
1

On the Message Passing Efficiency of Polar

and Low-Density Parity-Check Decoders

Dawei Yin, Yuan Li, Xianbin Wang, Jiajie Tong, Huazi Zhang, Jun Wang,

Guanghui Wang, Jun Chen, Guiying Yan, Zhiming Ma, and Wen Tong

Abstract

This study focuses on the efficiency of message-passing-based decoding algorithms for polar and

low-density parity-check (LDPC) codes. Both successive cancellation (SC) and belief propagation (BP)

decoding algorithms are studied in the message-passing framework. Counter-intuitively, SC decoding

demonstrates the highest decoding efficiency, although it was considered a weak decoder in terms of

error-correction performance. We analyze the complexity-performance tradeoff to dynamically track the

decoding efficiency, where the complexity is measured by the number of messages passed (NMP), and

the performance is measured by the statistical distance to the maximum a posteriori (MAP) estimate.

This study offers a new insight into the contribution of each message passed in decoding, and compares

various decoding algorithms on a message-by-message level. The analysis corroborates recent results

on terabits-per-second polar SC decoders, and might shed light on better scheduling strategies.
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Index Terms

decoding efficiency, probability codes, belief propagation, successive cancellation.

I. INTRODUCTION

AFTER over six decades of research efforts, probabilistic coding and polar coding can ap-

proach the theoretical Shannon limit under additive white Gaussian noise (AWGN) channel,

both in the asymptotic and finite-length regimes [1]–[4]. Shannon’s paradigm focuses on two

dimensions: probability of decoding error versus noise level. The former is measured by bit error

rate (BER) or block error rate (BLER), and the latter is measured by signal-to-noise ratio (SNR).

The “SNR-BLER” curve and its gap to channel capacity have become the primary criterion for

comparing different coding and decoding schemes. This paradigm has guided coding theory and

practice toward a tremendous success. In practice, there are other dimensions of interest, such as

complexity, latency, and energy efficiency. In the 1960s, Berlekamp noted that “from a practical

standpoint, the essential limitation of all coding and decoding schemes proposed to date has not

been Shannon’s capacity but the complexity of the decoder” [5]. Although Berlekamp refered

to algebraic codes, his observation holds to this day. Complex decoding algorithms can hardly

be adopted for implementation even if they approach channel capacity. This is particularly true

as Moore’s law has almost reached the physical limits [6].

Recently, terabits-per-second (Tbps) high throughput decoders were reported from both academia

and industry [7]–[9]. Polar SC decoders can achieve a record-breaking throughput of 1.5 Tbps [8]

and 4 Tbps [9] within only one square millimeter chip area. These results prove the high decoding

efficiency of polar SC decoders, although they were considered weak from the error-correction

performance perspective [10]–[13]. High-efficiency decoders are instrumental in delivering Tbps

peak throughput services for 6G. It prompts us to explore the theoretical analysis of decoding

efficiency, in addition to the well-researched decoding performance. In particular, we need

to define a metric to analyze decoding efficiency quantitatively. As depicted in Fig. 1, when

complexity is included as a new dimension (the measure of complexity will be provided shortly),

it provides a new perspective on coding schemes. In the framework of SNR-BER, it is not evident

that there is a tenfold difference in complexity behind the performance.

Decoding efficiency, characterized by a complexity-performance tradeoff, varies across dif-

ferent decoding algorithms. In the research of sequential decoding, the cutoff rate has become
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Fig. 1. A 3-dimensional comparison of polar and LDPC codes (constructions follow 5G New Radio).

an essential index for describing the complexity-performance tradeoff [14]. The average per-bit

complexity is a finite constant when operating below the cutoff rate and grows exponentially if

the code rate is above the cutoff rate [15]. Massey suggested that, as a rule of thumb, the cutoff

rate is the practical upper limit on code rates for reliable communications, whereas capacity

is the theoretical upper limit [16]. In message-passing decoding, McEliece conjectured that for

a large class of channels, if the designed rate of code ensemble equals a fraction 1 − ε of the

channel capacity, then the decoding complexity scales like 1
ε
ln1

ε
[17]. The decoding efficiency in

circuits, that is, the energy efficiency has been studied in the very large scale integration (VLSI)

model [18]–[21]. Blake and Kschischang established the asymptotic energy bound of LDPC

and polar decoders in [22], [23]. Additionally, Grover examined the optimization problem of

the total energy consumption for LDPC codes, which includes both transmission and decoding

energy [24], [25]. All these works highlighted the importance of taking decoding complexity

into consideration, in addition to performance.

This study aims at measuring the decoding efficiency quantitatively such that various message-

passing algorithms can be compared. We focus on two well-known codes, that is, polar codes and

low-density parity-check (LDPC) codes [26]. Specifically, we focus on successive cancellation

(SC) decoding for polar codes and belief propagation (BP) decoding for both codes. In the general
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sense, both SC and BP are message-passing algorithms on a factor graph. To characterize the

complexity-performance tradeoff, we adopt a two-dimensional paradigm, where the complexity

is measured by the number of messages passed (NMP), and the performance is measured by a

metric based on the Bethe free energy (to be described shortly). The fine-grained definition of

NMP allows to measure BP decoding complexity on a message-by-message level, as opposed to

a coarse-grained complexity analysis on the iteration level [27]. The NMP can also measure the

complexity of SC decoding for polar codes, as SC is BP with special scheduling [28]. Measuring

decoding performance by BER/BLER is a common practice. However, it offers little insight into

the internal decoding process, thus does not serve our purpose. Alternatively, we propose to look

into the convergence of decoding process by tracking “how far away is an intermediate decoding

state from the maximum a posteriori (MAP) decoding result”, coined as “Gap to maximum A

Posteriori (GAP)”. To this end, we derive GAP based on Bethe free energy to measure the

statistical distance between the distribution obtained by message passing and the true posterior

distribution. It offers two distinctive advantages. First, it zooms in on each individual edge’s log-

likelihood ratio (LLR) update in the decoding process, thus providing a higher resolution than

traditional extrinsic information transfer (EXIT) chart methods for analyzing iterative decoders.

