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Chapter 1

Overview and Fundamental Techniques

By Ferdinando Fioretto, Pascal Van Hentenryck and Juba Ziani

1.1 Introduction

Data is continuously harvested from nearly every facet of our lives by corpora-
tions, service providers, and public institutions. Whether through smartphones,
social media interactions, internet use, healthcare visits, or financial transactions,
information is continuously gathered, shaping the foundation of the modern econ-
omy. Private companies leverage this vast pool of data to evaluate loan candidates,
optimize transportation networks, improve supply chains, personalize services, and
predict market demands, all to enhance decision making. Similarly, public policies
and government initiatives rely heavily on this data, guiding resource distribution,
monitoring public health crises, and driving urban development and sustainability
efforts.

However, these datasets also contain a large array of sensitive information,
including health, financial, or location data. Major privacy violations and breaches
are commonplace, and can have severe negative impacts, not only on consumers
and online users, but also on entire organizations and governments. For instance,
the 2017 Equifax data breach [Wik24a] exposed the personal information of 147
million individuals, including social security numbers, birth dates, and addresses,
leaving millions vulnerable to identity theft, fraud, and long-term financial harm.
Similarly, the 2016 Facebook-Cambridge Analytica scandal [Wik24b], in which
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the personal data of up to 87 million Facebook users was harvested without con-
sent for political advertising purposes, raised concerns about its possible influence
on the outcome of the 2016 presidential election.

Privacy concerns have become central in today’s society, driving significant
changes in government policy. Various regulatory frameworks have been estab-
lished, with the United States and Europe leading efforts toward stronger pri-
vacy practices. In Europe, the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) sets
strict standards for data management, focusing on consent and data minimization
[PE16], while in the U.S., regulations like Title 13 [Uni98] govern the handling of
census data and laws like the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act
(HIPAA) and the California Consumer Privacy Act (CCPA) offer protections for
health and consumer data [Cen96; Leg18]. This movement was further emphasized
in October 2023 when the Biden administration issued an Executive Order on AI,
ensuring the enforcement of consumer protection laws and introducing safeguards
against privacy violations in AI systems. Government actions, such as the release of
the AI Bill of Rights Blueprint [Hou23] in the US, underscore the increasing focus
on privacy in both policy and technology.

Public policy has also devoted extensive research into technical solutions for pri-
vacy. Over the past three decades, this research has explored a wide range of privacy
definitions and techniques, but one has emerged as a pivotal framework: Differen-
tial Privacy (DP) [Dwo+06]. DP has gained widespread recognition and adoption,
not only by leading technology companies like Apple, Meta, Google, and LinkedIn,
but also by the U.S. government, most notably in its landmark 2020 Census data
release.

Differential Privacy is now widely regarded as the gold standard for privacy pro-
tection in statistical analyses and dataset releases. Its strength lies in providing a
formal and mathematical definition of privacy, offering precise and provable guar-
antees. This is in stark contrast to historically ad-hoc and loosely defined privacy
methods, which have repeatedly failed under attacks aimed at reconstructing part of
the original dataset or identifying individuals in said datasets. As privacy challenges
evolve, so too does Differential Privacy, expanding across diverse fields to meet new
demands. This book aims at providing a comprehensive introduction to DP, partic-
ularly within the novel challenges brought by AI applications. It explores its foun-
dational theories, applications in machine learning, and practical implementations,
equipping readers with the knowledge to leverage this critical technology effectively.

Overview of the Chapter

This chapter is structured to provide an introduction to Differential Privacy. It
begins by illustrating various attempts to protect data privacy, emphasizing where
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and why they failed, and providing the key desiderata of a robust privacy defi-
nition (Section 1.2). It then defines the key actors, tasks, and scopes that make
up the domain of privacy-preserving data analysis (Section 1.3). Following that,
Section 1.4, formalizes the definition of DP and its inherent properties, includ-
ing composition, post-processing immunity, and group privacy. The chapter also
reviews the basic techniques and mechanisms commonly used to implement Differ-
ential Privacy in Sections 1.4 to 1.6. Finally, Section 1.8 concludes with an overview
of Differential Privacy applications and some future directions in this field.

1.2 A Historical Perspective on Privacy

This section begins by posing a fundamental question: What are the key desider-
ata and properties that a robust privacy definition must guarantee? To address this, it
examines historical failures of previous and current privacy definitions, highlighting
the necessity for well-defined and formal guarantees. This section first outlines the
main properties satisfied by Differential Privacy—these properties will be formally
detailed later in this chapter. It then delves into specific examples of major pri-
vacy breaches over the past 30 years, identifying for each how adherence to certain
privacy desiderata could have prevented the failure.

A central argument of this book is the importance of well-defined and formal
privacy guarantees. A major weakness in many privacy techniques arises when the
protections themselves are poorly specified, particularly when they fail to clearly
define the classes of attacks they are designed to resist. Over the past three decades,
numerous privacy attacks have exploited such ambiguities, often by applying pri-
vacy notions beyond their intended use cases. To address these challenges, this chap-
ter focuses on four main desiderata that a strong privacy definition should satisfy:

1. Desiderata 1: Compositionality. A good privacy definition should ensure
that its protections gracefully degrade when applied multiple times, whether
across several datasets or through repeated private data analyses. In a data-
driven world, where datasets are frequently analyzed multiple times and may
contain overlapping information about individuals, composition is crucial.
Without it, repeated analyses can cumulatively erode privacy safeguards and
ultimately compromise individual privacy.

2. Desiderata 2: Post-processing immunity. Once data has been privatized
using a privacy-preserving mechanism, any further data analyses should not
degrade its privacy guarantees, provided that the original, non-privatized
data remains inaccessible. This property assures that subsequent steps or
transformations applied to the privatized output cannot compromise privacy.
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Post-processing immunity offers a strong guarantee that allows data analysts
to abstract away potential attack models, effectively providing future-proof
protection against privacy violations.

3. Desiderata 3: Group privacy. Group privacy aims at controlling how pri-
vacy guarantees degrade when considering groups of individuals rather than
single individuals. It ensures that a privacy mechanism does not arbitrarily
fail to protect privacy beyond the individual level when data from multi-
ple users is combined. While it is inevitable that privacy guarantees weaken
as group sizes increase, since more information is encoded about them, the
degradation should be controlled and quantifiable.

4. Desiderata 4: Quantifiable privacy-accuracy trade-offs. There is no free
lunch in privacy: releasing accurate information about a group of people must
necessarily and statistically encode some information about individuals. As
privacy protection increases the accuracy of insights derived from the data
may decrease. A good privacy definition should provide quantifiable trade-
offs, allowing data analysts, decision-makers, and model builders to measure
how much accuracy is sacrificed for a given level of privacy. This enables them
to balance privacy and utility according to specific needs.

The following sections provide historical examples illustrating why privacy is com-
plex, where traditional methods have failed, and how the above desiderata are essen-
tial for guaranteeing robust privacy.

1.2.1 Data Anonymization

A standard technique for privacy protection in various domains is anonymization.
It involves the removal or masking of any identifying details to prevent the recov-
ery of personal identities. Anonymization has been employed in areas such as the
release of medical datasets under the Health Insurance Portability and Account-
ability Act (HIPAA) standards. In the mid-1990s, the Massachusetts Group Insur-
ance Commission (GIC), a government agency responsible for purchasing health
insurance for state employees, sought to promote medical research by releasing
anonymized health data. The GIC approach involved removing what they con-
sidered “explicit” identifiers such as names, addresses, and social security numbers,
while retaining hundreds of other attributes deemed non-identifiable. Supported by
then-Governor William Weld, this initiative aimed at balancing data utility with
privacy protection. However, in 1997, Dr. Latanya Sweeney, then a graduate stu-
dent at MIT, set out to challenge the effectiveness of this anonymization. Using
publicly available information, she re-identified Governor Weld’s medical records
within the dataset and sent them to his office, starkly demonstrating the vulnera-
bility of supposedly anonymized data.
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How was Dr. Sweeney able to uncover Governor Weld’s personal medical
information from the GIC’s released data? One might assume that such an
attack required sophisticated techniques and significant resources. In reality, her
de-anonymization attack cost only $20 and limited time. The GIC’s dataset
included three crucial attributes for each individual: sex, zip code, and date of
birth. Dr. Sweeney purchased voter registration records from Cambridge, Mas-
sachusetts, which contained names, addresses, zip codes, and dates of birth. By
cross-referencing these two datasets, she found that only six people in Cambridge
shared Governor Weld’s birth date. Of those, only three were male, and just one
resided in his zip code—uniquely identifying his medical records. This type of
attack, known as a linkage attack, re-identifies individuals by linking anonymized
data with external public records. In a subsequent report [Swe00], Dr. Sweeney
demonstrated that her attack extended far beyond a single high-profile individual.
She found that “87% of the population in the United States had reported character-
istics that likely made them unique based only on 5-digit ZIP, gender, date of birth.”
Even at broader geographic levels, significant portions of the population could be
uniquely identified with minimal information. “About half of the U.S. population
are likely to be uniquely identified by only place, gender, date of birth, where place
indicates the city, town, or municipality in which the individual resides.”

Why Did Anonymization Fail?

Anonymization failed because it lacked formal privacy guarantees. Dr. Sweeney’s
attack was remarkably simple, yet unanticipated due to the absence of a pre-
cise attack model. The lack of post-processing immunity meant that, once the
anonymized data was released, combining it with other publicly available datasets
could reveal more information than intended. If the privacy mechanism had been
robust to post-processing, additional analyses or data combinations would not have
compromised individual privacy beyond what was already publicly accessible. This
example motivates the need for formal privacy definitions that account for all poten-
tial avenues of data exploitation.

1.2.2 K-Anonymity

At this point, one might argue that the previous example does not represent a funda-
mental failure of anonymization as a privacy technique, but rather a misapplication
in that specific instance. Is it possible to thwart de-anonymization attacks by simply
withholding more attributes? For instance, would not releasing someone’s zip code,
date of birth, or gender resolve the issue? However, a significant challenge emerges
in determining which combinations of publicly available attributes could uniquely
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identify an individual. As the number of features in a dataset grows, it becomes prac-
tically impossible for modern computing to predict and guard against all potential
attack vectors. Moreover, sensitive attributes often correlate statistically with non-
sensitive ones, rendering anonymization susceptible to statistical attacks that can
probabilistically reconstruct sensitive information through these correlations—for
a particularly sensitive example involving genomic data, refer to [Hom+08].

Despite decades of deployment, anonymization has consistently failed to pro-
vide robust privacy protection. Other high-profile failures include the AOL search
data release [BZH06], the Netflix Prize dataset [NS06], and studies demonstrating
that individuals can be uniquely identified using just a few mobile phone location
points [DHVB13]. So, what is the next step? Can the concept of anonymization be
refined to address its shortcomings? A promising strategy might be to release only
partial information about each attribute. For example, in demographic or medi-
cal analyses, knowing that an individual falls within a certain age range, such as
“between 18 and 35,” might suffice. By revealing less precise information, can re-
identification attacks be made more difficult?

In 1998, Prof. Pierangela Samarati and Dr. Latanya Sweeney (the same
Dr.Sweeney who highlighted the failures of basic anonymization) introduced a
generalization called k-anonymity [SS98; Swe02]. A dataset satisfies k-anonymity
if, for every record, there are at least k − 1 other records with identical values in
a set of quasi-identifiers—attributes that could potentially be linked to external
data to re-identify individuals. In this framework, it should be impossible to dis-
tinguish between any of the k individuals sharing the same quasi-identifiers. In
particular, the larger the value of k, the stronger the privacy guarantee. Consider,
for example, the dataset in Table 1.1 (left), containing information about state
employees. One approach is to release this dataset by replacing sensitive names
with random identifiers (see Table 1.1 (middle)). This technique provides only

Table 1.1. Three levels of anonymization on a demographic dataset. Left: original dataset.

Center: masking the sensitive names for 1-anonymity. Right: generalizing Zip codes and

age attributes for 4-anonymity.

Original Data

Name Zip Code Age

Rick 19456 67

Nathan 30309 33

Yani 19445 64

Xiao 30457 35

Luciana 19456 67

Anastasia 30271 38

Marcia 19456 31

Yuki 19456 62

Anonymized Data

ID Zip Code Age

1 19456 67

2 30309 33

3 19445 64

4 30457 35

5 19456 67

6 30271 38

7 19456 31

8 19456 62

4-anonymized Data

ID Zip Code Age

1 19*** 60-70

2 30*** 30-40

3 19*** 60-70

4 30*** 30-40

5 19*** 60-70

6 30*** 30-40

7 30*** 30-40

8 19*** 60-70
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1-anonymity, which is essentially standard anonymization. However, each individ-
ual still has a unique combination of zip code and age, making them vulnerable
to singling-out attacks [Swe00; Swe02]. In contrast, the table on the right demon-
strates 4-anonymity: entries #1, 3, 5, and 8 are indistinguishable from each other, as
are entries #2, 4, 6, and 7. Individuals are grouped into clusters of four, where each
group shares the same generalized (zip code, age) attributes, significantly enhancing
privacy.

Remark 1.1 (Privacy vs. Utility). In k-anonymization, increasing the value of k
enhances privacy by making it more difficult to distinguish between individuals, as they
are grouped into larger clusters with identical quasi-identifiers. However, this comes at
the expense of utility. As k increases, the information becomes less precise, reducing
the dataset’s usefulness for analysis. For instance, in the 4-anonymized version of our
dataset, the details about individuals’ zip codes and ages are less specific compared to the
1-anonymized version. This trade-off between privacy and utility is a central theme in
privacy research and will be addressed in the context of Differential Privacy in subse-
quent chapters.

Where Does k-anonymization Fail? Reason #1: Lack of Group Privacy

At first glance, k-anonymity appears to address the shortcomings of basic
anonymization by preventing the singling out of any specific individual within a
dataset. In fact, for years, it was considered the state-of-the-art solution for pre-
venting re-identification attacks. However, k-anonymity suffers from a significant
limitation concerning the leakage of sensitive information, even when individuals
are not directly identified. The core issue is not merely the potential to link a data
subject to a specific record. Instead, the real problem lies in the exposure of sen-
sitive information associated with individuals without explicit re-identification, as
highlighted in [Des17]. In essence, one does not need to pinpoint a specific per-
son to infer personal, sensitive details about them. Consider the previous example,
but now suppose the dataset includes a sensitive attribute, such as credit scores
(see Table 1.2, Left). Even without directly identifying anyone, an adversary could
learn sensitive information about individuals based on the available data. Using the
same linkage approach that Dr. Sweeney employed in her de-anonymization of the
GIC medical records, one could cross-reference publicly available data to deduce
that entries #2, 4, 6, and 7 correspond to Nathan, Xiao, Anastasia, and Marcia.
Although it is impossible to match each person to their exact record, one can still
infer that all four individuals have a credit score in the “Fair” category. This rep-
resents a significant privacy breach, as sensitive information is disclosed without
explicit identification. Here, the property of group privacy is violated—the privacy
guarantee collapses when aggregating data from as few as four individuals—leading
to both group-level and individual-level harms.
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Table 1.2. Two k-anonymized datasets augmented with credit score information. Left:
State Employee Dataset. Right: The Dataset of Company Z.

ID Zip Code Age Credit Score

1 19*** 60-70 797

2 30*** 30-40 650

3 19*** 60-70 755

4 30*** 30-40 590

5 19*** 60-70 767

6 30*** 30-40 597

7 30*** 30-40 613

8 19*** 60-70 775

ID Zip Code Age Credit Score

A 30*** 30-40 815

B 30*** 30-40 613

C 30*** 30-40 376

D 30*** 30-40 727

Where Does k-anonymization Fail? Reason #2: Lack of Composition

A more subtle issue with k-anonymity arises from the concept of composition,
described earlier in this chapter. Unfortunately, k-anonymity lacks fundamental
composition guarantees and fails when multiple datasets are released. In fact, even
releasing just two k-anonymized datasets can be sufficient to break its privacy pro-
tections in the worst-case scenario. To illustrate this, imagine a situation where it
is known that Marcia is a state employee included in a dataset that has been 4-
anonymized. Additionally, suppose that Marcia is a client of Company Z , which
aims at helping individuals improve their credit scores. Company Z sells a separate
4-anonymized dataset about its customers (see Table 1.2, Right). Knowing that
Marcia is present in both datasets, an adversary can cross-reference the state records
with Company Z ’s records to find a unique match: the only individual appearing
in both datasets is someone in the 30-40 age range, residing in zip code 30***, and
having a credit score of 613. This individual must be Marcia, thereby uniquely iden-
tifying her. This scenario demonstrates a failure of composition: the privacy guaran-
tees of k-anonymity break down when datasets are combined. While this example
is simplified for clarity, extensive practical evidence has shown that the issues with
k-anonymity are real and pervasive [NS08]. These limitations underscore the need
for more robust privacy definitions that can withstand linkage attacks, data aggre-
gation, and the release of multiple datasets.

1.2.3 Any Perfectly Accurate and Deterministic Privacy Notion
Must Fail

Various strategies have been proposed to address the shortcomings k-anonymity
without significantly reducing the utility of data for demographic and population-
level analyses. One such method is data swapping, which involves exchanging parts
of dataset entries among individuals to ensure that no single row corresponds
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directly to one person, while still preserving overall demographic counts like the
“number of people in dataset X that have property Y.” This technique was employed
in the release of U.S. Census data products prior 2020. Another approach is data
minimization, which focuses on collecting as little data as necessary and discarding
it after it has served its purpose. Despite these efforts, the challenge of ensuring
that privacy guarantees degrade gracefully and predictably under repeated queries
remains unresolved. To address this, it is important to highlight a fundamental
property that must be satisfied by any robust privacy definitions, helping us narrow
down the search for effective solutions. Specifically, the claim is that no perfectly
accurate and deterministic privacy technique can satisfy our requirements, and that
randomization is essential for privacy.

This crucial point can be illustrated with a simple example where the lack of ran-
domness leads to a failure in composition. Imagine a hypothetical company named
Gluble, which has 25 employees. Gluble publicly announces that the average salary
of its employees is $500,000, perhaps to attract top talent with its competitive
compensation. After hiring a 26th employee named Rick, the company updates
its public average salary to $505,000. From these two pieces of information, one
can deduce Rick’s salary. Using basic arithmetic, Rick’s salary x is obtained by solv-
ing (x+25×500,000)

26 = 505, 000, i.e., x = $630, 000. This amount is significantly
higher than his colleagues’ salaries. This scenario shows a failure of composition:
while each individual data release seems innocuous, combining them allows an
adversary to infer sensitive information about an individual. Even with access to just
two queries, a differential attack reconstructed private data. Although this example
is simplified, Dinur and Nissim [DN03] have shown that such differential attacks
can be executed in far more complex settings, even when the query language is
restricted. Importantly, the attack used no information about how the data was pri-
vatized. This vulnerability arises because the average salary at Gluble was released
deterministically and exactly. What would happen if noise was added to Gluble’s
salary reports? Suppose that the average salary before hiring Rick was reported as
approximately $500,000, and after hiring, it was approximately $505,000. It is no
longer clear question whether the change is due to Rick’s salary or simply a result of
the added randomness. After all, the introduction of noise creates uncertainty, pre-
venting exact inference of individual salaries. This concept of adding randomness
to data releases is a cornerstone of Differential Privacy.

Observe that providing Differential Privacy is more complex than “just” adding
noise. At a high level, the more noise is added, the better our privacy guarantees are
going to be; however, adding too much noise is undesirable, as it destroys the util-
ity of privately-released datasets and statistics. Therefore, noise must be carefully
calibrated to balance privacy protection with data utility, enabling us to provide
formal and provable privacy guarantees alongside precise privacy-utility trade-offs.
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In fact, three years before Differential Privacy was formally introduced by Dwork et
al. [DMNS06], Dinur and Nissim [DN03] laid the groundwork for understanding
these trade-offs when incorporating privacy noise. Readers can consult their work,
as well as subsequent studies [CNSU20b; CNSU20a], for a deeper exploration of
the challenges in calibrating noise to protect against reconstruction attacks. The
following sections delve deeper into Differential Privacy, what it protects against,
its formal definition, guarantees, and the basic mechanisms to achieve it, provid-
ing a comprehensive understanding of the crucial role played by randomization in
safeguarding privacy.

1.2.4 A Side Note: Other Types of Privacy Breaches

The discussion above highlights the importance of our privacy desiderata and illus-
trates how previous techniques that failed to meet these criteria have led to sig-
nificant privacy failures. So far, the presentation relied on simple examples involv-
ing variants of anonymization techniques and the challenges associated with pri-
vatizing and releasing datasets. However, with the advent of increasingly complex
models and large-scale machine learning applications, privacy failures have begun
to emerge in more intricate and subtle ways—even when privatized datasets are
never directly released. In particular, recent research has demonstrated that privacy
can be compromised not only through released statistics but also via the models
themselves. A notable example is Federated Learning (FL) [LSTS20], discussed in
Chapter 8. The goal of FL frameworks is to protect privacy through decentral-
ization: each user retains their data on their local device, performs computations
locally, and only transmits aggregated updates (such as gradient information) to
a central server. The intent is that no central entity ever accesses individual user
data, thereby preserving privacy. Yet, recent work has shown that this is insuffi-
cient: the gradient updates themselves often encode sufficient information to be
able to guess the original user data with high accuracy [ZLH19]. This is the topic of
Chapter 8.

This issue is not confined to the training of machine learning models. Even after
a model is trained and the original data is ostensibly deleted, the released mod-
els can still encapsulate information about the training data. This can lead to pri-
vacy breaches where models inadvertently memorize and reproduce parts of their
training datasets, as discussed in Chapter 5. For instance, large language models
trained on extensive text corpora have been found to occasionally output verbatim
snippets from the training data when prompted in specific ways [Car+21]. A real-
world example involves a South Korean AI company Scatter Lab [Dob21]. Scatter
Lab used text and messaging data from users on South Korea’s biggest test mes-
saging company, KakaoTalk, to train a chatbot service. Despite efforts to remove
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personally identifiable information, the chatbot reproduced memorized conversa-
tions from the training data when users interacted with it, inadvertently disclos-
ing private and sensitive information about KakaoTalk users. These examples illus-
trate that privacy breaches can occur even without direct access to the underly-
ing datasets. Thus there is a need for privacy-preserving techniques that extend
beyond data anonymization and address the inherent risks in modern machine
learning practices. Differential Privacy offers a framework to mitigate these risks
by providing formal guarantees that limit the potential for information leakage,
even when models are trained on sensitive data and released publicly. Part II of this
book explores how Differential Privacy can be applied to machine learning and
optimization tasks to safeguard individual privacy for increasingly complex data
analysis.

1.3 What Protections Does Differential Privacy Provide?

1.3.1 What Does Differential Privacy Promise?

This section examines and defines what Differential Privacy does and does not pro-
tect against. It considers the scenario of an analyst or data curator who aims at col-
lecting and aggregate personal and sensitive data for release in a privacy-preserving
manner. This release can take various forms, such as a synthetic version of the
dataset that masks private information, a set of sensitive population-level statis-
tics about individuals in the dataset, or a model trained on the sensitive data. The
common objective in all these cases is to release data that carefully conceal sensitive
attributes at the individual and group level while retaining sufficient information to
provide useful statistics or models at the population level. For example, an analyst
might wish to determine the fraction of a population with a particular disease or
calculate the average salary of employees in a company. In these instances, the data
pertaining to each individual is private and sensitive, and individuals may prefer to
keep it confidential.

First Attempt: No Information Leakage

Ideally, no information about any specific individual should be leaked through the
data release, i.e., “nobody can learn any information about a specific individual from
the privatized computation.” Achieving this level of privacy is theoretically straight-
forward: simply do not collect or use any data at all. However, this is impractical,
as it precludes any meaningful data analysis. Herein lies a fundamental tension high-
lighted earlier in this chapter: using more data enhances the accuracy and usefulness of
the models and statistics but potentially compromises individual privacy.
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Second Attempt: Almost No Information Leakage

Rather than requiring that one learns nothing about any individual when conduct-
ing useful statistical analyses, perhaps one can accept learning as little as possible or
almost nothing about them. Recall the example from the introduction concerning
Rick’s salary and the addition of noise for privacy. If the company Rick works for
is large enough, adding a small amount of noise to the average salary can allow
for releasing an approximate estimate of the average salary, while making it diffi-
cult to deduce Rick’s specific salary. However, the problem here is subtle. It may
still be possible to learn significant information about Rick, for instance, that he
likely has a high salary because he works at a company where the average salary is
close to $500,000. This may seem innocuous if Rick is expected to hold a high-
paying position. But consider a more sensitive scenario: imagine that, in the early
1950s, Rick is a smoker participating in a novel medical study investigating the
link between smoking and cancer. The study concludes that smoking does cause
lung cancer. As a result, anyone who knows that Rick smokes now knows he is
at a higher risk of developing lung cancer. His insurance company might increase
his premiums or refuse coverage for cancer treatment, citing a pre-existing condi-
tion due to his smoking. Clearly, Rick has been harmed by the outcome of the
study.

Refining the Definition of Privacy

The perspective adopted in this book and by Differential Privacy is that the above
scenario does not constitute a privacy violation. Consider a counterfactual world
where Rick did not participate in the study. The medical study would still have
concluded that smoking causes cancer, and Rick would have faced the same poten-
tial harms. Rick’s decision to share his data had (almost) no impact on the released
statistical inference that smoking causes cancer. This outcome is unavoidable: any
accurate statistical analysis revealing that smoking causes cancer would have had
the same effect on Rick. This book takes the point of view that it is important to
distinguish between harms arising from the ethical implications of certain statistical
inferences and privacy harms that result specifically from the collection and use of
an individual’s data. This redefines what good statistical privacy guarantees should
ensure and the refined desiderata: the goal is to ensure that one can learn almost
nothing new about an individual that could not have been inferred had they not shared
their data. It is important to emphasize that Differential Privacy is not an algorithm;
it is a definition or requirement for privacy. The remainder of this chapter aims at
accomplishing two goals: (i) to carefully formalize the definition and guarantees
provided by Differential Privacy, and (ii) to cover basic algorithmic techniques and
building blocks for achieving Differential Privacy.



14 Overview and Fundamental Techniques
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Figure 1.1. Actors and models in the Privacy Preserving data processing pipeline. Central

privacy model (left) and Local privacy model (right).

1.3.2 Where to Guarantee Differential Privacy? Local vs Central
Models

Implementing Differential Privacy requires careful consideration of the context in
which privacy guarantees are applied, particularly regarding the underlying trust
model. The degree of trust placed in data curators or aggregators significantly influ-
ences the design and effectiveness of privacy-preserving mechanisms. This book
examines the two primary frameworks within privacy-preserving ecosystems: the
centralized model and the distributed (or local) model, each with distinct charac-
teristics and implications for privacy management.

In a centralized framework, all data collection, storage, and processing occur at
a single, central location managed by a trusted data curator. This central entity has
direct access to the raw data and is responsible for implementing and monitoring all
privacy-preserving mechanisms. The assumption here is that the data curator will
faithfully protect individual privacy and handle data responsibly. This setup rep-
resents the central model in Differential Privacy, as illustrated in Figure 1.1 (left).
Conversely, a distributed framework keeps data decentralized, residing at its point of
origin—such as personal devices or local databases. Privacy-preserving algorithms
are executed locally by the data contributors themselves, and only essential, pro-
cessed information is communicated to a central authority. For instance, in a typical
federated learning setup, raw user data remains on their devices, and only privatized
versions of the data—such as noisy data points or gradient updates—are sent to the
central aggregator. This approach embodies the local model in Differential Privacy,
depicted in Figure 1.1 (right). Both centralized and distributed frameworks offer
distinct advantages and challenges concerning privacy.

Centralized systems concentrate data in one location, creating a single point of
failure. If the central entity fails to protect the data—due to a breach or misuse—it
can lead to widespread privacy violations affecting all users. Moreover, centralized
frameworks require users to trust that the platform will implement privacy mea-
sures correctly and not exploit the data for unintended purposes. However, the
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centralized setting offers significant advantages in terms of data utility and algorith-
mic flexibility. Because the data curator has access to the raw data, they can inject
carefully calibrated noise at the aggregate level, often requiring much less noise to
achieve the same privacy guarantees compared to the local setting. This means that
analyses and models derived in the centralized setting can be of higher quality and
accuracy. Additionally, the centralized model allows for the development of more
complex algorithms that require inspecting the data and estimating joint statistics
before adding noise—a process that is often challenging or infeasible in the local
model.

In contrast, the distributed model reduces the need for trust in a central authority
since privacy is enforced locally by each user. Even if the central aggregator is com-
promised, the attacker gains access only to the noisy, privacy-protected data that
users have shared. This mitigates the risk associated with a central point of fail-
ure and enhances individual control over personal data. However, while the dis-
tributed model enhances privacy by minimizing trust requirements, it also intro-
duces additional complexity in implementing privacy-preserving protocols. Each
user must correctly execute the algorithms, which may involve sophisticated com-
putations. Additionally, because each user adds noise to their data independently,
the aggregated results may suffer from reduced accuracy due to the accumula-
tion of noise. The centralized model, on the other hand, allows for more effi-
cient privacy-utility trade-offs. Since the data curator has access to the raw data,
they can add carefully calibrated noise at the aggregate level, achieving the desired
privacy guarantees with potentially less impact on data utility. This centralized
addition of noise can result in higher-quality data analyses compared to the dis-
tributed approach. An in-depth discussion of the local model of DP is provided in
Chapter 2.

Distinguishing Data Privacy From Data Security

It is important to differentiate between data privacy and data security within the
landscape of privacy-preserving technologies. Data security focuses on preventing
unauthorized access to data, implementing measures such as encryption, authenti-
cation protocols, and intrusion detection systems to safeguard against breaches and
cyber threats. These measures are designed to protect data from external attackers
and unauthorized insiders. However, security alone is insufficient to prevent the
inference of individual-level sensitive information from released data. In contrast,
data privacy, as addressed in this book, aims at preventing inference of individual
information when data, statistics, or machine learning models are released. Even
when cryptographic security is fully implemented, computing a statistic or train-
ing a machine learning model can still allow an attacker to infer individual-level
information from the computed statistics or the released model alone, without ever
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breaching the system or accessing the original data. How this can occur was illus-
trated through our earlier example of a differential attack recovering Rick’s salary
or health status. Differential Privacy thus provides an orthogonal and complementary
layer of protection to traditional data security techniques. While data security aims
at preventing unauthorized data access, Differential Privacy limits the potential harm
from running inference or reconstruction attacks on released databases, statistics, and
models.

1.4 Differential Privacy: Formal Definition, Techniques,
and Properties

Differential Privacy is a mathematical framework for measuring and bounding the
individuals’ privacy risks in a computation. The concept, first introduced in 2006
by Dwork, McSherry, Nissim, and Smith in [DMNS06], informally states that the
presence or absence of any individual record in a dataset should not significantly
affect the outcome of a mechanism. In this book, a mechanism is defined as any
computation that can be performed on the data. Differential Privacy deals with
randomized mechanisms, and a mechanism is considered differentially private if
the probability of any outcome occurring is nearly the same for any two datasets
that differ in only one record.

In this context, an adversary is any entity attempting to infer sensitive informa-
tion about individuals from the output of a data analysis. Remarkably, the privacy
guarantee of Differential Privacy holds even if the adversary possesses unlimited
computing power and complete knowledge of the algorithm and system used to
collect and analyze the data. Thus, even if the adversary were to develop new and
sophisticated methods, including the attack methods discussed earlier, as well as
new attacks that do not yet exist today, or even if new additional external informa-
tion becomes available, Differential Privacy provides the exact same level of protec-
tion. In this sense, Differential Privacy is considered future-proof.

The section, next, reviews Randomized Response, a classic method adopted in
surveys for ensuring the privacy of respondents. Originally developed as a sur-
vey technique to encourage honest responses to sensitive questions, Randomized
Response leverages randomness to protect individual privacy while still allowing
researchers to estimate population characteristics accurately. This method serves
as a foundational example of how randomness can be systematically used to
achieve Differential Privacy, illustrating the principles that guide more complex
privacy-preserving mechanisms discussed later in this section, and throughout the
book.
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Randomized Response

Randomized response [War65] was proposed by Warner in 1965 to privately survey
respondents for a potentially sensitive property. The setup is as follows: one wishes
to test for how many individuals in a set of respondents have a certain property,
P , which might be a controversial one to possess, and this might ordinarily lead to
a subset of respondents becoming what Warner described as a “non-cooperative”
group, who might refuse to be surveyed or provide a dishonest answer, introduc-
ing unwanted bias in the survey results. To simultaneously ensure that respon-
dents answer honestly (and, as a result, avoid bias due to the aforementioned non-
cooperation) and that their privacy is not violated, randomized response provides
respondents the ability to deny their response while also preserving the quality of
the summary statistics inferred. This is ensured by introducing randomness into
the process of surveying as follows.

1. The respondent takes a fair coin and flips it;
2. If tails is obtained, then the respondent answers truthfully, and if heads is

obtained, the respondent flips the coin again and

(a) Responds affirmatively if the outcome is heads;
(b) Responds negatively if the outcome is tails.

Note that here the outcomes and numbers of coin flips are only known to the
respondent. The property of plausible deniability allows respondents to be able to
deny their responses, and this provides them with privacy guarantees (as it will be
elaborated later). While the responses are partly perturbed due to this process, an
analyst can recover the expected number of “Yes” responses accurately as follows,

E[Yes] =
3

4
n(has P)+

1

4
n(does not have P),

where E[Yes] is the expected number of affirmative responses, and n(X ) is the num-
ber of respondents who claimed to satisfy property X .

As will become clear later in this section, the plausible deniability property of
randomized response has a strong connection with Differential Privacy.

1.4.1 Differential Privacy, Formally

Prior to defining Differential Privacy formally, this section formalizes what this pri-
vacy notion aims at protecting (dataset) and the means by which an analyst interacts
with data (queries).
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Figure 1.2. Example dataset and query.

Datasets and Queries

A dataset D is a multi-set of elements in the data universe U . The set of every possible
dataset is denoted D. The data universe U is a cross product of multiple attributes
U1, . . . , Un and has dimension n. For example, Figure 1.2, illustrates a dataset D
with three attributes: city, age, and gender. If C is the set of all cities considered,
the interval A = [0, 100] the set of all ages considered, and G = {M, F, other},
then U = C ×A× G. A numeric query is a function f : D→ R ⊆ Rr that maps
a dataset in some real vector space. For instance, the query f (D) could be an SQL
statement that counts the number of male individuals over the age of 18 in dataset
D, as illustrated in Figure 1.2.

The concept of adjacency is fundamental in DP. It frames the unit of change that
Differential Privacy seeks to protect against, ensuring that the presence or absence of
any single individual’s data does not significantly alter the outcomes of data analysis.
There are two common ways to define adjacency in the context of Differential
Privacy, reviewed next.

Definition 1.2 (Add/remove adjacency). Two datasets D and D′ are said adjacent
under the add/remove notion, denoted as D ∼ D′, if |D1D′| = 1, where △ is the
symmetric difference of two sets.

In other words, two datasets are defined as adjacent if one can be obtained from the
other by either adding or removing the data of a single individual. This model is
particularly relevant when considering the impact of an individual’s participation
or absence in the dataset.

Definition 1.3 (Exchange adjacency). Two datasets D and D′ are said adjacent
under the exchange notion, denoted as D ∼⇄ D′, if D′ is obtained from D by succes-
sively removing one record and then adding a (possibly different) record. That is, there
exist elements d ∈ D and d ′ ∈ U such that: D′ = (D \ {d})∪ {d ′}. This implies that
|D| = |D′| and |D△D′| = 2.
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In this notion, adjacent datasets differ in the data of exactly one individual but
have the same size. This definition is suited to scenarios where the alteration of
data within a constant-size dataset is the primary concern, and can be viewed as the
removal followed by the addition of one individual.

The choice between add/remove or exchange adjacency has some implications
for how Differential Privacy is applied as it directly affects the computation of global
sensitivity, introduced next, which measures the maximum change in the output
of a function for adjacent datasets. This chapter, and generally the book unless
specified otherwise, adhere to the add/remove notion of adjacency.

Global Sensitivity

The impact of a single individual’s data on the overall analysis is measured through
the concept of global sensitivity. Formally, the global sensitivity of a function f :
D → R is defined as the maximum difference in the output of f over all pairs of
adjacent datasets D ∼ D′ ∈ D, measured with respect to the ℓp norm:

1pf = max
D∼D′
∥f (D)− f (D′)∥p. (1.1)

In simpler terms, it measures how much the output of a function can change when
an individual’s data is added or removed from the dataset. This measurement pro-
vides a basis for determining the amount of noise that needs to be added to the
function’s output to achieve privacy. For example, the query considered in Figure
1.2 that counts the number of individuals satisfying a certain property in a dataset
has global sensitivity 1, since adding or removing a single individual in the dataset
can affect the final count by at most 1. Suppose instead that the task is to compute
the average age of all individuals in the dataset. Then the global sensitivity of this
average function would be

1pf =
max(A)−min(A)

|D|
=

100

|D|
,

where A represents the range of possible ages (assuming ages range from 0 to 100).
In this chapter, the ℓ1-sensitivity 11f is denoted with 1f .

Differential Privacy

These examples illustrate how a single individual’s data can influence the output of a
function applied to a dataset. This influence is central to the concept of Differential
Privacy. The impact of adding or removing an individual’s data varies depending
on the type of function in question—whether it’s calculating sums, averages, or
any other measure of the data. This sensitivity measurement tells us how much the
output of the target function need to be adjusted in order to protect an individual’s
privacy. Differential Privacy achieves this by adding noise to the function’s output,



20 Overview and Fundamental Techniques

by an amount calibrated to the function sensitivity. This approach ensures that the
presence or absence of any single individual’s data does not significantly alter the
output, thereby masking their participation.

Definition 1.4 (Differential Privacy [DMNS06]). A randomized mechanism M :
D→ R with domain D and range R is (ε, δ)-differentially private if, for any event
S ⊆ R and any pair D, D′ ∈ D of adjacent datasets:

Pr[M(D) ∈ S] ≤ exp(ε)Pr[M(D′) ∈ S]+ δ, (1.2)

where the probability is calculated over the randomness of M.

A differentially private mechanism maps a dataset to a distribution over the possible
outputs because, e.g., it adds random noise or makes randomized choices. The
released DP output is a single random sample drawn from this distribution. The
level of privacy is controlled by the parameter ε ≥ 0, called the privacy loss, with
values close to 0 denoting strong privacy, and a secondary parameter δ which can
be loosely interpreted as a margin of error.

First, observe that the inequality:

Pr[M(D) ∈ S] ≤ exp(ε)Pr[M(D′) ∈ S],

(here with δ = 0 for simplicity of exposition) holds for any D and D′. In particular,
since it holds for any pair of neighboring databases, it also holds when swapping the
roles of D and D′ in the above definition. Hence, an (ε, 0)-differentially private
algorithm must also satisfy

Pr[M(D′) ∈ S] ≤ exp(ε)Pr[M(D) ∈ S].

This directly implies the “stronger” inequality below:

exp(−ε)Pr[M(D′) ∈ S] ≤ Pr[M(D) ∈ S] ≤ exp(ε)Pr[M(D′) ∈ S], (1.3)

which highlights that the probabilities of any event S under M applied to D and
D′ are close to each other, controlled by ε.

To intuitively understand these parameters, think of ε as a knob controlling the
level of privacy. Lowering ε enhances privacy by making the outputs less sensitive to
changes in any individual’s data. As ε approaches zero (with δ = 0), the inequality
in Equation (1.3) forces the distributions M(D) and M(D′) to become nearly
identical. This means more privacy, as distinguishing between D and D′, which is
necessary to recover the data of the individual that differs across both databases,
becomes harder. When ε = 0, Pr[M(D) ∈ S] = Pr[M(D′) ∈ S] for all S;
i.e., the output is independent of and does not use the input dataset, providing
perfect privacy, but no utility—mathematically, an easy implication of ε = 0 is that
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Figure 1.3. An illustration of the ε-DP guarantee (here, using the Laplace mechanism of

Section 1.4.3). The log-probability of a value to be output by a mechanism given two

neighboring datasets is bounded by ε.

our mechanism must have a (trivially) constant output across all datasets. When
ε → +∞, the inequality is always satisfied by any mechanism and no privacy is
guaranteed.

The parameter δ serves as a margin of error. It is typically a small number close
to zero that defines a failure threshold allowing the DP guarantee not to hold with a
probability of up to δi. In practice, δ is chosen to be a negligible value, often much
smaller than 1

N , where N is the size of the dataset. This ensures that the likelihood
of disclosing sensitive information about any individual remains extremely low. A
mechanism satisfying (ε, 0)-differential privacy is said to satisfy pure Differential
Privacy or ε-Differential Privacy.

The guarantees of Differential Privacy are illustrated in Figure 1.2, which shows
the distribution of outputs from a differentially private mechanism applied to two
adjacent datasets D and D′. The blue and red curves represent the probability dis-
tributions of the outputs for D and D′, respectively. The left figure shows how
the probability distributions over outputs must be close to each other for adjacent
datasets. The right figure quantifies the difference between the probabilities, show-
ing that the log-probabilities of any outcome x differ by at most ε. This means
that the ratio of probabilities is bounded by eε, as required by the definition. One
can see that requiring a smaller ε forces the distributions to be closer to each other
across D and D′, making it harder to distinguish between the two databases and
hence providing stronger privacy protections.

1.4.2 Formal Properties of Differential Privacy

This section formalizes the properties guaranteed by Differential Privacy, and how
they match the desirata described in Section 1.2. The composition, group privacy,

i. (ε, 0)-DP most of the time, except with probability δ, and (ε, δ)-DP are closely related but not exactly
equivalent.
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and post-processing properties are derived directly from the direction of Differential
Privacy, and do not assume a specific mechanism like Randomized Response. As
such, composition. group privacy, and post-processing hold for any differentially
private mechanism, i.e. any mechanism that satisfies requirement (1.2).

Composition

Composition ensures that a combination of differentially private mechanisms
(whether the mechanisms release privatized data, statistics on data, or learning mod-
els) preserves Differential Privacy. Composition is a key concept that enables the
construction of complex algorithms by combining simpler primitives. It facilitates
privacy accounting, the rigorous analysis of the overall privacy loss of a composite
and potentially complex algorithm by aggregating the privacy guarantees of indi-
vidual primitives. More formally, it can be stated as follows [DR14]:

Theorem 1.5 (Composition). Let Mi : D → Ri be an εi-differentially pri-
vate mechanism for i ∈ {1, 2}. Then, their composition, defined as M(D) =

(M1(D),M2(D)), is (ε1 + ε2)-differentially private.

Proof. For any (R1, R2) ⊆ R1 ×R2 and any two neighboring datasets D ∼ D′,

Pr[M(D) ∈ (R1, R2)]

Pr[M(D′) ∈ (R1, R2)]
=

Pr[M1(D) ∈ R1]Pr[M2(D) ∈ R2]

Pr[M1(D′) ∈ R1]Pr[M2(D′) ∈ R2]

=

(
Pr[M1(D) ∈ R1]

Pr[M1(D′) ∈ R1]

)(
Pr[M2(D) ∈ R2]

Pr[M2(D′) ∈ R2]

)
≤ exp(ε1) exp(ε2)

= exp(ε1 + ε2).

This argument can be generalized to for k differentially private mechanisms by
induction. More precisely, if Mi : D → Ri is an εi-differentially private mecha-
nism for i = 1, . . . , k. Then, the composition M(D) = (M1(D), . . . ,Mk(D)) is
(
∑k

i=1 εi)-differentially private. The result above is also called simple composition,
as it deals with pure Differential Privacy mechanisms. An extensive treatment of
composition in Differential Privacy is deferred to Chapter 3.

Group Privacy

The Differential Privacy notions discussed so far bound differences in output distri-
butions of the mechanism for any pairs of adjacent datasets, i.e. for datasets D, D′

such that |D1D′| = 1. However, what is not immediately clear is the case when
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two datasets differ in more than one individual’s data. Fortunately, Differential Pri-
vacy yields group privacy guarantees that bound this difference for datasets that
differ in k entries, for k > 0:

Theorem 1.6 (Group privacy). Let M : D → R be an ε-differentially private
algorithm. Suppose D and D′ are two datasets that differ in exactly k entries. Then, for
all S ⊆ R:

Pr[M(D) ∈ S] ≤ exp(kε)Pr[M(D′) ∈ S].

Proof. Let D(0) ≜ D and D(k) ≜ D′, and let D(0), D(1), . . . , D(k−1), D(k) be a
sequence of datasets where D(i)

∼ D(i+1) for i = 0, 1, . . . , k − 1. The datasets in
this sequence can be thought of as “intermediate” datasets when trying to obtain
D′ by starting with D and changing one entry at a time successively. Then by the
DP guarantee of M, for any R ⊆ R and i ∈ [k − 1],

Pr[M(D(i)) ∈ R] ≤ exp(ε)Pr[M(D(i+1)) ∈ R].

Then, for any R ⊆ R,

Pr[M(D) ∈ R] = Pr[M(D(0)) ∈ R]

≤ exp(ε)Pr[M(D(1)) ∈ R]

≤ exp(2ε)Pr[M(D(2)) ∈ R]
...

≤ exp(kε)Pr[M(D(k)) ∈ R]

= exp(kε)Pr[M(D′) ∈ R].

Post-processing

Another key property of Differential Privacy is post-processing immunity. It ensures
that privacy guarantees are preserved by arbitrary data-independent post-processing
steps [DR14]:

Theorem 1.7 (Post-Processing Immunity). Let M : D→ R be a mechanism that
is ε-differentially private and g : R → R′ be a data-independent mapping. The
mechanism g ◦M is ε-differentially private.
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Proof. The proof first considers a deterministic mapping g : R → R′. Let S̃ ≜
{r ∈ R : g(r) ∈ S}, ∀ S ⊆ R′. Then for any two neighboring datasets D ∼ D′,

Pr[g ◦M(D) ∈ S] = Pr[M(D) ∈ S̃]

≤ exp(ε)Pr[M(D′) ∈ S̃]

= exp(ε)Pr[g ◦M(D′) ∈ S].

