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Mean Field Game (MFG) models implicitly assume “rational expectations”, meaning
that the heterogeneous agents being modeled correctly know all relevant transition prob-
abilities for the complex system they inhabit. When there is common noise, it becomes
necessary to solve the “Master equation”, in which the infinite-dimensional density of
agents is a state variable. The rational expectations assumption and the implication
that agents solve Master equations are unrealistic in many applications. We show how
to instead formulate MFGs with non-rational expectations. Departing from rational
expectations is particularly relevant in “MFGs with a low-dimensional coupling”, i.e.
MFGs in which agents’ running reward function depends on the density only through
low-dimensional functionals of this density. This happens, for example, in most macroe-
conomics MFGs in which these low-dimensional functionals have the interpretation of
“equilibrium prices”. In MFGs with a low-dimensional coupling, departing from rational
expectations allows for completely sidestepping the Master equation and for instead solv-
ing much simpler finite-dimensional HJB equations. We introduce an adaptive learning
model as a particular example of non-rational expectations and discuss its properties.
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1. Introduction

Economists and mathematicians cast models with a large number of interacting
agents as Mean Field Games (MFGs), a coupled system of a backward-in-time

∗Corresponding author.
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Hamilton–Jacobi–Bellman (HJB) equation for agents’ value function and a forward-
in-time Fokker–Planck type equation for the agents’ density. These equations
describe the Nash equilibrium of a game played by a large number of agents expe-
riencing fluctuations that are independent from each other. When there is common
noise, the backward–forward stochastic coupling becomes more complicated and, to
find their optimal strategy, the model agents need to solve a Master equation, that
is, an equation in which the infinite-dimensional density is a state variable. This
Master equation therefore suffers from an extreme version of the curse of dimen-
sionality and has been nicknamed “Monster equation” due to its complexity.a While
this complexity makes the Master equation a fascinating mathematical object, it
also limits its practical applicability.

An underappreciated fact is that MFGs not only impose Nash equilibrium but
also assume “rational expectations”, meaning that the heterogeneous agents being
modeled correctly know all relevant transition probabilities governing the com-
plex system they inhabit. We argue that this assumption is unrealistic in many
applications and show how to instead formulate a more general class of MFGs
with non-rational expectations. Furthermore, we show that departing from rational
expectations can drastically simplify the complexity of agents’ optimization prob-
lems in certain applications and may allow sidestepping the unrealistically complex
infinite-dimensional Master equation altogether.

After spelling out general MFGs without rational expectations, we focus on a
class of MFGs we term “MFGs with a low-dimensional coupling”. In these MFGs,
the agents’ running reward function depends on the density only through low-
dimensional functionals of this density, for example a low-dimensional vector of
moments of this density. That is, model agents do not directly “care about” the
density (in the sense that their rewards do not depend on it) and instead care only
about the low-dimensional functionals. Most MFGs in macroeconomics are exam-
ples of this class of MFGs, with these low-dimensional functionals corresponding
to “equilibrium prices”.b We show that, in MFGs with a low-dimensional coupling,
departing from rational expectations generally results in a much simpler finite-
dimensional HJB equation in place of the infinite-dimensional Master equation.

One of this paper’s arguments is that MFGs with rational expectations and the
Master equation are unrealistically complex as models of human decision-making.
MFGs with a low-dimensional coupling illustrate this clearly: under the rational
expectations assumption, the low-dimensional coupling neither simplifies the for-
mulation of the MFG nor that of the Master equation in any straightforward way.
Indeed, to compute the low-dimensional functionals (“prices” in macroeconomics

aOf course, this complexity does not arise in MFGs in which individual states take only a
small number of possible values (say two or three) so that the Master equation is finite- and
low-dimensional.
bIn economics, these MFGs with coupling via low-dimensional equilibrium prices are known as
“heterogeneous agent models”.
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applications) in the rational expectations regime, one needs to compute the full
density of the agents and there is no closed system that includes the “prices” alone
and not the full agents’ density. The agents being modeled are assumed to per-
form the same computations. It is for this reason that the Master equation is an
infinite-dimensional PDE despite model agents only “caring about” much lower-
dimensional “prices”. The present paper criticizes the use of the Master equation
in MFGs with a low-dimensional coupling and calls for developing alternative low-
dimensional approximations that take advantage of these models’ special structure.
This part of the paper is a “mathematics translation” using the language of partial
differential equations (PDEs) of an economics paper [39] which criticizes the use of
the rational expectations assumption in macroeconomics MFGs.c We should also be
clear that the main focus of this paper is on modeling and not on the mathematical
analysis of the proposed models.

Our main results are contained in Sec. 5 which formulates MFGs without ratio-
nal expectations. Sections 2–4 contain background material and building blocks
that are useful for understanding such MFGs. In particular, before considering the
full MFG case, Sec. 4 introduces the idea of departing from rational expectations
in the simpler case of a single agent solving a stochastic control problem.

As we explain in Sec. 5, the key feature of MFGs without rational expectations
is that each agent uses a perceived trajectory of the future empirical density of the
other agents that does not necessarily coincide with the density’s actual equilibrium
trajectory. This results in a model that, formally, still has the backward–forward
feature of the MFG but, for a specified perceived trajectory of the density, at any
given time, the agents’ strategy can be computed solely by using the backward-in-
time HJB equation, without resorting to the forward-in-time density equation. This
system is the analogue of what economists call a “temporary equilibrium” [23, 24,
26, 35]. After spelling out this more general system we show that, as expected, we
recover the familiar backward–forward MFG system in the special case of rational
expectations, i.e. when agents’ perceived trajectory of the density of the other agents
coincides with the density’s actual equilibrium trajectory. Analogously, we show
how to formulate MFGs without rational expectations in the case with common
noise and that we recover the Master equation in the special case with rational
expectations.

In Sec. 6, we consider non-rational expectations in MFGs with a low-dimensional
coupling. Each agent now uses a perceived trajectory of the future vector of “prices”
that does not necessarily coincide with the actual trajectory of equilibrium prices.
The result is again a system in which, for a specified perceived trajectory of these
prices, at any given time, the agents’ strategy can be computed from the HJB

cIn macroeconomics MFGs, forward-looking decision-makers are assumed to forecast equilibrium
prices by forecasting functionals of infinite-dimensional densities. But it seems self-evident that
real-world households and firms do not forecast prices in this way and instead solve simpler
approximate problems.
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equation without resorting to the Fokker–Planck equation. Importantly, in the case
with common noise, for a specified perceived law of motion of future prices that
imposes the Markov property, agents solve a simple finite-dimensional HJB equa-
tion. That is, departing from rational expectations can completely sidestep the
infinite-dimensional Master equation.

Sections 5 and 6 consider MFGs in which agents hold beliefs about future evo-
lution or future prices that are specified outside the model (the “temporary equi-
librium” idea). In Sec. 7, we instead explain how such beliefs may be determined
“inside the model” via some form of learning. Specifically, we introduce an adaptive
learning model that has the same key property as the models with exogenously-
specified beliefs we just discussed: at any given time, and given the current prices,
the agents’ strategy can be computed solely from the backward-in-time HJB equa-
tion, without resorting to the forward-in-time density equation. However, in con-
trast to the models with exogenous beliefs, with adaptive learning, agents update
their beliefs in the face of new information so that, over time, their perceived tra-
jectory of equilibrium prices may approximate the corresponding actual trajectory.
Finally, we also discuss some other promising directions, in particular reinforcement
learning (RL) and other stochastic approximation algorithms.

In Sec. 8, for the sake of exposition and completeness, we explain how the argu-
ments of this paper can be adapted to the discrete-time case. Section 9 concludes.

2. Background: Mean Field Games and Rational Expectations

In this section, we briefly review the basics of MFGs. The authors of [12–16, 32, 43]
provide more complete treatments. We use the standard formulation in the MFG
literature with small modifications explained below. We then briefly explain the
rational expectations assumption.

2.1. Backward–forward MFG system

Let us recall the setup of MFGs. Consider a system of N � 1 individual agents
(players) at positions (states) Xi,t ∈ R

n, i = 1, . . . , N , with 0 ≤ t ≤ T , where T is
a fixed terminal time that is sometimes taken as T = +∞.

Given t ≥ 0 and initial state x ∈ R
n (which differs across agents), each agent’s

state evolves according to the stochastic differential equation (SDE)

dXi,s = αi,sds +
√

2νdBi,s, Xi,t = x, t ≤ s ≤ T. (2.1)

Here αi,s ∈ A ⊂ R
n is a control which is optimally chosen by each agent (in a

way prescribed below), Bi,s is a standard n-dimensional Brownian motion, and
ν ≥ 0 is a parameter measuring the strength of the fluctuations affecting individual
agents. The individual Brownian motions Bi,s, i = 1, . . . , N , are independent and
capture idiosyncratic risk. The intuition is that this risk averages to a deterministic
effective mean-field effect when N � 1, as far as the evolution of the agents’ density
is concerned.
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To choose the control αi,s in (2.1), each agent solves an optimization problem
for the value function uN : R

n × [0, T ] → R defined by

uN(x, t) = max
αi∈A

E

[∫ T

t

e−ρtR(Xi,s, αi,s, mN (s, ·))ds + e−ρ(T−t)V (Xi,T , mN (T, ·))
]

(2.2)

subject to Xi,s solving (2.1). Here,

mN(t, x) =
N∑

i=1

δ(x − Xi,t), x ∈ R
n, (2.3)

is the empirical measure of the collection of agents, ρ ≥ 0 is a discount rate,
R(x, α, m) is a running reward function that depends on the state Xi,s, the control
αi,s and the empirical density mN (s, ·), and V (x, m) is a prescribed terminal value
at time T . The expectation in (2.2) is taken with respect to the idiosyncratic noises
Bi,s, 1 ≤ i ≤ N .

In this setting, the dynamics of all agents are identical except that they experi-
ence different realizations of Bi,t. That is, they are ex-ante identical (the functions
R, V, and so on are identical for all agents) but ex-post heterogeneous in Xi,t because
of the different realizations of idiosyncratic risk Bi,t. One small modification to the
standard formulation in the MFG literature is that here the agents maximize their
objectives rather than minimize them.

Note that each agent’s running reward R depends on the overall system’s state,
the empirical density mN . Agents optimally choose the control α taking the future
evolution of mN as given. We denote the optimal policies, that is, the optimally
chosen α in (2.2), by π (see (2.6)). Because R depends on mN , so do the optimal
policies π and the value function uN . In turn, the evolution of the empirical density
mN depends on each agent’s optimal policy that appears in (2.1). We are thus
considering the Nash equilibrium of a game between a large number of statistically
identical players.

The backward–forward MFG system arises in the limit N → +∞ of a large
number of agents and is a coupled system of a HJB equation for the limit u(x, t) of
the value functions uN (x, t) and a Fokker–Planck equation for the limiting empirical
density of the agents m(x, t):

ρu − ∂tu = H(x,∇u, m) + νΔu in R
n × (0, T ),

∂tm = −div(∇λH(x,∇u, m) m) + νΔm in R
n × (0, T ),

m(0) = m0, u(x, T ) = V (x, m(T )) in R
n.