Second, the “NMP-GAP” curve can be efficiently obtained by Monte Carlo simulations or density

evolution (DE) [2]. This paradigm allows us to quantitatively study the decoding efficiency of

message-passing algorithms and may inspire new approaches for improving efficiency.

The paper is organized as follows: Section II introduces some basic concepts and several

decoding algorithms. In Section III, we illustrate the rationality of adopting the “NMP-GAP”

curve to study decoding efficiency. In Section IV, we discuss the advantages of the “NMP-GAP”

paradigm and apply it to compare the efficiency of several algorithms. In Section V, we apply

this model to the scheduling policy of LDPC codes. In Section VI, we discuss limitations and

weaknesses in this model. We conclude in Section VII.

II. PRELIMINARIES

In this section, we review the BP and SC algorithms from the perspective of decoding

efficiency.
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A. LDPC codes and the BP decoding

A binary LDPC code with a parity check matrix H can be represented by a factor graph G =

(V ∪ C, E) [29], where V and C are the disjoint sets of variable nodes (VNs) and check nodes

(CNs), respectively, and E is the set of edges connecting the VNs and CNs.

BP decoding proceeds by successively passing messages on the factor graph between VNs

(denoted by i) and CNs (denoted by α). Examples of LDPC and polar factor graphs are shown

in Fig. 2.

Fig. 2. (4,2) LDPC and Polar codes. Let circles denote variable nodes, boxes denote check nodes, and solid circles be the

frozen bits of polar code.

For the sum-product algorithm [30], the update rule for a variable-to-check (V2C) LLR

message is

m
(l)
i→α = m0 +

∑
h∈N(i)\α

m
(l−1)
h→i , (1)

and the update rule at a check-to-variable (C2V) edge is

m
(l)
α→i = 2 tanh−1

 ∏
j∈N(α)\i

tanh
(
m

(l−1)
j→α /2

) , (2)

where m0 is the channel message in LLR form, l is the number of iterations, N(v) represents

the nodes connected directly to node v, i→ α means from variable node i to check node α and

α → i means from check node α to variable node i. The initial messages m(0)
i→α and m

(0)
α→i are

0.

The min-sum approximation in [31] can be employed to reduce the complexity of (2):

m
(l)
α→i ≈

∏
j∈N(α)\i

sign
(
m

(l−1)
j→α

)
· min
j∈N(α)\i

(∣∣∣m(l−1)
j→α

∣∣∣) . (3)
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B. Polar codes and the SC decoding

Polar codes are parameterized by (n, k,A), where n is the code length and A is a set of

information indices that carry k information bits uA. The complement of A is the frozen indices

Ac that carry frozen bits uAc . The polar generator matrix is Gn = BnF
⊗s for any n = 2s, where

Bn is a bit-reversal permutation matrix, F⊗s denotes the s−th Kronecker power of F ,

 1 0

1 1

.

A codeword is generated by c = uGn, where u = (uA,uAc).

SC decoder for polar code estimates ui for given frozen bits uAc , received word y and

the estimates ûi−11 of ui−11 [1]. It can be implemented by computing LLR L
(i)
n

(
yn1 , û

i−1
1

)
,

ln
W

(i)
n (yn1 û

i−1
1 |0)

W
(i)
n (yn1 ,û

i−1
1 |1)

(1 ≤ i ≤ n) according to the recursive formula:

L(2j−1)
n

(
yn1 , û

2j−2
1

)
= F

(
L
(j)
n/2

(
y
n/2
1 , û2j−2

1,o ⊕ û2j−2
1,e

)
, L

(j)
n/2

(
ynn/2+1, û

2j−2
1,e

))
, (4)

and

L(2j)
n

(
yn1 , û

2j−1
1

)
= G

(
L
(j)
n/2

(
y
n/2
1 , û2j−2

1,o ⊕ û2j−2
1,e

)
, L

(j)
n/2

(
ynn/2+1, û

2j−2
1,e

)
, û2j−1

)
(5)

for 1 ≤ j ≤ n/2, where

F (x, y) = 2 tanh−1(tanh(x/2) tanh(y/2)),

G(x, y, u) , (−1)ux+ y,

ûi1,o and ûi1,e are subvectors of ûi1 with odd and even indices respectively. L(1)
1 (ri) , ln W (ri|0)

W (ri|1)

is the initial channel metric and û2j−1 is the modulo-2 partial sum of previously decoded bits.

Similar to BP, the min-sum approximation can also be employed to reduce the complexity of

(4):

F (x, y) ≈ sign(x) sign(y) min(|x|, |y|). (6)

C. Density Evolution

The BP process can be analyzed by density evolution. Assume that x = {x1, · · · , xn} ∈

{0, 1}n are transmitted through binary memoryless symmetric (BMS) channels W = {W1, · · · ,Wn},

and y = {y1, · · · , yn} are received signals. Let

L(yi) = ln
p(xi = 0|yi)
p(xi = 1|yi)
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denote the corresponding LLR of yi, and ci be the density of L(yi) conditioned on xi = 0. We

call ci the L-density of yi. Then ci ∈ X is a symmetric probability measure, where X is a convex

subset of symmetric probability measures [32]. The L-densities of mα→i and mi→α are denoted

by c(α,i) and c(i,α), respectively. The entropy function of L-density is the linear functional defined

by

H(c) ,
∫ +∞

−∞
c(y)log2

(
1 + e−y

)
dy.