This proves post-processing immunity for deterministic functions. To extend this
guarantee to randomized functions, note that randomized functions can be viewed
as a distribution over deterministic functions, and, in particular as a convex combi-
nation of deterministic functions. Given that a convex combination of differentially
private mechanisms (here each mechanism is obtained by composing each deter-
ministic function with the mechanism M) is also differentially private, the result
follows.

This property ensures that, once Differential Privacy guarantees are applied, any
further analysis or manipulation of the protected results will not compromise its
privacy guarantees. Post-processing significantly expands the scope and applicabil-
ity of Differential Privacy algorithms in real-world applications, as shown in Part III.

Quantifiable Privacy-accuracy Trade-offs

The last important property, mentioned in Section 1.2, the trade-off between
privacy and accuracy can be quantified exactly. Privacy-accuracy trade-offs are
mechanism-level properties: each mechanism has its own trade-off. The privacy-
accuracy trade-offs of the main building blocks are described later in this section,
including the privacy-accuracy trade-offs of Randomized Response in Section 1.7,
of the Laplace Mechanism in Section 1.4.3, and of the Gaussian Mechanism in
Section 1.5.1.

1.4.3 The Laplace Mechanism

The Laplace Distribution with 0 mean and scale b has a probability density function

Lap(x|b) = 1
2b e−

|x|
b . The Laplace mechanism is a differentially private mechanism

based on the Laplace distribution for answering numeric queries [DMNS06]. It is
a fundamental building block for many DP algorithms described in this book, and
itfunctions by simply computing the output of the query f and then perturbing
each coordinate with noise drawn from the Laplace distribution. The scale b of the
noise is calibrated to the query sensitivity 1f divided by ε:

Definition 1.8 (The Laplace Mechanism). Let f : D → R ⊆ Rd be a numer-
ical query, with d being a positive integer. The Laplace mechanism is defined as
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MLap(D; f , ε) = f (D) + Z where Z ∈ R is a vector of i.i.d. samples drawn from

Lap(1f
ε ).

The Laplace mechanism adds random noise drawn from the Laplace distribution
independently to each of the d dimensions of the query response.

Theorem 1.9 (Differential Privacy of The Laplace Mechanism). The Laplace mech-
anism, MLap, achieves (ε, 0)-Differential Privacy.

Proof. Let D ∼ D′ be any two neighboring datasets in D, and let pD and pD′ be the
probability density functions of MLap(D; f , ε) and MLap(D′; f , ε), respectively.
Then for any r ∈ R,

pD(r)
pD′(r)

=

d∏
i=1

 exp
(
−

ε|f (D)i−ri|

1f

)
exp

(
−

ε|f (D′)i−ri|

1f

)


=

d∏
i=1

exp

(
ε(|f (D′)i − ri| − |f (D)i − ri|)

1f

)

≤

d∏
i=1

exp

(
ε(|f (D′)i − f (D)i|)

1f

)
(By the triangle inequality.)

=

d∏
i=1

exp

(
ε · (∥f (D)− f (D′)∥1)

1f

)
(By the definition of 1f .)

≤ exp(ε).

The proof is similar for pD′ (r)
pD(r) ≤ exp(ε).

A graphical representation of the densities and log density of two Laplace distri-
butions associated with neighboring datasets D and D′ are provided in Figure 1.3,
respectively. Note how the difference between the log probabilities for x for each of
the neighboring datasets D ∼ D′ is bounded by ε.

Accuracy Guarantee of the Laplace Mechanism

The accuracy guarantees of the Laplace Mechanism is characterized by the following
result.

Theorem 1.10. For any numerical query f : D → R ⊆ Rd , and any database
D ∈ D,

Pr
[∣∣f (D)−MLap(D; f ; ε)

∣∣ ≥ ln

(
d
β

)
·

(
1f
ε

)]
≤ β.
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Proof. The proof is for d = 1 for simplicity, but it generalizes for d > 1. The proof
follows from characterizations of the tails of the Laplace distribution. For a random
variable Z ∼ Lap(b) and a real number α > 0,

Pr [|Z | ≥ α] = exp (−α/b) .

Therefore, given that f (D)−MLap(D; f ; ε) is Laplace with parameter b = 1f
ε , it

follows that

Pr
[∣∣f (x)−MLap(D; f ; ε)

∣∣ ≥ α
]
= exp

(
−α ·

ε

1f

)
≜ β.

Solving for α in exp
(
−α · ε

1f

)
= β leads to

α ·
ε

1f
= ln

(
1

β

)
,

hence

α = ln

(
1

β

)
·

(
1f
ε

)
.

This concludes the proof.

The accuracy guarantee of the Laplace Mechanism provides a practical way to
understand how the added noise affects the utility of the released data while ensur-
ing differential privacy. Essentially, it quantifies the expected deviation between the
true value of a numerical query and the noisy output produced by the mechanism.

1.4.4 Answering Private Queries in Practice

Next, we present two examples to illustrate how the Laplace Mechanism can be
applied in practice.

Example 1: Computing the Average Age

Consider a dataset containing the ages of 10, 000 individuals, with ages ranging
from 0 to 100 years. The task is to compute the average age while ensuring differ-
ential privacy. A practical procedure follows the following steps:

1. Determine the query function and its sensitivity. In this task the query function
is the average age,

f (data) =
1

n

n∑
i=1

agei,
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where n is the number of individuals in the dataset. The global sensitivity
1f of the average function is the maximum change in the output when one
individual is added or removed. Since the age can vary between 0 and 100,
adding the data about a single individual can affect the sum by at most 100
units. Therefore, the sensitivity is:

1f =
max age−min age

n
=

100− 0

10,000
= 0.01.

2. Apply the Laplace Mechanism. The next step is to select the privacy parameter
ε and add noise drawn from the Laplace distribution with scale parameter
1f
ε . Selecting ε = 0.5 to obtain a strong privacy guarantee adds the following

noise:

noise ∼ Lap

(
1f
ε

)
= Lap

(
0.01

0.5

)
= Lap(0.02).

The private query thus reports f (data)+ noise.
3. Analyze the error bound. Additionally, by setting a confidence level β = 0.05

(meaning that one is 95% confident in the error bound), the error bound
can be computed as,

Error Bound =
1f
ε

ln

(
1

δ

)
=

0.01

0.5
ln

(
1

0.05

)
≈ 0.06 years.

This means that, with 95% confidence, the noisy average age returned by
the Laplace Mechanism will differ from the true average age by no more
than approximately 0.06 years. If the privacy parameter is set to ε = 1,
allowing for slightly less privacy in exchange for greater accuracy, the error
bound decreases to about 0.03 years. Thus, selecting ε and β appropriately
ensures that the released data remains both useful and privacy-preserving.

Example 2: Releasing a Histogram

Suppose a statistical agency wants to release a histogram showing the number of
individuals in different age groups, segmented by gender and region, from a dataset
containing a large number of respondents. The age groups could be categorized in
intervals (e.g., 0–9, 10–19, …, 90+). The goal is to release this histogram while
ensuring differential privacy. Note that this is different from the previous task where
a single quantity wasreleased. The procedure again follows the the three same steps:

1. Determine the query function and its sensitivity. The query function is the
count of individuals in each combination of age group, gender, and region.
For count queries, the global sensitivity 1f is 1 because adding or removing
one individual can change the count in one category by at most 1.
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2. Apply the Laplace Mechanism. The next step consists in selecting a privacy
parameter ε = 0.5 for each count in the histogram and adding independent
Laplace noise to each cell (i.e., each combination of age group, gender, and
region) in the histogram. Let ci,j,k be the true count for age group i, gender j,
and region k, and c̃i,j,k is the private counterpart to be released. The counts
are linked by the following formula:

c̃i,j,k = ci,j,k+Noisei,j,k, where Noisei,j,k ∼ Laplace

(
1f
ε

)
= Laplace(2).

3. Post-processing to ensure valid counts. Notice that the application of real-valued
noise to each count may render the resulting privacy-preserving counterpart
negative or non-integers, thus producing invalid ouputs. These issues can
be corrected by applying a post-processing step, that set any negative noisy
counts to zero and round the noisy counts to the nearest integer. Such post-
processing steps do not alter the privacy guarantees of the original release and
are commonly applied in deployments [CDMS21].

4. Analyze privacy and utility. Each count is ε-differentially private with ε =

0.5. Since each individual’s data affects only one count, and the counts are
disjoint, the overall privacy guarantee remains ε = 0.5. The added Laplace
noise has a mean of zero and a scale of 2 and thus the expected absolute
error for each count is 2. For categories with large counts, this noise has a
relatively small impact. However, for categories with small counts, especially
in less populated age groups or regions, the noise can significantly affect the
accuracy. A further analysis on disparate impacts of Differential Privacy on
different subpopulations is discussed in Chapter 17.

Note that other mechanisms can produce integer counts directly without addi-
tional rounding, by using discrete noise mechanisms, such as the Geometric mech-
anism [GRS12] and the discrete Laplace mechanism [KS12].

1.5 Approximate Differential Privacy

The discussion in the previous section focused on pure Differential Privacy and the
mechanisms and guarantees associated with it. The case where δ > 0 for (ε, δ)-DP
constitutes a variant of Differential Privacy known as Approximate Differential Pri-
vacy. Recall that δ ∈ (0, 1) is the failure probability of the privacy loss bound in the
relaxed variant of pure DP, and is meant to be a cryptographically low quantity—
that is, so small it is considered negligible for practical purposes, often much less
than 1

N where N is the dataset size. This allows practitioners to apply other mech-
anisms which yields better utility than the Laplace mechanism in exchange for a
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marginal failure probability. Importantly, approximate Differential Privacy retains
the composition, group privacy, and post-processing immunity properties provided
by pure Differential Privacy.

1.5.1 The Gaussian Mechanism

The canonical mechanism for (ε, δ)-DP is the Gaussian mechanism [DR14].
Where the Laplace mechanism adds noise proportionally to the ℓ1 sensitivity of
a query f , 1f , the Gaussian mechanism uses the ℓ2 sensitivity, denoted by 12f ,
and defined as in Equation (1.1) with p = 2. The ℓ2 and ℓ1 norms enjoy the fol-
lowing relationship: for a vector x ∈ Rd , ∥x∥2 ≤ ∥x∥1 ≤

√
d∥x∥2 . Thus, the ℓ2

sensitivity can be up to a factor
√

d less than the ℓ1 sensitivity. The Gaussian distri-
bution with 0 mean and standard deviation σ has the probability density function

N (x|σ) = 1
σ
√

2π
exp

(
−

(x−µ)2)
2σ 2

)
.

Definition 1.11 (Gaussian Mechanism). Let f : D → R be a numerical query.
The Gaussian mechanism is defined as MGauss(D; f , ε) = f (D)+ z where z ∈ R is

a vector of i.i.d. samples drawn from N
(
0, σ 2I

)
where σ ≥

√
2 ln(1.25

δ )(12f/ε).

As with the Laplace mechanism, the numerical query response is d -dimensional
for some integer d > 0 as well. Gaussian noise is added to each dimension of
the query response independently by the Gaussian mechanism. To highlight a key
distinction between the Laplace and Gaussian mechanisms, consider the context of
computing the mean of a multivariate dataset, revisited from [Kam20]. Consider a
dataset D ∈ {0, 1}n×d aiming to compute the mean in a privacy-preserving manner,
denoted by f (D) = 1

n

∑n
i=1 Di. The maximum discrepancy in f across adjacent

datasets is 1
n1, yielding a vector with ℓ1 norm of d

n and ℓ2 norm of
√

d/n as the
ℓ1 and ℓ2 sensitivities. The following theorem defines the (ε, δ)-DP guarantees for
the Gaussian mechanism.

Theorem 1.12. The Gaussian mechanism, MGauss, achieves (ε, δ)-Differential Pri-
vacy, for ε ∈ (0, 1] and δ ∈ [0, 1].

For the proof of this theorem, see Appendix A of [DR14]. Notice that, in the orig-
inal proposition, also reviewed in [DR14], the mechanism is restricted to use ε

within (0, 1]. However, it is not uncommon to see values of ε > 1 in practice,
including in various discussions in this book. This restriction was studied and over-
come in [BW18], which provided a more general analytical Gaussian mechanism
that holds for ε > 1 as well. While the details of the DP guarantee of the analyti-
cal Gaussian mechanism are beyond the scope of this text, the mechanism and the
associated (ε, δ)-DP is defined as follows.
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Theorem 1.13. (Analytical Gaussian Mechanism [BW18]). Let f : D → R be a
numerical query with global ℓ2 sensitivity 12f . ∀ ε > 0 and δ ∈ [0, 1], the Gaus-
sian mechanism MGauss(D; f , ε) = f (D) + z with z ∼ N (0, σ 2I) satisfies (ε, δ)-
Differential Privacy if and only if

8

(
12f
2σ
−

εσ

12f

)
− eε8

(
−

12f
2σ
−

εσ

12f

)
≤ δ.

Where 8(t) = Pr[N (0, 1) ≤ t] = 1
√

2π

∫ t
−∞

e−y2/2dy is the CDF of the standard
univariate Gaussian distribution.

The reader is referred to [BW18] for the details on the analytical Gaussian mecha-
nism.

Discussion of Accuracy

The exact formal accuracy guarantees is left as an exercise to the reader. The proof is
similar to that of the accuracy guarantee for the Laplace mechanism, simply quanti-
fying tails on the Gaussian distribution. Note that, in high-dimensions, the Laplace
mechanism introduces noise scaled by d

nε to each dimension, providing an ε-DP

estimate of f with an ℓ2 error scaling as O( d3/2

nε ). In contrast, the Gaussian mech-

anism introduces noise with a scale of O(

√
d log(1/δ)

nε ) per dimension, resulting in

an (ε, δ)-DP estimate of f with ℓ2 error approximately O( d
nε ). Thus the Gaussian

mechanism shaves of a factor of O(
√

d) from the noise, improving accuracy signifi-
cantly for large d at a slight cost to the privacy guarantee, positing it as a potentially
more effective approach for multi-variate estimations.

1.6 Beyond Statistical Queries: Differentially Private
Selection

Numerical queries form an important class of computations over which privacy
can be enforced. However, in many natural situations, the goal may be to output
an object selected according to certain criteria among other objects, rather than just a
numerical value. Consider the following example, adapted from [DR14]. Suppose
that a retailer is selling an amount of items for which there are 3 potential buyers
A, B, and C . Each buyer has a maximum price they are willing to pay for the
item, known as their valuation. The buyers wish to keep their valuations private, to
avoid disclosing sensitive information about their purchasing strategies or financial
standing. Hence the task of the retailer is to set a sale price to maximize their total
revenue without revealing the valuations of the buyers in the process.
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Assume that the valuations of buyers A, B and C are, respectively $1.00, $1.01,
and $3.01. Consider the possible pricing options:

• Price at $1.00: All three buyers are willing to purchase at this price, thus the
total revenue is $1.00 × 3 buyers = $3.00.

• Price at $1.01: Buyers B and C are willing to purchase, thus the total revenue
is $1.01 × 2 buyers = $2.02.

• Price at $3.01: Only buyer C is willing to purchase, thus the total revenue
is $3.01 × 1 buyer = $3.01.

To maximize revenue, the retailer should set the price at $3.01. However, since the
buyers’ valuations are private, the seller cannot directly know the optimal price. The
seller needs to select a price in a privacy-preserving manner. One naive approach
might be for the seller to add random noise to the buyers’ valuations to preserve
their privacy. Suppose the seller adds noise to buyer C ’s valuation, and it becomes,
say, $3.02. Based on this noisy valuation, the seller decides to set the price at $3.02
apiece. However, this approach leads to a problem: at a price of $3.02, none of
the buyers are willing to purchase the item, since their true valuations are all below
this price. Consequently, the total revenue would be $0, which is worse than any
of the previous pricing options. This illustrates that simply adding noise to the
valuations is not suitable for such a setting. Adding noise to the valuations can lead
to suboptimal pricing decisions. Small changes in the valuations (due to noise) can
result in significant differences in the optimal price, which may drastically reduce
the seller’s revenue or eliminate it altogether. This is particularly problematic when
the output is an object selection (the optimal price) rather than a simple numerical
query.

1.6.1 The Exponential Mechanism

To be able to perform selection privately while also preserving the quality of the
selection made, McSherry and Talwar defined the exponential mechanism [MT07].
Given a set of objects H, a dataset D ∈ D, and a score function s : D×H→ R, the
exponential mechanism chooses an object h ∈ H that maximizes the score function
in a differentially private manner.

Definition 1.14 (Exponential Mechanism). The exponential mechanism, denoted
by Mexp, takes as input a dataset D ∈ D, a set of objects H, and a score function

s : D ×H→ R and outputs h ∈ H with probability proportional to exp
(

εs(D,h)
21s

)
,

where 1s ≜ maxh∈H maxD∼D′ |s(D, h)− s(D′, h)|.

In this pricing example, the seller defines a utility function u(D, p) that calculates
the total revenue generated by setting a price p, given the buyers’ valuations in
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the dataset D. The exponential mechanism then selects a price p with probability
proportional – the actual probability needs to be renormalized to sum to 1 – to:

exp

(
ε · u(D, p)

21u

)
,

where ε is the privacy parameter controlling the level of privacy, and 1u is the
global sensitivity of the utility function—that is, the maximum change in u(D, p)
when a single individual’s valuation in D is modified. The seller thus probabilistic-
ally chooses a price that is likely to yield high revenue. The probability of selecting a
particular price is influenced by the total revenue it generates, but is also smoothed
to prevent any single buyer’s data from having too much impact on the computa-
tion. This smoothing out is controlled by ε. When ε→ 0, all prices become equally
likely independently of the buyers’ valuations D and the revenue u(D, p), leading
to perfect privacy. As ε increases, the mechanism introduces less smoothing out and
gives more importance to the revenue u(D, p), providing more utility—by putting
more mass on higher revenues—but less privacy. This mechanism thus allows the
seller to achieve a balance between maximizing revenue and preserving the privacy
of the buyers. The exponential mechanism provides Differential Privacy.

Theorem 1.15. The exponential mechanism, Mexp, achieves (ε, 0)-Differential Pri-
vacy.

Proof. The proof assumes that H is a finite set. For any two neighbouring datasets
D ∼ D′ and some outcome h ∈ H,

Pr[Mexp(D) = h]

Pr[Mexp(D′) = h]
=

(
exp(εs(D,h)/21s)∑

h′∈H exp(εs(D,h′)/21s)

)
(

exp(εs(D′ ,h)/21s)∑
h′∈H exp(εs(D′ ,h′)/21s)

)
= exp

(
ε(s(D, h)− s(D′, h))

21s

) ∑
h′∈H exp

(
εs(D′,h′)/21s

)∑
h′∈H exp

(
εs(D,h′)/21s

)
≤ exp

(ε

2

)
exp

(ε

2

) ∑
h′∈H exp

(
εs(D,h′)/21s

)∑
h′∈H exp

(
εs(D,h′)/21s

)
= exp(ε).

The inequality follows due to the definition of 1s.

Accuracy Guarantee

For the exponential mechanism, accuracy is not measured in terms of how close
the mechanism is to the optimal hypothesis h. Rather, the objective is to guarantee
that, with high probability, the output by the mechanism has a high score, as close
as possible to optimality.
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Theorem 1.16. Let us fix a database D, and let HOPT = {h∗ ∈ H s.t. s(D, h) =
maxh s(D, h)} be the set of elements in H that achieve the maximum possible utility
score. Then, the exponential mechanism guarantees

Pr
[

s(D,Mexp(D)) ≥ OPT−
21s
ε

(ln (|H|/β))

]
≥ 1− β.

where OPT = maxh s(D, h).

Proof. Take any c ∈ R. It follows that

Pr
[
s(D,Mexp(D) ≤ c

]
=

∑
h: s(D,h)≤c exp (εs(D, h)/21s)∑

r∈H exp(εs(D, h)/21s)

≤

∑
r: s(D,h)≤c exp (εc/21s)∑

r∈HOPT
exp(εOPT/21s)

≤
|H| exp(εc/21s)

|HOPT| exp(εOPT/21s)

=
|H|
|HOPT|

exp

(
ε(c −OPT)

21s

)
≤ |H| exp

(
ε(c −OPT)

21s

)
.

The result follows by plugging in

c ≜ OPT−
21s
ε

ln (|H|/δ) .

Practically, this means that, although the mechanism introduces randomness to pro-
tect individual privacy (e.g., the buyers’ valuations in our example), it still ensures
that the selected output (the price) will yield a utility (the revenue) that is close to
the best possible. E.g., in our example, the maximum possible revenue was $3.01
at price $3.01). Moreover, the utility loss due to privacy is limited and can be con-
trolled by adjusting the privacy parameters.

1.7 Randomized Response, Revisited

Before concluding this chapter, it is useful to revisit the concept of randomized
response. Consider Figure 1.4: its left side presents a pixelated version of the
Mona Lisa, where each pixel is represented by either an ‘M’ or a ‘.’ character.
By implementing a random process that flips each pixel with a probability of 0.25,
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Figure 1.4. A metaphor for private data analysis: Perturbing each bit of the image on the

left by flipping it with a random probability of 25% prevents inferring with high probability

whether each single bit was originally an "M" or a ".", while still allowing to observe con-

clusions from the big picture. Figure adapted from slides presentation of Ulfar Erlingsson

[Nam17].

the figure on the right emerges as locally perturbed yet retains the overall image,
enabling recognition of the iconic Mona Lisa painting. This metaphor demon-
strates that, although plausible deniability is afforded for the original value of
each pixel, the outcomes of data analysis can still be preserved with considerable
accuracy.

Revisiting Randomized Response

Figure 1.4 happens to be an instance of using randomized response to obscure
individual responses while providing accurate summary statistics. Indeed, there is
an equivalent formulation of randomized response that satisfies ε-DP in a stronger
setting called local Differential Privacy, where instead of having a trusted curator that
perturbs raw data to provide Differential Privacy, each data contributor perturbs its
own data prior to its release. The topic of local DP is the subject of study of Chapter
2. Given ε > 0, for every private bit X , the mechanism is defined as follows:

M(X ) =

{
X , with probability = exp (ε)

1+exp (ε) ;

1− X , with probability = 1
1+exp(ε) .

Privacy Guarantees

Randomized response has the following Differential Privacy guarantees.

Theorem 1.17. Randomized Response is (ε, 0)-differentially private.
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Proof. Let p = exp(ε)
1+exp(ε) for simplicity of exposition. The proof obligation is to

upper bound the probability of ratios of probabilities for the two possible outcomes
M(X ) = X and M(X ) = 1 − X for any X ∈ {0, 1} and the neighbouring
X ′ = 1− X , i.e.,

Pr[M(X ) = X ]

Pr[M(X ′) = X ]
=

Pr[M(X ) = X ]

Pr[M(1− X ) = X ]
,

and

Pr[M(X ) = 1− X ]

Pr[M(X ′) = 1− X ]
=

Pr[M(X ) = 1− X ]

Pr[M(1− X ) = 1− X ]
.

Note that the first quantity is equal to p
1−p = exp(ε), while the second quantity is

equal to 1−p
p = exp(−ε). This is enough to conclude the proof.

Accuracy of Randomized Response

To provide the accuracy guarantee of Randomized Response, consider a collection
of n data points X1, . . . , Xn. The goal is to compute the average of these data points,
given by µ ≜ 1

N

∑n
i=1 Xi. Consider the following simple linear estimator that

corrects for the bias introduced by flipping X to the wrong answer, 1 − X , with
probability p ≜ exp(ε)

1+exp(ε) :

X̂ =
1

(2p− 1)N

(
n∑

i=1

M(Xi)+ p− 1

)
.

Lemma 1.18. X̂ is an unbiased estimator of µ = 1
n

∑n
i=1 Xi. Further, with proba-

bility at least 1− β, ∣∣∣X̂ − µ
∣∣∣ ≤ √

1/β

2(2p− 1)
√

n
.

Before providing the proof of this accuracy bound, consider what Differential Pri-
vacy promises. Remember that p ≜ exp(ε)

1+exp(ε) . Plugging this in the bound above,∣∣∣X̂ − µ
∣∣∣ = O

(
(1+ eε)

2 (eε − 1)
√

n

)
.

As ε→ 0, the 1+exp(ε) term goes to 1; the 1−exp(ε) term can be approximated
by ε given a first-order Taylor expansion. Hence, it follows that, as ε is small,∣∣∣X̂ − µ

∣∣∣ = O
(

1

ε
√

n

)
.
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In particular, given a small ε, to obtain an accuracy of α, requires that n ∼ 1
ε2α2

samples.

Proof. Note that

E [M(X )] = Pr[M(X ) = X ] · X + Pr[M(X ) = 1− X ] · (1− X )

= pX + (1− p)(1− X )

= (2p− 1)X + (1− p).

Therefore,

E [M(X )] = (2p− 1)µ+ (1− p),

immediately implying unbiasedness of X̂ . Now note that the variance of estimator
X̂ is given by

Var
[
X̂
]
=

1

(2p− 1)2N 2

N∑
i=1

Var [M(Xi)] ≤
N∑

i=1

1

4(2p− 1)2N 2 =
1

4(2p− 1)2N
,

where the first equality follows from the fact that Var[cX ] = c2Var[X ] and Var[X +
c] = Var[X ] for a constant c, and the inequality follows from the fact that M(X )

is a Bernoulli random variable and has variance at most 1/4. Using Chebyshev’s
inequality with k = 1

√
β

, it follows that

Pr
[∣∣∣X̂ − µ

∣∣∣ ≥ √
1/β

2(1− 2p)
√

n

]
≤ β.

The above bound is an example of privacy-accuracy trade-off. To obtain an accuracy
level of α (i.e., the estimator does not mis-estimate µ by more than α) with high
probability 1− β, one needs to pick the value of p such that

√
1/β

2(1− 2p)
√

n
≤ α.

This immediately gives the desired value of ε, given us a trade-off between the accu-
racy level α and the privacy level ε. Here, decreasing ε towards 0 (or equivalently
decreasing p towards 1/2) yields a worse accuracy guarantee, as the denominator
decreases and eventually goes to 0. This goes in the expected direction: the more
privacy is required, the more the accuracy suffers.
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1.8 Concluding Remarks

This chapter discussed foundational concepts and mechanisms that are the bedrock
of Differential Privacy. Since its conceptual introduction, Differential Privacy has
seen considerable evolution, both in theoretical development and practical appli-
cations. Researchers have refined the mathematical guarantees, offering tighter
bounds on privacy leakage and more effective mechanisms for trading utility with
privacy. Practically, Differential Privacy has been applied across diverse sectors, from
healthcare to social science, to engineering systems, as reviewed in Part III. These
applications demonstrate the flexibility and robustness of Differential Privacy in
safeguarding personal information while maintaining data utility. The implica-
tions of adopting Differential Privacy extends beyond the technical realm, influ-
encing regulatory policies around data privacy [Exe23], as also discussed in Part
V of this book. As organizations increasingly rely on data-driven decision-making,
the implementation of DP can help build trust with stakeholders by demonstrating
a commitment to privacy-preserving practices. This trust is crucial for compliance
with international data protection regulations and for fostering a more privacy-
conscious data ecosystem. Furthermore, the principles of Differential Privacy can
guide ethical considerations in data usage, promoting a balance between innovation
and individual rights to privacy.
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Chapter 2

Local Differential Privacy for
Privacy-preserving Machine Learning

By Graham Cormode

2.1 Introduction

As discussed in the previous chapter, Differential Privacy (DP) provides a widely-
accepted model of privacy based on introducing carefully calibrated random noise
to information revealed about private data. In the standard presentation, the DP
model assumes the existence of a trusted aggregator: an entity who holds a collection
of information about a population of individuals, and applies differentially private
mechanisms to information computed from this data collection. This allows accu-
rate statistics and models to be derived, but comes at a cost: we must be satisfied
that we can indeed trust this aggregator to handle the collected data responsibly. In
practical applications, this data aggregator is likely to be a powerful entity, such as
an internet service provider, technology company, or government, who may collect
the private information of millions of individuals. Hence the potential for misuse
may be of some concern, even if we have no prior reason to suspect the motives of
the aggregator.

In response to this, a number of other models of privacy have been considered
which aim to reduce or eliminate the trust placed on the central entity. These can
include decentralization – dividing the data among multiple aggregators, so no sin-
gle one sees the entire information – or cryptographic techniques – which restrict

42

http://dx.doi.org/10.1561/9781638284772.ch2


Introduction 43

the view of the aggregator of the raw data. In this chapter, we survey an approach
known as Local Differential Privacy, or LDP. The LDP approach directly provides a
differential privacy guarantee on the results of the computation, and entirely elim-
inates the need for a trusted aggregator to hold the private data. However, the LDP
approach comes at some cost: more computational work is needed, and the results
achieve a weaker tradeoff between accuracy and privacy than in the traditional,
“centralized” differential privacy model.

The essence of LDP is that each user who holds some private data is now an
active participant in the data release process. Instead of passively sending their data
to the aggregator and retiring, each user now runs a randomized procedure on their
input. The requirement is that the distribution of the message(s) sent by each user
individually should satisfy the DP guarantee. Formally, let xi and x′i be two possible
inputs that user i might hold, let R denote the (randomized) protocol that user i
will apply to generate their messages, and let ε be the desired privacy parameter.
We require that for all possible transcripts T of user i’s communication, we should
have

Pr[R(xi) = T ]

Pr[R(x′i) = T ]
≤ exp(ε) (2.1)

Note that this definition is symmetrical in the roles of xi and x′i . This is exactly
the standard (pure) differential privacy definition (see Section 1.4.1 of Chapter 1),
applied to the inputs of a single user i.

On first glance, attempting to obtain useful results under this restrictive defi-
nition may seem doomed to failure. The noise introduced in differentially private
mechanisms is calibrated so as to effectively “mask out” the contribution of any
single user. Specifically, we usually expect the magnitude of any (numeric) noise
added to a function of users’ data to be approximately equivalent (in expectation)
to the weight of any individual user’s data. So we would expect that applying this
to the contribution of just a single user would entirely hide the information they
are contributing, and prevent any subsequent use of it. Indeed, the first part of
this intuition is true: the noisy response of a user should indeed mask out their
contribution, and so make it impractical to learn anything about their individual
information. However, if we aggregate the reports over a large enough population
of users, we can still draw accurate conclusions about the overall population behav-
ior: the signal emerges from the noise. The explanation for this apparent paradox
is that since each user independently chooses how to add noise, the noise tends to
cancel out as we combine all the user reports, leaving the true answer masked by a
smaller magnitude of total noise.
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2.1.1 A First LDP Protocol

We illustrate this phenomenon with a simple example drawing on standard DP
mechanisms from the centralized case. Suppose we have a population of N = 1
million users, who each hold a secret binary value (0 or 1), which encodes some
private attribute – say, their opinion on a contentious issue (pro or anti), or some
other feature. We would like to learn what is the population-level value of this
statistic, i.e., what percentage of our population hold a ‘1’ value. The standard
centralized DP approach is to add noise sampled from a Laplace distribution with
parameter 1/ε. The variance of this distribution is then 2/ε2, and so the expected
magnitude of this noise is around 1/ε.

This approach can be adapted to the local setting by having each user add this
quantity of noise independently to their input. The resulting distribution would
have variance 2N/ε2, and hence absolute magnitude proportional to

√
N/ε. Con-

cretely, consider our case with N = 1 million, and ε = 1. Then the local case
allows us to estimate the population fraction with additive error around 0.001.
This is certainly good enough to easily distinguish large values from small, and
comparable to the error due to sampling which people to ask. However, the cor-
responding error in the centralized case is vastly smaller — closer to 10−6 in this
case.

This small example serves to show that we can obtain sufficient accuracy in the
local model of differential privacy, albeit weaker than in the centralized case. To get
good results for more complex analysis tasks requires a large population of users
participating (honestly) in the protocol, and carefully tuned protocols to maximize
the accuracy obtained.

The naive approach of taken an existing method from the centralized setting
does not always work. Consider for example trying to produce a clustering of some
input data points. If each user holds a single point (representing their data), then
a central DP algorithm is unlikely to produce a very meaningful output for them.
Moreover, it is unclear how to combine the results if each user produces a noisy
clustering of their single point. Instead, for this and other problems, we would seek
novel methods better suited to the local model.

The key properties that we aim to understand for different problems are the
tradeoff between accuracy and privacy, as a function of the privacy parameter ε,
and the number of participating users, N . Secondarily, we are also concerned about
the other computational costs – the time and space required by users to run their
part of the protocol, and the time and space needed by the aggregator to interpret
all their messages. Lastly, we may also seek to minimize the size of the messages
sent by the users, and the number of rounds of interaction between users and the
aggregator.
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2.1.2 A Brief History of LDP

As will be discussed in subsequent sections, the antecedents of Local Differential
Privacy date back at least fifty years, to the work on Randomized Response in sur-
vey design [War65]. More recently, a notion equivalent to local different privacy
was introduced by Evfimievski, Gehrke and Srikant [EGS03], around the same
time that the foundations of differential privacy were being laid [DN03]. The con-
nection between randomized response and differential privacy has been observed
in texts on the differential privacy model [DR14]. However, the current interest
in LDP can be traced to recent developments in theory and practice. Duchi, Jor-
dan and Wainwright coined the label of “local differential privacy”, and studied
problems of statistical inference under this model [DJW13]. This led to much sub-
sequent interest in the theoretical underpinnings of LDP and its variants. Around
the same time, Google published a paper on its RAPPOR system, which is based
on LDP [EPK14], used to collect browsing statistics privately. Papers on deploy-
ments by Apple [Tea17], Microsoft [DKY17] and Snap [Pih+18] on related prob-
lems demonstrated a strong interest in LDP as a practical model for private data
collection.

Overview of the Chapter

Following the interest in Local Differential Privacy from both theory and practice,
in this chapter we survey a sampling of the developments in LDP. Since its for-
mal introduction less than a decade ago (at time of writing), there have been many
hundreds of papers published on the topic, and this chapter provides a very partial
view of this topic. We begin by introducing the foundational notion of Random-
ized Response in Section 2.2, for revealing information about a binary choice. In
Section 2.3, we show how randomized response has been extended and enhanced
to provide the notion of a “Frequency Oracle”, which gathers information about
the distribution of values held by a collection of users. The Frequency Oracle is the
basis for many of the applications of LDP. Some of the basic statistical collection
tasks, such as finding frequent items, and capturing the cumulative distribution, are
described in Section 2.4. We move on to more advanced data analysis and mod-
elling tasks in Section 2.5. Finally, we conclude by reflecting on the limitations
on LDP protocols, and describe some alternate related models which attempt to
remedy these deficiencies in Section 2.6.

2.2 Randomized Response

In this section, we return to the problem stated in the introduction of this chapter,
to estimate the proportion of individuals whose binary input is a 1 value. We will
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describe a simple approach that provides an accurate answer, and show its analysis
in some detail. This approach, known as Randomized Response, is at the heart of
many LDP algorithms that we will discuss subsequently (albeit in less detail).

The approach from Section 2.1.1, of adding noise drawn from a Laplace distri-
bution, certainly works, but has some disadvantages. It produces potentially large
real numerical values. Since the inputs are binary, it is natural to ask whether we
can restrict the messages from each user to the same domain.

If we do so, then we can immediately derive the description of a protocol. For a
user with input value b ∈ {0, 1}, their only option is to report either b truthfully,
or lie, and report 1− b. Suppose we set the probability of truthtelling to be p, and
hence the probability of lying is 1 − p. We can assume without loss of generality
that p > 1

2 > 1 − p. To ensure that the (local) differential privacy property (2.1)
holds, we require that the probability of seeing the same output in the two cases
that b = 0 and b = 1 satisfies

p
1− p

≤ exp(ε).

That is, the ratio between (correctly) observing a 1 on input 1, and (erroneously)
seeing a 1 on input 0, should not exceed the bound of exp(ε). For utility, we would
like p to be as large as possible, which means setting p

1−p = exp(ε). Rearranging,

we obtain that p = exp(ε)
1+exp(ε) .

Suppose we apply this protocol over a large population where a φ fraction of
users have input 1, and the rest have input 0. Then, for each user, the expected
observed value o is given by

E[o] = pφ + (1− p)(1− φ).

From this, we can form an unbiased estimate for the (unknown) parameter φ by
rearranging: we write

φ̂ =
o− (1− p)

2p− 1
.

We can observe that the observed value o is equal to the input x with probability
p, otherwise they are different. In the former case, the error of φ̂ is p−1

2p−1 , and in

the latter it is p
2p−1 . Hence, we can also compute the variance of this (unbiased)

estimator, as

Var[φ̂] = E[(φ − φ̂)2] =
p(p− 1)2

+ (1− p)p2

(2p− 1)2 =
p(1− p)
(2p− 1)2 .
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Using our setting of p = exp(ε)/(1+ exp(ε)), we obtain

Var[φ̂] =
exp(ε)

1+ exp(ε)
·

1

1+ exp(ε)

(1+ exp(ε))2

(exp(ε)− 1)2 =
exp(ε)

(exp(ε)− 1)2 .

We can approximate this quantity when ε is small, in which case exp(ε) ≈ 1 + ε

and so Var[φ̂] ≈ 1
ε2 .

Equipped with this understanding, we can observe that the average of N unbi-
ased estimates for a population of N users will have a variance proportional to
N/ε2, and so an expected absolute error proportional to

√
N/ε. This is com-

parable in scale to the cruder method based on adding Laplace noise, but comes
with a tighter understanding of the behavior (variance less by constant factors), and
reduced communication costs (the protocol sends noisy bits instead of noisy real
values).

The notion of randomized response was first introduced by Warner [War65], as a
method of providing plausible deniability for survey respondents answering poten-
tially embarrassing questions. It was subsequently observed to provide differential
privacy, and has been used as the foundation for many other protocols achieving
local differential privacy.

2.3 Frequency Oracles

The Randomized Response protocol in the previous section allows us to estimate
the fraction of population satisfying a certain property. Equivalently, it can be
viewed as providing an estimate of the parameter of a binomial distribution, when
each user samples from the same global Bernoulli distribution. More generally, we
might want to estimate the distribution when each user has one out of d possible
categorical values. This problem has been widely studied in the context of local
differential privacy, and the techniques developed for this problem have been used
in the solution of other problems discussed subsequently.

Across a variety of different approaches, some similarities emerge: each user sends
a message noisily encoding information about their input, which can be aggregated
to provide an estimate of the number of occurrences of a particular category. That
is, if each user i has an input value xi ∈ [d ], we seek to build an estimate for
f (x) = |{i : xi = x}|. The estimate of f (x) will be a random variable, whose
randomness derives from the random choices of the users in adding noise to their
input. We refer to the randomized algorithm that can produce an estimate f̂ (x) of
f (x) for any x ∈ [d ] as a frequency oracle. The aim is to minimize the variance of the
estimate, as well as keeping the other computational costs low. In this section, we
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describe the operation of several different frequency oracles, and summarize their
properties.

2.3.1 Direct Encoding

A natural first attempt to build a frequency oracle is to generalize the notion of
randomized response to d possible values. As with (binary) randomized response,
each user can report their input truthfully with probability p, or pick each of the
other possible inputs with probability (1 − p)/(d − 1) each. Satisfying the LDP
property (2.1) leads to choosing p = exp(ε)/(exp(ε)+d−1). Here, the expression
for the variance of this estimator is a little more complex, so we focus on the variance
conditioned on reporting an erroneous value, which tends to dominate the cost. We

write this variance bound as Var∗, which is given by Var∗ = exp(ε)+d−2
(exp(ε)−1)2 . We can

observe that this agrees exactly with the variance for binary randomized response
when setting d = 2. This analysis of Direct Encoding, and the definition of Var∗,
is due to Wang et al. [WBLJ17].

2.3.2 Unary Encoding

An alternative generalization of randomized response is to use a unary encoding of
the input, and apply randomized response independently to each bit. That is, we
express user i’s input as a d -bit “one-hot” encoding, where we set the xi’th bit to be
a 1, and the remaining bits to 0. We then flip each bit independently, and report
the noisy result. We can observe that in order to ensure the differential privacy
condition (2.1), we only need to consider that pairs of inputs can change in at
most two location: between two possible inputs, there is one location where a 1 is
replaced by a 0, and one where a 0 is replaced by a 1.

To improve the accuracy, we can observe that we can choose different proba-
bilities for flipping a 0 to a 1 than for flipping a 1 to a 0. We obtain better accu-
racy if the former is lower and the latter is higher, since there are more 0s to pre-
serve than 1s in this sparse encoding. Optimizing this choice subject to the DP
condition leads to picking the probability of flipping a 1 to 0 as 1

2 , while 0s are
flipped to 1s with lower probability of 1

1+exp(ε) . This choice minimizes Var∗ =
4 exp(ε)

(exp(ε)−1)2 . Observe that this improves over direct encoding for larger d , when

d > 3 exp(ε)+2, which is typically the case for moderate values of ε and d . How-
ever, this comes at the cost of sending d bit messages, which can become excessive
for large values of d . The notion of “optimized” unary encoding is due to Wang et al.
[WBLJ17].
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2.3.3 Hash Encoding

When the domain size d gets moderately large, it can be useful to use hashing
techniques to reduce the effective domain size, while still providing enough infor-
mation to encode the frequency distribution. The idea of hash encoding is for each
user to (independently) pick a random hash function, and to use a method such as
direct encoding to privately encode the noisy value of the hash of the user’s input.
Given the noisy encoding and the description of each hash function, an aggregator
can build up an accurate picture of the overall population distribution. Analyzing
this procedure shows it suffices to use relatively simple hash functions (specifically,
hash functions that meet the condition of “pairwise independence”), onto a small
domain of possibilities. Optimizing the parameters leads to choosing the range of
hash values to be exp(ε) + 1, so that the true hash value is reported with prob-
ability 1

2 , while the other choices are each selected with probability 1
1+exp(ε) —

mirroring the probabilities from unary encoding. Following similar calculations,

we find Var∗ = 4 exp(ε)
(exp(ε)−1)2 . Now the messages sent are just log2(exp(ε)+ 1) bits

to encode the hash value, plus O(log d) to specify the hash function. However, the
work required by the aggregator to build estimators from the N messages is quite
large – O(Nd). This optimized local hashing approach is also due to Wang et al.
[WBLJ17].

2.3.4 Hadamard Encoding

The approach of Hadamard encoding is quite similar to the hashing approach,
where the hash function is drawn based on a structured set of possibilities. This
allows the decoding of messages to be performed more quickly, while achieving
similar accuracy. Specifically, we consider a hash function which maps onto two
possible values,−1 and+1. The j’th hash function is specified by hj(x) = (−1)⟨j,x⟩,
where ⟨j, x⟩ denotes the inner product of the binary representations of j and x. The
hash value can be encoded by standard binary randomized response over the two
possibilities of −1 and +1.

This special set of hash functions can be interpreted as encoding the Hadamard
transform of the input. The Hadamard transform is an instance of a Fourier trans-
form, and possesses a fast algorithm to transform and invert a vector of values. Con-
sequently, the aggregator can use the Fast Hadamard (inverse) transform to accumu-
late and compute the frequency estimates in time proportional to O(N + d log d),
assuming d is a power of 2. The message size is 1 bit to encode the noisy value, plus
log d bits to send the value of j that defines the hash function. The resulting variance

bound is (exp(ε)+1)2

(exp(ε)−1)2 . This is close to optimal when exp(ε) is close to 1. For larger

values of exp(ε), variations can be applied, such as sending multiple hash values, to
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reduce the variance to O
(

exp(ε)
(exp(ε)−1)2

)
. The idea of using Hadamard encoding to

build a frequency oracle appears in a variety of places [Tea17; Ngu+16; ASZ19].

2.3.5 Domain Size Reduction

The above approaches work well as d ranges up to moderate size – say, from single
digits up to thousands of possibilities. However, when d is huge, all the meth-
ods lessen in usefulness, due to increased cost to maintain, and reduced accuracy.
Such large domains arise in practice, for example when capturing information about
words typed by users, or websites visited, where the set of possibilities easily ranges
into the millions.

To cope with this high domain size, protocols can take advantage of dimension-
ality reduction techniques. Essentially, the protocol specifies a randomly chosen
projection of the input items into a lower dimensional space, so that frequencies in
the lower dimensional space can be used to provide frequency estimates for items in
the original space. Such dimensionality reduction techniques are often referred to
as “sketches”. Common examples used in the LDP setting include the Bloom Filter,
Count sketch and Count-Min sketch [CY20]. Importantly, these techniques are all
sparsity preserving : if we apply them to a single input item, represented as a one-hot
vector, then the resulting sketch is also mostly zero, having only a few non-zero
values, and adhering to some additional structural restrictions. This means that we
can apply the above frequency oracles to a sketch representation of user inputs in
an almost black-box fashion. The cost now depends on the (smaller) d ′ value rep-
resenting the size of the sketch, instead of the much larger original d value. Papers
that pursued this approach provide further details of how to guarantee privacy and
accuracy with the Bloom Filter [EPK14], Count-Min sketch [Tea17] and Count
sketch [BNST20].

2.4 Heavy Hitters, Marginals, and Range Queries

Once we have a frequency oracle, we can apply it to numerous other related
statistics-gathering problems. In this section, we describe how this can be done in
the case of finding frequent items from a large domain (heavy hitters), computing
marginal distributions within multidimensional data, and answering range queries
and quantile queries.

2.4.1 Heavy Hitters

The “heavy hitters” within a distribution are those items whose frequency is large.
This problem is naturally closely tied to the use of frequency oracles. The difference
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is that a frequency oracle allows us to test the frequency of a single item, whereas
finding the heavy hitters potentially requires ranging over a very large set of possi-
bilities. In the LDP setting, a number of approaches have been suggested to make
this search procedure efficient and accurate.

