
COST-EFFECTIVE DIFFUSION KALMAN FILTERING WITH IMPLICIT
MEASUREMENT EXCHANGES

Sayed Pouria Talebi∗, Sithan Kanna∗, Yili Xia†, and Danilo P. Mandic∗

∗Electrical and Electronic Engineering Department, Imperial College London, SW7 2AZ, UK
†The School of Information Science and Engineering, Southeast University, Nanjing 210096, China

E-mails:{s.talebi12, shri.kanagasabapathy08, d.mandic}@imperial.ac.uk, yili xia@seu.edu.cn

ABSTRACT

A resource effective extension to the class of distributed real-time
diffusion Kalman filters is proposed. The proposed scheme removes
the need to share measurement variables explicitly, by sharing only
the state estimates and state error covariance matrices which implic-
itly contain the information about the measurements, observations
matrices, and noise covariance matrices. The proposed distributed
Kalman filter is quiet general, and its performance is comparable to
that of existing diffusion based schemes, while having lower com-
munication and computational requirements per-iteration compared
to current distributed Kalman filtering algorithms.

Index Terms— Kalman filter, distributed estimation, diffusion
strategy, distributed adaptive filtering, sensor networks.

1. INTRODUCTION

The widespread emergence of intelligent sensor networks for appli-
cations ranging from robotics to environmental monitoring has been
enabled by the availability of inexpensive sensors equipped with
communications and computational capabilities. The task of devel-
oping fast and robust signal processing algorithms for these sensor
networks has therefore been a subject of great interest in the signal
processing, control, and machine learning communities [1, 2, 3, 4].
An example of an algorithm that has been studied extensively in the
context of multi-agent networks is the distributed Kalman filter. This
is attributed to the optimality of the (single-agent) Kalman filter for
linear Gaussian systems and the flexibility of the state-space repre-
sentation to model a large class of real-world problems.

Early work in the field of distributed Kalman filtering focused
on decentralizing the Kalman filtering operations using individual
agents which communicate with a fusion center [5]. This method
is referred to as the centralized Kalman filter, due to the fact that a
central fusion center has access to all the information in the network.
Since communicating to a single fusion center makes the network
vulnerable to even a single point of failure, decentralized solutions,
such as distributed Kalman filters where each node is required to
share all its information with every other node in the network, were
introduced [6, 7]. This method effectively replicates the operation of
the centralized Kalman filter at each node, this severely burdens the
network with communication traffic overhead and large number of
computations [6].

More general distributed Kalman filters were proposed in the
consensus literature, where the constraint that the nodes had to com-
municate with every other node in the network was relaxed [8, 9]. To
compensate for the fact that nodes can only access the measurements
in their neighborhood, consensus Kalman filters include a consensus

step for their state estimates whereby the individual nodes exchange
and average their intermediate state estimates with their neighbors
several times before the next measurement is obtained [10]. In other
words, consensus filters operate at two time-scales, a longer time-
scale for the measurement updates and a shorter time-scale for the
consensus update.

The class of distributed Kalman filtering algorithms proposed
in [11] are based on diffusion adaptive algorithms [12, 13], that en-
able both the measurement update and information fusion through-
out the network to be applied in a single time-scale, and have become
known as diffusion Kalman filters. Furthermore, it was shown that
diffusion strategies outperform their consensus based counterparts
as they provide for a more comprehensive diffusion of data in the
network [14].

A fundamental feature in the diffusion strategy is that only the
state estimates, together with observation variables, are shared in the
network. However, results in fusion theory show that optimal fusion
of estimated variables require the sharing of both the state estimates
and their covariance matrices [15]. To this end, fusion theory has
been applied in conjunction with the diffusion strategy to introduce
a distributed Kalman filtering scheme based on covariance intersec-
tion [16, 17]. Consequently, the communication requirements for
distributed Kalman filters based on covariance intersection are more
than that of standard distributed Kalman filters as the state covari-
ance matrix needs to be communicated together with the observation
variables and estimates of the state vector.

