness of the traditional Stackelberg commitment
to observational uncertainty (Proposition 4.7.1).

Limited benefit of deception

We saw that for the one-response-obviously-dominant games, such as the persuasion game in
Example 5, there is no incentive for the leader to elicit a follower mismatch through deception
– and we have already seen that the leader incurs some sub-optimality from establishing a
credible partial reputation. For others (like the security game in Example 4 and the 2 × 3
non-zero-sum game in Example 4), the leader could be incentivized to deceive naive followers.
While strategies that deceive a naive follower may be deterministic and highly sub-optimal
(like the ones that we saw in Example 4, more sophisticated attempts at deception need not
have this brittle property. The more general test for whether deception can ever be a good
idea for the leader would be to test an arbitrary leader rule against pessimistic followers,
who do not expect predictability from the leader and follow a rule in the spirit of Hannan
consistent/“no-regret" learning. Since we have defined all follower rules through sequential
forecasts, the natural case to consider is an aggregate of followers who follow universally
calibrated forecasts45 as in Definition 4.8.5. We show that against such followers, the leader
could obtain a benefit over and above the ideal Stackelberg payoff, but this benefit will
necessarily be minimal.

Proposition 4.9.6. For any leader rule It := it(Ht−1) played against a sequence of follow-
ers using a universally calibrated forecast {rt}Tt=1, we denote the realized, time-averaged
leader payoff by fT,calib(I1, . . . , IT ). Also let NT (r) :=

∑T
t=1 I[rt = r] denote the number of

times the followers used forecast r. Then, we have

fT,calib(I1, . . . , IT ) ≤ 1

T

∑

r∈∆m

NT (r)〈r, aj∗(r)〉+ fmax
o(T )

T
almost surely (4.31)

44This is similar in spirit to how we think of Hannan-consistent rules needing to be randomized [80].
Whether the randomization truly needs to be independent from round to round, necessitating a Θ̃

(
1√
T

)

rate of approaching the ideal Stackelberg payoff, remains open and is an interesting question for future
work. In the context of the rich literature on de-randomization through pseudo-random number generators,
the answer to this question may depend on the nature of computational limitations imposed on leader and
followers.

45Foster and Vohra [208] establish a general link between the ideas of (asymptotic) no-regret and cali-
bration. It is interesting to note the necessity of the stronger condition of calibrated forecasts, as opposed
to no-regret payoffs, on followers, to prove our forthcoming result – we were not able to get a result for the
latter.
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for all realizations of randomness in the leader rule and follower forecasts. This can be
upper bounded by

fT,calib(I1, . . . , IT ) ≤ f ∗∞ + fmax
o(T )

T
. (4.32)

Proposition 4.9.6 follows quite directly from the fundamental definition of calibration and
is deferred to Section 4.12. Equation (4.32) tells us what the best case for a leader could be
against a universally calibrated forecast – not much more than ideal Stackelberg. The first
term in the expression in Equation (4.31), which preserves the dependence of leader payoff
on the follower forecasts, suggests that leader payoff could be sub-optimal if she incentivizes
follower forecasts to deviate significantly from the Stackelberg payoff – indeed, she could gain
a small amount from inducing more calibration error – but this small amount decreases as
T increases. This suggests that the leader has limited incentive, and possibly dis-incentive,
to deceive even in a sophisticated manner, if she is facing pessimistic followers who use a
universally calibrated rule. One can think of this result as the repeated-game analog of
Theorem 4.7.5, which reached a similar conclusion for the much simpler one-shot model with
observational uncertainty.

Taken in conjunction with Propositions 4.9.2 and Theorem 4.9.5, the overall flavor of our
results for repeated interaction can be summed up in a few qualitative sentences:

1. For games in which the best possible “naive" payoff is ideal Stackelberg (i.e. there is no
incentive to deceive followers), there is a fundamental, non-zero price of establishing
partial reputation. Randomized leader rules achieve reputation at the rate of Õ

(
1√
T

)

in a manner that is strategy-proof to follower manipulation, and are thus approximately
optimal.

2. There is no trivial way of achieving an additional deception benefit, even if it exists –
naive attempts, tailored to naive followers, can lead to strict sub-optimality. Maximally
sophisticated approaches yield only a minimal benefit against universally calibrated
followers, and could also be sub-optimal depending on the nature of the forecasts
elicited.

4.10 Conclusions and future work
In this chapter, we have used the fact that repeated-game interaction with one-sided learning
can be intricately connected to models of reputation building in the Bayesian setup. We then
introduced a novel frequentist framework to posit explicit strategies for the designated leader
and follower. While we uncovered a number of desirable properties in these strategies —
namely, that adaptive followers are approximately optimal against a host of leader strategies,
and simple randomized leader rules are approximately optimal against adaptive followers
— this constitutes as yet partial progress towards the formal definition of a frequentist
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SPNE. This is an important immediate goal for future work. Moreover, the reputation
games constitute some of the simplest manifestations of repeated games with incomplete
information. It is of obvious interest to develop a frequentist theory for repeated games
with incomplete information at large, and for far more complex scenarios that might arise
in modern online marketplaces. These scenarios could include two-sided learning, which we
will discuss at a preliminary level in Chapter 5.

4.11 Proofs for limited observability
Before moving into the proofs themselves, we define some additional notation.

Definition 4.11.1. The set of alternate follower best response to the mixed commitment
x is denoted by

K∗alt(x) := K∗(x)− {j∗}.

We will be particularly interested in this set for the Stackelberg commitment, that is,
K∗alt(x∗∞). In general, the set will be non-empty as the follower could be agnostic between
more than one pure strategy in response – it is only responding with the pure strategy j∗
to break ties in the leader’s favor. Figure 4.15 shows this demarcation of follower responses
into the expected response j∗, and alternate responses to the Stackelberg commitment x∗∞.

Further, we denote maximum and minimum obtainable leader payoffs respectively by

fmax := max
i∈[m],j∈[n]

Aij

fmin := min
i∈[m],j∈[n]

Aij.

Proof of Proposition 4.7.1

We consider a general 2× n game and denote the Stackelberg probability of leader playing
pure strategy 1 by p∗∞. Recall that p∗∞ ∈ (0, 1) (since we have assumed for the proof that
the Stackelberg commitment is mixed). Let jalt be the alternate response to the Stackelberg
commitment, i.e. we have K∗(p∗∞) = {j∗∞, jalt}. Without loss of generality, the best-response
regions can be described as

Rj∗∞ = [p−, p∗∞]

Rjalt = (p∗∞, p
+].

Finally, we define f (2) := limε→0 f∞(p∗∞ + ε). Since we are considering leader-follower
games for which the function f∞(.) is discontinuous at p∗∞, by the tie-breaking assumption
on Stackelberg commitment we will have f (2) < f ∗∞.



CHAPTER 4. LEARNING FROM STRATEGIC, NON-ADVERSARIAL DATA 187

Expected response

Far from Stackelberg

Stackelberg tie-break

Figure 4.15: Illustration of partition of the set of follower responses, [n], into sets {k∗}
(red region), alternate best responses (purple regions) and everything else (orange regions).
Figure from [90].

Now, we consider the quantity fN(p∗∞). Denoting P̂N as the empirical estimate of the
quantity p∗∞, we have

fN(p∗∞) ≤ Pr
[
P̂N ∈ Rj∗∞

]
f ∗∞ + Pr

[
P̂N ∈ Rjalt

]
f (2)

+
(

1− Pr
[
P̂N ∈ Rj∗∞

]
− Pr

[
P̂N ∈ Rjalt

])
fmax

= Pr
[
P̂N ∈ (p−, p∗∞]

]
f ∗∞ + Pr

[
P̂N ∈ (p∗∞, p

+]
]
f (2)

+ Pr
[
P̂N ∈ [0, p−] ∪ (p+, 1]

]
fmax

= f ∗∞ − Pr
[
P̂N ∈ (p∗∞, p

+]
]

︸ ︷︷ ︸
T1(N)

(f ∗∞ − f (2)) + Pr
[
P̂N ∈ [0, p−] ∪ (p+, 1]

]

︸ ︷︷ ︸
T2(N)

(fmax − f ∗∞).

We will now proceed to bound the probabilities T1(N) and T2(N).
First, we deal with the quantity T2(N), which reflects the probability of a mismatched

response that is neither Stackelberg nor the alternate response on the boundary. By the
Hoeffding bound, we have

T2(N) := Pr
[
P̂N ∈ [0, p−] ∪ (p+, 1]

]

= Pr
[
P̂N ∈ [0, p−]

]
+ Pr

[
P̂N ∈ (p+, 1]

]

≤ exp{−2N(p∗∞ − p−)2}+ exp{−2N(p+ − p∗∞)2}.
Denoting C ′′ := 2 (min{p+ − p∗∞, p∗∞ − p−})2, we then have

T2(N) ≤ 2 exp{−NC ′′} (4.33)
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and as expected, this probability decays exponentially with N .
Next, we deal with the quantity T1(N), which reflects the probability of eliciting the

alternate response on the Stackelberg boundary. We show that this event is non-vanishingly
probable.

We define the following quantities

SN := NP̂N (4.34)

ZN :=
SN −Np∗∞√
Np∗∞(1− p∗∞)

. (4.35)

Recall that ZN is a real-valued random variable. We denote its cumulative distribution
function by FN(.).

By a simple change of variables, we then have

T1(N) = Pr
[
P̂N ∈ (p∗∞, p

+]
]

= Pr

[
ZN ∈

(
0,

√
N(p+ − p∗∞)√
p∗∞(1− p∗∞)

]]

= FN(

√
N(p+ − p∗∞)√
p∗∞(1− p∗∞)

)− FN(0).

Now, recall that SN =
∑N

j=1 Ij for iid random variables Ij ∼ Ber(p∗∞). Also note that
since we have considered games with mixed Stackelberg commitment, we have 0 < p∗∞ < 1.
We now invoke the first half of the classical Berry-Esseen theorem [230, 231] stated here as
a lemma.

Lemma 4.11.2. There exists a positive constant C such that if I1, I2, . . . are iid random
variables with E[I1] = µ <∞, var(I1) = σ2 > 0 and E[|I1 − µ|3] = ρ <∞, we have

|FN(x)− φ(x)| ≤ Cρ

σ3
√
N

for all x ∈ R, where φ(.) denotes the CDF of the standard normal distribution N (0, 1).

It is easy to verify that the distribution I1 ∼ Ber(p∗∞) satisfies the above conditions.
Therefore, we can directly apply Lemma 4.11.2 and get

FN

(√
N(p+ − p∗∞)√
p∗∞(1− p∗∞)

)
≥ φ(C

√
N)− C ′√

N
and

FN(0) ≤ 1

2
+

C ′√
N
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for positive constant C > 0, thus giving

T1(N) ≥
(
φ(C ′
√
N)− 1

2

)
− C ′√

N
. (4.36)

Substituting for the expressions for T1(N) and T2(N), we now have

f ∗∞ − fN(p∗∞) ≥
((

φ(C ′
√
N)− 1

2

)
− C ′√

N

)
C − 2C exp{−NC ′′},

which corresponds exactly to Equation (4.5). Clearly, the right hand side of this equation
is decreasing in N and so the first corollary – that fN(p∗∞) ≤ f ∗∞ for N ≥ N0 – holds.
Precisely, we have

lim
N→∞

φ(
√
NC ′) = 1

lim
N→∞

C ′√
N

= 0

lim
N→∞

2C exp{−NC ′′} = 0,

and so we have

f ∗∞ − lim
N→∞

fN(p∗∞) ≥ f ∗∞ − f (2)

2
.

This is the second corollary from Proposition 4.7.1 and completes the proof.

Proof of Theorem 4.7.4

Notation

For this proof, it will be convenient to consider the (m − 1)-dimensional representation of
the probability simplex, i.e.

∆m−1 := {y � 0 and 〈y, 1〉 ≤ 1}.

Then, we can represent a commitment x ∈ ∆m by its (m−1)-dimensional representation
y =

[
x1 x2 . . . xm−1

]
, and the leader payoff if the follower were to respond with pure

strategy j ∈ [n] by

〈y, cj〉+ dj
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where we have

cj :=




aj,1 − aj,m
aj,2 − aj,m

...
aj,m−1 − aj,m




dj = aj,m.

Similarly, we can represent the corresponding follower payoff by

〈y, b′j〉+ d′j

where we have

b′j :=




bj,1 − bj,m
bj,2 − bj,m

...
bj,m−1 − bj,m




d′j = bj,m.

We can also represent this representation of the empirical estimate of y from N samples
by ŶN , and this representation Stackelberg commitment by y∗∞.

Now, we can consider all the functions introduced in Section 4.5 in terms of the commit-
ment x and equivalently define them in terms of the (m− 1)-dimensional representation of
the commitment, y.

We also denote the pth operator norm of a matrix by |||.|||p.

The commitment construction

We consider the (m−1)-dimensional representation of the best-response-region corresponding
to the Stackelberg commitment, Rj∗ . There are many things to consider while constructing
a robust commitment. The first, and obvious, one would be that the follower should respond
the same way as it would to Stackelberg when it observes the full mixture. That is, we would
have j∗(yN) = j∗ or alternatively stated, yN ∈ Rj∗ .

Intuitively, the expected payoff of a leader commitment under observational uncertainty,
particularly in terms of gap to the optimal Stackelberg payoff, will depend on two factors:
one, how likely the follower is to respond the same as it would if it observed the full commit-
ment; and two, how “far" the leader commitment mixture is from the optimal Stackelberg
commitment mixture. We qualitatively show this dependence in the following lemma.

Lemma 4.11.3. Consider a commitment yN for which we can provide the following guar-
antee:

Pr[ŶN /∈ Rj∗ ] ≤ εN .
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We then have

f ∗∞ − fN(yN) ≤ 2(1− εN)fmax‖yN − y∗∞‖1 + εN(f ∗∞ − fmin)

Proof. We have

fN(yN) =
n∑

j=1

Pr[ŶN ∈ Rj](〈yN , cj〉+ dj)

≥ Pr[ŶN ∈ Rj∗ ](〈yN , cj∗〉+ dj∗) + (1− Pr[ŶN ∈ Rj∗ ])fmin

≥ (1− εN) (〈yN , cj∗〉+ dj∗ − fmin) + fmin

= (1− εN) (〈yN , cj∗〉+ dj∗) + εNfmin.

Recall that we have f ∗∞ = 〈y∗∞, cj∗〉+dj∗ . Therefore, the gap from Stackelberg is bounded
as

f ∗∞ − fN(yN) ≤ (1− εN)〈y∗∞ − yN , cj∗〉+ εN(f ∗∞ − fmin)

≤ (1− εN)‖cj∗‖∞‖yN − y∗∞‖1 + εN(f ∗∞ − fmin)

≤ 2(1− εN)fmax|‖yN − y∗∞‖1 + εN(f ∗∞ − fmin),

where the second inequality follows from Holder’s inequality. This proves the lemma.

This lemma implies that we want a commitment construction yN with the following
two-fold guarantee46.

1. ‖yN − y∗∞‖1 is bounded (and ideally vanishes with N).

2. ŶN ∈ Rj∗ with high probability.

Commitment construction using localized geometry

We will leverage the special structure of the Dikin ellipsoid [234] used in interior-point
methods to make our commitment constructions. Observe that y∗∞ is always going to be on an
extreme point (vertex) of the best-response-polytope47 Rj∗ . We now collect the k = |K∗(x∗∞)|
constraints that are satisfied with equality at x∗∞:

〈y, b′j〉+ d′j ≤ 〈y, b′j∗〉+ d′j∗ for all j ∈ K∗(x∗∞).

46Interestingly, the fact that y∗∞ is on an extreme point of Rj∗ will imply that the two conditions are at
odds with one another, and we will need to trade them off. For instance, choosing yN = y∗∞ would satisfy
the second condition perfectly by being as close as possible to the Stackelberg commitment, but there would
be no guarantee on the best-response as it lies on the boundary of the best-response region.

47Recall that the Stackelberg equilibrium is the solution to the LP defined on the best-response-
polytope [214].
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This is simply the constraint set for commitments such that the follower prefers to respond
with pure strategy j∗ over any pure strategy j ∈ K∗(y∗∞) (i.e. any pure strategy whose
corresponding best-response-polytope shares a boundary with the Stackelberg best-response-
polytope at point y∗), and can be thought of as the set of local constraints to the Stackelberg
vertex in the best-response polytope Rj∗ . We also collect the other constraints that describe
Rj∗ :

〈y, b′j〉+ d′j ≤ 〈y, b′j∗〉+ d′j∗ for all j /∈ K∗(x∗∞) ∪ {j∗}
y � 0

〈1, y〉 ≤ 1,

and together with the local constraints at the Stackelberg vertex, these describe the global
constraints for the polytope.

We represent the system of inequalities in matrix form as: By � c for some B ∈
Rk×(m−1) and some c ∈ Rk. We leverage the following useful fact about a general set of
linear constraints.

Fact 4.11.4. For any parameterization of linear constraints (B, c), there exists an affine
transformation y′ = T1y + T2 (where T1 ∈ R(m−1)×(m−1) is invertible and T2 ∈ Rm−1) and a
matrix B′ ∈ Rk×(m−1) such that

By � c ⇐⇒ B′y′ � 1.

We denote the transformation function by T (·) and its inverse by T−1(·). In particular, we
note the relationship B = B′T1.

The above fact is useful48 because it is most convenient to define our class of commitments
in the transformed space y′ = T (y).

Definition 4.11.5. For a particular value of δ ∈ (0, 1), Stackelberg commitment y∗∞, and
local constraints modeled by (B, c), we define a δ-deviation commitment by

y(δ; y∗∞) := T−1(y′(δ; (y∗)′∞)) where
y′(δ; (y∗)′∞) := (1− δ)(y∗)′∞.

Our robust commitments {yN}N≥1 are going to be taken out of the set of δ-deviation
commitments, with appropriately chosen values of {δN}N≥1. Clearly, the computational
complexity of constructing any δ-deviation commitment is equivalent to the complexity of
computing the Stackelberg equilibrium itself.

48A subtle point is that there do exist special cases of polytope constraints for which Fact 4.11.4 is true
only with an augmentation of the variable space from m to 2m dimensions. Then, defining the invertible
map becomes trickier. Nevertheless, for ease of exposition and clarity in the proof, we assume that we can
indeed carry out the affine transformation without augmenting the dimension.
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To understand how to set these values, we will turn to the question of how to satisfy the
three conditions above.

First, we observe that y(δ; y∗∞) satisfies the local constraints By � c for any δ ∈ (0, 1).
Because of Fact 4.11.4, it suffices to show that its affine transformation y′(δ; (y∗)′∞) satisfies
the local constraints B′y′ � 1. Recall that (y∗)′∞ satisfies all the local constraints with
equality, i.e. we have B′(y∗)′∞ = 1. From the definition of the commitment, we thus have

B′y′(δ; (y∗)′∞) = (1− δ)B′(y∗)′∞
= (1− δ)1 � 1.

Next, we turn to the question of how close such a defined commitment would be from
the Stackelberg commitment y∗∞, in terms of the `1 norm. For this, we have

‖y(δ; y∗∞)− y∗∞‖1 = ‖T−1
1 (y′(δ; (y∗)′∞)− (y∗)′∞)‖1

= δ‖T−1(y∗)′∞‖1

= δ‖y∗∞‖1 ≤ δ.

Therefore, we have

‖y(δ; y∗∞)− y∗∞‖1 ≤ δ. (4.37)

In lieu of Lemma 4.11.3, we wish to choose values {δN}N≥1 (to create commitments
{yN}N≥1) such that δN decreases with N sufficiently fast, while maintaining a high proba-
bility of staying in the best-response polytope Rj∗ . To understand the rate at which we can
decrease δN , we need to prove a high-probability best-response guarantee.

Using the local Dikin ellipsoid as a confidence ball

For a (affine-transformed) commitment y′(δ; (y∗)′∞), we make use of the local Dikin ellipsoid
centered at y′(δ; (y∗)′∞), defined below for an arbitrary point y′.

Definition 4.11.6 ( [234]). For constraint set B′y′ � 1, the Dikin ellipsoid of radius r
centered at y′ is given by

BB′,1,y′(r) := {z′ : (z′ − y′)>H(y′)(z′ − y′) ≤ r}, (4.38)

where we define

H(y′) :=
k∑

i=1

(b′)i(b
′)>i

(1− 〈(b′)i, y′〉)2
. (4.39)

The Dikin ellipsoid has two special properties [234]:
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1. Affine invariance: (using the notation from Fact 4.11.4) For transformation y′ =
T (y), the Dikin ellipsoid of radius r centered at the point y for the polytope By � c is
BB,c,y′(r) = T−1(BB′,1,y′(r)).

2. Interior guarantee: For any interior point y′ (according to the constraint set B′y′ �
1), the Dikin ellipsoid of radius 1 centered at y′ is contained in the feasibility set, that
is,

z′ ∈ BB′,1,y′(1) =⇒ B′z′ � 1.

We center our Dikin ellipsoid at y′(δ; (y∗)′∞), and observe that the constraint takes on a
particularly nice form, as stated by the following simple lemma.

Lemma 4.11.7. For any δ ∈ (0, 1), the Dikin ellipsoid can be expressed as

BB′,1,y′(δ;(y∗)′∞)(1) = {z′ : ‖B′(z′ − y′(δ; (y∗)′∞))‖2 ≤ δ}. (4.40)

Furthermore, in the original space we can write

BB,c,y(δ;y∗∞)(1) = {z : ‖B(z− y(δ; y∗∞))‖2 ≤ δ}. (4.41)

Proof. From Definition 4.11.5, we observe that B′y′(δ; (y∗)′∞) = (1− δ)B′(y∗)′∞ = (1− δ)1.
This implies that

1− 〈(b′)i, y′(δ; (y∗)′∞)〉 = 1− (1− δ) = δ,

and thus we have

H(y′(δ; (y∗)′∞)) =

∑k
i=1(b′)i(b

′)>i
δ2

=
(B′)>B′

δ2

where in the last equality step, we have used (B′)>B′ =
∑k

i=1(b′)i(b
′)>i , noting that (b′)i

denotes the ith row of B′.
Thus, the ellipsoid constraint in Equation (4.38) can be rewritten as

1

δ2
(z′ − y′(δ; (y∗)′∞))>(B′)>B′(z′ − y′(δ; (y∗)′∞)) ≤ 1

=⇒ ‖B′(z′ − y′(δ; (y∗)′∞))‖2
2 ≤ δ2

=⇒ ‖B′(z′ − y′(δ; (y∗)′∞))‖2 ≤ δ,

thus completing the first part of the proof (Equation (4.40)).
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For the second part of the proof, we use the affine invariance property of the Dikin
ellipsoid, which tells us that

z ∈ BB,c,y(1) =⇒ z′ = T1z + T2 ∈ BB′,1,y′(1)

=⇒ ‖B′(z′ − y′(δ; (y∗)′∞))‖2 ≤ δ.

Now, observe that

B′(z′ − y′(δ; (y∗)′∞)) = B′(T1z + T2 − T1y(δ; y∗∞)− T2)

= (B′T1)(z− y(δ; y∗∞))

= B(z− y(δ; y∗∞))

where in the last step we have used the relationship B = B′T1 from Fact 4.11.4. Putting
these observations together, we have

z ∈ BB,c,y(δ;y∗∞)(1) =⇒ ‖B(z− y(δ; y∗∞))‖2 ≤ δ,

completing the second part of the proof.

At this stage, it is worth remembering that the commitment is mixed, and the payoff from
using a δ-deviation commitment y(δ; y∗∞) ∈ ∆m−1 under a finite number of observations N
depends on the guarantee that its observed empirical distribution ŶN (typically) stays inside
the best-response region. As a starting point we need to guarantee that at least the local
vertex constraints are not violated.

Note that y(δ; y∗∞) ∈ ∆m−1 is an interior point for any δ > 0, and thus the interior
guarantee property of the Dikin ellipsoid can be applied. We thus know that if the empir-
ical distribution of the commitment stays inside the Dikin ellipsoid centered at the actual
commitment, it will stay inside the local constraint feasibility set. Thus, it makes sense to
use the Dikin ellipsoid as a confidence ball and tail bound the probability that the empirical
estimate lies outside this ball. Because of the weighted `2-ball structure on the particular
ellipsoid corresponding to a δ-deviation commitment that we proved in Lemma 4.11.7, this
is not difficult to do. We state this formally in the following lemma.