The naive approach is simply to perform a frequency estimation query for every
item in the domain. The disadvantages of this are primarily the computational cost:
heavy hitters are often sought over a very large domain of possibilities. For example,
the domain may consist of words typed by users on mobile devices, or URLs visited.
Considering the number of valid strings of characters to consider, this can easily
reach billions or trillions of possibilities. Enumerating all such possibilities can be
very time consuming indeed. Moreover, even though each query to a frequency
oracle may be quite accurate, over this many probes, there will be some errors,
where infrequent items are reported as having a high frequency. Thus, we would
expect some amount of false positives.

To reduce the number of queries, and hence false positives, we can seek ways to
prune the search space, using ideas from information theory and error-correcting
codes. For instance, suppose we knew that there were no heavy hitter items begin-
ning with the letter ‘z’: then we could save ourselves the effort of testing any
sequence of characters starting ‘z’, and so cut off this part of the search space.
For our running example, we will consider inputs that are six letter words over the
Roman alphabet, e.g. “apples” or “banana”, where each user holds one such
word, and we want to find which words are most common.

Some of the first approaches proposed to find heavy hitters were based on break-
ing the input strings into shorter substrings, and finding which substrings are fre-
quent. In our running example, we could consider all two letter substrings – say,
“ba” (the first two characters of banana), or “pl” (the middle two characters of
apples). Each user can split their input word into its (disjoint) substrings, and
report each of these through a frequency oracle. So, apples is split into ap, pl
and es. Once the frequency oracle has been built from all the user submissions, a
data analyst can try to find the heavy hitters. They can query the frequency oracle
for all heavy substrings: note that posing 262

= 676 queries for all character pairs
is much smaller than the 308 million strings of length 6. This then gives a “jigsaw
puzzle” to solve: how to recombine the heavy substrings into the correct set of heavy
words?

A first approach proposed is to use statistical inference over pairs of sub-
strings [FPE16], although this can potentially get fooled into outputting infre-
quent combinations. Subsequent approaches seek instead to perform a more reli-
able search over the space of possibilities. The “sequence fragment puzzle” (SFP)
approach tags each substring with more information [Tea17]. It first concatenates
each substring with a hash value of the whole string, to avoid substrings of different
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strings getting mixed up with each other. It also tags each substring with the loca-
tion of the substring within the whole string, which is not private information. So
in our example, if the hash value of apples was 7, then pl would be reported
via a frequency oracle as (pl7, 3), i.e., the string pl occurs at index 3, and is con-
catenated with the hash value 7. If the string apples were a heavy hitter, then the
analyst would recover the tuples (ap7, 1), (pl7, 3), (es7, 5), and so have enough
information to recover the full string. Another frequency oracle can be kept over the
full strings to provide an additional check that the reconstructed strings are indeed
heavy.

Instead of collecting all the pieces in one go and putting them back together,
hierarchical approaches to solving the heavy hitters problem incrementally build
up the strings of heavy items. In this case, each user reports prefixes of their input
(via a frequency oracle). In our example, the prefixes of apples in multiples of
two characters are ap, appl and apples. The data analyst can first test all two
character prefixes, and collect only those that appear heavy – e.g., aa to zz. They
can then test only those four character prefixes that extend a heavy prefix – so
in our example, this would test from apaa to apzz, to identify appl as heavy.
The search proceeds until the full set of heavy hitters has been found. Although
this requires a little more work than the SFP approach, since more candidates are
considered, the accuracy is increased, as no hash functions are needed. This idea
and its variations has appeared under various names – TreeHistogram [BNST20],
Prefix Extending Method [WLJ21], and PrivTrie [Wan+18]. Across these variants,
some recommendations have emerged. For example, it is preferable for each user
to only report a single substring, rather than all substrings of their input, as this
gives a better tradeoff of accuracy against privacy guarantees. It is also natural to
keep information about each prefix length in a separate frequency oracle, to reduce
noise.

Last, other approaches have been suggested in the theoretical literature which
achieve slightly better results at the expense of rather more complex constructions
making use of error correcting codes [BNS18; BS15; BNST20]. However, these
do not seem to have seen use in practice. In practical deployments, the RAPPOR
system has used the statistical expectation-maximization approach [FPE16], while
Apple’s implementation uses their Sequence Fragment Puzzle algorithm [Tea17].

2.4.2 Marginals

Given inputs represented as d -dimensional feature vectors, it is often desirable to
learn statistics about combinations of k features. For example, given inputs record-
ing sex, height and weight of individuals, the three 2-way marginals capture infor-
mation about sex and height; sex and weight; and height and weight, respectively.
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Naively, we could directly apply frequency oracles to solve this, by having each user
report information about their values for each k-way marginal. However, as k and d
grow, this quickly becomes unsuitable. For d = 10 and k = 3, there are

(10
3

)
= 120

distinct 3-way marginals. Maintaining this many frequency oracles (one for each
marginal) will quickly lose accuracy. At the other extreme, we could simply main-
tain a single frequency oracle to capture the full d -way distribution, then project
the desired k-way marginal by “marginalizing” the unwanted dimensions. This also
incurs a lot of inaccuracy, as noise is added up.

Various approaches have been suggested to handle this approach. A first
approach, drawing on insights from the theory of representing functions, and
techniques used in the centralized privacy setting, is to make further use of the
Hadamard transform of the input, as described by Cormode et al. [CKS18]. It is
observed that any marginal distribution over binary data can be expressed as a lin-
ear combination of only

(d
k

)
Hadamard coefficients, which can be much smaller

than the 2d coefficients needed to represent the full binary data. This allows each
Hadamard coefficient to be found more accurately, since we can ignore those
Hadamard coefficients not needed for any k-way marginal.

The LoPub approach proposed by [Ren+18] captures information about lower
degree marginals (say, k = 2), then uses various statistical approaches as postpro-
cessing to build up a picture of the higher order marginals. This involves expectation
maximization to infer the marginals, and lasso regression to enforce sparsity in the
resulting distributions.

An alternative approach is to select a subset of marginal distributions to material-
ize, so that any desired marginal can be found by marginalizing a larger distribution.
The “Consistent Adaptive Local Marginal” (CALM) approach presented by Zhang
et al. [Zha+18] defines how to pick such a set of marginals to materialize of a fixed
size, chosen to minimize the (squared) error incurred. Additional postprocessing is
applied to improve accuracy by removing inconsistencies among the overlapping
marginals.

2.4.3 Range Queries and Quantiles

Often, private data is drawn from an ordered domain — say, salary values, or exam
scores. A frequency oracle allows us to learn the distribution of individual values,
but more often we would also like to learn the cumulative distribution of values.
This captures notions such as the median value, or the fraction of user inputs that
fall within a specified range. Broadly, we describe these problems as range queries
(what fraction of inputs fall between x and y?), and quantiles (for which input value
x does a q fraction of inputs fall below?). Both can be answered by reducing to prefix
queries, which ask what fraction of user inputs fall below a given value x.
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There are two popular approaches to answering prefix queries that have been
described in the LDP setting. Hierarchical approaches impose a regular hierarchy
over the (discrete) input domain — such as a binary tree of height h. Then any prefix
can be answered by summing up the weights associated with at most h nodes of the
(binary) tree. These weights can be found by having each user report information
about the items within the imposed binary tree, via a frequency oracle. Tradeoffs
can be achieved by varying the depth of the hierarchy, and its branching factor.
Transformation based approaches apply an appropriate (linear) transformation to
the input — the most relevant being the Haar wavelet transform. This transforms
a user’s input into a (sparse) set of Haar coefficient values, which can also be col-
lected and aggregated via frequency oracles. The data analyst can then answer prefix
queries based on the noisy (but unbiased) wavelet coefficients. Similar approaches
have been evaluated in the centralized setting. Studies under the LDP model found
that the accuracy of both approaches is very similar in practice [CKS19], and that
the hierarchical approach can naturally extend to multi-dimensional range queries
with good accuracy [Wan+19].

2.5 Local Differential Privacy in Applications

Building on the above techniques for gathering statistics on arbitrary data distribu-
tions, there has been much work on solving various modeling and machine learning
tasks under the LDP guarantee. In this section, we survey some of the approaches
used, across a range of different settings, such as location and network-based data.

2.5.1 Text and Language Modeling

There are many reasons to want to analyze text. For example, we may wish to under-
stand the evolving use of language. More pragmatically, operating system developers
may wish to build better models to help mobile users type more accurately, by auto-
matically correcting spelling errors. Equally, there are strong reasons to consider the
text typed by users on their devices to be highly private, so it is not suitable to ship
it in bulk to an analyst. Current deployments of LDP have often focused on text
and text-like data. For example, Apple’s implementation focuses on building cus-
tom dictionaries based on currently popular words, and highlighting popular emoji
in lists. Meanwhile, Google’s collection has focused on popular URLs, which can
be represented as long text strings from a large domain.

An instructive example of how this modeling can be combined with LDP is
due to Chang and Thakurta [CT18], in their work on autocompletion under local
differential privacy. Absent of privacy, language modelling relies on building large,
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high dimensional models. For example, we might seek to predict the next word
based on looking at the most recent k words typed, for some moderate choice of k
(say, 4-5). However, when we apply the constraints of privacy, we encounter a chal-
lenge: the noise for privacy will typically dominate the low-frequencies associated
with such rare combinations.

Instead, Chang and Thakurta propose a simpler “tag and words” model. Each
word in some text is tagged with its part of speech (noun, verb, adverb etc.), and the
tag for the next word is predicted based on the tags of the two most recent words.
Then, options for the next word are predicted based on the predicted tag and the
last word. This model can be instantiated in LDP by building a frequency oracle
of the distributions of tag triples, and word-tag-word triples. Importantly, the size
of these distributions is kept relatively low, so the statistics required to instantiate
them have higher support, and the privacy noise is reduced. The lesson for LDP
protocol design is to prefer simpler models whose parameters can be learned with
higher confidence.

2.5.2 Spatial Data

Information associated with people’s location can naturally be very sensitive. Pro-
tecting people’s location is widely agreed to be a strict requirement of private data
handling. A canonical (hypothetical) example often referred to is a person attend-
ing a sexual health clinic: any data release which reveals their attendance violates
their privacy, and potentially threatens their status and well-being. Nevertheless,
revealing suitably private views of location and movement data of populations is
considered a valuable aim. It can inform planning for amenities and businesses, as
well as influencing political districting and government fund allocations.

A first attempt to handle spatial data is to impose a simple division of space, such
as a grid, and to reveal (noisy) counts of the occupancy of each cell. Such approaches
have been proposed in the centralized model of privacy, with moderate success. In
this case, the aim is to find heavy regions, and can be addressed using frequency
oracles. In the local setting, the drawbacks of this approach are that it can be hard
to determine the appropriate granularity of the grid. Sparsely populated rural areas
may suit coarse cells (of the order of kilometres in size), but densely populated
urban areas require much finer representations to best describe them, perhaps only
tens of metres in size.

To make progress on this problem, it may be appropriate to relax the privacy
constraints. In particular, while individuals may not wish their exact location to be
revealed, it may be acceptable to reveal the country that an individual is within.
That is, we might be more likely to perturb someone’s location within a smaller
radius, but much less likely to impose a very large perturbation.
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The approach of private spatial data aggregation of Chen et al. [Che+16] defines
such a relaxation of local differential privacy, based on a hierarchy over locations.
This can be based on public geographic features, such as countries divided into
states, which are further subdivided into cities and quarters. Each user can then
decide at what level they are comfortable to be placed in – for example, they may
allow the true city to be revealed, but not exactly where in the city they are located.
Location distributions can then be revealed via an appropriately generalized fre-
quency oracle. The user’s location may be perturbed, but locations outside their
specified “safe zone” are constrained to be empty. The system as described can be
further extended: users can also choose a “personalized” privacy parameter εi; the
system can try to group users together to run fewer invocations of a frequency ora-
cle.

2.5.3 Graphs and Social Network Data

Data emerging from social interactions can naturally be subject to some privacy
concerns. While some online social networks expose a certain amount of informa-
tion to the world, such as lists of “friends” or “followers”, other information is more
restricted. Most social network systems do not reveal which users have been in close
communication, or information about the frequency and intensity of these interac-
tions. Nevertheless, to sociologists and other students of human behavior, learning
accurate information about people’s actions within (online) social network*s* is of
great interest.

Most work on private graph data analysis takes the approach of (explicitly or
implicitly) revealing information in the form of a mathematical model. That is,
we consider the input to describe a member of a family of graphs, and we aim to
extract certain information about the graph in order to instantiate a statistical graph
model. The parameters of the model can be revealed under a suitable model of pri-
vacy. Then analysis can be performed, either directly on these noisy parameters, or
by sampling new graphs according the graph model, and studying their properties.
This approach has proved challenging to guarantee useful results even in the cen-
tralized model of differential privacy, so only becomes more difficult in the local
regime, where higher volumes of noise are required.

A first question for this setting is how to define a suitable notion of privacy to
graph data. In particular, what is the appropriate notion of “neighboring inputs” to
apply the DP definition to? In the node privacy model, two graphs are considered
to be neighboring if they differ in the adjacency pattern of a single node — that
is, the connections from one node in the graph can be completely rewritten. In
the edge privacy model, neighboring graphs differ only in the presence or absence
of a single edge. The edge privacy definition holds the edge relationship to be the
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unit of privacy, while the node privacy model focuses on the node as the basic unit.
Clearly, edge privacy requires less perturbation of information to achieve, since one
node may correspond to a large number of edge links. Arguably, node privacy is the
definition to aspire to, since in many social network graphs, the node represents all
the information of a single user. This puts it closest to definitions of differential
privacy, which seek to bound information based on the addition or removal of an
individual (person) from the dataset. Nevertheless, most work has addressed the
more tractable edge (LDP) case.

Given a social network graph, where each user has a list of other nodes that they
are linked to in the graph, there are two natural approaches to consider first as
baselines. First, one might try to reveal the full adjacency list of a user — perhaps,
treated as a (relatively sparse) binary vector indicating which links are present. This
can be performed under LDP by applying randomized response to each bit in the
adjacency vector. However, it will of necessity introduce a very large number of
false neighbors for any node. Instead, we may seek a model to instantiate where
the parameters have more support, and hence give greater confidence. Second, we
could provide very simple information about each node, such as its degree. Under
the model of edge privacy, this can be done quite effectively: the average noise will
be a small constant, compared to degrees in social networks which are typically
hundreds on average. This can be used to instantiate graph models which require
only degree information. However, this can be unsatisfying, since node degrees do
not capture any useful information about how pairs of nodes interact with others,
say. Consequently, we find that the adjacency list approach is too detailed and sub-
ject to noise, while the degree approach is too coarse and uninformative. Instead,
we seek a graph model which falls in between these two.

Qin et al. [Qin+17] propose such an approach, which is learned iteratively under
LDP. It aims to build a description of the graph in terms of the pattern of connec-
tions between each node and a set of possible partners. That is, we would like to
define a small set of “clusters” of nodes, and describe how many links each individ-
ual node has to each of the clusters. The two previous approaches can be viewed
as extremes within this setting: trying to reveal the adjacency list can be seen as
the case when each cluster is a single other node; revealing degrees corresponds to
having a single cluster containing all the nodes. Ideally, we would be given a suit-
able clustering of nodes (e.g., each cluster could represent the continent on which
people live). However, in general no such clustering is available, and so it must be
learned from scratch.

Qin et al. describe a way to build a clustering over a set of iterations. In the
first iteration, each node is randomly assigned to one of k clusters. Each user can
then release a noisy histogram of how their neighbors fall into these clustering.
Each histogram is of size k, and is noised by adding values sampled from a Laplace
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distribution to each entry, sufficient to provide edge privacy. The next stage is to
derive a new set of clusters. This is done by applying a clustering procedure to the
(noisy) histograms, to find a new set of k clusters. Each node is then assigned to
the new cluster in which its histogram is placed. The new cluster assignments are
(implicitly) shared with neighbors, and the procedure can be iterated for a fixed
number of steps. The intent is that the final set of clusters provide a representative
set of different patterns of connection which help to describe the nodes. Finally,
once the final (noisy) representation is built, it can be released publicly, and used as
the basis of a sampling procedure to sample synthetic graphs with similar connec-
tion patterns. Experiments on this approach show that the sampled graphs do well
at preserving various graph properties (clustering coefficient, mutual information,
etc.) of the original input, while providing an LDP guarantee.

2.5.4 Classification and Regression

Building accurate predictive models via classification (for predicting categoric val-
ues) and regression (for numeric values) is at the heart of the recent explosion of
interest in machine learning. In the private data setting, we can think of each user
holding one (or a few) different training examples, with the goal being to build
an accurate model from these distributed examples. The LDP requirement ensures
that we should not be able to learn the private information of any user (although,
of course, the learned model may nevertheless allow us to make inferences about
individuals and their data).

Minimizing a Loss Function

Although there are many and varied models and learning procedures described in
the literature, there are some similarities that allow a common approach to be pro-
posed. Specifically, the training of many ML models can be expressed as minimizing
a loss function over user examples, with features x (as a vector) and label y. The exact
form of the loss function depends on the model type being learned, and the regu-
larization being applied, but in many cases the loss is expressed as a sum over a loss
from each example under the current model. That is, we can write the objective as
trying to minimize the function

∑
i

Loss(2, xi, yi)+ λN∥2∥22,

where, i indexes the N examples (xi, yi); 2 are the model parameters to vary; λ is a
regularization parameter; and Loss is a function that gives the loss for each example
under the current parameters. Two cases that can be expressed under this framework
are linear regression, where the loss function is Loss(2, xi, yi) = (xT

i 2 − yi)
2;
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and support vector machines with hinge loss, where Loss(2, xi, yi) = max(0, 1 −
yixT

i 2).
Although certain models may admit a specific or closed-form solution, a more

general approach is to optimize the loss function via stochastic gradient descent.
That is, starting from some randomly chosen initial 2, we choose a new 2′ by
evaluating the gradient of the loss function on an appropriate subset of data points,
and taking a step in the direction to reduce the loss function. The key aspect that
makes this suitable for the LDP model is that, since the total loss is a sum over the
loss of each data point, so also is the gradient of the loss function. Hence, we can
start to build a protocol in the LDP model: a user i will receive a current value of
2 (which is non-private), and will reveal information about the gradient of the loss
function with 2 and xi, yi.

Vector Release

To complete the description of the protocol, we need to determine how to output
this gradient privately. We refer to the problem of publishing a vector with appro-
priate (local) differential privacy guarantees as “Vector Release”. A first challenge
for vector release is that gradient values could be arbitrarily large. This would make
it hard to guarantee privacy, since we need to ensure that large values are protected
by correspondingly large noise. A standard solution is “clipping”: we ensure that the
magnitude of each entry in the gradient vector is clipped to the range [−1,+1].
It is now possible to adapt existing LDP mechanisms to solve the vector release
problem. For an individual coordinate in the range [−1,+1], one can apply a vari-
ant of randomized response. A simple approach due to Duchi et al. [DJW13] is
to first randomly round the input to {−1,+1}: given r ∈ [−1,+1], map to +1
with probability (r + 1)/2, otherwise map to −1. We can then apply randomized
response to the two inputs {−1,+1} based on the parameter ε.

In order to handle d dimensional vector inputs, there are alternate approaches
to consider. We could apply this rounding to every coordinate in the vector, after
reducing the privacy parameter to ε/d , invoking a privacy composition result for
LDP. Or, we could pick one (or a few) coordinates to release with a larger privacy
budget. This latter approach is advocated in the work of [Ngu+16], who show that
it gives preferable results. Taking the mean of the unbiased responses from the users
is used to give a gradient update, and compute a new set of parameters 2′.

Putting it All Together

Finally, we need to consider multiple steps of the gradient descent algorithm. Again,
we could have each user participate in multiple rounds, by dividing their privacy
budget up into smaller pieces; or divide the users into groups (“minibatches”),
and have each user participate in one round only. Analysis due to Nguyen et al.
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[Ngu+16], who proposed and analyzed this protocol, demonstrates that the mini-
batch approach is clearly preferable. This means that obtaining accurate results can
be a challenge, since the population of users is spread out over a number of rounds,
and a large number of users is needed to ensure accuracy. This motivates working
with a small model dimension d when possible, perhaps by using random projec-
tion techniques to reduce the dimensionality.

The need for multiple rounds of interaction means that convergence may be
slow, due to the need to wait to receive responses from a large population of dis-
tributed users, perhaps using relatively impoverished mobile devices. There has
been some theoretical study of whether multiple rounds of interaction are nec-
essary for LDP machine learning tasks. Smith et al. [STU17] show constant-round
protocols for simple problems like least-squares regression; Zheng et al. [ZMW17]
incorporate dimensionality reduction and approximation theory to learn in a single
round; and Wang et al. [WGX18] use polynomial approximations for smooth loss
functions to further improve on these.

2.5.5 Recommender Systems

Recommender systems form another compelling use-case for Local Differential
Privacy. They abstract the problem of providing meaningful recommendations to
users, based on their previously expressed interest in items. Recommender systems
are already widely used in the non-private setting, to recommend products from an
e-commerce site based on past purchases, or to recommend music or movies.

Formally, we imagine that user preferences can be represented by an n×m matrix
R, where n is the number of users and m is the number of items. The value of Ri,j

is the rating given by user i to item j. The rating system can be a scale (0 to 5),
or binary (indicating whether or not the user has bought that item). Typically the
matrix R is large and sparse. A common approach to recommender systems is to try
to approximately factor R into UV , where U is an n×ℓ matrix and V is ℓ×m. The
parameter ℓ captures the number of “latent factors”. Then the (predicted) ranking
for item j for user i is given by (UV )i,j .

If we introduce yi,j to indicate whether user i has entered a rating for item j, we
can write an objective function for this in order to minimize a loss,

∑
i,j yi,j(ri,j −

U T
i Vj)

2, which is the squared error in predictions compared to the known ratings.
As in the previous section, this can be solved by gradient descent, alternating over
updating U and V .

For Local Differential Privacy, Shin et al. [SKSX18] proposed an approach that
offers a guarantee per user, across their entire data. It makes use of a protocol for
“vector release”, as described in the previous section, over multiple iterations. Infor-
mally, each user will maintain their presence in U as a vector ui, which is not shared
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with anyone else, and their ratings, as a vector ri. Given a current choice of matrix
V , each user will compute a gradient vector based on minimizing their contribu-
tion to the loss function, i.e., based on Loss(V , ui, ri) =

∑
j yi,j((ri)j− uT

i Vj)
2. As

before, clipping can be used to ensure that the gradients stay within [−1, 1]m. These
(noisy) gradients are returned to the data analyst, who averages them to obtain a new
matrix V ′, and the procedure is repeated, up to some fixed number k of iterations.
The final matrix Vk is then shared with users for them to make future predictions
with. The result is effective in practice, although is somewhat static, since it is not
convenient to add new users i or items j after the initial training is complete.

2.5.6 Common Themes for LDP in Machine Learning
Applications

Across these various examples of combining modeling and machine learning with
local differential privacy, some common themes emerge due to the interaction of
privacy requirements with ML models.

Finding a Good Class of Models

In non-private machine learning and data analytics, there is a trend towards big-
ger and more complex models: larger volumes of training data mean that we can
fit richer models, and capture behaviors exhibited by only a small fraction of the
training examples. This is not uniformly the case under models of privacy, and par-
ticularly so under local differential privacy. Firstly, fitting parts of the model to a
small number of examples contradicts the aims of privacy, where we seek to protect
the information of individuals or small groups. Moreover, the model of LDP works
against this: the noise added must be such that if a parameter is only supported by a
small number of individuals, then the recovered value will be completely distorted
by the noise. To obtain accurate values, we should ensure that they are supported
by a large enough fraction of the users. This is most clearly seen in the text predic-
tion model (Section 2.5.1): the model is chosen to be compact, and is factored into
two small pieces, rather than explicitly trying to learn a larger joint distribution.
However, the same phenomenon guides other tasks: the work on graphs described
in Section 2.5.3 seeks a model where each user contributes to a low-degree model
(captured by the parameter k) that is much smaller than the number of nodes, n.
The works on other ML tasks in Sections 2.5.4 and 2.5.5 are similarly affected
by the dimensionality d , and it is suggested to choose d relatively small, or to use
techniques like random projections to reduce the dimensionality.

Collect Data That can be Combined Linearly

A common thread across all the examples discussed is that the data collected from
users is combined in a way that is fundamentally linear. That is, we can sum up the
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debiased user reports. This is clearest for the earlier examples of gathering statistics
on frequencies and distributions (Section 2.4), where the data — whether in the
form of histograms or Hadamard/Wavelet coefficients — are simple linear trans-
forms of the users’ inputs that can be added together by the data analyst. However,
our other examples, of text, spatial data, graphs, classification and recommender
systems, can all be viewed as combining data linearly, in the form of vectors, matri-
ces, histograms or distributions.

Note that this does not preclude the use of non-linear models, just that the data
collected is most conveniently handled in a linear form. Consider the highly non-
linear models that emerge when using (deep) neural networks. We can consider
learning the weights for such models under LDP. Many optimization techniques are
non-linear, and so are hard to implement under LDP. But various gradient descent
methods are feasible here. The computation of the gradient itself is a non-linear
function of the input. Nevertheless, as described in Section 2.5.4, it can be decom-
posed into the gradient due to each user’s input. We can therefore delegate the
(non-linear) local gradient computation to the user, who can then use an appropri-
ate LDP mechanism to release information about the gradient vector to the analyst.
By ensuring that non-linear tasks are performed either by users or by the analyst,
in such a way that the messages sent can be combined linearly, we obtain solutions
that can be practical under LDP.

Reduce to Well-understood Problems

Although we have considered quite a varied range of applications, there are only
a few different abstract problems solved by the central parts of the LDP protocol.
In many of the cases seen above, the problem reduces either to that of Frequency
Oracle, or Vector Release. These two primitives, and some of their generalizations,
form the backbone of many LDP protocols. This is a helpful abstraction, since it
means that LDP protocol designers do not have to re-solve these basic problems,
but can adopt one of the optimized solutions from the literature. It also helps to
focus on a feasible design for a new application: we should first attempt to reduce
the problem to a model that can be instantiated by one or other of these methods,
before turning to think about other possible solution methods.

Noise Reduction Techniques

In the centralized differential privacy case, the existence of composition theorems
make it commonplace to build compound mechanisms using various steps. It is
common to treat the overall privacy parameter ε as a “privacy budget”, and to divide
this budget among subtasks. This also allows protocols to be spread across multiple
iterations, where the budget is further subdivided across each iteration. While cor-
responding composition results hold for LDP, the mathematics of the analysis tend
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to encourage different approaches to building protocols. Specifically, rather than
asking each user to answer multiple questions about their input, it is usually better
to partition the users into groups, and ask each group one of the questions. Or,
somewhat equivalently, we may ask each user to sample one question to answer out
of the set of possibilities. Roughly speaking, this is because LDP protocols built on
top of frequency oracles typically have an error behavior that scales with 1

ε
√

n
. If we

are trying to measure d quantities, then dividing the error budget ε into d pieces
produces an error for each quantity of (d/ε) · 1/

√
n. However, asking groups of

(n/d) users to answer each question yields an error proportional to 1/ε ·
√

d/n,
better by a factor of

√
d . Similar reasons mean that when running a protocol over

multiple iterations, it is preferable to have each user participate in only one of the k
iterations, rather than devote (ε/k) privacy budget to each round. As noted above,
we are also incentivized to pick d and k as small as possible, to further reduce these
error bounds.

Data Representation

Last, we note that various methods described above have used various (linear) trans-
formations on the users’ data. Hadamard transforms are used in the construction of
frequency oracles and in gathering marginal statistics, to help maximize the infor-
mation in data that would otherwise be sparse. Haar wavelet transforms rotate the
user data to answer queries related to ranges and quantile queries. Random pro-
jections are advocated to reduce the dimensionality of data that may be large and
sparse. Finally, histograms can be viewed as a data transformation to reduce the
domain size in a structured way. The lesson here is that a transformation like these
may help to capture the essence of the data needed to solve a particular problem,
and reduce the error.

2.6 LDP Limitations and Related Models

In this closing section, we reflect on some of the limitations of the Local Differen-
tial Privacy model, and some of the variant models that have been proposed as a
consequence.

2.6.1 LDP Limitations

Budget Management

A key parameter of any differentially private procedure is the “privacy budget”, ε.
Despite its centrality to the DP model, there is still much discussion and disagree-
ment around how to set and interpret this parameter (see, for example, [DKM20]).
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In LDP this is a particularly knotty question, since many of the applications aim to
make repeated measurements of user data over time. The data collection in Apple
operating systems has been criticized, due to the high values of ε used, and the fact
that the budget “resets” every day to allow fresh collection, as analyzed by Tang
et al. [Tan+17]. Other implementations have tried to address this issue, by using
“fixed random values” and memoization techniques, but these only provide a par-
tial solution [EPK14; DKY17]. Providing meaningful privacy guarantees over long
periods of time remains an open problem.

Strength of ML Models

As discussed in the previous section, much work on implementing machine learn-
ing models under LDP has focused on models that may be considered more at
the more simplistic end: linear regression, or models like SVM and decision trees.
Many state-of-the-art results in machine learning are achieved with larger and more
complex models, particularly deep neural networks. As noted above, the tradeoff
with LDP is different, meaning that large and complex models cannot always be
handled well. Work is ongoing to combine the accuracy of deep models with the
privacy guarantees of LDP.

Accuracy Guarantees

We return to the first example in the introduction: releasing the number of people
that hold a particular attribute. We saw that the error in LDP scales with

√
n/ε,

while the error for centralized DP scales with 1/ε. The additional dependence on
√

n may be an Achilles heel for LDP: as we consider increasingly complex tasks, the
overall error from privacy quickly stacks up. There are two basic ways to decrease
the error of an arbitrary LDP protocol: increase ε or increase n.

Increasing ε means taking an increasingly relaxed notion of privacy, to the point
where the precise statement of the guarantee may be statistically meaningless. Grow-
ing ε from 1 to 10, say, may look relatively tame, but the consequence is that prob-
abilities of different outcomes are bounded by factors of exp(ε), which for ε = 10
is over 22,000. For protocols based on Randomized Response, the probability of
reporting a false answer is 1/(exp(ε) + 1). For ε values of this magnitude, almost
every user is reporting their true information, and the guarantees of LDP are con-
sequently quite weak.

Increasing n is perhaps more defensible, but comes at a cost. The error rate
decreases only with

√
n, so to halve the error, we need to quadruple the num-

ber of participants. For more complex protocols, this means that much larger user
populations must be engaged to participate (honestly) in the protocol. Concretely,
in Google’s deployment, it was noted that at least 10,000 users must report a phe-
nomenon before a clear enough signal could be observed [EPK14]. Access to tens of
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thousands, if not millions, of users may be feasible for large technology companies,
but is out of reach for lesser groups. This may mean that LDP is primarily of interest
only to a minority of organizations.

Vulnerability to ‘Poisoning’

So-called “poisoning” attacks on machine learning systems are based on the idea of
manipulating a small amount of the training data to force the resulting classifier
to achieve poor results. Within the context of local differential privacy, this ques-
tion asks what influence a small number of colluding users can have on the results?
It has been observed that LDP is particularly vulnerable to data poisoning, more
so than centralized DP [CJG19]. The intuition for this is that the random per-
turbations of randomized response and similar techniques lead us to reweight the
averaged responses accordingly, to compensate for the cancellation of the random
noise. Input poisoning can take advantage of this reweighting, by throwing all this
weight in a particular direction. Different mechanisms vary in their susceptibility
to such poisoning [CSU19], and while some mitigations exist, all LDP methods
are vulnerable to poisoning to some extent.

2.6.2 Alternate Models

Federated Learning

The model of Federated Learning is similar to some of the LDP protocols for model
training we have seen. In Federated Learning, a central server shares a current model
with all users, who each evaluate the model on their local training data, and reply
with their suggested updates to the model. Most commonly, these updates are in
the form of gradients, which the server can combine by averaging to build the new
model. In this form, no effort is made to mask or manipulate the messages from the
users. The idea is that, since the users’ data remains under their control and is not
directly shared with the server, they remain private. However, the revealed gradients
can inform on the users’ data, particularly if the model is crafted adversarially. This
leakage can be limited to just the server if the users establish a secure channel to the
server. In order to provide a stronger guarantee, some form of (differential) privacy
can additionally be enforced, and research is ongoing into how to achieve the best
balance between privacy and utility – see the recent extensive survey due to Kairouz
et al. [Kai+21]. An in-depth exploration of the topic of privacy-preserving federated
learning is presented in Chapter 8.

Distributed Noise Generation and Secure Multiparty Computation

The goal of the LDP model can be summarized as protecting the input of each user
through an appropriate privacy guarantee, and ensuring that the view and output
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of a data analyst meets a differential privacy guarantee. LDP achieves both simul-
taneously by enforcing the DP property for each user individually. This implies
that DP also holds at the analyst, but as we have seen the accuracy guarantee is
weaker than in the centralized DP model. An alternate approach is to use cryp-
tographic techniques to provide privacy for the users, so that the output of the
analyst is DP [Dwo+06]. We compare against the centralized DP model, where a
typical approach has the analyst compute the exact solution, and add noise from an
appropriate distribution (say, Laplace or Gaussian noise). In the “distributed noise
generation” approach, each user adds a small fraction (or “share”) of that noise, so
that the sum of these shares is distributed according to the overall target noise level.
This requires the target noise distribution to be “infinitely divisible”, but fortunately
many distributions appropriate for differential privacy have this property [AKL21;
Bag+21; Gha+21; PS22]. To put this into effect, “secure sum” techniques can be
used so that the analyst can derive the sum of the submitted (noisy) values, without
observing any of the inputs. We could delegate this task to a trusted entity (with a
secure hardware implementation), or via a distributed protocol using cryptographic
techniques to compute the sum [Bon+17; Bel+20]. The key here is to ensure that
the protocol is robust to attempts to evade it, such as if some users collude with
the analyst to try to discover the value of one targeted user, and to handle cases
when some users may drop out of the protocol (e.g., mobile users moving out of
communication range, or running out of battery).

Shuffling

The shuffling model of privacy alters the model of trust by introducing an inter-
mediate step between the users and the data analyst. The intuition is that if we can
break the link between the message sent by a user and the identity of that user, then
it becomes harder to draw any inference about them, and we can obtain a higher
level of (differential) privacy. In the shuffle model, we imagine that there is a “shuf-
fler” who sits between the users and the analyst, and who receives all messages,
removes all identifying information about the source, and reveals the multiset of
messages to the analyst. Under this model, it is possible to prove “privacy amplifi-
cation” results: that messages sent with a low privacy guarantee nevertheless provide
a stronger privacy guarantee at the analyst. As well as general amplification theo-
rems, results have been shown giving tight bounds for specific problems such as
sums and counts [Bit+17; Erl+19; BBGN19; Che+19]. An in-depth discussion on
privacy amplification is provided in Section 3.6 of Chapter 3. Importantly, it is
observed that users can follow an ε-local DP protocol to determine their (private)
messages to the shuffler, and be assured of a stronger ε′ DP guarantee for the over-
all outcome of the shuffled protocol. This motivates further development of LDP
protocols which can then be used as a building block within the shuffle model.
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To realize the shuffler in practice, we could instantiate a trusted entity to act
as the shuffler, who is relied upon to act independently of the analyst. However,
this relies on a certain level of trust, so we could instead seek to build a distributed
shuffler via cryptographic “mix” networks. There are close connections between dis-
tributed noise generation and shuffling: many protocols in the shuffle protocol can
be viewed as generating distributed noise, and vice-versa. This implies that secure
aggregation techniques can often be applied to build the histogram of outputs from
a shuffling protocol [Bel+20].

2.7 Concluding Remarks

Local Differential Privacy provides a clean definition of privacy that is appropri-
ate for many computations over large, distributed populations who wish to share
their data under a suitable privacy guarantee. Several large-scale deployments have
demonstrated that LDP is practical for data collection and analysis. However, since
accurate and usable results require large populations and larger values of privacy
parameter ε, current approaches are reaching the limits of what can be achieved
effectively, and generalizations or extensions of the model may be required for more
advanced machine learning tasks with fewer participants while still giving strong
privacy guarantees.
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Chapter 3

Composition of Differential Privacy &
Privacy Amplification by Subsampling

By Thomas Steinke

3.1 Introduction

Our data is subject to many different uses. Many entities will have access to our
data, including government agencies, healthcare providers, employers, technology
companies, and financial institutions. Those entities will perform many different
analyses that involve our data and those analyses will be updated repeatedly over
our lifetimes. The greatest risk to privacy is that an attacker will combine multiple
pieces of information from the same or different sources and that the combination
of these will reveal sensitive details about us. Thus we cannot study privacy leakage
in a vacuum; it is important that we can reason about the accumulated privacy
leakage over multiple independent analyses.

As a concrete example to keep in mind, consider the following simple differenc-
ing attack: Suppose your employer provides healthcare benefits. The employer pays
for these benefits and thus may have access to summary statistics like how many
employees are currently receiving pre-natal care or currently are being treated for
cancer. Your pregnancy or cancer status is highly sensitive information, but intu-
itively the aggregated count is not sensitive as it is not specific to you. However, this
count may be updated on a regular basis and your employer may notice that the
count increased on the day you were hired or on the day you took off for a medical
appointment. This example shows how multiple pieces of information – the date
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of your hire or medical appointment, the count before that date, and the count
afterwards – can be combined to reveal sensitive information about you, despite
each piece of information seeming innocuous on its own. Attacks could combine
many different statistics from multiple sources and hence we need to be careful to
guard against such attacks, which leads us to differential privacy.

Differential privacy has strong composition properties – if multiple independent
analyses are run on our data and each analysis is differentially private on its own,
then the combination of these analyses is also differentially private. This property
is key to the success of differential privacy. Composition enables building com-
plex differentially private systems out of simple differentially private subroutines.
Composition allows the re-use data over time without fear of a catastrophic pri-
vacy failure. And, when multiple entities use the data of the same individuals, they
do not need to coordinate to prevent an attacker from learning private details of
individuals by combining the information released by those entities. To prevent the
above differencing attack, we could independently perturb each count to make it
differentially private; then taking the difference of two counts would be sufficiently
noisy to obscure your pregnancy or cancer status.

Composition is quantitative. The differential privacy guarantee of the overall
system will depend on the number of analyses and the privacy parameters that they
each satisfy. The exact relationship between these quantities can be complex. There
are various composition theorems that give bounds on the overall parameters in
terms of the parameters of the parts of the system. In this chapter, we will study
several composition theorems (including the relevant proofs) and we will also look
at some examples that demonstrate how to apply the composition theorems and
why we need them.

Composition theorems provide privacy bounds for a given system. A system
designer must use composition theorems to design systems that simultaneously give
good privacy and good utility (i.e., good statistical accuracy). This process often
called “privacy budgeting” or “privacy accounting.” Intuitively, the system designer
has some privacy constraint (i.e., the overall system must satisfy some final privacy
guarantee) which can be viewed as analogous to a monetary budget that must be
divided amongst the various parts of the system. Composition theorems provide
the accounting rules for this budget. Allocating more of the budget to some part of
the system makes that part more accurate, but then less budget is available for other
parts of the system. Thus the system designer must also make a value judgement
about which parts of the system to prioritize.

Overview of the Chapter

This chapter provides an in-depth discussion of composition theorems and privacy
amplification techniques in Differential Privacy. It begins by introducing the basic
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composition theorem in Section 3.2, and examining whether basic composition
strategies achieve optimal privacy guarantees. Next, in Section 3.3, it reviews the
concept of privacy loss distributions and offers a statistical hypothesis testing per-
spective to understand approximate Differential Privacy. The chapter then discusses
advanced composition via the privacy loss distribution, in Section 3.4, revisiting
basic composition and exploring composition through Gaussian approximation.
It reviews the notion of Concentrated Differential Privacy, adaptive composition,
and post-processing, and examines the composition of approximate Differential
Privacy. Then, the chapter focuses on privacy amplification by subsampling, in Sec-
tion 3.6, covering subsampling techniques for pure and approximate Differential
Privacy, the differences between addition/removal and replacement for neighbor-
ing datasets, and how subsampling interacts with composition. Here, the concept
of Rényi Differential Privacy is introduced, along with analytic bounds for privacy
amplification and practical guidance on the use of privacy amplification by subsam-
pling in real-world applications. Finally, the chapter concludes, in Section 3.7, with
a reflection on the historical development of the discussed concepts and provides
further reading for a deeper understanding of these concepts.

3.2 Basic Composition

The simplest composition theorem is what is known as basic composition. This
applies to pure ε-DP (although it can be extended to approximate (ε, δ)-DP). Basic
composition says that, if we run k independent ε-DP algorithms, then the compo-
sition of these is kε-DP. More generally, we have the following result.

Theorem 3.1 (Basic Composition). Let M1, M2, · · · , Mk : X n
→ Y be random-

ized algorithms. Suppose Mj is εj-DP for each j ∈ [k]. Define M : X n
→ Yk by

M(x) = (M1(x), M2(x), · · · , Mk(x)), where each algorithm is run independently.
Then M is ε-DP for ε =

∑k
j=1 εj .

Proof. Fix an arbitrary pair of neighboring datasets x, x′ ∈ X n and output y ∈

Yk. To establish that M is ε-DP, we must show that e−ε
≤

P[M(x)=y]
P[M(x′)=y] ≤ eε. By

independence, we have

P
[
M(x) = y

]
P
[
M(x′) = y

] = ∏k
j=1 P

[
Mj(x) = yj

]
∏k

j=1 P
[
Mj(x′) = yj

]
=

k∏
j=1

P
[
Mj(x) = yj

]
P
[
Mj(x′) = yj

] ≤ k∏
j=1

eεj = e
∑k

j=1 εj
= eε,
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where the inequality follows from the fact that each Mj is εj-DP and, hence, e−εj ≤

P[Mj(x)=yj]
P[Mj(x′)=yj] ≤ eεj . Similarly,

∏k
j=1

P[Mj(x)=yj]
P[Mj(x′)=yj] ≥

∏k
j=1 e−εj , which completes the

proof.

Basic composition is already a powerful result, despite its simple proof; it estab-
lishes the versatility of differential privacy and allows us to begin reasoning about
complex systems in terms of their building blocks. For example, suppose we have
k functions f1, · · · , fk : X n

→ R each of sensitivity 1. For each j ∈ [k], we know
that adding Laplace(1/ε) noise to the value of fj(x) satisfies ε-DP. Thus, if we add
independent Laplace(1/ε) noise to each value fj(x) for all j ∈ [k], then basic com-
position tells us that releasing this vector of k noisy values satisfies kε-DP. If we
want the overall system to be ε-DP, then we should add independent Laplace(k/ε)
noise to each value fj(x).

3.2.1 Is Basic Composition Optimal?

If we want to release k values each of sensitivity 1 (as above) and have the overall
release be ε-DP, then, using basic composition, we can add Laplace(k/ε) noise to
each value. The variance of the noise for each value is 2k2/ε2, so the standard
deviation is

√
2k/ε. In other words, the scale of the noise must grow linearly with

the number of values k if the overall privacy and each value’s sensitivity is fixed.
It is natural to wonder whether the scale of the Laplace noise can be reduced by
improving the basic composition result. We now show that this is not possible.

For each j ∈ [k], let Mj : X n
→ R be the algorithm that releases fj(x) with

Laplace(k/ε) noise added. Let M : X n
→ Rk be the composition of these k

algorithms. Then Mj is ε/k-DP for each j ∈ [k] and basic composition tells us that
M is ε-DP. The question is whether M satisfies a better DP guarantee than this –
i.e., does M satisfy ε∗-DP for some ε∗ < ε? Suppose we have neighboring datasets
x, x′ ∈ X n such that fj(x) = fj(x′)+1 for each j ∈ [k]. Let y = (a, a, · · · , a) ∈ Rk

for some a ≥ maxk
j=1 fj(x). Then

P
[
M(x) = y

]
P
[
M(x′) = y

] = ∏k
j=1 P

[
fj(x)+ Laplace(k/ε) = yj

]
∏k

j=1 P
[
fj(x′)+ Laplace(k/ε) = yj

]
=

k∏
j=1

P
[
Laplace(k/ε) = yj − fj(x)

]
P
[
Laplace(k/ε) = yj − fj(x′)

]
=

k∏
j=1

ε
2k exp

(
−

ε
k |yj − fj(x)|

)
ε
2k exp

(
−

ε
k |yj − fj(x′)|

)



Basic Composition 79

=

k∏
j=1

exp
(
−

ε
k (yj − fj(x))

)
exp

(
−

ε
k (yj − fj(x′))

) (yj ≥ fj(x) and yj ≥ fj(x′))

=

k∏
j=1

exp
(ε

k

(
fj(x)− fj(x′)

))

= exp

ε

k

k∑
j=1

(
fj(x)− fj(x′)

) = eε.

This shows that basic composition is optimal. For this example, we cannot prove a
better guarantee than what is given by basic composition.

Is there some other way to improve upon basic composition that circumvents
this example? Note that we assumed that there are neighboring datasets x, x′ ∈ X n

such that fj(x) = fj(x′) + 1 for each j ∈ [k]. In some settings, no such worst case
datasets exist. In that case, instead of scaling the noise linearly with k, we can scale
the Laplace noise according to the ℓ1 sensitivity 11 := sup x,x′∈X n

neighboring

∑k
j=1 |fj(x)−

fj(x′)|.
Instead of adding assumptions to the problem, we will look more closely at

the example above. We showed that there exists some output y ∈ Rd such that
P[M(x)=y]
P[M(x′)=y] = eε. However, such outputs y are very rare, as we require yj ≥

max{fj(x), fj(x′)} for each j ∈ [k] where yj = fj(x)+ Laplace(k/ε). Thus, in order
to observe an output y such that the likelihood ratio is maximal, all of the k Laplace
noise samples must be positive, which happens with probability 2−k. The fact that
outputs y with maximal likelihood ratio are exceedingly rare turns out to be a gen-
eral phenomenon and not specific to the example above.

