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ABSTRACT

Time-domain channel estimation techniques have been proposed for
OFDM systems for their ability to yield relatively accurate estimates
with only a few pilots. Key information needed in such techniques
is the multipath delays of the channel. Prior approaches to estima-
tion of multipath delays require regular pilot structures and may not
work in slow fading. We propose a group matching pursuit tech-
nique for channel estimation. The technique is an extension of the
orthogonal matching pursuit technique. It employs the pilots in sev-
eral OFDM symbols to estimate the multipath delays in a sequential
manner, where the pilots can have an arbitrary structure. Simulation
results show that the proposed algorithm has superior performance.

1. INTRODUCTION

Coherent demodulation of orthogonal frequency-division multiplex-
ing (OFDM) signals critically depends on proper channel estima-
tion. Most channel estimation methods are pilot-aided. A com-
mon approach is to estimate the channel frequency response at pi-
lot locations first, and then “extend” the estimate to other subcarrier
locations. One frequently considered way of “extension” is low-
order polynomial interpolation, which can take the form of one-
dimensional interpolation in the frequency domain (in the span of
one OFDM symbol) or two-dimensional interpolation over frequency
and time (across several OFDM symbols) [1], [2]. The performance
of these methods is limited by the pilot density and the channel char-
acteristics. For example, if the channel has small coherence band-
width (i.e., long delay spread) and low coherence time (e.g., due to
fast motion) and the pilots are widely spaced in frequency, then they
would have difficulty obtaining accurate channel estimates.

Another way of “extension” is based on exploiting the time-
domain characteristics of the channel [3]. Since, in many cases, only
a few multipaths contribute significantly to the channel response
(i.e., the channel is “sparse”), the unknowns in time-domain esti-
mation (which consist of the path coefficients of the significant mul-
tipaths if their delays are known) are usually much fewer than that
in frequency-domain interpolation (which consist of the frequency
response at all subcarriers). Hence the few pilots can be put to better
use and result in more accurate channel estimates. This is especially
the case when the pilots are very few and very widely spaced.

Evidently, a fundamental issue in time-domain channel estima-
tion is to find the delays of the significant multipaths. In [4], an ef-
fective delay acquisition technique is developed, but the pilots need
to be equally spaced. In [5], the MUSIC algorithm widely used for
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spectrum analysis is employed for channel estimation, but again as-
suming equally spaced pilots. The algorithm can be easily extended
to deal with irregular pilot spacings (see Sec. 3.1 below), but the pilot
locations in the multiple OFDM symbols used in channel estimation
should be identical. To the best of our knowledge, so far there is no
time-domain estimation technique for fading channels under arbi-
trarily organized pilots in multiple OFDM symbols (as, for example,
in the case of the IEEE 802.16-2004 OFDMA [6]).

In this work, we propose an effective technique for time-domain
sparse channel estimation based on the matching pursuit (MP) ap-
proach. MP algorithms have been used in audio and video signal
processing to select the subspace bases [7], [8]. We extend the prior
MP method for multipath delay estimation by jointly considering
a group of OFDM symbols; thus we term the proposed algorithm
a group MP (GMP) algorithm. And we design the algorithm such
that it can deal with arbitrary pilot assignment that may vary from
one OFDM symbol to the next. We note that, independently of the
present authors, Tropp et al. [9] and Rao et al. [10] have also pro-
posed algorithms of this type in other problem contexts.

The rest of this paper is organized as follows. Section 2 gives a
mathematical formulation of the problem, which includes the OFDM
transmission system model and the time-domain channel estimation
technique. Section 3 introduces the proposed approach, after de-
scribing some previous approaches both for comparison and for il-
lustration. Section 4 presents some simulation results. And finally,
Section 5 gives the conclusion.