Lemma 4.11.8. For a given δ > 0, let ŶN be the empirical distribution of N samples drawn
from the δ-deviation commitment y(δ; y∗∞). Then, we have

Pr
[
ŶN /∈ BB,c,y(δ;y∗∞)(1)

]
≤ 3 exp{− Nδ2

25|||B|||2op
}

provided that N ≥ 20m|||B|||2op
δ2

.

Proof. The proof is a simple consequence of Devroye’s lemma [235], which tail bounds the
total variation between the empirical estimate of a discrete distribution and the true distri-
bution.
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Lemma 4.11.9 ([235]). Let ŶN be the empirical distribution of N samples drawn from any
distribution y ∈ ∆m−1. Then, as long as δ ≥

√
20m
N

we have

Pr
[
‖ŶN − y‖1 ≥ δ

]
≤ 3 exp{−Nδ

2

25
}.

We note from Lemma 4.11.7 that

ŶN /∈ BB,c,y(δ;y∗∞)(1) =⇒ ‖B(ŶN − y(δ; y∗∞))‖2 > δ,

and thus, we have

Pr
[
ŶN /∈ BB,c,y(δ;y∗∞)(1)

]
= Pr

[
‖B(ŶN − y(δ; y∗∞))‖2 > δ

]

(i)

≤ Pr
[
‖B‖op‖ŶN − y(δ; y∗∞))‖2 > δ

]

(ii)

≤ Pr
[
‖B‖op‖ŶN − y(δ; y∗∞))‖1 > δ

]

= Pr
[
‖ŶN − y(δ; y∗∞))‖1 > δ/‖B‖op

]

where inequality (i) uses the definition of the operator norm and inequality (ii) uses the
fact that ‖v‖2 ≤ ‖v‖1 for any finite-dimensional vector v. Applying Lemma 4.11.9 directly
then gives us

Pr
[
ŶN /∈ BB,c,y(δ;y∗∞)(1)

]
≤ 3 exp{− Nδ2

25|||B|||2op
}

as long as

δ

|||B|||op
≥
√

20m

N

=⇒ N ≥ 20m|||B|||2op
δ2

.

This completes the proof.

Completing proof of Theorem 4.7.4: Ensuring global constraint satisfiability

Let us recap what we have proved so far about a δ-deviation commitment y(δ; y∗∞) for any
δ ∈ (0, 1).

1. For N samples from y(δ; y∗∞), we have Pr
[
ŶN /∈ BB,c,y(δ;y∗∞)(1)

]
≤ 3 exp{− Nδ2

25|||B|||2op
}

(from Lemma 4.11.8).
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2. ‖y(δ; y∗∞)− y∗∞‖1 ≤ δ.

Thus, from Lemma 4.11.3 we have for any δ-deviation commitment,

f ∗∞ − fN(y(δ; y∗∞)) ≤ 2δfmax + Pr
[
ŶN /∈ Rj∗

]
(f ∗∞ − fmin)

Thus, if we had BB,c,y(δ;y∗∞)(1) ⊂ Rj∗ , we would have

Pr
[
ŶN /∈ Rj∗

]
≤ Pr

[
ŶN /∈ BB,c,y(δ;y∗∞)(1)

]
≤ 3 exp{− Nδ2

25|||B|||2op
}.

However, the set Rj∗ includes global constraints in addition to the local constraints By �
c, and all points in the local Dikin ellipsoid need not satisfy these constraints. This is
the final technicality in the proof that we now deal with. We will see that for a small
enough value of δ (that depends on how the local geometry of the polytope relates to the
global geometry), we can guarantee global satisfiability. Let the constraints corresponding
to the convex polytope Rj∗ be represented by Cy � d, and the corresponding constraints
after the affine transformation (T1, T2) be represented as C ′y′ � d′ (where the values of d′
corresponding the local constraints are 1). Thus, for the vertex (y∗)′∞, we can define the
quantity

Z(Rj∗ ; (y∗)′∞) := sup{δ > 0 : z′ ∈ BB′,1,y′(δ;(y∗)′∞)(1) =⇒ C ′z′ � d′}. (4.42)

Because Rj∗ is non-empty and convex, we have Z(Rj∗ ; (y∗)′∞) > 0.
From this definition, under the condition δ < Z(Rj∗ ; (y∗)′∞) we have

BB′,1,y′(δ;(y∗)′∞)(1) ⊂ T (Rj∗)

=⇒ BB,1,y(δ;y∗∞(1) ⊂ Rj∗ ,

where the last implication is because of the affine-invariance property of the Dikin ellip-
soid.

On the other hand, we used the condition N ≥ 20m|||B|||2op
δ2

to prove Lemma 4.11.8. Com-
bining these inequalities tells us that we require N >

20m|||B|||2op
Z(Rj∗ ;(y∗)′∞)2

= O(m) to prove our
result.

Then, we formally define our robust commitment for a particular value of N below, and
prove this final lemma which is essentially a formal statement of Theorem 4.7.4.

Lemma 4.11.10. For every N >
20m|||B|||2op

Z(Rj∗ ;(y∗)′∞)2
, and every η < 1/2, we define the η-robust

commitment as a δN,η-deviation commitment yN,η := y(δN,η; y
∗
∞), where

δN,η := Z(Rj∗ ; (y∗)′∞)
(m
N

)η
. (4.43)
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We then have

fN(yN,η) ≤
2fmax
· Z(Rj∗ ; (y∗)′∞) ·

(m
N

)η

+ 3 exp{−m
2η · Z(Rj∗ ; (y∗)′∞)2 ·N1−2η

25|||B|||2op
}(f ∗∞ − fmin)

= O
((m

N

)η
+ exp{−C ·N1−2η}

)
.

Proof. This is a simple consequence of everything put together. Since N > m, we have
δN,η < Z(Rj∗ ; (y∗)′∞) and thus we have BB,1,y(δN,η ;y∗∞(1) ⊂ Rj∗ . This tells us that

Pr
[
ŶN /∈ Rj∗

]
≤ 3 exp{− Nδ2

N,η

25|||B|||2op
}.

and thus from Lemma 4.11.3 we get the following expression:

f ∗∞ − fN(yN) ≤ 2δN,ηfmax + 3 exp{− Nδ2
N,η

25|||B|||2op
}(f ∗∞ − fmin).

Directly substituting the expression for δN,η in Equation (4.43) into the above expression
completes the proof.

Proof of Theorem 4.7.5

Expected response

Adjacent to expected

Far from expected

Figure 4.16: Illustration of partition of the set of follower responses, [n], into sets {j∗} (red
region), K∗aug (blue regions) and K∗far (yellow regions). Figure from [90].
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Recall that f ∗N := maxx∈∆m fN(x). To prove an upper bound on f ∗N , we will upper bound
fN(x) for every x ∈ ∆m.

Without loss of generality the same proof method will extend to all x ∈ ∆m. Denoting
as shorthand pj(x) := Pr

[
X̂N ∈ Rj

]
, we have

fN(x) =
n∑

j=1

pj(x)〈aj, x〉 (4.44)

=
n∑

j=1

Tj(x) (4.45)

where we denote Tj(x) := pj(x)〈aj, x〉. We will proceed to upper bound the quantity
Tj(x) for every x ∈ ∆m and every j ∈ [n].

To do this, we will see that it is natural to divide all the pure strategy responses to a
commitment x into three categories. The first is the expected response j∗(x). The second is
the set of responses whose regions are adjacent to the expected response as defined below.

Definition 4.11.11. For a particular commitment x ∈ ∆m, the set of adjacent to expected
responses K∗aug(x) is the set of all best-responses whose corresponding best-response-regions
share a boundary with the best-response-region corresponding to the best response to x. For-
mally, we have

K∗aug(x) := {j ∈ [n] : j 6= j∗(x) and cl(Rj∗(x)) ∩ cl(Rj) 6= ∅}.

We also define Kfar := [n] − ({j∗(x)} ∪ K∗aug(x)) as the set of all follower responses that
are “far" from the expected response in this sense.

The illustration in Figure 4.16 shows this division.
For the rest of the proof, we will drop the term x from the notation and denote K∗aug :=

K∗aug(x) as well as j∗ := j∗(x). This is done for notational simplicity.
It is first easy to show a bound on Tj∗(x). In particular, we can directly use the definition

of the function f∞(.) to obtain

Tj∗(x) = pj∗(x)〈aj∗ , x〉 (4.46)
= pj∗(x)f∞(x) (4.47)
≤ pj∗(x)f ∗∞. (4.48)

This inequality is also intuitive because the leader would only hope to gain from eliciting
a different-than-expected response. Next, we deal with this cases.
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“Far"-from-expected responses

We collect the set of commitments that (if observed fully) would elicit a response far away
from the actual expected response. Formally, we denote Rfar := ∪j∈Kfar

Rj. Now, we wish to
bound the term

Tfar := sup
x∈∆m

∑

j∈Kfar

Tj(x).

By definition, we have cl(Rj∗) ∩ cl(Rfar) = ∅. Because we are considering finite games, i.e.
n < ∞, there exists a constant C > 0 that depends solely on the parameters of the game
such that

inf
x∈Rj∗ ,x′∈Rfar

D(x′ ‖ x) ≥ C. (4.49)

Geometrically, Figure 4.17 shows this separation between the expected-response-region
and any far-from-expected-response-region.

To understand the probability of eliciting such responses, we invoke a classical result
from large-deviations theory, Sanov’s theorem [229]. The upper bound part of the theorem
is restated here as a lemma and with appropriate notation.

Lemma 4.11.12. Let I1, I2, . . . , IN be i.i.d ∼ x for any x ∈ ∆m and X̂N denote the
empirical estimate. Then, for any region R ⊆ ∆m, we have

Pr
[
X̂N ∈ R

]
≤ (N + 1)m2−N infx′∈RD(x′ ‖ x). (4.50)

Combining equations (4.50) and (4.49), we therefore get

Tfar ≤
[

sup
x∈∆m

∑

j∈Kfar

pj(x)

]
fmax (4.51)

≤
[
(N + 1)m2

−N infx∈Rj∗ ,x
′∈Rfar

D(x′ ‖ x)
]
fmax (4.52)

≤ (N + 1)m2−NCfmax (4.53)
= C(N + 1)m exp{−NC}fmax. (4.54)

The rationale for calling these responses far-from-expected is now clear: there is a min-
imum constant separation in terms of the KL-divergence from the expected best response,
and so the probability of realizing these responses decreases exponentially with N .

Dealing with the adjacent-to-expected responses is more delicate. We turn to this case
next.
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Adjacent-to-expected responses

Consider the set of adjacent-to-expected response K∗aug. We wish to bound the term∑
j∈K∗aug

Tj(x). It turns out that we can no longer control the probability that one of these
responses is elicited for all choices of x ∈ Rj∗ – this is because the commitment x could
be chosen arbitrarily close to a boundary of its expected-response-region. However, we can
bound the ensuing payoff as a function of how close the commitment is to a boundary. This
notion of closeness is defined in terms of the `1-norm below.

Definition 4.11.13. For a commitment x ∈ Rj∗ and a particular adjacent response j ∈
K∗aug, we define its minimum distance to the boundary by

δ1(x; j) := inf
x′∈cl(Rj)

‖x− x′‖1.

First, we use this notion to bound the maximum possible payoff that could be elicited.

Lemma 4.11.14. For any commitment x ∈ Rj∗, we have

Tj(x) ≤ pj(x) [f ∗∞ + fmaxδ1(x; j)] .

Proof. Let x̃ ∈ arg minx′∈cl(Rj)‖x−x′‖1. (Note that the minimum exists because we’ve taken
the closure of the region.) Using Holder’s inequality, we have

〈aj, x− x̃〉 ≤ ‖aj‖∞‖x− x̃‖1

≤ fmaxδ1(x; j).

For every j ∈ K∗aug we have

〈aj, x〉 ≤ 〈aj, x̃〉+ fmaxδ1(x; j)

≤ f∞(x̃) + fmaxδ1(x; j)

≤ f ∗∞ + fmaxδ1(x; j).

where we are crucially using the fact that x̃ lies on the boundary and the tie-breaking
assumption, to tie its payoff to the function f∞(.). Substituting the above bound into the
definition of Tj(x) completes the proof.

Lemma 4.11.14 is important because it limits the potential of leader gain from eliciting
an adjacent follower response, even if she is able to do this with high probability, i.e. by
committing very close to a boundary. Figure 4.17 clearly illustrates this for a 2 × 2 game:
here, the leader might wish to elicit different-than-expected response 2 with high probabil-
ity. However, to do this she would have to commit close to the boundary between regions
expecting responses 1 and 2, resulting in her payoff being close to an objective function value
of f∞(.) (in the figure, depicted as the optimum payoff f ∗∞). For a general m× n game, the
picture stays the same.
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Figure 4.17: Illustration showing the potential gain in payoff obtainable by eliciting a
different-than-expected response for a 2× 2 game. Figure from [90].

Since the quantity δ1(x) can take values anywhere in the interval [0, 2] (by the triangle
inequality), we will still want to control the quantity pj(x) for large enough values of δ. We
will again use Devroye’s lemma (Lemma 4.11.9) for tail bounding the total variation between
the empirical estimate of a distribution and a true distribution. Recall that the condition
required for it to be applied was δ ≥

√
20m
N

.
It is natural to further divide the set K∗aug into two subsets, defined by the commitment

x.

K∗aug,1(x) := {j ∈ K∗aug : δ1(x) ≤
√

20m

N
}

K∗aug,2(x) := {j ∈ K∗aug : δ1(x) >

√
20m

N
}.

Let’s consider these subsets one-by-one. First, we use Lemma 4.11.14 and the definition
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of the subset K∗aug,1(x) to get
∑

j∈K∗aug,1(x)

Tj(x) =
∑

j∈K∗aug,1(x)

pj(x)〈aj, x〉

≤
∑

j∈K∗aug,1(x)

pj(x) [f ∗∞ + fmaxδ1(x; j)]

≤
∑

j∈K∗aug,1(x)

pj(x)

[
f ∗∞ + fmax

√
20m

N

]

≤


 ∑

j∈K∗aug,1(x)

pj(x)


 f ∗∞ + fmax

√
20m

N
. (4.55)

Next, we consider the term
∑

j∈K∗aug,2(x) Tj(x). We state and prove the following lemma.

Lemma 4.11.15. For any commitment x ∈ ∆m, we have

∑

j∈K∗aug,2(x)

Tj(x) ≤


 ∑

j∈K∗aug,2(x)

pj(x)


 f ∗∞ + 3|K∗aug,2(x)|fmax

√
20m

N
. (4.56)

Proof. Consider any j ∈ K∗aug,2(x). Now note that by the definition of δ1(x; j), we can denote
the open `1 ball with center x and radius δ1(x) by B1(x; δ1(x)). By the definition of δ1(x; j),
it follows that B1(x; δ1(x; j)) ∩Rj = ∅. Therefore, we have

pj(x) = Pr
[
X̂N ∈ Rj

]

≤ Pr
[
X̂N /∈ B1(x; δ1(x; j))

]

= Pr
[
‖X̂N − x‖1 ≥ δ1(x; j)

]

≤ 3 exp{−Nδ1(x)2

25
}

where we used Lemma 4.11.9 in the last inequality since we have K∗aug,2(x), we have

δ1(x) ≥
√

20m
N

.
Combining this with Lemma 4.11.14, we then have

Tj(x) ≤ pj(x)f ∗∞ + fmax3δ1(x; j) exp{−Nδ1(x; j)2

25
}.
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Next, it is easy to verify that the function g2(δ) = δ exp{−Nδ2

25
} is decreasing in δ over

the domain δ ≥
√

20m
N

for all m ≥ 1. This tells us that

3δ1(x; j) exp{−Nδ1(x; j)2

25
} ≤ 3

√
20m

N
exp{−4m

5
}

≤ 3

√
20m

N

and so we have

Tj(x) ≤ pj(x)f ∗∞ + 3fmax

√
20m

N
. (4.57)

Summing over all j ∈ K∗aug,2(x) and substituting Equation (4.57) then proves the lemma.

Putting it all together

Combining Equations (4.46), (4.51), (4.55) and (4.56) into Equation (4.44), we have

fN(x) =
n∑

j=1

Tj(x)

≤ pj∗(x)f ∗∞ + C(N + 1)m exp{−NC}fmax +


 ∑

j∈K∗aug

pj(x)


 f ∗∞

+ (3|K∗aug,2(x)|+ 1)fmax

√
20m

N

≤ f ∗∞ + C(N + 1)m exp{−NC}fmax + 4nfmax

√
20m

N

≤ f ∗∞ + Cnfmax

√
20m

N

for some constant C > 0. This inequality holds for any x ∈ ∆m. This implies that
f ∗N ≤ f ∗∞ + Cn

√
m
N
, thus completing the proof of Theorem 4.7.5.

4.12 Proofs for repeated interaction

Proof of Proposition 4.9.2

This proof builds off the proof of Theorem 4.7.4 in Section 4.11, so the reader is recommended
to read this section concurrently with that one. All notation from Section 4.11 carries over.
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To refresh, we will consider the (m − 1)-dimensional representation of the best-response-
region corresponding to the Stackelberg commitment, Rj∗ . For shorthand, we will denote
Z := Z(Rj∗ ; (y∗)′∞) as defined in Equation (4.42).

For 0 < η < 1/2, we propose the randomized leader rule

yt =

{
y(δt; y

∗
∞) for all t > t0 := max

{
20m|||B|||2op

Z2 ,m
}

y(δt0 ; y
∗
∞) otherwise,

(4.58)

where δt = Z
(
m
t

)η, and y(δ; y∗∞) is a δ-deviation commitment as defined in Defini-
tion 4.11.5.

We state and prove the following elementary lemma characterizing the expected gap to
the ideal Stackelberg payoff. The steps are similar to those in Lemma 4.11.3.

Lemma 4.12.1. Consider the robust leader rule (y1, . . . , yT ) as defined in Equation (4.58).
We have

f ∗∞ − favg(y1, . . . , yT ) ≤ 2fmax
1

T

T∑

t=1

‖yt − y∗∞‖1 + (f ∗∞ − fmin)

(
1

T

T∑

t=1

Pr
[
Ŷt /∈ Rj∗

])
.

(4.59)

Proof. We re-parameterize Equation (4.28) according to the (m − 1)-dimensional represen-
tation of the randomized strategies to get

fT,avg(y1, . . . , yT ) = E(I1,...,IT )∼(y1,...,yT )

[
1

T

T∑

t=1

AIt,j∗(Ŷt−1)

]

= E

[
1

T

T∑

t=1

Et−1

[
AIt,j∗(Ŷt−1)

]]

= E

[
1

T

T∑

t=1

〈yt, cj∗(Ŷt−1)〉+ dj∗(Ŷt−1)

]
(using independence across rounds)

=
1

T

T∑

t=1

E
[
〈yt, cj∗(Ŷt−1)〉+ dj∗(Ŷt−1)

]
(by linearity of expectation)

=
1

T

T∑

t=1

n∑

j=1

Pr
[
Ŷt−1 ∈ Rj

]
(〈yt, cj〉+ dj) ,
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and in an argument almost identical to the proof of Lemma 4.11.3, we have, for every t,
n∑

j=1

Pr
[
Ŷt−1 ∈ Rj

]
(〈yt, cj〉+ dj) ≥ Pr

[
Ŷt−1 ∈ Rj∗

]
(〈yt, cj∗〉+ dj∗)

+ (1− Pr[Ŷt−1 ∈ Rj∗ ])fmin

= 〈yt, cj∗〉+ dj∗ − Pr[Ŷt−1 /∈ Rj∗ ] (〈yt, cj∗〉+ dj∗ − fmin)

≥ 〈yt, cj∗〉+ dj∗ − Pr[Ŷt−1 /∈ Rj∗ ] (f ∗∞ − fmin)

where in the last step we have used that yt ∈ Rj∗ , implying that 〈yt, cj∗〉 + dj∗ ≤ f ∗∞.
Recall that we have f ∗∞ = 〈y∗∞, cj∗〉+ dj∗ . Therefore, the time-averaged gap is bounded as

f ∗∞ − favg(y1, . . . , yT ) ≤ 1

T

T∑

t=1

〈y∗∞ − yt, cj∗〉+ Pr[Ŷt−1 /∈ Rj∗ ](f
∗
∞ − fmin)

≤ 1

T

T∑

t=1

‖cj∗‖∞‖y∗∞ − yt‖1 + Pr[Ŷt−1 /∈ Rj∗ ](f
∗
∞ − fmin)

≤ 1

T

T∑

t=1

2‖y∗∞ − yt‖1 + Pr[Ŷt−1 /∈ Rj∗ ](f
∗
∞ − fmin)

≤ 1

T

T∑

t=1

2‖y∗∞ − yt‖1 + Pr[Ŷt−1 /∈ Rj∗ ](f
∗
∞ − fmin)

= 2fmax
1

T

T∑

t=1

‖yt − y∗∞‖1 + (f ∗∞ − fmin)

(
1

T

T∑

t=1

Pr[Ŷt−1 /∈ Rj∗ ]

)
,

where the second inequality follows from Holder’s inequality. This completes the proof.

With Lemma 4.12.1 proved, it suffices to bound two quantities to complete the proof:

1. The quantity 1
T

∑T
t=1 ‖yt − y∗∞‖1, i.e. the time-averaged gap of the randomized leader

rule to Stackelberg commitment.

2. The quantity 1
T

∑T
t=1 Pr[Ŷt−1 /∈ Rj∗ ], i.e. the time-average of the (marginal) probabil-

ities that a different-than-expected response is elicited.

We bound these quantities one-by-one.

Bounding the time-averaged gap to Stackelberg

Recall that, from Equation (4.37), we have for every t > t0,

‖yt − y∗∞‖1 = ‖y(δt; y
∗
∞)− y∗∞‖1 ≤ δt,
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and similarly for every t ≤ t0 we have

‖yt − y∗∞‖1 = ‖y(δt0 ; y
∗
∞)− y∗∞‖1 ≤ δt0 .

Thus, we get

1

T

T∑

t=1

‖yt − y∗∞‖1 =
t0δt0
T︸︷︷︸
A

+

∑T
t=t0+1 δt

T︸ ︷︷ ︸
B

.

Pick δt := δt,η according to Equation (4.43) (recall that η < 1/2). Note that

A =
t0
T
· Z ·

(
m

t0

)η

=
Zmηt1−η0

T

= Õ
(

1

T

)
.

On the other hand, we have

B =
Z ·mη

T

T∑

t=t0+1

1

tη

≤ Z ·mη

T

T∑

t=1

1

tη

≤ 2Z ·mη

T
· T 1−η,

= 2Z ·
(m
T

)η

where our last inequality follows from Fact 4.14.1 applied to η < 1/2. Putting these
together gives us

1

T

T∑

t=1

‖yt − y∗∞‖1 ≤
Zmηt1−η0

T
+ 2Z ·

(m
T

)η
= Õ

(
1

T η

)
. (4.60)

Bounding the time-averaged probability of mismatched response

Next, we turn to bounding the quantity 1
T

∑T
t=1 Pr

[
Ŷt−1 /∈ Rj∗

]
. To do this, we consider

for every t > 0 the quantity

yt :=
1

t

t∑

s=1

ys.
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Observe that, by the definition of ys := y(δs; y
∗
∞) we have

‖yt − y∗∞‖1 = ‖1

t

t∑

s=1

y(δs; y
∗
∞)− y∗∞‖1

= ‖1

t

t∑

s=1

δsy
∗
∞‖1

= δt‖y∗∞‖1,

where we note that δt := 1
t

∑t
s=1 δs and observe that δt ≤ δt ≤ δt0 for t > t0, and δt = δt0

for t < t0. We define the Dikin ellipsoid as defined in Equation (4.41) with the choice of
δ = δt, i.e. the ellipsoid BB,c,y(δt;y∗∞)(1).