Can we improve on basic composition if we only ask for a high probability

bound? That is, instead of demanding P[M(x)=y]
P[M(x′)=y] ≤ eε∗ for all y ∈ Y , we demand

P
Y←M(x)

[
P[M(x)=Y ]
P[M(x′)=Y ] ≤ eε∗

]
≥ 1− δ for some 0 < δ ≪ 1. Can we prove a better

bound ε∗ < ε in this relaxed setting? The answer turns out to be yes.
The limitation of pure ε-DP is that events with tiny probability – which are neg-

ligible in real-world applications – can dominate the privacy analysis. This moti-
vates us to move to relaxed notions of differential privacy, such as approximate
(ε, δ)-DP and concentrated DP, which are less sensitive to low probability events.
In particular, these relaxed notions of differential privacy allow us to prove quantita-
tively better composition theorems. The rest of this chapter develops this direction
further.
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3.3 Privacy Loss Distributions

Qualitatively, an algorithm M : X n
→ Y is differentially private if, for all neigh-

boring datasets x, x′ ∈ X n, the output distributions M(x) and M(x′) are “indis-
tinguishable” or “close.” The key question is how do we quantify the closeness or
indistinguishability of a pair of distributions?

Pure DP (a.k.a. pointwise DP) [DMNS06] uniformly bounds the likelihood

ratio – P[M(x)=y]
P[M(x′)=y] ≤ eε for all y ∈ Y . As discussed at the end of the section on basic

composition (Section 3.2), this can be too strong as the outputs y that maximize
this likelihood ratio may be very rare.

We could also consider the total variation distance (a.k.a. statistical distance):

dTV
(
M(x), M(x′)

)
:= sup

S⊂Y

(
P [M(x) ∈ S]− P

[
M(x′) ∈ S

])
.

Another option would be the KL divergence (a.k.a. relative entropy). Both TV
distance and KL divergence turn out to give poor privacy-utility tradeoffs; that is,
to rule out bad algorithms M , we must set these parameters very small, but that
also rules out all the good algorithms. Intuitively, both TV and KL are not sensitive
enough to low-probability bad events (whereas pure DP is too sensitive). We need
to introduce a parameter (δ) to determine what level of low probability events we
can ignore.

Approximate (ε, δ)-DP [Dwo+06] is a combination of pure ε-DP and δ TV
distance. Specifically, M is (ε, δ)-DP if, for all neighboring datasets x, x′ ∈ X n

and all measurable S ⊂ Y , P [M(x) ∈ S] ≤ eε · P
[
M(x′) ∈ S

]
+ δ. Intuitively,

(ε, δ)-DP is like ε-DP except we can ignore events with probability ≤ δ. That is,
δ represents a failure probability, so it should be small (e.g., δ ≤ 10−6), while ε

can be larger (e.g., ε ≈ 1); having two parameters with very different values allows
us to circumvent the limitations of either pure DP or TV distance as a similarity
measure.

All of these options for quantifying indistinguishability can be viewed from the
perspective of the privacy loss distribution. The privacy loss distribution also turns
out to be essential to the analysis of composition. Approximate (ε, δ)-DP bounds
are usually proved via the privacy loss distribution.

We now formally define the privacy loss distribution and relate it to the various
quantities we have considered. Then, in Section 3.3.1, we will calculate the privacy
loss distribution corresponding to the Gaussian mechanism, which is a particularly
nice example. In the next Section 3.3.2, we explain how the privacy loss distribution
arises naturally via statistical hypothesis testing. To conclude, in Section 3.3.3, we
precisely relate the privacy loss back to approximate (ε, δ)-DP. In the next section



Privacy Loss Distributions 81

(Section 3.4), we will use the privacy loss distribution as a tool to analyze compo-
sition.

Definition 3.2 (Privacy Loss Distribution). Let P and Q be two probability distri-
butions on Y . Define fP∥Q : Y → R by fP∥Q (y) = log(P(y)/Q(y)).i The privacy
loss random variable is given by Z = fP∥Q (Y ) for Y ← P. The distribution of Z is
denoted PrivLoss (P∥Q).

In the context of differential privacy, the distributions P = M(x) and Q =
M(x′) correspond to the outputs of the algorithm M on neighboring inputs x, x′.
Successfully distinguishing these distributions corresponds to learning some fact
about an individual person’s data. The randomness of the privacy loss random vari-
able Z comes from the randomness of the algorithm M (e.g., added noise). Intu-
itively, the privacy loss tells us which input (x or x′) is more likely given the observed
output (Y ← M(·)). If Z > 0, then the hypothesis Y ← P = M(x) explains
the observed output better than the hypothesis Y ← Q = M(x′) and vice versa.
The magnitude of the privacy loss Z indicates how strong the evidence for this
conclusion is. If Z = 0, both hypotheses explain the output equally well, but, if
Z →∞, then we can be nearly certain that the output came from P, rather than
Q . A very negative privacy loss Z ≪ 0 means that the observed output Y ← P
strongly supports the wrong hypothesis (i.e., Y ← Q).

As long as the privacy loss distribution is well-defined,ii we can easily express
almost all the quantities of interest in terms of it:

• Pure ε-DP of M is equivalent to demanding that P
Z←PrivLoss(M(x)∥M(x′))

[Z ≤ ε] = 1 for all neighboring x, x′.iii

i. The function f P∥Q is called the log likelihood ratio of P with respect to Q . Formally, f P∥Q is the natural
logarithm of the Radon-Nikodym derivative of P with respect to Q . This function is defined by the property
that P(S) = E

Y←P
[I[Y ∈ S]] = E

Y←Q

[
ef P∥Q (Y )

· I[Y ∈ S]
]

for all measurable S ⊂ Y . For this to exist, we

must assume that P and Q have the same sigma-algebra and that P is absolutely continuous with respect to
Q and vice versa – i.e., ∀S ⊂ Y Q(S) = 0 ⇐⇒ P(S) = 0.

ii. The privacy loss distribution is not well-defined if absolute continuity fails to hold. Intuitively, this corre-
sponds to the privacy loss being infinite. We can extend most of these definitions to allow for an infinite
privacy loss. For simplicity, we do not delve into these issues.

iii. Note that, by the symmetry of the neighboring relation (i.e., if x, x′ are neighboring datasets then
x′, x are also neighbors), we also have P

Z←PrivLoss(M(x)∥M(x′))
[Z ≥ −ε] = 1 as a consequence of

P
Z ′←PrivLoss(M(x′)∥M(x))

[
Z ′ ≤ ε

]
= 1.
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• The KL divergence is the expectation of the privacy loss: D1 (P∥Q) :=
E

Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)
[Z ].iv

• The TV distance is given by

dTV (P, Q) = E
Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)

[
max{0, 1− exp(−Z)}

]
=

1

2
E

Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)

[∣∣1− exp(−Z)
∣∣].

• Approximate (ε, δ)-DP of M is implied by P
Z←PrivLoss(M(x)∥M(x′))

[Z ≤ ε] ≥

1 − δ for all neighboring x, x′. So we should think of approximate DP as a
tail bound on the privacy loss. To be precise, (ε, δ)-DP of M is equivalent to

E
Z←PrivLoss(M(x)∥M(x′))

[
max{0, 1− exp(ε − Z)}

]
≤ δ,

for all neighboring x, x′. (See Proposition 3.7.)

3.3.1 Privacy Loss of Gaussian Noise Addition

As an example, we will work out the privacy loss distribution corresponding to the
addition of Gaussian noise to a bounded-sensitivity query. This example is partic-
ularly clean, as the privacy loss distribution is also a Gaussian, and it will turn out
to be central to the story of composition.

Proposition 3.3 (Privacy Loss Distribution of Gaussian). Let P = N (µ, σ 2) and

Q = N (µ′, σ 2). Then PrivLoss (P∥Q) = N (ρ, 2ρ) for ρ = (µ−µ′)2

2σ 2 .

Proof. We have P(y) = 1
√

2πσ 2
exp

(
−

(y−µ)2

2σ 2

)
and Q(y) = 1

√
2πσ 2

exp(
−

(y−µ′)2

2σ 2

)
. Thus the log likelihood ratio is

fP∥Q (y) = log

(
P(y)
Q(y)

)

= log

 1
√

2πσ 2
exp

(
−

(y−µ)2

2σ 2

)
1

√
2πσ 2

exp
(
−

(y−µ′)2

2σ 2

)


= −
(y − µ)2

2σ 2 +
(y − µ′)2

2σ 2

iv. The expectation of the privacy loss is always non-negative. Intuitively, this is because we take the expectation
of the log likelihood ratio f P∥Q (Y ) with respect to Y ← P – i.e., the true answer is P, so on average the log
likelihood ratio should point towards the correct answer.
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=
(y2
− 2µ′y + µ′2)− (y2

− 2µy + µ2)

2σ 2

=
2(µ− µ′)y − µ2

+ µ′2

2σ 2

=
(µ− µ′)(2y − µ− µ′)

2σ 2 .

The log likelihood ratio fP∥Q is an affine linear function. Thus the privacy loss ran-
dom variable Z = fP∥Q (Y ) for Y ← P = N (µ, σ 2) will also follow a Gaussian
distribution. Specifically, E [Y ] = µ, so

E [Z ] =
(µ− µ′)(2E [Y ]− µ− µ′)

2σ 2 =
(µ− µ′)2

2σ 2 = ρ

and, similarly, V [Y ] = σ 2, so

V [Z ] =
((2(µ− µ′))2

(2σ 2)2 · V [Y ] =
(µ− µ′)2

σ 2 = 2ρ.

To relate Proposition 3.3 to the standard Gaussian mechanism M : X n
→ R,

recall that M(x) = N (q(x), σ 2), where q is a sensitivity-1 query – i.e., |q(x) −
q(x′)| ≤ 1 for all neighboring datasets x, x′ ∈ X n. Thus, for neighboring datasets

x, x′, we have PrivLoss
(
M(x)

∥∥M(x′)
)
= N (ρ, 2ρ) for some ρ ≤ 12

2σ 2 .
The privacy loss of the Gaussian mechanism is unbounded; thus it does not

satisfy pure ε-DP. However, the Gaussian distribution is highly concentrated, so
we can say that with high probability the privacy loss is not too large. This is the
basis of the privacy guarantee of the Gaussian mechanism.

3.3.2 Statistical Hypothesis Testing Perspective

To formally quantify differential privacy, we must measure the closeness or indis-
tinguishability of the distributions P = M(x) and Q = M(x′) corresponding to
the outputs of the algorithm M on neighboring inputs x, x′. Distinguishing a pair
of distributions is precisely the problem of (simple) hypothesis testing in the field of
statistical inference. Thus it is natural to look at hypothesis testing tools to quantify
the (in)distinguishability of a pair of distributions.

In the language of hypothesis testing, the two distributions P and Q would be
the null hypothesis and the alternate hypothesis, which correspond to a positive or
negative example. We are given a sample Y drawn from one of the two distribu-
tions and our task is to determine which. Needless to say, there is, in general, no
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hypothesis test that perfectly distinguishes the two distributions and, when choos-
ing a hypothesis test, we face a non-trivial tradeoff between false positives and false
negatives. There are many different ways to measure how good a given hypothesis
test is.

For example, we could measure the accuracy of the hypothesis test evenly aver-
aged over the two distributions. In this case, given the sample Y , an optimal test
chooses P if P(Y ) ≥ Q(Y ) and otherwise chooses Q ; the accuracy of this test is

1

2
P

Y←P
[P(Y ) ≥ Q(Y )]+

1

2
P

Y←Q
[P(Y ) < Q(Y )] =

1

2
+

1

2
dTV (P, Q) .

This measure of accuracy thus corresponds to TV distance. The greater the TV
distance between the distributions, the more accurate this test is. However, as we
mentioned earlier, TV distance does not yield good privacy-utility tradeoffs. Intu-
itively, the problem is that this hypothesis test doesn’t care about how confident
we are. That is, the test only asks whether P(Y ) ≥ Q(Y ), but not how big the
difference or ratio is. Hence we want a more refined measure of accuracy that does
not count false positives and false negatives equally.

Regardless of how we measure how good the hypothesis test is, there is an optimal
test statistic, namely the log likelihood ratio. This test statistic gives a real number
and thresholding that value yields a binary hypothesis test; any binary hypothe-
sis test is dominated by some value of the threshold. In other words, the trade-
off between false positives and false negatives reduces to picking a threshold. This
remarkable – yet simple – fact is established by the Neyman-Pearson lemma:

Lemma 3.4 (Neyman-Pearson Lemma [NP33]). Fix distributions P and Q on
Y and define the log-likelihood ratio test statistic fP∥Q : Y → R by fP∥Q (y) =

log
(

P(y)
Q(y)

)
. Let T : Y → {P, Q} be any (possibly randomized) test. Then there exists

some t ∈ R such that

P
Y←P

[T (Y ) = P] ≤ P
Y←P

[
fP∥Q (Y ) ≥ t

]
and

P
Y←Q

[T (Y ) = Q] ≤ P
Y←Q

[
fP∥Q (Y ) ≤ t

]
.

How is this related to the privacy loss distribution? The test statistic Z =
fP∥Q (Y ) under the hypothesis Y ← P is precisely the privacy loss random variable
Z ← PrivLoss (P∥Q). Thus the Neyman-Pearson lemma tells us that the privacy
loss distribution PrivLoss (P∥Q) captures everything we need to know about dis-
tinguishing P from Q .

Note that the Neyman-Pearson lemma also references the test statistic fP∥Q (Y )

under the hypothesis Y ← Q . This is fundamentally not that different from the
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privacy loss. There are two ways we can relate this quantity back to the usual privacy
loss: First, we can relate it to PrivLoss (Q∥P) and this distribution is something we
should be able to handle due to the symmetry of differential privacy guarantees.

Remark 3.5. Fix distributions P and Q on Y such that the log likelihood ratio

fP∥Q (y) = log
(

P(y)
Q(y)

)
is well-defined for all y ∈ Y . Since fP∥Q (y) = −fQ∥P (y)

for all y ∈ Y , if Z ← PrivLoss (Q∥P), then −Z follows the distribution of fP∥Q (Y )

under the hypothesis Y ← Q.

Second, if we need to compute an expectation of some function g of fP∥Q (Y )

under the hypothesis Y ← Q , then we can still express this in terms of the privacy
loss PrivLoss (P∥Q):

Lemma 3.6 (Change of Distribution for Privacy Loss). Fix distributions P and Q

on Y such that the log likelihood ratio fP∥Q (y) = log
(

P(y)
Q(y)

)
is well-defined for all

y ∈ Y . Let g : R→ R be measurable. Then

E
Y←Q

[
g(fP∥Q (Y ))

]
= E

Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)

[
g(Z) · e−Z

]
.

Proof. By the definition of the log likelihood ratio (see Definition 3.2), we
have E

Y←P
[h(Y )] = E

Y←Q

[
h(Y ) · ef P∥Q (Y )

]
for all measurable functions h.

Setting h(y) = g(fP∥Q (y)) · e−f P∥Q (y) yields E
Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)

[
g(Z) · e−Z

]
=

E
Y←P

[h(Y )] = E
Y←Q

[
h(Y ) · ef P∥Q (Y )

]
= E

Y←Q

[
g(fP∥Q (Y ))

]
, as required. We

can also write these expressions out as an integral to obtain a more intuitive proof:

E
Y←Q

[
g(fP∥Q (Y ))

]
=

∫
Y

g(fP∥Q (y)) · Q(y)dy

=

∫
Y

g(fP∥Q (y)) ·
Q(y)
P(y)
· P(y)dy

=

∫
Y

g(fP∥Q (y)) · e− log(P(y)/Q(y))
· P(y)dy

=

∫
Y

g(fP∥Q (y)) · e−f P∥Q (y)
· P(y)dy

= E
Y←P

[
g(fP∥Q (Y )) · e−f P∥Q (Y )

]
= E

Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)

[
g(Z) · e−Z

]
.
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3.3.3 Approximate DP & the Privacy Loss Distribution

So far, in this section, we have defined the privacy loss distribution, given an exam-
ple, and illustrated that it is a natural quantity to consider that captures essentially
everything we need to know about the (in)distinguishability of two distributions.
To wrap up this section, we will relate the privacy loss distribution back to the
definition of approximate (ε, δ)-DP:

Proposition 3.7 (Conversion from Privacy Loss Distribution to Approximate Dif-
ferential Privacy). Let P and Q be two probability distributions on Y such that the
privacy loss distribution PrivLoss (P∥Q) is well-defined. Fix ε ≥ 0 and define

δ := sup
S⊂Y

P(S)− eε · Q(S).

Then

δ = P
Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)

[Z > ε]− eε · P
Z ′←PrivLoss(Q∥P)

[
−Z ′ > ε

]
= E

Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)

[
max{0, 1− exp(ε − Z)}

]
=

∫
∞

ε
eε−Z
· P

Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)
[Z > z]dz

≤ P
Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)

[Z > ε].

Proof. For any measurable S ⊂ Y , we have

P(S)− eε · Q(S) =

∫
Y
I[y ∈ S] ·

(
P(y)− eε · Q(y)

)
dy,

where I denotes the indicator function – it takes the value 1 if the condition is true
and 0 otherwise. To maximize this expression, we want y ∈ S whenever P(y)− eε ·
Q(y) > 0 and we want y /∈ S when this is negative. Thus δ = P(S∗)− eε · Q(S∗)
for

S∗ :=
{
y ∈ Y : P(y)− eε · Q(y) > 0

}
=
{
y ∈ Y : fP∥Q (y) > ε

}
.

Now

P(S∗) = P
Y←P

[
fP∥Q (Y ) > ε

]
= P

Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)
[Z > ε],

and, by Remark 3.5,

Q(S∗) = P
Y←Q

[
fP∥Q (Y ) > ε

]
= P

Z ′←PrivLoss(Q∥P)

[
−Z ′ > ε

]
.



Privacy Loss Distributions 87

This gives the first expression in the result:

δ = P(S∗)−eε·Q(S∗) = P
Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)

[Z > ε]−eε· P
Z ′←PrivLoss(Q∥P)

[
−Z ′ > ε

]
.

Alternatively, P(S∗) = E
Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)

[I[Z > ε]] and, by Lemma 3.6,

Q(S∗) = E
Y←Q

[
I[fP∥Q (Y ) > ε]

]
= E

Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)

[
I[Z > ε] · e−Z

]
,

which yields

δ = P(S∗)− eε · Q(S∗) = E
Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)

[
(1− eε · e−Z ) · I[Z > ε]

]
.

Note that (1− eε · e−z) · I[z > ε] = max{0, 1− eε−z
} for all z ∈ R. This produces

the second expression in our result.
To obtain the third expression in the result, we apply integration by parts to

the second expression: Let F (z) := P
Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)

[Z > z] be the complement

of the cumulative distribution function of the privacy loss distribution. Then the
probability density function of Z evaluated at z is given by the negative derivative,
−F ′(z).v Then

δ = E
Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)

[
max{0, 1− eε−Z

}

]
=

∫
R

max{0, 1− eε−z
} · (−F ′(z))dz

=

∫
∞

ε
(1− eε−z) · (−F ′(z))dz

=

∫
∞

ε

(
d

dz
(1− eε−z) · (−F (z))

)
− (0− eε−z

· (−1)) · (−F (z))dz

(product rule)

= lim
z→∞

(1− eε−z) · (−F (z))− (1− eε−ε) · (−F (ε))−

∫
∞

ε
eε−z
· (−F (z))dz

(fundamental theorem of calculus)

= − lim
z→∞

P
Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)

[Z > z]+
∫
∞

ε
eε−z
· P

Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)
[Z > z]dz.

If the privacy loss is well-defined, then limz→∞ P
Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)

[Z > z] = 0.

v. In general, the privacy loss may not be continuous – i.e., F may not be differentiable. Nevertheless, the final
result still holds in this case.
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The final expression (an upper bound, rather than a tight characterization) is
easily obtained from any of the other three expressions. In particular, dropping the
second term −eε · P

Z ′←PrivLoss(Q∥P)

[
−Z ′ > ε

]
≤ 0 from the first expression yields

the upper bound.

The expression δ = supS⊂Y P(S) − eε · Q(S) in Proposition 3.7 is known as
the “hockey stick divergence” and it determines the smallest δ for a given ε such
that P(S) ≤ eεQ(S)+ δ for all S ⊂ Y . If P = M(x) and Q = M(x′) for arbitrary
neighboring datasets x, x′, then this expression gives the best approximate (ε, δ)-DP
guarantee.

Proposition 3.7 gives us three equivalent ways to calculate δ, each of which will
be useful in different circumstances. To illustrate how to use Proposition 3.7, we
combine it with Proposition 3.3 to prove a tight approximate differential privacy
guarantee for Gaussian noise addition:

Corollary 3.8 (Tight Approximate Differential Privacy for Univariate Gaussian).
Let q : X n

→ R be a deterministic function and let 1 := sup x,x′∈X n
neighboring

|q(x) −

q(x′)| be its sensitivity. Define a randomized algorithm M : X n
→ R by M(x) =

N (q(x), σ 2) for some σ 2 > 0. Then, for any ε ≥ 0, M satisfies (ε, δ)-DP with

δ = 8

(
ε − ρ∗
√

2ρ∗

)
− eε ·8

(
ε + ρ∗
√

2ρ∗

)
,

where ρ∗ := 12/2σ 2 and 8(z) := P
G←N (0,1)

[G > z] = 1
√

2π

∫
∞

z exp(−t2/2)dt.

Furthermore, this guarantee is optimal – for every ε ≥ 0, there is no δ′ < δ such
that M is (ε, δ′)-DP for general q.

Proof. Fix arbitrary neighboring datasets x, x′ ∈ X n and S ⊂ Y . Let µ = q(x) and
µ′ = q(x′). Let P = M(x) = N (µ, σ 2) and Q = M(x′) = N (µ′, σ 2). We must
show P(S) ≤ eε ·Q(S)+ δ for arbitrary ε ≥ 0 and the value δ given in the result.

By Proposition 3.3, PrivLoss (P∥Q) = PrivLoss (Q∥P) = N (ρ, 2ρ), where

ρ = (µ−µ′)2

2σ 2 ≤ ρ∗ =
12

2σ 2 .
By Proposition 3.7, we have P(S) ≤ eε · Q(S)+ δ, where

δ = P
Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)

[Z > ε]− eε · P
Z ′←PrivLoss(Q∥P)

[
−Z ′ > ε

]
= P

Z←N (ρ,2ρ)
[Z > ε]− eε · P

Z ′←N (ρ,2ρ)

[
−Z ′ > ε

]
= P

G←N (0,1)

[
ρ +

√
2ρ · G > ε

]
− eε · P

G←N (0,1)

[
−ρ +

√
2ρ · G > ε

]
= P

G←N (0,1)

[
G >

ε − ρ
√

2ρ

]
− eε · P

G←N (0,1)

[
G >

ε + ρ
√

2ρ

]
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= 8

(
ε − ρ
√

2ρ

)
− eε ·8

(
ε + ρ
√

2ρ

)
.

Since ρ ≤ ρ∗ and the above expression is increasing in ρ, we can substitute in ρ∗
as an upper bound.

Optimality follows from the fact that both Propositions 3.3 and 3.7 give exact
characterizations. Note that we must assume that there exist neighboring x, x′ such
that ρ = ρ∗.

The guarantee of Corollary 3.8 is exact, but it is somewhat hard to interpret. We
can easily obtain a more interpretable upper bound:

δ = 8

(
ε − ρ∗
√

2ρ∗

)
− eε ·8

(
ε + ρ∗
√

2ρ∗

)
≤ 8

(
ε − ρ∗
√

2ρ∗

)
= P

G←N (0,1)

[
G >

ε − ρ∗
√

2ρ∗

]

≤

exp
(
−

(ε−ρ∗)
2

4ρ∗

)
max

{
2,
√

π
ρ∗
· (ε − ρ∗)

} . (assuming ε ≥ ρ∗)

3.4 Composition via the Privacy Loss Distribution

The privacy loss distribution captures essentially everything about the (in)dis-
tinguishability of a pair of distributions. It is also the key to understanding com-
position. Suppose we run multiple differentially private algorithms on the same
dataset and each has a well-defined privacy loss distribution. The composition of
these algorithms corresponds to the convolution of the privacy loss distributions.
That is, the privacy loss random variable corresponding to running all of the algo-
rithms independently is equal to the sum of the independent privacy loss random
variables of each of the algorithms:

Theorem 3.9 (Composition is Convolution of Privacy Loss Distributions). For
each j ∈ [k], let Pj and Qj be distributions on Yj and assume PrivLoss

(
Pj
∥∥Qj

)
is well defined. Let P = P1 × P2 × · · · × Pk denote the product distribution on
Y = Y1×Y2×· · ·×Yk obtained by sampling independently from each Pj . Similarly,
let Q = Q1×Q2×· · ·×Qk denote the product distribution onY obtained by sampling
independently from each Qj . Then PrivLoss (P∥Q) is the convolution of the distribu-
tions PrivLoss

(
Pj
∥∥Qj

)
for all j ∈ [k]. That is, sampling Z ← PrivLoss (P∥Q) is

equivalent to Z =
∑k

j=1 Zj when Zj ← PrivLoss
(
Pj
∥∥Qj

)
independently for each

j ∈ [k].
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Proof. For all y ∈ Y , the log likelihood ratio (Definition 3.2) satisfies

fP∥Q (y) = log

(
P(y)
Q(y)

)
= log

(
P1(y1) · P2(y2) · · · · · Pk(yk)

Q1(y1) · Q2(y2) · · · · · Qk(yk)

)
= log

(
P1(y1)

Q1(y1)

)
+ log

(
P2(y2)

Q2(y2)

)
+ · · · + log

(
Pk(yk)

Qk(yk)

)
= fP1∥Q1 (y1)+ fP2∥Q2 (y2)+ · · · + fPk∥Qk (yk).

Since P is a product distribution, sampling Y ← P is equivalent to sampling
Y1 ← P1, Y2 ← P2, · · · , Yk ← Pk independently.

A sample from the privacy loss distribution Z ← PrivLoss (P∥Q) is given by
Z = fP∥Q (Y ) for Y ← P. By the above two facts, this is equivalent to Z =
fP1∥Q1 (Y1)+fP2∥Q2 (Y2)+· · ·+fPk∥Qk (Yk) for Y1 ← P1, Y2 ← P2, · · · , Yk ← Pk

independently. For each j ∈ [k], sampling Zj ← PrivLoss
(
Pj
∥∥Qj

)
is given by

Zj = fPj∥Qj
(Yj) for Yj ← Pj . Thus sampling Z ← PrivLoss (P∥Q) is equivalent to

Z = Z1+Z2+· · ·+Zk where Z1 ← PrivLoss (P1∥Q1), Z2 ← PrivLoss (P2∥Q2),
· · · , Zk ← PrivLoss (Pk∥Qk) are independent.

Theorem 3.9 is the key to understanding composition of differential privacy.
More concretely, we should think of a pair of neighboring inputs x, x′ and k algo-
rithms M1, · · · , Mk. Suppose M is the composition of M1, · · · , Mk. Then the the
differential privacy of M can be expressed in terms of the privacy loss distribu-
tion PrivLoss

(
M(x)

∥∥M(x′)
)
. Theorem 3.9 allows us to decompose this privacy

loss as the sum/convolution of the privacy losses of the constituent algorithms
PrivLoss

(
Mj(x)

∥∥Mj(x′)
)

for j ∈ [k]. Thus if we have differential privacy guar-
antees for each Mj , this allows us to prove differential privacy guarantees for M .

Basic Composition, Revisited

We can revisit basic composition (Theorem 3.1 in Section 3.2) with the per-
spective of privacy loss distributions. Suppose M1, M2, · · · , Mk : X n

→

Y are each ε-DP. Fix neighboring datasets x, x′ ∈ X n. This means that
P

Zj←PrivLoss(Mj(x)∥Mj(x′))

[
Zj ≤ ε

]
= 1 for each j ∈ [k]. Now let M : X n

→

Yk be the composition of these algorithms. We can express the privacy loss
Z ← PrivLoss

(
M(x)

∥∥M(x′)
)

as Z = Z1 + Z2 + · · · + Zk where Zj ←

PrivLoss
(
Mj(x)

∥∥Mj(x′)
)

for each j ∈ [k]. Basic composition simply adds up the
upper bounds:

Z = Z1 + Z2 + · · · + Zk ≤ ε + ε + · · · + ε = kε.
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This bound is tight if each Zj is a point mass (i.e., P
[
Zj = ε

]
= 1). However,

this is not the case. (It is possible to prove, in general, that P
[
Zj = ε

]
≤

1
1+e−ε .)

The way we will prove better composition bounds is by applying concentration
of measure bounds to this sum of independent random variables. That way we
can prove that the privacy loss is small with high probability, which yields a better
differential privacy guarantee.

Intuitively, we will apply the central limit theorem. The privacy loss random
variable of the composed algorithm M can be expressed as the sum of inde-
pendent bounded random variables. That means the privacy loss distribution
PrivLoss

(
M(x)

∥∥M(x′)
)

is well-approximated by a Gaussian, which is the informa-
tion we need to prove a composition theorem. What is left to do is to obtain bounds
on the mean and variance of the summands and make this Gaussian approximation
precise.

Gaussian Composition

It is instructive to look at composition when each constituent algorithm Mj is the
Gaussian noise addition mechanism. In this case the privacy loss distribution is
exactly Gaussian and convolutions of Gaussians are also Gaussian. This is the ideal
case and our general composition theorem will be an approximation to this ideal.

Specifically, we can prove a multivariate analog of Corollary 3.8:

Corollary 3.10 (Tight Approximate Differential Privacy for Multivariate Gaus-
sian). Let q : X n

→ Rd be a deterministic function and let 1 := sup x,x′∈X n
neighboring

∥q(x)−

q(x′)∥2 be its sensitivity in the 2-norm. Define a randomized algorithm M : X n
→

Rd by M(x) = N (q(x), σ 2I) for some σ 2 > 0, where I is the identity matrix. Then,
for any ε ≥ 0, M satisfies (ε, δ)-DP with

δ = 8

(
ε − ρ∗
√

2ρ∗

)
− eε ·8

(
ε + ρ∗
√

2ρ∗

)
,

where ρ∗ := 12/2σ 2 and 8(z) := P
G←N (0,1)

[G > z] = 1
√

2π

∫
∞

z exp(−t2/2)dt.

Furthermore, this guarantee is optimal – for every ε ≥ 0, there is no δ′ < δ such
that M is (ε, δ′)-DP for general q.

Proof. Fix arbitrary neighboring datasets x, x′ ∈ X n and S ⊂ Y . Let µ =

q(x), µ′ = q(x′) ∈ Rd . Let P = M(x) = N (µ, σ 2I) and Q = M(x′) =
N (µ′, σ 2I). We must show P(S) ≤ eε ·Q(S)+δ for arbitrary ε ≥ 0 and the value
δ given in the result.

Now both P and Q are product distributions: For j ∈ [d ], let Pj = N (µj , σ 2)

and Qj = N (µ′j , σ
2). Then P = P1×P2×· · · Pd and Q = Q1×Q2×· · ·×Qd .
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By Theorem 3.9, PrivLoss (P∥Q) =
∑d

j=1 PrivLoss
(
Pj
∥∥Qj

)
and

PrivLoss (Q∥P) =
∑d

j=1 PrivLoss
(
Qj
∥∥Pj
)
.

By Proposition 3.3, PrivLoss
(
Pj
∥∥Qj

)
= PrivLoss

(
Qj
∥∥Pj
)
= N (ρj , 2ρj), where

ρj =
(µj−µ′j)

2

2σ 2 for all j ∈ [d ].

Thus PrivLoss (P∥Q) = PrivLoss (Q∥P) =
∑d

j=1 N (ρj , 2ρj) = N (ρ, 2ρ),

where ρ =
∑d

j=1 ρj =
∥µ−µ′∥22

2σ 2 ≤ ρ∗ =
12

2σ 2 .
By Proposition 3.7, we have P(S) ≤ eε · Q(S)+ δ, where

δ = P
Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)

[Z > ε]− eε · P
Z ′←PrivLoss(Q∥P)

[
−Z ′ > ε

]
= P

Z←N (ρ,2ρ)
[Z > ε]− eε · P

Z ′←N (ρ,2ρ)

[
−Z ′ > ε

]
= P

G←N (0,1)

[
ρ +

√
2ρ · G > ε

]
− eε · P

G←N (0,1)

[
−ρ +

√
2ρ · G > ε

]
= P

G←N (0,1)

[
G >

ε − ρ
√

2ρ

]
− eε · P

G←N (0,1)

[
G >

ε + ρ
√

2ρ

]
= 8

(
ε − ρ
√

2ρ

)
− eε ·8

(
ε + ρ
√

2ρ

)
.

Since ρ ≤ ρ∗ and the above expression is increasing in ρ, we can substitute in ρ∗
as an upper bound.

Optimality follows from the fact that Propositions 3.3 and 3.7 and Theorem 3.9
give exact characterizations. Note that we must assume that there exist neighboring
x, x′ such that ρ = ρ∗.

The key to the analysis of Gaussian composition in the proof of Corollary 3.10 is
that sums of Gaussians are Gaussian. In general, the privacy loss of each component
is not Gaussian, but the sum still behaves much like a Gaussian and this observation
is the basis for improving the composition analysis.

Composition Via Gaussian Approximation

After analyzing Gaussian composition, our next step is to analyze the composi-
tion of k independent ε-DP algorithms. We will use the same tools as we did for
Gaussian composition and we will develop a new tool, which is called concentrated
differential privacy.

Let M1, · · · , Mk : X n
→ Y each be ε-DP and let M : X n

→ Yk be the
composition of these algorithms. Let x, x′ ∈ X n be neighboring datasets. For
notational convenience, let Pj = Mj(x) and Qj = Mj(x′) for all j ∈ [k] and
let P = M(x) = P1 × P2 × · · · × Pk and Q = M(x′) = Q1 × Q2 × · · · × Qk.
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For each j ∈ [k], the algorithm Mj satisfies ε-DP, which ensures that the privacy
loss random variable Zj ← PrivLoss

(
Pj
∥∥Qj

)
= PrivLoss

(
Mj(x)

∥∥Mj(x′)
)

is sup-
ported on the interval [−ε, ε]. The privacy loss being bounded immediately implies

a bound on the variance: V
[
Zj
]
≤ E

[
Z2

j

]
≤ ε2. We also can prove a bound on

the expectation: E
[
Zj
]
≤

1
2ε2. We will prove this bound formally later (in Propo-

sition 3.16). For now, we give some intuition: Clearly E
[
Zj
]
≤ ε and the only way

this can be tight is if Zj = ε with probability 1. But Zj = log(Pj(Yj)/Qj(Yj)) for
Yj ← Pj . Thus E

[
Zj
]
= ε implies Pj(Yj) = eε · Qj(Yj) with probability 1. This

yields a contradiction: 1 =
∑

y Pj(y) =
∑

y eε · Qj(y) = eε · 1. Thus we conclude

E
[
Zj
]

< ε and, with a bit more work, we can obtain the bound E
[
Zj
]
≤

1
2ε2

from the fact that |Zj| ≤ ε and
∑

y Pj(y) =
∑

y Qj(y) = 1.
Our goal is to understand the privacy loss Z ← PrivLoss (P∥Q) =

PrivLoss
(
M(x)

∥∥M(x′)
)

of the composed algorithm. Theorem 3.9 tells us that
this is the convolution of the constituent privacy losses. That is, we can write
Z =

∑k
j=1 Zj where Zj ← PrivLoss

(
Pj
∥∥Qj

)
= PrivLoss

(
Mj(x)

∥∥Mj(x′)
)

inde-
pendently for each j ∈ [k].

By independence, we have

E [Z ] =
k∑

j=1

E
[
Zj
]
≤

1

2
ε2
· k and V [Z ] =

k∑
j=1

V
[
Zj
]
≤ ε2
· k.

Since Z can be written as the sum of independent bounded random variables, the
central limit theorem tells us that it is well approximated by a Gaussian – i.e.,

PrivLoss (P∥Q) = PrivLoss
(
M(x)

∥∥M(x′)
)
≈ N (E [Z ],V [Z ]).

Are we done? Can we substitute this approximation into Proposition 3.7 to com-
plete the proof of a better composition theorem? We must make this approxima-
tion precise. Unfortunately, the approximation guarantee of the quantitative central
limit theorem (a.k.a., the Berry-Esseen Theorem) is not quite strong enough. To be
precise, converting the guarantee to approximate (ε, δ)-DP would incur an error
of δ ≥ �(1/

√
k), which is larger than we want.

Our approach is to look at the moment generating function – i.e., the expecta-
tion of an exponential function – of the privacy loss distribution. To be precise, we
will show that, for all t ≥ 0,

E
Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)

[
exp(tZ)

]
=

k∏
j=1

E
Zj←PrivLoss(Pj∥Qj)

[
exp(tZj)

]
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≤ exp

(
1

2
ε2t(t + 1) · k

)
= E

Z̃←N ( 1
2 ε2k,ε2k)

[
exp(tZ̃)

]
.

In other words, rather than attempting to prove a Gaussian approximation,
we prove a one-sided bound. Informally, this says that PrivLoss (P∥Q) ≤

N (1
2ε2k, ε2k). The expectation of an exponential function turns out to be a

nice way to formalize this inequality, because, if X and Y are independent, then
E
[
exp(X + Y )

]
= E

[
exp(X )

]
· E
[
exp(Y )

]
.

To formalize this approach, we next introduce concentrated differential privacy.

3.4.1 Concentrated Differential Privacy

Concentrated differential privacy [DR16; BS16] is a variant of differential privacy
(like pure DP and approximate DP). The main advantage of concentrated DP is
that it composes well. Thus we will use it as a tool to prove better composition
results.

Definition 3.11 (Concentrated Differential Privacy). Let M : X n
→ Y be

a randomized algorithm. We say that M satisfies ρ-concentrated differential privacy
(ρ-zCDP) if, for all neighboring inputs x, x′ ∈ X n, the privacy loss distribution
PrivLoss

(
M(x)

∥∥M(x′)
)

is well-defined (see Definition 3.2) and

∀t ≥ 0 E
Z←PrivLoss(M(x)∥M(x′))

[
exp(tZ)

]
≤ exp(t(t + 1) · ρ).

To contextualize this definition, we begin by showing that the Gaussian mecha-
nism satisfies it.

Lemma 3.12 (Gaussian Mechanism is Concentrated DP). Let q : X n
→ Rd have

sensitivity 1 – that is, ∥q(x) − q(x′)∥2 ≤ 1 for all neighboring x, x′ ∈ X n. Let
σ > 0. Define a randomized algorithm M : X n

→ Rd by M(x) = N (q(x), σ 2Id ).

Then M is ρ-zCDP for ρ = 12

2σ 2 .

Proof. Fix neighboring inputs x, x′ ∈ X n and t ≥ 0. By Proposition 3.3, for each
j ∈ [d ],

PrivLoss
(
M(x)j

∥∥M(x′)j
)
= N (ρ̂j , 2ρ̂j) for ρ̂j =

(q(x)j−q(x′)j)
2

2σ 2 . By Theorem 3.9,

PrivLoss
(
M(x)

∥∥M(x′)
)
=
∑d

j=1 N (ρ̂j , 2ρ̂j) = N (ρ̂, 2ρ̂) for ρ̂ =
∑d

j=1 ρ̂j =

∥q(x)−q(x′)∥22
2σ 2 ≤ ρ. Thus E

Z←PrivLoss(M(x)∥M(x′))

[
exp(tZ)

]
= exp(t(t + 1)ρ̂) ≤

exp(t(t + 1)ρ), as required.
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To analyze the composition of k independent ε-DP algorithms, we will prove
three results: (i) Pure ε-DP implies 1

2ε2-zCDP. (ii) The composition of k indepen-
dent 1

2ε2-zCDP algorithms satisfies 1
2ε2k-zCDP. (iii) 1

2ε2k-zCDP implies approx-
imate (ε′, δ)-DP with δ ∈ (0, 1) arbitrary and ε′ = ε ·

√
2k log(1/δ)+ 1

2ε2k. We
begin with composition, as this is the raison d’être for concentrated DP:

Theorem 3.13 (Composition for Concentrated Differential Privacy). Let
M1, M2, · · · , Mk : X n

→ Y be randomized algorithms. Suppose Mj is ρj-zCDP
for each j ∈ [k]. Define M : X n

→ Yk by M(x) = (M1(x), M2(x), · · · , Mk(x)),
where each algorithm is run independently. Then M is ρ-zCDP for ρ =

∑k
j=1 ρj .

Proof. Fix neighboring inputs x, x′ ∈ X n. By our assumption that each algorithm
Mj is ρj-zCDP,

∀t ≥ 0 E
Zj←PrivLoss(Mj(x)∥Mj(x′))

[
exp(tZj)

]
≤ exp(t(t + 1) · ρj).

By Theorem 3.9, Z ← PrivLoss
(
M(x)

∥∥M(x′)
)

can be written as Z =
∑k

j=1 Zj ,

where Zj ← PrivLoss
(
Mj(x)

∥∥Mj(x′)
)

independently for each j ∈ [k].
Thus, for any t ≥ 0, we have

E
Z←PrivLoss(M(x)∥M(x′))

[
exp(tZ)

]
= E
∀j∈[k] Zj←PrivLoss(Mj (x)∥Mj (x′))

independent

exp

t
k∑

j=1

Zj


=

k∏
j=1

E
Zj←PrivLoss(Mj(x)∥Mj(x′))

[
exp(tZj)

]
≤

k∏
j=1

exp(t(t + 1) · ρj)

= exp

t(t + 1) ·

k∑
j=1

ρj


= exp(t(t + 1) · ρ).

Since x and x′ were arbitrary, this proves that M satisfies ρ-zCDP, as required.

Next we show how to convert from concentrated DP to approximate DP, which
applies the tools we developed earlier.
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Proposition 3.14 (Conversion from Concentrated DP to Approximate DP). For
any M : X n

→ Y and any ε, t ≥ 0, M satisfies (ε, δ)-DP with

δ = sup
x,x′∈X n

neighboring

E
Z←PrivLoss(M(x)∥M(x′))

[
exp(tZ)

]
·

exp(−εt)
t + 1

·

(
1−

1

t + 1

)t

≤ sup
x,x′∈X n

neighboring

E
Z←PrivLoss(M(x)∥M(x′))

[
exp(t(Z − ε))

]
.

In particular, if M satisfies ρ-zCDP, then M satisfies (ε, δ)-DP for any ε ≥ ρ with

δ = inf
t>0

exp(t(t + 1)ρ − εt) ·
1

t + 1
·

(
1−

1

t + 1

)t

≤ exp(−(ε − ρ)2/4ρ).

Proof. Fix arbitrary neighboring inputs x, x′. Fix ε, t ≥ 0. We must show that for
all S we have P [M(x) ∈ S] ≤ eε · P

[
M(x′) ∈ S

]
+ δ for the value of δ given in

the statement above.
Let Z ← PrivLoss

(
M(x)

∥∥M(x′)
)
. By Proposition 3.7, it suffices to show

E
[
max{0, 1− exp(ε − Z)}

]
≤ δ,

for the value of δ given in the statement above.
Let c > 0 be a constant such that, with probability 1,

max{0, 1− exp(ε − Z)} ≤ c · exp(tZ).

Taking expectations of both sides we have E
[
max{0, 1− exp(ε − Z)}

]
≤ c ·

E
[
exp(tZ)

]
, which is the kind of bound we need. It only remains to identify the

appropriate value of c to obtain the desired bound.
We trivially have 0 ≤ c · exp(tZ) as long as c > 0. Thus we only need to ensure

1− exp(ε − Z) ≤ c · exp(tZ). That is, for any value of t > 0, we can set

c = sup
z∈R

1− exp(ε − z)
exp(tz)

= sup
z∈R

exp(−tz)− exp(ε − (t + 1)z)

=
exp(−εt)

t + 1
·

(
1−

1

t + 1

)t

,

where the final equality follows from using calculus to determine that z = ε +

log(1 + 1/t) is the optimal value of z. Thus E
[
max{0, 1− exp(ε − Z)}

]
≤

E
[
exp(tZ)

]
·

exp(−εt)
t+1 ·

(
1− 1

t+1

)t
, which proves the first part of the statement.
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Now assume M is ρ-zCDP. Thus

∀t ≥ 0 E
[
exp(tZ)

]
≤ exp(t(t + 1) · ρ),

which immediately yields the equality in the second part of the statement.
To obtain the inequality in the second part of the statement, we observe that

max{0, 1− exp(ε − Z)} ≤ I[Z > ε] ≤ exp(t(Z − ε)),

whence c ≤ exp(−εt). Substituting in this upper bound on c and setting t =
(ε − ρ)/2ρ completes the proof

Remark 3.15. Proposition 3.14 shows that ρ-zCDP implies (ε, δ = exp(−(ε −

ρ)2/4ρ))-DP for all ε ≥ ρ. Equivalently, ρ-zCDP implies (ε = ρ +

2
√

ρ · log(1/δ), δ)-DP for all δ > 0. Also, to obtain a given a target (ε, δ)-DP guar-
antee, it suffices to have ρ-zCDP with

ε2

4 log(1/δ)+ 4ε
≤ ρ =

(√
log(1/δ)+ ε −

√
log(1/δ)

)2
≤

ε2

4 log(1/δ)
.

This gives a sufficient condition; tighter bounds can be obtained from Proposition 3.14.

The final piece of the puzzle is the conversion from pure DP to concentrated DP.

Proposition 3.16. Suppose M satisfies ε-DP, then M satisfies 1
2ε2-zCDP.

Proof. Fix neighboring inputs x, x′. Let Z ← PrivLoss
(
M(x)

∥∥M(x′)
)
. By our ε-

DP assumption, Z is supported on the interval [−ε,+ε]. Our task is to prove that
E
[
exp(tZ)

]
≤ exp(1

2ε2t(t + 1)) for all t > 0.
The key additional fact is the following consequence of Lemma 3.6

E
Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)

[
e−Z

]
= E

Y←P

[
e−f P∥Q (Y )

]
= E

Y←Q

[
ef P∥Q (Y )

· e−f P∥Q (Y )
]
= E

Y←Q
[1] = 1.