(2.4)

Here, H is the Hamiltoniand

H(x, λ, m) := max
α∈A

{R(x, α, m) + λ · α}, λ ∈ R
n, (2.5)

dWe use λ instead of the more standard p to denote the dual “momentum” variable because p
will denote the price vector below.
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and the policy function (optimal control) of each agent, defined as

π(x, t) ≡ arg max
α∈A

{R(x, α, m) + α · ∇u(x, t)}, (2.6)

is given by

π(x, t) = ∇λH(x,∇u(x, t), m(t)). (2.7)

2.2. Master equation with common noise

We next introduce common noise (in MFG terminology) or aggregate uncertainty
(in macroeconomics terminology). Typically, as, for example, in [3, 4, 13], this is
done by directly adding an additional noise to the dynamics of individual agents
in (2.1)

dXi,t = αi,tdt +
√

2νdBi,t +
√

2βdWt, Xi,0 = x. (2.8)

Here, the extra noise Wt is identical for all agents. In this formulation, the agents
density mt satisfies a stochastic Fokker–Planck equation

dmt = [−div(∇λH(x,∇xut, mt) mt) + (ν + β)Δxmt]dt − div(mt

√
2βdWt),

(2.9)

rather than the standard Fokker–Planck equation that appears in (2.4).
For the sake of simplicity of the presentation, we will discuss now a slightly

different model, where the common noise does not directly affect the evolution of
the individual agents themselves. Instead, in this model, the common noise directly
affects the running reward function. This will affect the optimal policy π and thus
the evolution of the individual agents as well. Bertucci and Meynard [7, 8] use a
similar approach.

Specifically, we introduce an additional state variable Zt ∈ R
k (“the aggregate

state”), with some k � N , that evolves according to an SDE:

dZt = μz(Zt)dt +
√

2βdWt, Z0 = z, (2.10)

with some drift μz(z) and β ≥ 0. Here, Wt is a standard k-dimensional common
Brownian motion that — in contrast to the idiosyncratic Brownian motions Bi,t —
affects all agents simultaneously via Zt.

The main assumption is that the running reward function R in (2.2) now
depends on the aggregate state Zt:

uN(x, t) = max
αi∈A

E

[∫ T

t

e−ρtR(Xi,s, Zs, αi,s, mN (s, ·))ds

+ e−ρ(T−t)V (Xi,T , ZT , mN (T, ·))
]

. (2.11)

As usual in the common noise setting, the admissible controls αi,s in (2.11) need to
be Fs-measurable: they cannot depend on the future. This, of course, is also true
for the optimal control π(Xi,t, Zt, mt, t).
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If the reward function R is non-separable between Zt and αi,t (which is the
relevant assumption in macroeconomics applications), the optimal policy π will
depend on the aggregate state Zt and therefore so will the dynamics of Xi,t:

dXi,t = π(Xi,t, Zt, mt, t)dt +
√

2νdBi,t,

dZt = μz(Zt)dt +
√

2βdWt.
(2.12)

Let us comment that this setting is a special case of the standard common noise
formulation in (2.8) but with a degenerate diffusion. To see this, introduce X̃i,t ∈
R

d, with d = n + k, with the two components

X̃i,t =

[
Xi,t

Zt

]
.

Note that the second component is identical for all agents. Then (2.12) is the special
case of (2.8) in which the first component Xi,t is only affected by the idiosyncratic
noise but not by the common noise, and the second component Zt is only affected
by the common noise but not by the idiosyncratic noise. Furthermore, the second
component is not controlled: αZ,t ≡ 0.

The state of the system (“the economy”) is now a pair (mt, Zt) which evolves
as

dmt = [−divx(∇λH(x, Zt,∇xut, mt) mt) + νΔxmt]dt, (2.13)

dZt = μz(Zt)dt +
√

2βdWt. (2.14)

In contrast to the standard MFG formulation with a common noise (2.9), the
Fokker–Planck equation (2.13) for mt is not a stochastic partial differential equa-
tion (SPDE) but a partial differential equation (PDE). Nevertheless, the solution to
the system (2.13)–(2.14) is, formally, an infinite-dimensional (degenerate) diffusion,
and mt itself is a stochastic object as it depends on the diffusion Zt. Because mt is
stochastic, it is now necessary to include it as a state variable in the agents’ value
function

U(x, z, m, t).

Note that m ∈ P(Rn), the space of probability measures with support in R
n, which

is an infinite-dimensional space. Hence, the Master equation is a HJB equation for
the value function U set in infinite-dimensional space:

ρU − ∂tU = H(x, z,∇xU, m) + νΔxU + βΔzU

+
∫

Rn

[∇mU ](y) [−divy(∇λH(y, z,∇yU, m) m) + νΔym] (y)︸ ︷︷ ︸
drift of probability measure m at point y from (2.13)

dm(y)

in R
n × R

k × P(Rn) × (0, T ),

U(x, z, m, T ) = V (x, z, m) in R
n × R

k × P(Rn).

(2.15)
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Here ∇mU denotes the derivative of U with respect to the measure m — see [13]
for a precise definition — and [∇mU ](y) denotes the derivative of U with respect
to m at point y. Also note that we set the drift of the aggregate state μz(z) ≡ 0 for
notational simplicity and we will continue to do so going forward.

The stochastic Fokker–Planck equation (2.9) that comes from the standard com-
mon noise MFG formulation (2.8) further complicates the Master equation (2.15)
with additional second-order derivatives in m [13]. The formulation in this section
results in a simpler first-order Master equation and nests all typical macroeconomics
applications.

2.3. Rational expectations

Rational expectations are a modeling assumption introduced by Muth [40] and pop-
ularized in the 1970s by Bob Lucas, Ed Prescott, Tom Sargent and others. It has
since been the standard assumption for modeling expectations in macroeconomics.
See [39] for key references and a brief historical discussion. The macroeconomics
definition of rational expectations is as follows: Agents have rational expectations if
they form expectations over outcomes using the correct objective probability distri-
butions of those outcomes. Hence, subjective probability distributions equal objective
probability distributions.

The rational expectations assumption is best thought of as a consistency require-
ment between expectations and model reality. Arguably a better name for the
assumption is “model-consistent expectations” [44]. Related, it is important to
emphasize that “rational expectations” are distinct from the concept of “ratio-
nality” which, in economics terminology, simply means that agents maximize some
objective function. While the MFGs we consider below relax rational expectations,
all of them retain rationality.

In the context of MFGs, the rational expectations assumption is about the
expectation operator E that appears in the optimization procedure for the objec-
tive functions (2.2) and (2.11). If this expectation operator uses objective, model-
consistent probability distributions for the behavior of all other agents as well as
the idiosyncratic and common noise, then the MFG assumes rational expectations.

One key takeaway is that, as we explain in more detail in the next sections,
all existing MFGs models in the mathematics literature (that we are aware of)
implicitly assume rational expectations.

3. Mean Field Games with a Low-Dimensional Coupling

In Sec. 2, the running reward function R(x, z, α, m) that appears in the optimiza-
tion problem (2.11) depends on the empirical measure m(t) in a general, unre-
stricted fashion. However, in many applications, in particular in macroeconomics,
this dependence is simpler: the running reward function depends on the empiri-
cal measure m(t) only through a low-dimensional vector pt ∈ R

�, with some fixed

 � N , that is a functional of mt.
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That is, the running reward and the terminal condition in (2.11) are given by
R̃(x, z, α, p) and Ṽ (x, z, p), so that agents optimize

uN (x, t) = max
αi∈A

E

[∫ T

t

e−ρtR̃(Xi,s, Zs, αi,s, ps)ds + e−ρ(T−t)Ṽ (Xi,T , ZT , pT )

]
(3.1)

subject to Xi,s solving (2.1), where

pt = P ∗(mt, Zt), (3.2)

for a fixed functional

P ∗ : P(Rn) × R
k → R

�. (3.3)

We refer to such MFGs as MFGs with a low-dimensional coupling. Note that in
MFGs with a low-dimensional coupling, model agents do not directly “care about”
the infinite-dimensional density mt in the sense that it does not enter their running
reward functions or terminal conditions. Instead, they only “care about” the much
lower-dimensional vector pt.

The next two subsections present applications from macroeconomics that take
this form. Other examples are dynamic games with a large number of players in
which the running reward depends only on particular moments of the distribution,
say, the first moments

Xj(m) =
∫

xjdm(x, t), j = 1, . . . , n.

Of course, an MFG with a low-dimensional coupling is just a special case of the
general MFGs discussed in Sec. 2 with the running reward and terminal value of
the form

R(x, z, α, m) = R̃(x, z, α, P ∗(m, z)), V (x, z, m) = Ṽ (x, z, P ∗(m, z)). (3.4)

Therefore, under the rational expectations assumption, this low-dimensional cou-
pling does not really simplify the analysis and the backward–forward MFG and
Master equation still take the same form. However, as we will show below, low-
dimensional coupling can drastically simplify the model’s complexity when agents
have non-rational expectations.

3.1. Macroeconomics MFGs: Low-dimensional coupling through

prices

Typical macroeconomics MFGs, known as “heterogeneous agent models,” are MFGs
with a low-dimensional coupling. Usually, the running reward function R(x, z, α, m)
depends on the empirical measure m(t) only through a low-dimensional price vector
pt ∈ R

�, with some fixed 
 � N . The prices may represent the actual prices of goods,
or correspond to wages or interest rates, that is, prices of other variables like labor
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and capital. The underlying macroeconomic assumption is that the system stays in
what is known as a competitive equilibrium. In that case, the prices are set by the
intersection of demand and supply (“market clearing”) and are determined by the
empirical measure of the agents via a set of 
 “market clearing” conditions (demand
equals supply for each of 
 goods):

M(pt, mt, Zt) = 0, (3.5)

with a given relation M : R
� ×P(Rn)×R

k → R
�. Under the assumption that (3.5)

can be inverted, this gives rise to a unique mapping which takes the form in (3.2)
and which we will refer to as the equilibrium price function.

To summarize, the reward function depends on the measure mt only through the
(low-dimensional) price vector pt that determines the optimal strategy in (2.2). In
a competitive equilibrium, the price vector is directly related to mt either explicitly
by (3.2) or implicitly by (3.5).

3.2. Example of a macroeconomics MFG

A typical example of a macroeconomics MFG that has this structure is the model
described in [1, Sec. 5] which is a continuous-time version of the Krusell and Smith
[31] model. The corresponding model without common noise is described in [1,
Sec. 2; 2] and which is a continuous-time version of the Aiyagari–Bewley–Huggett
model [5, 9, 27].

In this model, the state of the agents is characterized by their income and wealth,
so that the agents’ positions are parametrized by x = (x1, x2) ∈ R

2. Here, x1 is
wealth and x2 is income, and n = 2 in the setting of Sec. 2. Furthermore, there
are 
 = 2 prices pt = (p1,t, p2,t) ∈ R

2 where p1,t is the interest rate and p2,t the
wage. There is k = 1 aggregate state Zt ∈ R which has the interpretation of the
(logarithm of) productivity of a so-called “representative firm” (see below).

Wealth and income evolve according to a system of SDEs

dX1,i,t = (P ∗
1 (mt, Zt)X1,i,t + P ∗

2 (mt, Zt)X2,i,t − Ci,t)dt,

dX2,i,t = μ(X2,i,t)dt + (2ν)1/2dBi,t.
(3.6)

Here, Ci,t is the ith agent’s consumption that serves as a control in this setting and
μ is a drift coefficient. The price functionals P ∗

1 and P ∗
2 are the (scalar) interest rate

and wage which depend on the measure m via an equilibrium condition explained
below. Agents choose their consumption to maximize a utility function

E

∫ T

0

e−ρtU(Ci,t)dt where U(c) =
c1−γ

1 − γ
, γ > 0 (3.7)

subject to (3.6) and a state constraint X1,i,t ≥ 0.
The Hamiltonian (2.5) is then

H(x, z, λ, m) = max
c

{u(c) + λ1(P ∗
1 (m, z)x1 + P ∗

2 (m, z)x2 − c) + λ2μ(x2)}.
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The Hamiltonian H is nonlinear and non-separable between x, z, λ and m. At the
same time, it depends on m only through the two-dimensional prices P ∗(m, z) :
P(R2) × R → R

2.
The price functionals (equilibrium wage and interest rate) are given in this

model by

P ∗
1 (m, z) = ∂X1

F (X1(m), X2(m), z), P ∗
2 (m, z) = ∂X2

F (X1(m), X2(m), z),

where

F (X1, X2, z) = ez

√
X1X2, X1(m) =

∫
x1dm(x, t), X2(m) =

∫
x2dm(x, t).