The convolution operations on the variable node and check node are denoted by two binary

operators ~ and �, respectively. For L-density c1, c2, and any Borel set E ⊂ R, define

(c1 ~ c2) (E) ,
∫
R

c1(E − α)c2(dα),

(c1 � c2) (E) ,
∫
R

c1

(
2 tanh−1

(
tanh

(
E
2

)
tanh

(
α
2

))) c2(dα),

where
∫
R f(α)c(dα) is the Lebesgue integral with respect to probability measure c on extended

real numbers R.

If the factor graph is cycle-free, then the update rule in (1), (2) can be written in the form of

L-density

c
(l)
(i,α) = ci ~

(
~h∈N(i)\α c

(l−1)
(h,i)

)
,

c
(l)
(α,i) = �j∈N(α)\i c

(l−1)
(j,α) .

In order to analyze how the messages evolve in the decoding process, we introduce the

following definitions and properties about L-density in [33].

Definition 1. For L-density c and f : [0, 1]→ R, define

If (c) ,
∫
R
f
(∣∣∣tanh

(α
2

)∣∣∣) c(dα).

We call c1 is degraded with respect to c2 (denoted by c1 � c2), if If (c1) ≥ If (c2) for all concave

non-increasing f . Furthermore, c1 is said to be strictly degraded with respect to c2 (denoted by

c1 � c2) if c1 � c2 and c1 6= c2.

Degradation defines a partial order on the space of symmetric probability measures, with the

greatest element ∆0 and the least element ∆∞. Thus we have

c � ∆∞ if c 6= ∆∞, and c ≺ ∆0 if c 6= ∆0.
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The following proposition will be used in subsequent discussions.

Proposition 1. Suppose x1, x2, x3, x
′
1, x
′
2 ∈ X .

i) If x1 � x2, then
x1 ~ x3 � x2 ~ x3, for all x3 ∈ X ,

x1 � x3 � x2 � x3, for all x3 ∈ X .

ii) If x1 � x2, then

H (x1) > H (x2) .

iii)

H(x1 ~ x2) +H(x1 � x2) = H(x1) +H(x2).

iv) If y1 = x′1 − x1, y2 = x′2 − x2 with x′1 � x1, x
′
2 � x2, then

H (y1 � y2) ≤ 0, H (y1 ~ y2) ≥ 0.

More properties about L-density and the entropy of symmetric measures can be found in [33]

and chapter 4 of [32].

D. Bethe free energy

The Bethe free energy is an important concept in statistical physics, which is a thermodynamic

quantity that provides a measure of the stability of a physical system [34]. The use of Bethe free

energy within the context of graphical models is a critical step in theoretically understanding the

BP decoding algorithms [35], [36]. This subsection introduces the concept of Bethe free energy

based on which subsequent variations will be developed.

Let i ∈ [1, n] and α ∈ [1,m] index the variable nodes and the check nodes in a factor graph,

respectively. Assume that x = {x1, · · · , xn} ∈ {0, 1}n is transmitted through BMS channel

W = {W1, · · · ,Wn}, and y = {y1, · · · , yn} is the received signal. The MAP decoding is based

on the following conditional density function

p(x1, ..., xn|y1, ..., yn) =

∏n
1 fi(xi)

∏m
1 fα(xα)

Z
,

where fi(xi) = Wi(yi|xi) is the channel transition probability, fα(xα) = I(⊕xα = 0) indicates

whether check node α holds, xα = {xi, i ∈ N(α)}, and Z is the partition function.
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Since the complexity of MAP decoding through arg max
x∈C

p(x1, ..., xn|y1, ..., yn) is exponential,

we need to find a density function to approximate p. Chapter 14 of [37] shows that if the factor

graph is cycle-free, then we have the exact formula

p(x) =

∏
α pα(xα)∏
i pi(xi)

di−1 ,

where di is the degree of variable node i, and pi, pα are marginal density functions. Hence we

consider

b ∈M =


∏

α bα(xα)∏
i bi(xi)

di−1 | bi(xi) =
∑
xα\xi

bα(xα)

 .

The Bethe free energy

F (b) , Ubethe(b)−Hbethe(b) = − lnZ +D(b||p)

characterizes the distance between b and p, where

Ubethe(b) =−
m∑
α=1

∑
xα

bα (xα) ln fα (xα)−
n∑
i=1

∑
xi

bi (xi) ln fi (xi) ,

Hbethe(b) =−
m∑
α=1

∑
xα

bα (xα) ln bα (xα) +
n∑
i=1

(di − 1)
∑
xi

bi (xi) ln bi (xi) ,

and

D(b‖p) =
∑

x∈{0,1}n
b(x) log

b(x)

p(x)

is the relative entropy (Kullback-Leibler divergence). Hence it can be used to measure the gap

between the density obtained by BP decoding and the MAP decoding result. For a fixed channel

and coding scheme, i.e., fixed p, “− lnZ” is a constant, which enables us to observe D(b||p)

through Bethe free energy.

By the Lagrange multiplier method, we introduce the Lagrange multipliers γα and γi for the

normalization constraints, λ(αi)(xi) for the marginalization constraints to find the stationary point

of F (b). We thus construct a Lagrangian of the form below

L =F +
m∑
α=1

γα

[∑
xα

bα (xα)− 1

]
+

n∑
i=1

γi

[∑
xi

bi (xi)− 1

]

+
n∑
i=1

∑
α∈N(i)

∑
xi

λαi (xi)

bi (xi)− ∑
xα\xi

bα (xα)

 .
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Setting the derivatives of the Lagrangian with respect to the Lagrange multipliers equal to

zero gives back the equality constraints. Setting the derivatives of the Lagrangian with respect

to {bα(xα), bi(xi)} equal to zero gives the equations

b̂α (xα) ∝ fα (xα) exp

 ∑
i∈N(α)

λαi (xi)

 ,
and

b̂i (xi) ∝ exp

 1

di − 1

− ln fi(xi) +
∑
a∈N(i)

λai (xi)