We can write this out as an integral to make it clear:

E
Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)

[
exp(−Z)

]
= E

Y←P

[
exp(−fP∥Q (Y ))

]
= E

Y←P

[
exp(− log(P(Y )/Q(Y )))

]
= E

Y←P

[
Q(Y )

P(Y )

]
=

∫
Y

Q(y)
P(y)

P(y)dy
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=

∫
Y

Q(y)dy

= 1.

The combination of these two facts – Z ∈ [−ε, ε] and E
[
exp(−Z)

]
= 1 – is all we

need to know about Z to prove the result. The technical ingredient is Hoeffding’s
lemma [Hoe63]:

Lemma 3.17 (Hoeffding’s lemma). Let Z be a random variable supported on the
interval [−ε,+ε]. Then for all t ∈ R, E

[
exp(tZ)

]
≤ exp(tE [Z ]+ t2ε2/2).

Proof. To simplify things, we can assume without loss of generality that Z is sup-
ported on the discrete set {−ε,+ε}. To prove this claim, let Z̃ ∈ {−ε,+ε} be a

randomized rounding of Z . That is, E
Z̃

[
Z̃
∣∣∣Z = z

]
= z for all z ∈ [−ε,+ε]. By

Jensen’s inequality, since exp(tz) is a convex function of z ∈ R for any fixed t ∈ R,
we have

E
Z

[
exp(tZ)

]
= E

Z

[
exp

(
tE

Z̃

[
Z̃
∣∣∣Z])] ≤ E

Z

[
E
Z̃

[
exp(tZ̃)

∣∣∣Z]] = E
Z̃

[
exp(tZ̃)

]
.

Note that E
[
Z̃
]
= E [Z ]. Thus it suffices to prove E

[
exp(tZ̃)

]
≤ exp(tE

[
Z̃
]
+

1
2ε2t2) for all t ∈ R.

The final step in the proof is some calculus: Let p := P
[
Z̃ = ε

]
= 1 −

P
[
Z̃ = −ε

]
. Then E [Z ] = E

[
Z̃
]
= εp − ε(1 − p) = ε(2p − 1). Define

f : R→ R by

f (t) := logE
[
exp(tZ̃)

]
= log(p · etε

+ (1−p) · e−tε) = log(1−p+p · e2tε)− tε.

For all t ∈ R,

f ′(t) =
2εp · e2tε

1− p+ p · e2tε − ε,

and

f ′′(t) =
(2ε)2p · e2tε

· (1− p+ p · e2tε)− (2εp · e2tε)2

(1− p+ p · e2tε)2

= (2ε)2
·

p · e2tε

1− p+ p · e2tε ·

(
1−

p · e2tε

1− p+ p · e2tε

)
= (2ε)2

· x · (1− x) ≤ (2ε)2
·

1

4
= ε2.
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The final line sets x = p·e2tε

1−p+p·e2tε and uses the fact that the function x · (1 − x) is

maximized at x = 1
2 .

Note that f (0) = 0 and f ′(0) = 2εp−ε = E
[
Z̃
]
= E [Z ]. By the fundamen-

tal theorem of calculus, for all t ∈ R,

f (t) = f (0)+ f ′(0) · t +
∫ t

0

∫ s

0
f ′′(r)drds ≤ 0+ E [Z ] · t

+

∫ t

0

∫ s

0
ε2drds = E [Z ] · t +

1

2
ε2t2.

This proves the lemma, as E
[
exp(tZ)

]
≤ E

[
exp(tZ̃)

]
= exp(f (t)) ≤ exp(E [Z ] ·

t + 1
2ε2t2).

If we substitute t = −1 into Lemma 3.17, we have

1 = E
[
exp(−Z)

]
≤ exp(−E [Z ]+

1

2
ε2),

which rearranges to E [Z ] ≤ 1
2ε2.

Substituting this bound on the expectation back into Lemma 3.17 yields the
result: For all t > 0, we have

E
[
exp(tZ)

]
≤ exp

(
t · E [Z ]+

1

2
ε2t2

)
≤ exp

(
1

2
ε2t(t + 1)

)
.

Combining these three results lets us prove what is known as the advanced com-
position theorem where we start with each individual algorithm satisfying pure DP
[DRV10]:

Theorem 3.18 (Advanced Composition Starting with Pure DP).
Let M1, M2, · · · , Mk : X n

→ Y be randomized algorithms. Suppose Mj is εj-DP
for each j ∈ [k]. Define M : X n

→ Yk by M(x) = (M1(x), M2(x), · · · , Mk(x)),
where each algorithm is run independently. Then M is (ε, δ)-DP for any δ > 0 with

ε =
1

2

k∑
j=1

ε2
j +

√√√√√2 log(1/δ)

k∑
j=1

ε2
j .

Proof of Theorem 3.18. By Proposition 3.16, for each j ∈ [k], Mj satisfies ρj-zCDP
with ρj =

1
2ε2

j . By composition of concentrated DP (Theorem 3.13), M satisfies
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Figure 3.1. Comparison of different composition bounds. We compose k independent

0.1-DP algorithms to obtain a (ε, 10−6)-DP guarantee. Theorem 3.1 – basic composition –

gives ε = k · 0.1. For comparison, we have advanced composition (Theorem 3.18), an opti-
mal bound [KOV15], and Concentrated DP (CDP) with the improved conversion from

Proposition 3.14. For comparison, we also consider composing the Gaussian mechanism

using Corollary 3.10, where the Gaussian noise is scaled to have the same variance as

Laplace noise would have to attain 0.1-DP.

ρ-zCDP with ρ =
∑k

j=1 ρj . Finally, Proposition 3.14 can convert this concen-
trated DP guarantee to approximate DP: M satisfies (ε, δ)-DP for all ε ≥ ρ and
δ = exp(−(ε − ρ)2/4ρ). We can rearrange this so that δ > 0 is arbitrary and
ε = ρ +

√
4ρ log(1/δ).

Recall that the basic composition theorem (Theorem 3.1) gives δ = 0 and
ε =

∑k
j=1 εj . That is, basic composition scales with the 1-norm of the vector

(ε1, ε2, · · · , εk), whereas advanced composition scales with the 2-norm of this vec-
tor (and the squared 2-norm). Neither bound strictly dominates the other. How-
ever, asymptotically (in a sense we will make precise in the next paragraph) advanced
composition dominates basic composition.

Suppose we have a fixed (ε, δ)-DP guarantee for the entire system and we must
answer k queries of sensitivity 1. Using basic composition, we can answer each query
by adding Laplace(k/ε) noise to each answer. However, using advanced composi-
tion, we can answer each query by adding Laplace(

√
k/2ρ) noise to each answer,
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where

ρ ≥
ε2

4 log(1/δ)+ 4ε
,

(per Remark 3.15). If the privacy parameters ε, δ > 0 are fixed (which implies ρ

is fixed) and k → ∞, we can see that asymptotically advanced composition gives
noise per query scaling as 2(

√
k), while basic composition results in noise scaling

as 2(k).

3.4.2 Adaptive Composition & Post-processing

Thus far we have only considered non-adaptive composition. That is, we assume
that the algorithms M1, M2, · · · , Mk being composed are independent. More gen-
erally, adaptive composition considers the possibility that Mj can depend on the
outputs of M1, · · · , Mj−1. This kind of dependence arises very often, either in an
iterative algorithm, or an interactive system where a human chooses analyses to
perform sequentially. Fortunately, adaptive composition is easy to deal with.

Proposition 3.19 (Adaptive Composition of Concentrated DP). Let M1 : X n
→

Y1 be ρ1-zCDP. Let M2 : X n
× Y1 → Y2 be such that, for all y1 ∈ Y1, the

algorithm x 7→ M(x, y1) is ρ2-zCDP. That is, M2 is ρ2-zCDP in terms of its first
argument for any fixed value of the second argument. Define M : X n

→ Y2 by
M(x) = M2(x, M1(x)). Then M is (ρ1 + ρ2)-zCDP.

Proposition 3.19 only considers the composition of two algorithms, but it can
be extended to k algorithms by induction.

Proof. Fix neighboring inputs x, x′ ∈ X n. Fix t ≥ 0. Let Z ←

PrivLoss
(
M(x)

∥∥M(x′)
)
. We must prove E

[
exp(tZ)

]
≤ exp(t(t + 1)(ρ1 + ρ2)).

For non-adaptive composition, we could write Z = Z1 + Z2 where Z1 ←

PrivLoss
(
M1(x)

∥∥M1(x′)
)

and Z2 ← PrivLoss
(
M2(x)

∥∥M2(x′)
)

are independent.
However, we cannot do this in the adaptive case – the two privacy losses are not
independent. Instead, we use the fact that, conditioned on the value of the first pri-
vacy loss Z1, the privacy loss Z2 still satisfies the bound on the moment generating
function. That is, for all z1, we have E

[
exp(tZ2) | Z1 = z1

]
≤ exp(t(t + 1)ρ2).

To make this argument precise, we must expand out the relevant definitions.
For now, we make a simplifying technical assumption (which we will justify

later): We assume that, given y2 = M(x, y1), we can determine y1. This means we
can decompose fM(x)∥M(x′) (y2) = fM1(x)∥M1(x′) (y1)+ fM2(x,y1)∥M2(x′,y1) (y2). Thus

E
Z←PrivLoss(M(x)∥M(x′))

[
exp(tZ)

]
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= E
Y←M2(x,M1(x))

[
exp

(
t · fM(x)∥M(x′) (Y )

)]
= E

Y1←M1(x)

[
E

Y2←M2(x,Y1)
[exp(t · (fM1(x)∥M1(x′) (Y1)

+fM2(x,Y1)∥M2(x′,Y1) (Y2)))]

]
= E

Y1←M1(x)

[
exp

(
t · fM1(x)∥M1(x′) (Y1)

)
· E
Y2←M2(x,Y1)

[
exp

(
t · fM2(x,Y1)∥M2(x′,Y1) (Y2)

)]]
≤ E

Y1←M1(x)

[
exp

(
t · fM1(x)∥M1(x′) (Y1)

)]
· sup

y1

E
Y2←M2(x,y1)

[
exp

(
t · fM2(x,y1)∥M2(x′,y1) (Y2)

)]
= E

Z1←PrivLoss(M1(x)∥M1(x′))

[
exp (t · Z1)

]
· sup

y1

E
Z2←PrivLoss(M2(x,y1)∥M2(x′,y2))

[
exp (t · Z2)

]
≤ exp(t(t + 1)ρ1) · exp(t(t + 1)ρ2)

= exp(t(t + 1)(ρ1 + ρ2)),

as required. All that remains is to justify our simplifying technical assumption. We
can perforce ensure this assumption holds by defining M̂ : X n

→ Y1 × Y2 by
M̂(x) = (y1, y2) where y1 = M1(x) and y2 = M2(x, y1) and proving the theorem
for M̂ in lieu of M . Since the output of M̂ includes both outputs, rather than
just the last output, the above decomposition works. The result holds in general
because M is a post-processing of M̂ . That is, we can obtain M(x) by running M̂(x)
and discarding the first part of the output. Intuitively, discarding part of the output
cannot hurt privacy. Formally, this is the post-processing property of concentrated
DP, which we prove in Lemma 3.20 and Corollary 3.21.

Lemma 3.20 (Post-processing for Concentrated DP). Let P̂ and Q̂ be distributions
on Ŷ and let g : Ŷ → Y be an arbitrary function. Define P = g(P̂) and Q = g(Q̂) to
be the distributions onY obtained by applying g to a function from P̂ and Q̂ respectively.
Then, for all t ≥ 0,

E
Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)

[
exp(tZ)

]
≤ E

Ẑ←PrivLoss
(

P̂
∥∥∥Q̂
) [exp(tẐ)

]
.
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Proof. To generate a sample from Y ← Q , we sample Ŷ ← Q̂ and set Y = g(Ŷ ).
We consider the reverse process: Given y ∈ Y , define Q̂y to be the conditional

distribution of Ŷ ← Q̂ conditioned on g(Ŷ ) = y. That is, Q̂y is a distribution

such that we can generate a sample Ŷ ← Q̂ by first sampling Y ← Q and then
sampling Ŷ ← Q̂Y . Note that if g is an injective function, then Q̂y is a point mass.

We have the following key identity. Formally, this relates the Radon-Nikodym
derivative of the postprocessed distributions (P with respect to Q) to the Radon-
Nikodym derivative of the original distributions (P̂ with respect to Q̂) via the con-
ditional distribution Q̂y.

∀y ∈ Y
P(y)
Q(y)

= E
Ŷ←Q̂y

[
P̂(Ŷ )

Q̂(Ŷ )

]
.

To see where this identity comes from, write

E
Ŷ←Q̂y

[
P̂(Ŷ )

Q̂(Ŷ )

]
=

∫
{ŷ:g(ŷ)=y}

P̂(ŷ)

Q̂(ŷ)
· Q̂y(ŷ)dŷ

=

∫
{ŷ:g(ŷ)=y}

P̂(ŷ)

Q̂(ŷ)
·

Q̂(ŷ)∫
{ỹ:g(ỹ)=y} Q̂(ỹ)dỹ

dŷ

=

∫
{ŷ:g(ŷ)=y} P̂(ŷ)dŷ∫
{ỹ:g(ỹ)=y} Q̂(ỹ)dỹ

=
P(y)
Q(y)

.

Finally, we have

E
Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)

[
exp(tZ)

]
= E

Y←P

[
exp(t · fP∥Q (Y ))

]
= E

Y←Q

[
exp((t + 1) · fP∥Q (Y ))

]
(Lemma 3.6)

= E
Y←Q

[(
P(Y )

Q(Y )

)t+1
]

= E
Y←Q

( E
Ŷ←Q̂Y

[
P̂(Ŷ )

Q̂(Ŷ )

])t+1


≤ E
Y←Q

 E
Ŷ←Q̂Y

( P̂(Ŷ )

Q̂(Ŷ )

)t+1
 (Jensen)
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= E
Ŷ←Q̂

( P̂(Ŷ )

Q̂(Ŷ )

)t+1


= E
Ŷ←Q̂

[
exp((t + 1) · f

P̂
∥∥∥Q̂

(Ŷ ))

]
= E

Ŷ←P̂

[
exp(t · f

P̂
∥∥∥Q̂

(Ŷ ))

]
(Lemma 3.6)

= E
Ẑ←PrivLoss

(
P̂
∥∥∥Q̂
) [exp(tẐ)

]
,

where the inequality follows from Jensen’s inequality and the convexity of the func-
tion v 7→ vt+1.

Corollary 3.21. Let M̂ : X n
→ Ŷ satisfy ρ-zCDP. Let g : Ŷ → Y be an arbitrary

function. Define M : X n
→ Y by M(x) = g(M̂(x)). Then M is also ρ-zCDP.

Proof. Fix neighboring inputs x, x′ ∈ X n. Let P = M(x), Q = M(x′), P̂ = M̂(x),
and Q̂ = M̂(x′). By Lemma 3.20 and the assumption that M̂ is ρ-zCDP, for all
t ≥ 0,

E
Z←PrivLoss(M(x)∥M(x′))

[
exp(tZ)

]
= E

Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)

[
exp(tZ)

]
≤ E

Ẑ←PrivLoss
(

P̂
∥∥∥Q̂
) [exp(tẐ)

]
= E

Ẑ←PrivLoss
(

M̂(x)
∥∥∥M̂(x′)

) [exp(tẐ)
]

≤ exp(t(t + 1)ρ),

which implies that M is also ρ-zCDP.

3.4.3 Composition of Approximate (ε, δ)-DP

Thus far we have only considered the composition of pure DP mechanisms (The-
orems 3.1 & 3.18) and the Gaussian mechanism (Corollary 3.10). What about
approximate (ε, δ)-DP?

We have the following result which extends Theorems 3.1 & 3.18 to approxi-
mate DP and to adaptive composition.

Theorem 3.22 (Advanced Composition Starting with Approximate DP). For j ∈
[k], let Mj : X n

× Yj−1 → Yj be randomized algorithms. Suppose Mj is (εj , δj)-DP
for each j ∈ [k]. For j ∈ [k], inductively define M1···j : X n

→ Yj by M1···j(x) =
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Mj(x, M1···(j−1)(x)), where each algorithm is run independently and M1···0(x) = y0

for some fixed y0 ∈ Y0. Then M1···k is (ε, δ)-DP for any δ >
∑k

j=1 δj with

ε = min


k∑

j=1

εj ,
1

2

k∑
j=1

ε2
j +

√√√√√2 log(1/δ′)

k∑
j=1

ε2
j

 ,

where δ′ = δ −
∑k

j=1 δj .

Intuitively, if you consider the privacy loss PrivLoss
(
M(x)

∥∥M(x′)
)

(where
x, x′ ∈ X n are arbitrary neighboring inputs), then M being (ε, δ)-DP is equivalent
to the privacy loss being in [−ε,+ε] with probability at least 1− δ; otherwise the
privacy loss can be arbitrary (including possibly infinite). Informally, the proof of
Theorem 3.22 uses a union bound to show that with probability at least 1−

∑k
j=1 δj

all of the privacy losses of the k algorithms are bounded by their respective εjs. Once
we condition on this event, the proof proceeds as before.

Formally, rather than reasoning about possibly infinite privacy losses, we use the
following decomposition result.

Lemma 3.23. Let P and Q be probability distributions over Y . Fix ε, δ ≥ 0. Suppose
that, for all measurable S ⊂ Y , we have P(S) ≤ eε ·Q(S)+δ and Q(S) ≤ eεP(S)+δ.

Then there exist distributions P′, Q ′, P′′, Q ′′ over Y with the following properties.
We can express P and Q as convex combinations of these distributions, namely P =
(1− δ)P′+ δP′′ and Q = (1− δ)Q ′+ δQ ′′. And, for every measurable S ⊂ Y , we
have e−ε

· Q ′(S) ≤ P′(S) ≤ eε · Q ′(S).

Proof. Fix ε1, ε2 ∈ [0, ε] to be determined later. Define distributions P′, P′′, Q ′,
and Q ′′ as follows.vi For all points y ∈ Y ,

P′(y) =
min{P(y), eε1 · Q(y)}

1− δ1
,

P′′(y) =
P(y)− (1− δ1)P′(y)

δ1
=

max{0, P(y)− eε1 · Q(y)}
δ1

,

Q ′(y) =
min{Q(y), eε2 · P(y)}

1− δ2
,

Q ′′(y) =
Q(y)− (1− δ2)Q ′(y)

δ2
=

max{0, Q(y)− eε2 · P(y)}
δ2

,

vi. Formally, P(y), P′(y), P′′(y), Q(y), Q ′(y), and Q ′′(y) denote the Radon-Nikodym derivative of these dis-
tributions with respect to some base measure – usually either the counting measure (in which case these
quantities are probability mass functions) or Lebesgue measure (in which case these quantities are probabil-
ity density functions) – in any case, we can take P + Q to be the base measure.
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where δ1 and δ2 are appropriate normalizing constants.
By construction, (1− δ1)P′ + δ1P′′ = P and (1− δ2)Q ′ + δ2Q ′′ = Q .
If δ1 = δ2 = δ, then we have the appropriate decomposition and, for all y ∈ Y ,

we have

e−ε
≤ e−ε2 ≤

P′(y)
Q ′(y)

=
min{P(y), eε1 · Q(y)}
min{Q(y), eε2 · P(y)}

≤ eε1 ≤ eε,

as required. If δ1 = δ2 < δ, we can change the decomposition to

P = (1−δ)P′+ (δ−δ1)P′+ (1−δ1)P′′ = (1−δ)P′+δ ·

(
δ − δ1

δ
P′ +

δ1

δ
P′′
)

,

and likewise for Q , which also yields the result.
It only remains to show that we can ensure that δ1 = δ2 ≤ δ by appropriately

setting ε1, ε2 ∈ [0, ε]. We have

δ1 =

∫
Y

max{0, P(y)− eε1 ·Q(y)}dy =
∫

S
P(y)− eε1 ·Q(y)dy = P(S)− eε1Q(S),

where S = {y ∈ Y : P(y) ≥ eε1 ·Q(y)}. If ε1 = ε, then δ1 ≤ δ by the assumptions
of the Lemma. If ε1 = 0, then δ1 = dTV (P, Q). By decreasing ε1, we continuously
increase δ1. Thus we can pick ε1 ∈ [0, ε] such that δ1 = min{δ, dTV (P, Q)}.
Similarly, we can pick ε2 ∈ [0, ε], such that δ2 = min{δ, dTV (P, Q)}.

The proof of Theorem 3.22 is, unfortunately, quite technical. Most of the steps
are the same as we have seen in the pure DP case. The only novelty is applying the
decomposition of Lemma 3.23 inductively; this requires cumbersome notation, but
is otherwise straightforward.

Proof of Theorem 3.22. Fix neighboring datasets x, x′ ∈ X n. We inductively define
distributions Pj and Qj on Y0 × Y1 × · · · × Yj as follows. For j ∈ [k],
Pj = (Y0, Y1, · · · , Yj−1, Mj(x, Yj−1)), where (Y1, · · · , Yj−1) ← Pj−1, and
Qj = (Y0, Y1, · · · , Yj−1, Mj(x′, Yj−1)), where (Y1, · · · , Yj−1)← Qj−1. We define
P0 = Q0 to be the point mass on y0.

We will prove by induction that, for each j ∈ [k], there exist distributions P′j ,
P′′j , Q ′j , and Q ′′j on Y0 × Y1 × · · · × Yj such that

Pj =

j∏
ℓ=1

(1− δℓ)P′j +

1−
j∏

ℓ=1

(1− δℓ)

 P′′j
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and

Qj =

j∏
ℓ=1

(1− δℓ)Q ′j +

1−
j∏

ℓ=1

(1− δℓ)

Q ′′j

and, for all t ≥ 0,

E
Z ′j←PrivLoss

(
P′j

∥∥∥Q ′j

) [exp(tZ ′j )
]
≤ exp

 t(t + 1)

2

j∑
ℓ=1

ε2
ℓ


and, for all measurable S ⊂ Y0×Y1× · · ·×Yj , P′j (S) ≤ exp

(∑j
ℓ=1 εℓ

)
·Q ′j (S).

Before proving the inductive claim, we show that it suffices to prove the result.
Fix an arbitrary measurable S ⊂ Yk and let S̃ = Y0 × Y1 × · · · × Yk−1 × S. We
have

P [M(x) ∈ S] = Pk(S̃) (Postprocessing)

=

k∏
ℓ=1

(1− δℓ)P′k(S̃)+

(
1−

k∏
ℓ=1

(1− δℓ)

)
P′′k (S̃)

≤

k∏
ℓ=1

(1− δℓ)P′k(S̃)+

k∑
j=1

δj

(P′′k (S̃) ≤ 1 and 1−
∏k

ℓ=1(1− δℓ) ≤
∑k

j=1 δj)

≤

k∏
ℓ=1

(1− δℓ)
(

eε · Q ′k(S̃)+ δ′
)
+

k∑
j=1

δj (*)

≤ eε ·
k∏

ℓ=1

(1− δℓ) · Q ′k(S̃)+ δ (δ = δ′ +
∑k

j=1 δj)

≤ eε · Qk(S̃)+ δ

(Qk =
∏k

ℓ=1(1− δℓ)Q ′k +
(

1−
∏k

ℓ=1(1− δℓ)
)

Q ′′k )

= eε · P
[
M(x′) ∈ S

]
+ δ.

The inequality P′k(S̃) ≤ eε · Q ′k(S̃) + δ′ (*) follows the proof we have
seen before. Our inductive conclusion includes a pure DP result – P′j (S̃) ≤

exp
(∑j

ℓ=1 εℓ

)
· Q ′j (S̃) – and a concentrated DP result – for all t ≥ 0, we have
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E
Z ′j←PrivLoss

(
P′j

∥∥∥Q ′j

) [exp(tZ ′j )
]
≤ exp

(
t(t+1)

2

∑j
ℓ=1 ε2

ℓ

)
, which implies

P′k(S̃) ≤ eε · Q ′k(S̃)+ P
Z ′k←PrivLoss(P′k

∥∥Q ′k)

[
Z ′k > ε

]
(Proposition 3.7)

≤ eε · Q ′k(S̃)+ E
Z ′k←PrivLoss(P′k

∥∥Q ′k)

[
exp(t(Z ′k − ε))

]
(I[Z ′k > ε] ≤ exp(t(Z ′k − ε)))

≤ eε · Q ′k(S̃)+ exp

 t(t + 1)

2

k∑
j=1

ε2
j

 · exp(−tε)

(Induction conclusion)

≤ eε · Q ′k(S̃)+ δ′,

where the final inequality holds for the case ε =
1
2

∑k
j=1 ε2

j +√
2 log(1/δ′)

∑k
j=1 ε2

j and requires setting t = ε∑k
j=1 ε2

j
−

1
2 =

√
2 log(1/δ′)∑k

j=1 ε2
j

.

It only remains for us to perform the induction. The base case (j = 0) is trivial.
Fix j ∈ [k] and assume the induction hypothesis holds for j−1. The distribution

Pj is defined as a mixture (i.e., convex combination) of Pj|Y for Y ← Pj−1, where
Pj|Y := (Y , Mj(x, Yj−1)). For every y, we apply Lemma 3.23 to the conditional
distribution Pj|y and then we take the convex combination of these decompositions
to obtain a decomposition of Pj . Of course, we must also decompose Qj at the same
time.

For each y ∈ Y0 × Y1 × · · ·Yj−1, the conditional distributions satisfy
∀S Pj|y(S) ≤ eεj Qj|y(S)+δj and vice versa. Thus Lemma 3.23 allows us to decom-
pose the conditional distributions Pj|y and Qj|y as Pj|y = (1− δj)P′j |y+ δjP′′j |y and

Qj|y = (1 − δj)Q ′j |y + δjQ ′′j |y where e−εj · Q ′j |y(S) ≤ P′j |y(S) ≤ eεj · Q ′j |y(S) for
all S. This gives us the desired decomposition:

Pj = E
Y←Pj−1

[
Pj|Y

]
= E

Y←Pj−1

[
(1− δj)P′j |Y + δjP′′j |Y

]
=

j−1∏
ℓ=1

(1−δℓ) E
Y←P′j−1

[
(1−δj)P′j |Y +δjP′′j |Y

]
+

1−
j−1∏
ℓ=1

(1−δℓ)


× E

Y←P′′j−1

[
(1−δj)P′j |Y +δjP′′j |Y

]
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=

j∏
ℓ=1

(1− δℓ) E
Y←P′j−1

[
P′j |Y

]
+ δj

j−1∏
ℓ=1

(1− δℓ) E
Y←P′j−1

[
P′′j |Y

]

+

1−
j−1∏
ℓ=1

(1− δℓ)

 (1− δj) E
Y←P′′j−1

[
P′j |Y

]

+

1−
j−1∏
ℓ=1

(1− δℓ)

 δj E
Y←P′′j−1

[
P′′j |Y

]
.

Thus we define the new decomposition as P′j = P′j |Y for Y ← P′j−1 and Q ′j =
Q ′j |Y for Y ← Q ′j−1. The “weight” of P′j is the product of the weight of P′j−1 (i.e.,∏j−1

ℓ=1(1 − δℓ)) and the weight of P′j |Y (i.e., 1 − δj), as required. The remaining
parts of the decomposition are combined to define P′′j = and Q ′′j ; note that P′′j
includes both P′j |Y for Y ← P′′j−1 and P′′j |Y for Y ← Pj−1. It is easy to verify that
this decomposition satisfies the requirements of the induction:

E
Z ′j←PrivLoss

(
P′j

∥∥∥Q ′j

) [exp(tZ ′j )
]

= E
Y ′j←P′j

[
exp

(
t · f

P′j

∥∥∥Q ′j
(Y ′j )

)]

= E
Y ′j−1←P′j−1

[
E

Y ′j←P′j |Yj−1

[
exp

(
t ·
(

f
P′j−1

∥∥∥Q ′j−1
(Y ′j−1)+ f

P′j |Yj−1

∥∥∥Q ′j |Yj−1
(Y ′j )

))]]

= E
Y ′j−1←P′j−1

[
exp

(
t · f

P′j−1

∥∥∥Q ′j−1
(Y ′j−1)

)

· E
Y ′j←P′j |Yj−1

[
exp

(
t · f

P′j |Yj−1

∥∥∥Q ′j |Yj−1
(Y ′j )

)]]

= E
Y ′j−1←P′j−1

[
exp

(
t · f

P′j−1

∥∥∥Q ′j−1
(Y ′j−1)

)

· E
Z ′j←PrivLoss

(
P′j |Yj−1

∥∥∥Q ′j |Yj−1

) [exp
(

t · Z ′j
)]

≤ E
Y ′j−1←P′j−1

[
exp

(
t · f

P′j−1

∥∥∥Q ′j−1
(Y ′j−1)

)
· exp

(
t(t + 1)

1

2
ε2

j

)]
(Proposition 3.16 & |Z ′j | ≤ εj)
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≤ exp

 t(t + 1)

2

j−1∑
ℓ=1

ε2
ℓ

 · exp

(
t(t + 1)

1

2
ε2

j

)
(Induction hypothesis)

= exp

 t(t + 1)

2

j∑
ℓ=1

ε2
ℓ

 .

And, for pure DP, we have P′j (S) = E
Y ′j−1←P′j−1

[
P′j |Yj−1(S)

]
≤ E

Y ′j−1←P′j−1

[
eεj

Q ′j |Yj−1(S)
]
≤ exp

(∑j−1
ℓ=1 εℓ

)
· E

Y ′j−1←Q ′j−1

[
eεj Q ′j |Yj−1(S)

]
= exp

(∑j
ℓ=1 εℓ

)
·

Q ′j (S) for all measurable S.

3.5 Asymptotic Optimality of Composition

Is the advanced composition theorem optimal? That is, could we prove a result
that is stronger? This is an important question, but we first need to think about
what optimality even means. Recall that, in Section 3.2.1, we proved that basic
composition is optimal, but then we showed that we could do better by relaxing
the requirement from pure DP to approximate DP or concentrated DP. To prove
asymptotic optimality of advanced composition, we will show that no algorithm
can provide better accuracy than advanced composition gives (except for constant
factors) subject to approximate DP. Furthermore, we will see that the analysis is not
specific to approximate DP.

Combining advanced composition (Theorem 3.18 or 3.22) with Laplace noise
addition shows that we can answer k bounded sensitivity queries (e.g., counting
queries) with noise scale 2(

√
k/ρ) for each query, where ρ only depends on the

privacy parameters, e.g., ρ = 2(ε2/ log(1/δ)) for (ε, δ)-DP. (Gaussian noise addi-
tion also gives the same asymptotics, per Corollary 3.10.)

We can prove that this asymptotics – average error per query �(
√

k) – is optimal.
Formally, we have the following result.

Theorem 3.24 (Negative Result for Error of Private Mean Estimation). Let X =
{0, 1}k and Y = [0, 1]k. Let M : X n

→ Y satisfy (ε, δ)-DP. If δ ≤ 1/100n and
k ≥ 200(eε − 1)2n, then there exists some x ∈ X n such that√

E
[

1

k
∥M(x)− x∥22

]
≥ min

{ √
k

16 · n · (eε − 1)
,

1

10

}
,

where x = 1
n

∑n
i=1 xi ∈ [0, 1]k is the mean of input dataset.
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Theorem 3.24 shows that any DP algorithm answering k queries must have
error per query scaling with �(

√
k), which matches the guarantees of the advanced

composition theorem. We briefly remark on some of the properties of this theorem:
First, M could just output 1

2 for each coordinate; this is trivially private and has
root mean square error at most 1

2 . The theorem must apply to such an algorithm
too, which is the fundamental reason why the lower bound in the conclusion of
Theorem 3.24 cannot be larger than a constant 1

10 .
Second, the assumption δ ≤ 1/100n is also necessary, up to constant factors.

If δ ≫ 1/n, then M could sample nδ of the inputs and return the sample mean.

This would be (0, δ)-DP and would give accuracy
√
E
[1

k∥M(x)− x∥22
]
≤

1
√

nδ
≪

1. Note that the advanced composition theorem includes a
√

log(1/δ) term. It is
possible to extend the negative results to include such a term too [SU15] (see also
Lemma 2.3.6 of Bun [Bun16]), but we do not do this here for simplicity.

Third, the assumption k ≥ 200(eε−1)2n is not really necessary; it is an artifact
of our analysis. If k ≪ ε2n, then the privacy error is lower than the sampling error
(if we think of x as consisting of n samples from some distribution). A different
analysis is possible in this case.

Fourth, Theorem 3.24 has eε−1 in the denominator, where our positive results
have ε. For small ε, we have eε − 1 ≈ ε. But, for large ε, there is an exponential
difference. Surprisingly, this is inherent; by using discrete noise [CKS20] in place
of continuous Laplace noise it is possible to improve the positive results to yield
this asymptotic behavior. However, we are generally not interested in the large ε

setting.
Finally, fifth, this theorem is not merely an esoteric impossibility result. It cor-

responds to realistic attacks, which are known as “tracing attacks” [DSSU17] or
“membership inference attacks” [SSSS17], which are the subject of Chapter 5 of
this book.

Proof of Theorem 3.24. The theorem guarantees that there exists a specific input x
on which M has high error. In general, x must depend on M . To prove this we
show that, for a random input from a carefully chosen distribution, any M must
have high error. It follows that for each specific M there must exist some fixed input
with high error.

For p ∈ [0, 1]k, let Dp be the product distribution over {0, 1}k with mean p. Our
random input X ∈ X n will consist of n independent draws from Dp. Furthermore,
we select the mean parameter randomly too. That is, P ∈ [0, 1]d is uniformly
random and X consists of n conditionally independent draws from DP .

We analyze the quantity

Z :=
n∑

i=1

⟨M(X )− P, Xi − P⟩ .
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Applying Lemma 3.25 with f (x) = E
[
M(X )j|Xj = x

]
and summing over the

coordinates j ∈ [k] shows that

E
P←Uniform([0,1]k)

X←Dn
P

[
Z + ∥M(X )− X∥22

]

=

k∑
j=1

E
P←Uniform([0,1]k)

X←Dn
P

[
(M(X )j − Pj) ·

n∑
i=1

(Xi,j − Pj)

]
≥

k
12

.

Denoting α2k = E
[
∥M(X )− X∥22

]
, we have E [Z ] ≥ k

12 − α2k. Intuitively,
Z measures the total correlation between the output of M and its inputs. What
Lemma 3.25 shows is that, if M is accurate – i.e., E

[
∥M(X )− X∥22

]
≤ o(k) –

then this correlation must be large.
The punchline of the proof is that we show that differential privacy means the

correlation must be small, which conflicts with the fact that we have proven it must
be large. Ergo, we will obtain the desired impossibility result.

For i ∈ [n], define

Zi = ⟨M(X )− P, Xi − P⟩,

so that Z =
∑n

i=1 Zi. Let X0 be a fresh sample from DP that is (conditionally)
independent from X1, · · · , Xn. Let M(X0, X−i) denote running M on the dataset
X where Xi has been replaced by X0 and define

Z̃i = ⟨M(X0, X−i)− P, Xi − P⟩.

By differential privacy, M(X0, X−i) is indistinguishable from M(X ), even if we
condition on X0, X1, · · · , Xn. Thus the distributions of Z̃i and Zi are also indistin-
guishable.

Since M(X0, X−i) and Xi are independent (conditioned on P) and E [Xi − P] =

0⃗, E
[
Z̃i

]
= 0 and

E
P,X ,M

[
Z̃2

i

]
=

k∑
j=1

E
P

[
Pj(1− Pj) · E

X ,M

[
(M(X0, X−i)j − Pj)

2]]

≤
1

4
E

P,X ,M

[
∥M(X )− P∥22

]
.
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NowE
[
∥M(X )− P∥22

]
≤ 2E

[
∥M(X )− X∥22

]
+2E

[
∥X − P∥22

]
≤ 2α2k+ k

3n .vii

Lemma 3.26, |Zi| ≤ k, |Z̃i| ≤ k, and E
[
|Z̃i|

]
≤

√
E
[
Z̃2

i

]
(i.e., Jensen’s

inequality) gives

E [Zi] ≤ E
[
Z̃i

]
+ (eε − 1)E

[
|Z̃i|

]
+ 2δk ≤

eε − 1

2

√
2α2k +

k
3n
+ 2δk.

Putting things together, we have

k
12
− α2k ≤ E [Z ] =

n∑
i=1

E [Zi] ≤ n ·

(
eε − 1

2

√
2α2k +

k
3n
+ 2δk

)
.

Ignoring terms that are (hopefully) low order, this is �(k) ≤ O(n · ε
√

α2k), which

rearranges to α =
√
E
[1

k∥M(X )− X∥22
]
≥ �

(√
k

nε

)
, which is the desired asymp-

totic result. To be precise, this rearranges to

α ≥

√(
1

6
− 2α2 − 4nδ

)2

·
k

2n2 · (eε − 1)2 −
1

6n
.

If α ≤ 1/10 and δ ≤ 1/100n, then 1
6 − 2α2

− 4nδ ≥ 1
10 . If k ≥ 200(eε − 1)2n,

then
( 1

10

)2
·

k
2n2(eε−1)2 ≥

1
n . If all three of these conditions hold, then√

E
[

1

k
∥M(X )− X∥22

]
= α ≥

√
k

200 · n2 · (eε − 1)2

(
1−

1

6

)
≥

√
k

16n(eε − 1)
.

Hence, if δ ≤ 1/100n and k ≥ 200(eε − 1)2n, then either α > 1/10 or α ≥
√

k/16n(eε − 1), as required.

Now we prove the two lemma that were used to prove Theorem 3.24. We begin
with the lemma showing that the correlation Z must be large if M is accurate.

The lemma only contemplates one coordinate and then we sum over the k coor-
dinates in the proof of Theorem 3.24. That is, the function f in the theorem is
simply one coordinate of M and we average out the randomness of M and the
other coordinates.

Lemma 3.25. Let f : {0, 1}d → [0, 1] be an arbitrary function. Let P ∈ [0, 1]
be uniformly random and, conditioned on P, let X1, · · · , Xn ∈ {0, 1} be independent

vii. E
[
∥X − P∥22

]
=
∑k

j=1 E
Pj←Uniform([0,1])

[
E

Yj←Binomial(n,Pj )

[
( 1

n Yj − Pj)
2
]]
= k ·

∫ 1
0

p(1−p)
n dp = k

6n .
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with E [Xi] = P for each i ∈ [n]. Then

E
X ,P

[
(f (X )− P) ·

n∑
i=1

(Xi − P)

]
+ E

P

[
E
X

[
f (X )− X

]2]
≥

1

12
.

By Jensen’s inequality E
P

[
E
X

[
f (X )− X

]2]
≤ E

P,X

[(
f (X )− X

)2]
. Thus

E
X ,P

[
(f (X )− P) ·

n∑
i=1

(Xi − P)+
(
f (X )− X

)2]
≥

1

12
.

To gain some intuition for the lemma statement, suppose f (x) = x =
1
n

∑n
i=1 xi. Then

E
[(

f (X )− P, Xi − P
)]
= E

[(
X − P

)
·

(
n∑

i=1

Xi − P

)]

=
1

n

n∑
i=1

E
[
(Xi − P)2]

=
1

6
.

The constant 1
6 =

∫ 1
0 p(1−p)dp in this example is slightly better than the constant

1
12 in the general result. However, if f (x) = 1

2 is a constant function, then the

constant is tight, as E
P

[
E
X

[
f (X )− X

]2]
= E

P

[(1
2 − P

)2]
=

1
12 .

Proof of Lemma 3.25. Define g : [0, 1] → [0, 1] by g(p) = E
X←Dn

p

[
f (X )

]
, where

Dn
p denotes the product distribution over {0, 1}n with each coordinate having mean

p. Then

g ′(p) =
d

dp
E

X←Dn
p

[
f (X )

]
=

∑
x∈{0,1}n

f (x)
d

dp

n∏
ℓ=1

(
xℓ · p+ (1− xℓ) · (1− p)

)
=

∑
x∈{0,1}n

f (x)
n∏

ℓ=1

(
xℓ · p+ (1− xℓ)

· (1− p)
) n∑

i=1

d
dp(pxi · p+ (1− xi) · (1− p))

xi · p+ (1− xi) · (1− p)
(Product rule)
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=

∑
x∈{0,1}n

f (x)
n∏

ℓ=1

(
xℓ · p+ (1− xℓ)

· (1− p)
) n∑

i=1

2xi − 1

xi · p+ (1− xi) · (1− p)

=

∑
x∈{0,1}n

f (x)
n∏

ℓ=1

(
xℓ · p+ (1− xℓ) · (1− p)

) n∑
i=1

xi − p
p(1− p)

(Case analysis for xi ∈ {0, 1})

= E
X←Dn

p

[
f (X ) ·

n∑
i=1

Xi − p
p(1− p)

]
.

Now we apply integration by parts to this derivative:

E
P←[0,1]

[
E

X←Dn
P

[
f (X ) ·

n∑
i=1

(Xi − P)

]]

=

∫ 1

0
g ′(p) · p(1− p)dp

=

∫ 1

0

(
d

dp
g(p) · p(1− p)

)
− g(p) · (1− 2p)dp

= g(1) · 1(1− 1)− g(0) · 0(1− 0)+

∫ 1

0
g(p) · (2p− 1)dp

= 2 E
P←[0,1]

[
g(P) ·

(
P −

1

2

)]
.

Using the fact that E
P←[0,1]

[
P − 1

2

]
= 0 and E

X←Dn
p

[
Xi − p

]
= 0, we can center

these expressions:

E
P←[0,1]
X←Dn

P

[
(f (X )− P) ·

n∑
i=1

(Xi − P)

]

= 2 E
P←[0,1]

[(
g(P)−

1

2

)
·

(
P −

1

2

)]
= E

P←[0,1]

[(
g(P)−

1

2

)2

+

(
P−

1

2

)2

−

((
g(P)−

1

2

)
−

(
P−

1

2

))2
]

≥ E
P←[0,1]

[
0+

(
P −

1

2

)2

−
(
g(P)− P

)2]
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=
1

12
− E

P←[0,1]

[(
g(P)− P

)2]
=

1

12
− E

P←[0,1]

[
E

X←Dn
P

[
f (X )− X

]2]
.

Lemma 3.26. Let X and Y be random variables supported on [−1, 1] satisfying
P [X ∈ S] ≤ eε ·P [Y ∈ S]+δ and P [Y ∈ S] ≤ eε ·P [X ∈ S]+δ for all measurable
S. Then

E [X ] ≤ E [Y ]+ (eε − 1)E [|Y |]+ 2δ1.

Proof.

E [X ] =
∫ 1

0
P [X > t]− P [X < −t]dt

≤

∫ 1

0
eε · P [Y > t]+ δ − e−ε

· (P [Y < −t]− δ)dt

=

∫ 1

0
(P [Y > t]− P [Y < −t])+ (eε − 1) · P [Y > t]+ (1− e−ε)

· P [Y < −t]+ (1+ e−ε)δdt

= E [Y ]+ (eε − 1)E [max{0, Y }]+ (1− e−ε)E [max{0,−Y }]

+ (1+ e−ε)δ1

≤ E [Y ]+ (eε − 1)E [|Y |]+ 2δ1,

as 1− e−ε
≤ eε − 1 and 1+ e−ε

≤ 2.

Remark 3.27. The only part of the proof of Theorem 3.24 that uses differential privacy
is Lemma 3.26. Thus, if we were to consider a different definition of differential privacy,
as long as an analog of Lemma 3.26 holds for this alternative definition, an analog of
Theorem 3.24 would still apply. That is to say, this negative result is robust to our choice
of privacy definition (unlike the the negative result in Section 3.2.1).

3.6 Privacy Amplification by Subsampling

Thus far we have considered the composition of Gaussian mechanisms, and generic
mechanisms satisfying pure or approximate DP. We now turn our attention to sub-
sampled privacy mechanisms. These mechanisms introduce some additional quirks
into the picture, which will force us to develop new tools.
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The premise of privacy amplification by subsampling is that we run a DP algo-
rithm on some random subset of the data. The subset introduces additional uncer-
tainty, which benefits privacy. In particular, there is some probability that your
data is not included in the analysis, which can only enhance your privacy. Further-
more, a potential attacker does not know whether or not your data was dropped;
this uncertainty can benefit your privacy even when your data is included. Privacy
amplification by subsampling theorems make this intuition precise.

Subsampling arises naturally. We often would like to collect the data of the entire
population, but this is impractical. Thus we collect the data of a subset of the pop-
ulation and use statistical methods to generalize from this sample to the entire pop-
ulation. In particular, in deep learning applications, we will use stochastic gradient
descent. That is, we choose a random subset of our training data (called a mini-
batch) and compute the gradient of the loss function with respect to this subset,
rather than the entire dataset. This method reduces the computational cost for
training. If we want to make deep learning differentially private, then we will add
noise to the gradients and we should exploit privacy amplification by subsampling
to analyze the privacy properties of this algorithm.

In this section we will analyze subsampling precisely and we will show how it
interacts with composition.

3.6.1 Subsampling for Pure or Approximate DP

We begin by analyzing privacy amplification by subsampling under pure or approx-
imate differential privacy. This is a relatively simple result, but it will be instructive
as we later attempt to derive more precise bounds.

Theorem 3.28 (Privacy Amplification by Subsampling for Approximate DP). Let
U ⊂ [n] be a random subset. For a dataset x ∈ X n, let xU ∈ X n denote the entries
of x indexed by U . That is, (xU )i = xi if i ∈ U and (xU )i = ⊥ if i /∈ U , where
⊥ ∈ X is some null value.

Assume that, for all i ∈ [n], we can define U−i ⊂ [n] \ {i} such that the following
two conditions hold.

• For all x ∈ X n and i ∈ [d ], xU and xU−i are always neighboring datasets.
• For all i ∈ [n], the marginal distribution of U−i conditioned on i ∈ U is equal

to the marginal distribution of U conditioned on i /∈ U .

Let M : X n
→ Y satisfy (ε, δ)-DP. Define MU : X n

→ Y by MU (x) =
M(xU ).