Observe that for all values of t ≥ 1, under the above condition, we have BB,c,y(δt;y∗∞)(1) ⊂
Rj∗ . Thus, for any t ≥ t0 we have

Pr
[
Ŷt−1 /∈ Rj∗

]
≤ Pr

[
Ŷt−1 /∈ BB,c,y(δt;y∗∞)(1)

]
,

and it suffices to bound the right hand side. Recall that we have samples It ∼ yt and
these are drawn independently. To this end, we state a more general form of Devroye’s
lemma that uses independent, but not identically distributed samples.

Lemma 4.12.2 ( [235]). Let Ŷt be the empirical distribution of t samples drawn indepen-
dently according to Is ∼ ys and distributions ys ∈ ∆m−1 for all s = 1, 2, . . . , t. Then, as long
as δ ≥

√
20m
t
, we have

Pr
[
‖Ŷt − yt‖1 ≥ δ

]
≤ 3 exp

{
−tδ

2

25

}
.

We apply this argument for all t > t0. We note from Lemma 4.11.7 that

Ŷt /∈ BB,c,y(δt;y∗∞)(1) =⇒ ‖B(Ŷt − y(δt; y
∗
∞))‖2 > δt,

and thus, we have

Pr
[
Ŷt /∈ BB,c,y(δt;y∗∞)(1)

]
= Pr

[
‖B(Ŷt − y(δt; y

∗
∞))‖2 > δt

]

(i)

≤ Pr
[
‖B‖op‖Ŷt − y(δt; y

∗
∞))‖2 > δt

]

(ii)

≤ Pr
[
‖B‖op‖Ŷt − y(δt; y

∗
∞))‖1 > δt

]

= Pr
[
‖ŶN − y(δt; y

∗
∞))‖1 > δt/‖B‖op

]
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where inequality (i) uses the definition of the operator norm and inequality (ii) uses the
fact that ‖v‖2 ≤ ‖v‖1 for any finite-dimensional vector v. Applying Lemma 4.12.2 directly
then gives us

Pr
[
Ŷt /∈ BB,c,y(δt;y∗∞)(1)

]
≤ 3 exp

{
− tδ

2

t

25|||B|||2op

}

(i)

≤ 3 exp

{
− tδ2

t

25|||B|||2op

}

= 3 exp

{
−m

2η · Z(Rj∗ ; (y∗)′∞)2 · t1−2η

25|||B|||2op

}
,

where inequality (i) follows from δt ≥ δt, and in the last equality we have simply substi-
tuted the definition of δt.

Note that Lemma 4.12.2 can be applied as long as

δt
|||B|||op

≥
√

20m

t
.

This last statement is true because δt > δt for all t > t0 and we know from the proof of
Theorem 4.7.4 that the statement is satisfied for δt for all t > t0.

Putting it all together, and observing that Pr
[
Ŷt /∈ Rj∗

]
≤ 1 for t ≤ t0, we have

1

T

T∑

t=1

Pr
[
Ŷt /∈ Rj∗

]
≤ t0
T

+

∑T
t=t0+1 3 exp

{
−m2η ·Z(Rj∗ ;(y∗)′∞)2·t1−2η

25|||B|||2op

}

T

≤ t0
T

+

∑T
t=1 3 exp

{
−m2η ·Z(Rj∗ ;(y∗)′∞)2·t1−2η

25|||B|||2op

}

T

Denote C :=
m2η ·Z(Rj∗ ;(y∗)′∞)2

25|||B|||2op
. Then, by Fact 4.14.2, we can show that

∞∑

t=1

3e−C·t
1−2η

< C ′ <∞,

i.e. is a convergent series for any η < 1/2. Thus, for some constant C ′ that depends on
C, we get

1

T

T∑

t=1

Pr
[
Ŷt /∈ Rj∗

]
≤ t0 + C ′

T
. (4.61)
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Completing the proof

Combining Equations (4.60) and (4.61) into Lemma 4.12.1, we have

fT,avg(y1, . . . , yT )− f ∗∞ ≤ 2fmax ·
(
Zmηt1−η0

T
+ 2Z ·

(m
T

)η)
+ (f ∗∞ − fmin)

(
t0 + C ′

T

)

(4.62)

= Õ
(

1

T η

)
, (4.63)

which completes the proof of Proposition 4.9.2.

Proof of Theorem 4.9.5

For this proof, it is convenient to work with the following special representation of a 2 × 2
game.

Definition 4.12.3. We represent a 2× 2 game with the following notation:

1. Leader strategy is denoted by p ∈ [0, 1], the probability with which she chooses pure
strategy 1.

2. The expected leader payoff as a function of p if follower responds with strategies 1 and
2 respectively, is given by:

f(p; 1) = a1p+ b1

f(p; 2) = a2p+ b2.

We assume that −1 ≤ a1, b1, a2, b2 ≤ 1 and (without loss of generality49) that a1 > 0,
i.e. the function f(p; 1) is strictly increasing in p.

3. The follower has utility function such that his best-response function of p is given by:

j∗(p) =

{
1 if p ≤ p∗∞
2 otherwise.

The assumption of breaking ties in favor of the leader implies that f(p∗∞; 1) > f(p∗∞; 2).

4. We assume f(p∗∞; 1) ≥ f(p; 2) for all p ≥ p∗∞. Thus, the mixed Stackelberg commitment
of the game is p∗∞ ∈ (0, 1) with follower best response equal to 1. We denote f ∗∞ :=
f(p∗∞; 1).

49Similar results will hold for the case where a1 < 0 as well.
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The strictly-deception-dominant ensemble

We first consider the strictly-deception-dominant ensemble of 2 × 2 games that we defined
in Definition 4.9.3. Recall that this game, as described by the notation in Definition 4.12.3,
has the following properties:

a2 6= 0

f(0; 2) = f(1; 1) > f ∗∞

p

f1(p)

0 1

Follower response = 1
Follower response = 2

f⇤
1

<latexit sha1_base64="YiBC7MZ3aTW+Ui+ojp5dn2SaeOU=">AAAB83icdVDLSgNBEOz1GeMr6tHLYBDEwzIbEk1uAS8eI5gHZGOYncwmQ2Znl5lZISz5DS8eFPHqz3jzb5w8BBUtaCiquunuChLBtcH4w1lZXVvf2Mxt5bd3dvf2CweHLR2nirImjUWsOgHRTHDJmoYbwTqJYiQKBGsH46uZ375nSvNY3ppJwnoRGUoeckqMlfzw7ryf+VyGZjLtF4rYxaVqpVxC2C1VcM2rWVLBXu2ijDwXz1GEJRr9wrs/iGkaMWmoIFp3PZyYXkaU4VSwad5PNUsIHZMh61oqScR0L5vfPEWnVhmgMFa2pEFz9ftERiKtJ1FgOyNiRvq3NxP/8rqpCau9jMskNUzSxaIwFcjEaBYAGnDFqBETSwhV3N6K6IgoQo2NKW9D+PoU/U9aJdfDrndTLtaryzhycAwncAYeXEIdrqEBTaCQwAM8wbOTOo/Oi/O6aF1xljNH8APO2yeIEJH7</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="YiBC7MZ3aTW+Ui+ojp5dn2SaeOU=">AAAB83icdVDLSgNBEOz1GeMr6tHLYBDEwzIbEk1uAS8eI5gHZGOYncwmQ2Znl5lZISz5DS8eFPHqz3jzb5w8BBUtaCiquunuChLBtcH4w1lZXVvf2Mxt5bd3dvf2CweHLR2nirImjUWsOgHRTHDJmoYbwTqJYiQKBGsH46uZ375nSvNY3ppJwnoRGUoeckqMlfzw7ryf+VyGZjLtF4rYxaVqpVxC2C1VcM2rWVLBXu2ijDwXz1GEJRr9wrs/iGkaMWmoIFp3PZyYXkaU4VSwad5PNUsIHZMh61oqScR0L5vfPEWnVhmgMFa2pEFz9ftERiKtJ1FgOyNiRvq3NxP/8rqpCau9jMskNUzSxaIwFcjEaBYAGnDFqBETSwhV3N6K6IgoQo2NKW9D+PoU/U9aJdfDrndTLtaryzhycAwncAYeXEIdrqEBTaCQwAM8wbOTOo/Oi/O6aF1xljNH8APO2yeIEJH7</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="YiBC7MZ3aTW+Ui+ojp5dn2SaeOU=">AAAB83icdVDLSgNBEOz1GeMr6tHLYBDEwzIbEk1uAS8eI5gHZGOYncwmQ2Znl5lZISz5DS8eFPHqz3jzb5w8BBUtaCiquunuChLBtcH4w1lZXVvf2Mxt5bd3dvf2CweHLR2nirImjUWsOgHRTHDJmoYbwTqJYiQKBGsH46uZ375nSvNY3ppJwnoRGUoeckqMlfzw7ryf+VyGZjLtF4rYxaVqpVxC2C1VcM2rWVLBXu2ijDwXz1GEJRr9wrs/iGkaMWmoIFp3PZyYXkaU4VSwad5PNUsIHZMh61oqScR0L5vfPEWnVhmgMFa2pEFz9ftERiKtJ1FgOyNiRvq3NxP/8rqpCau9jMskNUzSxaIwFcjEaBYAGnDFqBETSwhV3N6K6IgoQo2NKW9D+PoU/U9aJdfDrndTLtaryzhycAwncAYeXEIdrqEBTaCQwAM8wbOTOo/Oi/O6aF1xljNH8APO2yeIEJH7</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="YiBC7MZ3aTW+Ui+ojp5dn2SaeOU=">AAAB83icdVDLSgNBEOz1GeMr6tHLYBDEwzIbEk1uAS8eI5gHZGOYncwmQ2Znl5lZISz5DS8eFPHqz3jzb5w8BBUtaCiquunuChLBtcH4w1lZXVvf2Mxt5bd3dvf2CweHLR2nirImjUWsOgHRTHDJmoYbwTqJYiQKBGsH46uZ375nSvNY3ppJwnoRGUoeckqMlfzw7ryf+VyGZjLtF4rYxaVqpVxC2C1VcM2rWVLBXu2ijDwXz1GEJRr9wrs/iGkaMWmoIFp3PZyYXkaU4VSwad5PNUsIHZMh61oqScR0L5vfPEWnVhmgMFa2pEFz9ftERiKtJ1FgOyNiRvq3NxP/8rqpCau9jMskNUzSxaIwFcjEaBYAGnDFqBETSwhV3N6K6IgoQo2NKW9D+PoU/U9aJdfDrndTLtaryzhycAwncAYeXEIdrqEBTaCQwAM8wbOTOo/Oi/O6aF1xljNH8APO2yeIEJH7</latexit>

p⇤1
<latexit sha1_base64="hie5Yy2HN6+tffn1cbhS/OfORpg=">AAAB83icbVBNS8NAEJ34WetX1aOXxSKIh5KIYI8FLx4r2A9oYtlsN+3SzSbsToQS+je8eFDEq3/Gm//GbZuDtj4YeLw3w8y8MJXCoOt+O2vrG5tb26Wd8u7e/sFh5ei4bZJMM95iiUx0N6SGS6F4CwVK3k01p3EoeScc3878zhPXRiTqAScpD2I6VCISjKKV/PTxsp/7QkU4mfYrVbfmzkFWiVeQKhRo9itf/iBhWcwVMkmN6XluikFONQom+bTsZ4anlI3pkPcsVTTmJsjnN0/JuVUGJEq0LYVkrv6eyGlszCQObWdMcWSWvZn4n9fLMKoHuVBphlyxxaIokwQTMguADITmDOXEEsq0sLcSNqKaMrQxlW0I3vLLq6R9VfPcmnd/XW3UizhKcApncAEe3EAD7qAJLWCQwjO8wpuTOS/Ou/OxaF1zipkT+APn8wcvt5G9</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="hie5Yy2HN6+tffn1cbhS/OfORpg=">AAAB83icbVBNS8NAEJ34WetX1aOXxSKIh5KIYI8FLx4r2A9oYtlsN+3SzSbsToQS+je8eFDEq3/Gm//GbZuDtj4YeLw3w8y8MJXCoOt+O2vrG5tb26Wd8u7e/sFh5ei4bZJMM95iiUx0N6SGS6F4CwVK3k01p3EoeScc3878zhPXRiTqAScpD2I6VCISjKKV/PTxsp/7QkU4mfYrVbfmzkFWiVeQKhRo9itf/iBhWcwVMkmN6XluikFONQom+bTsZ4anlI3pkPcsVTTmJsjnN0/JuVUGJEq0LYVkrv6eyGlszCQObWdMcWSWvZn4n9fLMKoHuVBphlyxxaIokwQTMguADITmDOXEEsq0sLcSNqKaMrQxlW0I3vLLq6R9VfPcmnd/XW3UizhKcApncAEe3EAD7qAJLWCQwjO8wpuTOS/Ou/OxaF1zipkT+APn8wcvt5G9</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="hie5Yy2HN6+tffn1cbhS/OfORpg=">AAAB83icbVBNS8NAEJ34WetX1aOXxSKIh5KIYI8FLx4r2A9oYtlsN+3SzSbsToQS+je8eFDEq3/Gm//GbZuDtj4YeLw3w8y8MJXCoOt+O2vrG5tb26Wd8u7e/sFh5ei4bZJMM95iiUx0N6SGS6F4CwVK3k01p3EoeScc3878zhPXRiTqAScpD2I6VCISjKKV/PTxsp/7QkU4mfYrVbfmzkFWiVeQKhRo9itf/iBhWcwVMkmN6XluikFONQom+bTsZ4anlI3pkPcsVTTmJsjnN0/JuVUGJEq0LYVkrv6eyGlszCQObWdMcWSWvZn4n9fLMKoHuVBphlyxxaIokwQTMguADITmDOXEEsq0sLcSNqKaMrQxlW0I3vLLq6R9VfPcmnd/XW3UizhKcApncAEe3EAD7qAJLWCQwjO8wpuTOS/Ou/OxaF1zipkT+APn8wcvt5G9</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="hie5Yy2HN6+tffn1cbhS/OfORpg=">AAAB83icbVBNS8NAEJ34WetX1aOXxSKIh5KIYI8FLx4r2A9oYtlsN+3SzSbsToQS+je8eFDEq3/Gm//GbZuDtj4YeLw3w8y8MJXCoOt+O2vrG5tb26Wd8u7e/sFh5ei4bZJMM95iiUx0N6SGS6F4CwVK3k01p3EoeScc3878zhPXRiTqAScpD2I6VCISjKKV/PTxsp/7QkU4mfYrVbfmzkFWiVeQKhRo9itf/iBhWcwVMkmN6XluikFONQom+bTsZ4anlI3pkPcsVTTmJsjnN0/JuVUGJEq0LYVkrv6eyGlszCQObWdMcWSWvZn4n9fLMKoHuVBphlyxxaIokwQTMguADITmDOXEEsq0sLcSNqKaMrQxlW0I3vLLq6R9VfPcmnd/XW3UizhKcApncAEe3EAD7qAJLWCQwjO8wpuTOS/Ou/OxaF1zipkT+APn8wcvt5G9</latexit>

f(0; 2) = f(1; 1) > f⇤
1
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Figure 4.18: A depiction of the leader payoff function f∞(p) for the strictly deception dom-
inant ensemble for 2× 2 leader-follower games. Figure from [90].

It is worth discussing in more detail the extra assumptions that we have made for this
ensemble of 2 × 2 games. We assumed f(p; 1) to be strictly increasing in p without loss
of generality, so f(1; 1) > f ∗∞ by itself is not a new assumption. However, the further
assumption that f(0; 2) > f ∗∞ together with a2 6= 0 is new and provides a strict incentive
for deception by the leader. A depiction of this ensemble, which is provided in Figure 4.18,
shows that the Stackelberg payoff is strictly dominated by the payoff the leader could expect
if she elicited a sub-optimal response; i.e. if she was able to simultaneously play p = 0 with
follower responding with strategy 2, or vice-versa. This property is emblematic of situations
in security games, like Example 4, where the leader (defender) has a natural incentive to
be unpredictable in her defense strategy – note that the leader payoff function depicted in
Figure 4.11b is an example of the leader payoff function structure in Figure 4.18.

Note that the situation of a sub-optimal response, that the leader strictly desires in this
ensemble, can ensue with a rational follower only if the leader is able to deceive the follower’s
learning process – hence the name “strictly-deception-dominant" for this ensemble.
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As a technicality, we have additionally assumed equality of f(0; 2) = f(1; 1) for ease of
exposition50 in the analysis of the dynamic program of Equation (4.28). Observe that, for
this ensemble, fmax = f(0; 2) = f(1; 1). We state the following lemma.

Lemma 4.12.4. For all games in the strictly-deception-dominant 2 × 2 ensemble, and for
any T :

1. The strategy (p∗1, . . . , p
∗
T ) that maximizes the objective fT,avg(p1, . . . , pT ) is unique, de-

terministic, and exactly achieves payoff fmax.

2. If the Stackelberg commitment is a rational number, i.e. p∗∞ = q
r
for positive integers

q, r > 0, and q does not divide r, this strategy is periodic with period equal to r.

We remark that Lemma 4.12.4 illuminates two important features specific to the strictly-
deception-dominant 2× 2 ensemble:

1. The optimal strategy of the naive dynamic program defined in Definition 4.9.1 is
unique, and deterministic. The realized payoff can be much greater than Stackelberg
due to the additional power of deception (encapsulated mathematically by fmax > f ∗∞).
However, this very property makes the payoff brittle as any deterministic strategy could
be exploited by a follower using some predictive forecast according to Definition 4.8.4.

2. The optimal strategy is particularly brittle when the Stackelberg commitment p∗∞ is a
rational fraction. In this case, it turns out to be periodic with finite period, and as we
saw in Example 4 in Section 4.9, it is not only possible, but also extremely plausible
that a follower using a very simple predictive forecast of all finitely periodic forecasts
would be able to easily exploit this strategy.

Taking Lemma 4.12.4 to be true for the moment, we now concretely show that when the
Stackelberg commitment p∗∞ = q

r
is rational the optimal leader strategy (p∗1, . . . , p

∗
T ) is strictly

sub-optimal against a follower using a predictive forecasting rule according to Definition 4.8.4
with the following specifications:

1. The set of predictors Ω = ∪Kj=2{0, 1}j, i.e. the space of all K-periodic sequences for
some finite K > 0.

2. A “predictable" leader sequence with parameter θ = (i1, . . . , il) ∈ {0, 1}l, l ≤ j would
be generated as follows:

It = it for t ∈ [l]

It = It−l for all t > l.

50More generally, if we had f(0; 2) > f∗∞, the analysis would then require backward induction and become
more involved. We conjecture that our results hold more generally for this case, as we have observed these
properties in examples.
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Observe that under the conditions of Lemma 4.12.4, the optimal leader sequence (p∗1, . . . , p
∗
T )

is generated by this predictive model with θ∗ = (p∗1, . . . , p
∗
r) as the true parameter. Thus, a

predictive forecast will make at most 2r errors, and for any t > 2r the follower will respond
with Jt = j∗(p∗t ). Therefore, we have

fT,pred(p
∗
1, . . . , p

∗
T ) ≤ 1

T

(
2rfmax +

T∑

t=2r+1

Ap∗t ,j∗(p∗t )

)

≤ 2r

T
fmax +

T − 2r

T
max
i∈{0,1}

f∞(i)

<
2r

T
fmax +

T − 2r

T
f ∗∞

where the last strict inequality is a consequence of the fact that any pure strategy is
strictly sub-optimal in the one-shot Stackelberg game. In Section 4.9, we saw the strong
extent of this sub-optimality through the 2× 2 security game example where p∗∞ = 1/2.

We complete this section by proving Lemma 4.12.4.

Proof. We specify the dynamic program for leader payoff optimization resulting from follow-
ers responding to empirical averages, as defined formally in Definition 4.9.1, in terms of the
2× 2 ensemble below:

max
pT∈[0,1]T

fT,avg(p1, . . . , pT ) = max
pT∈[0,1]T

1

T

T∑

t=1

Pr
[
P̂t−1 ≤ p∗∞

]
f(pt; 1) + Pr

[
P̂t−1 > p∗∞

]
f(pt; 2),

(4.64)

where we assume that the follower breaks ties51 in favor of response 1 in the first round,
i.e. t = 1. Remember that we have also assumed tie-breaks in favor of the leader, in the
sense that P̂t−1 = p∗∞ =⇒ Jt = 1.

Observe that for any p ∈ [0, 1], f(p; 1) ≤ fmax and f(p; 2) ≤ fmax, and thus the max-
imum payoff the leader can expect on any round is fmax. This means that in general,
fT,avg(p1, . . . , pT ) ≤ fmax. For the special case of the deception-dominant ensemble, we can
construct a greedy strategy that achieves this upper bound with equality, and this is the
unique optimal strategy. We describe this construction below: For t = 1, we have p∗t = 1,
and for every t ≥ 2, we have

p∗t =

{
0 if

∑t−1
s=1 ps > (t− 1)p∗∞

1 otherwise.
(4.65)

Note that because p∗t ∈ {0, 1} for every t ≥ 1, this is a deterministic strategy. We need
to prove that this strategy is the unique optimal strategy. First, to prove optimality, observe
that for every round t, we have two cases:

51Thus, a unique optimum subject to tie-breaking on the first round.
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1. We have
∑t−1

s=1 ps > (t−1)p∗∞, in which case the follower responds with strategy 2 and,
according to Equation (4.65), the leader will play p∗t = 0. The leader payoff in these
rounds is equal to f(0; 2) = fmax.

2. We have
∑t−1

s=1 ps ≤ (t− 1)p∗∞ (recall that ties are broken in favor of leader), in which
case the follower responds with strategy 1 and, according to Equation (4.65), the leader
will play p∗t = 1. The leader payoff in these rounds is equal to f(1; 1) = fmax.

Thus, this strategy achieves exactly fT,avg(p∗1, . . . , p∗T ) = fmax.
Second, to prove uniqueness, recall that our ensemble has a1, a2 6= 0. For any distinct

strategy (p1, . . . , pT ), consider the first round t0 at which pt0 6= p∗t0 . There would again be
two cases corresponding to the follower response:

1. We have
∑t0−1

s=1 p
∗
s > (t0 − 1)p∗∞, in which case the follower responds with strategy 2.

Note that the optimal strategy would then be p∗t0 = 0. The payoff of the alternative
strategy in this round will be f(pt0 ; 2) < f(0; 2) = fmax.

2. We have
∑t−1

s=1 ps ≤ (t − 1)p∗∞, in which case the follower responds with strategy 1.
Note that the optimal strategy would then be p∗t0 = 1. The payoff of the alternative
strategy in this round will be f(pt0 ; 1) < f(1; 1) = fmax.

In both cases, the payoff in round t0 is strictly less than fmax, and thus we would have

fT,avg(p1, . . . , pT ) =
1

T

(
Pr
[
P̂t0−1 ≤ p∗∞

]
f(pt0 ; 1) + Pr

[
P̂t0−1 > p∗∞

]
f(pt0 ; 2)

+
∑

t6=t0

Pr
[
P̂t−1 ≤ p∗∞

]
f(pt; 1) + Pr

[
P̂t−1 > p∗∞

]
f(pt; 2)

)

≤ 1

T

(
Pr
[
P̂t0−1 ≤ p∗∞

]
f(pt0 ; 1) + Pr

[
P̂t0−1 > p∗∞

]
f(pt0 ; 2) + (T − 1)fmax

)

<
1

T
(fmax + (T − 1)fmax) = fmax,

showing that the payoff of any alternate strategy is strictly sub-optimal. This proves
uniqueness of the greedy construction in Equation (4.65).

Finally, we need to prove the second statement, i.e. when the Stackelberg commitment
is equal to p∗∞ = q

r
, the greedy construction is periodic with period r. To do this, we unravel

the expression in Equation (4.65) to provide explicit expressions for the optimal strategy.
To do this, we characterize the optimal strategy for the first r steps. In particular, we have
the following lemma, whose proof we defer to Section 4.12.

Lemma 4.12.5. For the greedy construction in Equation (4.65), we have P̂r = q
r
.

