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A Locality Generalization of the NCE (Mean Field) Principle: Agent
Specific Cost Interactions

Minyi Huang

Abstract— We study large population stochastic dynamic
games with agent specific cost coupling where each agent assigns
nonuniform weights to other agents to indicate locality related
interactions. The Nash Certainty Equivalence (Mean Field)
methodology is generalized to this framework to give decen-
tralized individual strategies. The key step is the specification
of a family of consistent individual controls which depend upon
each agent’s state and upon the aggregate effect of the other
agents as locally received by that agent. This methodology has
close connections with the mean field models studied by Lasry
and Lions (2006, 2007) and the notion of oblivious equilibrium
proposed by Weintraub, Benkard, and Van Roy (2005, 2007)
via a mean field approximation.

I. INTRODUCTION

For noncooperative games with mean field coupling, the
Nash Certainty Equivalence (NCE) methodology developed
in our past work [11], [14], [15], [12], [13] provides an
effective analytical tool for obtaining decentralized individual
strategies. The key idea of this methodology is to specify
a certain consistency relationship between the individual
strategies and the mass effect (i.e., the overall effect of the
population on a given agent) within the population limit,
and each decision-maker can ignore the fine details of the
behavior of any other individual player by only focusing on
the overall impact of the population. This procedure leads
to decentralized strategies for the individual players in a
large but finite population. For this class of game problems,
a closely related approach has recently been independently
developed by Lasry and Lions [19], [20], while for models of
many firm industry dynamics, Weintraub, Benkard, and Van
Roy proposed the notion of oblivious equilibrium by use of
a mean field approximation [24], [25]. For the analysis of
mean field models in the setting of mathematical physics,
see [7], [23]. To see the rich economic backgrounds of
noncooperative games with many players, the reader is
referred to [17], [9], [8], [18] and references therein.

Although mean field models in their usual uniform aggre-
gation form have a broad scope of application [3], [6], [18],
[20], [11], they may be unable to capture structural properties
in certain problems. For instance, in a vaccination mean field
model, each person assesses his or her infection risk and as
a rough approximation may simply refer to the vaccination
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coverage of the overall population [3], [6], but in reality, the
different sub-populations around the respective individuals
may differently impact each person. It is obvious that an
individual’s close friends, colleagues (or classmates) have a
much higher immediate influence than those more distant
in a social and physical sense. A similar situation arises in
economic models. In a crowded business area, a service unit
(such as a retail store, restaurant) and its nearby neighbors
may strongly interact while the level of such interactions
decreases with distance.

It is worthwhile briefly reviewing the extent to which
game theory has dealt with the issue of locality. Blume
[5] considered strategic interactions on lattice models as
motivated by retailing services. Schelling [22] presented a
simple line topology to examine social segregation phenom-
ena when each agent attempts to move to a more favorable
location. Despite the fact they involve very different contexts,
a common feature of the above works is their investigation
of the relationship between microscopic local behavior of
individual agents and the resulting macroscopic phenomena
(also see, e.g., [10], [21], [4]).

Motivated by these problems, we present here a general-
ized mean field version of the Nash Certainty Equivalence
theory of our previous work (see [11], [14], [15], [16], [12])
which now takes into account the possibility of the local
nature of agent interactions. Our approach still relies on
identifying a certain consistency relationship between each
individual and the mass effect but the latter may now be
specific to individual agents.

The organization of the paper is as follows. The individual
dynamics and costs are introduced in Section II where the
uniform aggregate cost coupling [11], [12] is also briefly
reviewed for comparison purposes. Section III presents the
equilibrium analysis for the set of control laws calculated
via the NCE equation system, and we also identify some
novel features for such locality based interactions by showing
an interaction radii collapse effect when the population size
increases in a lattice locality model. In Section IV, we
extend the NCE equation system and the equilibrium analysis
to models with different sub-populations where the cost
involves inter- and intra-group coupling. Finally, Section V
concludes the paper.