 .
Let

λαi (xi) = ln pi→α (xi) = ln

fi(xi) ∏
h∈N(i)\α

ph→i (xi)

 , (7)

then we have

b̂α (xα) ∝ fα (xα)
∏

i∈N(α)

pi→α (xi) , (8)

and

b̂i (xi) ∝ fi(xi)
∏

α∈N(i)

pα→i (xi) . (9)

We obtain the fixed-point equations of the BP algorithm from (8), (9), and the marginalization

and normalization constraints [35]. Then we can change the variables from {bα(xα), bi(xi))} to

p = {pi→α, pα→i} at the BP fixed point,

F∗(p) = −

∑
α

Fα(p) +
∑
i

Fi(p)−
∑
(i,α)

Fiα(p)

 ,

where

Fα(p) = ln

∑
xα

fα (xα)
∏

j∈N(α)

pj→α (xj)

 ,
Fi(p) = ln

∑
xi

fi(xi)
∏

h∈N(i)

ph→i (xi)

 ,
Fiα(p) = ln

[∑
xi

pi→α (xi) pα→i (xi)

]
.

Since the channel is BMS, we can assume without loss of generality that the all-zero codeword

is sent and take the expectation over the channel noises, yielding the expectation of Bethe free

energy with respect to the channel output in a cycle-free factor graph,
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Ey(F∗(p)) = −{
∑
i

H
(
ci ~

(
~α∈N(i)c(α,i)

))
+
∑
α

∑
i∈N(α)

H
(
c(i,α)

)
−
∑
α

H
(
�i∈N(α)c(i,α)

)
−
∑
(i,α)

H
(
c(i,α) ~ c(α,i)

)
}+

∑
i

H(ci),
(10)

where c = (c1, · · · , cn) is the L-density of channel message, c(α,i) and c(i,α) are the L-densities

of mα→i and mi→α on the BP fixed point.

The expectation of Ey(F∗(p)) with respect to the code ensemble (factor graphs with the same

degree distribution) is the potential functional of LDPC ensemble in [33]. Correspondingly, our

study will focus on the factor graph of a specific code in the next section.

III. CHARACTERIZATION OF DECODING EFFICIENCY

To conduct an efficiency analysis, we need to explore the internal decoding process rather than

focusing on the final decoding result only. Similar to the SNR-BLER paradigm, we characterize

the decoding efficiency along two dimensions. Instead of the SNR-BLER curve, we adopt

the number of messages passed (NMP) and Gap to maximum A Posteriori (GAP) to measure

complexity and performance, respectively.

A. Number of messages passed (NMP) as the complexity metric (x-axis)

There are many ways to measure decoding complexity. The common ones are as follows.

(1) The computational complexity in terms of the number of mathematical operations is the

most commonly used. But it differs significantly across implementations [22], [23], [38]. (2)

Tree search based algorithms, such as Fano decoding, consider the number of nodes visited. But

this metric is difficult to be generalized to other algorithms. (3) For belief-propagation-based

algorithms, the number of messages passed serves our purpose. First, it applies to a wide range

of polar and LDPC decoding algorithms; second, the complexity of different algorithms can be

aligned; third, it is independent of hardware implementation.

In [27], the number of messages passed is approximated by the number of edges in the factor

graph times the number of iterations. If we only are only concerned with the decoding of LDPC

codes, this calculation method would be sufficient. However, if we want to have a fine-grained

observation of the decoding process, we need a counting method that zooms in on each edge.

The number of messages passed in this work is counted as follows. We define passing a V2C

or C2V message on a directed edge as a unit of complexity. In the min-sum algorithm, passing
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C2V and V2C messages have similar computational complexity. We can get all the updated C2V

messages of a check node by 2dc−3 comparison operations, where dc is the check node degree.

The average number of comparison operations required for any C2V message passing is less

than 2. This property is also satisfied by V2C message passing in the V2C message. We add up

all the LLR values passed to the variable node and subtract the corresponding message when

passing to the check node.

For LDPC codes, the arrowheaded line from c1 to v1 in Fig. 3(a) is an example of C2V

message. We can obtain all the LLRs from c1 to adjacent nodes by finding the two smallest

values of |mvi→c1| (i ∈ (1, 4)), and count the amount of floating-point computation required for

each edge as shown in the first row of Table I. V2C message passing is shown in Fig. 3(b), and

its complexity can be analyzed in a similar way.

For polar codes, the factor graph is equivalent to a bipartite graph as shown in Fig. 2(c,d).

Hence the same rules to measure complexity can be applied to the C2V or V2C update in polar

codes. Specifically, the F function in (4) is a C2V update of a degree-3 check node, and the

G function in (5) is a V2C update of a degree-2 variable node. The required computation is

shown in the last two rows of Table I. Notice that we do not take into account hard messages in

the polar code factor graph when considering messages passed. This is in accordance with the

characteristics of the SC decoding algorithm. Since the complexity of a Boolean or assignment

operation is negligible compared to a floating-point operation, we can assume that a hard decision

removes a node (and its incident edges) from the factor graph. This complexity model is more

consistent with the actual cost. At the same time, if we run the soft cancellation (SCAN) or BP

algorithm on the polar factor graph, each edge updating that involves a floating-point operation

will still be counted as a message passed.

TABLE I

FLOATING-POINT COMPUTATION OF EACH TYPE OF MESSAGE PASSING UNDER MIN-SUM ALGORITHM.

Addition Subtraction Comparison

LDPC C2V 0 0 2− 3
dc

LDPC V2C 1 1 0

Polar C2V 0 0 1

Polar V2C 1 0 0

1 dc denotes the degree of check node.
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(a) C2V in LDPC code (b) V2C in LDPC code

(c) C2V in polar code (d) V2C in polar code

Fig. 3. Four types of message passing in LDPC and polar codes.