2. PROBLEM FORMULATION

2.1. OFDM Transmission System

Assume that the coherence time of the fading wireless channel is
much larger than the OFDM symbol duration. Let the size of the
discrete Fourier transform (DFT) used in OFDM transmission be

�

and let the OFDM symbol duration be � . The transmission mecha-
nism associated with each OFDM symbol can be described in terms
of matrix-vector notations as

� � � � � 	 �
� �  	 � � (1)

where � � diag � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � ! � � � is the diagonal matrix
composed of the transmitted data, � is the Fourier transform matrix,� is the channel impulse response vector and  is the

�
-vector of

the corresponding frequency response vector, � is the
�

-vector of
additive noise samples (assumed white Gaussian), and � is the

�
-

vector of received signal in the frequency domain (i.e., after DFT).
The structures of � and � are as follows.
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Let the multipath channel have � paths with delays given by � � ,� � � � � � � � � � � , where � � � � � � 	 �  for some maximum pos-
sible path delay � 	 �  and each � � may be nonsample-spaced (that
is, it need not be an integer multiple of the OFDM sample spacing).
Vector � has � elements, which are the complex gains of the multi-
paths. Matrix � has dimension

	 � � , with its
�
th column given

by � � � 	 � � � � � � � � �  " # � � � � � � � � � � ( * � - / �  " # 3 4 where 4 denotes ma-
trix transpose. Note that the

�
th column of � is parametrized by the

path delay � � . The range space of � , or that of any matrix structured
similarly to � , has been called a delay subspace [11].

Assume there are 5 pilot subcarriers in each OFDM symbol and
assume 5 7 � . Let 9 be the 5 � 	

selection matrix that selects the
pilot locations of an

	
-vector. For example, :� ; 9 � is the vector

of received pilots and :� ; 9 � is the vector of channel frequency
response at the pilot locations. Then for the pilot locations, we have

:� � : :� � � :�
� : :� � :� (2)

where : ; 9  9 4 � :� ; 9 � � (3)

2.2. Time-Domain Approach to Channel Estimation

Given the pilot data : and the received pilot vector � , one way
of time-domain channel estimation is to first derive the least-square
(LS) estimates of :� and � , which are given by [4]

>:� � : � - :� (4)

and >� � � :� @ :� � � - :� @ >:� ; :� B >:� � (5)

respectively, where superscript C denotes Hermitian transpose. Then
the estimated channel frequency response is given by

>� � � >�

� � :� B : � - :� � (6)

With known pilot locations and pilot values, to complete the com-
putation described in the right-hand side of (6), the only information
that needs to be estimated is the delay subspace, or equivalently, the
set of path delays D � � E . To this subject we now turn in the next sec-
tion.

3. ESTIMATION OF MULTIPATH DELAYS

Consider a group of � G successive OFDM symbols and let them be
indexed H � � � � � � � � G � � . Assume that, within the time span of
these � G symbols, i.e., � G � , the complex multipath gains may vary
due to fading, but the path delays remain the same. This assumption
is appropriate because the path delays usually change much more
slowly than the path gains [11]. In our earlier notations, � stays
constant over this period but � may change. For convenience, we
attach an index to � and let � � denote the channel response in theH th OFDM symbol period in the group. Likewise, we also use su-
perscript H to index other quantities that may change with symbols,
such as

>:� � and 9 � .
Let there be I candidate delay values between 0 and � 	 �  from

which we will identify � for the delay subspace. One reasonable
choice of these I values is � 	 �  K � I , K � � � � � � � I � � . We can

define an
	 � I dictionary matrix as L � � M N � � � � � M O � - 3 where

its K th column is given by

M P � � � � � � � � � � R S U P " O " # � � � � � � � � � � ( * � - / � R S U P " O " # 3 4 � (7)

Define :L � ; 9 � L .

3.1. Estimation Based on the MUSIC Algorithm

We mentioned that the MUSIC (MUltiple SIgnal Classification) al-
gorithm [12] has been proposed for use in multipath delay estimation
for OFDM transmission, with the assumption that the pilot locations
be fixed and equal-spaced [5]. Below we outline the algorithm with-
out giving all the details. It is written in a form applicable to the case
with fixed but not necessarily equal-spaced pilots.