We use this lemma to prove periodicity with period k. This is equivalent to showing that
for every k ∈ [r] and for all integers h ≥ 1, we have

p∗hr+k = p∗k for all k ∈ [r] and h ∈ N. (4.66)
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We prove this by a two-step induction argument. First, we prove Equation (4.66) for
h = 1, i.e.

p∗r+k = p∗k for all k ∈ [r]. (4.67)

The base case, i.e. k = 1 is true because by Lemma 4.12.5, we have P̂r = q
r
and thus

by Equation (4.65) we get p∗r+1 = 1 = p∗1. Let Equation (4.67) be true for all k ∈ [l], where

l ≥ 2. Then, for k = l+ 1, we have P̂r+l =
q+

∑l
k=1 p

∗
r+l

r+l
=

q+
∑l
k=1 p

∗
l

r+l
. Recall that P̂l =

∑l
k=1 p

∗
l

l
,

and so P̂r+l = q+lP̂l
r+l

. Then, a simple calculation yields

P̂r+l ≤
q

r
⇐⇒ q + lP̂l

r + l
≤ q

r

⇐⇒ qr + rlP̂l ≤ qr + ql

⇐⇒ P̂l ≤
q

r
.

Thus, we have proved that P̂r+l ≤ q
r
⇐⇒ P̂l ≤ q

r
, which implies by Equation (4.65) that

p∗r+l+1 = p∗l+1. This completes the first induction argument and shows that Equation (4.66)
is true for h = 1.

A second induction argument over h ≥ 1, which we omit for brevity, completes the proof
of periodicity.

One-response-obviously-dominant ensemble

We now consider the one-response-obviously-dominant ensemble which was defined in Def-
inition 4.9.4. Recall that this game, as described by the notation in Definition 4.12.3, has
the following property:

f(0; 1) > f(p; 2) for all p ∈ [0, 1]. (4.68)

Essentially, this property means that eliciting the follower response 1 is an obviously
dominant strategy for the leader: her expected payoff is strictly higher in the worst case
over her mixed strategy if the follower responds 1 (corresponding to p = 0), than the best
case over her mixed strategy (over all p) if the follower responds 2. This is clearly seen in
the depiction of the leader payoff function for this ensemble, in Figure 4.19.

This situation is emblematic of building up persuasion power, as in Example 5 – note
that the leader payoff function depicted in Figure 4.11a is an example of the leader payoff
function structure in Figure 4.19. In this example, the leader is wholly incentivized to elicit
the followers to respond with the desired pure strategy 1. In the following lemma, we show
that all optimal strategies for the leader for the dynamic program over naive followers involve
eliciting the response 1 on all rounds deterministically.
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p

f1(p)

0 1

Follower response = 1
Follower response = 2

f⇤
1
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Figure 4.19: A depiction of the leader payoff function f∞(p) for the one-response-obviously-
dominant ensemble for 2× 2 leader-follower games. Figure from [90].

Lemma 4.12.6. Assume that p∗∞ = q
r
for positive integers q < r, and q does not divide

r. Let T = Lr for some positive integer L > 0. Then, for all games in the one-response-
obviously-dominant 2 × 2 ensemble, all strategies (p∗1, . . . , p

∗
T ) that maximize the objective

fT,avg(p1, . . . , pT ) satisfy the following two properties:

1. 1
T

∑T
t=1 p

∗
t = P̂T = p∗∞.

2. P̂t ≤ p∗∞ with probability equal to 1 for all t = 1, 2, . . . , T − 1.

We make two conclusions from this lemma:

1. The optimal payoff is f ∗∞, i.e. precisely the ideal Stackelberg payoff.

2. All strategies that achieve the optimal payoff are deterministic, i.e. randomization is
strictly sub-optimal.

Proof. We starting by noting that if a strategy that satisfies the two properties exists, then it
achieves payoff equal to f ∗∞. This is because under property 2, the follower always responds
with pure strategy 1, yielding

fT,avg(p
∗
1, . . . , p

∗
T ) =

1

T

T∑

t=1

f(p∗t ; 1)

= f∞(P̂T ) = f∞ (p∗∞) = f ∗∞.
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To show that this payoff is achievable, we construct an explicit strategy that satisfies
properties 1 and 2. We can write any t ∈ [T ] as t = lr + m for l ∈ {0, 1, . . . , L − 1} and
m ∈ [r]. Then, we pick

p∗t =

{
0 if m < r − q
1 otherwise.

It is easy to verify from this that for any (t− 1) = lr +m, we have

P̂t−1 ≤ P̂(l+1)r =
(l + 1)q

(l + 1)r
=
q

r
= p∗∞

and so the follower will always respond with pure strategy 1. Recalling that T = Lr, it
is also easy to verify the first property, i.e. that 1

T

∑T
t=1 p

∗
t = q

r
= p∗∞.

To show that this is the optimum payoff, it suffices to show that any other strategy expects
payoff strictly less than f ∗∞. Note that any other strategy will violate one of properties 1
and 2, so it suffices to show that any strategy violating at least one of the properties is
sub-optimal. We do this in two steps.

First, we consider strategies (p1, . . . , pT ) for which property 1 holds, but property 2 does
not. Because of the obviously dominant property, observe that for any round t, we have

ft(pt) := Pr
[
P̂t−1 ≤ p∗∞

]
f(pt; 1) + (1− Pr

[
P̂t−1 ≤ p∗∞

]
)f(pt; 2) ≤ f(pt; 1), (4.69)

with strict inequality unless Pr
[
P̂t−1 ≤ p∗∞

]
= 1.

Now, if property 2 does not hold, there exists some t0 ∈ [T ], and some q > 0, for which
Pr
[
P̂t0−1 > p∗∞

]
= q. Under this condition, we have

fT,avg(p1, . . . , pT ) =
1

T

(
T∑

t=1

Pr
[
P̂t−1 ≤ p∗∞

]
f(p; 1) + (1− Pr

[
P̂t−1 ≤ p∗∞

]
)f(p; 2)

)

≤ 1

T

(∑

t6=t0

f(pt; 1) + (1− q)f(pt0 ; 1) + qf(pt0 ; 2)

)

<
1

T

(∑

t6=t0

f(pt; 1) + f(pt0 ; 1)

)

= f(P̂T ; 1) = f(p∗∞; 1) = f ∗∞,

where the strict inequality follows from Equation (4.69) and because q > 0, and the last
inequality follows because we are considering strategies for which property 1 holds. This
tells us that strategies that satisfy property 1 but not property 2 are strictly sub-optimal.

Second, we show that any strategy (that could be randomized) that does not satisfy
property 1 almost surely is also strictly sub-optimal as well. Proving this statement suffices
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to prove the statement of the lemma, because it implies that any optimal strategy needs to
satisfy both properties 1 and 2.

We consider a realization of a strategy (p1, . . . , pT ) ∈ {0, 1}T that violates property 1,
i.e. let

T∑

t=1

pt = Tp∗∞ +K for some integer K ≥ 1.

We also note the following recursion on the quantity P̂t:

P̂t =
(t− 1)P̂t−1 + pt

t
.

Unravelling this recursion backwards, we get

P̂t−1 =
tP̂t − pt
t− 1

, (4.70)

Let l0 = min{l ≥ 1 : P̂T−l ≤ p∗∞}. Applying this repeatedly and noting that pt ≤ 1 for
all t, we observe that

P̂T−l ≥
Tp∗∞ +K − l

T − l
> p∗∞ if l <

K

1− p∗∞
.

Thus, we need l0 ≥
⌈

K
1−p∗∞

⌉
. This implies that

T∑

t=T−l0

ft(pt) =
T∑

t=T−l0

f(pt; 2)

<
T∑

t=T−l0

f(p∗∞; 1) = l0f(p∗∞; 1)

where the last strict inequality follows by the obvious dominance property.
Further, by definition of l0 we have P̂T−l0 ≤ p∗∞. Thus, by Equation (4.69), we have

T−l0∑

t=1

ft(pt) ≤
T−l0∑

t=1

f(pt; 1)

= (T − l0)P̂T−l0 ≤ (T − l0)f(p∗∞; 1).

Combining the two equations, we have

fT,avg(p1, . . . , pT ) <
1

T
((T − l0)f(p∗∞; 1) + l0f(p∗∞; 1)) = f ∗∞,

showing that any strategy that violates property 1 is strictly sub-optimal.
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Proofs of auxiliary lemmas

Proof of Lemma 4.12.5: Here, we prove Lemma 4.12.5. From Equation (4.65), we note
the following recursion for the quantity P̂t:

P̂1 = 1 (4.71)

P̂t =

{
(t−1)P̂t−1+1

t
if P̂t−1 ≤ q

r
(t−1)P̂t−1

t
if P̂t−1 >

q
r
,

(4.72)

and we claim that for all t ≥ 2, we have

P̂t =

⌈
(t−1)q
r

⌉

t
. (4.73)

Note that, under this claim, we can write

P̂r =

⌈
(r−1)q
r

⌉

r

=

⌈
q − q

r

⌉

r

=
q

r

as we know that q
r
< 1.

It thus suffices to prove the claim in Equation (4.73). We prove this claim by induction.
Note that Equation (4.73) is trivially true for the base case t = 2. This is because we have

P̂1 = 1 > q
r
, and so P̂2 = 1

2
P̂1 = 1

2
. Further, we have

⌈
(2−1)q
r

⌉

2
= 1

2
, and so the two quantities

are equal.

Now, let Equation (4.73) be true for t = k, i.e. P̂k =

⌈
(k−1)q
r

⌉

k
. We need to show that

Equation (4.73) be true for t = k + 1, i.e. P̂k+1 =

⌈
kq
r

⌉

k+1
. To evaluate P̂k+1, we have two

cases:

1. P̂k ≤ q
r
, which implies that

⌈(k − 1)q

r

⌉
≤ kq

r
. (4.74)

In this case, by Equation (4.71), we have P̂k+1 = kP̂k+1
k+1

. We note that

kP̂k + 1 =
⌈(k − 1)q

r

⌉
+ 1

=
⌈kq
r

⌉
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where the last step follows as a consequence of Equation (4.74) and noting that q
r
< 1.

Substituting this into the expression for P̂k+1 completes the argument.

2. P̂k > q
r
, which implies that

⌈(k − 1)q

r

⌉
>
kq

r
. (4.75)

In this case, by Equation (4.71), we have P̂k+1 = kP̂k
k+1

. We note that

kP̂k =
⌈(k − 1)q

r

⌉

=
⌈kq
r

⌉

where the last step follows as a consequence of Equation (4.75) and noting that q
r
< 1.

Substituting this into the expression for P̂k+1 completes the argument, and the proof
of the claim.

Proof of Proposition 4.9.6

We start with the condition for a universally calibrated follower forecast in Equation (4.15).
For any leader rule It := it(Ht−1), we have

1

T

∑

r∈∆m

‖X̂T (r)− r‖1 =
o(T )

T
almost surely.

Let the realization of follower forecasts be r1, . . . , rT . Then, the average leader payoff is
given by

fT,calib(i1, . . . , iT ) =
1

T

T∑

t=1

AIt,j∗(rt)

=
1

T

∑

r∈∆m

〈X̂T (r), aj∗(r)〉 ·NT (r)

=
1

T

∑

r∈∆m

NT (r)〈r, aj∗(r)〉
︸ ︷︷ ︸

A

+
1

T

∑

r∈∆m

NT (r)〈X̂T (r)− r, aj∗(r)〉
︸ ︷︷ ︸

B

,
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and we now proceed to bounding both terms. Note that B is the term that arises from
calibration error. To see this, we apply Holder’s inequality to get

B ≤ 1

T

∑

r∈∆m

NT (r)‖aj∗(r)‖∞‖X̂T (r)− r‖1

≤ 1

T

∑

r∈∆m

NT (r) · fmax · ‖X̂T (r)− r‖1

= fmax
o(T )

T
,

where the last step follows from the definition of a universally calibrated forecast. Thus,
we have

fT,calib(i1, . . . , iT ) ≤ 1

T

∑

r∈∆m

NT (r)〈r, aj∗(r)〉+ fmax
o(T )

T

≤ f ∗∞ + fmax
o(T )

T
,

and this completes the proof of Proposition 4.9.6.

4.13 Miscellaneous calculation for persuasion example
In this section, we collect detailed calculations that were used in the Bayesian persuasion
game in Example 5.

First, we consider the time-averaged payoff expected by a prosecutor who uses the ran-
domized rule in Equation (4.21) against judges who respond according to the rule in Equa-
tion (4.23). We observed in Section 4.9 that for any defendant sequence (Π1, . . . ,ΠT ) this
was given by

E [fT,avg((P1, . . . , PT ))] ≥ 1

T

T∑

t=1

(I[Πt = 1] + I[Πt = 0]pg,0(t))

︸ ︷︷ ︸
A

− 1

T

T∑

t=1

Pr

[
P̂g,0(t− 1) >

1

2

]

︸ ︷︷ ︸
B

To lower bound A, we substitute the definition of the prosecutor rule from
Equation (4.21), and recall our notation for number of innocent defendants as well as their
arrival epochs s1, . . . , sj, . . . We get

A =
T∑

t=1

(I[Πt = 1] + I[Πt = 0]pg,0(t)) ≤ T −NT

T
+

NT∑

j=1

(
1

2
− 1

jη

)

≥ T −NT

T
+
NT

2
− 2

Nη
T

,
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where the last inequality is a consequence of Fact 4.14.1. To upper bound B, noting
that P̂g,0(t− 1) only changes at epochs sj, together with a special case of Lemma 4.12.2 (in
Section 4.12) gives us

B =
1

T

T∑

t=1

Pr

[
P̂g,0(t− 1) >

1

2

]
≤ 1

T

NT∑

j=1

(sj − sj−1)e−
3j1−2η

25 .

Finally, we take further expectations of the terms A and B over the defendant sequence
(Π1, . . . ,ΠT ). We first lower bound the expectation of A. Noting that E(Π1,...,ΠT )[NT ] = 2

3
,

we get

E(Π1,...,ΠT )[A] =
1

3
+

2

2 · 3 − E(Π1,...,ΠT )

(
2

Nη
T

)
.

The number of innocent defendants is close to 2
3
T with high probability. Formally, the

Hoeffding bound gives us Pr [NT < 0.5] ≤ e−
T (0.67−0.5)2

8 < e−
0.01T

8 , we get E(Π1,...,ΠT )

(
2
Nη
T

)
≤

2
(0.5T )η

+ 2 Pr [NT < 0.5] = 2
(0.5T )η

+ 2e−
0.01T

8 . Substituting this above, we get

A ≥ 2

3
− 2

(0.5T )η
− 2e−

0.01T
8 .

To upper bound the expectation of B, note that the unconditional distribution of sj−sj−1

is Geom(2
3
), and we get

TE(Π1,...,ΠT )[B] = E(Π1,...,ΠT )

[
NT∑

j=1

(sj − sj−1)e−
3j1−2η

25

]

≤ E(Π1,...,ΠT ,...)

[
∞∑

j=1

(sj − sj−1)e−
3j1−2η

25

]

=
∞∑

j=1

3

2
· e− 3j1−2η

25 ≤ C <∞,

where the last step follows from Fact 4.14.2. Thus we have E(Π1,...,ΠT )[B] ≤ C
T

for some
constant C > 0. Putting these together, we get

E(Π1,...,ΠT ) [E [fT,avg((P1, . . . , PT ))]] ≥ 2

3
− 2

(0.5T )η
− e− 0.01T2

8 − C

T
.

4.14 Mathematical facts
In this appendix, we collect miscellaneous mathematical facts that were useful for various
proofs.
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Fact 4.14.1. For any T > 2 and any 0 ≤ η < 1/2, we have

T 1−η ≤
T∑

t=1

1

tη
<
T 1−η

1− η ≤ 2T 1−η. (4.76)

Proof. The LHS inequality is trivial as for any η ≥ 0, we have
∑T

t=1
1
tη
≥ ∑T

t=1
1
T η

= T
η =

T 1−η. For the RHS inequality, we use the Euler-Maclaurin summation. Let f(x) = 1
xη

and
let f (r)(·) denote the rth derivative of f with respect to x. Then, for any integer m ≥ 0 we
have

T∑

t=1

1

tη
=

∫ T

1

dx

xη
+

m∑

r=0

(−1)r+1Br+1

(r + 1)!

(
f (r)(T )− f (r)(1)

)
+Rm , where

Rm =
(−1)m

(m+ 1)!

∫ T

1

Bm+1(x)f (m+1)(x)dx.

Here, Bm is the mth Bernoulli number and Bm(x) is a periodic function of period 1 that
coincides with the mth Bernoulli polynomial on [0, 1).

We apply this equality for m = 0. Note that B1 = −1/2 and B1(x) = {x} − 1/2, where
{x} denotes the fractional part of x. Then, we observe that

∫ T

1

dx

xη
=

[
x1−η

1− η

]T

1

=
T 1−η − 1

1− η .

We also have
m∑

r=0

(−1)r+1Br+1

(r + 1)!

(
f (r)(T )− f (r)(1)

)
= −B1

(
1

T η
− 1

)

= −1

2

(
1− 1

T η

)
,

and finally, noting that B1(x) = {x} − 1
2
≤ 1− 1

2
= 1

2
, we have

R0 =

∫ T

1

B1(x)f (1)(x)dx

≤ 1

2

∫ T

1

f (1)(x)dx

=
1

2
[f(x)]T1 =

1

2

[
1

xη

]T

1

= −1

2

(
1− 1

T η

)
.
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Therefore, we get

T∑

t=1

1

tη
≤ T 1−η

1− η −
1

1− η − 1 +
1

T η

=
T 1−η

1− η −
2 + η

1− η +
1

T η

≤ T 1−η

1− η − 2 +
1

T η

≤ T 1−η

1− η − 1 for all T > 1 and η > 0 .

Noting that T 1−η

1−η − 1 < T 1−η

1−η ≤ 2T 1−η for all η < 1/2 completes the proof.

Fact 4.14.2. For any C ≥ 0 and any q > 0, the series
∑∞

t=1 e
−C·tq is convergent.

Proof. It suffices to show that there exists some C ′ < ∞ such that
∑∞

t=1 e
−C·tq ≤ C ′. We

use the Euler-Maclaurin summation to get

∞∑

t=1

e−C·t
q ≤

∫ ∞

u=1

e−C·u
q

.

Substituting v = Cuq, we get dv = Cq · uq−1du. Noting that u =
(
v
C

) 1
q , we have

∫ ∞

u=1

e−C·u
q

=

∫ ∞

v=C

e−v
C

q−1
q dv

Cq · v
q−1
q

=
C ′′

q

∫ ∞

v=C

e−vv
1
q
−1dv

≤ C ′′

q

∫ ∞

v=0

e−vv
1
q
−1dv

=
C ′′

q
Γ

(
1

q

)

where the last step follows from the standard definition of the gamma function. Denoting
C ′ := C′′

q
Γ
(

1
q

)
<∞ for q > 0 completes the proof.
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Chapter 5

Two-sided, no-regret learning

In Chapter 4, we studied candidates for natural rules for a two-player repeated game with
one-sided learning, i.e. only one of the players was learning from the other. We saw that the
designated follower (the player doing the learning) would follow an adaptive online learning
strategy, and the designated leader (the player who was responding to the learning) would
follow a remarkably simple randomized rule (details in Proposition 4.9.2), according to which
she would choose her strategies independently across rounds. A direct consequence is that
the leader and follower’s day-to-day behavior approaches Stackelberg equilibrium at the rate
O(1/

√
number of rounds).

In this chapter, we ask what the corresponding natural rules might look like for situations
in which both agents are learning from one another. We uncover some surprising properties
that arise when the ubiquitous no-regret learning strategies are used. While the time-average
of the strategies is classically known to converge to various equilibrium concepts in simul-
taneous game theory (the Nash equilibrium for zero-sum games, and the set of correlated
equilibria for non-zero-sum games), the day-to-day behavior is starting to be investigated
in more recent research. In what follows, we will show that no-regret learning strategies
could result in chaotic day-to-day behavior when deployed against one another. This is in
sharp contrast to the one-sided setting and raises several interesting questions for what may
constitute natural two-sided learning dynamics.

5.1 Introduction
The mixed strategy Nash equilibrium (NE) is one of the oldest solution concepts central to
game theory. A finer understanding of how the NE arises as an outcome of learning behavior
in a repeated game setting remains a somewhat elusive goal as well as an active area of
research. Classical research in economics [236, 237] (see also [238]) as well as some recent work
in computer science [211] has taught us that when both the players in a two-player zero-sum
game use strategies based on no-regret learning dynamics [80, 239], then the time-average of
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their strategies will converge1 (almost surely) to a Nash equilibrium [132, 211]. However, the
convergence of the time-averaged mixed actions to a NE does not necessarily imply that the
day-to-day behavior of these players converges. That is, the sequence of the mixed strategies
used by the players need not converge. In the asymptotic sense, the quantity that is of
interest is the tuple of the limiting mixed strategies of both players, also referred to as the
last-iterate in recent literature [242]. The following surprising property of the last-iterate
was discovered recently by Bailey and Piliouras [243]: When the players in a two-player zero-
sum game compete against each other with the popular multiplicative weights update with
certain learning rates, which constitutes a popular no-regret algorithm, then their resulting
mixed strategies drift away from any interior NE — in fact, they drift towards the boundary
of the strategy space2. This intriguing result is derived in an environment where players can
play what we call telepathic strategies, i.e. player 1 can observe the exact mixed strategies
used by player 2, and vice versa.

The natural question that arises is whether this last-iterate divergence is a specific prop-
erty of this family of algorithms in particular or a fundamental consequence of the property
of the no-regret property itself. This chapter provides substantial evidence that it is the
latter, by proving lack of last-iterate convergence for a broad class of generic, asymptoti-
cally optimal no-regret algorithms. Here, we study the traditional repeated game setting
in which players can only observe the realizations of the opponent’s mixed strategies; thus,
the strategies cannot be telepathic. In this non-telepathic scenario, we show that the en-
suing stochasticity in realizations is one of the critical ingredients (in addition to others)
underlying the last-iterate divergence. Our results suggest that no-regret learning strategies
possess certain intrinsic properties by which the two notions—no-regret and convergence of
the limiting mixed strategies—could inherently conflict with one another.

Our contributions: We consider the setup of a repeated 2× 2 zero-sum game, i.e. a two
player, zero-sum game repeatedly played infinitely many times at steps t = 1, 2, . . . , where
both the players can play one of two pure strategies. The repeated game strategy for a
player outlines the rule by which she picks her mixed action at step t based on the history
up to and including step (t − 1). We will make three natural assumptions on each player’s
repeated game strategy, that are ubiquitous to several popular learning dynamics:

1. We assume that a player’s strategy is self-agnostic, i.e. it does not use the actual
realizations of her own mixed actions to update her strategy. In other words, the
player picks her mixed action at step t only based on the action realizations of the
other player up to, and including, step (t− 1).

1 A related line of research considers strategies based on internal no-regret [240] or calibrated forecast-
ing [241] and show that the sub-sequential limits of the empirical average of the action play converge to a
correlated equilibrium [85, 208, 209].

2 Bailey and Piliouras [243] consider a deterministic dynamic system comprised of the pair of mixed
actions evolving according to the multiplicative weights updates on the time-average of the opponents mixed
actions. In contrast, we are interested in the stochastic dynamic system of the pair of mixed actions whose
evolution depends on the past realizations of the mixed actions.
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2. We assume the player’s strategy to be an optimal no-regret strategy, that is, she has an
expected average regret of O(t1/2) irrespective of the strategy employed by the other
player3. See Definition 5.2.3 for formal definitions of no-regret algorithms, optimal or
otherwise. Note that no-regret is purely a property of the strategy of each individual
player, unlike the solution concept of Nash equilibrium which intrinsically depends on
the behavior of all the players.

3. Finally, we assume the player’s strategy to be mean-based, i.e. the player uses only
the empirical average of the actions of the other player at step (t − 1) as a sufficient
statistic to decide her mixed action at step t. In general, the player is aware of the step
t, and we accordingly allow her rule that maps empirical averages to mixed strategies
to depend4 on the step t.