(3.8)

The function F has the interpretation of the production function of a so-called
“representative” firm, z that of (the logarithm of) the firm’s productivity, and
the derivatives ∂X1

F and ∂X2
F those of “marginal products”. The dependence of

the prices merely on the first moments of m, that is, on X1(m) and X2(m), is
special to this particular application. Other macroeconomics applications feature
(considerably) more complicated price functionals.

3.3. The case without common noise

For future reference it will also be useful to spell out MFGs with a low-dimensional
coupling but without common noise. This is simply the case in which neither the
running reward R nor the low-dimensional functional p depends on the aggregate
state z, i.e. this functional is simply given by pt = P ∗(mt) with P ∗ : P(Rn) → R

�.
Equivalently, the case without common noise sets Zt = 0 for all t. In the macroe-
conomics MFG of Secs. 3.1 and 3.2, the underlying assumption is that neither the
running reward R nor the market clearing condition M depend on the aggregate
state Z. The particular example in Sec. 3.2 is the Aiyagari–Bewley–Huggett model
analyzed in [1, 2].

3.4. Backward–forward system and Master equation for MFGs

with low-dimensional coupling

The corresponding backward–forward MFG system in the case of a low-dimensional
coupling takes exactly the same form (2.4) but with R(x, α, m) = R̃(x, α, P ∗(m))
in the Hamiltonian (2.5) and terminal value V (x, m) = Ṽ (x, P ∗(m)). The same is
true for the Master equation for the value function U(x, z, m, t) which takes the
form (2.15) but with R(x, z, α, m) = R̃(x, z, α, P ∗(m, z)) in the Hamiltonian and
terminal value V (x, z, m) = Ṽ (x, z, P ∗(m, z)).

Note that the special structure of MFGs with a low-dimensional coupling nei-
ther simplifies the backward–forward MFG system nor the Master equation in any
straightforward way. In particular the infinite-dimensional measure m ∈ P(Rn) is
still a state variable in the Master equation. What is noteworthy about this is that

2640007-11

C
om

m
un

. C
on

te
m

p.
 M

at
h.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 w
w

w
.w

or
ld

sc
ie

nt
if

ic
.c

om
by

 B
E

N
JA

M
IN

 M
O

L
L

 o
n 

03
/1

0/
26

. R
e-

us
e 

an
d 

di
st

ri
bu

tio
n 

is
 s

tr
ic

tly
 n

ot
 p

er
m

itt
ed

, e
xc

ep
t f

or
 O

pe
n 

A
cc

es
s 

ar
tic

le
s.



2nd Reading

March 4, 2026 19:3 WSPC/S0219-1997 152-CCM 2640007

B. Moll & L. Ryzhik

the Master equation is an infinite-dimensional PDE despite model agents only “car-
ing about” much lower-dimensional “prices”. As we explain in the following, the
root cause of this feature is the rational expectations assumption.

4. Non-Rational Expectations in Simple Control Problems

Before specifying what rational expectations — and departures from such expecta-
tions — mean in the context of large systems of heterogeneous agents (i.e. MFGs)
let us first consider the simpler case of a single agent solving a stochastic control
problem. We turn to MFGs in Sec. 5.

4.1. A simple stochastic control problem in an evolving

environment

Consider a single agent solving a stochastic control problem in a prescribed time-
dependent environment:

u(x, t) = max
α∈A

E

[∫ T

t

e−ρ(τ−t)R(Xτ , ατ , βτ )dτ + e−ρ(T−t)V (XT )

]
(4.1)

subject to Xτ solving an SDE

dXτ = ατdτ +
√

2νdBτ , Xt = x, t ≤ τ ≤ T. (4.2)

Here, ατ is the control used on the time interval t ≤ τ ≤ T , and βτ represents a
known time-dependent environment that the agent cannot control.

For future purposes, it will be useful to write the HJB equation for the value
function u in terms of the infinitesimal generator which summarizes the transition
probabilities of the process for Xt:

Aπ := π · ∇ + νΔ, (4.3)

where π(x, t) is the agent’s policy. The HJB equation is then

ρu − ∂tu = max
α∈A

{R(x, α, βt) + Aαu} in R
n × (0, T ), (4.4)

with the terminal condition

u(x, T ) = V (x) in R
n, (4.5)

The associated optimal policy function is

π(x, t) ≡ argmax
α∈A

{R(x, α, βt) + α · ∇u(x, t)}. (4.6)

To explain what rational expectations mean in this setting, it is useful to spell
out what this optimal control problem and the associated HJB equation look like
without imposing the rational expectations assumption. In this model, expectations
may be non-rational in two respects: first, the agent may have incorrect beliefs about
its own dynamics for a given control αt. Second, she may have incorrect beliefs about
the environment βt in the future. We consider these two cases separately below.
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4.2. Expectations about the evolution of the agent’s state

Let us fix a terminal time T and for the moment fix some time t ∈ (0, T ). For
simplicity of notation, we will consider in this subsection a time-independent envi-
ronment, so that

βτ ≡ const all τ. (4.7)

As just discussed, the agent has rational expectations about the process for Xτ

for τ > t if she forms expectations about Xτ using the correct objective transition
probabilities. These transition probabilities are summarized via the infinitesimal
generator. Rational expectations mean that the agent’s beliefs are summarized by
the correct generator Aπ defined in (4.3) that determines the evolution of the actual
state Xt in accordance with (4.2).

Non-rational expectations mean that the agent has some other subjective beliefs
about the future evolution of Xτ for τ > t summarized by a different generator Âπ.
For example, the agent may believe that the state follows an alternative diffusion
process

dX̂τ = μ̂(X̂τ , ατ , τ)dτ +
√

2ν̂(X̂τ , ατ , τ)dBτ , τ ≥ t, (4.8)

X̂t = x (4.9)

instead of the process (4.2) in which case the generator is

Âπ := μ̂(x, π, t) · ∇ + ν̂(x, π, t)Δ. (4.10)

In particular, it may be the case that either μ̂(x, α, τ) 
= α or ν̂(x, α, τ) 
= ν. This
happens, for example, if the agent does not have the full information about the
idiosyncratic noise, or presumes the existence of an additional drift in the problem.

Agents’ policies π(x, t) are now determined from the optimization problem

û(x, t) = max
α∈A

Ê

[∫ T

t

e−ρ(τ−t)R(X̂τ , ατ )dτ + e−ρ(T−t)V (X̂T )

]
, (4.11)

supplemented by (4.8)–(4.9) for the evolution of X̂τ on the same time inter-
val t ≤ τ ≤ T . We denote the expectations operator by Ê to highlight that these
subjective expectations are, in general, different from the objective (rational) expec-
tations operator E. That is, E refers to the expectation with respect to the trajec-
tories generated by the evolution (4.2), and Ê to those generated by the perceived
evolution (4.8).

The HJB equation with non-rational expectations is therefore

ρû − ∂sû = max
α∈A

{R(x, α) + Âαû} in R
n × (t, T ), (4.12)

û(x, T ) = V (x) in R
n. (4.13)
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The associated policy with non-rational expectations is

π(x, t) = arg max
α∈A

{R(x, α) + α · ∇xû(x, t)}, (4.14)

rather than by (4.6). Note the difference between the two value functions that
appear in (4.6) and (4.14).

Let us comment that the actual probability density ρ(x, t) of the agent who
follows the strategy π(x, t) defined by (4.14) is

∂tρ = A∗
πρ. (4.15)

Note the difference between the operator Âπ that appears in the HJB equation
(4.12) and the operator Aπ whose adjoint appears in (4.15).

The special case of rational expectations of the evolution of Xt. Rational
expectations mean that the generator Âπ that appears in the HJB equation (4.12)
coincides with the actual generator Aπ. In other words, the perceived evolution (4.8)
coincides with the actual evolution (4.2) for any given control ατ,t. With this
assumption, the HJB equation (4.12) becomes

ρu − ∂tu = max
α∈A

{R(x, α) + Aαu} in R
n × (0, T ),

u(x, T ) = V (x) in R
n,

(4.16)

which is the same as (4.4) for the case of constant βt. Hence, for the special case of
rational expectations, we have recovered the standard HJB equation.

4.3. Expectations about the evolution of the environment

Let us now consider the same optimization problem but reintroduce the time-
dependent environment βt. At a time t ∈ (0, T ) the agent has access to the past
trajectory

β≤t = {β(t′) : 0 ≤ t′ ≤ t}. (4.17)

She uses this information to make a prediction

β̂s,t = Θ(s, t; β≤t), s > t, (4.18)

with some given function Θ that depends on the running time s, the starting time t

and the path β≤t that was observed prior to the time t. Non-rational expectations
in this context mean that

β̂s,t 
= βs, for some s > t, (4.19)

i.e. that the agent’s perceived trajectory of her external environment does not coin-
cide with the environment’s actual trajectory.

Let us assume for simplicity of notation that, while the environment may be
predicted incorrectly, as in (4.19), the perceived law of motion of the state Xt is
correct and the agent assumes that her trajectory is given by (4.2):

dXτ,t = ατ,tdτ +
√

2νdBτ , Xt,t = x, t ≤ τ ≤ T. (4.20)

2640007-14

C
om

m
un

. C
on

te
m

p.
 M

at
h.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 w
w

w
.w

or
ld

sc
ie

nt
if

ic
.c

om
by

 B
E

N
JA

M
IN

 M
O

L
L

 o
n 

03
/1

0/
26

. R
e-

us
e 

an
d 

di
st

ri
bu

tio
n 

is
 s

tr
ic

tly
 n

ot
 p

er
m

itt
ed

, e
xc

ep
t f

or
 O

pe
n 

A
cc

es
s 

ar
tic

le
s.



2nd Reading

March 4, 2026 19:3 WSPC/S0219-1997 152-CCM 2640007

MFGs without rational expectations

In other words, we have both μ̂ = α and ν̂ = ν in (4.8). Then, the agent is solving
the optimization problem

u(x, t) = max
α∈A

E

[∫ T

t

e−ρ(τ−t)R(Xτ,t, ατ,t, β̂τ,t)dτ + e−ρ(T−t)V (XT,t)

]
(4.21)

subject to (4.20) and (4.18).e As the environment β̂τ,t now depends both on the run-
ning time τ and on the starting time t, in order to formulate the corresponding HJB
equation, it is convenient to fix t ∈ (0, T ) and introduce an auxiliary optimization
problem

û(x, s; t) = max
α∈A

E

[∫ T

s

e−ρ(τ−s)R(Xτ,s, ατ,s, β̂τ,t)dτ + e−ρ(T−s)V (XT,t)

]
,

t < s < T, (4.22)

subject to (4.20) and (4.18). Note that the prediction of the future environment
β̂τ,t is made at the time t and does not depend on the intermediate times s. Then,
the perceived future optimal policy of the agent is, similarly to (4.6), given by

π̂(x, s; t) = arg max
α∈A

{R(x, α, β̂s,t) + α · ∇xû(x, s; t)}, t ≤ s ≤ T. (4.23)

In particular, at the time s = t we have

π(x, t) = arg max
α∈A

{R(x, α, β̂t,t) + α · ∇xû(x, t; t)}

= arg max
α∈A

{R(x, α, βt) + α · ∇xu(x, t)}, (4.24)

with

u(x, t) = û(x, t; t), (4.25)

being the optimal value defined by (4.21). This is the actual policy that the agents
are following. As a result of this optimization problem, an agent’s state evolves as
a diffusion

dXt = π(Xt, t)dt +
√

2νdBt, (4.26)

with the policy π(x, t) given by (4.24).
To find the function u(x, t) one needs to solve a backward-in-time HJB equation

for the value function û(x, s; t). It takes the form

ρû(x, s; t) − ∂sû(x, s; t) = max
α∈A

{R(x, α, β̂s,t) + Aαû(x, s; t)} in R
n × (t, T ),

û(x, T ; t) = V (x) in R
n.