Given the above analyses, we find that different types of message passing involve similar

amount of computation, which allows us to use NMP as a simplified measure of complexity. Al-

though NMP does not capture every detail, it provides a high-level abstraction of the complexity

model for message-passing decoding algorithms.

B. Gap to maximum A Posteriori (GAP) as the performance metric (y-axis)

In this subsection, we discuss the performance metrics to track the convergence process as

messages are passed along the edges. Many performance metrics can be used for this purpose.

Naturally, one would consider BER and BLER. For BER, we can obtain a good approximation

based on the average entropy. For BLER, it is only observable at the final decoding stage, and

fails to track the effect of early-stage message passing. We instead define a new metric based

on Bethe free energy.

By introducing NMP into density evolution, we can define the average entropy of a factor

graph after t messages passed.

Definition 2. The average entropy, E : X × N→ R, of the number of messages passed (NMP)

t and channel messages with L-density c = (c1, · · · , cN)

E(c, t) ,
1

N

∑
i

H
(
ci ~

(
~α∈N(i)c

(t)
(α,i)

))
. (11)
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The average entropy E(c, t) can be analytically or numerically obtained. As shown in Fig. 4

and the following theorem, it accurately matches the BER performance.

Theorem 2. Let Pi,t denote the error rate of variable node i after t messages passed, if the

factor graph is cycle-free, then we have the average error rate of all variable nodes

Pt =
1

N

∑
i

Pi,t ≤
1

2
E(c, t).

Proof. Let xi and yi denote the channel input and output of variable node i respectively, and Yi,t

denote the set of channel outputs of the neighbors connected to xi after t messages passed. The

hard decision through the marginal probability (P (xi = 0) > 0.5 or not) is bit-wise optimal. By

the Kovalevskij inequality [39], we have

Pi,t ≤
1

2
H(xi | yi, Yi,t) =

1

2
H
(
ci ~

(
~α∈N(i)c

(t)
(α,i)

))
.
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Fig. 4. BER evolves during message passing (constructions follow 5G New Radio).

It should be noted that the above BER is defined over all variable nodes (VNs) in the factor

graph, while conventionally a BER is defined over the VNs corresponding to code bits only. It
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leads to the phenomenon that the initial values vary over different coding schemes, which can

be observed in Fig. 4.

An alternative metric is the statistical distance between an intermediate estimate and the

maximum a posteriori estimate of the received codeword. Similar metrics like Bethe free energy

have been applied to prove the threshold saturation for spatially-coupled LDPC codes [33]. The

potential functional in [33] can be used to qualitatively determine whether BP decoding will

converge to a fixed point, but this work provides a quantitative analysis to track the behavior

of BP decoding with each message passed until convergence. Rather than adopting the original

definition of Bethe free energy or averaging over the code ensemble [33], we consider a potential

functional that results from averaging Bethe free energy over the channel realizations. Since we

no longer average over the code ensemble, we are able to consider the decoding process of a

specific code or even a specific factor graph. This will be demonstrated shortly.

First we propose our GAP potential functional by modifying the original definition of Bethe

free energy. Recall the expectation of Bethe free energy with respect to the channel output

Ey(F∗(p)) = −{
∑
i

H
(
ci ~

(
~α∈N(i)c(α,i)

))
+
∑
α

∑
i∈N(α)

H
(
c(i,α)

)
−
∑
α

H
(
�i∈N(α)c(i,α)

)
−
∑
(i,α)

H
(
c(i,α) ~ c(α,i)

)
}+

∑
i

H(ci).

This formula focuses on c(α,i) and c(i,α), the convergence of L-densities on the BP fixed point.

To characterize the decoding process, we find that even if p does not satisfy the fixed-point

equation, F∗(p) is still computable and its stationary point is a BP fixed point. Hence we can

expand the domain of the variables c(i,α) and c(α,i) in Ey(F∗(p)) from the BP fixed point to

the whole decoding process by adding the number of messages passed as a new variable, and

remove the terms
∑

iH(ci) which do not change with the decoding process. Based on such a

generalization, we define a potential functional to track the message passing process.

Definition 3. The gap to maximum a posteriori (GAP) is the potential functional, U : X×N→ R,

of the number of messages passed t and channel messages with L-density c = (c1, · · · , cN)
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U(c, t) , − 1

N
{
∑
i

H
(
ci ~

(
~α∈N(i)c

(t)
(α,i)

))
+
∑
α

∑
i∈N(α)

H
(
c
(t)
(i,α)

)
−
∑
α

H
(
�i∈N(α)c

(t)
(i,α)

)
−
∑
(i,α)

H
(

c
(t)
(i,α) ~ c

(t)
(α,i)

)
}.

(12)

The initial value and update rule are given as follows.

c
(0)
(α,i) = c

(0)
(i,α) = ∆0,

c
(t)
(α,i) = �j∈N(α)\i c

(t−1)
(j,α) ,

and

c
(t)
(i,α) = ci ~

(
~h∈N(i)\αc

(t−1)
(h,i)

)
.

Specifically, when i represents an information bit or frozen bit in polar codes, we have c(t)(i,α) =

∆∞.

Remark. Note that the average entropy in Definition 2 appears as part of GAP. The four terms

in GAP denote the entropy of the variable nodes, the edges, the check nodes, and the entropy of

variable nodes at time (t− 1), respectively. Different from the average entropy, the initial value

of GAP only depends on the code rate and the channel. The proof of this result will be given in

the next subsection.

Remark. In Definition 3, we assume that the factor graph G and scheduling policy S are fixed.

Strictly, U(c, t) should be written as U(c, t, G, S), otherwise we do not have U(c, t) = U(c, t
′
)

when t = t
′
. The factor graph is associated with the coding scheme, and the scheduling policy

can be described as follows.

Definition 4 (Scheduling policy). If we label each directed edge in a factor graph from 1 to k,

then a scheduling policy can be denoted by a sequence S = {s1, · · · , sp}, where p ∈ N and

si ∈ [1, k] (1 ≤ i ≤ p).