Observe that the most popular learning dynamics, such as Online-Mirror-Descent and
Follow-the-Regularized Leader strategies, satisfy all three of these assumptions. The natural
question arises whether the resulting game play would be stable, that is, would the mixed
actions of the players to converge to an equilibrium? We answer this question in the negative
for the set of the games which only have purely mixed NE, designated as competitive games
by Calvo [244]. Recently, Phade and Anantharam [245] showed that all competitive games
have a unique strictly mixed NE which is also the unique correlated equilibrium of the game.
We denote this unique NE by the tuple (p∗, q∗), where 0 < p∗, q∗ < 1 denote the equilibrium
strategies of playing action 1 by players 1 and 2 respectively. In Theorem 5.3.3, we prove
the following statement for any competitive game (described here informally):

If player 1 uses a self-agnostic, mean-based repeated game strategy that satisfies no-regret
with the optimal regret rate, and player 2 plays the mixed action q∗ at all steps, then with a
constant positive probability the mixed actions of player 1 do not converge to p∗.

Theorem 5.3.3 suggests that the mixed strategies will also diverge when both players
are using self-agnostic, mean-based, optimal no-regret strategies. We conjecture this last-
iterate divergence in Conjecture 5.3.4. The intuition for this conjecture holding is a proof-
by-contradiction: if the pair of mixed strategies for both players were to converge almost
surely, then, player 2’s mixed strategies would converge almost surely. Thus, the mixed
strategies of player 2 would remain arbitrarily close to his NE strategy q∗ with arbitrarily
high probability after enough steps. As per Theorem 5.3.3, the ensuing stochasticity in player
2’s realizations would then necessitate player 1 to diverge. For technical reasons related to
possible implicit dependencies across the realizations of both players, this intuition is difficult
to formalize in the stochastic dynamical system ensuing from both players making updates
on their strategies. However, we do show that player 1’s mixed strategies will necessarily
diverge when she is facing any fixed-convergent player 2, i.e. player 2 uses any fixed sequence

3A self-agnostic repeated game strategy has the following useful property: if it is a no-regret strategy with
respect to an oblivious opponent, then it is a no-regret strategy with respect to a non-oblivious opponent.
See Chapter 4, [81] for definitions of oblivious and non-oblivious opponents.

4In fact, this flexibility is in a certain sense required to design a mean-based, no-regret strategy.
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Figure 5.1: Depiction of sensitivity of the no-regret strategy multiplicative weights, ft(Q̂t),
as a function of Q̂t for t = 106. Observe that a deviation of 1/

√
t from 1/2 causes a constant

deviation in the function value. Figure from [92].

of mixed strategies {qt}t≥1 that converges to the NE q∗. The precise statement for this
divergence is contained in Theorem 5.3.7. Moreover, Section 5.2 provides ample evidence
for even stronger forms of divergence than we have conjectured in the stochastic dynamical
system where both players update their strategies as a function of the past.

Our techniques in a nutshell: Consider a self-agnostic repeated game strategy for a
player. Such a strategy is completely characterized by the mappings {ft} at each step from
the opponents action history up to that step to the mixed action played by the player in the
next step. Our first observation is concerning a fundamental fluctuation-sensitivity of the
mappings of any self-agnostic, no-regret algorithm. We show (in Proposition 5.3.1) that any
self-agnostic, optimal no-regret repeated game strategy used by player 1uses mappings at
certain rounds, ft(·), that deviate by at least a constant value, say δ, from the NE strategy
p∗ when player 2 deviates from his NE strategy on-average by an infinitesimal factor on the
order of t−1/2. Moreover, this deviation property is shown to be present infinitely often, i.e.
for a sub-sequence {tk}k≥1. A depiction of this strong sensitivity is in Figure 5.1 for the
example of the multiplicative weights algorithm in the matching pennies; we show that it is
fundamental to any no-regret strategy for any competitive game.

Now, our second observation is that if player 2 is playing the mixed NE q∗ at all his steps,
then the time-averages of his realized actions will fluctuate on the order of t−1/2 infinitely
often as well. In fact, this happens with a fixed positive probability. Figure 5.2 depicts5 the

5This figure was inspired by Dean P. Foster’s illustration of the law of the iterated logarithm: https:
//en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Law_of_the_iterated_logarithm

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Law_of_the_iterated_logarithm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Law_of_the_iterated_logarithm
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Figure 5.2: Depiction of constant fluctuations of player 2’s time-averages, i.e. Q̂t, as a
function of t, when player 2 plays Qt i.i.d ∼ q∗. Figure from [92], inspired by Dean P.
Foster’s illustration of the law of the iterated logarithm.

recurring fluctuations on the order of t−1/2 of player 2’s time-averages for a typical realization
of player 2’s strategies q∗ = 1/2 in the matching pennies game, and should remind the reader
of the fluctuations of a symmetric random walk.

Putting these observations together, we see that optimal no-regret strategies need to be
sensitive to the fluctuations of player 2 infinitely often. Moreover, these fluctuations happen
infinitely often as well, as a consequence of the stochasticity in player 2’s realizations. These
constitute the key phenomena that underlie last-iterate divergence for such a broad class of
optimal no-regret strategies.

Related work: While the evolution of the time-averages of players’ strategies as a conse-
quence of multiple players using no-regret dynamics has been an active topic of study for sev-
eral decades [85, 132, 208, 209, 211, 236–238], the properties of the limiting mixed strategies,
or the last-iterates, have only been examined more recently. This topic has also seen sub-
stantial attention in the related setup of min-max optimization [246–250], where the primary
goal is to attain a pure-strategy NE of a game with a continuous-pure-strategy set through
the use of first-order optimization algorithms, e.g. gradient descent-ascent. This problem has
been primarily studied in the deterministic setting, corresponding to the aforementioned tele-
pathic dynamics in the game-theoretic setup. Recently, Daskalakis and Panageas [242] show
that a modification on the mean-based strategy of multiplicative weights that incorporates
recency bias succeeds in last-iterate convergence in the game-theoretic setup with telepathic
dynamics. This type of recency bias, commonly called optimism, has also been shown to
successfully converge in min-max optimization when applied to the gradient descent/ascent
algorithms [246–250]. Moreover, optimistic algorithms have other notable properties, such as
leading to faster convergence rates of the time-average in zero-sum as well as non-zero-sum
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games [251, 252]. However, we show in Section 5.3 that when stochastic, realization-based
feedback is considered, optimistic variants on mean-based strategies do not resolve the last-
iterate divergence issue. In other words, the phenomena we outlined above, that lead to last-
iterate divergence in the traditional repeated game setting, manifest in recency-bias-based
strategies as well. This illustrates that the issues of last-iterate divergence run deeper in the
traditional repeated-game setting. We briefly discuss alternative (non-constructive) strate-
gies that could satisfy the last-iterate-convergent property in Section 5.4 — these strategies
are not no-regret, but satisfy a weaker property of “smoothly calibrated forecasting".

5.2 Setup
We consider a simple setting of a 2 × 2 zero-sum game in which both the players have two
pure strategies, namely, action 0 and action 1. The payoffs for player 1 are given by the
following matrix:

G :=

[
G(0, 0) G(0, 1)
G(1, 0) G(1, 1)

]
.

Thus for i, j ∈ {0, 1}, if player 1 plays action i and player 2 plays action j, then the payoff
to player 1 is given by G(i, j), the (i, j)-th element of the matrix G, and the payoff of player
2 is given by its negation, viz. −G(i, j).

We consider all entries of the payoff matrix to be finite and bounded, i.e. |G(i, j)| ≤ B
for some finite B > 0. We denote by the indicator random variables I and J , the mixed
strategies of player 1 and player 2, respectively. We follow the convention of denoting random
variables by the bold versions of their corresponding deterministic variables. Let p := E[I]
and q := E[J ] be the probabilities with which the two players play action 1, respectively. In
general, since we will be considering uncoupled dynamics, the randomness in the strategies
I and J will be independent. Therefore, the expected payoff for player 1 corresponding to
the choice of mixed strategies (p, q) is given by:

G(p, q) := (1− p)(1− q)G(0, 0) + (1− p)qG(0, 1) + p(1− q)G(1, 0) + pqG(1, 1),

and the expected payoff for player 2 is given by −G(p, q).
We now consider a repeated game setting where {It}t≥1 and {Jt}t≥1 are the action se-

quences of the two players. Let (I)t := {Is}ts=1 and (J)t := {Js}ts=1. Let the empirical
averages of the actions of the two players be given by P̂t := 1

t

∑t
s=1 It, and Q̂t := 1

t

∑t
s=1 Jt

respectively. General repeated game strategies for player 1 and player 2 are given by se-
quences of functions {ft}t≥1 and {gt}t≥1, where ft, gt : {0, 1}2(t−1) → [0, 1],∀t map the history
up to step t, i.e. ((I)t−1, (J)t−1) to mixed strategies given by Pt = ft((I)

t−1, (J)t−1) and
Qt = ft((I)

t−1, (J)t−1) for players 1 and 2 respectively. We will refer to these functions ft
and gt as the strategy functions for players 1 and 2 respectively at step t. Critically, observe
that we are not allowing for telepathy in the updates, i.e. the history used by player 1 at
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step t does not include {Qs}t−1
s=1, and the history used by player 2 at step t does not include

{Ps}t−1
s=1. This is in agreement with the information structure of the traditional repeated

game environment. Over and above this traditional information structure, we will make
some further assumptions on the repeated game strategies as detailed below.

We first assume that player 1’s repeated game strategy is self-agnostic, as defined below.

Definition 5.2.1. We say that a repeated game strategy for player 1 is self-agnostic if player
1 uses only the action sequence of player 2 to decide her mixed strategy Pt at step t. With an
abuse of notation, the strategy function can be replaced by a function ft : {0, 1}t−1 → [0, 1],
such that the mixed strategy for player 1 at step t is given by Pt = ft((J)

t−1).

Note that player 1 is actually aware of her mixed strategies P1,P2, . . . ,Pt−1 at step t
since she is aware of her strategy functions f1, f2, . . . , ft−1 and, for 1 ≤ s ≤ t − 1, Ps can
be determined from fs and (J)s−1. Thus, by self-agnostic, we only mean that player 1 is
agnostic to the actual realizations of her actions up to that step in order to chose the next
mixed strategy.

From the point of view of player 1, we now define no-regret strategies, as well as uniformly
no-regret strategies against an oblivious opponent. The former is precisely Hannan’s classical
definition of consistency [80], while the latter is a strictly stronger condition, requiring an
effective non-asymptotic guarantee on regret. We will use the stronger uniform-no-regret
condition to derive our results. Also note that, in accordance with the self-agnostic assump-
tion we made on strategies, both definitions of no-regret are the weaker notion of external6.

Definition 5.2.2. A self-agnostic repeated game strategy strategy {ft}t≥1 is said to be no-
regret if

lim sup
T→∞

1

T

[
max
i∈{0,1}

T∑

t=1

G(i, Jt)−
T∑

t=1

G(ft((J)t−1), Jt)

]
≤ 0,

for all opponent sequences {Jt}t≥1.

Note that we have defined the no-regret property in expectation over all the randomiza-
tion in the strategy (only of player 1). Sometimes, even stronger definitions of no-regret are
used [] that require the no-regret property to hold almost surely for all realizations of player
1’s strategy. However, this definition will suffice for our purposes.

Definition 5.2.3. A self-agnostic repeated game strategy {ft}t≥1 is said to be uniformly
no-regret if

lim sup
T→∞

max
{Jt}Tt=1

1

T

[
max
i∈{0,1}

T∑

t=1

G(i, Jt)−
T∑

t=1

G(ft((J)t−1), Jt)

]
≤ 0.

6The stronger notion of internal no-regret can be derived from a given external no-regret algorithm, but
the self-agnostic property is then violated. Moreover, internal no-regret algorithms are primarily of interest
in non-zero-sum game environments, and a full study of their dynamics is of substantial interest, but outside
the scope of this chapter.
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In particular, such a strategy is said to satisfy a no-regret rate of (r, c) if

lim sup
T→∞

max
{Jt}Tt=1

1

T r

[
max
i∈{0,1}

T∑

t=1

G(i, Jt)−
T∑

t=1

G(ft((J)t−1), Jt)

]
≤ c.

Observe that all uniformly no-regret strategies are also no-regret. The converse need not
hold — however, algorithms that are no-regret but not uniformly no-regret are necessarily
contrived examples, and unlikely to be practically used.

The following properties of uniformly no-regret strategies {ft} can easily be verified:

1. If a strategy {ft} satisfies a no-regret rate of (r, c), then it satisfies a no-regret rate of
(r, c′) for all c′ ≥ c.

2. If a strategy {ft} satisfies a no-regret rate of (r, c), then it satisfies a no-regret rate of
(r′, 0) for all r′ > r.

3. Since the payoff matrix entries G(·, ·) are bounded, any uniformly-no-regret strategy
{ft} satisfies a no-regret rate of (r, 0) with r > 1.

4. Conversely, if a strategy {ft} satisfies a no-regret rate of (r, c) where r < 1 or r = 1
and c = 0, then it is a uniformly no-regret strategy.

It is well-known (e.g. see [81, Chapter 3]) that, for any finite constant 0 < c < ∞, the
best possible no-regret rate is r = 1/2. Moreover, several commonly used algorithms, like
multiplicative/exponential weights/Follow-the-Perturbed-Leader, typically match the opti-
mal no-regret rate for appropriately chosen constant c.

Finally, we define the mean-based property of any repeated game strategy as below.

Definition 5.2.4. A repeated game strategy for player 1 is mean-based if player 1 uses only
the empirical averages of player 2 as a sufficient statistic to determine her mixed strategy Pt

at round t. In this case, with an abuse of notation, the strategy function can be replaced by
a function ft : [0, 1] → [0, 1], such that the mixed strategy for player 1 at step t is given by
Pt = ft(Q̂t−1).

For example, all algorithms in the popular Online-Mirror-Descent framework satisfy the
mean-based property while also being self-agnostic and uniformly no-regret. We also discuss
variants on the mean-based property that incorporate a recency bias in Section 5.3.

In addition to the above assumptions on the repeated game strategy used by player 1,
we need to make a few further assumptions on the payoff structure of the 2× 2 game, which
are detailed below:

Assumption 5.2.5. We assume that the game matrix G is chosen such that the unique
Nash equilibrium (p∗, q∗) is strictly in the interior, i.e. 0 < p∗, q∗ < 1; G(0, j) 6= G(1, j) for
at least one j ∈ {0, 1}, and G(i, 0) 6= G(i, 1) for at least one i ∈ {0, 1}. The reasons for each
of these assumptions are detailed below:
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1. The assumption of 0 < p∗ < 1 implies that player 1 is agnostic between choosing
between action 0 and 1 when player 2 is playing his Nash equilibrium strategy, q∗. This
is useful for establishing the existence of a randomized opponent sequence against which
all choices of strategy would result in the same expected payoff for player 1.

2. The assumption of G(0, j) 6= G(1, j) for at least one value of j ∈ {0, 1} and G(i, 0) 6=
G(i, 1) for at least one value of i ∈ {0, 1} is necessary to make the definition of no-regret
non-trivial for both players — for example, if G(0, 0) = G(1, 0) and G(0, 1) = G(1, 1),
any strategy deployed by player 1 would trivially satisfy no-regret as she is always
agnostic between actions 0 and 1, regardless of what player 2 chooses to do.

3. Finally, the assumption of 0 < q∗ < 1 means that player 2 actually has stochasticity
in his realizations, which is fundamentally important to show the lack of last-iterate
convergence for all no-regret algorithms.

Observe that a consequence of having 0 < q∗ < 1 be the unique NE strategy for player 2
is as follows: if G(0, 0) > G(0, 1), we need G(1, 0) < G(1, 1). In particular, the inequalities
between pure strategies 0 and 1 need to be in opposite directions for player 2, as otherwise
one of the strategies would be strictly dominated and q∗ ∈ (0, 1) could not be an equilibrium
strategy. Similarly, we will use the convention that G(0, 1) < G(1, 1) and G(0, 0) > G(1, 0)
with the same reasoning applied to player 1. Note that the direction of these inequalities is
without loss of generality (as we can just re-index the pure strategies); the relative direction
of the inequalities is what is crucial.

Under the above assumptions, we can define R∗ := G(p∗, q∗) = G(1, q∗) = G(0, q∗) (where
the chain of equalities follows because p∗ is in the interior and by the definition of a Nash
equilibrium).

In the next section, we use the above assumptions to prove, in a series of steps, that
the limiting mixed strategies diverge when arising as an outcome of both players using self-
agnostic, mean-based, optimal no regret learning. Before stating and proving our theoretical
results, we provide compelling empirical evidence for the phenomenon of last-iterate diver-
gence.

Empirical evidence for last-iterate divergence

To illustrate the last-iterate divergence that arises, we evaluate three commonly used no-
regret algorithms:

1. The standard multiplicative weights update, which is known to lead to last-iterate
divergence even in the deterministic setting [243].

2. The optimistic multiplicative weights update, which converges in the last-iterate in the
deterministic setting [242].
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(a) Deterministic case.
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(b) Stochastic case (typical realization).

Figure 5.3: Evolution of the iterates of multiplicative weights in the matching pennies game
(for player 1) when the optimal-no-regret rate r = 1/2 is used. Figures from [92].

3. The online mirror descent algorithm with the log function as regularizer, often called
“log barrier" [253]. This regularizer has been successfully used to establish robust-
ness of fast time-average convergence guarantees in limited-information feedback set-
tings [166], and is thus naturally interesting to evaluate.

Note that all of the above algorithms fall under the online-mirror-descent framework,
and employ fixed learning rates {ηt}t≥1. The (asymptotic) rate of decay of ηt with t dictates
the no-regret rate in all three cases: if ηt = 1/tr, the no-regret rate is equal to (r, c) for a
suitable positive constant c. We will evaluate these algorithms with two learning rate choices:
ηt = 1/

√
t (optimal), and ηt = 1/t0.7 (sub-optimal rate r = 0.7).

Furthermore, we will consider the simplest 2× 2 game: the matching pennies game, for
which G(0, 0) = G(1, 1) = 1 and G(0, 1) = G(1, 0) = 0 (without loss of generality, player 1 is
the player who wants the coins to match). Note that the unique mixed-strategy equilibrium
of this game is p∗ = q∗ = 1/2. We will plot the evolution of the mixed strategies of player 1
with time — since the matching pennies game is symmetric, player 2 has similar behavior.

Figure 5.3 studies the optimal-no-regret case, and shows the striking difference between
the evolution of the mixed strategies when the players use opponents’ mixtures (the deter-
ministic case) as opposed to their realizations (the stochastic case, studied in this chapter).
Notably, in Figure 5.3a, we see that while multiplicative weights converges to a limit cycle,
optimistic multiplicative weights converges quite quickly. The third algorithm, log-barrier
online mirror descent, also diverges in the last iterate, but the amplitude of the cycles is
much smaller7 than for multiplicative weights. On the other hand, we see in Figure 5.3b
that all three of these algorithms diverge in the last iterate. In fact, they are very rarely
close to the equilibrium strategy p∗ = 0.5! All in all, Figure 5.3b provides strong empirical

7This likely reflects the increased entropy of the strategies used in the log-barrier algorithm.
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Figure 5.4: Evolution of the iterates of multiplicative weights in the matching pennies game
(for player 1) when the optimal-no-regret rate r = 1/2 is used, and player 2 is already at
NE. Figure from [92].

evidence for last-iterate-divergence for optimal-no-regret algorithms (Conjecture 5.3.4), and
also corroborates our evidence (Theorem 5.3.9) that introducing optimism into no-regret
strategies does not fix the last-iterate divergence issue.

It is also worth examining the differential impact on player 1 as a result of player 2
using an optimal no-regret strategy, as opposed to player 2 playing his fixed NE strategy.
In the case of the matching pennies game, the latter case corresponds to player 2 playing
q∗ = 0.5 at every round. Figure 5.4 depicts the evolution of the mixed strategies of player
1 in this latter case. Comparing the evolution to Figure 5.3b, it is evident that the mixed
strategies continue to diverge. While the “period" of limiting cycles, if any, seems to be
larger in the fixed-strategy case, the amplitude of divergence is similar in both cases. Thus,
the simplifying case that we studied in Theorem 5.3.3 successfully identifies at least some of
the phenomena underlying last-iterate divergence.

Finally, while our forthcoming theory only hold for optimal-no-regret algorithms, Fig-
ure 5.5 provides preliminary empirical evidence even using sub-optimal no-regret algorithms
may not resolve the last-iterate divergence issue. The smaller amplitude of the limit cycles
makes them less visible, but Figure 5.5a shows that in the scenario of telepathic dynamics,
multiplicative weights and log-barrier online-mirror-descent with sub-optimal learning rates
continue to result in divergence of the last iterate, and optimistic multiplicative weights
continues to result in convergence. More importantly, Figure 5.5b shows that all three algo-
rithms continue to lead to last-iterate divergence under realization-based feedback, although
the amplitude of the divergence does appear to be reduced.

In sum, the above simulations provide compelling evidence for a fundamental tension
between the property of no-regret and the property of last-iterate convergence. We now
proceed to show mathematically that self-agnostic, mean-based, no-regret strategies imply
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(a) Deterministic case.
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(b) Stochastic case (typical realization).

Figure 5.5: Evolution of the iterates of multiplicative weights in the matching pennies game
(for player 1) when the sub-optimal-no-regret rate r = 0.7 is used. Figures from [92].

last-iterate divergence through a series of steps.

5.3 Main results
We start by proving a condition that any self-agnostic, optimal no-regret strategy necessarily
satisfies (regardless of whether it is mean-based or not).

A necessary condition for optimal no-regret algorithms

Figure 5.6 highlights, on linear scale, an interesting sensitivity of a popular no-regret algo-
rithm to a deviation away from NE in the matching pennies game. The algorithm that is
considered is multiplicative weights with learning rate ηs = 1/

√
s for s = 1, . . . , t, played

over t = 106 rounds against a “matching pennies" opponent whose time-averages deviate
from his NE strategy, 1/2 by a factor on the order of 1/

√
t. This tiny deviation (so small

that it is not even visible in the figure!) causes the iterates of player 1, i.e. Pt, to deviate
all the way from 0.5 to 0.9. The details of this experiment are as follows:

1. Player 1 uses the multiplicative weights algorithm with learning rate ηs = 1/
√
s. This

is a mean-based strategy, and for this particular choice of learning rate the strategy
functions are given by Ps = fs(Q̂s) = e

√
s·Q̂s

e
√
s·Q̂s+e

√
s·(s−Q̂s)

.
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Figure 5.6: Response of player 1, who is using the multiplicative weights algorithm with
learning rate η = 1/

√
t, against player 2 who is playing the sequence of alternating 0’s and

1’s up-to round number s0 := t−
√
t, and 1 there-after until round t. Here, we set t = 106.

The blue line plots the time-averages of player 2, and the red line plots the iterates of player
1. Note that the y-axis of the figure is on linear scale, so the fluctuation in the time-averages
of player 2 is not visible. Figure from [92].

2. Player 2 plays the fixed sequence for t rounds,

Js =





1 if s ≤ t−
√
t and s odd.

0 if s ≤ t−
√
t and s even.

1 if t−
√
t < s ≤ t.

This leads to the following evolution of the time-averages of player 2:

Q̂s =





1
2
if s ≤ t−

√
t and s even.

1
2

+ 1
s
if s ≤ t−

√
t and s odd.

1
2

+ s−(t−
√
t)

2s
if t−

√
t < s ≤ t.

Note in particular that Q̂t = 1/2 + 1/2
√
t.

Putting these details together, we see that Figure 5.6 illustrates the strong sensitivity of
the multiplicative weights algorithm to the O(1/

√
t) fluctuation that is caused by player 2
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deviating from his sequence of alternating 0’s and 1’s close to the final round t. Remarkably,
we can generalize the above idea and show that, in a certain sense, this strong sensitivity to a
deviation away from NE is a property of any no-regret algorithm! The following proposition
describes precisely the nature of this fluctuation-sensitivity.