(4.27)

eThe value u(x, t) also depends on the entire prediction ̂βτ,t, τ ≥ t but we suppress this dependence
for simplicity.
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Once the function û(x, s; t) is found, one defines u(x, t) by (4.25), which, in turn,
gives the policy (4.24) that appears in the actual dynamics (4.26).

The special case of rational expectations for the evolution of the envi-
ronment. Rational expectations on the evolution of the environment mean that

β̂s,t ≡ βs, for all s > t. (4.28)

Note that, for deterministic variables like the one considered here, rational expec-
tations simply mean that agents have perfect foresight about the evolution of these
variables. If that is the case, then the function û(x, s; t) that solves (4.27) does not
depend on the starting time t and neither does the policy π(x, s; t) that also appears
in (4.27). Under the assumption (4.28), the HJB equation (4.27) therefore becomes
the standard HJB equation (4.4) with

û(x, s; t) = u(x, s). (4.29)

5. Mean Field Games Without Rational Expectations

As already noted, all existing MFGs models in the mathematics literature we are
aware of implicitly assume rational expectations. We now explain this in more detail
and show how to formulate MFGs without rational expectations. We first consider
the case without common noise, that is, the backward–forward MFG system (2.4),
and then cover the Master equation (2.15).

5.1. Non-rational expectations in the backward–forward MFG

system

We now show how to formulate a generalization of the backward–forward MFG
system of Sec. 2.1 without making the rational expectations assumption. We focus
on the more interesting case of non-rational expectations about the evolution of
the agent’s external environment, in this case the evolution of the density m. The
case of non-rational expectations about agents’ own states Xi,t is analogous to the
treatment in Sec. 4.2. As in the preceding section, after spelling out the model with
general (not necessarily rational) expectations, we show that we recover the stan-
dard backward–forward MFG system in the special case with rational expectations.

Let us fix a terminal time T and for the moment fix some time t ∈ (0, T ).
We assume that to predict the future empirical density of the other agents, an
individual agent uses a perceived law of motion

∂sm̂(x, s; t) = B∗m̂(x, s; t), s ≥ t, (5.1)

m̂(x, t; t) = m(x, t). (5.2)

Here, m̂(x, s; t) is a prediction for the empirical measure of other agents for s ≥ t,
and B is the generator of a Markov process that an agent believes the other agents
are following. The initial condition in (5.2) at s = t comes from the actual observed
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density m(x, t) at the time t. Note that the agents are constantly updating their
prediction m̂(x, s; t) for a given future time s, by changing the initial condition
in (5.2) as t grows. In other words, m̂(x, s; t) and m̂(x, s; t′) are, in general, different
if s > t > t′. Going forward, we sometimes write m̂s,t for conciseness.

Note that this setup is exactly analogous to the case of non-rational expectations
about the evolution of the environment in Sec. 4.3. Therefore, so is the remainder
of the discussion. Similarly to (4.22), agents’ policies π(x, t) are determined from
the perceived optimization problem

û(x, s; t) = max
αi∈A

E

[∫ T

s

e−ρ(τ−s)R(Xi,τ , ατ,s, m̂τ,t)dτ + e−ρ(T−s)V (Xi,T,s, m̂T,t)

]
,

t ≤ s ≤ T, (5.3)

subject to (2.1) for the evolution of Xi,t and (5.1)–(5.2) for the evolution of m̂s,t

on the time interval t ≤ s ≤ T . As a result, the perceived future optimal policy of
the agent is, similarly to (4.23), given by

π̂(x, s; t) = argmax
α∈A

{R(x, α, m̂s,t) + α · ∇xû(x, s; t)}, t ≤ s ≤ T. (5.4)

At the time s = t we have

π(x, t) = π̂(x, t; t) = arg max
α∈A

{R(x, α, mt) + α · ∇xũ(x, t)}. (5.5)

with ũ(x, t) = û(x, t; t). This is the actual policy that the agents are following.
As a result of this optimization problem, an idiosyncratic state evolves as a

diffusion

dXi,t = π(Xi,t, t)dt +
√

2νdBi,t. (5.6)

To summarize, agents believe that for all s > t the distribution of the other agents
will evolve according to (5.1)–(5.2), and this is what shows up in the continuation
values for s ≥ t in the definition (5.3) of the perceived value function û(x, s; t).
However, when they choose their actual policy π(x, t) at time t, given by (5.5), they
use the actual realized density mt (which will generally differ from any previous
estimates of m̂t,t′ with t′ < t) and the perceived value function ũ(x, t).

Agents’ actual policies π(x, t) defined in (5.5) give rise to the generator

Aπ := π · ∇ + νΔ (5.7)

that determines the evolution of the actual density m(x, t) in accordance with (5.6):

∂tm = A∗
πm, (5.8)

which is different from the evolution (5.1)–(5.2) for the perceived future density
unless B = Aπ.

Now, the backward–forward system of equations for the value function û(s, x; t),
the perceived density m̂(x, s; t) and the actual density m(x, t) becomes

ρû(x, s; t) − ∂sû(x, s; t) = max
α∈A

{R(x, α, m̂s,t) + Aαû(x, s; t)} in R
n × (t, T ),

2640007-17
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∂sm̂(x, s; t) = B∗m̂(x, s; t) in R
n × (t, T ),

π(x, t) = argmax
α∈A

{R(x, α, m(t)) + α · ∇xû(x, t; t)},

∂tm = A∗
πm in R

n × (0, T ),

m(x, 0) = m0(x), m̂(x, t; t) = m(x, t),

û(x, T ; t) = V (x, m̂T,t) in R
n.

(5.9)

The system (5.9) is the analogue of what economists call a “temporary
equilibrium”.

Definition. Temporary equilibrium at a particular time t is defined as allocations
and policies such that (i) agents optimize given expectations of future variables
(including the density) that are specified in the model but that are not necessarily
rational, (ii) the economy is in Nash equilibrium at time t.

This idea was originally developed contemporaneously by Hicks [26] and Lindahl
[35], and has been further developed by Grandmont [23, 24].

Remark (Connection to the Master equation). Note that the system (5.9)
could also be written in terms of a Master equation, with the measure m as a state
variable. However, this would defeat the purpose of this approach: the advantage
of (5.9) is exactly that we do not have to compute the dynamics in the infinite-
dimensional space of probability measures but rather only find the solutions to (5.9)
for the measures mt that one encounters in the course of actual evolution.

Rational expectations in the Backward–Forward MFG System. Rational
expectations in the context of the model we have discussed above mean that the
generator B that appears in Eqs. (5.1) and (5.9) for the perceived density m̂(x, s; t)
coincides with the actual generator Aπ that appears in the evolution equation (5.7)
for the actual density m(x, t):

B = Aπ. (5.10)

Let us now show that with this assumption, the system (5.9) reduces to the familiar
MFG system (2.4) that we write in the form

ρu − ∂tu = max
α∈A

{R(x, α, m(t)) + Aαu} in R
n × (0, T ),

π(x, t) = arg max
α∈A

{R(x, α, m(t)) + α · ∇u(x, t)},

∂tm = A∗
πm in R

n × (0, T ),

m(0) = m0, u(x, T ) = V (x, m(T )) in R
n.

(5.11)
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Indeed, if (5.10) holds, we deduce from the second and fourth equations in (5.9),
together with the initial condition m̂(x, t; t) = m(x, t) that

m̂(x, s; t) = m(x, s) for all t ∈ [0, T ] and s ∈ [t, T ], (5.12)

so that the perceived future density m̂(x, s; t) does not depend on the starting
time t and coincides with the actual density m(x, s). The perceived value function
û(x, s; t) is then independent of t as well, so that we have

û(x, s; t) = û(x, s; s) = ũ(x, s). (5.13)

The perceived policies π̂(x, s; t) are also independent of t because we can use (5.12)
and (5.13) to write

π̂(x, s; t) = argmax
α∈A

{R(x, α, m̂s,t) + α · ∇xû(x, s; t)}

= argmax
α∈A

{R(x, α, m(s)) + α · ∇xû(x, s; s)} = π(x, s). (5.14)

It follows from the above and the first equation in (5.9) that the value function
ũ(s, x) satisfies the backward HJB equation

ρũ(x, s) − ∂sũ(x, s) = R(x, π(x, s), m(s)) + Aπ ũ(x, s) in R
n × (s, T ). (5.15)

Together with the forward Fokker–Planck equation

∂tm = A∗
πm in R

n × (0, T ), (5.16)

we have recovered the MFG system (5.11) or, equivalently, (2.4).
This shows clearly that the backward–forward MFG system (2.4) implicitly

assumes that agents have rational expectations about the process Xi,t for all
agents i = 1, . . . , N , and hence for the evolution of the density m(x, t).

Remark (Non-rational expectations about agents’ own states). As already
noted, one could also allow for non-rational expectations about agents’ own states
Xi,t. Analogous to the treatment in Sec. 4.2, this simply involves replacing the
generator Aα in the first equation in (5.9) by some other generator Âα capturing
each agent’s beliefs about the evolution of her own state, i.e. a perceived law of
motion like (4.8) and (4.9).

Remark (Heterogeneous beliefs). It is reasonable to expect that different
agents may have different beliefs about the evolution of the density of the other
agents. In fact, substantial belief heterogeneity is one of the most prevalent empir-
ical findings in the macroeconomics literature on household and firm expectations,
see the discussion and references in [39] (the finding is often summarized under
the terminology “disagreement”). In our context, different individual agents may
use different forms of the operator B, that appears in (5.1) to predict the future
evolution of the density of the other agents. This will, in turn, affect the actual
generator Aπ governing the evolution of the actual density m(t) of the agents. We
will revisit this issue below in the discussion of adaptive learning in Sec. 7.1.
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Remark (The unrealism of rational expectations). Rational expectations
impose that agents know the correct objective transition probabilities not only for
their own individual states but also for the evolution of every other agent’s states,
i.e. for the entire complex system they inhabit as a whole. Specifically, the implicit
assumption is that each agent knows all other agents’ optimal policies π(y, ·) for all
y ∈ R

n and uses these to (correctly) forecast the evolution of everyone else’s state
and hence the measure m! For these reasons, the rational expectations assumption
is arguably a stretch in complex environments like MFG models.

Remark (The evolution of the density with heterogeneous agents). It is
also worth pointing out that the rational expectations assumption (5.10) is the
reason why the operator A∗

π in the Fokker–Planck equation in (5.11) is the adjoint
of the operator Aπ in the HJB equation in (5.11). Without rational expectations
this would not be the case: while the Fokker–Planck equation for the actual density
m(x, t) in (5.9) necessarily features (the adjoint of) the correct generatorAπ because
it reflects the actual realized dynamics of Xi,t and the associated evolution of the
measure m, the HJB equation for the perceived value function û(s, x; t) in (5.9)
features Aπ only under the rational expectations assumption (5.10). Otherwise it
is driven by the perceived strategy π̂.