The scheduling policy S indicates which edge should be updated at each step. Compared

with the description of layered BP or other previous studies, this definition gives us a better

characterization of scheduling policy. By viewing decoding as a dynamic process, we can zoom
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in to observe the differences of U(c, t) between factor graphs and the efficiency of scheduling

policies. The comparison results can be found in Sections IV and V.

C. Monotonicity and boundedness

Next, we will discuss the monotonicity and boundedness of U(c, t) and reveal its relationship to

message passing. Consider the communication over a BMS channel under the all-zero codeword

assumption. Let X = {x1, · · · , xN} ∈ {0, 1}N and Y = {y1, · · · , yN} ∈ RN denote the input

and output of the BMS channel respectively, c = (c1, · · · , cN) be the L-density of the output,

and R be the code rate.

Theorem 3. Assume that the fixed factor graph G is cycle-free, then for any scheduling policy

S and t ≥ 1, U(c, t) is monotonic decreasing with t. The upper limit of U(c, t) is 1 − R −
1
N

∑N
i=1H(ci) and the lower limit is − 1

N
H(X|Y ).

The following propositions and lemmas will accomplish the proof of Theorem 3 and help us

to understand the meaning of U(c, t) in the decoding process.

Proposition 4 (Initial value). The initial value U(c, 0) of a fixed factor graph is 1 − R −
1
N

∑
iH(ci).

This proposition holds clearly by substituting c
(0)
(α,i) = c

(0)
(i,α) = ∆0 into formula (12). We can

find that the initial value is negatively correlated with channel entropy. A negative initial value

indicates the code rate exceeds channel capacity.

Lemma 5. Consider using a message-passing algorithm in a cycle-free factor graph. For any

t ≥ 1, the t-th massage passing (C2V or V2C) satisfies c(t−1)α,i � c
(t)
α,i or c(t−1)i,α � c

(t)
i,α.

Proof. We use the induction method. For t = 1, if the first message passing is V2C, then we

have c(1)i,α = ci � c
(0)
i,α; if the first message passing is C2V, then we have c(1)α,i = c

(0)
α,i. We assume

that this conclusion holds if t ≤ k and consider t = k+ 1. If i is associated with an information

bit or frozen bit in the polar code factor graph, then we get

c
(k+1)
(i,α) = ∆∞ � c

(k)
(i,α),
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else
c
(k+1)
i,α = ci ~

(
~h∈N(i)\α c

(k)
(h,i)

)
� ci ~

(
~h∈N(i)\α c

(k−1)
(h,i)

)
= c

(k)
i,α .

We can similarly get c(k+1)
α,i � c

(k)
α,i which completes our proof.

Proposition 6 (Monotonic decreasing). For any scheduling policy S and t ≥ 1, the t-th message

passing (C2V or V2C) satisfies U(c, t) ≤ U(c, t− 1).

Proof. We discuss the two types of message passing separately. If the t-th message passing is

C2V, that is, there is a c(t−1)α,i updated to c
(t)
α,i, then we only consider the change related to the

edge (α, i). Notice that the message update only affects the first and the last terms of U(c, t−1),

hence we have

NU(c, t)−NU(c, t− 1)

= −H
(
c
(t)
α,i ~ ci ~

(
~h∈N(i)\αc

(t−1)
h,i

))
+H

(
c
(t−1)
α,i ~ ci ~

(
~h∈N(i)\αc

(t−1)
h,i

))
+H

(
c
(t)
α,i ~ c

(t−1)
i,α

)
−H

(
c
(t−1)
α,i ~ c

(t−1)
i,α

)
= H

(
(c

(t−1)
α,i − c

(t)
α,i) ~ ci ~

(
~h∈N(i)\αc

(t−1)
h,i

))
−H

(
(c

(t−1)
α,i − c

(t)
α,i) ~ c

(t−1)
i,α

)
= H

(
(c

(t−1)
α,i − c

(t)
α,i) ~ (ci ~

(
~h∈N(i)\αc

(t−1)
h,i

)
− c(t−1)i,α )

)
.

By Lemma 5, we have c(t−1)α,i � c
(t)
α,i. Since H(x1 ~ x2) ≥ H(x3 ~ x2) when x1 � x3, we have

c
(t−1)
i,α = ci ~

(
~h∈N(i)\αc

(t−2)
h,i

)
� ci ~

(
~h∈N(i)\αc

(t−1)
h,i

)
, hence U(c, t)− U(c, t− 1) ≤ 0.

If the t-th message passing is V2C, using H(x1 � x2) = H(x1) +H(x2)−H(x1 ~ x2), then

we can similarly get

U(c, t)− U(c, t− 1)

=
1

N
H
(

(c
(t−1)
i,α − c(t)i,α) ~

((
�j∈N(α)\ic

(t−1)
j,α

)
− c(t−1)α,i

))
≤ 0.
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We can get a sufficient and necessary condition for U(c, t) to be strictly decreasing.

Corollary 7. If the t-th message passing is C2V, then U(c, t) < U(c, t− 1) if and only if

c
(t−1)
α,i � c

(t)
α,i and c(t−1)i,α � ci ~

(
~h∈N(i)\αc

(t−1)
h,i

)
.

If the t-th message passing is V2C, then U(c, t) < U(c, t− 1) if and only if

c
(t−1)
i,α � c

(t)
i,α and c(t−1)α,i �

(
�j∈N(α)\ic

(t−1)
j,α

)
.

Corollary 7 implies that “better” messages may not lead to an instant decrease of the potential

functional. The “delay” of message update is necessary. The potential functional of the SC

algorithm in the polar code factor graph characterizes this phenomenon.

Corollary 8. In the SC decoding algorithm, U(c, t) decreases if and only if the updated edge

is incident with a frozen bit node.