II. THE STOCHASTIC DYNAMIC GAME MODEL

In a population of N agents, consider the dynamics for an
individual agent

dzi(t) = (azi(t) + bu;(t))dt + cdWi(t), 1<i<N, t>0,
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where b # 0 and {W;,1 <i < N} denotes N independent

standard Wiener processes. The initial states {z;(0),1 <

i < N} are mutually independent and also independent of

{W;,1 <i < N}. In addition, E|z;(0)|? < e. Denote the state

configuration z = (zj,---,zv), and the population average
™) — N

state 2V = (1/N) Y31 7.

A. The NCE Principle with Mean Field Cost Coupling

We begin by giving a brief review of our previous mod-
eling of cost coupling. The cost function is given as

R=E [P (=@ P 4 nd par, )
0

where p > 0 is a discount factor, ®; = ’)/(Z(N) +1), W™ =

(1/m)Y¥ ,z, y>0, r>0 and 1 is a constant. It should

be noted that for this mean field coupling of the uniform

aggregation form, ®; does not distinguish the ordering of
the entries z;, 1 < j <N, within z.

Let II, > 0 be the solution to the algebraic Riccati

equation:

bZ

pnzzan—7H2+1. )

Denote
2 bZ
ﬁlZ—CH'THaa ﬁzz—a+7Ha+P-

To simplify the aggregation procedure we assume zero
initial mean for all agents, i.e., Ez;(0) =0, i > 1. Also, we
assume we are in the uniform case where all agents have
the same dynamic parameter a in their dynamics. The NCE
consistency requirement leads to the equation system:

d b?
PSa = % +as,— —Ius, _Z*a (3)
t r
dzg _ . b* b
dar (a - THa)Za - TSaa 4)
z :7(Za+n)7 (5)

where Z,(0) = 0 corresponds to the zero initial mean as-
sumption. See [11], [12], [14] for details on the construction
of this equation system in an LQG context. In fact, the
NCE equation system may take a more general form where
a varies across the population and possesses an empirical
distribution; see [12].

Under some mild assumptions, the equation system (3)-(5)
admits a unique bounded solution (s,(-),Z4(+)). The function
sq(t) is uniquely determined by its boundedness condition
and it is unnecessary to state the initial condition s,(0)
separately. In fact, Z,(¢) and s,(f) may be given in an explicit
form (see [14]). Let u? denote the control law

b
M? = _;(Hazi +Sa)7 (6)

which may be interpreted as the optimal tracking control
law with respect to z* in place of ®;(z™) in (1). It has been
shown that the set of control laws {u?, 1 <i< N} results in
an €-Nash equilibrium where the offset € — 0 when N — co.
The formal definition of an &-Nash equilibrium will be given
in Section III; also see [2].
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B. The NCE Principle with Agent Specific Cost Interactions

We now generalize the basic NCE equation system to
the case of agent specific cost coupling. To this end, we
assign each agent with a “locality” (or “spatial”’) index rather
than just use an integer i to label its state variable z;. The
dynamic parameter a and the locality parameter o are
completely independent of one another, and for simplicity,
in the initial case discussed in this paper, explicit mention
of a is suppressed. Note that this locality index may have
different interpretations and is not necessarily restricted to be
a physical location. For instance, it may be used to measure
to what extent the player in question is distanced from other
players, and it may be used in a social interaction context
[1]. We assume agent i within the N agents is assigned the
locality parameter p;.

Let the cost for the ith agent be given by

J,-:E/ e P [z — D) +ruf ) dt, )
0
where &; = ¥(TY @y, zj+n) and p >0, >0, 7> 0. The
set of weight coefficients a),(,ll\;,)l satisfies the condition
o, >0, Vi,
&
Y opy, =1, Vi (8)
j=1

For each fixed i, it is seen from (8) that the total weight of
unit is allocated to all the N agents. In order to simplify the
notation, the summation in (8) includes the index i itself.
Whether or not this self-weight is included has no impact on
our asymptotic analysis when N — oo,

We take a representative agent and let its locality parame-
ter be denoted by o which takes a value from a compact
interval [@,@]. The state process of this agent may be
denoted by zq(f), and we denote its mean trajectory by
Za(t) = Ezq(t), where t > 0. For illustration, suppose agent
i has p; = a; then z;(t) may be identified as z4(?).