In this work, we propose an extension of the diffusion Kalman
filter where we draw upon the ideas from covariance intersection
without imposing excessive communication or computational bur-
den on the network. Specifically, the proposed distributed Kalman
filter mitigates the need to share observation variables while only re-
quiring the sharing of the intermediate state estimates and state error
covariance matrices. This is achieved by diffusing not only the state
vector but also the state covariance matrix through the network. The
motivation for this distributed Kalman filter comes from our earlier
work in [18] where we conjectured that the diffusion step implicitly
shares the measurements in the network and a separate step to incor-
porate the measurements in the neighborhood may be redundant.
Mathematical notations: Scalars, column vectors, and matrices are
denoted by lowercase, bold lowercase, and bold uppercase letters
respectively. The transpose operator is denoted by (·)T, whereas the
statistical expectation operator is denoted by E {·}. Finally, the real
domain is denoted by R.

2. PROBLEM FORMULATION

Consider a general network that is represented by an undirected
graph G = (N , E), with the node set N = {1, 2, . . . , N}, where N
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is the number of nodes in the network and the edge set E denotes the
connections between the nodes in the network. The neighborhood
of a node i, denoted by Ni, is defined as all the nodes connected to
node i including itself. The cardinality of the set Ni is defined as
the number of connections node i has with its neighbors including
itself and is denoted by |Ni| = Ni. At each time instant, k, node
i is tasked to estimate a state vector xk ∈ R

M which is assumed
to be identical throughout the network but observed locally through
measurements yi,k ∈ R

L. The measurements and state are coupled
via a state-space model given by

xk = Akxk−1 + νk

yi,k = Hi,kxk + ωi,k
(1)

where Ak ∈ R
M×M is the state transition matrix and Hi,k ∈

R
L×M is the observation matrix, whereas the process noise νk ∈

R
M and observation noise ωi,k ∈ R

L are temporally uncorrelated
and spatially independent zero-mean white Gaussian noise processes
with a joint covariance matrix given by 1

E

{[
νk

ωi,k

] [
νT
n ωT

�,n

]}
=

[
Cνk 0
0 Cωi,kδi,�

]
δk,n (2)

where δk,n denotes the Kronecker delta function, that is

δk,n =

{
1, k = n,
0, otherwise.

The optimal solution to this problem comes in the form of the
centralized Kalman filter implemented at each node [22], the op-
erations of which are summarized in Algorithm 1, where x̂k|k−1

and x̂k|k denote respectively the a priori and a posteriori esti-
mates of xk.

Algorithm 1. Centralized Kalman Filter [22]

Initialize with:

x̂0|0 = E {x0}
M0|0 = E

{
(x0 − E {x0})(x0 − E {x0})T

}
Model update:

x̂k|k−1 = Akx̂k−1|k−1

Mk|k−1 = AkMk−1|k−1A
T
k +Cνk

(3)

Measurement update:

Sk =

N∑
�=1

HT
�,kC

−1
ω�,k

H�,k (4a)

qk =
N∑
�=1

HT
�,kC

−1
ω�,k

y�,k (4b)

M−1
k|k =M−1

k|k−1 + Sk (4c)

x̂k|k =x̂k|k−1 +Mk|k
(
qk − Skx̂k|k−1

)
(4d)

Although the centralized Kalman filter presents the optimal so-
lution, the calculations of Sk and qk in (4a) and (4b) require all

1Although the concepts are introduced in a real-valued framework, for
generality and notational simplicity, these concepts can be readily applied
for complex/quaternion-valued signals using widely-linear models [19]. The
reader is referred to [20, 18, 21] for more information on diffusion Kalman
filtering strategies for general complex/quaternion-valued signals.

nodes to share the parameters HT
�,kC

−1
ω�,k

H�,k and HT
�,kC

−1
ω�,k

y�,k.
Taking into account that in sensor networks, communication is re-
stricted to a local neighborhood of a node, the implementation of
centralized Kalman filters imposes a severe communication burden
and is therefore not suitable for real-time applications. In the context
of the diffusion Kalman filter [11], local approximations of Sk and
qk from (4a) and (4b) given by