Since only frozen bits can offer messages with

c
(t−1)
i,α � ci ~

(
~h∈N(i)\αc

(t−1)
h,i

)
,

by Corollary 7, we can get this property which leads to many interesting observations to be

shown in the next section.

Then we introduce the conditional entropy of tree code, which corresponds to the lower limit

of U(c, t).

Lemma 9 [3]. If the factor graph is cycle-free, then

H(X|Y ) =
∑
i

H
(
ci ~

(
~α∈N(i)c(α,i)

))
+
∑
α

∑
i∈N(α)

H
(
c(i,α)

)
−
∑
α

H
(
�i∈N(α)c(i,α)

)
−
∑
(i,α)

H
(
c(i,α) ~ c(α,i)

)
.

Proposition 10 (Lower limit). For fixed cycle-free factor graph G and any scheduling policy,

we have

U(c, t) ≥ − 1

N
H(X|Y ) ≥ −Pe −

Hb(Pe)

N
,
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where Pe is the block error rate and Hb is the binary entropy function.

Proof. From Corollary 7, we can find that U(c, t) at the BP fixed point is minimal. At the same

time, by Lemma 9, the minimal value is − 1
N
H(X|Y ). The inequality between the BLER and

entropy follows from the Fano inequality [39].

For the codes which can deliver reliable communications (Pe is close to zero), we have

U(c, t) ≥ − 1
N
H(X|Y ) ≈ 0, so the GAP curves of these codes have the same lower limit.

As discussed in Chapter 15 of [37], the equality U(c, t) = − 1
N
H(X|Y ) holds if and only if

the BP decoder achieves the MAP decoding result. Hence, under the assumption of reliable

communication, U(c, t) > 0 implies that there is a gap between BP and MAP decoding. In the

subsequent sections, we present simulation results to show that, for practical finite-length codes,

GAP can be used to compare the decoding efficiencies of various decoding algorithms.

IV. DECODING EFFICIENCY ANALYSIS OF SEVERAL ALGORITHMS

In this section, we plot the “number of messages passed (NMP) versus the Gap to maximum

A Posteriori (GAP)” curves of several algorithms through simulations and GA analysis for

the AWGN channel. The LDPC and polar codes construction follow 5G New Radio. We will

introduce these “NMP-GAP” curves from three aspects: complexity, slope, and analytical method.

In the following sequence, we compare six decoding algorithms for polar and LDPC codes

in terms of decoding efficiency:

1) Flooding BP decoding for LDPC codes;

2) Layered BP decoding for LDPC codes;

3) SC decoding for polar codes;

4) Simplified SC (SSC) decoding [40] for polar codes;

5) Soft cancellation (SCAN) decoding [41] for polar codes;

6) BP decoding [42] for polar codes.

A. Complexity

This subsection compares the complexities of the six algorithms and discusses the relationship

between complexity and code length. Fig. 5 shows the simulation results of the six algorithms. At

the same time, Fig. 6 shows the corresponding SNR-BLER curves as a reference. According to

Fig. 6, we observe that these coding schemes have similar (or slightly different) performances,
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but we may overlook their drastic complexity differences without Fig. 5. A key information

missing in SNR-BLER curve is a quantitative measurement of the decoding complexity. For

many applications, we are more concerned about such a huge complexity difference than a

modest BLER performance difference (for example, < 0.5dB). With the proposed paradigm, we

are able to compare various decoding algorithms from a new perspective.

As shown in Fig. 5, the SSC and SC algorithms achieve high efficiency through proper

scheduling. This explains why Polar SC/SSC can achieve terabit-per-second decoding. SCAN

also has relatively low complexity. But the BP algorithm for polar codes, which runs on the

same factor graph, has the lowest decoding efficiency among all schemes. However, the BP

algorithm for LDPC codes incurs much less complexity than that of polar codes, thanks to the

sparse factor graph. Still, both flooding-BP and layered-BP algorithms exhibit lower decoding

efficiency than SC decoding.
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Fig. 5. The NMP-GAP curves obtained by simulations.

Next, we show that the asymptotic complexity is occasionally too coarse to compare decoding

algorithms fairly. Given a polar code with length N , the asymptotic complexities of the SC,

SCAN and polar BP algorithm are O(N logN) [41], [42], and that of SSC is O(N log logN)

[43]–[45], while the complexities of BP algorithms for LDPC codes are generally considered

O(N) per iteration. Fig. 7 shows the NMP required for different code lengths. The NMP required
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Fig. 6. The SNR-BLER curves obtained by simulations.

in the SC decoder is N logN , and SSC required is less (the actual number depends on the

code used). SCAN and polar BP decoder’s NMP are 2 × iter × N logN , where iter is the

number of iterations. The NMP in layered-BP [46] and flooding-BP decoder is 2d× iter ×N ,

where d is the average degree of variable nodes. In particular, we note that polar BP and SC

algorithms have the same asymptotic complexity, but their difference in terms of NMP can be

two orders of magnitude. This analysis reveals that, for polar codes, BP decoding requires much

more messages passed than SC decoding to achieve the same decoding effect and should be

considered less computationally efficient. From Fig. 5, we observe the decoding efficiency of

layered BP is higher than flooding BP, as expected. These observations are consistent with the

implementation cost in practice but cannot be revealed by asymptotic complexity. The advantage

of NMP over asymptotic complexity is that the former provides a higher resolution in reflecting

the actual decoding complexity.

The difference between SC and SSC algorithms is also worth discussing. In this study, we

consider four types of fast-decodable nodes, rate-0 (R0), rate-1 (R1), single parity check (SPC),

and repetition (REP) [40]. When the decoder traverses to an R0 or R1 node, we only need to

make some hard decisions. For an SPC node of length M , we need M −1 times of comparison;
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for an REP node, we need M − 1 times of addition. We count the NMP of an SPC/REP node

as M − 1. The efficiency of SSC has been captured by the “NMP-GAP” curves in Fig. 5.