Proposition 5.3.1. Assume that the 2 × 2 game satisfies all the conditions in Assump-
tion 5.2.5. Then, for any self-agnostic repeated game strategy {ft}t≥1 that is uniformly
no-regret with a rate of (r, c) (where 1/2 ≤ r < 1) , and any 0 < δ < (1− p∗)/3, there exists
a positive constant α and an infinite sequence of integer tuples {(tk, sk)}k≥1 such that

0 < sk ≤ α(tk)
r, for all k ≥ 1, (5.1)

and

E
[
ftk
(
(J ′(k))tk

)]
≥ p∗ + 2δ, for all k ≥ 1, (5.2)

where the expectation is over the random sequence (J ′(k))tk := {J ′s(k)}tks=1 defined as below:

J ′s(k) =

{
J∗s i.i.d. ∼ Bernoulli(q∗), if 1 ≤ s ≤ tk − sk,
1 otherwise.

In particular, if the self-agnostic repeated game strategy {ft}t≥1 is optimally uniformly
no-regret i.e. r = 1/2, then condition 5.1 would be

0 < sk ≤ α
√
tk, for all k ≥ 1.

This case is important because, even if player 2 constantly plays her equilibrium mixed
strategy q∗, there is a non-trivial probability of player 2’s empirical average deviating from
q∗ by a number on the order of 1/

√
t at step t. The sensitivity in an optimal no-regret

strategy to pick deviations of this order will allow us to show the non-convergence of player
1’s mixed strategies in the subsequent Sections 5.3, 5.3 and 5.3.

Proof. Recall our convention in Assumption 5.2.5 was G(0, 1) < G(1, 1), and so we will
denote R∗1 := G(1, 1) as shorthand. Observe that for any 0 ≤ p < 1, we have G(p, 1) < R∗1.
Consider {ft}t≥1 to be any self-agnostic uniformly no-regret strategy with a no-regret rate
of (r, c). We note that for any t, and any sequence {Js}ts=1, we have

max
i∈{0,1}

t∑

s=1

G(i, Js) = t ·max{G(0, Q̂t), G(1, Q̂t)}.

Thus, for c′ > c, there exists a sufficiently large t0 such that for all t ≥ t0, we have

1

tr

[
t ·max{G(0, Q̂t), G(1, Q̂t)} −

t∑

s=1

G(fs((J)s−1), Js))

]
≤ c′, (5.3)
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for any sequence {Js}ts=1.
Now let 0 < δ < (1−p∗)

3
=

(R∗1−R∗)
3(G(1,1)−G(0,1))

, and let δ′ := δ(G(1, 1) − G(0, 1)). Note that

0 < δ′ <
(R∗1−R∗)

3
. Let α := c′

(R∗1−R∗−3δ′)
> 0. For any t > t1 := max{t0, α1/r, (αδ′/R∗1)−1/r},

let t∗(t) := t − bαtrc, where b·c is the floor function. Note that since t > α1/r, we have
t∗(t) ≥ 1. Let {J∗s } be an i.i.d. sequence of Bernoulli(q∗) random variables for 1 ≤ s ≤ t.
Let Q̂∗s := 1

s

∑s
s′=1 J

∗
s′ denote the empirical average of this sequence at round s. We state

the following useful lemma. Recall that R∗ denotes the Nash equilibrium payoff of player 1.

Lemma 5.3.2. For the sequence {J∗s }s≥1 defined above, and any t ≥ 1, we have

E

[
t∑

s=1

G(fs((J
∗)s−1),J∗s ))

]
= tR∗ and (5.4a)

E

[
t∑

s=1

J∗s

]
= tq∗. (5.4b)

See Appendix 5.5 for the proof of this lemma. We define the sequence {J ′s}ts=1 as specified
in the statement of Proposition 5.3.1. In other words, we define J ′s = J∗s for 1 ≤ s ≤ t∗(t),
and J ′s = 1 for t∗(t) < s ≤ t. Then, we can denote the empirical average of this sequence as
Q̂′s := 1

s

∑s
s′=1 J

′
s′ for 1 ≤ s ≤ t. We denote

M :=
1

bαtrc · E



bαtrc∑

s=1

G
(
ft∗(t)+s

(
(J ′)t

∗(t)+s−1
)
, 1
)

 . (5.5)

From the definition of uniform no-regret, i.e. Equation (5.3), we have

c′ ≥ 1

tr
· E
[
T max{G(0, Q̂′t), G(1, Q̂′t)} −

t∑

s=1

G(fs((J
′)s−1),J ′s))

]

≥ 1

tr
· E
[
t ·G(1, Q̂′t)−

t∑

s=1

G(fs((J
′)s−1),J ′s))

]

=
1

tr
· [t∗(t) ·R∗ + bαtrc ·R∗1 − t∗(t) ·R∗ − bαtrc ·M ]

≥ (R∗1 −M)α−R∗1t−r.

Using the fact that α := c′

(R∗1−R∗−3δ′)
and t >

(
αδ′

R∗1

)−1/r

, we get

M ≥ R∗1 −
c′

α
− R∗1 · t−r

α
= R∗ + 3δ′ − R∗1 · t−r

α
≥ R∗ + 2δ′.
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Now, using linearity of expectation, and linearity of the payoff function G(p, 1) in the argu-
ment p, we get

M = G(f, 1) where

f :=
1

bαtrc

bαtrc∑

s=1

E
[
ft∗(t)+s

(
(J ′)t

∗(t)+s−1
)]
.

Now, since G(1, 1) > G(0, 1), we note that G(p, 1) = G(0, 1) + (G(1, 1) − G(0, 1))p is an
increasing function in p and so we get

f ≥ p∗ +
2δ′

G(1, 1)−G(0, 1)
= p∗ + 2δ,

from the above inequality on M . Thus, there exists s(t) such that 1 ≤ s(t) ≤ bαtrc and

E
[
ft∗(t)+s(t)

(
(J ′)t

∗(t)+s(t)−1
)]
≥ p∗ + 2δ. (5.6)

To write this in the language of Equation (5.2), we observe that

0 <
s(t)

t∗(t) + s(t)
≤ bαtrc
t∗(t) + bαtrc ≤

αtr

t
= αtr−1 ≤ α(t∗(t) + s(t))r−1,

and therefore we get

s(t) ≤ α(t∗(t) + s(t))r. (5.7)

We note that t∗(t) → ∞ as t → ∞, and hence we can define an infinite sequence of
integer tuples {tk, sk}k≥1 (where we have defined tk = t∗(t1 + k) + sk and sk = s(t1 + k) as
above) such that 0 < sk ≤ α(tk)

r and

E
[
ftk
(
(J ′(k))tk

)]
≥ p∗ + 2δ for all k = 1, 2, . . . (5.8)

This is precisely the statement in Equation (5.2), and completes the proof of Proposi-
tion 5.3.1.

Warm-up: Last-iterate divergence when opponent is already at
equilibrium

Equation (5.2) highlights a critical property of any self-agnostic uniformly no-regret algo-
rithm with a regret rate of (r, c): it needs to be sufficiently sensitive to small perturbations
on the order of tr in the opponent’s strategy. We can concretize this property to show
last-iterate divergence when both players use self-agnostic, optimal no-regret strategies, i.e.
r = 1/2, and use mean-based repeated game strategies as detailed in Definition 5.2.4. Recall
that under the mean-based assumption, player 1’s strategy functions are
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ft((J)t−1) := ft(Q̂t−1) for all t ≥ 1. (5.9)

The mean-based assumption underlies the broad family of Online-Mirror-Descent algo-
rithms that satisfy the external-no-regret property. More generally, strategies that use an
appropriate mean of the past history of outcomes are among the earliest algorithms sat-
isfying related properties like Blackwell approachability [82], internal-no-regret [240] and
calibration [241]. Moreover, in reality, for our techniques to work we only need strategies
to be mean-based in an approximate sense. In Section 5.3, we will show that essentially
the same results hold when the players use variants of the above class of strategies that
incorporate a recency bias.

The way we will show last-iterate-divergence for player 1 is in the style of proof-by-
contradiction: we show that if player 2 were able to converge in the last-iterate, player 1
must diverge. The central idea is that the stochasticity in the realizations of player 2, itself,
cause player 1 to diverge. This result in its full generality is in Section 5.3, and its proof
is contained in Appendix 5.3. Here, we state and prove a warm-up result that contains all
of the key ideas underlying last-iterate divergence. This considers the special case where
player 2 is playing his equilibrium strategy at all steps, i.e. {Jt}t≥1 i.i.d ∼ Bernoulli(q∗).
Remarkably, we show that even this simple case necessitates the limiting mixed strategy
of player 1 to diverge! (This is in stark contrast to the setting of telepathic dynamics, in
which a simple algorithm like multiplicative weights would lead player 1 to converge to the
equilibrium strategy p∗ in games like matching pennies.)

Theorem 5.3.3. Assume that player 2’s strategy {Jt}t≥1 is an i.i.d. sequence of
Bernoulli(q∗) random variables. Then, any mean-based repeated game strategy {ft}t≥1 that
has a regret rate of (1/2, c) and satisfies the empirical averages condition in Equation (5.9)
causes player 1’s last iterate to diverge, i.e. there exist positive constants (δ, ε) such that

lim supt→∞P [|Pt − p∗| ≥ δ] ≥ ε. (5.10)

The proof of Theorem 5.3.3 constitutes an elementary application of Markov’s inequality,
and a change-of-measure argument on the probability mass functions of two binomial random
variables.

Proof. We start by defining some notation pertinent to mean-based strategies. Let Zt ∼
Binomial(t, q∗), for t ≥ 1. Let Z′′t,s ∼ Zt−s + s and Q′′t,s = Z′′t,s/t, for 0 ≤ s ≤ t, t ≥ 1. Let
{(tk, sk)}k≥1 be an infinite sequence and 0 < δ < (1 − p∗)/3 as in Proposition 5.3.1. Thus,
for every k ≥ 1, we have

Q′′tk,sk
d
=

1

t

t∑

s=1

J ′t(k),
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where d
= denotes that the two random variables are identical in distribution, and J ′t(k) are

random variables as defined in Proposition 5.3.1. We thus have

0 < sk ≤ α(tk)
1/2, for all k ≥ 1, (5.11)

and

E
[
ftk
(
Q′′tk,sk

)]
≥ p∗ + 2δ, for all k ≥ 1, (5.12)

Consider the random variable Y := 1− ftk(Q̂′′tk,sk). Since the range of ft is always [0, 1],
we have Y ≥ 0. Thus, we have E[Y ] ≤ 1− (p∗+2δ) = (1−p∗)−2δ. By Markov’s inequality,
we have

P (Y ≥ (1− p∗)− δ) ≤ (1− p∗)− 2δ

(1− p∗)− δ .

Thus, we get
P
(
ftk

(
Q̂′′tk,sk

)
> p∗ + δ

)
≥ ε0, (5.13)

where we define ε0 := δ/((1− p∗)− δ). Note that 0 < ε0 < 1/2 (because we had defined
0 < δ < (1− p∗)/3). By the central limit theorem, we know that

lim
t→∞

P
(
Q̂t > q∗ +

γ√
t

)
= 1− Φ

(
γ√

q∗(1− q∗)

)
,

where Φ(·) is the cumulative distribution function of the standard normal distribution.
Since the function Φ(·) : R → (0, 1) in continuous, strictly increasing, Φ(0) = 1/2, and
limx→∞Φ(x) = 1, we know that there exists γ0 > 0 such that 1−Φ(γ0/

√
q∗(1− q∗)) = ε0/4

(note that ε0/4 < 1/2). Hence there exists T ′1(ε0) > 1 such that

P
(
Q̂t > q∗ +

γ0√
t

)
≤ (1− φ(γ0)) +

ε0
4
≤ ε0

2
,

for all t ≥ T ′1(ε0).
Now, observe that

tkQ̂
′′
tk,sk

d
= (tk − sk)Q̂tk−sk + sk.

Since tk − sk →∞ as k →∞, there exists a k1 > 1 such that

P
(
tkQ̂

′′
tk,sk

> q∗(tk − sk) + sk + γ0

√
tk − sk

)
≤ ε0

2
,

for all k ≥ k1. Using the bound sk ≤ α
√
tk, we get

P
(
Z′′tk,sk > q∗ · tk + β

√
tk
)
≤ ε0

2
, (5.14)
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for all k ≥ k1, where β := α + γ0. From the union bound and Equations (5.13) and (5.14),
we get

P
(
ftk

(
Z′′tk,sk
tk

)
≥ p∗ + δ,Z′′tk,sk ≤ q∗ · tk + β

√
tk

)
≥ ε0

2
. (5.15)

Recall that we defined the opponent sequence {Jt}t≥1 to be an i.i.d. sequence of
Bernoulli(q∗) random variables. Note that Zt

d
= tQ̂t, and by definition Z′′t,s ≥ s point-wise.

We denote β0 := β/q∗. Note that q∗t+ β
√
t = q∗(t+ β0

√
t) for any t. Now, we show that

min
s≤z≤q∗(t+β0

√
t)

P(Zt = z)

P(Z′′t,s = z)
≥ (1 + β0)−α, (5.16)

for all 0 < s ≤ α
√
t, t ≥ 1. Indeed, we have,

P(Zt = z)

P(Z′′t,s = z)
=

(
t
z

)
(q∗)z(1− q∗)t−z(

t−s
z−s

)
(q∗)z−s(1− q∗)t−z =

t

z
· t− 1

z − 1
· · · t− s+ 1

z − s+ 1
· (q∗)s

≥
(
q∗t

z

)s
≥
(

t

t+ β0

√
t

)α√t

≥ (1 + β0)−α > 0,

where the first inequality follows from z ≤ t and therefore t−`
z−` is increasing in `, and the last

inequality follows from the fact that
(
t+ β0

√
t

t

)α√t
=

(
1 +

β0√
t

)α√t
≤ (1 + β0)α.

(Note that the function (1 + β0/x)αx is decreasing in x for x ≥ 1.)
We are now ready to complete our proof via a simple “change-of-measure" argument and

the above lower bound on the ratio of the probability mass functions. From Equations (5.15)
and (5.16) and the law of total probability, we get

P
(
ftk

(
Ztk

tk

)
≥ p∗ + δ,Ztk ≤ q∗ · tk + β

√
tk

)

≥
q∗·tk+β

√
tk∑

z=sk

P (Ztk = z) · I
[
ftk

(
z

tk

)
≥ p∗ + δ

]

≥ (1 + β0)−α ·
q∗·tk+β

√
tk∑

z=sk

P
(
Z′′tk,sk = z

)
· I
[
ftk

(
z

tk

)
≥ p∗ + δ

]

= (1 + β0)−α · P
(
ftk

(
Z′′tk
tk

)
≥ p∗ + δ,Z′′tk ≤ q∗ · tk + β

√
tk

)

≥ ε0
2

(1 + β0)−α,
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and hence
P
(
ftk

(
Ztk

tk

)
≥ p∗ + δ

)
≥ ε0

2
(1 + β0)−α

for k ≥ k1. Since Ptk
d
= ftk(Q̂tk), taking ε := (ε0/2)(1 + β0)−α, we get

P [Ptk ≥ p∗ + δ] ≥ ε,

for all k ≥ k1. This implies Equation (5.10) and completes the proof of Theorem 5.3.3.

Last-iterate divergence when both players use optimal no-regret

Now, we use the intuition from the proof of Theorem 5.3.3 to conjecture last-iterate diver-
gence when player 2 is, himself, using a no-regret algorithm.

Conjecture 5.3.4. Assume that both players 1 and 2 use self-agnostic, mean-based repeated
game strategies {ft}t≥1 and {gt}t≥1, respectively, that are uniformly no-regret and each have a
regret rate of (1/2, c). Then, the pair of mixed strategies of both the players (Pt,Qt) diverges
with a positive probability.

Observe that it is sufficient to show divergence of the pair (Pt,Qt) from only the equi-
librium (p∗, q∗) with a positive probability8 In particular, it suffices to show that there exist
positive constants (δ, ε) such that

lim supt→∞P [|Pt − p∗| ≥ δ] ≥ ε or (5.17a)
lim supt→∞P [|Qt − q∗| ≥ δ] ≥ ε. (5.17b)

While we do not prove this conjecture, we provide strong evidence for it. We show that
if player 2 used any a-priori fixed sequence of mixed strategies {qt}t≥1 satisfying last-iterate
convergent properties, player 1’s mixed strategies would necessarily diverge. The idea is
that the realizations of player 2 arising from any such convergent sub-sequence are quite
“similar" (in a sense we will shortly define) to the realizations that would arise if player 2
had already converged to equilibrium. We define fixed-convergent sequences that player 2
can follow below.

Definition 5.3.5. An fixed-convergent strategy for player 2, parameterized by positive con-
stants (δ, t0, C), is any sub-sequence {Qt := qt}t≥1 satisfying the following two properties:

8This is because if a sequence (Pt,Qt)t≥1 did converge to some other point (p, q) 6= (p∗, q∗), then the
time-averages (P̂t, Q̂t)t≥1 would have to converge to (p, q) as well. However, we know that the time-averages
have to converge to the equilibrium (p∗, q∗) almost surely; thus the event that the sequence (Pt,Qt)t≥1

converges to some point other than the equilibrium has zero probability.
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|qt − q∗| ≤ δ/2 for all t ≥ t0 (5.18a)

|qt − q∗| ≤
C√
t
for all t ≥ 1, where (5.18b)

qt :=
1

t

t∑

s=1

qs.

We also denote the set of such fixed-convergent strategies by Qδ,t0,C and denote their trunca-
tion to round t by Qδ,t0,C(t).

Note that a fixed-convergent player 2 would not be adapting her repeated-game strategy
in response to feedback from player 1; nevertheless, the properties of her repeated-game
strategy resemble the properties of a last-iterate convergent no-regret strategy in a marginal
sense. To see this, we first note that Equation (5.18a) is a necessary condition for convergence
of the mixed strategies of player 2. Next, the stronger time-averaged convergence property of
Equation (5.18b) arises from the following classical lemma, which uses the optimal-no-regret
property of player 2’s strategy to establish the evolution of Qt (which is a random variable)
as a function of t. This lemma was first proved by Freund and Schapire [211] for the case of
multiplicative weights, but can be easily shown to hold for all optimal no-regret strategies.
We provide the proof in Appendix 5.3 for completeness.

Lemma 5.3.6. If player 1 and 2 are both playing optimal no-regret strategies each with rate
(1/2, c), the time-average of player 2’s mixed strategies evolves as

|Qt − q∗| ≤
Ca√
t
, (5.19)

where Ca is some positive constant that depends on the parameters of the game.

Now that we have justified Equations (5.18a) and (5.18b) as central to the definition of a
fixed-convergent sequence of player 2, we state our result on player 1’s last-iterate divergence
against such a sequence below.

Theorem 5.3.7. Assume, as before, that player 1 uses a mean-based repeated game strategy
{ft}t≥1 that is uniformly no-regret and has a regret rate of (1/2, c). Then, for any fixed-
convergent choice of strategies of player 2, player 1’s limiting mixed strategy diverges with
a positive probability. In other words, there exist positive constants (δ, ε) such that for any
{qt}t≥1 ∈ Qδ,t0,C, we have

lim supt→∞P [|Pt − p∗| ≥ δ] ≥ ε (5.20a)

The proof of Theorem 5.3.7 builds on the ideas in the proof of Theorem 5.3.3, but is more
technical, primarily owing to the need to study the probability mass function of the Poisson-
binomial random variable from the sum of independent Bernoulli(qt) random variables, and
is therefore contained in Appendix 5.3.
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A comment on adaptive strategies

Note that Theorem 5.3.7 does not, strictly speaking, tell us exactly what happens when
player 2 is using his own no-regret strategy. The difficulties that arise when studying this
case are primarily technical. While the iterates {Qt}t≥1 do marginally satisfy the conditions
in Equations (5.18a) and (5.18b), the actual realizations {J t}t≥1 are not necessarily mutually
independent due to the adaptivity of player 2. This causes especial technical difficulty in
the steps of the proof that relate various probability mass functions of the sums of player 2’s
realizations to one another. In fact, we considered the case of fixed-convergent sequences to
ensure that the realizations of player 2’s strategies are mutually independent across rounds.

More generally, dependencies across realizations are allowed as long as the probability
mass function of player 2’s sum of realizations at any step sufficiently resembles the prob-
ability mass function of a sum of mutually independent coin tosses. Thus, we do believe
that Theorem 5.3.7 implies last-iterate divergence for the full stochastic dynamical system.
However, the generality of our algorithmic framework will necessitate new mathematical
techniques to formally prove this result. This is an intriguing question for future work.

Last-iterate divergence beyond mean-based strategies

In this section, we examine the fidelity of our results on last-iterate divergence beyond the
exact mean-based assumption in Definition 5.2.4. While the mean-based assumption is fairly
strong, it is worth noting that mean-based strategies underlie the design of almost all no-
regret algorithms in practice. Moreover, as we will now show, the essence of our results
continues to hold even for algorithmic variants of mean-based strategies that are ubiquitous
in the online learning and games literature.

One of the most common such variants incorporates a form of recency bias, colloquially
called “optimism". We define the broad class of recency-bias strategies below.

Definition 5.3.8. The class of k-recency bias strategies is defined as below:

ft(J
t−1) := ft(Q̂

`
t−1) where

Q̂`
t :=

1

t

(
t∑

s=1

Js +
∑̀

j=1

rjJt−j+1

)
,

and {rj}`j=1 are positive integers taking values in {1, . . . , `}.
Note that the class of 0-recency bias strategies essentially constitutes mean-based strate-

gies, and 1-recency bias strategies with r1 = 1 constitutes the class of optimistic mean-based
strategies, since they are using

∑t
s=1 Js + Jt as the summary statistic.

As mentioned in the introduction, the study of the last iterate of optimism-based strate-
gies has generated a lot of interest in the optimization literature [246–250]; more-over, these
strategies are known to cause faster time-averaged convergence [251, 252]. Most recently,
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it was shown that the last iterate of the players’ strategies in the setting of telepathic dy-
namics (that arises when players use each others’ mixtures to update their strategies) will
converge [242]. In the more realistic realization model, the following result shows that the
ensuing stochasticity alone causes recency-bias-based strategies to diverge.

Theorem 5.3.9. Assume that player 2’s strategy {Jt}t≥1 is an i.i.d. sequence of
Bernoulli(q∗) random variables. Then, any `-recency-bias strategy {ft}t≥1, as defined in
Definition 5.3.8, that has a regret rate of (1/2, c) causes player 1’s last iterate to diverge, i.e.
there exist positive constants (δ, ε) such that

lim supt→∞P [|Pt − p∗| ≥ δ] ≥ ε. (5.21)

The proof of Theorem 5.3.9 is essentially a relatively simple variant of the proof of
Theorem 5.3.3 with slightly more involved algebraic calculations of the involved probability
mass functions owing to the recency bias. The full proof is contained in Appendix 5.3. It is
worth noting that the bounded memory of the recency bias, as well as bounded increments
{rj}`j=1 are critical to the essence of the argument. It is plausible that stronger recency biases
that grow with the number of rounds t could lead to different last-iterate behavior; however,
stronger recency biases would also conceivably break the no-regret property.

5.4 Conclusion and future work
In this chapter, we have shown partial but compelling evidence for a fundamental tension
between the guarantees of no-regret and last-iterate convergence on uncoupled dynamics that
use the opponents’ realizations alone as feedback. Perhaps the most important immediate
question to address is whether Conjecture 5.3.4 formally holds — while the techniques intro-
duced in this chapter provide strong evidence, non-trivial technical work remains to prove
the conjecture. Additionally, we can ask whether the mean-based nature of the strategies
is truly needed for our impossibility result. While we did show robustness of our results
to this assumption (through Theorem 5.3.9 for recency-bias-based strategies), whether the
same properties hold for strategies that are very different from mean-based strategies is an
intriguing question. Owing to the mean-based nature of the offline benchmark in regret-
minimization, it may even be that all no-regret strategies are in a certain approximate sense
mean-based.