Si,k =
∑
�∈Ni

HT
�,kC

−1
ω�,k

H�,k & qi,k =
∑
�∈Ni

HT
�,kC

−1
ω�,k

y�,k (5)

are used to obtain intermediate estimates of the state vector as

ψi,k = Akx̂i,k−1|k−1︸ ︷︷ ︸
x̂i,k|k−1

+Mi,k|k
(
qi,k − Si,kx̂i,k|k−1

)
(6)

where M−1
i,k|k =

(
AkMi,k−1|k−1A

T
k +Cνk

)−1
+ Si,k, whereas

x̂i,k|k−1 and x̂i,k|k denote the a priori and a posteriori estimates of
the state vector at node i at time instant k, with

x̂i,k|k =
∑
�∈Ni

ai,�ψ�,k (7)

while ai,� denotes the diffusion coefficients which must satisfy∑
�∈Ni

ai,� = 1, and are chosen by the algorithm designer [13].

3. PROPOSED DISTRIBUTED KALMAN FILTER

From (6), notice that the information regarding measurements, ob-
servation matrices, and observation covariance matrices from the
neighborhood of node i is implicitly embedded within the interme-
diate state estimates ψi,k. Therefore, as long as appropriate values
of ai,� are chosen, it is possible to simultaneously accomplish the in-
formation sharing steps in (5) and diffusion step in (7) using a single
diffusion step.

Considering the operations of the centralized Kalman filter, upon
replacing (4a) and (4b) into (4d), we have

x̂k|k = x̂k|k−1 +Mk|k
N∑
�=1

HT
�,kC

−1
ω�,k

y�,k

−Mk|k
N∑
�=1

HT
�,kC

−1
ω�,k

H�,kx̂k|k−1

which after some mathematical manipulations, gives

x̂k|k = x̂k|k−1 +

N∑
�=1

Mk|kH
T
�,kC

−1
ω�,k

(
y�,k −H�,kx̂k|k−1

)
.

(8)
The a posteriori estimate of the state vector given in (8) can be al-
ternatively calculated by the summation

x̂k|k =
1

N

N∑
�=1

ψ�,k (9)

where the intermediate state estimate, ψ�,k, is given by

ψ�,k = x̂k|k−1+NMk|kH
T
�,kC

−1
ω�,k

(
y�,k −H�,kx̂k|k−1

)
. (10)

In addition, replacing (4a) into (4c) yields the diffusion step for the
state error covariance matrix in the form of

M−1
k|k = M−1

k|k−1 +

N∑
�=1

HT
�,kC

−1
ω�,k

H�,k =
1

N

N∑
�=1

Γ�,k (11)
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where each node updates its intermediate state error covariance ma-
trix using

Γ�,k = M−1
k|k−1 +NHT

�,kC
−1
ω�,k

H�,k. (12)

Now, the assumption is made that the network is connected, that
is there exists a path between any two nodes in the network, which
allows Mk|k in the formulation given in (11) and x̂k|k in the formu-
lation given in (9) to be calculated through the diffusion of matrices
Γ�,k as given in (12) and local estimates ψ�,k as given in (10). The
operations of such a diffusion Kalman filter are summarized in Al-
gorithm 2.

Algorithm 2. Cost-Effective Diffusion Kalman Filter with Implicit
Measurement Updates

For nodes i = {1, . . . , N}:
Initialize with:

x̂i,0|0 = E {x0}
Mi,0|0 = E

{
(x0 − E {x0})(x0 − E {x0})T

}
Model update:

x̂i,k|k−1 = Akx̂i,k−1|k−1

Mi,k|k−1 = AkMi,k−1|k−1A
T
k +Cνk

Measurement update:

Γi,k = M−1
i,k|k−1 +NiH

T
i,kC

−1
ωi,k

Hi,k

M−1
i,k|k =

1

Ni

∑
�∈Ni

Γ�,k

Gi,k = NiMi,k|kH
T
i,nC

−1
ωi,k

ψi,k = x̂i,k|k−1 +Gi,k

(
yi,k −Hi,kx̂i,k|k−1

)
x̂i,k|k =

1

Ni

∑
�∈Ni

ψ�,k

State error covariance matrix diffusion. Sharing the intermediate
state error covariance matrices Γ�,k, as opposed to the update terms
HT

�,kC
−1
ω�,k

H�,k in conventional diffusion Kalman filters, enables
every node to have access (implicitly) not only to the information
from its neighbors but also to that of their neighboring nodes.