B. Slope
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Fig. 7. The NMP-GAP curves with different code lengths and different SNRs.

The slope of the “NMP-GAP” curve is another indicator of the decoding efficiency. It is

related to decoding algorithm, code length, code rate, and SNR. In Fig. 7, we find that LDPC

codes of shorter lengths have a smaller slope. To some extent, it reflects the inefficiency of

such codes. The simulation results also show that the BP algorithm is more efficient at higher

SNR because it converges with fewer iterations. These observations may have been founded in

previous studies, but they also demonstrate that our metrics well align with existing knowledge.

The complexity of polar code does not change with the SNR. The slope of the SC algorithm

can be characterized by Theorem 3 and Corollary 8, which is well verified by the simulation

results in Fig. 7. We can find that the curve associated with higher SNR has a larger initial value

and is closer to 0 when convergences.
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C. Analytical method

Alternative to the simulation-based approach, the change of U(c, t) can also be evaluated

analytically by Gaussian approximation [47]. We initialize the input of decoder by m0 which

is normally distributed with mean value u0 = 2
σ2 and variance 2u0, where σ2 is the variance

of AWGN channel. The Gaussian approximation assumes that the V2C message mi→α or C2V

message mα→i during the decoding process are normally distributed with the mean value ui→α

and uα→i, respectively. The update rule for V2C L-density’s mean value is

ui→α = u0 +
∑

h∈N(i)\α

uh→i, (13)

and the update rule for C2V edge is

uα→i = ϕ−1

1−
∏

j∈N(α)\i

[1− ϕ (uj→α)]

 , (14)

where

ϕ(x) =

 1− 1√
4πx

∫
R tanh(u

2
)e−

(u−x)2
4x du, x > 0,

1, x = 0.
(15)
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Fig. 8. Gaussian approximation and simulation results.

We approximate the “NMP-GAP” curve by the above updating rules. Fig. 8 shows that there

are only very minor deviations from the simulation results. We can employ analytical approaches

to speed up the evaluations significantly which will be used in the next section.
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V. APPLICATION

In this section, we further illustrate the effectiveness of GAP in measuring efficiency through

the application of GAP in the scheduling policy of LDPC codes.

As discussed in the remark of Definition 3, the scheduling policy S can be regarded as a

variable of GAP. For a given factor graph G, channel with L-density c and limited complexity

T , we can formulate the scheduling problem as the following optimization problem,

min τ(c,S) =
T∑
t=1

US(c, t).

Based on this optimization problem, we develop a successive-searching BP (SSBP) algorithm

to search for a scheduling policy that results in a rapid reduction of the GAP function. This

algorithm is based on a local search approach, and more detailed information about SSBP

is available in [48]. A comparison of SSBP with the heuristic least-punctured highest-degree

(LPHD) scheduling [49] and layered BP is presented in Fig. 9.
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Fig. 9. Comparison among scheduling policies in NMP-GAP and NMP-BLER curves.

Our findings indicate that a decoding algorithm with a faster GAP decrease rate also experi-

ences a faster BLER decrease, suggesting that GAP is a reliable indicator of decoding efficiency.

Additionally, our results suggest that GAP may serve as a useful guide for improving decoding

efficiency.
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VI. LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE WORK

There are several weaknesses in the NMP-GAP model that require further study.

Firstly, GAP as a measure of performance is not applicable to all coding schemes. Although

−H(X|Y )
N

→ 0 for sufficiently large N , it is a negative value in the finite length. Hence when

MAP decoding is not error-free, the lower limit of GAP is negative. This means that strictly

speaking, GAP is not a distance measure, and a lower GAP does not necessarily imply better

performance. Therefore, when applying the NMP-GAP framework to the finite-length regime,

the scope should be limited to codes with reasonably good error correction performance (and

consequently with the lower limit of GAP close to zero). In these scenarios, GAP is a better

performance metric for comparing efficiency than BER and BLER.

Secondly, NMP in a factor graph as a measure of complexity is also not applicable to all

decoding algorithms. For example, it does not apply to several practically important decoders

such as SC list (SCL), ordered statistics decoder (OSD). These decoders involve non-message-

passing operations, such as path extension, pruning, and sorting, that cannot be analyzed in the

message passing framework. Nevertheless, from the perspective of VLSI model, the amount

of information exchange in a circuit, as a more general form of NMP, is still a fundamental

complexity metric. Previous studies by Grover, Blake and Kschischang [18]–[23] showed that

regardless of the type of operation used, the key to decoding is still the process of nexus-to-

nexus message passing through wires, and the number of messages passed in circuit determines

the overall decoding complexity. We may further build upon the message-passing framework to

incorporate more decoding algorithms.

Finally, the NMP-GAP model does not provide an optimal message passing scheduling policy

in terms of decoding efficiency. In contrast, the spectral efficiency modeled by Shannon’s theorem

provides insight into the optimal coding scheme. As to decoding efficiency, its theoretical

bound for finite length codes still remains unknown. These theoretic results would significantly

broaden the scope of information theory research and evaluation methodology for different coding

schemes.

VII. CONCLUSION

In this study, we presented a model to measure the efficiency of several message-passing

decoding algorithms. That is, measuring how many messages need to be passed in order to

achieve a certain gap from MAP decoding. Among many well-known decoding algorithms for
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polar and LDPC codes, we found that SC decoding for polar codes exhibits the best decoding

efficiency under the new paradigm, although it is conventionally labeled with moderate perfor-

mance. We adopted the “NMP” to give an implementation-independent complexity measurement

and the “GAP” to describe the decoding process in a high resolution. The “NMP-GAP” method

provides insights into the design and evaluation of several decoding algorithms. It prompts us to

rethink coding schemes from the “decoding efficiency” perspective, in addition to the “decoding

performance” perspective.
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