For the agent associated with the parameter o (this agent
may be referred to as an (-agent), let its limiting weight
allocation for &’ € [, ®@] be described by a probability
distribution Fg (o) when the number N of agents goes to
infinity. Thus, Fy(a') is intended to reflect the following
approximation within a large population:

N
(N)
Y oy
j=Llpj€le,d]

del.(OC/),

a'€le,d]

for any [c,c’] C [@,@] such that c,c” are continuity points of
Fp,(+). Later on we will specify related conditions.

(A1) Fu(d): [a,@] x R — [0,1] satisfies: i) Fg(-)
is a probability distribution function for each fixed «,
JwelamdFa(d) = 1; i) [yepdFa(a) is a measurable
function of a for each Borel subset B of R; iii) Fgr(-)
converges to Fy(-) weakly when o’ — a, where o and o”
are in [o, @] O

(A2) The constant $; >0 and (yb?)/(rBi1B2) < 1. O
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For the given o-agent, it faces the aggregate effect of other
agents described by

)= [ zwdFala)
o'ela,d]

which is intended to approximate ]}]:1 a),(,l,.vp)jz ; in the popu-

lation limit.

Now, based on the individual and weighted mass inter-
action consistency relationship, we can derive the following
new Nash Certainty Equivalence (Mean Field) (NCE) equa-
tion system

ds b?
PSa = d_ta‘Fasa—THaSa—Raa 9)
dZg . b? _ b?
ar (a._THa)Za—TSa, (10)
ral)= [ zZa()dFa(ol), (11
“ a/e[gﬁ]
Ra:')/(Fa+n). (12)

The interesting observation is that when the distribution
function Fy(-) does not change with o, the equation system
(9)-(12) reduces to (3)-(5) with standard mean-field coupling
without differentiation between neighbors. This holds since
in this case 7y and hence R, are both independent of o (see
Acknowledgements).

The system (9)-(12) is constructed such that an a-agent
makes optimal tracking of the local mass effect R, which, in
turn, depends on locality related coupling. Equation (10) is
obtained by taking expectation of the closed-loop equation
of the o-agent. A consistent solution to the NCE equation
system consists of a parameterized triple (sq(),Za (), 7a())
where a € [o,@]. Each entry in the triple (sq(+),Zo(+),Fa(*))
will be viewed as a function from [@, @] x R to R.

Let I = [o,@]. Define the function class: C,[I x R| =
{f(a.0)lf €CII xR, |f| £ supy, |f(e,1)| < oo} The two
expressions f(o,¢) and fg(t) will be used interchangeably.

For each «, if 7y is given, we may solve a unique bounded
sq from (9) to obtain:

sq(t) = —eP! /me*/}”Ra(f)dT
t
= —eﬁzt/ efﬁﬂy(?a(‘c)—i-n)d‘t
t

We also write 7y (1) = F(a,t). Next,

b2 0o
fwlt) = = [ B0 [" By )+ m)deds

= (Fofe)(t)

where Iy is viewed as an operator acting on bounded
continuous functions on [0, ). Finally,

(T7) (1) 2 /a (Torar) (1)dF(c).

Note that for a general function f(a,7) € C,[I x RT], Tofa
and I'f are defined in an obvious manner.
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In order to solve the NCE equation system (9)-(12), a key
step is to find a fixed point 7 in a suitable function space for
the operator recursion corresponding to the equation

(T7F)(a,1) = F(a,t).

Lemma I: Under (A1), T is a mapping from Cp[I x R™]
to Cp [I X R+].

Proof: See appendix. O

Theorem 2: Under (A1)-(A2), there exists a unique
bounded solution (s¢(+),Za(-),7«(:)) to the NCE equation
system (9)-(12).

Proof: By Lemma 1, we see that I' is a linear operator
from Cp[I x R™] to itself, and C,[I x R*] is a Banach space
under the norm | f| = sup,, | f(a,1)|.

We take fi,f> € Cp[I x R*]. By straightforward calcula-
tion, we obtain the estimates

13)

ITf1 —

ﬁ ﬁ - fal.