The fundamental idea of the MUSIC technique is to first find the
null (noise) subspace based on the received signal and then project
all candidate basis vectors of the delay subspace (i.e., columns of:L � or L ) into the null subspace. Since the actual basis vectors of
the delay subspace (which correspond to signal) do not lie in the
null subspace, the reciprocals of the projections should show peak at
these basis vectors. From this we can identify the delay subspace.
Procedure-wise, the steps are as follows:

1. For each OFDM symbol group, collect the � G estimated chan-
nel frequency response vectors

>:� � for the pilot locations. Solve
for the projection matrix Y * for the noise subspace with rank5 � � .

2. Project all the columns in :L with Y * . (Note that we have
omitted the index H for :L because :L � is identical for all H .
Indeed, having fixed pilot locations is a requirement of the
MUSIC technique.) Find the � columns with the smallest
projection magnitudes. These � columns define the desired
delays.

3. Follow the procedure in Sec. 2.2 to complete the channel es-
timation.

Besides the limitation of fixed pilot locations, a property of the
MUSIC technique is that, if some path coefficients do not change
significantly over the � G OFDM symbols, then there may be a rank-
deficiency problem. The result is that these paths may not be iden-
tified and resolved properly. This property is quite undesirable, be-
cause it appears to imply the unpalatable conclusion that, in order
to achieve good multipath delay estimation, we should make the
OFDM symbol period a significant fraction of the channel coherence
time. In the area of direction-of-arrivals estimation, this effect has
been known as the problem of correlated signal sources, and it may
heavily degrade the estimation performance even in high SNR [13].
A technique called spatial smoothing [5], [13] can solve the problem,
but the remedy itself also requires equal-spaced pilots. Moreover, it
would divide the pilots into several groups, which is an unaffordable
solution when the pilots are very few.

3.2. Estimation Based on Orthogonal Matching Pursuit Employ-
ing One Single OFDM Symbol

In preparation for the description of the proposed GMP technique,
we describe how conventional orthogonal matching pursuit (OMP)
can be applied to multipath delay estimation with a single OFDM
symbol [14].

Ideally, to choose � delays out of I candidate values, we should
try all Z

O [ ]
possible combinations. For each combination,

>:� may be
projected into the corresponding delay subspace. We then choose the
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combination with the largest projection magnitude as the estimation
result. But the above exhaustive search approach is obviously im-
practical even with a moderate number of candidate delays � . One
suboptimal but much more efficient approach is the OMP technique
[8], which employs a kind of greedy search method to determine the
chosen candidates in a sequential fashion.

In applying OMP to multipath delay estimation for OFDM, we
determine one path delay at a time. At each iteration, say iteration � ,
let � � be the matrix containing the columns from �� that define the
(partial) delay subspace found so far. We project

��� to the subspace
and find the residual. Then from all columns of �� that have not
entered � � , we choose the one that has the maximum inner product
with the residual and add it to � � . At this, we go to the next iteration
until the required number of paths is found.

Mathematically, let � � be the index of the column from �� that
is chosen in iteration � . Let � � denote this vector, that is, � � �

�� � �
. Let � 
 �

denote the matrix that, when premultiplied to a vector,
projects the vector onto the range space of � � . And let � � be the
residual after the � th iteration. Then the OMP algorithm, in iteration

� , works as follows:

� � �  � � �  �� � � �� � 
 �� � � � � � � � � � � � (8)

� � � �� � � � � � �  � � � 
 � � � � � (9)

� � � � � � � 
 �
�

��� � (10)

where � � � ��� , � � � � , and �
�

� 
 gives the desired estimaet of ��
(see Sec. 2.2).

3.3. The Group Matching Pursuit Algorithm for Multipath De-
lay Estimation

Now we turn to the proposed GMP algorithm for estimation of mul-
tipath delays based on observation of one OFDM symbol group.
While the multipath delays and the delay subspace characterized by� are (assumed to be) fixed within one OFDM symbol group, the
changing pilot locations result in different �� � and different �� � . One
approach, based on OMP, to address this condition is to perform � �
OMP operations, one for each OFDM symbol, and combine the re-
sults. But how the results can be combined poses a problem, because
the estimated delays may be different for different OFDM symbols.