Section 5.2 provided some preliminary empirical evidence that in practice, last-iterate
divergence can occur even when no-regret strategies with sub-optimal rates are used. Our
techniques break down in the face of sub-optimal no-regret rates, so it is interesting to
ponder whether last-iterate divergence happens even for sub-optimal no-regret algorithms
more generally, or if it is just a property of the particular algorithms that were simulated.

Overall, the results presented in this chapter, while preliminary, merit a possible re-
examination of choices of dynamics players should use to learn from one another. An alter-
nate choice of dynamics that is of possible interest is the recently proposed (non-constructive)
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smoothly calibrated strategies [254], which have been shown to converge in the last-iterate
to NE even for non-zero-sum games! These strategies constitute randomized responses to
deterministic forecasting, and are conceptually quite different from strategies satisfying the
no-regret property. Whether these strategies can be studied more constructively, and from a
behavioral game theory standpoint, is an important and intriguing question for future work.

5.5 Technical portions of proofs

Notation conventions for proofs

Before proving the full proofs of statements, we state our convention for notation. We
designate constants that take a value in (0, 1) by ε, and strictly positive, finite constants
by C ∈ (0,∞). Moreover, we will designate t0 as a lower bound on t above which all our
statements apply.

In general, these constants can depend on the parameters of the game, either directly, or
just on the equilibrium strategies (p∗, q∗).

For ease of exposition, we will also sub-script these constants by alphabets {a, b, . . .},
corresponding to the lemmas in which they appear and are used. Thus, for example, in
the first lemma the constants will be denoted as {εa, Ca} and the lower bound on t will be
denoted as t0,a. While in general we will overload notation within a lemma for our choice of
constants, we will be explicit about manipulations when possible.

Proof of Lemma 5.3.2

We consider the distribution of mutually independent coin tosses,

Jt i.i.d. ∼ Bernoulli(q∗), (5.22)

and denote the expectation of quantities under this probability distribution by E[·]. Recall
that q∗ is the Nash equilibrium strategy of player 2. By linearity of expectation, it is trivial
to show the second statement, i.e.

E

[
T∑

t=1

Jt

]
= Tq∗.
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To show the first statement, recall that Jt ⊥ (J)t−1 for all t ∈ {1, . . . , T} due to mutual
independence. Thus, we use the law of iterated expectations to get

E

[
T∑

t=1

G(ft((J)
t−1),Jt)

]

= E

[
T∑

t=1

E
[
ft((J)

t−1) ·G(1,Jt) + (1− ft((J)t−1))G(0,Jt)
∣∣∣(J)t−1

]]

= E

[
T∑

t=1

ft((J)
t−1) ·G(1, q∗) + (1− ft((J)t−1)) ·G(0, q∗)

]

= TR∗,

where the last statement follows by statement 1 in Assumption 5.2.5, noting that G(0, q∗) =
G(1, q∗) = G(p∗, q∗) = R∗. This completes the proof.

Proving Lemma 5.3.2 completes the proof of Proposition 5.3.1.

Proof of Lemma 5.3.6

The argument resembles the statement presented in Section 6.1 of [211] for which, if both
players are using the multiplicative weights update, we have

max
p∈[0,1]

G(p,Qt) ≤ g∗ +
2c√
t
,

where c is the no-regret parameter corresponding to the multiplicative weights algorithm.
Here, we show this argument for all no-regret strategies of rate (1/2, c). Note that, since
player 1’s strategy is no-regret, we have

1

t

t∑

s=1

G(Ps,Qs) ≥ max
p∈[0,1]

G(p,Qt)−
c√
t

=⇒ max
p∈[0,1]

G(p,Qt) ≤
1

t

t∑

s=1

G(Ps,Qs) +
c√
t
.

On the other hand, since player 2 is also using a no-regret strategy of rate (1/2, c), we
have

1

t

t∑

s=1

G(Ps,Qs) ≤ min
q∈[0,1]

G(P t, q) +
c√
t

≤ max
p∈[0,1]

min
q∈[0,1]

G(p, q) +
c√
t

= g∗ +
c√
t
.
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Putting the two inequalities together, we get

max
p∈[0,1]

G(p,Qt) ≤ g∗ +
2c√
t
.

Recall that we chose the convention thatG(0, 1) < G(1, 1) andG(1, 0) < G(1, 1). Further,
to satisfy the requirement that neither player has a strictly dominated strategy, we then
require G(0, 0) > G(0, 1). We will use this last fact. Also, recall that G(0, q∗) = G(1, q∗) =
G(p∗, q∗). Now, we observe that maxp∈[0,1]G(p,Qt) = max{G(0,Qt), G(1,Qt)} and, thus,
there are two cases:

1. Case 1: Qt > q∗, in which case we get

G(1,Qt) ≤ G(1, q∗) +
2c√
t

=⇒ (G(1, 1)−G(1, 0))(Qt − q∗) ≤
2c√
t

=⇒ (q∗ −Qt) ≤
C ′a√
t
,

where C ′a := 2c/(G(1, 1)−G(1, 0)).

2. Case 2: Qt ≤ q∗, in which case we get

G(0,Qt) ≤ G(0, q∗) +
2c√
t

=⇒ (G(0, 0)−G(0, 1))(q∗ −Qt) ≤
2c√
t

=⇒ (Qt − q∗) ≤
C ′′a√
t
,

where C ′′a := 2c/(G(0, 0)−G(0, 1)).

Taking Ca := max{C ′a, C ′′a} and combining the cases above completes the proof.

Proof of Theorem 5.3.7

Recall that we had earlier defined random variables Zt ∼ Binomial(t, q∗), for t ≥ 1, and
Z′′t,s ∼ Zt−s + s. Our main proof strategy is to show that the ensuing random variables
from any fixed-convergent sub-sequence highly resemble the ensuing random variables from
a sequence that is already exactly at equilibrium.

We consider the sequence {J̃t}t≥1 generated by independent random draws from the
fixed-convergent strategy of player 2, i.e. we have J̃t ∼ Bernoulli(qt) for all t ≥ 1. Define a
new random variable, Z̃t :=

∑t
s=1 J̃s.
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To be able to prove last iterate divergence when the opponent’s sequence is independent
and Bernoulli(qt) at round t, we need to lower bound the ratio of pmfs of the random
variables Z̃t and Z′′t for all z ∈ [tq∗, tq∗ + β

√
t]. First, note that by Equation (5.16), it

suffices to show that the ratio of the pmfs of random variables Z̃t and Zt is lower bounded
by a universal positive constant. This constitutes the main technical effort of our proof,
which we do through a series of key lemmas.

First, we show that the pmf of Z̃t is very close to the pmf of a Binomial(t, q∗) for any fixed-
convergent sequence {qt}t≥1 satisfying Equations (5.18a) and (5.18b). This is encapsulated
in the following technical lemma.

Lemma 5.5.1. Consider any fixed-convergent sequence {qt}t≥1, i.e. such that
Equations (5.18a) and (5.18b) both hold. Let Z̃′t := Binomial(t, qt). Then, there exists
positive constant εb and integer t0,b such that for all t ≥ t0,b, we have

P(Z̃t = z)

P(Z̃′t = z)
≥ εb for all z ∈ [tq∗, tq∗ + β

√
t].

Proof. We consider the constant round index t0,b := max{t0, 4C2/δ2}, and note that by the
triangle inequality, we have

|qt − qt| ≤ |qt − q∗|+ |q∗ − qt|

≤ δ

2
+

C√
t

≤ δ

2
+
δ

2
= δ,

where the last inequality holds for all t ≥ t0,b. Thus, we have |qt − qt| ≤ δ, which is useful
for comparing the pmfs of the random variables Z̃t and Z̃′t.

Consider a fixed t ≥ t0,b. In general, relating the probability mass function of Z̃t, which
is the Poisson binomial random variable, directly to the binomial distribution, is challeng-
ing. The following technical lemma characterizes the sequence {qs}ts=1 that minimizes the
probability mass function P(Z̃t = z) for a fixed choice of z. This minimizing sequence takes
values qs ∈ {qt − δ, qt, qt + δ}, which turns out to be a much simpler form to analyze.

Lemma 5.5.2. Consider any round index t ≥ 1. Then, for every z ∈ {1, . . . , t}, there exists
an even integer 0 ≤ nt(z) ≤ t such that

P(Z̃t = z) ≥ P(
˜̃
Zt = z),

where ˜̃Zt := Binomial
(
nt(z)

2
, q∗ + δ

)
+ Binomial

(
nt(z)

2
, q∗ − δ

)
+ Binomial (t− nt(z), q∗).

Proof. Let ηs := qs − qt, for 1 ≤ s ≤ t, denote the deviation of qs from the average at time
t, qt. Thus we have

∑t
s=1 ηs = 0, and ηs ∈ [−δ, δ] for all s ∈ {1, . . . , t}.
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Let et := {e1, e2, . . . , et} where es ∈ {−1,+1} for all 1 ≤ s ≤ t represent the unique
encoding of the output sequence J t ∈ {0, 1}t. Let |et| := |{es = +1 : 1 ≤ s ≤ t}| denote the
number of positive ones in the vector et. Now, we consider 1 ≤ z ≤ t. We have,

P(Z̃t = z) =
∑

|et|=z

t∏

s=1

qs(i){es = +1}+ (1− qs)(i){es = −1})

=
∑

|et|=z

t∏

s=1

(qt + ηs)(i){es = +1}+ (1− qt − ηs)(i){es = −1}).

On the other hand, we have

P(Z̃ ′t = z) =
∑

|et|=z

t∏

s=1

(qt)(i){es = +1}+ (1− qt)(i){es = −1})

=

(
t

z

)
(qt)

z(1− qt)(t−z).

Thus,

P(Z̃t = z)

P(Z̃ ′t = z)
=

(
t

z

)−1 ∑

|et|=z

t∏

s=1

qt + ηs
qt

(i){es = +1}+
1− qt − ηs

1− qt
(i){es = −1})

=

(
t

z

)−1 ∑

|et|=z

t∏

s=1

(
1 +

ηs
qt

)
(i){es = +1}+

(
1− ηs

1− qt

)
(i){es = −1}).

Let ês = +1
qt

if es = +1 and ês = −1
1−qt

if es = −1. Let êt = {ê1, . . . , êt} and let |êt| := |{ês =

+1/qt : 1 ≤ s ≤ t}|. Then, we get

P(Z̃t = z)

P(Z̃ ′t = z)
=

(
t

z

)−1 ∑

|êt|=z

t∏

s=1

(1 + êsηs). (5.23)

We will now try to lower bound the ratio P(Z̃t=z)

P(Z̃′t=z)
over ηt := {η1, . . . , ηt} such that ηs ∈

[−δ, δ] for all 1 ≤ s ≤ t and
∑t

s=1 ηs = 0. Let F denote the set of all such vectors ηt. Let

P (ηt) =
∑

|êt|=z

t∏

s=1

(1 + êsηs),

for η ∈ F , and let
η̃t ∈ arg min

ηt∈F
P (η).
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Note that P (η) is a multinomial in η1, . . . , ηt. We now show that η̃t satisfies:
η̃s ∈ {−δ, 0, δ},∀1 ≤ s ≤ t. First note that if η̃s ∈ {−δ, δ} for all 1 ≤ s ≤ t then we are done.
If this does not hold, then without loss of generality let η̃t ∈ (−δ, δ). Since ∑t

s=1 η̃s = 0, let
us substitute η̃t = −∑t−1

s=1 η̃s. We now argue that η̃1 ∈ {−δ, δ}. We have

∑

|êt|=z

t∏

s=1

(1 + êsη̃s) =
∑

|êt|=z

(1 + ê1η̃1)(1− êt(η̃1 + · · ·+ η̃t−1)
t−1∏

s=2

(1 + êsη̃s)

=
∑

|êt|=z

(1 + ê1η̃1 − êtη̃1 − êt(η̃2 + · · ·+ η̃t−1)− ê1êtη̃
2
1 − ê1ê2(η̃2 + · · ·+ η̃))H(ê2, . . . , êt−1),

where

H(ê2, . . . , êt−1) =
t−1∏

s=2

(1 + êsη̃s).

Note that the above is a quadratic expression in η̃1. We now observe that the coefficient of
η̃1 in this expression is zero. Indeed, the coefficient of η̃1 is given by

∑

|ê|=z

H(ê2, . . . , êt−1)(ê1 − êt) = 0,

because of the symmetry in ê1 and êt in the above expression. A quadratic of the form
ax2 + b attains its minimum on an interval [l, h] either at x = l, h or x = 0.

This establishes that η̃1 ∈ {−δ, 0, δ}, and indeed the same argument works for all t ∈
{1, . . . , (T − 1)}. Moreover, we get η̃t ∈ {−δ, 0, δ}, as these are the only choices that can
allow

∑t
s=1 η̃s = 0.

Thus, we have established that η̃s ∈ {−δ, 0, δ} for all s ∈ {1, . . . , t}.
Thus, there must be exact nt(z)/2 values of s corresponding to η̃s = δ, nt(z)/2 values of

s corresponding to η̃s = −δ, and (t − nt(z)) values of s corresponding to η̃s = 0. Thus, we
have shown that

P(Z̃t = z) ≥ P(
˜̃
Zt = z),

where ˜̃Zt := Binomial
(
nt(z)

2
, q∗ + δ

)
+Binomial

(
nt(z)

2
, q∗ − δ

)
+Binomial (t− nt(z), q∗).

We now state and prove a final technical lemma relating the random variables ˜̃Zt and
Yt = Binomial(t, qt).

Lemma 5.5.3. Let Zt(n) := Binomial
(
n
2
, qt + δ

)
+Binomial

(
n
2
, qt − δ

)
+Binomial (t− n, qt)

for any even n ∈ {1, . . . , t}. Then, there exists universal constant εc > 0 such that for every
z ∈ [q∗t, q∗t+ β

√
t], we have

P(Zt(n) = z)

P(Yt = z)
≥ εc > 0.

Here, Yt = Binomial(t, qt).
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Note that Lemma 5.5.3 immediately implies that

P(
˜̃
Zt = z)

P(Yt = z)
=

P(Zt(nt(z)) = z)

P(Yt = z)
≥ εc > 0,

and we have thus related the original random variable Z̃t to the Binomial random variable
Yt through the constant εb := εc, which completes our proof argument. Thus, it only remains
to prove Lemma 5.5.3, which we do below.

Proof. Our proof will critically use the classical de-Moivre-Laplace theorem, stated below.

Theorem 5.5.4 (de-Moivre and Laplace, statement from [255]). We denote the pdf of the
normal distribution N (µ, σ2) by p(x;µ, σ2). Further, let X ∼ Binomial(t, q) for any 0 <
q < 1, and consider any sequence {kt}t≥1 such that k3

t /t
2 → 0 as t → ∞. Then, for every

0 < ε < 1, there exists a t0 sufficiently large such that for all t > t0, we have

1− ε < P(X = z)

p(z; tq, tq(1− q)) ≤ 1 + ε, for all integers qt− kt ≤ z ≤ qt+ kt.

Theorem 5.5.4 is a much sharper form of asymptotic normality than the typically stated
Central Limit Theorem, as it obtains direct control on the probability mass function itself.
To see how we can apply the de-Moivre-Laplace theorem to the denominator P(Yt = z), we
fix q := qt. Then, note that since z ∈ [tq∗, tq∗ + β

√
t] and (from Lemma 5.3.6), we have

qt ∈ {q∗ − C/
√
t, q∗ + C/

√
t}, we have z ∈ [tqt − C

√
t, tqt + (C + β)

√
t]. Thus, designating

Cc := (β + C), we consider the choice of sequence {kt = Cc
√
t}t≥1. This sequence clearly

satisfies k3
t /t

2 → 0, and so we can directly apply the statement of the DeMoivre-Laplace
theorem to get

(1− εc) · p (z; tqt, tqt(1− qt)) ≤ P(Yt = z) ≤ (1 + εc) · p (z; tqt, tqt(1− qt)) for t ≥ t0,c.

Further, we will adjust t0,c such that t > t0,c := t0,c/q
∗.

There are two cases to study depending on the value that n takes. The first one considers
n ≤ t0,c. Noting that t0,c is a constant, in this case we can directly bound the ratio of pmfs.
First, we very crudely lower bound the numerator to get

P(
˜̃
Zt = z) =

∑

0≤k1,k2≤n/2,0≤k3≤(t−n),k1+k2+k3=z

(
n/2

k1

)(
n/2

k2

)(
t− n
k3

)

(qt + δ)k1 · (1− qt − δ)n/2−k1 · (qt − δ)k2 · (1− qt + δ)n/2−k2 · (qt)k3(1− qt)t−n−k3

>

(
t− n
z − n

)
(qt + δ)n/2(qt − δ)n/2(qt)

z−n(1− qt)t−z,

where in the last inequality we considered only the point k1 = k2 = n/2, k3 = z−n in the
sum. (Note that this is a valid point as z ≤ t and z−n ≥ q∗t− t0,c > 0. The latter inequality



CHAPTER 5. TWO-SIDED, NO-REGRET LEARNING 255

follows because we assumed that q∗T > t0,c.) On the other hand, for the denominator we
have

P(Yt = z) =

(
t

z

)
(qt)

z(1− qt)t−z,

and so we get, after some algebraic simplification,

P(
˜̃
Zt = z)

P(Yt = z)
>

(
t−n
z−n

) (
1− δ2

qt2

)n/2
(
t
z

)

≥ εc > 0,

where the constant εc will depend on qt, δ, t0,c, but not on t. Here, we have critically used
n ≤ t0,c to lower bound the term

(
1− δ2

qt2

)
by such a constant, as well as noting that

(
t−n
z−n

)
(
t
z

) =
z

t
· z − 1

t− 1
. . .

z − n+ 1

t− n+ 1

≥
(
z − n+ 1

t− n+ 1

)n

≥ (εc)
n ≥ (εc)

t0,c ,

for some constant εc that is close to q∗.
Notice that the above crude argument does not work for the case where n > t0,c, in

particular, if it can grow indefinitely as a function of t, is less trivial. For this case, we make
the following claim using the de-Moivre-Laplace theorem, under which it suffices to prove
the lemma.

Claim 5.5.5. There exists a constant εc ∈ (0, 1) that can depend on Cc, but is independent
of (t, n), such that for t0,c ≤ n ≤ t, we have

P(Yt = z) ≤ (1 + εc) · p (z; tqt, tqt(1− qt)) (5.24a)
P(Zt(n) = z) ≥ (1− εc) · p

(
z; tqt, tσ

2(qt, n, t)
)
norm where (5.24b)

σ2(qt, n, t) :=
1

t

(
t

2
(qt − δ)(1− qt + δ) +

n

2
(qt + δ)(1− qt − δ) + (t− n)qt(1− qt))

)

for any z ∈ [tq∗ − Cc
√
t, tq∗ + Cc

√
t].

First, notice that Claim 5.5.5 directly gives us our proof for the case where n ≥ t0,c. To
see this, consider the second case where qt > 1/2. This gives us

P(Zt(n) = z)

P(Yt = z)
≥ (1− εc)

(1 + εc)
· p(z; tqt, tσ

2(qt, n, t))

p (z; tqt, tqt(1− qt))

=
(1− εc)
(1 + εc)

·
√

2π · t(qt)(1− qt)√
2π · tσ2(qt, n, t)

· e
− (z−tqt)

2

2tσ2(qt,n,t)

e
− (z−tqt)2

2tqt(1−qt)

.
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First, we note that σ2(qt, n, t) ≤ 1
4
. Moreover, we know that qt ∈ [q∗ − δ, q∗ + δ], and so

we have
√

2π · tqt(1− qt)√
2π · tσ2(qt, n, t)

≥ εc > 0,

where εc is a constant that depends only on δ. Thus, we get

P(Zt(n) = z)

P(Yt = z)
≥ εc ·

e
− (z−tqt)

2

2tσ2(qt,n,t)

e
− (z−tqt)2

2tqt(1−qt)

.

Finally, we note that z ∈ [tq∗ − Cc
√
t, tq∗ + Cc

√
t]. Thus, to lower bound the numerator

we get

e
− (z−tqt)

2

2tσ2(qt,n,t) ≥ e
− 4C2

c ·t
2tσ2(qt,n,t)

≥ e
− 4C2

c
2σ2(qt,n,t) ≥ εc > 0,

where we now use the fact that σ2(qt, n, t) ≥ (qt + δ)(1 − qt − δ) (this is a consequence
of qt > 1/2). 9 Thus, we get qt + δ ≤ q∗ + 2δ < 1. Note that this constant εc will depend on
(q∗, δ, Cc), but is independent of t.

For the denominator, we trivially have e−
(z−tqt)

2

2tqt(1−qt) ≤ 1. Putting all of these together, we
get

P(Zt(n) = z)

P(Yt = z)
≥ εc > 0,

where εc is the product of all the above constants and thus depends on (t0,c, q
∗, Cc, δ), but

is independent of t. Thus, given Claim 5.5.5, we have proved Lemma 5.5.3. (A symmetric
argument, which we omit, also works for the case qt ≤ 1/2.)

It only remains to prove this claim, which we do below using the DeMoivre-Laplace
theorem.

Proof of Claim 5.5.5. As we noted above, Equation (5.24a) follows immediately from the
statement of Theorem 5.5.4. To prove Equation (5.24b), we need to do a little more work,
but essentially we can exploit the mixture-of-binomials structure in the random variable
Zt(n) := Binomial

(
n
2
, qt + δ

)
+ Binomial

(
n
2
, qt − δ

)
+ Binomial (t− n, qt) for any even n ∈

{1, . . . , t}.
First, we consider the extreme case where the distribution is “most different" from Yt,

i.e. n = t. In this case, note that Zt(t) := Zt,1 + Zt,2 where Zt,1 ∼ Binomial
(
t
2
, qt + δ

)
and

9It seems to me that this would hold more generally and we do not need the assumption qT > 1/2.
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Zt,2 ∼ Binomial
(
t
2
, qt − δ

)
, and the random variables Zt,1 and Zt,2 are independent. Thus,

we get

P(Zt(t) = z) =

tqt−Cc
√
t∑

y=z−tqt+Cc
√
t

P(Zt,1 = y)P(Zt,2 = (z − y))

≥
t
2
·(qt+δ)+Cct5/9∑

y= t
2
·(qt+δ)−Cct5/9

P(Zt,1 = y)P(Zt,2 = (z − y)).

Now, observe that y ∈ [t/2 · (qt + δ)−Cct5/9, t/2 · (qt + δ) +Cct
5/9], and because we have

assumed that z ∈ [qt − Cc
√
t, qt + Cc

√
t], we also have (z − y) ∈ [t/2 · (qt − δ)− Cct5/9, t/2 ·

(qt − δ) + Cct
5/9] for slightly adjusted constant Cc. Moreover, it is easy to verify that the

sequence {kt := Cct
5/9}t≥1 satisfies the conditions required for application of de-Moivre-

Laplace theorem.
Therefore, for large enough t ≥ t0,c (where t0,c will depend on (εc, δ, q

∗, Cc), and appro-
priately chosen constant εc ∈ (0, 1), and the specified ranges of (y, z), we get

P(Zt,1 = y) ≥ (1− εc) · p
(
y;
t

2
(qt + δ),

t

2
(qt + δ)(1− qt − δ)

)

P(Zt,2 = (z − y)) ≥ (1− εc) · p
(

(z − y);
t

2
(qt − δ),

t

2
(qt − δ)(1− qt + δ))

)
,

and so we get

P(Zt(t) = z)

≥ (1− εc)2

t
2
·(qt+δ)+Cct5/9∑

y= t
2
·(qt+δ)−Cct5/9

p

(
y;
t

2
(qt + δ),

t

2
(qt + δ)(1− qt − δ)

)
·

p

(
(z − y);

t

2
(qt − δ),

t

2
(qt − δ)(1− qt + δ)

)

(i)

≥ ·(1− εc)2 · p
(
z;
t

2
(qt + δ),

t

2
(qt + δ)(1− qt − δ)

)
? p

(
z;
t

2
(qt − δ),

t

2
(qt − δ)(1− qt + δ)

)

− 2(1− εc)2 · e−Cct1/9

= (1− εc)2 · p
(
z; tqt,

t

2
(qt + δ)(1− qt − δ) +

t

2
(qt − δ),

t

2
(qt − δ)(1− qt + δ)

)

− 2(1− εc)2 · e−Cct1/9

(ii)

≥ εc(1− εc)p
(
z; tqt,

t

2
(qt + δ)(1− qt − δ) +

t

2
(qt − δ),

t

2
(qt − δ)(1− qt + δ)

)
.