4. PERFORMANCE ANALYSIS

The difference between the true state vector and the local estimate at
node i at a time instant k is given by εi,k = xk − ψi,k, which can
be expressed as

εi,k = xk − x̂i,k|k−1 −Gi,k

(
yi,k −Hi,kx̂i,k|k−1

)
. (13)

Upon replacing yi,k = Hi,kxk+ωi,k and εi,k|k−1 = xk−x̂i,k|k−1

into (13), we have

εi,k = (I−Gi,kHi,k) εi,k|k−1 −Gi,kωi,k. (14)

Furthermore, substituting εi,k|k−1 = Akεi,k−1|k−1 + νk, obtained
from the true state evolution in (1) into (14), gives

εi,k =(I−Gi,kHi,k)Akεi,k−1|k−1

+ (I−Gi,kHi,k)νk −Gi,kωi,k.
(15)

Consider also the difference between the true state vector and its
estimate obtained at node i, given by

εi,k|k = xk− x̂i,k|k = xk− 1

Ni

∑
�∈Ni

ψ�,k =
1

Ni

∑
�∈Ni

ε�,k. (16)

Now, replacing the intermediate state error evolution in (15) into the
diffusion step in (16), gives a recursive expression for the state vector
estimation error in the form

εi,k|k =
1

Ni

∑
�∈Ni

(I−G�,kH�,k)Akε�,k−1|k−1 (17)

+
1

Ni

∑
�∈Ni

(I−G�,kH�,k)νk − 1

Ni

∑
�∈Ni

G�,kω�,k.

From Algorithm 2, we can now substitute the gain values in (17) as

G�,kH�,k = N�M�,k|kH
T
�,kC

−1
ω�,k

H�,k = M�,k|kΥ�,k

where Υ�,k = N�H
T
�,kC

−1
ω�,k

H�,k, so that (17) becomes

εi,k|k =
1

Ni

∑
�∈Ni

(
I−M�,k|kΥ�,k

)
Akε�,k−1|k−1 (18)

+
1

Ni

∑
�∈Ni

(
I−M�,k|kΥ�,k

)
νk − 1

Ni

∑
�∈Ni

G�,kω�,k.

Mean performance. Taking the statistical expectation of (18) and
noting that νk and ω�,n are zero-mean results in

E
{
εi,k|k

}
=

1

Ni

∑
�∈Ni

(
I−M�,k|kΥ�,k

)
AkE

{
ε�,k−1|k−1

}
.

(19)
Therefore, given that all the nodes in the network are initialized with
x̂i,0|0 = E {x0}, the expression in (19) indicates that the algorithm
operates in an unbiased fashion.

Mean square performance. Given the recursion for the state error
vector in (18), the state error covariance matrix at node i can be
expressed as

Σi,k =E

{
εi,k|kε

T
i,k|k

}

=
1

N2
i

∑
m∈Ni

∑
n∈Ni

E

{
ζm,kζ

T
n,k

}

+
1

N2
i

∑
m∈Ni

∑
n∈Ni

E

{
ξm,kξ

T
n,k

}

+
1

N2
i

∑
m∈Ni

∑
n∈Ni

E

{
χm,kχ

T
n,k

}
(20)

where

ζm,k =
(
I−Mm,k|kΥm,k

)
Akεm,k−1|k−1

ξm,k =
(
I−Mm,k|kΥm,k

)
νk

χm,k =Gm,kωm,k.

Now, we shall make the following standard assumptions, typi-
cally applied in Kalman filtering analysis [23]:

• The state evolution function and observation functions for all
nodes in the network are time invariant, that is

lim
k→∞

Ak = A & ∀� ∈ N : lim
k→∞

H�,k = H�
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• The state evolution and observation noises are stationary

lim
k→∞

Cνk = Cν & ∀� ∈ N : lim
k→∞

Cω�,k = Cω�

• The matrix pairs ∀� ∈ N : {Ak,H�,k} are observable and

the matrix pair {Ak,C
1
2
ν } is controllable.