By (A2) it follows that I' is a contraction. So there is a
unique solution 7 € C,[I x R™] satisfying equation (13). Once
the above F(= Fy(f)) is obtained, it is straightforward to
get the other two entries in the triple (sq(¢),Za(?),7a(t)).
Uniqueness of the solution can be easily verified by using
uniqueness of the fixed point to equation (13). O

III. THE EQUILIBRIUM ANALYSIS

For equilibrium analysis, we need the assumptions:
(A3) The weight allocation satisfies the condition

A 2
816\}) = Ssup Z |wpzl7/| - 0
1<1<Nj
as N — oo, a
(A4) For each p;, the empirical distribution

F @) =Y oy, xeR,
pj<x
is associated with a distribution function Fy,(x) (specified in
(A1)) such that for any & > 0, there exists a compact subset
DY of I =[a, @] with Lebesgue measure meas(DIIYi) <8, and
B0 SUPy <y SUP ey [P () = iy ()| = 0
Remark: Roughly, the last part of (A4) 1mp11es that
|F,§fv>( x) — Fp,(x)| tends to zero with a speed independent
of p; on I excluding a small subset DII\,II, (which may depend
on p;,N). Notice that (A4) is satisfied if a),(,ll\;,)l =1/N. O
Example 1: Let p;, 1 <i <N, denote N locations, con-
secutively and uniformly spaced from left to right, on the
interval [0,1] where p; =0 and py = 1. Take a),(,{.vp)i =0 for

each i and
O, =li—il /e, 1<iFj<N. (14)
where A € [0,1] and ¢; = ZIJV:I)#[ |j—i|~* is the normalizing

factor. O

With such a choice of A in Example 1, (A3) can be
verified by elementary calculations. The mean field model of
the uniform aggregation form corresponds to taking A =0
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for which case the weight assignment does not distinguish
locations. If A = 1, we can also show that (A4) is satisfied
and in this case F,,(x) =1 if x> p;, F,,(x) =0 if x < p;.
We have the key approximation lemma.
Lemma 3: Assume (A4) holds. For any given bounded
and continuous function g(a) on R, we have

N 00
]\}1m sup |/ g(a F,S, (o) — / g(a)dFy (a)| =0
TRI<i<N -
Proof: See appendix. O

A. Discussion on the “Interaction Radii Collapse” Effect

It appears that by use of the simple weight allocation
model (14) some very intriguing phenomena may be shown
to be possible. We fix p; = 0. By simple calculation we
can see that the associated function F,, (as a weak limit)
will have very different nature. When A =1, F,,, is just a
Heaviside function with a unit jump at x = 0. If we go back to
the NCE equation system, it means in the limit model, only
the agents in an infinitesimally small neighborhood matter
for the agent in question. Consequently and surprisingly, we
can retrieve the usual NCE equation. When A € [0, 1), we can
show that F),, is a continuous function connecting (0,0) and
(1,1) via its graph. This means the effect of agents in a large
range can be registered by this limit distribution function F),,
and then utilized in the NCE equation system.

So, A can be interpreted as some kind of critical parameter.

B. Properties of the NCE Based Control Laws

Within the context of a population of N agents, for
any 1 <k < N, the kth agent’s admissible control set
% consists of all feedback controls u; adapted to the
o-algebra o(z;(7),7 <t,1 <i<N) (i.e., u(r) is a function
of (t,z1(t), -+ ,zn())) such that a unique strong solution to
the closed-loop system of the N agents exists on [0,). Note
that % itself is not restricted to be decentralized. Denote
u_j= (U1, Ui—1, U1, UN).

Definition 4: A set of controls u; € %,,1 <k <N, for N
players is called an &-Nash equilibrium with respect to the
costs J, 1 <k <N, where € >0, if forany i, | <i <N, we
have

Ji(uiu_y) < Ji(uhyu_;) + €,

when any alternative u; € %; is applied by the ith player. O

Theorem 5: Under (A1l)-(A4), given any € > 0, there
exists Vg such that for all N > N, the set of control strategies
{d;,1 <i< N} is an &-Nash equilibrium where

b
i = _;(Hazi +5p;)

and s, is given by (9)-(12) via the substitution @ = p; in sq.
Proof: Let Zg be given by (9)-(12). Denote

™) <)
Ry () = ?’[Z Opip;Zp; (1) + 11,
=1
™) < ()
Ai (t) _yzwpipj(zﬂj_zj)'