The rational expectations assumption (5.10) may seem to superficially simplify
a “complicated” system (5.9) to a “simpler” (and, definitely, shorter) system (5.11).
However, while the latter may produce a higher value function for the agents, it
comes at a high computational cost. If the operator B that appears in the evolu-
tion equation for the perceived density m̂(x, s; t) in (5.9) is independent from the
perceived value function û(x, s; t) then (5.9) may be solved in a single pass for a
fixed t < T . First, one solves the forward-in-time equation

∂sm̂(x, s; t) = B∗m̂(x, s; t) in R
n × (t, T ),

m̂(x, t; t) = m(x, t),
(5.17)

to find the perceived future density of the agents. This is followed by solving the
backward-in-time HJB equation

ρû(x, s; t) − ∂sû(x, s; t) = max
α∈A

{R(x, α, m̂s,t) + Aαû(x, s; t)} in R
n × (t, T ),

û(x, T ; t) = V (x, m̂(T, t)),

(5.18)

to find the perceived value function û(x, s; t). This requires no iterations that are
normally used to solve the forward–backward MFG problems. With û(x, t; t) in
hand, one can compute the actual policy π(x, t) given by (5.5), and continue the
evolution of the actual agents’ density m(x, t) forward in time. Thus, from the
computational-cost point of view, dropping the rational expectations assumption
may end up being beneficial.
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5.2. Non-rational expectations in Mean Field Games with

common noise

We now repeat the exercise for the case with common noise and show how to
formulate MFGs without rational expectations in this case. To this end, recall that
the evolution of the states (Xi,t, Zt) is given by (2.12) where π(Xi,t, Zt, mt, t) is the
optimal policy with common noise.

Analogous to (5.1) and (5.2), with non-rational expectations, the agent incor-
rectly believes that the density and aggregate state evolve according to

dm̂s,t = B∗
̂Zs

m̂s,tds, s ≥ t,

dẐs,t =
√

2β̂(Ẑs,t, τ)dWs, s ≥ t,

(5.19)

with m̂t,t = mt and Ẑt,t = Zt, instead of the correct evolution (2.13) and (2.14).
As already noted, we set the drift μz(z) ≡ 0 in (2.12) for simplicity. Note that,
in general, the perceived generator B

̂Zs
may depend on the perceived aggregate

state Ẑs.
This leads to the following infinite-dimensional Master equation:

ρÛ − ∂tÛ = max
α∈A

{R(x, z, α, m) + Aα,zÛ} + β̂(z, t)ΔzÛ

+
∫

Rn

[∇mÛ ](y)[B∗
zm](y)dm(y) in R

n × R
k × P(Rn) × (0, T ),

Û(x, z, m, T ) = V (x, z, m) in R
n × R

k × P(Rn).

(5.20)

As before, Aπ,z in the term Aπ,zÛ summarizes agents’ beliefs about the evolution
of the individual state Xi,t. In contrast, [B∗

zm](y) summarizes their beliefs about
evolution of measure m at point y which may, in general, differ from the actual
evolution.

After solving for the optimal policies π(x, z, m, t), the evolution of the actual
density of the agents can be found from the coupled system of SDE

dmt = A∗
π,Zt

mtdt, dZt =
√

2βdWt, (5.21)

with

Aπ,z = π(x, z, m, t)∇x + νΔx.

Rational expectations. Exactly as in Sec. 5.1, rational expectations mean that
the generator B that appears in Eqs. (5.19) and (5.20) for the perceived density
m̂s,t and the perceived value function Û coincides with the actual generator Aπ,z

that appears in the evolution equation (5.21) for the actual density m(x, t):

Bz = Aπ,z, (5.22)
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and, in addition, that the perceived diffusivity for the aggregate state Zt equals the
actual diffusivity, β̂(z, t) = β. In that case, (5.20) becomes

ρU − ∂tU = max
α∈A

{R(x, z, α, m) + AαU} + βΔzU

+
∫

Rn

[∇mU ](y)[A∗
π,zm](y)dm(y) in R

n × R
k × P(Rn) × (0, T ),

U(x, z, m, T ) = V (x, z, m) in R
n × R

k × P(Rn),

Aπ,z = π∇x + νΔx,

π(x, z, m, t) = arg max
α∈A

{R(x, z, α, m) + Aα,zU}.

(5.23)

Importantly, analogous to the discussion in the preceding subsection, the implicit
assumption underlying rational expectations is that each agent knows not only the
correct stochastic process for their own individual state Xi,t but also that of the
state of all other agents, i.e. their optimal policies in the future.

Remark (Nash equilibrium, “common knowledge”, and the computa-
tional complexity of the Master equation). MFGs impose Nash equilibrium,
i.e. that each agent plays a best response to their prediction of every other agent’s
strategy. With rational expectations, each agent knows the other agents’ strate-
gies and then solves the infinite-dimensional Master equation to compute this best
response. In fact, the Master equation not only imposes that all agents know each
other’s strategies, but they also know that they all know, and so on, ad infinitum.
This assumption is called “common knowledge” in the economics literature. In that
sense, the policies coming from the solution to the Master equation are optimal for
a given individual agent only if the other agents also have rational expectations
and if everyone knows that they do. Without that social compact in which every-
one predicts an identical future, solving the infinite-dimensional Master equation is
suboptimal and may even be harmful. While requiring such “common knowledge”
is a common issue for Nash equilibria, the setting of the infinite-dimensional Master
equation is somewhat special because computing the Nash equilibrium requires a
huge computational cost that may not be accessible to all agents in the system.

6. Non-Rational Expectations in MFGs with Low-Dimensional
Coupling

In this section, we consider MFGs that have the special structure in Sec. 3: agents’
rewards depend on the measure m only through a low-dimensional functional.

6.1. The case without common noise

The case without common noise is analogous to Sec. 5.1 and we therefore cover
it only briefly. As in Sec. 3, the running reward and terminal value are given by
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R̃(Xi,t, αi,s, pt) and Ṽ (Xi,t, pt) for a low-dimensional vector pt ∈ R
� with pt =

P ∗(mt). Going forward we drop the tildes from R̃ and Ṽ for notational simplicity.
With rational expectations, agents understand the dependence of pt on mt and

therefore use the functional P ∗ together with the correct evolution for mt to predict
future values of pt. That is, agents have perfect foresight over the future trajectory
of pt. With non-rational expectations, agents instead perceive some other trajectory

p̂s,t = Θ(s, t; p≤t), s > t, with pt,t = p(t).

In particular note that agents’ perceived trajectory of future “prices” p̂s,t, s > t gen-
erally depends on past realizations p≤t which model agents have already observed
by the time t.

Benchmark with rational expectations. We first spell out the backward–
forward MFG system with rational expectations using the generator notation intro-
duced in the preceding section. We will refer back to this benchmark system at
various future points of the paper. The system is

ρu − ∂tu = max
α∈A

{R(x, α, p(t)) + Aαu} in R
n × (0, T ),

π(x, t) = arg max
α∈A

{R(x, α, p(t)) + α∇u(x, t)},

∂tm = A∗
πm in R

n × (0, T ),

p(t) = P ∗(m(t)) in (0, T ),

m(0) = m0, u(x, T ) = V (x, P ∗(mT )) in R
n.

(6.1)

Non-rational expectations. Analogously to Sec. 5.1, the backward–forward
MFG system without rational expectations is

ρû(x, s; t) − ∂sû(x, s; t) = max
α∈A

{R(x, α, p̂s,t) + Aαû(x, s; t)} in R
n × (t, T ),

p̂s,t = Θ(s, t; p≤t) in (t, T ),

π(x, t) = arg max
α∈A

{R(x, α, p(t)) + α · ∇xû(x, t; t)},

∂tm = A∗
πm in R

n × (0, T ),

p(t) = P ∗(m(t)) in (0, T ),

m(0, x) = m0(x), û(x, T ; t) = V (x, p̂T,t) in R
n.

(6.2)

6.2. Common noise: Sidestepping the Master equation in MFGs

with a low-dimensional coupling

In the presence of a common noise Zt, as in Sec. 3, the running reward is
R(Xi,t, Zt, αi,s, pt) for a low-dimensional vector pt = P ∗(mt, Zt) ∈ R

�. With
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rational expectations, agents understand the dependence of pt on mt and Zt and
therefore use the functional P ∗ together with the correct stochastic processes for
mt and Zt to predict future values of pt. This leads to the Master equation (6.5),
with essentially no simplifications despite the low-dimensional coupling.

With non-rational expectations agents instead perceive some other stochastic
process for the pair (pt, Zt). In the simplest case, they simply perceive pt to evolve
according to a completely exogenous stochastic process

dp̂s,t = μ̂p(p̂s,t)ds + σ̂p(p̂s,t)dWt, s ≥ t, p̂t,t = pt. (6.3)

In more complicated cases, agents perceive a joint stochastic process for pt, Zt and
other variables (which could, in principle, include mt).

In the case of agents perceiving the simple process (6.3), instead of writing a
Master equation, we can write a much simpler, standard finite-dimensional HJB
equation for a value function Û(x, z, p, t). Denoting the generator corresponding to
(6.3) by Âp we have

ρÛ − ∂tÛ = max
α∈A

{R(x, z, α, p) + AαÛ}

+ βΔzÛ + ÂpÛ in R
n × R

k × R
� × (0, T ),

U(x, z, p, T ) = V (x, z, p) in R
n × R

k × R
�,

Aα = α∇x + νΔx.

(6.4)

Therefore, in MFGs with a low-dimensional coupling, departing from rational expec-
tations can completely sidestep the Master equation. Of course, the case considered
here is just an illustrative example. In particular, note that the perceived law of
motion (6.3) is specified completely “outside the model” which leaves open the
question of where this perceived law of motion “comes from” in the first place.

6.3. The trouble with the Master equation in MFGs with a

low-dimensional coupling

The corresponding Master equation for the value function U(x, z, m, t) is instead

ρU − ∂tU = max
α∈A

{R(x, z, α, P ∗(m, z)) + AαU} + βΔzU

+
∫

Rn

[∇mU ](y)[A∗
π,zm](y)dm(y) in R

n × R
k × P(Rn) × (0, T ),

U(x, z, m, T ) = V (x, z, m) in R
n × R

k × P(Rn),

Aπ,z = π∇x + νΔx,

π(x, z, m, t) = arg max
α∈A

{R(x, z, α, P ∗(m, z)) + α · ∇xU(x, z, m, t)}.

(6.5)
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This is the same Master equation as described in Sec. 3.4 but using the generator
notation used in the present section. As already noted there, the special structure
of MFGs with a low-dimensional coupling does not simplify the Master equation in
any straightforward way. In particular the infinite-dimensional measure m ∈ P(Rn)
is still a state variable in agents’ value function.

The reason this happens is the rational expectations assumption. Intuitively,
because agents are forward-looking, they need to forecast future prices pt, a
low-dimensional object. But they understand that pt depends on the infinite-
dimensional measure mt via the functional (3.2). Therefore, agents forecast the
measure mt in order to forecast prices pt. Furthermore, as before, they forecast mt

using their knowledge of all other agents’ policies π(y). Note that all of this happens
despite agents not even directly “caring about” the distribution mt.

Related, note that actual equilibrium prices pt do not follow a Markov process
(if they did, one could write a finite-dimensional HJB equation with prices p as the
state variables also in the rational expectations case); instead only (mt, Zt) has the
Markov property and prices are instead a complicated nonlinear functional of this
Markov state. Agents with rational expectations therefore (unrealistically) forecast
the Markov state (mt, Zt) in order to forecast the non-Markovian prices pt.