The idea of GMP is to make use of the whole set of
��� � , � �

� � 
 
 
 � � � � � , and obtain a jointly optimal delay estimation in some
sense. This results in the following steps for iteration � of the algo-
rithm:

� � �  � � �  ��

�
! � 
"

� $ � � � � � � � 
 � � �� � � � � � � � � � � � � (11)

� � � � �� � � � � � �� �  � �� � 
 � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � (12)

� � � � � � � � 
 &� �
��� � � � � � � � � � 
 (13)

(See the beginning paragraph of Sec. 3 for the meaning of the super-
script � .) As in OMP, � �� , � � � � 
 
 
 � � � � � , give the the desired
estimates of �� � , � � � � 
 
 
 � � � � � , that define the delay subspace
and can be used as described in Sec. 2.2 to obtain a channel estimate
for each OFDM symbol in the group. Note that the channel esti-
mates may be different for different symbols, because the channel is
subject to fading, but the delay subspace remains the same.

0 5 10 15 20 25
0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1

1.2

1.4
random path delay and gain, QPSK, pilot=12, 256 FFT

SNR (dB)

N
or

m
al

iz
ed

 M
ea

n 
S

qu
ar

e 
C

ha
nn

el
 E

st
im

at
io

n 
E

rr
or

linear
spline
OMP+SS
GMP+MS

Fig. 1. Normalized mean-square channel estimation errors of differ-
ent channel estimation methods, i.e., � �� � � � � � �� � � � � � � � .

3.4. Number of Path Delays to Estimate

Throughout the paper, we have assumed that the number of path de-
lays to be estimated is known. This information can be obtained
through other means of channel analysis [4] or empirical data. Even
if the number of estimated delays is different from the actual num-
ber, in many cases it should not be critical. For example, if we have
estimated less path delays than the actual but have captured the most
significant paths, then the loss may be acceptable. Conversely, if we
have estimated several more path delays than the actual, the resulting
enhancement in noise may have little implication as long as its cor-
relation with the actual delay subspace is small [14]. In any case, the
number of multipath delays that can be estimated with the proposed
technique is upper bounded by � , for otherwise we would have an
underdetermined set of equations for

�� (see, e.g., (5)).

4. SIMULATION RESULTS

Let the DFT size in OFDM be 256, with 12 subcarriers assigned for
pilots. The pilot locations are randomly determined. Let QPSK be
employed for each data subcarrier. Consider transmission over a 4-
path channel. The path coefficients vary randomly from one OFDM
symbol to another, each following a complex Gaussian distribution.
Besides the first path delay � � � � , other path delays are uniformly
distributed in the range

 � � � � ! # ), but stay constant during the OFDM
symbol group used in GMP channel estimation. We let � � ! # � ( )
and � � � � � .

Two MP-based approaches are simulated: OMP and GMP. As
mentioned previously, to the best of our knowledge there does not
exist prior techniques suitable for subspace-based OFDM channel
estimation under arbitrary pilot assignments that may vary from sym-
bol to symbol. Thus we cannot compare with eigen-decomposition
based schemes such as that in [4] or [5]. However, we simulate chan-
nel estimation methods based on linear interpolation and spline in-
terpolation, for a comparison.

Figure 1 shows the mean-square channel estimation errors of
different approaches, and Fig. 2 the average symbol error rates for
each simulated scheme. In the figures, the labels “GMP+MS” and
“OMP+SS” mean “GMP approach for multi-symbol estimation” and
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Fig. 2. Average symbol error rates (SERs) at data subcarriers with
different channel estimation methods.
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Fig. 3. Average SERs at data subcarriers with different channel esti-
mation methods when multipath delay are spaced apart.

“OMP for single-symbol estimation,” respectively. While interpolation-
based methods suffer from scarcity of pilots and are not able to esti-
mate the channel frequency responses accurately, MP-based meth-
ods can use the limited resource (pilots) efficiently and result in
clearly superior estimation. The proposed GMP algorithm enjoys
the greatest “diversity gain” from multi-symbol processing and thus
has the better performance among all.

Figure 3 shows the average symbol error rates when the four
path delays are fixed at [0, 3, 6, 9]. The simulation demonstrates
even better performance for GMP than that in Fig. 2. This is be-
cause subspace-based algorithms for OFDM channel estimation has
a resolution limitation depending on the pilot ratio [5]. When some
paths are close together, as occasionally happened in the simulation
resulting in Fig. 2, MP-based schemes may have difficulty telling
them apart. But this is certainly not the case with the simulation
resulting in Fig. 3, for the paths are well separated.