Jj=1
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We first write the individual cost in the form
< N N
) =E [ e P {I(— R+ A7) P+ raf o)

Suppose all the N agents apply the controls i;, 1 <i <N.
Then it is straightforward to find a constant C such that

~

sup sup E | e P& 4a?)(t)dt <C,
N 1<i<N J0
and J;(d;,d_;) < C, where we denote the state process
associated with @; by 2; and dd_; = (dy, -+ ,li—1,8i1,- - ,lN)-
In the below, when we consider alternative strategies for
agent i, we may restrict that u; satisfies

E/ep’|z—

This restriction causes no loss of generality since, otherwise,
u; will generate a cost higher than J;(#;,41_;). Based on (15),
we may further show that E [5°e™P!|z;|%dt < C, for some
Ci <o independent of N.

By using (A1) to show that Z4(¢) has equicontinuity in o
(w.r.t. all #), we can apply Lemma 3 to check that

Rp (1) =0

N |2dr < C, E/ e Putdr <C/r.
(15)

lim sup [RY (1) — (16)
N=eo it
Also, for all u; satisfying the prior bound (15), we use (A3)
to show the convergence relation

lim supE|A ( )2 =0,

N"“’u i

a7)

when all other agents’ strategies are given by i_;.
Finally, for u; satisfying (15), by use of (16)-(17) it is
straightforward to show that

‘](ula )>J(“17 z)_eN (18)

where 0 < gy = o(1). By the choice of a we see that (18)
is automatically true when u; does not satisfy (15). This
completes the proof. O

IV. CosT COUPLING WITH HETEROGENOUS
SUB-POPULATIONS

In this section, we adapt the general cost structure (7)
to model the interaction of agents from K groups within
the population. The locality parameter p; indicates which
group the ith agent belongs to, and the cost interaction for
a pair of agents is determined by either the inter-group or
the intra-group coupling parameters. Suppose there is a finite
set @ 2 {0' ... 6K} (of distinct elements) such that each
pi, 1 <i < oo, takes values from ®. The coupling weight
assignment will be constructed by using the K x K matrix

We = (Wgigs )k xK
which satisfies @wyig; > 0 and Zf:la)e,-aj =1 for each i.

Denote

N
; I(Pi:f’k)
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If p; = 6% and py = 6F, then we define wl(,]i\[,}i, = Wpigr' /Ny
which ensures the unit total weight condition

Z wpm,

19)

(A5) The sequence {p;,1 > 1} has the limit empirical
distribution

N
1\171313(1/1\1); L(pi=0r) = Mo

where 6% € ©. O
The probability vector (7y:1,---,Tgx) shows the relative
frequency of each of the K groups.
Now the NCE equation system takes the form:

ds b2
psg = d—f +asg — —Tluso — Ro. (20)
dzg b? b2

- —n - 21
dt = (a a)Ze 505 (21

}’9 = Z 77.79/(1)99/29/(1‘), (22)

0'cO
Rg =7y(Fo +1). (23)

where 6 € © and, again, sg(¢) is restricted to be a bounded
function without the necessity of separately specifying an
initial condition sg(0).

Theorem 6: If the two conditions (i) Y grc@ Ty Wyyr = 1,
(i) yb%/(rB1B2) < 1 hold, the equation system (20)-(23) has
a unique bounded solution (sg(+),Zge (), 7ge(+)), 1 <k < K.

Proof: The theorem may be proved using a fixed point
argument. O

Theorem 7: Under (AS) and the assumptions of Theorem
6, given any € > 0, there exists N such that for all N > Ng,
the set of control strategies {4;,1 <i < N} is an &-Nash
equilibrium where

. b
uj = _;(Hazi+spi)

and sp, is given by (20)-(23) via the substitution 6 = p; in
Sg.
Proof: The proof is similar to that of Theorem 5. O

V. CONCLUSION

In this paper we generalize our previous Nash Certainty
Equivalence methodology with uniform coupling to models
with locality interactions. We show that under reasonable
decay rates for the interaction strength, a consistency rela-
tionship between individual strategies and local deterministic
mass effects can still be specified, and this procedure leads to
decentralized Nash strategies for the individual players. We
also discuss how the weight allocation in the cost coupling
affects the spatial spreading ability of interactions in the
population limit, and we illustrate a novel interaction radii
collapse phenomenon when the weight decay approaches a
critical rate.