Let p = maxi∈[n] P
U

[i ∈ U ]. Then MU is (ε′, δ′)-DP for ε′ = log(1+ p(eε−1))

and δ′ = p · δ.
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For small values of ε, we have ε′ = log(1+ p(eε − 1)) ≈ p · ε. More precisely,
ε′ = log(1+p(eε−1)) ≤ p·(eε−1) and, for ε ≤ 1, we have eε−1 ≤ ε+ε2

≤ 2ε.
The technical assumption about U in the theorem statement is satisfied by many

natural subsampling distributions: If U is a uniformly random subset of [n] of a
fixed size m, then U−i can be obtained by replacing i with a a uniformly random
element that is not in U . If U is Poisson subsampled – i.e., each i ∈ [n] is indepen-
dently included in U with probability p – then, by independence, we can simply
remove i, namely U−i = U \ {i}.

The technical assumption should be thought of as an independence assump-
tion. For example, it rules out distributions of the form P

U
[U = [n]] = p and

P [U = ∅] = 1− p, which do not yield meaningful privacy amplification.

Proof of Theorem 3.28. Fix neighboring inputs x, x′ ∈ X n and some measurable
S ⊂ Y . Let i ∈ [n] be the index on which they differ (i.e., xj = x′j for all j ∈ [n]\{i})
and let pi = P

U
[i ∈ U ]. We have

P
MU

[
MU (x) ∈ S

]
= E

U

[
P
M

[M(xU ) ∈ S]

]
= (1− pi) · E

U

[
P
M

[M(xU ) ∈ S] | i /∈ U
]

+ pi · E
U

[
P
M

[M(xU ) ∈ S] | i ∈ U
]

= (1− pi) · E
U

[
P
M

[
M(x′U ) ∈ S

]
| i /∈ U

]
+ pi · E

U

[
P
M

[M(xU ) ∈ S] | i ∈ U
]

= (1− pi) · a+ pi · b,

P
MU

[
MU (x′) ∈ S

]
= (1− pi) · E

U

[
P
M

[
M(x′U ) ∈ S

]
| i /∈ U

]
+ pi · E

U

[
P
M

[
M(x′U ) ∈ S

]
| i ∈ U

]
= (1− pi) · a+ pi · b′,

where a = E
U

[
P
M

[M(xU ) ∈ S] | i /∈ U
]
= E

U

[
P
M

[
M(x′U ) ∈ S

]
| i /∈ U

]
, b =

E
U

[
P
M

[M(xU ) ∈ S] | i ∈ U
]

, and b′ = E
U

[
P
M

[
M(x′U ) ∈ S

]
| i ∈ U

]
.
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Note that xU and x′U are always neighboring datasets. And, if i /∈ U , then
xU = x′U . Since M is (ε, δ)-DP, we have P

M
[M(xU ) ∈ S] ≤ eε ·P

M

[
M(x′U ) ∈ S

]
+δ

for all values of U ; thus

b = E
U

[
P
M

[M(xU ) ∈ S] | i ∈ U
]
≤ E

U

[
eε · P

M

[
M(x′U ) ∈ S

]
+ δ | i ∈ U

]
= eε · b′ + δ.

However, this inequality alone is not sufficient to prove the claim. We also need to
show that b ≤ eε · a+ δ. Using our technical assumption, we have

b = E
U

[
P
M

[M(xU ) ∈ S] | i ∈ U
]

≤ E
U

[
eε · P

M

[
M(xU−i) ∈ S

]
+ δ | i ∈ U

]
(xU−i is a neighbour of xU )

= E
U

[
eε · P

M
[M(xU ) ∈ S]+ δ | i /∈ U

]
(U−i|i∈U has the same distribution as U |i/∈U )

= eε · a+ δ.

Now we can complete the proof: For any λ ∈ [0, 1],

P
MU

[
MU (x) ∈ S

]
= (1− pi) · a+ pi · b

≤ (1− pi) · a+ pi · ((1− λ) · (eε · a+ δ)+ λ · (eε · b′ + δ))

= (1− pi + eε · (1− λ) · pi) · a+ pi · eε · λ · b′ + pi · δ.

Set λ = pi + (1− pi) · e−ε to obtain

P
MU

[
MU (x) ∈ S

]
≤ (1− pi + eε · (1− λ) · pi) · a+ pi · eε · λ · b′ + pi · δ

=
(
1+ pi · (eε − 1)

)
·
(
(1− pi) · a+ pi · b′

)
+ pi · δ

=
(
1+ pi · (eε − 1)

)
· P

MU

[
MU (x′) ∈ S

]
+ pi · δ

≤ eε
′

· P
MU

[
MU (x′) ∈ S

]
+ δ′.

Theorem 3.28 is tight: Consider an algorithm M : {0, 1,⊥}n → {0, 1} that
sums its input (excluding⊥ values) and performs randomized response on whether
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or not the sum is 0.viii That is, if y ∈ {0, 1,⊥}n satisfies
∑

i:yi ̸=⊥
yi = 0, then

P
[
M(y) = 0

]
=

eε
eε=1 and P

[
M(y) = 1

]
=

1
eε=1 and, if y ∈ {0, 1,⊥}n satisfies∑

i:yi ̸=⊥
yi > 0, then P

[
M(y) = 1

]
=

eε
eε=1 and P

[
M(y) = 0

]
=

1
eε−1 . This

algorithm satisfies ε-DP.
Let U ⊂ [n] be random and let MU : {0, 1}n → {0, 1} be as in Theorem 3.28.

Consider neighboring datasets x = (0, 0, · · · , 0) and x′ = (1, 0, 0, · · · , 0). We
have

P
[
MU (x) = 0

]
=

eε

eε + 1
,

P
[
MU (x) = 1

]
=

1

eε + 1
,

P
[
MU (x′) = 1

]
=

P [1 ∈ U ] · eε + P [1 /∈ U ]
eε + 1

,

P
[
MU (x′) = 0

]
=

P [1 ∈ U ]+ P [1 /∈ U ] · eε

eε + 1
,

eε
′

≥
P
[
MU (x′) = 1

]
P
[
MU (x) = 1

] = 1+ P [1 ∈ U ] · (eε − 1),

where ε′ is the pure DP parameter satisfied by MU . We can assume without loss
of generality that p = maxi P [i ∈ U ] = P [1 ∈ U ]. Thus this bound matches
the guarantee of Theorem 3.28. (This example can be extended to approximate
DP too.)

3.6.2 Addition or Removal versus Replacement for
Neighboring Datasets

For this discussion of subsampling, we need to be careful about what it means for
datasets to be neighboring. There are three common definitions of what qualifies as
neighboring datasets: (i) addition or removal of one person’s data, (ii) replacement
of one person’s data, or (iii) both. Each of these three options is a reasonable choice.
Work on differential privacy often glosses over this choice – often the choice is
irrelevant. But it becomes relevant if we want sharp analyses of privacy amplification
by subsampling.

For the discussion of composition so far in this chapter, it does not matter at
all how we define neighboring datasets, as long as we are consistent. In general,
it only matters slightly which we choose: A replacement can be accomplished by a

viii. Alternatively (and equivalently), consider an algorithm that adds discrete Laplace noise to the sum of its
non-null inputs.
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combination of a removal and an addition. Thus, by group privacy, if the algorithm
is (ε, δ)-DP with respect to addition or removal, then it is (2ε, (1 + eε)δ)-DP
with respect to replacement. Conversely, we can simulate a removal or addition
by replacing the record with a “null” value (⊥ in the formalism of Theorem 3.28).
Thus DP with respect to replacement entails DP with respect to addition or removal
with the same parameters, unless the semantics of the algorithm forbids null values.

This subtlety already arises in Theorem 3.28. Let’s take a close look at the tech-
nical assumption: Theorem 3.28 assumes that, for all i ∈ [n], we can define
U−i ⊂ [n] \ {i} such that the following two conditions hold.

• For all x ∈ X n and i ∈ [d ], xU and xU−i are always neighboring datasets.
• For all i ∈ [n], the marginal distribution of U−i conditioned on i ∈ U is

equal to the marginal distribution of U conditioned on i /∈ U .

Suppose U ⊂ [n] is a uniformly random subset of a fixed size |U | = m. Then
we would define U−i to be U with i replaced by a uniformly random element
that is not already in U . Thus, for xU and xU−i to be neighboring datasets, our
neighboring relation must allow replacement, not just addition or removal.

However, if U corresponds to Poisson subsampling (i.e., each i ∈ [n] is included
in U independently with probability p), then U−i would just correspond to remov-
ing i. In that case, for xU and xU−i to be neighboring datasets, our neighboring
relation must allow addition and removal.

It turns out to be easier to work with Poisson subsampling and assuming the
neighboring relation is addition or removal. In this case, the proof of Theorem
3.28 simplifies to the following.

Proof of Theorem 3.28 for the special case of Poisson sampling and addition or removal.
Let U ⊂ [n] independently include each element with probability p. Let x, x′ ∈ X n

be neighboring datasets in terms of addition or removal. Without loss of gener-
ality, assume x′ is x with xi removed (or, rather, replaced by x′i = ⊥).ix For any
measurable S ⊂ Y ,

P
MU

[
MU (x) ∈ S

]
= E

U

[
P
M

[M(xU ) ∈ S]

]
= (1− p) · E

U

[
P
M

[M(xU ) ∈ S] | i /∈ U
]

+ p · E
U

[
P
M

[M(xU ) ∈ S] | i ∈ U
]

ix. To be formal, we assume ⊥ ∈ X is a null value that is equivalent to removing the item. In particular, for
x ∈ X n and U ⊂ [n] we can define xU ∈ X n such that (xU )i = xi if i ∈ U and (xU )i = ⊥ if i ∈ [n] \U .
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= (1− p) · E
U

[
P
M

[
M(x′U ) ∈ S

]
| i /∈ U

]
+ p · E

U

[
P
M

[M(xU ) ∈ S] | i ∈ U
]

= (1− p) · E
U

[
P
M

[
M(x′U ) ∈ S

]]
+ p · E

U

[
P
M

[M(xU ) ∈ S] | i ∈ U
]

≤ (1− p) · E
U

[
P
M

[
M(x′U ) ∈ S

]]
+ p · E

U

[
eε · P

M

[
M(x′U ) ∈ S

]
+ δ | i ∈ U

]
= (1− p) · E

U

[
P
M

[
M(x′U ) ∈ S

]]
+ p · E

U

[
eε · P

M

[
M(x′U ) ∈ S

]
+ δ

]
= (1− p+ p · eε) · P

MU

[
MU (x′) ∈ S

]
+ p · δ

and, by the same calculation,

P
MU

[
MU (x) ∈ S

]
= (1− p) · E

U

[
P
M

[
M(x′U ) ∈ S

]]
+ p · E

U

[
P
M

[M(xU ) ∈ S] | i ∈ U
]

≥ (1− p) · E
U

[
P
M

[
M(x′U ) ∈ S

]]
+ p · E

U

[
e−ε
· (P

M

[
M(x′U ) ∈ S

]
− δ) | i ∈ U

]
= (1− p+ p · e−ε) · P

MU

[
MU (x′) ∈ S

]
− p · e−ε

· δ

≥
1

1− p+ p · eε
· ( P

MU

[
MU (x′) ∈ S

]
− p · δ).

(Lemma 3.35)

The key step in the proof is the equality E
U

[
P
M

[
M(x′U ) ∈ S

]
| i /∈ U

]
=

E
U

[
P
M

[
M(x′U ) ∈ S

]
| i ∈ U

]
= E

U

[
P
M

[
M(x′U ) ∈ S

]]
. This holds because x′i =
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⊥, so whether or not i ∈ U is irrelevant for x′U , and because the event i ∈ U is
independent from U \ {i}.

For the rest of this section, we will restrict our attention to Poisson subsampling
and assume that the neighboring relation corresponds to addition or removal of
one individual’s data.

3.6.3 Subsampling & Composition

How does composition work with subsampling? Of course, we can combine the
advanced composition theorem (Theorem 3.22) with our privacy amplification by
subsampling result (Theorem 3.28). However, it turns out this is not the best way
to analyze many realistic systems.

Consider the following algorithm (which arises in differentially private deep
learning applications). Let x ∈ X n be the private input. Iteratively, for t =
1, · · · , T , we pick some function qt : X n

→ Rd and randomly sample a sub-
set Ut ⊂ [n]; then we reveal N (qt(xUt ), σ

2Id ).
This algorithm interleaves composition with privacy amplification by subsam-

pling. That is, we combine multivariate Gaussian noise addition (which is a form
of composition over the d coordinates) with subsampling and then we compose
over the T iterations.

We can use Corollary 3.10 to show that releasing N (qt(x), σ 2Id ) satisfies

(ε0, δ0)-DP for ε0 = O
(√

12
2

σ 2 log(1/δ0)

)
, where 12 = sup x,x′∈X n

neighboring
∥qt(x) −

qt(x′)∥2 is the sensitivity of qt . Then we can use Theorem 3.28 to show that,
if Ut is a Poisson sample which contains each element with probability p, then
N (qt(xUt ), σ

2Id ) is (ε1, δ1)-DP where ε1 = log(1+p · (eε0−1)) = O(p ·ε0) and
δ1 = p · δ0. Finally, Theorem 3.22 tells us that the composition over T iterations
satisfies (ε, δ)-DP with ε = O

(
ε1 ·

√
T log(1/δ2))

)
and δ = δ2+T · δ1. Overall,

we have

ε = O
(

12

σ
· p ·
√

T · log(T /δ)

)
.

This result is asymptotically suboptimal because we have picked up two
√

log(1/δ)

terms. We obtained one from the Gaussian noise addition (Corollary 3.10) and
another from the composition (Theorem 3.22). Both arise from bounding the tails
of the privacy loss distribution. This is redundant; we should only need to bound
the tails of the privacy loss distribution once.

Intuitively, we started with a Gaussian privacy loss; then we applied a tail bound
to obtain a (ε0, δ0)-DP guarantee to which we applied the subsampling theo-
rem; and then we converted this back into a concentrated DP guarantee to apply
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advanced composition and finally we applied a tail bound to convert this back to
(ε, δ)-DP.

We are going to avoid this redundancy by analyzing privacy amplification by
subsampling directly in terms of the privacy loss distribution, rather than needing
to go via approximate DP. To do so, we need to introduce a new tool.

3.6.4 Rényi Differential Privacy

Rényi differential privacy was introduced by Mironov [Mir17] and was motivated
by analyzing privacy amplification by subsampling interleaved with composition,
which arises in differentially private deep learning [Aba+16].

Definition 3.29 (Rényi Differential Privacy). Let M : X n
→ Y be a ran-

domized algorithm. We say that M satisfies (α, ε)-Rényi differential privacy ((α, ε)-
RDP) if, for all neighboring inputs x, x′ ∈ X n, the privacy loss distribution
PrivLoss

(
M(x)

∥∥M(x′)
)

is well-defined (see Definition 3.2) and

E
Z←PrivLoss(M(x)∥M(x′))

[
exp((α − 1)Z)

]
≤ exp((α − 1) · ε).

Rényi DP is closely related to concentrated DP (Definition 3.11). Specifically,
ρ-zCDP is equivalent to satisfying (α, α · ρ)-RDP for all α ∈ (1,∞). Rényi DP
inherits the nice composition properties of concentrated DP:

Lemma 3.30. Let M1 : X n
→ Y1 be (α, ε1)-RDP. Let M2 : X n

× Y1 → Y2

be such that, for all y1 ∈ Y1, the algorithm x 7→ M(x, y1) is (α, ε2)-RDP. Define
M : X n

→ Y2 by M(x) = M2(x, M1(x)). Then M is (α, ε1 + ε2)-RDP.

The proof of Lemma 3.30 is identical to that of Proposition 3.19. Note that,
while the ε parameter adds up, the α parameter does not change. More gener-
ally, composing an (α1, ε1)-RDP algorithm with an (α2, ε2)-RDP algorithm yields
(min{α1, α2}, ε1 + ε2)-RDP.

It is helpful to think of ε in (α, ε)-RDP as a function of α, rather than a single
number. This function can encode a rich variety of privacy guarantees. (Concen-
trated DP corresponds to a linear function.) In particular, it allows us to more
precisely represent the kinds of guarantees obtained by subsampling.

Concentrated DP corresponds to the privacy loss being subgaussian (i.e.,
ρ-zCDP implies P

Z←PrivLoss(M(x)∥M(x′))
[Z > ε̃] ≤ exp(−(ε̃ − ρ)2/4ρ) for

all ε̃ ≥ ρ and all neighboring inputs x and x′), whereas Rényi DP cor-
responds to the privacy loss being subexponential (i.e., (α, ε)-RDP implies

P
Z←PrivLoss(M(x)∥M(x′))

[Z > ε̃] ≤ exp(−(α − 1)(ε̃ − ε))). That is, Rényi DP is

more appropriate for analyzing privacy loss distributions with slightly heavier tails
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than Gaussian. In contrast, pure DP corresponds to the privacy loss being bounded
(i.e., ε-DP implies P

Z←PrivLoss(M(x)∥M(x′))
[Z > ε] = 0). So we can view concen-

trated DP as a relaxation of pure DP and, in turn, Rényi DP is a relaxation of
concentrated DP.

Rényi DP is typically formulated in terms of Rényi divergences [Rén61], which
were studied in the information theory literature long before differential privacy
was discovered.

Definition 3.31 (Rényi Divergences). Let P and Q be distributions over Y .x For
α ∈ (1,∞), define

Dα (P∥Q) =
1

α − 1
log E

Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)

[
exp((α − 1)Z)

]
=

1

α − 1
log E

Y←P

[(
P(Y )

Q(Y )

)α−1
]

=
1

α − 1
log E

Y←Q

[(
P(Y )

Q(Y )

)α]
.

Also, define

D1 (P∥Q) = lim
α→1

Dα (P∥Q)

= E
Z←PrivLoss(P∥Q)

[Z ]

= E
Y←P

[
log

(
P(Y )

Q(Y )

)]
,

D∞ (P∥Q) = lim
α→∞

Dα (P∥Q)

= sup

{
log

(
P(S)

Q(S)

)
: S ⊂ Y , Q(S) > 0

}
.

Thus an equivalent definition of M satisfying (α, ε)-RDP is that
Dα

(
M(x)

∥∥M(x′)
)
≤ ε for all neighboring x, x′.

We now state several key properties of Rényi divergences; most of these are prop-
erties we have proved earlier, but we now restate them in a new language.

x. We make the usual measure theoretic disclaimers: We assume the P and Q have the same sigma-algebra. We
assume P is absolutely continuous with respect to Q – i.e., ∀S Q(S) = 0 H⇒ P(S) = 0 – so that the
Radon-Nikodym derivative is well-defined; we denote the Radon-Nikodym derivative of P with respect to
Q evaluated at y by P(y)/Q(y). More generally, if the absolute continuity assumption does not hold, then
we define Dα (P∥Q) = ∞ for all α ∈ [1,∞].
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Lemma 3.32. Let P, Q be probability distributions over Y with a common sigma-
algebra such that P is absolutely continuous with respect to Q.

1. Post-processing (a.k.a. data processing inequality) & non-negativity: Let
f : Y → Z be a measurable function. Let f (P) denote the distribution on Z
obtained by applying f to a sample from P; define f (Q) similarly. Then 0 ≤
Dα

(
f (P)

∥∥f (Q)
)
≤ Dα (P∥Q) for all α ∈ [1,∞].

2. Composition: If P = P′ × P′′ and Q = Q ′ × Q ′′ are product distributions,
then Dα (P∥Q) = Dα

(
P′
∥∥Q ′

)
+Dα

(
P′′
∥∥Q ′′

)
for all α ∈ [1,∞].

More generally, suppose P and Q are distributions on Y = Y ′ × Y ′′. Let P′

and Q ′ be the marginal distributions on Y ′ induced by P and Q respectively. For
y′ ∈ Y ′, let P′′y′ and Q ′′y′ be the conditional distributions on Y ′′ induced by P and
Q respectively. That is, we can generate a sample Y = (Y ′, Y ′′) ← P by first
sampling Y ′ ← P′ and then sampling Y ′′ ← P′′Y ′ and similarly for Q. Then

Dα (P∥Q) ≤ Dα

(
P′
∥∥Q ′

)
+ supy′∈Y ′ Dα

(
P′′y′
∥∥∥Q ′′y′

)
for all α ∈ [1,∞].

3. Monotonicity: For all 1 ≤ α ≤ α′ ≤ ∞, Dα (P∥Q) ≤ Dα′ (P∥Q).
4. Gaussian divergence: For all µ, µ′, σ ∈ R with σ > 0 and all α ∈ [1,∞),

Dα

(
N (µ, σ 2)

∥∥N (µ′, σ 2)
)
= α ·

(µ− µ′)2

2σ 2 .

5. Pure DP to Concentrated DP: For all α ∈ [1,∞),

Dα (P∥Q) ≤
α

8
· (D∞ (P∥Q)+D∞ (Q∥P))2 .

6. Quasi-convexity: Let P′ and Q ′ be probability distributions over Y such that
P′ is absolutely continuous with respect to Q ′. For s ∈ [0, 1], let (1− s)·P+ s ·P′

denote the convex combination of the distributions P and P′ with weighting s.
For all α ∈ (1,∞) and all s ∈ [0, 1],

Dα

(
(1− s) · P + s · P′

∥∥(1− s) · Q + s · Q ′
)

≤
1

α − 1
log
(
(1− s) · exp ((α − 1)Dα (P∥Q))

+ s · exp
(
(α − 1)Dα

(
P′
∥∥Q ′

)) )
≤ max

{
Dα (P∥Q) , Dα

(
P′
∥∥Q ′

) }
and D1

(
(1− s) · P + s · P′

∥∥(1− s) · Q + s · Q ′
)
≤ (1 − s) · D1 (P∥Q) +

s ·D1
(
P′
∥∥Q ′

)
.

7. Triangle-like inequality (a.k.a. group privacy): Let R be a distribution on Y
and assume that Q is absolutely continuous with respect to R. For all 1 < α <
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α′ <∞,

Dα (P∥R) ≤
α′

α′ − 1
·D

α· α
′−1

α′−α

(P∥Q)+Dα′ (Q∥R) .

In particular, if Dα (P∥Q) ≤ ρ1 · α and Dα (Q∥R) ≤ ρ2 · α for all α ∈

(1,∞), then Dα (P∥R) ≤ (
√

ρ1 +
√

ρ2)
2
· α for all α ∈ (1,∞).

8. Conversion to approximate DP: For all measurable S ⊂ Y , all α ∈ (1,∞),
and all ε̃ ≥ Dα (P∥Q),

P(S) ≤ eε̃ · Q(S)+ e−(α−1)(ε̃−Dα(P∥Q))
·

1

α
·

(
1−

1

α

)α−1

≤ eε̃ · Q(S)+ e−(α−1)(ε̃−Dα(P∥Q)).

Proof. 1. Post-processing (a.k.a. data processing inequality) & non-negativity: See
Lemma 3.20. Non-negativity follows from setting f to be a constant function
and noting that the divergence between two point masses is zero.

2. Composition: See Proposition 3.19.
3. Monotonicity: Let 1 < α ≤ α′ <∞. (The cases where α = 1 and α′ = ∞

follow from continuity.) Let f (x) = x
α′−1
α−1 . Then f is convex and, by Jensen’s

inequality,

e(α
′
−1)Dα(P∥Q)

= f

(
E

Y←P

[(
P(Y )

Q(Y )

)α−1
])

≤ E
Y←P

[
f

((
P(Y )

Q(Y )

)α−1
)]
= e(α

′
−1)Dα′ (P∥Q),

which implies Dα (P∥Q) ≤ Dα′ (P∥Q).
4. Gaussian divergence: See Lemma 3.12.
5. Pure DP to Concentrated DP: See Proposition 3.16.
6. Quasi-convexity: See Lemma B.6 of Bun and Steinke [BS16].
7. Triangle-like inequality (a.k.a. group privacy): Let α ∈ (1,∞). Let p, q ∈

(1,∞) satisfy 1
p +

1
q = 1. By Hölder’s inequality,

e(α−1)Dα(P∥R)
= E

Y←P

[(
P(Y )

R(Y )

)α−1
]
= E

Y←R

[(
P(Y )

R(Y )

)α]

= E
Y←Q

[
P(Y )

Q(Y )
·

(
P(Y )

Q(Y )
·

Q(Y )

R(Y )

)α−1
]
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= E
Y←Q

[(
P(Y )

Q(Y )

)α

·

(
Q(Y )

R(Y )

)α−1
]

≤ E
Y←Q

[(
P(Y )

Q(Y )

)αp]1/p

· E
Y←Q

[(
Q(Y )

R(Y )

)(α−1)q
]1/q

= e
αp−1

p Dαp(P∥Q)
· e

(α−1)q
q D(α−1)q+1(Q∥R).

This rearranges to

Dα (P∥R) ≤
αp− 1

(α − 1)p
Dαp (P∥Q)+D(α−1)q+1 (Q∥R)

=

(
1+

1

(α − 1)q

)
·Dαp (P∥Q)+D(α−1)q+1 (Q∥R)

=
α′

α′ − 1
·D

α· α
′−1

α′−α

(P∥Q)+Dα′ (Q∥R) ,

where the final equality sets p = α′−1
α′−α and q = α′−1

α−1
Now assume Dα (P∥Q) ≤ ρ1 · α and Dα (Q∥R) ≤ ρ2 · α for all α ∈

(1,∞). Then

Dα (P∥R) ≤ inf
α′>α

α′

α′ − 1
·D

α· α
′−1

α′−α

(P∥Q)+Dα′ (Q∥R)

≤ inf
α′>α

α′

α′ − 1
· α ·

α′ − 1

α′ − α
· ρ1 + α′ · ρ2

= inf
x>0

α ·
x + 1

x
· ρ1 + α · (x + 1) · ρ2

(Reparameterize α′ = (x + 1) · α)

= α · inf
x>0

ρ1 + ρ2 +
1

x
ρ1 + x · ρ2

= α · (ρ1 + ρ2 + 2
√

ρ1 · ρ2) (x =
√

ρ1/ρ2)

= α · (
√

ρ1 +
√

ρ2)
2.

8. Conversion to approximate DP: See Proposition 3.14.

3.6.5 Sharp Privacy Amplification by Poisson Subsampling for
Rényi DP

Now we analyze privacy amplification by subsampling under Rényi DP. We start
with a Rényi DP guarantee and we obtain an amplified Rényi DP guarantee. The
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goal is to obtain a sharp analysis that avoids converting to approximate DP and
back.

For mathematical simplicity, we restrict our attention to Poisson subsampling
and assume that neighboring datasets correspond to addition or removal of one
person’s data.

Theorem 3.33 (Tight Privacy Amplification by Subsampling for Rényi DP). Let
U ⊂ [n] be a random set that contains each element independently with probability p.
For x ∈ X n let xU ∈ X n be given by (xU )i = xi if i ∈ U and (xU )i = ⊥ if i /∈ U ,
where ⊥ ∈ X is some fixed value.

Let ε : N≥2 → R∪ {∞} be a function. Let M : X n
→ Y satisfy (α, ε(α))-RDP

for all α ∈ N≥2 with respect to addition or removal – i.e., x, x′ ∈ X n are neighboring
if, for some i ∈ [n], we have xi = ⊥ or x′i = ⊥, and ∀j ̸= i xj = x′j .

Define MU : X n
→ Y by MU (x) = M(xU ). Then MU satisfies (α, ε′p(α))-RDP

for all α ∈ N≥2 where

ε′p(α) =
1

α − 1
log

(
(1− p)α−1(1+ (α − 1)p)

+

α∑
k=2

(
α

k

)
(1− p)α−kpk

· e(k−1)ε(k)

)
.

Note that (1 − p)α−1(1 + (α − 1)p) ≤ 1. It is easy to see from the proof that
this analysis is tight. That is, if the assumption that M satisfies (α, ε(α))-RDP for
all α is tight for some fixed pair of neighboring inputs, then the conclusion that
MU satisfies (α, ε′p(α))-RDP is also tight.

Theorem 3.33 only considers Rényi DP with orders α ∈ N≥2 = {2, 3, 4, · · · }.
This restriction arises because the proof uses a binomial expansion, which only
works for integer exponents. In certain cases, it is possible to obtain an expression
all α ∈ (1,∞) using an infinite binomial series [MTZ19]. In general, we can
use Monotonicity (part 3 of Lemma 3.32) to bound non-integer α, namely for all
α ∈ (1,∞), MU satisfies (α, ε′p(⌈α⌉))-RDP.

Proof of Theorem 3.33. Fix neighboring datasets x, x′ ∈ X n. Without loss of gener-
ality, assume that x′ is x with one element removed – i.e., ∃i ∈ [n] (x′i = ⊥)∧(∀j ∈
[n] \ {i} xj = x′j). Fix this i.

Let Q = M(x′U ) = MU (x′). Let P = M(xU )|i∈U be the conditional distribu-
tion of M(xU ) with i ∈ U . Note that M(xU )|i/∈U = Q because xU = x′U when
i /∈ U and the event i ∈ U is independent from U \ {i}. (This is where we use the
Poisson subsampling assumption.)
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Thus we can express the distribution of MU (x) as a convex combination:
M(xU ) = p · P + (1− p) · Q , since p = P [i ∈ U ].

For all α ∈ N≥2, M is assumed to be (α, ε(α))-RDP, so we have Dα (P∥Q) ≤

ε(α) and Dα (Q∥P) ≤ ε(α).
To complete the proof we must show that

Dα

(
p · P + (1− p) · Q

∥∥Q
)
≤ ε′p(α)

and

Dα

(
Q
∥∥p · P + (1− p) · Q

)
≤ ε′p(α)

for all α ∈ N≥2.
Fix α ∈ N≥2. We have

e(α−1)Dα(p·P+(1−p)·Q∥Q) = E
Y←Q

[(
p · P(Y )+ (1− p) · Q(Y )

Q(Y )

)α]
= E

Y←Q

[(
1− p+ p ·

P(Y )

Q(Y )

)α]
= E

Y←Q

[
α∑

k=0

(
α

k

)
(1− p)α−kpk

(
P(Y )

Q(Y )

)k
]

(Binomial expansion)

=

α∑
k=0

(
α

k

)
(1− p)α−kpk E

Y←Q

[(
P(Y )

Q(Y )

)k
]

= (1− p)α + α(1− p)α−1p

+

α∑
k=2

(
α

k

)
(1− p)α−kpk

· e(k−1)Dk(P∥Q)

( E
Y←Q

[
P(Y )
Q(Y )

]
= 1)

≤ (1− p)α−1(1+ (α − 1)p)

+

α∑
k=2

(
α

k

)
(1− p)α−kpk

· e(k−1)ε(k)

(Dk (P∥Q) ≤ ε(k))

= e(α−1)ε′p(α).

Note that (1− p)α−1(1+ (α − 1)p) ≤ (e−p)α−1e(α−1)p
= 1.
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An identical calculation shows that

Dα

(
p · Q + (1− p) · P

∥∥P
)
≤ ε′p(α).

Finally, Theorem 3.34 gives

Dα

(
Q
∥∥pP + (1− p)Q

)
≤ max

{
Dα

(
pP + (1− p)Q

∥∥Q
)

,
Dα

(
pQ + (1− p)P

∥∥P
) }
≤ ε′p(α).

The following result shows that, in terms of subsampling for Rényi DP, it suffices
to analyze one side of the add/remove neighboring relation.

Theorem 3.34. Let P and Q be probability distributions that are absolutely continu-
ous with respect to each other. Let p ∈ [0, 1] and α ∈ (1,∞). Set λ = (2α−1)p

(2α−1)p+3(1−p) .
Then

e(α−1)Dα(Q∥pP+(1−p)Q) ≤ (1− λ) · e(α−1)Dα(pP+(1−p)Q∥Q)

+ λ · e(α−1)Dα(pQ+(1−p)P∥P).

Since λ ∈ [0, 1], this implies

Dα

(
Q
∥∥pP + (1− p)Q

)
≤ max

{
Dα

(
pP + (1− p)Q

∥∥Q
)

,
Dα

(
pQ + (1− p)P

∥∥P
) } .

Proof. Define f : (0,∞)→ R by

f (x) = (1− λ)(1− p+ p · x)α + λ · x ·
(

1− p+
p
x

)α
−
(
1− p+ p · x

)1−α .

We have

(1− λ) · e(α−1)Dα(pP+(1−p)Q∥Q) + λ · e(α−1)Dα(pQ+(1−p)P∥P)

− e(α−1)Dα(Q∥pP+(1−p)Q)

= (1− λ) · E
Y←Q

[(
pP(Y )+ (1− p)Q(Y )

Q(Y )

)α]
+ λ · E

Y←P

[(
pQ(Y )+ (1− p)P(Y )

P(Y )

)α]
− E

Y←Q

[(
Q(Y )

pP(Y )+ (1− p)Q(Y )

)α−1
]

= (1− λ) · E
Y←Q

[(
p

P(Y )

Q(Y )
+ (1− p)

)α]
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+ λ · E
Y←P

[(
p
(

P(Y )

Q(Y )

)−1

+ 1− p

)α]

− E
Y←Q

[(
p

P(Y )

Q(Y )
+ (1− p)

)1−α
]

= (1− λ) · E
Y←Q

[(
p

P(Y )

Q(Y )
+ (1− p)

)α]
+ λ · E

Y←Q

[
P(Y )

Q(Y )
·

(
p
(

P(Y )

Q(Y )

)−1

+ 1− p

)α]

− E
Y←Q

[(
p

P(Y )

Q(Y )
+ (1− p)

)1−α
]

(For any g , E
Y←Q

[
P(Y )
Q(Y )g(Y )

]
= E

Y←P

[
g(Y )

]
)

= E
Y←Q

[
(1− λ) ·

(
1− p+ p ·

P(Y )

Q(Y )

)α

+λ ·
P(Y )

Q(Y )
·

(
1− p+

p
P(Y )
Q(Y )

)α

−

(
1− p+ p ·

P(Y )

Q(Y )

)1−α
]

= E
X

[
f (X )

]
,

where X = P(Y )
Q(Y ) for Y ← Q . Thus our objective is to show that E

X

[
f (X )

]
≥ 0.xi

We claim that f is convex. Convexity implies f (x) ≥ f (1) + f ′(1) · (x − 1)

for all x ∈ (0,∞). Since f (1) = 0 and E [X ] = E
Y←Q

[
P(Y )
Q(Y )

]
= 1, this implies

E
[
f (X )

]
≥ f (1)+ f ′(1)E [X − 1] = 0, as required.

It only remains to prove that f is convex. We have, for all x > 0,

f (x) = (1− λ)(1− p+ p · x)α + λ · x ·
(

1− p+
p
x

)α
−
(
1− p+ p · x

)1−α ,

f ′(x) = (1− λ)αp(1− p+ p · x)α−1
+ λ ·

(
1− p+

p
x

)α

− λα
p
x

(
1− p+

p
x

)α−1
+ (α − 1)p

(
1− p+ p · x

)−α

f ′′(x) = (1− λ)α(α − 1)p2(1− p+ p · x)α−2

xi. Note that we assume P and Q are absolutely continuous with respect to each other – i.e., ∀S P(S) =

0 ⇐⇒ Q(S) = 0. This ensures that the Radon-Nikodym derivative P(y)
Q(y) is well-defined and, further that

P
Y←Q

[
P(Y )
Q(Y ) ≤ 0

]
= 0. Thus the function f need only be defined on (0,∞).
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− λα
p
x2

(
1− p+

p
x

)α−1
+ λα

p
x2

(
1− p+

p
x

)α−1

+ λα(α − 1)
p2

x3

(
1− p+

p
x

)α−2
− α(α − 1)p2 (1− p+ p · x

)−α−1

= α(α − 1)p2
(

(1− λ)(1− p+ px)α−2
+ λ

1

x3

(
1− p+

p
x

)α−2

−(1− p+ px)−α−1
)

=
α(α − 1)p2

(1− p+ px)α+1

(
(1− λ)(1− p+ px)2α−1

+ λ
1

x3

(
1− p+

p
x

)α−2

·(1− p+ px)α+1
− 1

)
=

α(α−1)p2

(1−p+px)α+1

(
(1−λ)(1−p+px)2α−1

+λ

(
1−p+px

x

)3

·

(
1−p+

p
x

)α−2
·(1−p+px)α−2

−1

)
≥

α(α − 1)p2

(1− p+ px)α+1

×

(
(1− λ)(1− p+ px)2α−1

+ λ

(
1− p+ px

x

)3

· 1− 1

)
(Lemma 3.35)

=
α(α − 1)p2

(1− p+ px)α+1


3(1− p)(1− p+ px)2α−1

+(2α − 1)p
(

1−p
x + p

)3

−3(1− p)− (2α − 1)p

3(1− p)+ (2α − 1)p


(λ = (2α−1)p

(2α−1)p+3(1−p) )

≥ 0. (Lemma 3.36)

We now give the auxiliary lemmata used in the proof of Theorem 3.34.

Lemma 3.35. For all p ∈ [0, 1] and x ∈ (0,∞),

1

1− p+ p/x
≤ 1− p+ p · x.
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Proof. Let f (t) = t + 1/t. Then f ′(t) = 1 − 1/t2 and f ′′(t) = 2/t3 > 0 for all
t > 0. Thus f ′(t) = 0 ⇐⇒ t = 1 and f (x) ≥ f (1) = 2. Now

(1− p+ p · x) · (1− p+ p/x) = p2
+ (1− p)2

+ p(1− p)(x + 1/x)

≥ p2
+ (1− p)2

+ p(1− p) · 2

= (p+ (1− p))2
= 1.

Rearranging yields the result.

Lemma 3.36. For all v ≥ 1, p ∈ [0, 1], and x ∈ (0,∞),

3(1− p)(1− p+ px)v
+ vp

(
1− p

x
+ p

)3

≥ 3(1− p)+ vp.

Proof. Define f : (0,∞)→ R by

f (x) = 3(1− p)(1− p+ px)v
+ vp

(
1− p

x
+ p

)3

.

Our goal is to prove that f (x) ≥ f (1) = 3(1 − p) + vp for all x ∈ (0,∞). It
suffices to prove that f is convex and that f ′(1) = 0. We have

f ′(x) = 3vp(1− p)

(
(1− p+ px)v−1

−
1

x2

(
1− p

x
+ p

)2
)

,

f ′′(x) = 3vp(1− p)

(
(v − 1)p(1− p+ px)v−2

+
2

x3 ·

(
1− p

x
+ p

)2

+
2

x2 ·
1− p

x2 ·

(
1− p

x
+ p

))
.

From these expressions, it is easy to see that f ′(1) = 0 and f ′′(x) ≥ 0 for all
x ∈ (0,∞).

3.6.6 Analytic Rényi DP Bound for Privacy Amplification by
Poisson Subsampling

Theorem 3.33 gives a tight RDP bound for privacy amplification by Poisson sub-
sampling. However, the bound is in the form of a series. This is adequate for numer-
ical purposes, but it is helpful for our understanding to have a simpler closed-form
expression.

In this subsection we will provide a simpler expression and attempt to build some
understanding of how privacy amplification by subsampling applies to Rényi DP.
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Figure 3.2. Comparison of Rényi divergence guarantees for Poisson subsampling – i.e.,

including each person with probability p = 0.05. The unamplified algorithm satisfies 0.5-

zCDP. The exact bound is given by Theorem 3.33. For comparison, we have the analytic
upper bound from Proposition 3.40 as well as the behavior in the limit given by Proposi-

tion 3.41.

Theorem 3.37 (Asymptotic Privacy Amplification by Subsampling for Rényi DP).

Let p ∈ [0, 1/2] and ρ ∈ (0, 1]. Define ω = min
{

log(1/p)
4ρ , 1+ p−1/4

}
. Assume

ω ≥ 3+ 2 log(1/ρ)
log(1/p) .

Let M : X n
→ Y satisfy ρ-zCDP with respect to addition or removal.xii

Define MU : X n
→ Y by MU (x) = M(xU ), where U ⊂ [n] be a random set

that contains each element independently with probability p and, for x ∈ X n, xU ∈ X n

is given by (xU )i = xi if i ∈ U and (xU )i = ⊥ if i /∈ U .
Then MU satisfies (α, 10p2ρα)-RDP for all α ∈ (1, ω).

There are many caveats in the statement of Theorem 3.37, but the high level
message is that Poisson subsampling a p fraction of the dataset amplifies ρ-zCDP
to something like O(p2

· ρ)-zCDP. We will discuss these caveats in a moment, but,
ignoring these caveats and the constant factor in the guarantee, this is exactly the
kind of guarantee we would hope for.

xii. I.e., x, x′ ∈ X n are neighboring if, for some i ∈ [n], we have xi = ⊥ or x′i = ⊥, and ∀j ̸= i xj = x′j , where
⊥ ∈ X is some fixed value.
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Consider the following example, which illustrates what kind guarantee we would
hope for. Suppose we have a query q : X → [0, 1] and a sensitive dataset
x ∈ X n and our goal is to estimate q(x) := 1

n

∑n
i q(xi). We could release a sam-

ple from N (q(x), σ 2), which satisfies 1
2n2σ 2 -zCDP and has mean squared error

σ 2. However, perhaps due to computational constraints, we might instead select
a random p fraction U ⊂ [n] and instead release a sample from MU (x) =

N
(

1
pn

∑
i∈U q(xi), σ 2

)
. We can calculate that the mean squared error of this algo-

rithm is at most σ 2
+

1−p
pn . Without amplification this satisfies (ρ = 1

2p2n2σ 2 )-

zCDP. With amplification, Theorem 3.37 tells us that this satisfies (α, O(p2
· ρ))-

RDP for α not too large. Now p2
· ρ = 1

2n2σ 2 is exactly the guarantee that we
obtained by simply evaluating q on the entire dataset and avoiding subsampling.
We cannot hope to do better than this.

The constant factor of 10 in the theorem can be improved, but a constant factor
loss is the price we pay for having a simpler expression; if we want tight constants
we should apply Theorem 3.33.

The main caveat in Theorem 3.37 is the requirement that α ≤ ω ≤
log(1/p)

4ρ .
This is necessary, as the (α, ε(α))-RDP guarantee qualitatively changes when α ≥

O(log(1/p)/ρ). It changes from ε(α) = O(p2ρα) to ε(α) = ρα − O(log(1/p)).
To see why this is inherent, consider the following lower bound. For all p ∈ [0, 1],
all α ∈ (1,∞), and all absolutely continuous probability distributions P and Q ,
we have

e(α−1)Dα(pP+(1−p)Q∥Q) = E
Y←Q

[(
1− p+ p ·

P(Y )

Q(Y )

)α]
≥ E

Y←Q

[(
p ·

P(Y )

Q(Y )

)α]
= pα

· e(α−1)Dα(P∥Q).

Thus Dα

(
pP + (1− p)Q

∥∥Q
)
≥ Dα (P∥Q)− α

α−1 log(1/p). This tells us that, for
large α, we cannot have more than an additive improvement in the RDP guarantee,
whereas for small α we have a multiplicative improvement. Proposition 3.41 shows
that this lower bound is tight.

We now proceed to prove Theorem 3.37.

Lemma 3.38. Let α ∈ (1,∞), p ∈
[
0, 1− e−1

]
, and x ∈ [0,∞). If either α ≤ 2

or α > 2 and px ≤ max
{

p, 1−p
α−2

}
, then

(1− p+ p · x)α ≤ 1+ αp(x − 1)+
e
2
α(α − 1)p2(x − 1)2.

Proof. We assume p > 0. Otherwise the result is trivial.
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Define f : [0,∞)→ R by

f (x) = (1− p+ px)α .

For all x ∈ [0,∞), we have

f ′(x) = αp(1− p+ px)α−1,

f ′′(x) = α(α − 1)p2(1− p+ px)α−2,

f ′′′(x) = α(α − 1)(α − 2)p3(1− p+ px)α−3.

By Taylor’s theorem, for all x ∈ [0,∞), there exists ξx ∈ [min{1, x}, max{1, x}]
such that

f (x) = f (1)+ f ′(1)(x − 1)+
1

2
f ′′(ξx)(x − 1)2

= 1+ αp(x − 1)+
1

2
f ′′(ξx)(x − 1)2.

To complete the proof is suffices to show that f ′′(ξ) ≤ e · α(α − 1)p2 in
two cases: First, for all ξ ∈ [0,∞) assuming α ≤ 2. Second, for all ξ ∈[
0, max

{
1, 1−p

p
1

α−2

}]
assuming α > 2. (Note that, ξx ∈

[
0, max

{
1, 1−p

p
1

α−2

}]
is implied by the assumptions px ≤ max

{
p, 1−p

α−2

}
and p > 0.)

First, suppose α ≤ 2. Then f ′′′(x) ≤ 0 for all x ∈ [0,∞). Thus f ′′ is decreasing
(or constant) and, for all ξ ∈ [0,∞), we have

f ′′(ξ) ≤ f ′′(0)

= α(α − 1)p2(1− p)α−2

≤ α(α − 1)p2 1

1− p
(α > 1)

≤ α(α − 1)p2
· e. (p ≤ 1− e−1)

Second, assume α > 2 and px ≤ max
{

p, 1−p
α−2

}
, which implies ξx ≤

max
{

1, 1−p
p

1
α−2

}
.

We have f ′′′(x) > 0 for all x ∈ [0,∞). Thus f ′′ is increasing and, for all

ξ ∈
[
0, max

{
1, 1−p

p
1

α−2

}]
, we have

f ′′(ξ) ≤ f ′′
(

max

{
1,

1− p
p

1

α − 2

})
= α(α − 1)p2

(
1− p+ p ·max

{
1,

1− p
p

1

α − 2

})α−2
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= α(α − 1)p2 max

{
1, (1− p)α−2

·

(
1+

1

α − 2

)α−2
}

≤ α(α − 1)p2 max

{
1, (1− p)0

·

(
e

1
α−2

)α−2
}

= α(α − 1)p2
· e.

Lemma 3.39. Let α, ω ∈ (1,∞) with α ≤ ω, p ∈
[
0, 1− e−1

]
, and x ∈ [0,∞).

Then

(1− p+ p · x)α ≤ 1+ αp(x − 1)+
e
2
α(α − 1)p2(x − 1)2

+
(
(α − 1)px

)ω.