Considering the case of macroeconomics MFGs, Moll [39] argues that we should
not make our lives so hard. It seems self-evident that real-world households and
firms do not forecast prices by forecasting cross-sectional distributions and instead
solve simpler problems. Instead of solving “Monster equations” we should replace
the rational expectations assumption and solve the simpler equations corresponding
to households’ and firms’ actual price-forecasting behavior.

7. A Way Forward: Learning in MFGs

As we have argued, MFGs with rational expectations and the Master equation are
unrealistically complex as models of human decision-making. We have also seen
that departing from rational expectations may hold the promise of sidestepping the
infinite-dimensional Master equation altogether. However, in the MFGs with non-
rational expectations we have considered thus far, agents held beliefs about future
evolution or future prices that were specified outside the model (the “temporary
equilibrium” idea). Therefore, these specified beliefs may end up being completely
disconnected from the actual evolution of these equilibrium objects, i.e. there may
be a disconnect between beliefs and “model reality” and agents’ expectations may
be systematically disappointed. A related issue is that a model with exogenously
specified beliefs is subject to a version of the so-called “Lucas critique” [37]: when
there is a change in economic policy (which would typically correspond to a change
in a model parameter), one should expect agents’ beliefs to change as well and this
belief updating needs to be modeled.

How can we model non-rational expectations that are endogenous to the actual
equilibrium prices but that, nevertheless, sidestep the Master equation and allow

2640007-25

C
om

m
un

. C
on

te
m

p.
 M

at
h.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 w
w

w
.w

or
ld

sc
ie

nt
if

ic
.c

om
by

 B
E

N
JA

M
IN

 M
O

L
L

 o
n 

03
/1

0/
26

. R
e-

us
e 

an
d 

di
st

ri
bu

tio
n 

is
 s

tr
ic

tly
 n

ot
 p

er
m

itt
ed

, e
xc

ep
t f

or
 O

pe
n 

A
cc

es
s 

ar
tic

le
s.



2nd Reading

March 4, 2026 19:3 WSPC/S0219-1997 152-CCM 2640007

B. Moll & L. Ryzhik

for computing standard finite-dimensional HJB equations for agents’ value func-
tions? Put differently: how can we formulate, in a systematic way, models of agents’
behavior in situations with a low-dimensional coupling that lead to equations that
(i) approximate agents’ real-world behavior, and (ii) sidestep computing the solu-
tions to a Master equation with the infinite-dimensional state m ∈ P(Rn) and the
associated curse of dimensionality? This is the challenge posed by Moll [39].

A natural answer is to add some form of learning to the model. That is, instead
of imposing — as the rational expectations assumption does — that agents know
the correct (and extremely complex) transition probabilities of equilibrium prices,
we instead impose that agents learn about these transition probabilities over time.
This approach has a long tradition in the economics literature, typically in the form
of “least-squares learning” [10, 20, 38], and has recently been applied in the MFG
literature to the case without common noise [6, 33, 34, 49], mostly in the form
of RL.

Before proceeding to describing this way forward, let us also note that one
promise of modeling learning in this way is to “kill two birds with one stone”:
to develop variants of MFGs with a low-dimensional coupling that are easier to
compute and analyze, while, at the same time, making these models more realistic
and more likely to generate interesting macroeconomic phenomena.

7.1. Adaptive learning without common noise

Adaptive learning is a special case of the non-rational beliefs about the future we
have discussed in Secs. 5 and 6. More specifically, this is a special form of the future
prices predictor Θ(s, t; p≤t) that appears in the system (6.2). One simple version
of adaptive learning is least-squares learning [10, 20, 38]. Jacobson [29] implements
such an approach in a heterogeneous-agent model.

In the simplest version of least-squares learning, at any time t, agents simply
expect prices to remain constant at some value p̄, i.e. ps = p̄ for all s > t. However,
they update their estimate of this constant value over time as they collect new
data on actual realized prices and we denote agents’ time-t estimate of p̄ by p̂t.
Specifically, agents compute p̂t as a simple backward-looking average:

p̂t =
1
t

∫ t

0

psds.

Differentiating, we have

˙̂pt =
1
t
(pt − p̂t). (7.1)

Other forms of learning besides least-squares learning are possible as well, such as,
for example, an ordinary differential equation of the form

˙̂pt = L(pt, p̂t). (7.2)

For example, the ODE
˙̂pt = α(pt − p̂t),
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with a constant α > 0 rather than the factor of 1/t, as in (7.1), is what is called
“adaptive expectations” [11]. Note that expected prices will generally differ from
actual prices, i.e. there is no longer perfect foresight.

In more complicated versions of least-squares learning, agents have a parametric
“perceived law of motion” of prices

ṗt = μp(pt, θ), (7.3)

where θ ∈ R
d is a parameter vector which parameterizes their beliefs about the

evolution of pt. For example the perceived law of motion function μp could be
linear:

ṗt = θ0 + θ1pt.

Agents then update their estimate θ̂t ∈ R
d of the parameter vector θ recursively

over time
˙̂
θt = L(pt, θ̂t), θ̂0 given, (7.4)

which plays a similar role to the ODE (7.2). For example, if L is linear, θ̂t could be
a backward-looking least-squares estimator. Note that pt that appear in (7.4) are
the actual observed prices at time t.

Agents’ policies π(x, t) are determined from the following optimization problem
that is analogous to (5.3). We fix t ∈ [0, T ] and for each s ∈ [t, T ] consider the
perceived value function

û(x, s; t) = max
αi∈A

E

[∫ T

s

e−ρ(τ−s)R(Xi,τ , αi,τ , p̂τ ;t)dτ + e−ρ(T−s)V (Xi,T , p̂T,t)

]
(7.5)

subject to (2.1) for the evolution of Xi,t and where p̂τ ;t are the perceived future
prices that evolve according to

dp̂τ ;t

dτ
= μp(p̂τ ;t, θ̂t), t ≤ τ ≤ T,

p̂t;t = pt.

(7.6)

Here, pt are the actual observed prices at time t, and θ̂t is the solution to (7.4).
We emphasize that the parameter θ̂t in (7.6) is fixed for t ≤ τ ≤ T and does not
depend on τ . That is, from the point of view of an agent at time t, θ̂t is just a fixed
parameter vector that parameterizes the perceived law of motion μp of future prices
p̂τ ;t, with τ ≥ t. Note that the dependence of the perceived value function û(x, s; t)
on the time t is solely through the parameter θt that appears in the perceived
evolution (7.6) of the future prices.

The optimization problem (7.5) gives rise to the perceived future policy

π̂(x, s; t) = arg max
α∈A

{R(x, α, p̂s;t) + α · ∇xû(x, s; t)}. (7.7)
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The actual policy that the agents are following is, on the other hand,

π(x, t) = π̂(x, t; t) = arg max
α∈A

{R(x, α, pt) + α · ∇xû(x, t; t)}. (7.8)

As above, the interpretation is that agents believe that for all s > t prices will
evolve according to (7.6) and this is what shows up in their continuation values.
However, when they choose their policy at time t, they see the actual realized prices
pt (which will generally differ from any previous estimates of pt).

Going forward we drop the hat from θ̂t for notational simplicity but keep in
mind that this is really a time-varying estimate of the parameter θ in (7.3). With
this notation in hand, the backward–forward MFG system with adaptive learning
becomes the following version of (6.2):

ρû(x, s; t) − ∂sû(x, s; t) = max
α∈A

{R(x, α, p̂s;t) + Aαû(x, s; t)} in R
n × (t, T ),

dp̂s;t

ds
= μp(p̂s;t, θt) in (t, T ),

p̂t;t = pt,

π(x, t) = argmax
α∈A

{R(x, α, pt) + α · ∇xû(x, t; t)},

∂tm = A∗
πm in R

n × (0, T ),

θ̇t = L(pt, θt), θ0 given, in (0, T ),

pt = P ∗(m(t)) in (0, T ),

m(0, x) = m0(x), û(x, T ; t) = V (x, p̂T,t) in R
n.

(7.9)

Here, in the context of adaptive learning, the low dimensionality of the coupling
is crucial: instead of a highly complex infinite-dimensional analog of the Master
equation, we get a finite-dimensional system (7.9). The forward-in-time equation
for m(t, x) in the system (7.9) is coupled to the backward-in-time equation for
the perceived value function û(x, s; t) solely via the actual price pt that appears
in the strategy π(x, t) and in the parameter θt that appears in the HJB equation
for û(x, s; t). This coupling is not as severe as in MFGs with rational expectations
since, as we have mentioned previously, the solution to (7.9) does not require any
iterations. It does require, however, to solve, for each t ∈ [0, T ], a separate HJB
equation on time interval t ≤ s ≤ T .

The Hamilton–Jacobi–Bellman equation in the price space. An alternative
way of writing (7.9) is to introduce the perceived value function Û(x, p, s; θ) defined
for all prices p ∈ R

� and parameters θ ∈ R
d:

Û(x, p, s; θ)= max
αi∈A

E

[∫ T

s

e−ρ(τ−s)R(Xi,τ,s, αi,τ,s, p̂τ,s)dτ + e−ρ(T−s)V (Xi,T,s, p̂T,s)

]
,

(7.10)

2640007-28

C
om

m
un

. C
on

te
m

p.
 M

at
h.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 w
w

w
.w

or
ld

sc
ie

nt
if

ic
.c

om
by

 B
E

N
JA

M
IN

 M
O

L
L

 o
n 

03
/1

0/
26

. R
e-

us
e 

an
d 

di
st

ri
bu

tio
n 

is
 s

tr
ic

tly
 n

ot
 p

er
m

itt
ed

, e
xc

ep
t f

or
 O

pe
n 

A
cc

es
s 

ar
tic

le
s.



2nd Reading

March 4, 2026 19:3 WSPC/S0219-1997 152-CCM 2640007

MFGs without rational expectations

defined for s ≤ T . Note that the perceived value function no longer depends on the
time t at which the parameter θt is fixed for s > t. As we have mentioned, the only
dependence in (7.5) on t comes from the parameter θt that is fixed for s > t. Here,
the agents are allowed to take various values of θ, which, in turn, allows us to get
rid of the dependence on t. The perceived future prices p̂τ,s evolve according to a
generalization of (7.6)

dp̂τ,s

dτ
= μp(p̂τ,s, θ), s ≤ τ ≤ T,

p̂s,s = p,

(7.11)

but now with the parameter θ set to the value that appears in the argument of
û(x, p, θ, s) in (7.10).

The perceived value function Û(x, p, s; θ) defined in (7.10) solves a single HJB
equation

ρÛ(x, p, s; θ) − ∂sÛ(x, p, s; θ) = H(x, p,∇xÛ) + νΔxÛ(x, p, s; θ)

+ μp(p, θ) · ∇pÛ(x, p, s; θ),

H(x, p, λ) = max
α∈A

{R(x, α, p) + α · λ},

(7.12)

with (x, p, s) ∈ R
n × R

� × (0, T ) and θ ∈ R
d.

Note that the arguments of the value function include not only the low-
dimensional prices p ∈ R

� but also the “fairly high-dimensional” parameter vector
θ ∈ R

d. While including p comes at a low computational cost, including θ comes at a
significantly higher additional computational cost. However, note that Eqs. (7.12)
for different θ are decoupled from each other. As we will remark below, this is
something one can exploit to reduce computational costs.