Then, it follows that for all nodes in the network, Υ�,k and M�,k|k
become time invariant. In addition, from Algorithm 2, a time invari-
ant M�,k|k results in the matrix G�,k also becoming time invariant,
which can be summarized as

If ∀� ∈ N : lim
k→∞

M�,k|k = M� ⇒ ∀� ∈ N : lim
k→∞

G�,k = G�

and therefore Σi,k converges.

Communication requirements. The communication requirements
of different distributed Kalman filtering algorithms are compared in
Table 1. Observe that the algorithm developed in this work has the
lowest communication requirements, achieved by only sharing the
intermediate states ψ�,k and state error covariance matrix Γ�,k.

Table 1: Communicated variables for different distributed Kalman
filtering strategies.

Strategy Communicated Variables

Local [7, 11] H�,k, y�,k, C
−1
ω�,k

Diffusion [11] H�,k, y�,k, C
−1
ω�,k

, ψ�,k

Consensus [8] H�,k, y�,k, C
−1
ω�,k

, ψ�,k

Previous work [18] H�,k, C−1
ω�,k

, ψ�,k

Current work ψ�,k, Γ�,k

5. PERFORMANCE VERIFICATION

In order to demonstrate the performance of the proposed algo-
rithm, we considered a target tracking application in a network
of 20 nodes with the topology shown in Fig. 1. The state vector,
xk = [xk, yk, ẋk, ẏk]

T, consists of the positions, xk, yk, and veloc-
ities, ẋk, ẏk, in the horizontal and vertical positions, respectively.

Fig. 1: The network of 20 nodes used in simulations.

The state is assumed to experience an unknown acceleration
which is modeled as the process noise νk = [ẍk, ÿk]

T. The state-
space equations for this problem then become

xk =

⎡
⎢⎣
1 0 ΔT 0
0 1 0 ΔT
0 0 1 0
0 0 0 1

⎤
⎥⎦xk−1 +

⎡
⎢⎢⎣

1
2
(ΔT )2 0
0 1

2
(ΔT )2

ΔT 0
0 ΔT

⎤
⎥⎥⎦νk

yi,k =

[
1 0 0 0
0 1 0 0

]
xk + ωi,k

where only the positions xk, yk are observed at each node i. The
sampling interval was chosen to be ΔT = 1/25 s. Fig. 2 shows
that the proposed Kalman filter in Algorithm 2 was able to track the
moving object and that the nodes in the network were able to reach
a consensus within 2 s.

Next, the performance of the proposed algorithm was bench-
marked against existing distributed Kalman filtering algorithms:
“Local” Kalman filter (eq. (13) in [11]), “Diffusion” strategy (Al-
gorithm 2 in [11]), and the “Consensus” Kalman filter algorithm
(Algorithm 3 in [8]). The performance of the centralised scheme
[22], which requires all the nodes to communicate their measure-
ments to a fusion center is included for completeness. Fig. 3 shows
the steady-state mean square deviation (MSD) at each node i, de-
fined as

MSDi =
1

1500

2500∑
k=1000

‖xk − x̂i,k‖2.

Observe that the proposed algorithm outperforms both the con-
sensus and local schemes and achieves a steady-state mean square
deviation (MSD) close to that of the diffusion Kalman filter, while
having the lowest communication requirements (see Table 1).
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Fig. 2: Tracking performance of the proposed Kalman filter across
all the nodes. Estimates of the target position across all 20 nodes lie
within the region in red.
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−18

−17

−16

Node

M
SD

 (d
B)

Local Consensus Proposed Diffusion Centralised

Fig. 3: MSD of the state estimates across all 20 nodes.

6. CONCLUSION

A novel distributed diffusion Kalman filtering algorithm has been de-
veloped in order to mitigate the need to share observation variables.
The proposed algorithm only requires the diffusion of an intermedi-
ate state estimate and estimates of the state error covariance matrix.
In this setting, the least amount of communication traffic is required
over the network, while maintaining a performance comparable to
that of the state of the art distributed Kalman filtering algorithms.
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