ThC14.2

APPENDIX
Proof of Lemma 1. Given fy(t) € Cp[I x RT], we have

bZ t 00
(Cofu)t) == [ eBieb ["e by fu(x) + m)deds.
0 s
By the boundedness of fy(t), there exists C < e such that
of oo
sup|(Tofw) ()] §Csup/ e‘ﬁl(’_s)eﬁzs/ e P drds
at ot J0 s

< C/(Bipa).
Subsequently,

supl (I (e1)| < sup [ [(Fofer) 1)l dFa(ol)
<C/(Bip)sup [ dFala)

=C/(Bif2)-

Now we prove the continuity of I'f. We note the relation:

2
(Tofa)(t) = b / A=) “2/ Py (o (1) +1)d1ds

b Y ﬁlt/ 1315/ —Ba(t— S (t)dtds
)/b n —Bit
+ —e P,
Vﬁlﬁz( )

Define
at / Bls/
can=, [ ﬁ”/
a/

Now it suffices to show the continuity of G(a,t) with
respect to (o, t). Letting (ct,7) be fixed, we pick (04,#) in
a neighborhood of (a,7). Then
|G((X1,t1) - G(a7t)| < |G(a17t1) - G(aht)l
+ |G(a17t) - G((X,t)|.

(t)dtds,

(t)dtdsdFy (o).

We have
|G(ou,t1) —

y r0
S// /leﬁls/ e_ﬁZ(T_s)fa’(T)des dFal(a/)
o t JS

<[ clebn -
=/,

G(oy,t)]

P |dFy, (o)
=ClePrn — P, (A1)

where we may take C =
We have

|G(061, )_

(supq | fa(t)])/ (B1By2)-

G(a,1)]

/ Gola',1)dFy())] .

For each fixed ¢, sup, |G(a@',t)| < e and by elementary
estimates we can show that Go(o/', 1) is a continuous function
of o. Hence it follows from (A1) that

lim |G(ay,t) — G(o,1)| =0 (A2)
o —o
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Finally, the continuity of G(a,t) follows from (A.1) and
(A.2). The lemma follows. O
Proof of Lemma 3: It suffices to prove

B ™) B

sup | [ gla)dry (@)~ [ g(e)dr, (@) —0.
1<i<N JA A

as N — oo, where —o0o <A < ¢ < & < B < oo. Then clearly,

after replacing I = [a, @] by Ixp = [A,B], we still have

lim sup sup |F,§fv)(x)—Fpi(x)| =0. (A3)

N=1<i<N e\,

Let € > 0 be any given constant. Since g is bounded and
continuous, it is uniformly continuous on [A,B] and hence
there exists 6 > 0 such that |g(x) — g(¥)| < € if x—x'| <,
x,x' € [A,B]. Note that (A.3) holds for appropriately chosen
D?,’i satisfying meas(DIIYi) <O.LetA=x;<xp<---<xj11=
B be a partition of [A,B] such that each x; is a continuity
point of F),, and belongs to IAB\DI,Y,. and that max <g<; [Xg+1 —
x| < 6. We may ensure [ <2(B—A)/9d.

By straightforward calculation we can show that

a2 [ g(@ar (@)~ [

A

g(a)dFy(a)

l

= Z {/XHI[g(a)—g(xk)]dF(zN)(a)

k=1 %
+ [ ls(on) (@) (@)

+ g ) [FR (xea) = FY (56) = By, (o) + By (x0)] -

Denoting C, = sup, |g(x)|, hence

!
Al <26+ C Y 205 (xt) = Fy )|
k=1
On the other hand, for the above fixed pair of (g,/), there
exists Ng; > 0 depending on (&,/) such that
(N)

i

sup sup |F
1§iSNx€IAB \Dgl

(x) = Fp,(x)| < €/(21Cs + 1)

when N > Ng ;. Therefore, for all N > Ng;, we have
|AN| < 3e.
By the arbitrariness of &, the lemma follows. O
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