Proof. We can assume p > 0, as otherwise the result is trivial.

If α ≤ 2 or if α > 2 and x ≤ max
{

1, 1−p
p

1
α−2

}
, then the result follows from

Lemma 3.38, as
(
(α − 1)px

)ω
≥ 0.

Thus we assume α > 2 and x ≥ max
{

1, 1−p
p

1
α−2

}
.

Since x ≥ 1, we have αp(x − 1) + e
2α(α − 1)p2(x − 1)2

≥ 0. Therefore it
suffices to prove that (1− p+ px)α ≤ ((α − 1)px)ω.

The assumption x ≥ 1 implies 1−p+px ≥ 1 and, hence, that (1−p+px)α ≤
(1 − p + px)ω, as we have α ≤ ω. The assumption x ≥ 1−p

p
1

α−2 rearranges
to 1 − p ≤ px(α − 2), which implies 1 − p + px ≤ (α − 1)px and, hence,
(1− p+ px)ω ≤ ((α − 1)px)ω, as required.

Proposition 3.40 (Analytic Privacy Amplification by Subsampling for Rényi
Divergence). Let P and Q be probability distributions with P absolutely continuous
with respect to Q. Let p ∈

[
0, 1− e−1

]
and α, ω ∈ (1,∞) with α ≤ ω. Then

Dα

(
pP + (1− p)Q

∥∥Q
)

≤
1

α − 1
log
(

1+
e
2
α(α − 1)p2

(
eD2(P∥Q)

− 1
)

+ ((α − 1)p)ω · e(ω−1)Dω(P∥Q)

)
≤ α ·

e
2
· p2
·

(
eD2(P∥Q)

− 1
)
+ p ·

(
(α − 1) · p · eDω(P∥Q)

)ω−1
.

Proof. We have

e(α−1)Dα(pP+(1−p)Q∥Q)
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= E
Y←Q

[(
p · P(Y )+ (1− p) · Q(Y )

Q(Y )

)α]
= E

Y←Q

[(
1− p+ p ·

P(Y )

Q(Y )

)α]
≤ E

Y←Q

[
1+ αp

(
P(Y )

Q(Y )
− 1

)
+

e
2
α(α − 1)p2

(
P(Y )

Q(Y )
− 1

)2

+

(
(α − 1)p

P(Y )

Q(Y )

)ω]
(Lemma 3.39)

= 1+ αp (1− 1)+
e
2
α(α − 1)p2

(
eD2(P∥Q)

− 1
)

+
(
(α − 1)p

)ω
· e(ω−1)Dω(P∥Q).

The second inequality in the result follows from the fact that log(1 + u) ≤ u for
all u > −1.

We also have the following simpler result that provides better bounds when the
Rényi order α is large.

Proposition 3.41. Let P and Q be probability distributions with P absolutely con-
tinuous with respect to Q. Let p ∈ [0, 1] and α ∈ (1,∞). Then

Dα

(
pP + (1− p)Q

∥∥Q
)

≤
α

α − 1
log
(

1− p+ p · e(1−1/α)Dα(P∥Q)
)

= Dα (P∥Q)−
α

α − 1
log(1/p)+

α

α − 1
log

(
1+

1− p
p
· e−

α−1
α Dα(P∥Q)

)
≤ Dα (P∥Q)−

α

α − 1
log(1/p)+

α

α − 1
·

1− p
p
· e−

α−1
α Dα(P∥Q)

Proof. We assume 0 < p < 1, as the result is immediate otherwise. By Jensen’s
inequality and the convexity of v 7→ vα , for all x ∈ [0,∞) and all λ ∈ (0, 1),

(1−p+px)α =
(

(1− λ) ·
1− p
1− λ

+ λ ·
px
λ

)α

≤ (1−λ)·

(
1− p
1− λ

)α

+λ·
(px

λ

)α
.

Now, for all λ ∈ (0, 1), we have

e(α−1)Dα(pP+(1−p)Q∥Q) = E
Y←Q

[(
1− p+ p

P(Y )

Q(Y )

)α]
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≤ E
Y←Q

[
(1− λ) ·

(
1− p
1− λ

)α

+ λ ·

(
p
λ
·

P(Y )

Q(Y )

)α]
= (1− λ)1−α

· (1− p)α + λ1−α
· pα
· e(α−1)Dα(P∥Q).

We can choose λ to minimize this expression. It turns out to be optimal to set
λ = 1

1+ 1−p
p ·e
−(1−1/α)Dα(P∥Q)

. Now we have

e(α−1)Dα(pP+(1−p)Q∥Q)

≤ (1− λ)1−α
· (1− p)α + λ1−α

· pα
· e(α−1)Dα(P∥Q)

=

(
1+

p
1− p

e(1−1/α)Dα(P∥Q)

)α−1

· (1− p)α

+

(
1+

1− p
p
· e−(1−1/α)Dα(P∥Q)

)α−1

· pα
· e(α−1)Dα(P∥Q)

=

(
1− p+ p · e(1−1/α)Dα(P∥Q)

)α−1
· (1− p)

+

(
p+ (1− p) · e−(1−1/α)Dα(P∥Q)

)α−1
· p · e(α−1)Dα(P∥Q)

=

(
1− p+ p · e(1−1/α)Dα(P∥Q)

)α−1
· (1− p)

+

(
p · e(1−1/α)Dα(P∥Q)

+ (1− p)
)α−1

· p · e(1−1/α)Dα(P∥Q)

=

(
1− p+ p · e(1−1/α)Dα(P∥Q)

)α
.

Rearranging yields the result.

Proof of Theorem 3.37. Fix neighboring inputs x, x′ ∈ X n. Fix some α ∈ (1, ω)

with ω = min
{

log(1/p)
4ρ , 1+ p−1/4

}
≥ 3+ 2 log(1/ρ)

log(1/p) .

Without loss of generality x′ is x with some element removed. That is, we can
fix some i ∈ [n] such that x′i = ⊥ and x′j = xj for all j ̸= i.

Let P = M(xU )|i∈U and let Q = M(xU )|i/∈U . Then MU (x) = M(xU ) =

pP + (1− p)Q . Also M(x′) = Q
Thus we must prove that Dα

(
pP + (1− p)Q

∥∥Q
)
≤ 10p2ρα and

Dα

(
Q
∥∥pP + (1− p)Q

)
≤ 10p2ρα. Since M is assumed to be ρ-zCDP, we have

Dα′ (P∥Q) ≤ ρα′ and Dα′ (Q∥P) ≤ ρα′ for all α′ ∈ (1,∞).
By Proposition 3.40,

Dα

(
pP + (1− p)Q

∥∥Q
)
≤ α ·

e
2
· p2
·

(
eD2(P∥Q)

− 1
)

+ p ·
(
(α − 1) · p · eDω(P∥Q)

)ω−1
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≤ α ·
e
2
· p2
·
(
e2ρ
− 1

)
+ p ·

(
(α − 1) · p · eωρ

)ω−1

≤ α ·
e
2
· p2
·
(
e2ρ
− 1

)
+ p ·

(
p−1/4

· p · p−1/4
)ω−1

(α ≤ ω = min{1+ p−1/4, log(1/p)/4ρ})

= α ·
e
2
· p2
·
(
e2ρ
− 1

)
+ p

1+ω
2

≤ α ·
e
2
· p2
·
(
e2ρ
− 1

)
+ p2
· ρ

(ω ≥ 3+ 2 log(1/ρ)/ log(1/p))

= α · p2
· ρ ·

(
e
2
·

e2ρ
− 1

ρ
+

1

α

)
≤ α · p2

· ρ · 10. (ρ ∈ (0, 1) and α ∈ (1, ω))

Symmetrically, we have Dα

(
pQ + (1− p)P

∥∥P
)
≤ α · p2

· ρ · 10. By Theorem
3.34,

Dα

(
Q
∥∥pP + (1− p)Q

)
≤ max

{
Dα

(
pP + (1− p)Q

∥∥Q
)

,
Dα

(
pQ + (1− p)P

∥∥P
) } ≤ α · p2

· ρ · 10.

3.6.7 How to Use Privacy Amplification by Subsampling

The most common use case for privacy amplification by subsampling is analyzing
noisy stochastic gradient descent. That is, we repeatedly sample a small subset of
the data, compute a function on this subset, and add Gaussian noise. To be precise,
let x ∈ X n be the private input. Iteratively, for t = 1, · · · , T , we pick some
function qt : X n

→ Rd and randomly sample a subset Ut ⊂ [n]; then we reveal
N (qt(xUt ), σ

2Id ).
The addition of Gaussian noise satisfies concentrated DP. Specifically, Lemma

3.12 shows that releasing N (qt(x), σ 2Id ) satisfies
12

2
2σ 2 -zCDP, where 12 =

sup x,x′∈X n
neighboring

∥qt(x) − qt(x′)∥2 is the sensitivity of qt . We can thus apply Theo-

rem 3.33 to obtain a tight Rényi DP guarantee for N (qt(xUt ), σ
2Id ), where Ut

is a Poisson sample. Finally, we can apply the composition property of Rényi DP
(Lemma 3.30) over the T rounds and we can convert this final Rényi DP guarantee
to approximate DP using Proposition 3.14. This is how differentially private deep
learning is analyzed in practice by libraries such as TensorFlow Privacy [Goo18;
McM+18].
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We can also obtain an asymptotic analysis: Theorem 3.37 shows that
N (qt(xUt ), σ

2Id ) with Ut ⊂ [n] including each element independently with prob-
ability p satisfies

(
α, 5αp212

2/σ
2
)
-RDP for all α ∈ (1, ω). Composition over T

rounds yields
(
α, 5αTp212

2/σ
2
)
-RDP for all α ∈ (1, ω), which implies (ε, δ)-DP

for all δ > 0 and

ε = O
(

12

σ
· p ·

√
T · log(1/δ)

)
.

This bound is directly comparable to the bound from Section 3.6.3, which was
derived by converting back and forth between concentrated DP and approximate
DP. The difference is that here we have a

√
log(1/δ) whereas there we had a

log(T /δ) term. This is the asymptotic improvement obtained by keeping the anal-
ysis within RDP. This asymptotic improvement also translates into a significant
improvement in practice.

We have only analyzed Poisson subsampling, where the size of the sample is
random. (Specifically, it follows a binomial distribution.) Naturally, other subsam-
pling schemes may arise in practice. In particular, a fixed size sample is common.
As discussed in Section 3.6.2, this corresponds to neighboring datasets allowing
the replacement of one individual’s data, rather than addition or removal. In terms
of Rényi divergences, we must analyze Dα

(
pP + (1− p)Q

∥∥pP′ + (1− p)Q
)
,

whereas addition and removal correspond to Dα

(
pP + (1− p)Q

∥∥Q
)

and
Dα

(
Q
∥∥pP′ + (1− p)Q

)
. However, we can apply group privacy (part 7 of Lemma

3.32) to reduce the analysis to the case we have already analyzed: For all α′ > α,
we have

Dα

(
pP+(1−p)Q

∥∥pP′+(1−p)Q
)

≤
α′

α′−1
·D

α· α
′−1

α′−α

(
pP+(1−p)Q

∥∥Q
)
+Dα′

(
Q
∥∥pP′+(1−p)Q

)
.

3.7 Concluding Remarks

Composition

Differential privacy (specifically, pure DP) was introduced by Dwork, McSherry,
Nissim, and Smith [DMNS06].xiii The original paper gives a form of basic compo-
sition (Theorem 3.1), but does not state it in full generality; rather it states a result
specific to Laplace noise addition. Approximate DP was introduced by Dwork,

xiii. The name “differential privacy” does not appear in the original paper. It is attributed to Michael Schroeder
[DMNS17] and first appeared in a talk by Dwork [Dwo06].
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Kenthapadi, McSherry, Mironov, and Naor [Dwo+06] and this work gave a more
general statement of the basic composition result, as well as an analysis of the Gaus-
sian mechanism (although not as tight as Corollary 3.8). The tight analysis of the
Gaussian mechanism (Corollaries 3.8 & 3.10) is due to Balle and Wang [BW18].

The advanced composition theorem (Theorem 3.22) was proved by Dwork,
Rothblum, and Vadhan [DRV10].xiv The key concepts of privacy loss distributions
and concentrated DP were implicit in this proof, but they were only made explicit
in a separate paper by Dwork and Rothblum [DR16]. Bun and Steinke [BS16]
refined the notion of concentrated DP and presented the definition that we use
here (Definition 3.11).

Kairouz, Oh, and Viswanathan [KOV15] proved an optimal composition the-
orem for approximate differential privacy. Specifically, the k-fold composition of
(ε, δ)-differential privacy satisfies (ε′, δ′)-differential privacy if and only if

1

(1+ eε)k

k∑
ℓ=0

(
k
ℓ

)
· eℓε ·max

{
0, 1− eε

′
−(2ℓ−k)ε

}
≤ 1−

1− δ′

(1− δ)k
.

This expression is rather complex, but the proof is relatively intuitive. The key
insight is that we can reduce the analysis to the k-fold composition of a specific
worst-case (ε, δ)-DP mechanism. With probability δ, this mechanism has infinite
privacy loss. With probability (1− δ) · eε

1+eε , it has privacy loss ε. And, with proba-
bility (1−δ)· 1

1+eε , it has privacy loss−ε. The privacy loss of the k-fold composition

is the convolution of k of these privacy losses. Thus, with probability 1− (1− δ)k

the privacy loss of the composition is infinite. Otherwise – i.e., with probability
(1 − δ)k – the privacy loss has a shifted binomial distribution. Namely, for all
ℓ ∈ [k] ∪ {0},

P [Z = ε · ℓ− ε · (k − ℓ)] = (1− δ)k
·

(
k
ℓ

)
·

(
eε

eε + 1

)ℓ

·

(
1

eε + 1

)k−ℓ

,

where Z is the privacy loss of the k-fold composition of the worst-case (ε, δ)-DP
mechanism. Applying Proposition 3.7 to this distribution yields the expression for
the optimal composition theorem.

Kairouz, Oh, and Viswanathan [KOV15] also considered heterogeneous optimal
composition. That is, the composition of k mechanisms where each mechanism
j ∈ [k] has a different (εj , δj)-DP guarantee. However, the expression becomes
more complicated. Intuitively, this is because the privacy loss distribution can be

xiv. The original proof showed that the k-fold composition of (ε, δ)-DP algorithms satisfies (ε′, kδ + δ′)-DP
with δ′ > 0 arbitrary and ε′ = kε(eε − 1)+ ε ·

√
2k log(1/δ′). The first term kε(eε − 1) is slightly worse

than Theorem 3.22, which gives 1
2 kε2 instead.
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supported on 2k points in the heterogeneous case, whereas, in the homogeneous
case, it is supported on only k+1 points. Thus it takes exponential time to compute
the privacy loss distribution. To be precise, Murtagh and Vadhan [MV16] showed
that exactly computing the optimal composition is #P-complete, even if δj = 0
for each j ∈ [k]. However, Murtagh and Vadhan also showed that the optimal
composition theorem could be approximated to arbitrary precision in polynomial
time.

Although these composition results [KOV15; MV16] are optimal, they are lim-
ited in that they begin by assuming some (εj , δj)-DP guarantees about the algo-
rithms being composed. However, we usually know more about the algorithms
being composed than simply these two parameters. For example, we may know
that the algorithms being composed are Gaussian noise addition. Incorporating
this additional information allows us to prove even better bounds than optimal
composition. This was the main impetus for the development of concentrated DP
and Rényi DP, which we have discussed.

A recent line of work [MM18; KJH20; KJPH21; KH21; GLW21; DRS19;
ZDW22; CKS20; GKKM22] has explored optimal composition guarantees whilst
incorporating additional information about the mechanisms being composed. To
make these computations efficient they consider the (discrete) Fourier transform
of the privacy loss.xv That is, where concentrated DP and Rényi DP consider the
moment generating function of the privacy loss E

Z←PrivLoss(M(x)∥M(x′))

[
exp(tZ)

]
,

these works look at the characteristic function
E

Z←PrivLoss(M(x)∥M(x′))

[
exp(itZ)

]
, where i2

= −1. These methods provide compo-

sition guarantees which are arbitrarily close to optimal, which are thus better than
what is attainable via concentrated DP or Rényi DP.

The optimality of advanced composition (Theorem 3.24) is due to Bun, Ull-
man, and Vadhan [BUV14]. We present the analysis following Kamath and Ullman
[KU20].

The composition results we have presented all assume that the privacy parame-
ters of the algorithms being composed (i.e., (εj , δj) for j ∈ [k] in the language of
Theorem 3.22) are fixed. It is natural to consider the setting where these param-
eters are chosen adaptively [RRUV16] – i.e., (εj , δj) could depend on the output
of Mj−1. For the most part, the composition results carry over seamlessly to the
setting of adaptively-chosen privacy parameters. In particular, for Concentrated or
Rényi DP, as long as the sum of the adaptively-chosen privacy parameters remains

xv. To apply a discrete Fourier transform, we must first discretize the privacy loss distribution, e.g., by rounding it
to a grid. The choice of discretization determines the tightness of the final guarantee, and the computational
complexity of computing it.
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bounded, we attain privacy with that bound [FZ21]. Another extension is “con-
current composition” [VW21], which applies when an adversary may simultane-
ously access multiple interactive DP systems. Fortunately, the standard composition
results readily extend to this setting [VZ22; Lyu22].

Privacy Amplification by Subsampling

The first explicit statement of differential privacy amplification by subsampling was
in a blog post by Smith [Smi09], although it appeared implicitly earlier [Kas+11]
and the privacy effects of sampling on its own had also been studied [CM06].

For approximate DP, Balle, Barthe, and Gaborardi [BBG18] provide a thor-
ough analysis of privacy amplification by subsampling (cf. Theorem 3.28). They
present tight results for Poisson sampling (i.e., including each element indepen-
dently), sampling a subset of a fixed size (without replacement), and also sampling
with replacement, which means a person’s data may appear multiple times in the
subsampled dataset.

As discussed in Sections 3.6.3 and 3.6.7, subsampling arises in differentially pri-
vate versions of stochastic gradient descent [CMS11; BST14]. Abadi, Chu, Good-
fellow, McMahan, Mironov, Talwar, and Zhang [Aba+16] applied this in the con-
text of deep learning. To obtain better analyses, they developed the “Moments
Accountant” – i.e., Rényi DP (although the connection to Rényi divergences was
only made later [Mir17; BS16]).

Abadi et al. [Aba+16] obtained asymptotic Rényi DP bounds for the Poisson
subsampled Gaussian mechanism, but they used numerical integration for their
implementation. Mironov, Talwar, and Zhang [MTZ19] improved these asymp-
totic results and gave a better numerical method for exact computation (cf. The-
orem 3.33); our presentation in Section 3.6.5 largely follows theirs. Bun, Dwork,
Rothblum, and Steinke [BDRS18] prove asymptotic Rényi DP bounds for Poisson
subsampling applied to a concentrated DP mechanism (cf. Theorem 3.37). Zhu
and Wang [ZW19] gave generic Rényi DP bounds for Poisson subsampling.xvi

Moving away from Poisson subsampling, Wang, Balle, and Kasiviswanathan
[WBK19] provide Rényi DP results for sampling a fixed-size set without replace-
ment.

Koskela, Jälkö, and Honkela [KJH20] provide expressions for the privacy loss
distribution of the subsampled Gaussian (under both Poisson subsampling and
sampling a fixed size set with or without replacement) which can be numerically
integrated to obtain optimal composition results.

xvi. Mironov, Talwar, and Zhang [MTZ19] and Zhu and Wang [ZW19] both provide analogs of Theorem 3.34.
However, to the best of our knowledge, Theorem 3.34 is novel.
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Closely related to privacy amplification by subsampling is privacy amplifica-
tion by shuffling [Bit+17; Erl+19; Che+19; BBGN19; FMT21; FMT22]. Privacy
amplification by shuffling is usually presented in terms of local differential privacy
[Kas+11]. That is, there are n individuals who independently generate random
messages that satisfy local ε-DP. Those messages are then “shuffled” so that the
potential adversary/attacker cannot identify which message originated from which
individual. The additional randomness of the shuffling amplifies the privacy to(

O
(

ε ·

√
log(1/δ)

n

)
, δ

)
-DP.

Intuitively, shuffling is similar to subsampling with composition. Suppose we
repeatedly sample one individual uniformly at random and perform an ε-DP com-
putation on their data and the number of repetitions is equal to the number of
individuals n. We can analyze this as subsampling a 1/n fraction (fixed size set)
composed n times. Privacy amplification by subsampling (Theorem 3.28) says
each repetition is ε′-DP for ε′ = log(1 + 1

n(eε − 1)) = O(ε/n). Advanced
composition (Theorem 3.18) over the n repetitions yields (ε′′, δ)-DP for ε′′ =

O(
√

n log(1/δ) · ε′) = O
(

ε ·

√
log(1/δ)

n

)
.

In contrast, for shuffling, we sample without replacement, so no individual is
sampled more than once. This means the samples are not independent, so we can-
not appeal to the subsampling plus composition analysis. Nevertheless, this intu-
ition leads to the correct result.
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Chapter 4

Data Release and Synthetic Data

By Yuchao Tao, David Pujol and Ashwin Machanavajjhala

4.1 Introduction

Organizations and researchers often need to extract valuable insights from sensitive
datasets while ensuring the privacy of individuals. As discussed in the previous chap-
ters, Differential Privacy (DP) offers a robust mathematical framework to balance
this trade-off between data utility and privacy protection. However, implementing
DP in practical scenarios presents significant challenges, especially when dealing
with complex queries, high-dimensional data, or large query workloads.

One of the primary challenges is answering as many queries as accurately as
possible under a fixed privacy budget. Each query consumes a portion of the pri-
vacy budget, and adding noise to each query individually can accumulate exces-
sive noise, degrading the overall utility of the results. For instance, if a statistical
database is subjected to numerous queries, even with noise added to each answer, an
attacker might reconstruct significant portions of the original data, leading to pri-
vacy breaches as highlighted by the fundamental law of information recovery. Con-
sider a scenario where a government agency wants to release statistical information
about its citizens, such as average income levels, education statistics, or health met-
rics. Directly answering each statistical query with added noise may either consume

154

http://dx.doi.org/10.1561/9781638284772.ch4


Problem Motivation 155

the entire privacy budget quickly or result in answers that are too noisy to be useful.
Moreover, complex queries involving high sensitivity or structured data exacerbate
this problem, necessitating advanced mechanisms that can efficiently manage the
privacy-accuracy trade-off.

To tackle these challenges, researchers have developed a variety of DP mecha-
nisms tailored to specific settings and tasks. There is no universal mechanism opti-
mal for all scenarios; instead, the choice of mechanism depends on factors such as
the nature of the queries, the dimensionality of the data, and whether the queries are
processed in an online or offline manner. Additionally, ensuring consistency among
query answers and addressing the needs of data analysts (e.g., through synthetic
data generation) are crucial considerations in mechanism design. This chapter pro-
vides an overview of these challenges and solutions; it reviews some important DP
mechanisms designed to balance privacy and utility under various scenarios.

Overview of the Chapter

We begin by motivating the problem and highlighting the inherent challenges in
balancing query accuracy with privacy preservation in Section 4.1. Next, in Section
4.2, we examine the factors influencing privacy and utility, such as data dimen-
sionality, query types, and the importance of consistency in query answers. We
then delve into workload answering mechanisms (Section 4.3) and data-dependent
algorithms that adapt to the underlying data distribution to improve accuracy (Sec-
tion 4.4). The chapter then proceeds to address online query answering, focusing
on mechanisms like Private Multiplicative Weights that handle sequences of adap-
tively chosen queries while managing the privacy budget effectively (Section 4.5).
Finally, we also examine approaches for generating synthetic data under differen-
tial privacy (Section 4.6, and review how to answer non-linear queries in Section
4.7, discussing techniques like smooth sensitivity and Lipschitz extensions, which
provide ways to accurately answer complex queries while maintaining differential
privacy.

4.2 Problem Motivation

The fundamental law of information recovery states [DN03] that a majority of
records in a database of size n can be reconstructed when n log(n)2 queries are
answered by the statistical database, even if each answer has up to O(

√
n) error.

This either limits the amount of queries that can be answered (even under dif-
ferential privacy) or the maximum amount of privacy budget that can be used,
since increasing either increases the risk of a privacy breach. As such, when answer-
ing queries under differential privacy, the fundamental goal of a privacy preserving
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mechanism is to answer as many queries as accurately as possible while satisfying
differential privacy under a fixed setting of the privacy loss parameter ε.

While the Laplace and Exponential mechanisms are useful primitives for answer-
ing individual differentially private queries, they become inefficient when used to
answer either queries with high (or unbounded) sensitivity, large sets of queries,
structured queries, or queries on structured data. In this chapter, we describe sev-
eral classes of privacy preserving mechanisms meant to answer queries in different
settings. Of these, we will see mechanisms designed to answer large sets of queries
by reducing them to smaller sets, mechanisms designed to generate synthetic data
which may be queried infinitely many times, mechanisms designed for high dimen-
sional sparse data or particularly dense data, and mechanisms that are designed to
answer adaptive queries chosen over time among others. Each of these settings is
distinct and poses their own technical problems which come with their own solu-
tions. There is no single differentially private mechanism which is optimal in all
settings [Hay+16]; instead there are mechanisms specialized for specific settings
and specific tasks which are all designed to maintain privacy under a fixed privacy
budget.

4.2.1 Basic Notations and Definitions

We consider a database D as a single tabular data with m attributes and n tuples.
The domain for each attribute Ai is 6i, and the domain for a tuple t is thus 6 =

61 × 62 . . . 6m. A statistical query q takes the database D as input and output a
single scalar or a vector of real numbers.

For the majority of this chapter, we focus on linear queries. A linear query can
be expressed as

∑
t∈D φ(t), where φ is an arbitrary scalar function. When φ is in

{0, 1}, this becomes a predicate counting query. When φ is a range, this becomes a
range counting query.

A linear counting query can also be expressed as a SQL query “SELECT

COUNT(*) FROM D WHERE φ” to count the number of tuples in D that match
the predicate φ. A non-linear query has a non-linear transformation of the data
before aggregation. For example, consider a table EDGE(from, to) and a self-join
counting query “SELECT COUNT(*) FROM EDGE AS E1, EDGE AS E2 WHERE

E1.to = E2.from”, this query is a non-linear query since self-join is a non-linear
transformation.

A workload of queries is a set of queries. When the workload is a set of predicate
counting queries with disjoin predicates, this becomes a histogram query. When
these disjoint predicates cover the full domain of multiple attributes, this becomes
a marginal query over those attributes.
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4.3 Different Dimensions of Problems

It is not yet known whether there is a single mechanism that can provide strong util-
ity guarantee for all problems while satisfying differential privacy. These problems
could vary in scope and complexity. For example, one problem is to answer a set of
statistical queries, and another problem is to release a synthetic data set such that
it could be used to answer a set of statistical queries. Meanwhile, these statistical
queries could either be linear queries or non-linear queries. From these examples,
we observe that problems could be categorized by different characteristics on differ-
ent dimensions. In this section, we discuss the problems that are commonly studied
in differential privacy community in different dimensions.

• Synthetic data vs query answering. When we are designing a system that
can both protect the data privacy and provide utility for the data analysts,
we are facing two choices: one is to make the system interactive, which is
to take the queries from the data analysts and return direct query answers.
Another is to make the system non-interactive, which is to release a synthetic
data set which data analysts can use to answer queries. In the interactive set-
ting, the system can choose a mechanism tailored to the queries of inter-
est [KMHM17]. However, the privacy budget may run out and no future
queries could be answered. When synthetic data is released, arbitrary queries
or even complex learning tasks can be performed on the synthetic data set.
However, the synthetic dataset will not be accurate for all query/analytics
tasks.

There is a large scope of query answering problems that are studied in the
differential privacy community, such as range counting queries [Hay+16],
marginal queries, graph queries, linear regressions and so on. For the syn-
thetic data generation problem, approaches include density estimation, using
domain decomposition, probabilistic graphical models, ML approaches like
GANs, and more recently using GPTs/LLMs.

• Low vs high dimension. The dimensionality of the data dictates the type of
DP algorithm one might use for answering statistical queries. In high dimen-
sional data, the data is quite sparse. Take k-marginal queries on a table with
m attributes as example. A k-marginal query is a histogram over k attributes,
which lists the counts for all possible domain values for k attributes. If k is 1,
this is a histogram over one attribute. When k is getting large, the histogram
size is getting exponentially larger, and the count for each bin is almost zero
everywhere. Adding Laplace noise to all bin counts to release the k marginal
query under DP will result in a relative error that is so high as to make the
noisy release useless.
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For low dimensional queries such as 1- or 2-dimensional range count-
ing queries, a variety of differentially private mechanisms exists. [Hay+16].
When the query dimension is getting larger, researchers consider a low dimen-
sional representation of the high dimensional queries, such as graphical mod-
els [MSM19].

• Linear vs non-linear queries. Queries like histogram, marginal and range
counting queries are all linear queries. Linear queries are queries that can be
expressed as a linear combination of individual weights. The global sensitivity
for a linear query is thus bounded by the maximal weight times the number
of queries. However, for non-linear queries, the global sensitivity could be
much higher or even unbounded. For example, a triangle counting query,
which is to count the number of triangles in a graph, has global sensitivity
unbounded since there always exists a graph such that adding a node or edge
can increase the number of triangles by an arbitrary high number. Adding
Laplace noise scaled to the global sensitivity is thus meaningless in this case,
so for non-linear queries a different mechanism design should be considered.

• Online vs offline. Depending on whether queries arrive all at once or one
by one, we separate these two cases as offline mode and online mode, respec-
tively. In the offline mode, all queries are given as the input and the mecha-
nism can take all queries into account to optimize the query results holisti-
cally. In the online mode, queries are given as a sequence q1, q2, . . . , qn that
arrives one by one. The total number of queries n may not be known in
advance. The query sequence can also be adaptive; i.e., qi may depend on
the answers a1, . . . , ai−1 for the past queries. Since it is unknown what the
future queries are, if most of the privacy budget is spent on answering the
early arriving queries accurately, future queries may be answered with poor
accuracy. However, if future queries are all similar to the early arriving queries,
it is not necessary to save the privacy budget for the early arriving queries. In
contrast, in the offline mode, all the queries are known in advance and thus
one can use that information to determine an optimal strategy to construct
DP answers. Hence, the techniques used to answer queries in the online mode
differ from the methods used to answer a batch of queries in the offline mode.

• Consistency. When answering multiple queries under DP, the answers
released by a differentially private mechanism may not be consistent due
to the injected noise; e.g., the noisy count of men and the noisy count of
women may not add up to be equal to the noisy count of the total popula-
tion. Data inconsistency reduces the utility of differential privacy as it causes
conflicts in the data analysis. On the other hand, it implies that we have
injected unnecessary extra noise to our query answers. Thus, in several set-
tings, there is a need to ensure consistent query answering of multiple queries.
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In some cases, enforcing consistency can both improve the utility and reduce
the noise, but in some settings it can introduce bias in the released statistics
[Puj+20; ZHF21].

4.4 Workload Answering Mechanisms

In this section, we consider answering a workload of linear queries under differential
privacy. To simplify the analysis, we use a vector representation of the data and
query. Recall that we define a database D as a collection of n tuples, where each
tuple is from the domain 6 with N unique domain values. We can also represent
a database D as a histogram, where each bin i corresponds to one unique domain
value ti ∈ 6, and its bin count corresponds to how many tuples in D matches to
that domain value. We denote this histogram as x = [x1, . . . , xN ]. The size of this
histogram N is the size of the domain 6. Given this representation of D, we can
rewrite the answer of a linear query q from

∑
t∈D φ(t) to 6N

i=1φ(ti)xi, which is a
vector product with x. Therefore, we consider a query as a N dimensional vector.
For a workload with d queries, we express it as a d × N matrix F . The answer for
this workload is thus given as Fx.

4.4.1 Lower Bound of Error

Suppose the global sensitivity of the workload F is d . A typical mechanism to
answer F on x in an ε-differential private way is to apply d -dimension Laplace
mechanism [DMNS06] with sensitivity d . Let error be defined as the expected ℓ2

distance of the output d -dimensional vectors from the ground truth Fx and the
mechanism output. The error for Laplace mechanism in this setting is d

√
d/ε.

A proof sketch is given as follows: Suppose Z1, Z2, . . . , Zd are i.i.d random vari-
ables following the Laplace distribution Lap(d/ε). The error of Laplace mecha-

nism is thus given as E
[√∑d

i=1 Z2
i

]
≤

√
E
[∑d

i=1 Z2
i

]
=
√

d · 2 · (d/ε)2 =

O(d
√

d/ε). The first inequality is credit to Jensen inequality.
A lower bound of error in this setting is given by Moritz, Hardt and Kunal Talwar

[HT10]. They give a lower bound as �
(

min {d
√

d/ε, d
√

log (N/d)/ε}
)

when

d ≤ N . The proof of this lower bound is based on convex geometry. Especially,
consider BN

1 as a unit ℓ1 ball, and K as a convex polytope by K = FBN
1 , the

lower bound of error is given as �
(

d
√

d/ε · Vol(K )1/d
)

, where Vol(K ) is the

volume of K . The idea behind the proof is as follows. Consider each database x
as a point in BN

1 , and Bx is a ball centered around Fx with some radius such that
the probability that x is mapped into Bx by the mechanism is more than 1/2. To
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satisfy ε-differential privacy, the probability that a zero database 0 is mapped into
the same Bx ball should be bounded by a constant factor, and it is held for any x.
According to the packing theorem, we can have exponentially many such balls in
K that are disjoint, and this number is controlled by the ball radius. Since they are
disjoint, the probability that 0 is mapped into the union of these balls is bounded
by 1, which means the number of such balls should be bounded. Since the number
of such balls is related to the ball radius, this bound gives a lower bound on the ball
radius. Intuitively, a larger ball radius indicates lager error for the mechanism, thus
bounding the lower bound of the ball radius is associated with bounding the lower
bound of the mechanism error.

4.4.2 Select Measure Reconstruct

When answering a workload of queries it is sometimes impractical to answer each
individual query directly. Sometimes the workload has a very high sensitivity and
thus requires a high amount of noise. Sometimes queries are very similar and share
large amounts of data and answering each of these queries would result in a large
amount of noise and some inconsistent query answers. In cases like these mech-
anisms often invoke a design paradigm known as the Select Measure Reconstruct
Paradigm. A mechanism which invokes this paradigm first Selects an alternative set
of queries to answer known as the strategy. This set of queries is usually smaller and
having a lower sensitivity than the original workload and as such requires less noise
to answer directly. The mechanism then Measures these strategy query answers
using a differentially private primitive such as the Laplace mechanism. Then the
mechanism uses the noisy answers to the strategy workload to Reconstruct the
original workload. Mechanisms which invoke this paradigm perform well when
answering large numbers of related queries.

4.4.3 The Hierarchical Mechanism

One of the first mechanisms which invoked the Select Measure Reconstruct
Paradigm is the Hierarchical Mechanism [HRMS09] often called Hb for short. This
mechanism was designed to answer large amounts of range queries in an efficient
manner. It does so by repeatedly partitioning the domain into a tree with branching
factor b, where individual counts in the databases are leaf nodes and parent nodes
represent continuous ranges. The mechanism then answers the range queries rep-
resented by each individual node in the tree directly. Any additional range queries
can be reconstructed using the answers directly in the tree.

In Figure 4.1 we show an example of a Hierarchical tree with branching factor 2
or H2 for short. In this example, the database in question has domain size of 8. The
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Figure 4.1. An example of an H2 tree. The root node contains the range query over the

entire domain. It’s left child node contains the range query over the first half of the domain

while it’s right node contains the range query over the second half of the domain. The

leaf nodes contain queries over single counts.

root tree here represents the range query containing all the counts in the database,
the left child represents the range query containing counts 1, 2, 3, and 4 while the
right child is the range query containing counts 5,6,7, and 8. The rest of the nodes
are denoted similarly. When answering each the queries associated with each node,
the sensitivity is the number of nodes along the path from leaf to root, logb(k)+ 1,
where k is the domain size. Using the Hb strategy any range query can be answered
using at most 2 log(k) of the nodes. Therefore if we use the Laplace mechanism to

measure the nodes each individual node as an expected error of O
(

log(k)2

ε2

)
. Then

any range query using at most 2 log(k) nodes has an expected error of O
(

log(k)3

ε2

)
and as such the workload containing all k2 possible range queries has an expected

error of O
(

k2 log(k)2

ε2

)
.

4.4.4 The Matrix Mechanism

The Matrix Mechanism [Li+15] is a more general use of the Select Measure Recon-
struct paradigm, which can be used to answer any set of linear counting queries.
The matrix mechanism first represents the database as a column vector, denoted
x, where each element in the data vector represents the number of individuals that
satisfy some property (or combination of properties). Each individual should only
be counted in a single element in the data vector in order to bound sensitivity. Once
the database is represented in this data vector form, a linear counting query can be
represented as a row vector of the same size, and the answer to the query can be
computed as the dot product of the query vector and the data vector. A workload of
linear counting queries, denoted W is represented as a k× n matrix where k is the
domain size and n is the number of queries. This matrix is simply constructed by
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SELECT
{
A = OptimizeMM (W )

MEASURE

{
a = Ax

y = a+ Lap(∥A1∥/ε)

RECONSTRUCT

{
x̄ = A+y

ans = a+ Lap(∥A1∥/ε)

Figure 4.2. The SELECT MEASURE RECONSTRUCT paradigm in the matrix mechanism.

the vertical stack of each query. As such answering the entire workload W of queries
can be done by the matrix multiplication Wx. Since the data vector requires that
each individual be in only one count, the sensitivity of a workload is the maxi-
mum L1 column norm of the matrix denoted as ∥W ∥1. The matrix mechanism
takes in a workload W and selects a full rank strategy matrix A to instead answer.
It then directly measures A by taking the vector y = Ax and adding independently
sampled Laplace noise. It then reconstructs the answers W by taking the pseduo-
inverse of A(ỹ = A+y), and then using the resulting noisy data vector to answer the
original workload W . An instantiation of the matrix mechanism as Select Measure
Reconstruct paradigm is provided in Figure 4.2.

The expected error of the matrix mechanism is as follows:

2

ε2 ∥A∥
2
1∥WA+∥2F ,

where ∥ · ∥F is the Frobenius norm.
The matrix mechanism is a very general mechanism which can be used in many

settings and which can represent many other mechanisms. For example consider
answering the workload containing all possible range queries with a data vector of
size 4 and a privacy budget of ε = 1. If you were to answer the entire workload
directly you would get an expected error of 288. Alternatively you could use the
hierarchical mechanism, shown as a matrix strategy in Figure 4.3, and use those
queries to reconstruct the range queries. Doing so results in an expected error of
201. Originally the task of finding the optimal strategy matrix was proposed as a
semi-definite program with rank constraints which could be solved in O(k4(n4

+

k4)) time. The High Dimensional Matrix Mechanism (HDMM) [MMHM18] is
a variant of the matrix mechanism which restricts the possible search space in order
to use a gradient decent method to select a strategy matrix. It does this by searching
only the simplified p-identity space. This space includes matrices which consist of
the the n×n identity matrix with an additional p rows appended to them, which are
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

1 1 1 1
1 1 0 0
0 0 1 1
1 0 0 0
0 1 0 0
0 0 1 0
0 0 0 1


Figure 4.3. An example of an H2 tree with domain equal to 4 represented as a strategy

matrix.

then normalized to have a maximum column norm of 1. This reduces the running
time of the gradient descent to be a more feasible O(p ∗ n2).

4.5 Data Dependent Algorithms

Up until now we have considered Data independent Mechanisms whose expected
error is independent of the database itself or any properties thereof. Data depen-
dent mechanisms leverage some property of the data to reduce the overall error
of the mechanism. This information can be properties of the data which are
known ahead of time, such as bounds on specific values, or this data can be
inferred during run time such as the distribution of the data. Any information
inferred or learned at run-time must be done in a differentially private man-
ner (using some of the privacy budget) to ensure that mechanism as a whole
still satisfies differential privacy. Performance of data dependent mechanisms like
the name suggests are dependent on how well the mechanism is suited for the
specific data. Some mechanisms perform better on sorted or mostly homoge-
neous data while other mechanisms perform better on data that follows a specific
distribution.

4.5.1 Data and Workload Aware Algorithm

The Data- and Workload-Aware Algorithm (DAWA) [LHMW14] is an example
of a data adaptive mechanism for computing range and histogram queries. The
mechanism has three major steps. First, the mechanism uses a portion of the budget,
ε1, to partition the data into approximately uniform sections; all the counts in
each approximately uniform section are added to a bucket. Then it uses a noisy
differentially private subroutine to measure the counts in each bucket, in a workload
aware manner, similar to the matrix mechanism. Finally, it expands the buckets back
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into histogram form by uniformly distributing the counts in each bucket across the
domain of the partition. The key point of DAWA is that instead of adding noise to
each individual count in the domain, it instead buckets several points in the domain
together and adds a single unit of noise to the entire bucket. In the worst case, where
each point in the domain is significantly different than it’s surrounding points, each
point in the domain is given it’s own bucket and thus independent noise for each
point is required. This is no better than using the Laplace mechanism on each count
using only the remainder of the privacy budget (ε − ε1). However, in the best
case where the data is almost completely homogeneous DAWA could add all of the
histogram to a single bucket resulting in only one instance of noise being used across
the entire database. Because of this Dawa performs better on databases which have
large continuous sections of nearly homogeneous data or on data which is sorted.

4.5.2 PrivTree: Data Adaptive Spatial Decomposition

For a two-dimensional spatial data, e.g. coordinates in a map, a common class of
queries is to ask the number of points in a rectangular range. For a single range
counting query, to satisfy differential privacy, a typical solution is to add Laplace
noise to the count with sensitivity equal to 1. When we have a workload of range
counting queries, if we use Laplace noise to answer each query, we have to divide the
privacy budget for each query, which results poor accuracy. As shown in Section 4.4
"Workload Answering Mechanisms", one workaround is to partition the domain
into small ranges as defined by the range counting queries and their intersections,
so that data can be transformed into a vector and the workload of range counting
queries can be expressed as a matrix. Then, we can apply techniques introduced
in Section 4.4 to release the query answer. However, when we have a fine-grained
workload of range counting queries, we also tend to have a fine-grained partition
of the domain, which results a sparse vector representation for the data.

An alternative strategy for answering a workload of range counting queries is to
first find a good partition of the data so that within each sub-region, points are close
to a uniform distribution and the number of them is sufficiently high comparing
to the Laplace noise added in each sub-region. For each range counting queries, the
count is reported as the sum of noisy counts in the sub-regions it covered and the
fractional counts in the sub-regions it partially intersects. Based on these ideas, Jun
Zhang, Xiaokui Xiao and Xing Xie propose PrivTree [ZXX16], which decompose
the spatial domain by a quad-tree in a differentially private manner. The algorithm
starts from the root, which is the entire domain, and then recursively check and
decompose the node. For each node that is being checked, it computes the count
of points within the region that is represented by the node, decrease the count by
a certain amount according to the depth, add a Laplace noise, and then compare
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with a threshold. If it is above the threshold, then split the region into halves for
each dimension as child nodes, and repeat the sub-routine for each child node.

The quad-tree constructed by PrivTree is totally data-driven. Unlike the tradi-
tional private spatial decomposition algorithm, this approach does not specify the
limit of max depth, and the privacy loss also does not depend on the max depth
of the tree. If data is very dense at a certain sub-region, PrivTree can go deeper for
that sub-region without violating differential privacy. Ideally, what PrivTree returns
is a spatial decomposition such that dense regions have a dense decomposition and
sparse regions have a sparse decomposition. To answer range counting queries, extra
Laplace noise is added to each region. For a range counting query on a dense area,
it may contain many noises from the sub-regions. However, since it is a dense area,
the total counts in this area is sufficiently higher than the total noise, which means
the relative error is not low. Other error could come from the bias due to the uni-
formity assumption within each region.

4.6 Online Query Answering

So far we have assumed the entire workload of queries is known in advance and the
mechanism may leverage any structure in the queries to answer them with mini-
mum error. However, in most query answering settings, we imagine an SQL like
environment where an analyst asks one query at a time adaptively choosing the next
query from the answer to the previous one. This brings us to the online setting.
Unlike offline DP mechanisms, where we assume all the queries are known ahead
of time, in the online setting the analyst asks one query at a time and the mech-
anism must answer the queries as they are given before seeing subsequent queries.
There are two key challenges in the online setting; budget management and query
optimization.

Due to the fundamental law of information recovery we cannot answer an unlim-
ited number of queries, even with noise added each time. Instead we must answer
the entire sequence of queries using a limited and fixed privacy budget. Online dif-
ferentially private mechanisms must spend the privacy budget over time while still
maintaining enough budget to answer queries later. Some mechanisms do this by
reusing previous query answers or maintaining a synthetic dataset to answer queries
from.

Another challenge for online problems is optimizing overall error across queries.
In offline query answering, all the queries are known in advance and the mechanism
may optimize across the entire workload at once. By contrast, in online query
answering, the mechanism only knows the queries that have already been answered,
not any that will be asked in the future. Online mechanisms, however, can leverage
previously answered queries when asking new ones. A mechanism can avoid
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spending budget on a query if it can be reconstructed from previous queries with
high accuracy.

4.6.1 Private Multiplicative Weights

Private Multiplicative [HR10] weights is an example of an online query answering
mechanism for linear queries. This mechanism can answer an infinite number of
linear queries, even after exhausting the allotted privacy budget. The mechanism
begins by creating a differentially private normalized histogram from which it can
query without spending privacy budget. At initialization the histogram is created
to have all values be equal. Whenever a query is asked the mechanism checks (in
a differentially private manner) if the current version of the histogram can answer
the query accurately. If the histogram can answer accurately the query is answered
directly from the maintained histogram. Since the maintained histogram is always
updated in a differentially private manner, it itself is differentially private and as
such, any queries asked directly from it are differentially private without spending
any additional privacy budget. If the answer from the histogram is not accurate
enough, the mechanism spends part of its budget asking the query directly from
the true dataset using the Laplace mechanism and uses that direct query answer to
update the maintained histogram. This way, budget is only spent if the histogram
cannot answer the query efficiently, at which point the histogram is updated to
more closely resemble the real dataset. This process continues until the mechanism
has exhausted it’s entire privacy budget. Once the entire privacy budget is spent,
the mechanism outputs the maintained differentially private histogram which may
be used to answer the remaining queries.