CHAPTER 5. TWO-SIDED, NO-REGRET LEARNING 258

Here, inequality (ii) follows for large enough t ≥ t0,c noting that for the specified range
of z, we have p

(
z; tqt,

t
2
(qt + δ)(1− qt − δ) + t

2
(qt − δ), t2(qt − δ)(1− qt + δ)

)
≥ εc > 0; and

also that e−Cct1/9 goes to 0 as t→∞. Inequality (i) follows by noting that
∑

y> t
2
·(qt+δ)+Cct5/9

p

(
y;
t

2
(qt + δ),

t

2
(qt + δ)(1− qt − δ)

)
≤ P

(
W > Cct

1/18
)

≤ e−Cct
1/9

,

whereW denotes the standard normal random variable, and we have overloaded notation
in choices of Cc. Similarly, we have

∑

y< t
2
·(qt−δ)−Cct5/9

p

(
y;
t

2
(qt − δ),

t

2
(qt − δ)(1− qt + δ)

)
≤ e−Cct

1/9

.

From this, we get
t
2
·(qt+δ)+Cct5/9∑

y= t
2
·(qt+δ)−Cct5/9

p

(
y;
t

2
(qt + δ),

t

2
(qt + δ)(1− qt − δ)

)
·

p

(
(z − y);

t

2
(qt − δ),

t

2
(qt − δ)(1− qt + δ)

)

≥ p

(
z;
t

2
(qt + δ),

t

2
(qt + δ)(1− qt − δ)

)
? p

(
z;
t

2
(qt − δ),

t

2
(qt − δ)(1− qt + δ)

)

− 2e−Cct
1/9

,

and plugging this in above gives inequality (i).
Clearly, we have proved Equation (5.24b) for this extreme case. Let us now extend this

extreme case more generally. Recall that we assumed n ≥ t0,c. In this case, by an identical
argument to the above, we get

P(Zn,1 + Zn,2 = z′) ≥ εc(1− εc)2·
p
(
z;nqt,

n

2
(qt + δ)(1− qt − δ) +

n

2
(qt − δ),

n

2
(qt − δ)(1− qt + δ)

)
.

Thus, we can utilize a similar convolution argument as before to study Zt(n) := Zn,1 +
Zn,2 + Z(t−n),3, where Z(t−n),3 ∼ Binomial((t − n), qt) and is independent from {Zn,1, Zn,2}.
Thus, we get

P(Zt(n) = z) = P(Zn,1 + Zn,2 + Z(t−n),3 = z)

≥
nqt+Ccn5/9∑

z′=nqt−Ccn5/9

P(Zn,1 + Zn,2 = z′)P(Z(t−n),3 = (z − z′)).

There are two cases depending on the value of (t− n):
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1. (t− n) ≤ t0,c. In this case, because Z(t−n),3 ∈ {0, . . . , t0,c}, we have

P(Z(t−n),3 = (z − z′)) ≥ (min{qt, 1− qt})(t−n)

≥ (min{qt, 1− qt})t0,c .

Similarly, it is easy to verify that the normal pdf p((z − z′); (t− n)qt, (t− n)qt(1− qt))
is also bounded above by a constant c′ as (z − z′) ≤ t0,c. Thus, the ratio of the two is
bounded by a universal constant εc for all (z − z′) ∈ {0, . . . , t0,c}.

2. The second case is (t − n) ≥ t0,c. Now, we note that (z − z′) ∈ [(t − n)qt − Cc
√
n −

Cc
√
t, (t − n)qt + Cc

√
n + Cc

√
t], therefore, (z − z′) ∈ [(t − n)qt − Cc

√
(t− n), (t −

n)qt +Cc
√

(t− n)] for slightly adjusted constant Cc. Then, since (t−n) ≥ t0,c as well,
we can apply the de-Moivre-Laplace theorem on the Binomial random variable Z(t−n),3

and show that

P(Z(t−n),3 = (z − z′))
p((z − z′); (t− n)qt, (t− n)qt(1− qt))

≥ (1− εc)

for the specified range on (z − z′).

Thus, in both cases, for appropriately chosen εc > 0 we get

P(Zt(n) = z) ≥ εc

nqt+Ccn5/9∑

z′=nqt−Ccn5/9

p
(
z′;nqt,

n

2
(qt + δ)(1− qt − δ) +

n

2
(qt − δ)(1− qt + δ)

)
·

p ((z − z′); (t− n)qt, (t− n)qt(1− qt))
≥ ε2c · p

(
z;nqt,

n

2
(qt + δ)(1− qt − δ) +

n

2
(qt − δ)(1− qt + δ)

)
?

p (z; (t− n)qt, (t− n)qt(1− qt))
= ε2c · p

(
z; tqt,

n

2
(qt + δ)(1− qt − δ) +

n

2
(qt − δ)(1− qt + δ) + (t− n)qt(1− qt)

)
,

where the second inequality uses an identical argument as earlier again noting that n ≥ t0,c.
This completes the statement of the claim, and thus completes the proof.

Now that we have proved Claim 5.5.5, we have completed the proof of Lemma 5.5.3.

Finally, we show that the pmfs of Yt = Binomial(t, qt) and Zt = Binomial(t, q∗) are
sufficiently close. This follows from the time-averaged convergence property in Lemma 5.3.6
and the argument is detailed below.

Lemma 5.5.6. There exists a positive constant εd > 0 and a sufficiently large t0,d such that
for all t > t0,d, we have

P(Yt = z)

P(Zt = z)
≥ εd,∀z ∈ [q∗t, q∗t+ C

√
T ].
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Proof. Again, from the DeMoivre-Laplace theorem, there exists positive constant εd ∈ (0, 1)
and a sufficiently large t0,d, such that for all t > t0,d, we have

P(Yt = z) ≥ (1− εd) · p (z; tqt, tqt(1− qt)) ,
P(Zt = z) ≤ (1 + εd) · p (z; tq∗, tq∗(1− q∗)) .

Hence, we have

P(Yt(n) = z)

P(Zt = z)
≥ (1− εd)

(1 + εd)
· p(z; tqt, tqt(1− qt))
p (z; tq∗, tq∗(1− q∗))

=
(1− εd)
(1 + εd)

·
√

2π · t(qt)(1− qt)√
2π · tq∗t (1− q∗)

· e
− (z−tqt)

2

2tqt(1−qt)

e
− (z−tq∗)2

2tq∗(1−q∗)

.

Now, we have
√

2π · t(qt)(1− qt)√
2π · tq∗(1− q∗)

≥ max

{√
2π · (q∗ − δ)(1− q∗ + δ)√

2π · q∗(1− q∗)
,

√
2π · (q∗ + δ)(1− q∗ − δ)√

2π · q∗(1− q∗)

}
> 0,

for all t. This is because qt ∈ [q∗ − δ, q∗ + δ] and qt(1 − qt) being concave over this interval
attains its minimum on the boundary. Further, we get

e
− (z−tqt)

2

2tqt(1−qt) ≥ max

{
e−

2C2
d

2(q∗−δ)(1−q∗+δ) , e−
2C2
d

2(q∗+δ)(1−q∗−δ)

}
> 0.

Note that we have obtained bounds that do not depend on t. Thus there exists a positive
constant εd such that the statement in the lemma holds.

Putting all the equations together, we get

P(Z′t = z)

P(Zt = z)
≥ ε for all z ∈ [tq∗, tq∗ + C

√
t].

for universal constant ε > 0. Thereafter, an identical argument to the proof of Theo-
rem 5.3.3 completes the proof.

Proof of Theorem 5.3.9

Proof. We will essentially mimic the proof of Theorem 5.3.3. We first define notation per-
tinent to `-recency-bias strategies. We denote Z`

t :=
∑t

t′=1 Jt′ +
∑`

j=1 rjJt−j+1, where
Jsi.i.d. ∼ Bernoulli(q∗). Note that Q̂`

t = Z`
t/t. More conveniently, we can also write

Z`
t :=

t∑

t′=1

(1 + r′t′)Jt′ ,
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where we designate r′t′ = 0 for t′ ≤ (t− `), and r′t′ = rt−t′+1 thereafter. Using this notation,
we can then write, for any 0 ≤ s ≤ t,

(Z′′)`t,s :=
t−s∑

t′=1

(1 + r′t′)Jt′ +
t∑

t′=t−s+1

(1 + r′t′)

(Q̂′′)`t,s :=
(Z′′)`t,s

t
.

From Proposition 5.3.1, we know that there exists a sequence {tk, sk}k≥1 such that 0 ≤
sk ≤ α(tk)

1/2 for all k ≥ 1, and

E
[
ftk((Q̂

′′)`tk,sk)
]
≥ p∗ + 2δ for all k ≥ 1.

As in the proof of Theorem 5.3.3, we can use Markov’s inequality to get

P
(
ftk((Q̂

′′)`tk,sk) > p∗ + δ
)
≥ ε0,

where ε0 := δ/((1− p∗)− δ). Note that 0 < ε0 < 1/2, as in the proof of Theorem 5.3.3.
Next, we apply the central limit theorem on the recency-biased random variable Q̂`

t =
Z`

t/t. Observe thatZ`
t is a sum of bounded random variables (as rj ≤ ` for all j ∈ {1, . . . , `}).

In fact, we have

E
[
Z`

t

]
=

(
t+
∑̀

j=1

rj

)
1

2

=⇒ E
[
Q̂`

t

]
=

1

2
+

∑`
j=1 rj

2t
∈
[

1

2
,
1

2
+
`2

2t

]
.

Moreover, we have

var
[
Z`

t

]
=

(
(t− `) +

∑̀

j=1

(1 + rj)
2

)
· 1

4
∈
[
t

4
,
(t+ `2(`+ 2))

4

]

Thus, by the central limit theorem, we have

lim
t→∞

P




Z`
t − (t+

∑`
j=1 rj)/2√(

(t− `) +
∑`

j=1(1 + rj)2
)
/4

> γ′


 = 1− φ (γ′) ,

where recall that φ is the CDF of the standard normal distribution. As before, substi-
tuting γ := γ√

1/4
, and considering large enough t ≥ T1(ε0) and suitable choice of γ := γ0
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(just as in the proof of Theorem 5.3.3, although the exact choices could be slightly different
here), we get

P




Z`
t − (t+

∑`
j=1 rj)/2√(

(t− `) +
∑`

j=1(1 + rj)2
) > γ


 ≤

ε0
4

+
ε0
4

=
ε0
2
.

Thus, we have shown that

Z`
t − (t+

∑`
j=1 rj)/2√(

(t− `) +
∑`

j=1(1 + rj)2
) > γ0

with probability at least (1− ε0/2). Observe that this implies that

Z`
t ≤ (t+

∑̀

j=1

rj)/2 + γ0

√√√√
(

(t− `) +
∑̀

j=1

(1 + rj)2

)
≤ t/2 + γ′0

√
t

for large enough t, where γ′0 can depend on `. Thus, since tk − sk →∞ as k →∞, there
exists a k1 > 1 such that

P
(
tkQ̂

`
tk,sk

> 1/2(tk − sk) + sk + γ′0
√
tk − sk

)
≤ ε0

2

for all k ≥ k1. Using the bound sk ≤ α
√
tk, and the union bound we get

P

(
ftk

(
(Z′′)`tk,sk

tk

)
≥ p∗ + δ, (Z′′)`tk,sk ≤ 1/2 · tk + β

√
tk

)
≥ ε0

2
. (5.25)

Observe that (Z′′)`t,s ≥ s′(`) :=
∑min{s,`}

j=1 (1+rs)+max{(s−`), 0}. We will now show that
the pmfs of the random variables are within a constant fraction of each other. The argument
resembles the one in the proof of Theorem 5.3.3 with slightly more involved calculations.

Lemma 5.5.7. Denote β0 := 2β. Then, for any value of 0 ≤ s ≤ α
√
t, and for all t ≥ 1,

we have:

min
s′(`)≤z≤1/2(t+β0

√
t)

P(Z`
t = z)

P((Z′′)`t,s = z)
≥
(

1

2

)`2
· (1 + 2β0)−α.

Using this lemma, we can complete the proof of Theorem 5.3.9 using an exactly identical
argument to the proof of Theorem 5.3.3. Since the argument is identical, we omit the details
here.

To complete our proof, it thus suffices to prove Lemma 5.5.7, which we now do.
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Proof. We will split the argument into two cases: s ≥ ` and s < `. First, we note that for
s ≥ `, we have

P((Z′′)`t,s = z) = P

(
Zt−s = z − s−

∑̀

j=1

rj

)

It is important to note that when s ≥ `, we have s′(`) =
∑`

j=1 rj + s, and so (z − s −∑`
j=1 rj) = z − s′(`) > 0. This ensures that the ensuing pmf is valid. Thus, we get

P
(
(Z′′)`t,s = z

)
=

(
(t− s)

(z − s−∑`
j=1 rj)

)(
1

2

)(t−s)

For the numerator, we get

P
(
Z`
t = z

)

=
∑

x1,...,x`∈{0,1}`
P (Jt = x1,Jt−1 = x2, . . . ,Jt−`+1 = x`) · P

(
Zt−` = z −

∑̀

j=1

(1 + rj)xj

)

=
∑

x1,...,x`∈{0,1}`
P (Jt = x1,Jt−1 = x2, . . . ,Jt−`+1 = x`) ·

(
(t− `)

(z −∑`
j=1(1 + rj)xj)

)(
1

2

)t−l
.

Note that since z ≥ s′(`) and z ≤ t/2 + β
√
t, we have for large enough t,

(z −
∑̀

j=1

(1 + rj)xj) ≥ z − `−
∑̀

j=1

rj > z − s′(`) > 0, and

(z −
∑̀

j=1

(1 + rj)xj) ≤ z ≤ (t− `),

since for large enough t we know that t/2 + β
√
t < t− `. Thus, the binomial coefficients

above are valid for all values of x := (x1, . . . , x`).
Clearly, it suffices to bound the term

R(x) =

( (t−`)
(z−

∑`
j=1(1+rj)xj)

) (
1
2

)t−l
( (t−s)

(z−s−
∑`
j=1 rj)

) (
1
2

)(t−s)

uniformly for every x := (x1, . . . , x`) ∈ {0, 1}`. We will now do this. Note that

R(x) =

( (t−`)
(z−

∑`
j=1(1+rj)xj)

)

( (t−s)
(z−s−

∑`
j=1 rj)

)

︸ ︷︷ ︸
A(x)

· 1

2s−l
,



CHAPTER 5. TWO-SIDED, NO-REGRET LEARNING 264

and we will now aim to lower bound the term A(x). Since the binomial coefficient is
uni-modal, we know that

A(x) ≥ min{A1(x), A2(x)} where

A1(x) :=

(
(t−`)
z

)
( (t−s)

(z−s−
∑`
j=1 rj)

)

A2(x) :=

( (t−`)
(z−`−

∑`
j=1 rj)

)

( (t−s)
(z−s−

∑`
j=1 rj)

) .

Thus, we only have to lower bound each of the two terms A1(x), A2(x). Denoting z′ :=
z −∑`

j=1 rj as shorthand, a simple calculation shows that

A2(x) =
(t− `) . . . (t− s+ 1)

(z′ − `) . . . (z′ − s+ 1)

≥
(
t− `
z′ − `

)s

≥
(

t− `
t/2 + β0

√
t−∑`

j=1 rj − `

)s−`

,

where the first inequality used the property that for any t ≥ z′, the function t−i
z′−i is

increasing in i.
Moreover, we can show that

A1(x)

A2(x)
=

(
(t−`)
z

)
( (t−`)
z−`−

∑`
j=1 rj

)

=
(t− z +

∑`
j=1 rj)!

(t− z − `)! ·
(z − `−∑`

j=1 rj)!

z!

=
(t− z +

∑`
j=1 rj) . . . (t− z − `+ 1)

z . . . (z − `−∑`
j=1 rj + 1)

≥ (0.8)
∑`
j=1 rj+`

≥ (0.8)`
2

,

where the second-to-last inequality holds for large enough t noting that z ≤ t/2 + β
√
t.
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Putting all of this together, we get

R(x) ≥ (0.8)`
2 ·
(

(t− `)/2
t/2 + β0

√
t−∑`

j=1 rj − `

)s

≥ (0.8)`
2 ·
(

(t− `)
t+ 2β0

√
t−∑`

j=1 rj
− `
)α
√
t

≥ (0.8)`
2 · (1 + 2β0)−α

for large enough t.
This completes the proof of the ratios for the case s ≥ `. For the case s < `, we can use

an even simpler argument. First, we note that

P
(
(Z′′)`t,s = z

)
= P

(
t−∑̀

t′=1

Jt′ +
t−s∑

j=t−`

(1 + rj)Jt = (z − s)
)
> 0,

as we know that (z − s) ≤ (t− `).
Next, we note that we can very crudely lower bound

P
(
Z`

t = z
)

= P

(
t−∑̀

t′=1

Jt′ +
t−s∑

j=t−`

(1 + rj)Jt = (z − s)
)
· P (Jt−s+1 = 1, . . . ,Jt = 1)

= P

(
t−∑̀

t′=1

Jt′ +
t−s∑

j=t−`

(1 + rj)Jt = (z − s)
)
·
(

1

2

)s

> P

(
t−∑̀

t′=1

Jt′ +
t−s∑

j=t−`

(1 + rj)Jt = (z − s)
)
·
(

1

2

)`
,

where the last step follows because we are in the case where s < `. and so we get

min
s′(`)≤z≤1/2(t+β0

√
t)

P(Z`
t = z)

P((Z′′)`t,s = z)
≥
(

1

2

)`
>

(
1

2

)`2
(1 + 2β0)−α

where the last step follows because ` ≥ 1. Putting the two cases together completes the
proof of Lemma 5.5.7.
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Chapter 6

Future Directions

This thesis presented a fundamental perspective on intersecting learning and strategic be-
havior, by posing two key questions: how should we learn from data provided by an unknown,
possibly strategic agent? And how should a strategic agent generate her data in response to
learning? We partially answered these questions for three types of agents: stochastic, ad-
versarial, and competitive; and with the simplest possible ML models like binary sequence
prediction, 2 × 2 games and linear models. Listed below are key conclusions from each
chapter.

1. In Chapters 2 and 3, we designed explicit learning algorithms that successfully adapt
not only between stochastic and adversarial environments, but also between different
minimum-description-length model orders that could describe the environment. The
model selection problem highlighted the need to measure guarantees on adaptivity by
the metric of overall reward rather than regret.

2. In Chapter 4, we showed that when only one agent is doing the learning, the data
generator is incentivized to generate in her data in order to build up a commitmen-
t/reputation; thus achieving Stackelberg equilibrium. Implicitly, the data generator is
incentivized to reveal her private information to the learner even though the game is
non-cooperative!

3. In Chapter 5, we saw that the ubiquitous no-regret learning dynamics can lead to
surprisingly divergent day-to-day behavior when deployed against one another, even in
the simplest 2× 2 games.

As we saw in each of the chapters, each of these results gives rise to several future
questions that need to be addressed in order for a more complete understanding of learning
intersected with strategic behavior, even in simple ML models and under purely stochastic,
adversarial or competitive environments. To conclude, we briefly discuss two important
topics that we did not address in this dissertation: a) intersecting the ideas developed here
with the practice of modern machine learning, b) understanding and detecting cooperative
environments.
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Figure 2: Double descent risk curve for RFF model on MNIST. Test risks (log scale),
coe�cient `2 norms (log scale), and training risks of the RFF model predictors hn,N learned on a
subset of MNIST (n = 104, 10 classes). The interpolation threshold is achieved at N = 104.

5

(a) Random Fourier features — test error plot-
ted as a function of number of features.

(b) 2-layer neural networks — test error plotted
as a function of the width.

Figure 6.1: Experiments by Belkin, Hsu, Ma and Mandal [125] showing the “double descent"
behavior of the test error as a function of model complexity in two popular modern machine
learning models. Note that the second descent happens after the model complexity exceeds
the sample size and models interpolate the training data.

6.1 Adaptivity in modern ML
In Chapters 2 and 3, we saw that data-driven model selection in online learning was a
critically important problem. However, our perspective and approach was driven by classical
statistical learning perspectives (see, for e.g. [2]), which state that the estimation error
incurred by using a certain model class will increase, monotonically, with the complexity
of the model class1. However, in today’s practice of modern machine learning, the most
successful model classes appear to be the most complex, and are in fact over-parameterized
with respect to the number of training data points. Figure 6.1, attributed to Belkin, Hsu, Ma
and Mandal [125], shows that the test error decreases as a function of the model complexity.

This phenomenon has more recently been called the “double descent" behavior, and hints
of it were observed earlier in neural networks as well as simpler models [124, 256, 257]. The
double descent experiments were unique in that they allowed for tractable theoretical models
to study the impact of using over-parameterized models that interpolate noisy training data,
at least for linear models. Several recent papers provide a fundamental theoretical under-
standing of this behavior for linear least-squares regression [133–136, 258, 259] as well as
classification [260–263], including corroborating the double-descent behavior under special
data generating mechanisms.

It is clear that for online model selection methodology, as we described in Chapters 2
and 3, to be practically applicable to modern ML, it needs to directly engage with this
non-standard behavior of over-parameterized models. Clearly, the SRM-based approaches
in their current form, i.e. penalizing model complexity, would not have the desired effect:

1In fact, this was our reason for designating these classes as model orders.
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they would rule out precisely the models that we wish to select! In fact, the recent efforts
to characterize the generalization behavior of over-parameterized models can be viewed as
a modern remaking of the principles of SRM, and it would be fascinating to see whether a
SRM-based approach could be adapted to work in this regime. In particular, test error could
increase or decrease along axes that are a function of the model class that are significantly
different from complexity, or number of parameters of the model. On the other hand, partly
owing to the surprising success of overly complex models, the primary empirical methodology
for data-driven model selection in machine learning is validation on a hold-out set. While we
did analyze online validation using traditional complexity hierarchies, the algorithm itself
did not explicitly penalize complex models in any way. As we remarked in Chapter 2, it
would also be fascinating to investigate whether online validation automatically gives us
model selection guarantees in this modern regime as well.

6.2 Understanding cooperation
In Section 1.4 of this thesis, we stipulated a goal of Alice, the learner, as learning the strategic
nature of Bob, which could be stochastic, adversarial, competitive or cooperative. While we
examined the first three categories of strategic behavior, we did not at all consider the case
of cooperatively generated data. This is a possibility that is essential to detect to be able to
successfully “learn-to-cooperate" as desired in DARPA’s recent Spectrum Challenge, version
2.

Understanding cooperative behavior poses several challenges even when we consider the
components of learning and game theory separately. On the side of game theory, the primary
model for cooperation involves competition between teams of players, where cooperative
behavior could be either externally enforced (as in contract law) or a-priori known. The
framework of cooperative game theory then involves analyzing which coalitions will form
and how groups of players will collectively act in some non-cooperative form of equilibrium.
How these principles of cooperative game theory might manifest in an automated engineering
setting is a question as yet under-explored.

On the side of learning, even assuming a known cooperative nature of all agents, chal-
lenges continue to remain in deploying decentralized schemes in both stochastic and adver-
sarial multi-armed bandit environments [139–141], although promising recent progress has
been made [264, 265]. To learn to cooperate, we will, at the very least, need to know how to
distinguish between multiple possible types of cooperative agents. The seminal work of Gol-
dreich, Juba and Sudan [266] takes a goal-oriented perspective on learning to communicate
with an unknown agent; these ideas have been leveraged in modern wireless communication
settings [70]. More generally, learning to cooperate will require distinguishing a cooperative
agent from the other three categories, a problem that is wide open both theoretically and
practically. Therefore, several open directions remain in better understanding cooperative
(and not just decentralized) strategic behavior in the paradigm of learning and decision-
making by automated agents.
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