The HJB equation (7.12) for the perceived value function gives rise to the per-
ceived policy

π̂(x, p, s; θ) = argmax
α∈A

{R(x, α, p) + α · ∇xÛ(x, p, s; θ)}. (7.13)

Analogously to above, the actual time-t policy is then given by the perceived policy
evaluated at the time-t price pt and parameter θt:

π(x, t) = π̂(x, pt, t; θt). (7.14)

The prices pt on the right side of (7.14) are given by

pt = P ∗(m(t)). (7.15)

The measure m(x, t) and the parameter θt, in turn, solve the forward-in-time
problems

∂tm(x, t) = A∗
πm(x, t),

θ̇t = L(pt, θt),
(7.16)
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with the policy π given by (7.14) and with initial conditions m0(x) and θ0. The
system (7.14)–(7.16) is driven by the solution to (7.12) via the policy π̂ that appears
in (7.14).

Remark on computational cost of (7.12). The price for solving a single stan-
dard HJB equation for Û is the need to solve (7.12) for all θ in the region of
interest. Thus, the computational complexity of this formulation is controlled by
the dimension d of the parameter space θ ∈ R

d which may be considerably higher
than in (7.9). However, one can take advantage of the fact that the HJB equa-
tions (7.12) are decoupled for different θ here. In particular, this means that one
can solve (7.12) only for the θ’s one actually encounters. Specifically, starting from
an initial condition θ0, solve the HJB equation (7.12) for θ = θ0; then update θ

according to (7.16), solve the HJB equation again for this new θ, and so on.

Internalized learning. In the HJB equation (7.12), agents do not take into
account that the parameter vector θ̂t evolves according to the learning rule (7.4).
Hence, in (7.12) learning is “external” to agents. An alternative approach pursued
in part of the economics literature (e.g., [17]) is to instead assume that agents
“internalize” learning, taking into account the evolution of θ̂t. The corresponding
variant of (7.12) with internalized learning is

ρÛ − ∂sÛ = H(x, p,∇xÛ) + νΔxÛ + μp(p, θ) · ∇pÛ + L(p, θ)∇θÛ ,

H(x, p, λ) = max
α∈A

{R(x, α, p) + α · λ},
(7.17)

with (x, p, s) ∈ R
n×R

�× (0, T ) and θ ∈ R
d. Both formulations are sensible from an

economic perspective and simply correspond to different assumptions about agents’
sophistication.

Belief heterogeneity. In the system (7.9), the parameter θt, that couples its
forward- and backward-in-time components, summarizes agents’ beliefs about the
evolution of the future prices. Although these beliefs vary over time, and θt evolves
in (7.9) according to a differential equation, the assumption leading to (7.9) is that
all agents share the same beliefs θt. As remarked in Sec. 5.1, it is natural to allow
for heterogeneity in beliefs which is an important feature of real-world data on
empirical measures of such beliefs.

A convenient feature of the formulation (7.12) in which θ is a state variable
is that it is easy to extend to the case of belief heterogeneity which we model as
follows. Beliefs θ differ across the population and there is an initial joint density
of states and beliefs m0(x, θ). Starting from time t = 0, beliefs evolve according
to the following generalization of (7.4) which allows for learning to depend on the
individual state Xi,t as well:

θ̇i,t = L(pt, Xi,t, θi,t), θi,0 ∼ m0(x, θ). (7.18)
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The value function of an agent with beliefs θ still satisfies the same HJB equation
(7.12). The actual policy of that agent is then given by

π(x, θ, t) = π̂(x, pt, t; θ) = arg max
α∈A

{R(x, α, pt) + α · ∇xû(x, pt, t; θ)}, (7.19)

meaning that their trajectories are

dXi,t = π(x, θ, t)dτ +
√

2νdBi,τ .

The prices pt on the right side of (7.19) are still given by

pt = P ∗(m(t)). (7.20)

The measure m(x, θ, t), in turn, solves the forward-in-time problem

∂tm(x, θ, t) = A∗
πm(x, θ, t) − divθ(L(pt, x, θ)m(x, θ, t)), (7.21)

with the policy π given by (7.19).
It is worth contrasting the system (7.19)–(7.21) with belief heterogeneity with

its counterpart (7.14)–(7.16) for the case of homogeneous beliefs. The structure of
the two systems is exactly the same, except that the system (7.19)–(7.21) tracks a
joint distribution for (x, θ) rather than a marginal distribution for x.

7.2. Adaptive learning with common noise: Sidestepping the

Master equation

Starting from the second formulation in the preceding section with (p, θ) as state
variables, the generalization to the case of common noise is straightforward. The
key point of this section will be that modeling adaptive learning in MFGs with
a low-dimensional coupling and common noise allows for sidestepping the infinite-
dimensional Master equation.

Agents’ perceived law of motion for prices is

dp̂s,t = μp(p̂s,t, Zs, θ)ds + σp(p̂s,t, Zs, θ)dBs, (7.22)

where θ ∈ R
d is a parameter vector. The agents’ estimate of θ is still updated

according to the learning rule (7.4).
Denoting the generator corresponding to (7.22) by Ap(z, θ), we have the follow-

ing HJB equation for the perceived value function Û(x, z, p, t; θ) which is similar
to (7.12):

ρÛ − ∂sÛ = H(x, z, p,∇xÛ) + νΔxÛ + Ap(z, θ)Û + βΔzÛ ,

H(x, z, p, λ) = max
α∈A

{R(x, z, α, p) + α · λ},
(7.23)

with (x, z, p, t) ∈ R
n × R

k × R
� × (0, T ), θ ∈ R

d, and with corresponding policy

π̂(x, z, p, t; θ) = arg max
α∈A

{R(x, z, α, p) + α · ∇xÛ(x, z, p, t; θ)}. (7.24)

The important observation is that (7.23) is a standard finite-dimensional HJB equa-
tion rather than an infinite-dimensional Master equation.
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To solve for the evolution of the density mt, equilibrium prices pt, and the
learned parameter estimates θt, one can then proceed in the same fashion as in the
case without common noise. First, define

π(x, Zt, t) = π̂(x, Zt, pt, t; θt), (7.25)

where the price pt is given by

pt = P ∗(mt, Zt). (7.26)

Then solve the following forward-in-time system:

dmt = A∗
πt,Zt

mtdt,

dZt =
√

2βdBt,

θ̇t = L(pt, θt),

(7.27)

with the policy π given by (7.25) and with initial condition (m0, Z0, θ0).

Remark on computational cost of (7.23). The same remark as in the case
without common noise applies: one does not actually have to solve (7.23) for all
values of θ ∈ R

d. This is because the equations for different θ are decoupled from
each other. Starting from θ0, and simulating (7.27) forward in time, it is therefore
sufficient to solve (7.23) only for the θ’s one actually encounters.

Either way, this computational cost should be compared to the cost of computing
the infinite-dimensional Master equation with rational expectations. The former is
clearly lower regardless of the exact computational strategy for (7.23).

7.3. Other directions: Reinforcement learning and other stochastic

approximation methods

One other approach for sidestepping the Master equation is to approximate the
value function in Sec. 6.3 using ideas from the literature on RL. RL means learning
value or policy functions of incompletely-known Markov decision processes (MDPs)
via Monte Carlo simulation [45]. RL is typically formulated in discrete time but
there exist continuous-time formulations [19, 30, 47].

Yang et al. [50] and Wibault et al. [48] apply RL ideas to discrete-time MFGs
with a low-dimensional coupling and common noise of the type studied here. Specif-
ically, Yang et al. [50] propose a “Structural Policy Gradient” (SPG) method which
leverages the known structure of individual dynamics (the generator Aα) while
treating prices pt via simulation. While they impose that policy functions depend
only on current prices, Wibault et al. [48] keep track of full price histories using
recurrent neural networks as in recurrent RL [25, 41].

More generally, a promising approach could be to approximate these value func-
tions using a “stochastic approximation algorithm” (e.g., [36, 42]) of which RL is a
special case [28, 46].
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8. Discrete Time

There is also a literature on discrete-time MFGs (e.g., [21, 22]) and this formulation
may be useful for the application of some promising approaches to the challenge
posed in this paper such as RL. We therefore briefly repeat our paper’s arguments
in discrete time. For brevity we skip the case without common noise and focus
directly on the more challenging case with common noise. For simplicity, we also
focus on the case with finite state and action spaces, though this simplification is
not essential.

8.1. Setup: Discrete-time MFGs with common noise

Everything is analogous to the continuous-time setup in Sec. 2. Consider a system
of N � 1 individual agents (players) at positions (states) Xi,t ∈ X ⊂ R

n, i =
1, . . . , N , where X is a finite state space, i.e. Xi,t can take only finitely many
possible values. Time is discrete, t = 0, 1, . . . , T , where T is a fixed terminal time
that is sometimes taken as T = +∞. As above, we consider the limit N → +∞ of
a large number of agents. Anticipating this limit we here write equations directly
in terms of the limiting density which we denote by mt(x) ∈ P(X ), the space
of probability measures with support in X . Given x can take only finitely many
values, this density is simply a high- but finite-dimensional vector (essentially a
“histogram”). The setup and notation are close to [33, 48].

Agents receive a period reward R(Xi,t, Zt, αi,t, mt) and their state evolves
according to a Markov process

Xi,t+1 ∼ Tx(·|Xi,t, Zt, αi,t, mt). (8.1)

As above, αi,t ∈ A ⊂ R
n is a control (but with A a finite action space) and

Zt ∈ Z ⊂ R
k is the aggregate state (common noise) that affects all agents and

which evolves according to an exogenous Markov process:

Zt+1 ∼ Tz(·|Zt). (8.2)

Agents maximize the cumulative discounted reward:

ui,0 = max
αi∈A

E

[
T∑

t=0

γtR(Xi,t, Zt, αi,t, mt) + γT V (Xi,T , ZT , mT )

]
(8.3)

subject to (8.1) and (8.2) and where V is a terminal value and 0 < γ ≤ 1 a discount
factor.

As above, the optimal policy induces the density mt to evolve over time. This
evolution is easiest to spell out for a slight generalization of the problem (8.3) in
which we allow for stochastic policies of the form:

αi,t ∼ πt(·|Xi,t, Zt, mt), (8.4)

where πt is the probability distribution over actions αi,t conditional on the states
(Xi,t, Zt, mt). Given the optimal policy πt, the density mt then evolves according to
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a Chapman–Kolmogorov equation (the discrete-time analogue of a Fokker–Planck
equation)

mt+1(x) =
∑
x̃,α̃

mt(x̃)πt(α̃|x̃, Zt, mt)Tx(x|x̃, α̃, Zt, mt) (8.5)

which we can also write

mt+1 = AT
πt,Zt

mt, (8.6)

where Aπt,Zt is the transition matrix of x induced by the optimal policy πt. This
equation is the discrete-time counterpart to the Fokker–Planck equation (5.21),
with the transition matrix Aπt,Zt being the counterpart to the generator Aπ,Zt

(and the matrix transpose that to the operator adjoint). Note that, because Zt

evolves according to the Markov process (8.2), the density mt+1 is itself a stochastic
process.

Mean Field Games with a low-dimensional coupling. As in Sec. 3, we pay
special attention to the class of “MFGs with a low-dimensional coupling”. Using
analogous notation, agents choose policies π to maximize

ui,0 = max
αi∈A

E

[
T∑

t=0

γtR̃(Xi,t, Zt, αi,t, pt) + γT Ṽ (Xi,T , ZT , pT )

]
(8.7)

subject to

Xi,t+1 ∼ Tx(·|Xi,t, Zt, αi,t, pt), (8.8)

and (8.2) where

pt = P ∗(mt, Zt), (8.9)

for a fixed functional P ∗ : P(X ) × Z → R
�. Again note that model agents do not

directly “care about” the density mt in the sense that it does not enter their running
reward functions; instead they only “care about” the much lower-dimensional vector
pt. As discussed in Secs. 3.1 and 3.2 such MFGs arise naturally in macroeconomics
where they are known as “heterogeneous agent models” (e.g., [18, 31]). In this case,
the vector pt has the interpretation of “equilibrium prices” that are determined
from some “market clearing” conditions analogous to (3.5).