5. CONCLUSION

Time-domain channel estimation techniques can obtain relatively ac-
curate channel estimates for OFDM transmission with relatively few
pilot subcarriers. But it requires knowledge of the multipath delays.
We proposed a group matching pursuit technique for multipath de-
lay estimation. Unlike previous techniques, the proposed technique
allows arbitrary pilot structures that may vary from one OFDM sym-
bol to the next. Simulation results show that the proposed algorithm
has superior estimation performance.

6. REFERENCES

[1] S. G. Kang, Y. M. Ha, and E. K. Joo, “A comparative investi-
gation on channel estimation algorithms for OFDM in mobile
communications,” IEEE Trans. Broadcasting, vol. 49, no. 2,
pp. 142–149, June 2003.

[2] M. X. Chang and Y. T. Su, “2D regression channel estima-
tion for equalizing OFDM signals,” in IEEE 51st Veh. Technol.
Conf., 2000, vol. 1, pp. 240–244.

[3] H. Minn and V. K. Bhargava, “An investigation into time-
domain approach for OFDM channel estimation,” IEEE Trans.
Broadcasting, vol. 46, no. 4, pp. 240–248, Dec. 2000.

[4] B. Yang, K. B. Letaief, R. S. Cheng and Z. Cao, “Channel esti-
mation for OFDM transmission in multipath fading channels
based on parametric channel modeling,” IEEE Trans. Com-
mun., vol. 49, no. 3, pp. 467–478, Mar. 2001.

[5] M. Oziewicz, “On application of MUSIC algorithm to time de-
lay estimation in OFDM channels,” IEEE Trans. Broadcasting,
vol. 51, no. 2, pp. 249–255, June 2005.

[6] IEEE Std 802.16-2004, IEEE Standard for Local and
Metropolitan Area Networks — Part 16: Air Interface for Fixed
Broadband Wireless Access Systems. Oct. 2004.

[7] S. G. Mallat and Z. Zhang, “Matching pursuits with time-
frequency dictionaries,” IEEE Trans. Signal Processing, vol.
41, no. 12, pp. 3397–3415, Dec. 1993.

[8] J. Adler, B. D. Rao, and K. Kreutz-Delgado, “Comparison of
basis selection methods,” in Asilomar Conf. Signals Systems
Computers, 1996, vol. 1, pp. 252–257.

[9] J. A. Tropp, A. C. Gilbert, and M. J. Strauss, “Simultaneous
sparse approximation via greedy pursuit,” in Proc. IEEE Int.
Conf. Acoust. Speech Signal Processing, May 2005, vol. 5, pp.
721–724.

[10] B. D. Rao, K. Engan, and S. Cotter, “Diversity measure mini-
mization based method for comupting sparse solutions to linear
inverse problems with multiple measurement vectors,” in Proc.
IEEE Int. Conf. Acoust. Speech Signal Processing, May 2004,
vol. 2, pp. 369–372.

[11] O. Simeone, Y. Bar-Ness, and U. Spagnolini, “Pilot-based
channel estimation for OFDM systems by tracking the delay-
subspace,” IEEE Trans. Wireless Commun., vol. 3, no. 1, pp.
315–324, Jan. 2004.

[12] R. O. Schmidt, “Multiple emitter location and signal parame-
ter estimation,” in Proc. RADC Spectral Estimation Workshop,
Rome, NY, 1979, pp. 243–258.

[13] T. J. Shan, M. Wax, and T. Kailath, “On spatial smoothing
for direction-of-arrival estimation fo coherent signals,” IEEE
Trans. Acoust. Speech Signal Processing, vol. 33, pp. 806–811,
Aug. 1985.

[14] C.-J. Wu and D. W. Lin, “Sparse channel estimation for OFDM
transmission based on representative subspace fitting,” in IEEE
61st Veh. Technol. Conf., May 2005, vol. 1, pp. 495–499.

IV  432