Rational expectations. As above, standard formulations of this MFG impose
rational expectations: agents know not only the correct transition probabilities Tx

and Tz but also the high-dimensional transition matrix Aπt,Zt which governs the
evolution of the complex system they inhabit.

Master equation in discrete-time MFGs. In both general MFGs and MFGs
with a low-dimensional coupling, under rational expectations, the agents’ optimiza-
tion problem gives rise to the Master equation (i.e. Bellman equation on the space
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of probability measures):

Ut(x, z, m) = max
α

R(x, z, α, m) + γEx′,z′ [Ut+1(x′, z′, m′)|x, z, m]

subject to

x′ ∼ Tx(·|x, z, α, m),

z′ ∼ Tz(·|z),

m′ = AT
πt,zm,

UT (x, z, m) = V (x, z, m).

(8.10)

This equation is the exact discrete-time counterpart to (5.23) and it similarly fea-
tures the state variable m ∈ P(X ), the space of probability measures with support
in X . It therefore suffers from an extreme version of the curse of dimensionality.

Section 6.3 criticized the continuous-time Master equation in MFGs with a
low-dimensional coupling. All the same criticisms also apply to its discrete-time
counterpart.

8.2. Discrete-time MFGs without rational expectations

General MFGs without rational expectations. As above, we assume that
agents have rational expectations about the evolution of their own individual state
Xi,t, i.e. that they know the correct transition probabilities Tx. However, like in
Sec. 5.2, we allow for the possibility that they may have non-rational expectations
about the evolution of the density mt and the aggregate state Zt. In particular,
agents believe that the density and aggregate state evolve according to the perceived
laws of motion

m̂s+1,t = BT
̂Zt

m̂s,t, s ≥ t,

Ẑs+1,t ∼ T̂z(·|Ẑs,t), s ≥ t,
(8.11)

with m̂t,t = mt and Ẑt,t = Zt rather than (8.2) and (8.6). Under this assumption,
the agents’ optimization problem gives rise to a Master equation that is just like
(8.10) but with Tz replaced by T̂z and Aπ,z replaced by Bẑ . Rational expectations
impose that

Bz = Aπ,z and T̂z = Tz

so that, in the special case of rational expectations, we recover the usual Master
equation (8.10).

Sidestepping the Master equation in MFGs with a low-dimensional
coupling. It is again most interesting to consider non-rational expectations in
MFGs with a low-dimensional coupling because this holds the promise of sidestep-
ping the Master equation altogether.
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With rational expectations, agents understand the dependence of pt on mt and
Zt and therefore use the function P ∗ together with the correct stochastic processes
for mt and Zt to predict future values of pt. This leads to the Master equation (8.10),
with essentially no simplifications despite the low-dimensional coupling.

With non-rational expectations, agents instead perceive some other stochastic
process for the pair (pt, Zt). Like in Sec. 6.2, they could simply perceive pt to evolve
according to an exogenous Markov process

p̂s+1,t ∼ T̂p(·|p̂s,t), s ≥ t, p̂t,t = pt. (8.12)

In more complicated cases, agents may perceive a joint stochastic process for pt, Zt

and other variables.
In the case of agents perceiving the simple process (8.12), instead of writing a

Master equation, we can write a much simpler, standard finite-dimensional Bellman
equation (as above, going forward, we drop the tildes from R̃ and Ṽ for notational
simplicity):

Ût(x, z, p) = max
α

R(x, z, α, p) + γEx′,z′,p′ [Ut+1(x′, z′, p′)|x, z, p]

subject to

x′ ∼ Tx(·|x, z, α, p),

z′ ∼ Tz(·|z),

p′ ∼ T̂p(·|p),

ÛT (x, z, p) = V (x, z, p).

(8.13)

Therefore, in MFGs with a low-dimensional coupling, departing from rational expec-
tations can completely sidestep the Master equation. Of course, the case considered
here is just an illustrative example. In particular, note that the perceived law of
motion (6.3) is specified completely “outside the model” which leaves open the
question where this perceived law of motion “comes from” in the first place.

8.3. The challenge and a Markov reward process

As discussed in Sec. 7 and [39], the challenge is: how can we formulate, in a system-
atic way, models of agents’ behavior in situations with a low-dimensional coupling
that lead to equations that (i) approximate agents’ real-world behavior, and (ii)
sidestep computing the solutions to a Master equation with the infinite-dimensional
state m ∈ P(X ) and the associated curse of dimensionality?

A Markov Reward Process with all the difficulty. To understand the key
difficulty, it is useful to consider a simplified version of the model with no actions
α, i.e. a Markov Reward Process (MRP) rather than an MDP. This material is
adapted from ongoing work by Yang et al. [50].
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To this end, eliminate actions α and assume that the state Xi,t evolves exoge-
nously according to a transition matrix AZt that depends on the aggregate state
Zt, implying that (mt, Zt) evolve as

mt+1 = AT
Zt

mt, Zt+1 ∼ Tz(·|Zt). (8.14)

Similarly, replace the running reward and terminal value in (8.7) by a reward R(p)
and terminal value V (p) that depend only on the low-dimensional price vector
pt ∈ R

�. As before, the vector pt is still determined by (8.9).
The simplified problem is to compute the value of a MRP: given pt evolving

according to (8.9) and (mt, Zt) according to (8.14), compute the expected present
discounted value (PDV) of rewards:

u0 = E

[
T∑

t=0

γtR(pt) + γT V (pT )

]
. (8.15)

This problem contains all the difficulty of the more complicated problem in MFGs
with a low-dimensional coupling.

The “correct” way — in the rational expectations sense — of computing the
value of this MRP is to solve a Master equation for the value function Ut(z, m):

Ut(z, m) = R(P ∗(m, z)) + γEz′ [Ut+1(z′, m′)|z, m]

subject to

z′ ∼ Tz(·|z),

m′ = AT
z m,

UT (z, m) = V (P ∗(m, z)).

(8.16)

This Master equation illustrates the trouble with the rational expectations assump-
tion: even though the reward function is only a function of a low-dimensional vector
pt ∈ R

�, computing the PDV in (8.15) requires solving a Bellman equation on the
space of probability measures P(X ).

The difficulty: prices pt are not Markov. As discussed in Sec. 6, the key
difficulty is that the vector pt does not follow a Markov process; instead only (mt, Zt)
has the Markov property and pt is instead a complicated nonlinear functional of this
Markov state. Agents with rational expectations therefore (unrealistically) forecast
the Markov state (mt, Zt) in order to forecast the non-Markovian pt.

8.4. Adaptive learning in discrete time

Finally, we show how to write the adaptive learning model of Sec. 7 in discrete
time. The economics literature typically formulates such models in discrete time
[10, 20, 29, 38]. The key assumption is that, to forecast prices, agents use a perceived
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law of motion in the form of a Markov process:

p̂s+1,t ∼ T̂p(·|p̂s,t, Zs, θ), s ≥ t, p̂t,t = pt, (8.17)

where θ ∈ R
d is a parameter vector. The key difference to the Markov process (8.12)

in Sec. 8.2 is that the process is endogenous to the model because agents learn the
parameter vector θ over time from past observations of pt. Specifically, they form
an estimate θ̂t of θ which they update using the learning rule

θ̂t+1 = L(pt, θ̂t). (8.18)

For example, (8.17) could be a vector autoregressive (VAR) process for the vector of
prices and (8.18) a recursive least-squares estimator for the parameters of this VAR.

Dropping the hat and subscript from θ̂t for notational simplicity (but keeping
in mind that this is really a time-varying estimate of the parameter θ), the agents’
optimization problem given a current estimate θ is

Ût(x, z, p; θ) = max
αi∈A

E

[
T∑

s=t

γs−tR(Xi,s, Zt, αi,s, p̂s,t) + γT−tV (Xi,T , ZT , p̂T,t)

]
(8.19)

subject to

p̂s+1,t ∼ T̂p(·|p̂s,t, Zs, θ), s ≥ t, (8.20)

p̂t,t = p (8.21)

and subject to (8.2) and (8.8).
The corresponding Bellman equation is

Ût(x, z, p; θ) = max
α

R(x, z, α, p) + γEx′,z′,p′ [Ut+1(x′, z′, p′; θ)|x, z, p]

subject to

x′ ∼ Tx(·|x, z, α, p),

z′ ∼ Tz(·|z),

p′ ∼ T̂p(·|p, z, θ),

ÛT (x, z, p; θ) = V (x, z, p),

(8.22)

with corresponding optimal policy π̂t(x, z, p, θ). The key observation is that this is
a standard finite-dimensional Bellman equation rather than an infinite-dimensional
Master equation. Analogous to the discussion in Sec. 7.1, the Bellman equa-
tion (8.22) assumes that learning is external to agents and one can instead for-
mulate a variant with internalized learning (e.g., [17]). To obtain this variant, we
simply replace θ in Ut+1(x′, z′, p′; θ) by θ′ and add the law of motion θ′ = L(p, θ)
to the constraint set.
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With the solution in hand, the evolution of the density mt and equilibrium
prices pt are found as follows. First, define

πt(x, Zt) = π̂t(x, Zt, pt; θt), (8.23)

where the price pt is given by

pt = P ∗(mt, Zt). (8.24)

Then solve the following forward-in-time system:

mt+1 = AT
πt,Zt

mt,

Zt+1 ∼ Tz(·|Zt),

θt+1 = L(pt, θt),

(8.25)

with the policy πt given by (8.23) and with initial condition (m0, Z0, θ0). A similar
problem is solved by Jacobson [29].

Remark on computational cost of (8.22). As noted in Sec. 7, one does not
actually have to solve (8.22) for all values of θ ∈ R

d. This is because the equations
for different θ are decoupled from each other. Starting from θ0, and simulating
(8.25) forward in time, it is therefore sufficient to solve (8.22) only for the θ’s one
actually encounters.

Remark on relation to Krusell and Smith [31] algorithm. There is a link
between this adaptive learning approach (specifically, the variant with least-squares
learning) and the algorithm of Krusell and Smith [31]. In both approaches, decision-
makers use a perceived law of motion like (8.17) and estimate its coefficients via
least squares. A difference is that adaptive learning updates the coefficient estimate
θt+1 from θt recursively over time so that solving for the MFG equilibrium and
belief updating are done “in one sweep” via solving (8.25) forward in time.

9. Conclusion

This paper has shown how to formulate MFGs without rational expectations, i.e.
without the assumption that agents know all relevant transition probabilities for the
complex system they inhabit. Instead of using the correct transition probabilities,
agents instead use some other “non-rational” transition probabilities when solving
their optimization problems. We show how to write the corresponding equations
describing the Nash equilibrium of the MFG, both for the case with and without
common noise. In the special case of rational expectations we recover the standard
backward–forward MFG system and MFG Master equation.

Departing from rational expectations is particularly relevant when there is com-
mon noise in “MFGs with a low-dimensional coupling”, i.e. MFGs in which agents’
running reward function depends on the density only through low-dimensional func-
tionals, which are typical in macroeconomics. In MFGs with a low-dimensional cou-
pling, departing from rational expectations allows for completely sidestepping the
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Master equation and for instead solving finite-dimensional HJB equations. We intro-
duced an adaptive learning model as a particular example of non-rational expecta-
tions and discussed its properties.
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