We say that an online query answering mechanism is (α, β, k) adaptively accu-
rate on database x, if for all k adaptively chosen queries f1, f2 . . . fk, with all but
β probability |at − ⟨ft , x⟩ | ≤ α. Where ⟨ft , x⟩ is the mechanisms noisy answer
to query ft on database x and at is the true answer of that same query. For
any set of parameters k, ε, δ, β > 0, Private multiplicative weights is guaran-
teed to be (α, β, k) adaptively accurate on any database of size n with α =

O
(
ε−1n−1/2

· log(1/δ) log( 1/4)(N ) · (log(k)+ log(1/β)
)

. Where N = |U |,

the size of the data universe. Likewise, since this holds for adaptively chosen queries,
it also holds for non-adaptively chosen queries.

4.7 Synthetic Data

A typical scenario for data analysis is that one data analyst submits some queries
to the data curator, and data curator returns the query answers to the analyst. To
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ensure data is protected by differential privacy, these query answers are perturbed by
some differentially private mechanisms. However, the data curator can also choose
another strategy to respond to the request. Instead of returning the noisy query
answers, the data curator can also generate a synthetic data set that satisfies dif-
ferential privacy, and then return it to the data analyst. A synthetic dataset is a
completely made up dataset with the same schema as the input dataset and which
preserves some statistical properties from the input. The data analyst can evaluate
queries on the synthetic data set to get query answers, and it satisfies differential
privacy due to the post-processing rule (see Theorem 1.7 of Chapter 1.4.2). The
utility of a synthetic data release is associated with a specific task or metric. For
example, the utility could be associated with the expected ℓ2 error of a set of linear
queries evaluating on the original data and the synthetic data.

Avrim Blum, Katrina Ligett and Aaron Roth show that when considering
answering a class of counting queries C using the synthetic data set while satisfying
ε-differential privacy, the lower bound of error only depends on the VC-dimension
of the query class C and the privacy factor ε [BLR13]. They define (α, δ)-usefulness
for a mechanism with respect to the query class C if the max L1 query error for any
query in C is bounded by α with probability 1 − δ. Based on the reconstruction
proof for "blatant non-privacy" [DN03], they show that given a database with size
≤ VCDIM(C)/2, for any ε-differentially private mechanism that is (α, δ)-useful
for a query class C , we have α ≥ 1

2 exp(ε)+1 . They also propose the Net mechanism
[BLR13] that construct a set of candidate data sets, called α-net, such that for any
ground truth data set, there always exists a candidate data set that can accurately
answers any query from a fixed query class compared to the ground truth one with
L1 error less than α. The Net mechanism then chooses a data set from the α-net
using exponential mechanism with score function as the inverse max L1 error for
all queries, and thus satisfies differential privacy. However, the size of α-net is often
large. The bound given in [BLR13] shows that for any counting class C and any
data domain X , the size of minimal α-net is at most |X |O(VCDIM(C)log(1/α)/α2). It
is also computationally infeasible to sample a data set from the α-net according to
the exponential mechanism.

Another approach for private synthetic data generation uses generative mod-
els, which includes probabilistic graphical models and deep generative models.
Approaches based on probabilistic graphical models include Bayesian networks
[Zha+17] and Markov networks [CXZX15; Ber+17; MSM19; ZKKW20]. Most
of these approaches first learn the probabilistic graphical model structure of the
data, and then learn the parameters for the model. Approaches based on deep
generative models include DP-AuGM [Che+18], DP-VaeGM [Che+18], DPGAN
[Xie+18], and PATE-GAN [JYV18]. These approaches are based on training (vari-
ational) autoencoders or generative adversarial networks in a differentially private
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way. Other approaches includes estimating the data distribution from the noisy DP
query answers, such as MWEM [HLM10] and PGM estimation [MSM19].

4.7.1 PrivBayes

PrivBayes [Zha+17] is one of several methods for generating differentially private
synthetic data. It does so through three major steps. First, it splits the entire privacy
budget into two separate budgets, ε1 and ε2. The first of these budgets is used to
learn a Bayesian network capturing the important attribute correlations in the input
database in a differentially private manner. The second privacy budget is used to
construct noisy versions of the conditional distributions contained in the Bayesian
network. From these two steps we are given a differentially private Bayesian net-
work as well as differentially private conditional distribution for each node in the
network. In combination the network and the noisy conditional distributions are
then used to approximate the distribution of tuples in the original database. Sam-
pling from this distribution creates differentially private synthetic data with a dis-
tribution approximately equivalent to the tuples in the original database. Since the
first two steps satisfy ε1 and ε2 differential privacy respectively and since the third
step is a post processing step PrivBayes algorithm as a whole satisfies ε = ε1 + ε2

differential privacy.

4.7.2 Markov network

Suppose the domain for a tuple is X , we could express this data as a |X |-
dimensional full-domain vector, where each cell in the vector indicates the fraction
of rows in the data matching a specific tuple value. Assuming N is public and fixed,
this |X |-dimensional vector is equivalent to a contingency table of the data, which
lists the number of rows matched for all possible values of n attributes.

To generate a synthetic data set under differential privacy, one approach is to
perturb the |X |-dimensional full-domain vector using Laplace mechanism, post-
process the noisy vector to be non-negative, normalize it to be a probability distri-
bution and then sample a synthetic data set from it. Roughly speaking, the expected
statistical distance between the sanitized distribution and the ground truth grows
with the ratio |X |/N , where |X | is the size of the full-domain vector and N is
the data size. When |X | is much larger than the data size N , most cells in the
full-domain vector are zero and few cells have a low non-zero counts, thus adding
Laplace noise to all cells results large amount of relative error, which further makes
the sanitized distribution useless.

An alternative approach is to learn several lower dimensional marginal distri-
butions of the data using differentially private mechanisms, and then infer the
full-domain distribution with some principles. Since the full-domain distribution
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is of high dimension, it is important to find a computationally tractable expres-
sion of the distribution. One such principle to infer the full-domain distribution
is to find a distribution such that its marginal distributions are close to the sani-
tized ones generated by the differentially private mechanisms. Based on these ideas,
Ryan McKenna, Daniel Sheldon and Gerome Miklau propose a inference principle
based on the undirected graphical model of data and the space of marginal polytope
[MSM19]. An undirected graphical model, or Markov network, factorizes the data
distribution into a product of factor functions over the cliques of a graph with a
normalization. In [MSM19], they assume all the attributes from the noisy marginal
distributions given as the input for the full-domain distribution inference are the
cliques of the graphical model. The goal is to find the parameters in the factor func-
tions such that the loss of marginal distributions is minimized while the entropy of
the full-domain distribution is maximized.

To achieve this goal, the first step is to find a valid set of marginals such that
the loss between the found marginals and the noisy marginals are minimized, and
then the factor parameters can be derived from the marginals using the maximum
entropy rule. A set of marginals is valid if there exists a full-domain distribution
such that its marginals match the set of marginals. The space of such valid marginals
form a marginal polytope. The optimization problem is thus to find a valid set of
marginals with minimum loss on this marginal polytope. The loss is defined as the
negative log-likelihood in [MSM19], where the likelihood is about how likely the
differentially private mechanism generates the noisy result given a specific marginal.
In [MSM19], the optimization problem is solved by an algorithm based on entropic
mirror descent algorithm, and further improved by Nesterov’s accelerated dual aver-
aging approach. This algorithm also generates the factor parameters at the same
time. To generate a synthetic data set, one can sample from the graphical model
using the inferred factor parameters.

Learning a Markov network from the noisy marginals not only provides a
tractable expression of the full-domain distribution, but also ensure consistency and
some accuracy for the further inference of the distribution. However, it is unknown
whether a data distribution can always be factorized using a Markov network, and
it is also unknown whether the maximum entropy rule is the best option to infer a
Markov network given a set of marginal distributions.

4.7.3 Multiplicative Weights Exponential Mechanism

Suppose we are given some initial guess to the full-domain distribution, such as a
uniform distribution, and we are also given a query result of q, which maps each
tuple in the data to [−1,+1] and sums up, how should we update our initial guess
of the full-domain distribution according to what we have observed? One approach
is to update the weight of each value in the domain using the multiplicative weight
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rule. Section 4.6.1 introduces this approach in on online setting, where queries are
coming one by one and the distribution is updated every time if a query answered
using the Laplace mechanism on the ground truth data is very different from being
answered on the synthetic data set. The query answer that is released is always based
on the latest synthetic data set.

Maintaining a synthetic data set or distribution in this way is also an approach to
release a private synthetic data set. Here we consider an offline setting as discussed
in MWEM [HLM10]. If all the queries are given at once instead of arriving one
by one, we can cherry-pick the query which has the maximum error to update
the distribution. This query selection is done through the Exponential mechanism,
where the score function is the L1 distance between the query answer on the current
distribution and the ground truth. Once a query is selected, the query is answered
based on the ground truth data using the Laplace mechanism, and the distribution
is updated using the multiplicative rule. The algorithm will then repeat again to
select a new query and make a new update. If there are in total T such updates,
then the privacy budget is divided into 2T pieces, one for the EM mechanism
and one for the Laplace mechanism in each update. The final distribution or the
synthetic data set is the average of all past distribution in the updates. Suppose the
domain size of data is |D|, the pool size of queries is |Q|, the data size is n and the
total privacy budget is ε, then there exists a T such that with probability at least
1 − 1/ploy(|Q|), the error of any query answered by the final synthetic data set is

O
(

n2/3
(

log |D| log |Q|
ε

))
Since the update of distribution is a pure post-processing step, one can apply

the multiplicative weight update multiple times using the existing sanitized query
answers. The initial guess of the distribution can also be replaced by some pub-
lic knowledge or another private mechanism. The final distribution can also be
replaced by the final updated distribution instead of the averaged one. These vari-
ants of the algorithm may improve the performance of MWEM in a practical sense.

4.8 Non-linear query Answering

Non-linear queries are queries that cannot be expressed as the weighted summa-
tion of data elements. Examples include quantile queries, join-count queries, and
graph queries. Most DP mechanisms are designed for linear queries. For non-linear
queries, the global sensitivity is not clear and naively applying Laplace mechanism
may fail to follow DP.
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4.8.1 Smooth Sensitivity

For a linear query, the global sensitivity is determined by the max weight in the
query. For example, the global sensitivity is 1 for a common predicate-counting
query where each weight is one or zero. To answer such a linear query under ε-
differential privacy, one approach is apply the Laplace mechanism, which adds a
Laplace noise scaled to the global sensitivity of the query divided by the privacy
budget ε. However, for a non-linear query, the global sensitivity is often much
larger. For example, for a median query on a data set with domain [0, 3], the global
sensitivity is 3. Consider a data set with 2n+ 1 elements such as {0, 0, . . . , 3, 3}
where n are 0 and n + 1 are 3. The median is this case is 3. However, under
bounded differential privacy, consider a neighboring database by changing the n+
1st element from 3 to 0; the median drops to 0. This example shows that the global
sensitivity of median is 3, and thus releasing the median using Laplace mechanism
could result in meaningless outputs when 3 is very large or the number of elements
is small. This is surprising, since the median is less sensitive especially for large
datasets, but the relative noise introduced by Laplace mechanism is not decreasing
as we increase the data size.

One way to reduce the noise needed to achieve differential privacy is to replace
global sensitivity with a measure of sensitivity on the specific database instance.
Local sensitivity is the maximum query difference between the input database and
all its neighboring data sets. For measures like the median, the local sensitivity varies
depending on the input database. For the pathological example above, the local sen-
sitivity is still 3. However, for a database with 2n+1 elements with the same value
in the positions n, n+1 and n+2, then the local sensitivity is 0! However, the local
sensitivity itself is a sensitive information of the data (e.g. for the case of median you
can tell the values in positions n, n+1 and n+2 are the same when local sensitivity
is 0). Hence, adding Laplace noise scaled to the local sensitivity is does not guaran-
tee differentially privacy. To connect local sensitivity to differential privacy, Kobbi
Nissim, Sofya Raskhodnikova, and Adam Smith propose the smooth sensitivity
mechanism [NRS07]. Smooth sensitivity is a tight smooth upper bound of the local
sensitivity such that itself is eβ -Lipschitz for some β: i.e., smooth sensitivity SS(·)

has the following property: SS(D) ≥ LS(D) and |SS(D)−SS(D′)| ≤ eβ ·d(D, D′)
for any data sets D and D′, where LS(D) is the local sensitivity of D and d(D, D′)
is the hamming distance between D and D′. Calibrating noise to smooth sensitivity
and adding it to the raw query result achieves (ε, δ)-differential privacy.

Deriving the smooth sensitivity Sf from the local sensitivity LSf for the query f
on some data set is not trivial. Taking the median as an example. Consider a data set
with n elements and n is odd. Suppose data is ordered as {x1, x2, . . . , xn}. Denote
m = n+1

2 as the index for the median. The local sensitivity LSmed is thus equal to
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max(xm− xm−1, xm+1− xm). To derive the smooth sensitivity, [NRS07] considers
an extension of local sensitivity as local sensitivity at distance k, LS(k)

f , which is the
max local sensitivity for the data set that differs by at most k rows with the ground
truth data set. The smooth sensitivity of f is thus equal to the max of e−kβLS(k)

f
for k ∈ {0, 1, . . . , n}. For the median case, its local sensitivity at distance k is given
as LS(k)

med = max
0≤t≤k+1

(xm+t − xm+t+k−1), which can be further used to derive the

smooth sensitivity, and the running time for computing its smooth sensitivity is
thus O(n2).

It is not always clear how to efficiently compute the smooth sensitivity. A naive
algorithm to find local sensitivity at distance k is to try all possible data set by
changing up to k tuples, and for each data set iterate over all neighboring data sets
of that data set to compute the local sensitivity. To deploy smooth sensitivity in
a real application, it is important to find a computationally efficient algorithm to
compute the smooth sensitivity or its approximate upper bound.

4.8.2 Lipschitz Extension

One representative class of non-linear queries is sub-graph counting queries. For
example, given an un-directed graph G(V , E), a triangle counting query counts
number of triangles in the graph. Other sub-graph counting queries include count-
ing the number of edges, k-stars, and so on. If we think about each node in the graph
as the basic element, sub-graph counting queries cannot be expressed as a linear
combination of nodes since each node may be involved in multiple sub-graphs.

To answer these queries under differential privacy, a basic solution is to apply
Laplace mechanism, which adds the Laplace noise scaled to the global sensitivity.
Recall that the definition of global sensitivity for a function f is max |f (G)−f (G′)|
for all G and G′ that are neighbors. Here we consider G and G′ are neighbors if
they differ by a single node. This is so called node-DP. Under node-DP, for a graph
query like counting the number of triangles, the global sensitivity is unbounded.
Even if we assume the total number of nodes is n, the global sensitivity is

(n−1
2

)
due

to a pair of neighboring graphs that are n-clique and (n− 1)-clique.
If we assume the graph degree is bounded by D and denote this space as GD,

then the global sensitivity of triangle counting query is
(D

2

)
, which is much smaller

than
(n−1

2

)
since D ≪ n is common. Usually D can be selected by some common

knowledge or some public information, so that it is close to the real degree bound.
However, we cannot guarantee this assumption is always true. When this assump-
tion does not hold, we still want our query to be have low sensitivity like when the
assumption is true. This leads to the solution based on Lipschitz extension, which is
to find a new function that gives the same answer in the original scope and also has
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the same global sensitivityi. For example, suppose f is defined on graphs from GD,
we can find a new function f̂ that takes any graph as input such that f̂ (G) = f (G)

on G ∈ GD and the global sensitivity GS(f̂ ) = GS(f ).
Finding the Lipschitz extension of graph queries is not trivial. Shiva Prasad

Kasiviswanathan, Kobbi Nissim, Sofya Raskhodnikova and Adam Smith consider
using max flow of a constructed flow graph for answering the number of edges and
using linear programming for answering the number of sub-graphs [KNRS13].
Given a graph G(V , E), a flow graph is constructed as a source s, a sink t and two
copies of V as Vl and Vr such that the source s is connected to each vl in Vl with
capacity D, each vr in Vr is connected to the sink t with capacity D and vl is con-
nected to vr with unit capacity if (vl , vr) ∈ E . The half of the max flow in this graph
is a Lipschitz extension of the number of edges for graphs from GD. For answering
the number of a specific sub-graph in G, a Lipschitz extension based on linear pro-
gramming is considered as follows: Suppose 1D is the global sensitivity of answer-
ing the number of sub-graph for graphs from GD. Create variables xc ∈ [0, 1] for
each possible sub-graph c in G (no matter whether it exists or not). For each node
in G, the sum of xc that is adjacent to that node is bounded by 1D. The objective is
to maximize the sum of xc. The optimal value by solving this linear programming
is a Lipschitz extension of the sub-graph counting for graphs from GD.

These examples of Lipschitz extension shows the applicability of Lipschitz exten-
sion to graph queries with scalar outputs. For graph queries with multi-dimensional
outputs, such as degree distribution, another flow graph based solution is con-
sidered [RS16]. Other studies based on Lipschitz extension include [BBDS13;
DLL16; DZBJ18]. Studies that involves the similar idea of Lipschitz extension
includes [CZ13; Zha+15; Kot+19; THMR20]

4.8.3 Answering SQL Queries

SQL queries are widely existing in the real world data analysis tasks. They pro-
vide a rich model of query structures that is far beyond simple linear queries. Pri-
vately answering SQL queries is thus challenging. On the other hand, SQL queries
are often asked on a relational database with multiple relations. Relations are usu-
ally associated with each other by some foreign-primary keys. In a multi-relational
database, if we remove one tuple in a relation, it is nature to consider cascade delete
as removing tuples in other relations that have foreign keys associated with the
tuple. In this case, even for a simple linear query, the privacy analysis is not clear
since removing a tuple may cause cascade deletions and the sensitivity for the linear
query thus is not always a constant.

i. If the new global sensitivity is s times the original one, it is called Lipschitz extension with stretch s
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Kotsogiannis et al. propose a system PrivateSQL for answering SQL queries pri-
vately [Kot+19]. It extends differential privacy to multi-relational databases with
foreign-primary key constraints, which captures Edge- or Node-DP for graphs
[KRSY11; KNRS13]. It also supports complex SQL queries that include JOINS,
GROUPBY and correlated sub-queries. To boost accuracy, PrivateSQL considers
decomposing queries into multiple workloads. Within each workload, queries are
transformed as a set of linear queries on a complex view. To ensure differential pri-
vacy on a multi-relational database, PrivateSQL applies the query rewriting tech-
nique to the view so that it is equivalent to the standard differential privacy on a
single data set and the stability of the view is also bounded. View stability is the
maximum change of rows in the view after adding or removing a single private
tuple. Since it is well studied about answering a workload of linear queries on a
view with stability 1 [Hay+16; MMHM18], it is natural to extend this problem to
a view with a higher stability.

Tracking the stability of a view is not trivial, since a view is equivalent to a tree
of SQL operations with arbitrary size. Flex gives a rule-based stability calculation
strategy by recursively update the stability of a node in the SQL query tree [JNS18].
To capture the stability update due the JOIN operator, Flex also tracks the frequency
of attribute values. Since attribute frequency is a sensitive information, the stability
of the view cannot be revealed. Therefore, Flex uses smooth sensitivity [NRS07]
to perturb the query answer. PrivateSQL extends this rule-based stability calcula-
tor with new rules on the JOIN stability update. Furthermore, PrivateSQL com-
putes the attribute frequency in a differentially private approach through sparse
vector technique [DR+14] and enforces the frequency bound by injecting trun-
cation operators into the SQL query tree, which allows the view stability to be
publicly accessible. An alternative to find a good bounding frequency is through
recursive mechanism [CZ13], which is based on a list of max frequencies related
to the subsets of the primary private relation with size ranging from zero to full.
Another private SQL engine is proposed by Wilson et al. [Wil+19], which con-
siders aggregations other than counting, such as average and quantile. They also
consider bounding the user contribution by a fixed number in a join query using
reservoir sampling.

4.9 Concluding Remarks

In this chapter, we have elaborated the challenge of releasing statistics and synthetic
data using differential privacy, and we have also discussed the multiple dimensions
of the problem which includes synthetic vs query answering, low vs high dimension,
online vs offline and consistency issues. We further introduce the algorithm design
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primitives for different tasks, which includes data dependent algorithms, online
query answering algorithms, synthetic data generation algorithms and non-linear
query answering algorithms.
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Chapter 5

Privacy Risks in Machine Learning

By Jiayuan Ye and Reza Shokri

5.1 Introduction

Training advanced machine learning models needs a huge amount of data, which in
many cases can contain personal and sensitive data. What is the sensitive informa-
tion that should not be learned by a machine learning model in order to minimize
its privacy risks? What can be considered as privacy violation by a machine learning
model, and how can we quantitatively analyze the amount of sensitive information
leakage?

In this chapter, we explain why and how machine learning models may be vulner-
able to inference attacks that exploit the privacy vulnerabilities of the models (Sec-
tion 5.2). We then discuss how to design a privacy auditing framework based on the
performance of inference attacks. In particular, we present membership inference
attacks as a fundamental tool to measure how much a model (and more precisely
the learning algorithm) leaks information about every data point in its training set
(Section 5.3. In order to have an accurate privacy risk estimation, we then present
techniques to construct powerful membership inference attacks. We also discuss the
metrics that we should use to measure the attack performance. Then, in Section 5.4,
we explain the practical meanings of these privacy risk estimates under different set-
tings, and connect them with differential privacy. Finally, in Section 5.5, we review
the ML Privacy Meter, a Python library designed to quantify the privacy risks of
machine learning models.

181

http://dx.doi.org/10.1561/9781638284772.ch5


182 Privacy Risks in Machine Learning

5.2 What are Privacy Attacks?

A machine learning model might reveal different types of information about the
data records in its training data. On the one hand, the statistical patterns about
the training data are indeed what we expect to learn from the model (in order to
successfully perform various downstream tasks). On the other hand, certain infor-
mation could be very specific to an individual, and revealing it might result in a
serious data privacy violation. So, the “information” that can be learned from a
model may be of different types, among them only some types can be considered
private. It is, therefore, very important to have a clear definition of data privacy
risks as a specific type of information leakage.

5.2.1 Definition of Privacy Risks

We need to identify the type of information that is very specific to any given individ-
ual data record z in the training set, when cannot be learned from and be associated
with the training data as a whole when excluding z. One of the most fundamen-
tal forms of specific information that a model might leak about its training data is
their membership, i.e. to reveal that a data record is indeed used for training the
model. Modeling this type of information leakage is crucial for defining privacy
risks, as it could be considered as the foundation of privacy attacks. In fact, mem-
bership inference attacks against machine learning models [SSSS17; Ye+22] often
serve as the building block for other empirical inference attacks, such as reconstruc-
tion attacks [Car+21] and attribute inference attacks [YGFJ18]. Therefore, in this
chapter, we focus on the leakage of membership information as a way to quantita-
tively reason about privacy violation in machine learning.

Privacy risk in terms of information leakage essentially boils down to reveal-
ing uniquely identifying patterns of training data associated with a model. These
patterns make training set members distinguishable from non-member instances
(population data), thus revealing the sensitive membership information if such
patterns are observable by the adversary. Given a model, we can ask targeted
questions to identify such patterns for inferring the membership information.
Does the model have similar prediction error when tested on member and non-
member data? How different are the loss values and gradient vectors of members
versus non-member data records on the model? How about the performance of
model on its training data versus the performance of other models on the same
dataset?

Example 5.1. Suppose that we partition an image classification dataset into two sets,
and train a model on one part. What would be the model’s prediction error on data
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Figure 5.1. The prediction error of a target model trained on CIFAR-10 for data records

that are in the training dataset (member) or in the test dataset (non-member). For each

data record, the model predicts a confidence vector, and the prediction error is one

minus the model’s confidence on the correct label. The training data records tend to

have a lower prediction error than test data records. This distinguishable pattern reveals

membership information of individual data records and induces privacy risk. Details for

training the model and extracting the results are as described in the ML Privacy Meter

tool.

samples in each partition? Any error gap between members and non-members is closely
related to generalization behavior of the trained model, i.e., whether the model overfits
to its training data. In practice, as we also show in Figure 5.1, we observe that the
training data points incur an overall lower prediction error, which make some of them
distinguishable from non-member population data.

Example 5.2. Suppose that we train a next-word prediction model on a dataset con-
taining the specific record: z=“Lebowski’s SSN number is 202-21-0020”. Given the
input “Lebowski’s SSN number is __”, would the model have a significantly higher
confidence score for generating “Lebowski’s SSN number is 202-21-0020” than alter-
native sentences such as “Lebowski’s SSN number is 000-00-0000” (which are not in the
training set)? We can also compare the confidence score of the target model with another
model which is not trained on z. Would the target model have a significantly higher
confidence score for generating “Lebowski’s SSN number is 202-21-0020” than that of
another model? A positive answer to these questions would indicate that the model has
memorized its training data in a recognizable manner.
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5.2.2 Membership Inference Games

In all the above examples, the privacy risk translates to the level of distinguishabil-
ity between two sets of ⟨dataset, model , record⟩ tuples that only differ in one prop-
erty: whether the record is in the dataset. The challenge for adversary in guess-
ing this membership property is that he could only access the data record and the
final model that is trained on the private dataset. There are multiple possible ways
to construct these two sets of member and non-member ⟨dataset, model , record⟩
tuples, that exhibit different levels of distinguishability, thus have different mean-
ings. For example, say a service provider trains a model on a specific dataset and
plans to release it. In this case, they only care if the adversary could distinguish
between the records that are in this particular training dataset versus any other data
records. However, an individual data owner who wants to contribute a data record
to a service provider (to train a model), would have a slightly different concern:
given the eventually trained model, and regardless of which other data records are
in the dataset, whether the adversary could distinguish between the models trained
with her record, versus models not trained on her data. Therefore, carefully design-
ing the “IN” and “OUT” worlds of ⟨dataset, model , record⟩ tuples is the key for
precisely capturing the kind of privacy risk that is of interest.

To enable quantifying these various kinds of information leakage, we design a
general hypothetical game between a challenger and an adversary. This is a standard
technique in cryptography to analyze the indistinguishability that an algorithm can
achieve to prevent any adversary from breaking security or privacy. The challenger
manages the (random seeds used in the) construction of ⟨dataset, model , record⟩
tuples in the “IN” and “OUT” worlds (i.e., with secret bit b = 1 or 0), and ran-
domly sends an “IN” tuple or “OUT” tuple to the adversary. In this way, the chal-
lenger specifies what is kind of privacy risk that he is interested in measuring. By fix-
ing a specific training algorithm, model (dataset) or data record in the construction
of the “IN” and “OUT” worlds, the challenger is fixing its interest on measuring
the information leakage due to this specific training algorithm, model (dataset) or
data record. To capture the worst-case differential privacy type of privacy risk, the
challenger may even allow the adversary to fix a worst-case pair of target dataset and
target record (i.e., to partially control the randomness in the game). The adversary
could be any membership inference attack algorithm A that takes as input a target
model θ and a target data record z, and outputs a prediction “IN” (or “OUT”).
We say the adversary succeeds in one trial of the inference game, if the adversary’s
prediction is the same as the membership information of target tuples sent by the
challenger. In the following sections, we present the inference games that capture
different kinds of privacy risk.
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5.2.3 How to Capture Different Types of Leakage in the Games

We explain in more details how to construct the ⟨dataset, model , record⟩ tuples in
the membership inference game in order to capture different types of information
leakage. For convenience, we denote the joint distribution of tuples constructed
by the challenger according to secret bit b = 1 as “IN world”, and denote the
distribution of tuples generated according to secret bit b = 0 as “OUT world”.

Average Privacy Loss of a Training Algorithm

Consider training a model on a private dataset with records drawn i.i.d. from a
population data distribution. Under this general setting, the following most general
inference game captures the average privacy loss of random models (trained on
random subsets of a population data pool) about their (whole) training datasets.

Definition 5.3 (Membership inference game for average model and record). Let
π be the underlying pool of population data, and let T be the training algorithm of
interest. The game between a challenger and an adversary proceeds as follows:

1. The challenger samples a dataset D
sD
←− πn using a fresh random seed sD, and

trains a model θ
sθ
←− T (D) on D by using a fresh random seed sθ in the algorithm

T .
2. The challenger samples a data record z0

sz0
←− π using a fresh random seed sz0 .

Note that here z0 /∈ D with high probability when the population data pool is
large enough.

3. The challenger samples a data record z1
sz1
←− D using a fresh random seed sz1 .

4. The challenger flips a random unbiased coin b
R
←− {0, 1}, and sends the target

model and target record θ , zb to the adversary.
5. The adversary gets access to the data population pool π and access to the target

model, and outputs a bit b̂← A(θ , zb).
6. If b̂ = b, output 1 (success). Otherwise, output 0.

We compute the performance of the attack, by averaging it over many repetitions
of this random experiment. This game is similar to the games in prior works Sablay-
rolles et al. [Sab+19], Yeom et al. [YGFJ18], and Carlini et al. [Car+22], in the sense
that both the target model and the target record are randomly generated. However,
this also limits the type of leakage that this game captures, as it is averaged over
multiple target models and data records. In the rest of this section, we introduce
different variants of this game (in Definition 5.4, 5.5) that capture the privacy loss
of (a specific) target model about (a fixed) target data record.
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Privacy Loss of a Model

In practice (e.g. machine learning as a service setting), a typical attacker only
has access to an already trained model. Therefore, we might be more inter-
ested in measuring the privacy loss of a specific model (trained on a fixed pri-
vate dataset), rather than the average privacy loss of a training algorithm. By
enforcing that all the ⟨dataset, model , record⟩ tuples in the “IN world” and “OUT
world” contain a specific target model (trained on a fixed private dataset), we
obtain the following inference game that captures the privacy loss of a fixed
model.

Definition 5.4 (Membership inference game for a fixed model).

1. The challenger samples a dataset D
sD
←− πn via a fixed random seed sD, and

trains a model θ
sθ
←− T (D) on the D by using a fixed random seed sθ in the

algorithm T .

2. The challenger samples a data record z0
sz0
←− π via a fresh random seed sz0 . Note

that here z0 /∈ D with high probability when the population data pool is large
enough.

3. The challenger samples a data record z1
sz1
←− D via a fresh random seed sz1 .

4. Remaining steps are the same as (4) to (6) in Definition 5.3.

Note that this game is similar to the game for average model and record (Defi-
nition 5.3), except that in step (1) the random seeds sD, sθ are fixed, such that the
challenger always selects the same target dataset and target model across multiple
trials of the game. Therefore, Definition 5.4 quantifies the privacy loss of a specific
model trained on a fixed dataset. Similar games are widely used in practical MIA
evaluations [SSSS17; NSH19; WGCS21; Sal+19] for auditing the privacy loss of a
released model in machine-learning-as-a-service setting.

Privacy Loss of a Data Record

In certain applications, such as in decentralized learning, a user may only be con-
cerned about the potential privacy loss of a specific data record (e.g. the record that
she contributed), rather than the average privacy loss of a training algorithm or the
privacy loss a model (averaged over all its training data records). Under such setting,
the adversary (in the game) needs to distinguish between the models trained with
this specific sensitive data record versus the ones trained without it. By restricting
the challenger only to the tuples ⟨dataset, model , record⟩ that contain this particular
target record in constructing the “IN world” and “OUT world”, we obtain a new
inference game for a fixed data record, as defined next.
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Definition 5.5 (Membership inference game for a fixed record).

1. The challenger samples a dataset D
sD
←− πn via a fresh random seed sD, and

trains a model θ0
sθ0
←− T (D) on D by using a fresh random seed sθ0 in the

algorithm T .

2. The challenger samples a data record z
sz
←− π via a fixed random seed sz . Note

that here z /∈ D with high probability when the population data pool is large
enough.

3. The challenger trains a model θ1
sθ1
←− T (D∪ {z}) by using a fresh random seed

sθ1 in the algorithm T .

4. The challenger flips a random unbiased coin b
R
←− {0, 1}, and sends the target

model and target record θb, z to the adversary.
5. The adversary gets access to the data population pool π and access to the target

model, and outputs a bit b̂← A(θb, z).
6. If b̂ = b, output 1 (success). Otherwise, output 0.

There are two differences between this game and the Definition 5.3 game. Firstly,
the construction of target model and target record in step (3) is different. Secondly,
in step (2) the random seed sz is fixed such that the challenger always selects the
same target record across multiple trials of the game. In essence, the adversary is
distinguishing between models trained with and without a particular record (while
the remaining dataset D is randomly sampled from population), and therefore tries
to exploit the privacy loss of a fixed specific record. Similar inference games that
only target (a) specific record(s) are used in previous works for pragmatic, high-
precision membership inference attacks on a subset of vulnerable records [Lon+18;
Lon+20], and for estimating privacy risks of data records in different
subgroups [CS21].

5.3 How to Construct Membership Inference Attacks?

The construction of a membership inference attack can be decoupled into two
components: the choice of a strong signal function for the adversary to observe; and
finding the optimal distinguishable patterns between signal values for the member
⟨dataset, model , record⟩ tuples (in the “IN world”) and for the non-member tuples
(in the “OUT world”) in the inference games (Section 5.2.3). In this section, we
first explain these two components with an example baseline attack: the simplest
loss-based shadow model attack. We then explain how to design stronger attacks
by improving the two components respectively.
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5.3.1 Baseline Example: Simple Loss-based Shadow Model
Attack

The simplest form of signal that an adversary observes under black-box access to
the target model, is the loss of the model on each data record. This simple signal
enables a strong baseline shadow model membership inference attack Shokri et al.
[SSSS17], that only compares the loss value (of target model on target data) with a
constant threshold c, as follows,

If ℓ(θ , z) ≤ c, predict “IN” .

For determining the loss threshold c, i.e. to find the optimal distinguishable pat-
terns of loss values over non-member (or member) instances, the adversary needs
to optimize its success over random trials of the membership inference game, i.e.,
over random target tuples in the “IN world” or “OUT world”. Here the “IN world”
and “OUT world” are specified by the privacy loss of interest, as described in Sec-
tion 5.2.3. Here, we focus on the most common shadow model attack, which aims
to audit the average leakage of a training algorithm. To optimize the threshold, the
attacker first approximates the corresponding “IN world” or “OUT world” for this
average leakage, by training a set of shadow models on random data points drawn
from the underlying pool of population data π , as follows,

{(D1, θ1, z1), (D2, θ2, z2), · · · , )} where θi ∼ T (Di), Di
n i.i.d .samples
←−−−−−−− π

approximated “OUT world”: z1, z2, · · ·
i.i.d .
←−− π

approximated “IN world”: z1
random
←−−− D1, z2

random
←−−− D2, · · ·

These approximated “OUT world” and “IN world” serve as crucial tools for the
adversary to compute the thresholds that approximately optimizes (different metrics
of ) attack success in the inference game (see Definition 5.3), as discussed next.

Threshold to Maximize Success Rate

One natural objective for a typical adversary, is to maximize its average success on
a large number of target models and data records (i.e., to succeed on most targets).
To achieve this goal, the adversary computes a threshold c that achieves the highest
average success in inference game Definition 5.3 over the approximated “OUT
world” and “IN world” as follows,

arg max
c

(
|
{
(Di, θi, zi) ∈ approximated “OUT world” : ℓ(θi, zi) > c

}
|

+|
{
(Di, θi, zi) ∈ approximated “IN world” : ℓ(θi, zi) ≤ c

}
|

)
.
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Figure 5.2. The loss distribution over the hypothetical shadow “OUT” world constructed

by the simple loss-based shadow model attack (blue histogram). The solid lines show

the loss thresholds derived in shadow model attack, which ensure low false positive rate

α = 0.1 in the hypothetical shadow out world. We then show the loss distribution over non-

member population data records of a specific target model θ0 in (a) orange histogram.

We also show the loss distribution of a specific target data record z0 on the shadow

models in (b) red histogram. There is a gap between this hypothetical shadow out world,

and the actual out worlds associated with a specific target model or target data record.

The target models and shadow models are trained on Purchase100 Dataset.

Threshold for High Confidence Attacks

In some applications, the adversary only wants to predict a data point as “member”
if he is confident enough, e.g. when the false positive rate is lower than α. That is,
the adversary wants to find a loss threshold c that approximately guarantees at most
α fraction of the non-member target instances would incur lower loss values (than
the threshold). To achieve this goal, the adversary computes a threshold cα that
guarantees low false positive rate α in the approximated “OUT world” of inference
game Definition 5.3 as follows,

|
{
(Di, θi, zi) ∈ approximated “OUT world” : ℓ(θi, zi) ≤ cα

}
|

|{(Di, θi, zi) ∈ approximated “OUT world”}|
= α. (5.1)

5.3.2 Deriving Stronger Attacks via Target-dependent Games

Observe that the thresholds for the simple loss-based shadow model attack has no
dependency on a specific target data record z or a specific target model θ . There-
fore, the shadow model attack uses the same threshold for attacking every target
model θ and target data record z. This is overly general and ignores the fact that
individual data record or model may exhibit different membership pattern (than
typical shadow data records or shadow models). For example, in the following plot,
we observe that the loss distribution over non-member instances associated with
a specific target model θ0 or target data record z0 differs from the loss distribu-
tion over the shadow out world. In this section, we will show how to improve
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the design of inference game to more precisely capture the properties of the tar-
get model and target data, thus arriving at a series of increasingly strong [SSSS17;
YGFJ18; Ye+22; Car+22] as well as the strongest membership inference attack in
the literature [ZLS23].

Target-model Dependent Attack Via Population Data

Can we design an attack with a better performance by exploiting the difference
between the OUT worlds associated with different models? Motivated by this, we
could design a new attack that applies different threshold cα(θ) for each target
model θ . The rationale for this design is to optimize attack success under an infer-
ence game (Definition 5.4) that captures the privacy loss of a specific target model.
To this end, the model-dependent inference attack that exploits the same signal
function (as in the shadow model attack) in a more accurate way, can compute the
signal only on the target model (instead of on all shadow models), yet with fewer
computations (without the need to train shadow models). Similar techniques utiliz-
ing population data to infer membership are used against summary statistics Homer
et al. [Hom+08]. To achieve this goal, the adversary simply approximates the (tar-
get) model-dependent out world in the inference game for a fixed model (Defini-
tion 5.4) as follows,

Approximated “OUT’ world’: {(D, θ , zi)}i=1,2,···, (5.2)

where z1, z2, · · ·
i.i.d .
←−− π .

In this approximated OUT world, the model is fixed to be a specific given target
model θ (trained on private dataset D), while the data is randomly sampled from
the population data distribution. After constructing this smaller hypothetical out
world, the adversary could then similarly determine a threshold that guarantees
small false positive rate according to (5.1). This OUT world reduces the attacker’s
uncertainty about the specific target model θ . However, observe that the attack
threshold cα(θ) has no dependency on the specific target data record queried in
attack time. Therefore, the population attack still uses the same threshold value
for different target data records under the same target model, thus leaving room for
further improving the attack by taking into account the difference between member
patterns associated with different target data records.

Target Record-dependent Attack Via Reference Models

The privacy loss of the model with respect to the target data could be directly related
to how susceptible the target data is to be memorized (e.g., being an outlier) [Fel20].
Therefore, we could further design more accurate membership inference attack by
applying a different attack threshold cα(z) for each target data record z. To achieve
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this goal, we need to optimize attack success over the “OUT world” of the (target)
record-dependent inference game in Definition 5.5. To approximate this “OUT”
world, the adversary trains many reference models [Lon+20; SOJH09; MST21;
Ye+22; Car+22] on reference datasets (that consist of random records drawn from
the population data pool π ), while only evaluating their loss on a specific given
target data z.

“OUT” world: {(Di, θi, z)}i=1,2,···,

where θi ∼ T (Di), Di
n i.i.d .samples
←−−−−−−− π . (5.3)

In this out world, the data record is fixed to be a specific given target data record
z, while the models are trained on randomly sampled datasets from the popula-
tion data pool π . Compared to the OUT world used for optimizing the shadow
model attack threshold, the OUT world (5.3) is strictly smaller, in the sense that
the attacker’s uncertainty about the target data z is reduced. By optimizing attack
success over this smaller “OUT world”, the adversary could then compute a (tar-
get) data dependent threshold that guarantees small false positive rate according
to (5.1). This dependency of loss threshold on specific target data then serves to
boost attack performance on atypical target data records (e.g., outliers in the pop-
ulation data pool) when compared to the baseline shadow model attack.

Target-model and target-record dependent attack via boosting
relativity

Can we design an even stronger attack that fully incorporates the information in
both the target model and the target data record? Intuitively, such an attack should
simultaneously capture how the target record compares with population records, and
how the target model compares with the reference models. To make this intuition
concrete, [ZLS23] starts from the target-model dependent “OUT” world Equa-
tion (5.2), but additionally incorporates the knowledge about the target-record via
changing the MIA signal function from absolute loss to the following (relative) like-
lihood ratio function LR(θ , z).

If LR(θ , z) ≤ cα(θ), predict “IN”

where LR(θ , z) =
Pr(z|θ)

Avgi Pr(z|θi)
for θi ∼ T (Di), Di

n i.i.d .samples
←−−−−−−− π

Here, Pr(z|θ) is the likelihood function of model θ evaluated on data point z. In
the case of classification models, and black-box MIA setting, Pr(z|θ) is the pre-
diction score (SoftMax) of output of the model for the correct class of z [Mac03;
BCKW15]. We refer to [ZLS23, Appendix B.2.1] for more alternatives for com-
puting P(z|θ).
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In this attack, the (relative) likelihood ratio function LR(θ , z) captures how a
model θ compares with the reference models θ ′i s, when evaluated on a record z. To
further capture how the target record compares with population data, this (relative)
likelihood ratio function is then compared with a target-model dependent thresh-
old cα(θ) computed on random population data. The threshold cα(θ) is chosen
such that α-fraction of population data incurs a smaller (relative) likelihood ratio
function on the target model, i.e., the α-th percentile of {LR(θ ; zi) : i = 1, 2, . . .}
for zi as constructed in the approximated “OUT world” Equation (5.2).

This attack provides a more fine-grained analysis of information leakage than
previous attacks, via simultaneously examining the target relative to two “OUT”
worlds (Equations 5.2 and 5.3) – the comparison between the target model and ref-
erence models (when evaluated at the target record), and the comparison between
the target record and population data (when evaluated at the target model). Con-
sequently, this attack combines the advantages of previous attacks (the target-
model dependent attack and the target-record dependent attack), and enjoys high
computational efficiency simultaneously with boosted performance as shown by
Figure 5.3.

Summary and Comparison

In this section, we have designed a series of increasingly more powerful membership
inference attacks, via incorporating inference games that more precisely capture the
properties of target data and target model in the attack construction. In Figure 5.3,
we illustrate the power of some of the strongest membership inference attacks in
the literature in details. Observe that RMIA utilizes the strongest target-model and
target-record dependent inference game, and thus consistently achieve the highest
performance among all attacks, especially when the number of reference models is
small (i.e., given constrained computation budget). We refer to [ZLS23, Section 5]
for a more detailed up-to-date comparison among different attacks in the literature.

5.3.3 Deriving Stronger Attacks via Better Signal Functions

Besides deriving more target-dependent inference games, another crucial compo-
nent for strengthening the attacks is to use better signal functions (for which the
patterns between member and non-member are more distinguishable). In this sec-
tion, we explain how to systematically design better signal functions, by increasing
the level of access for the adversary, performing difficulty calibrations or utilizing
powerful existing hypothesis tests.

Increasing Levels of Access to the Target Model

In general, what the adversary can observe about the target model naturally serves
as a signal function S, and it can vary from nothing but the final (label) prediction
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to everything about the model parameters. That is, the adversary might only be able
to observe the final prediction of the model on target data record (label-only access
with S = fθ where fθ (x) is the predicted class of data x by model θ ), or can only
observe the loss function of the target model l (black-box access with S = loss), or
in the extreme case can observe the entire model including the model parameters
θ (white-box access with S = θ ). Another aspect is that the access of adversary to
the model may be passive or active, where the adversary can manipulate the train-
ing process in the active setting but not in the passive setting. After deriving these
increasingly strong signals, we could then construct increasingly strong member-
ship inference attacks (based on shadow models), by simply comparing the different
signal function value with a constant threshold.

Better Difficulty Calibration for Individual Data Record

The success of signal function-based membership inference attack is intrinsically
limited by the possible overlap between the score values of member and non-
member instances. For example, for attacks based on loss values, a non-member test

Figure 5.3. AUC of various attacks obtained with using different number of reference

models on the CIFAR-10 dataset. We show three of the strongest membership inference

attacks in the literature: RMIA [ZLS23] (that is target-model and target-record depen-

dent), Attack-R [Ye+22] (that is target-record dependent), and LiRA [Car+22] (that is

target-record dependent). Target model and reference models are trained on random

halves of the CIFAR-10 dataset. The left plots illustrate the results of offline attacks, while

the right ones depict the AUC scores obtained by online attacks. For online attacks, half

of reference models are trained without x and half are are trained with x for each data

record x in CIFAR-10 dataset.
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point (that is easy to learn) may have low loss that is comparable to typical member
training points. Therefore, a simple shadow model-based attack (that compare the
signal value with a constant threshold) would wrongly predict this easy test data
point as member, if it wants to succeed on typical member points. To deal with
this issue, recent works [WGCS21] propose to additionally perform difficulty cali-
bration in shadow model attacks, by computing a difficulty score Sdif of each data
record (e.g. its average loss on shadow models). The attack then compares the gap
between the signal function value S and the difficulty score Sdif with a constant
threshold c. That is, if S − Sdif ≤ c, the attacker predicts “IN”. This simple diffi-
culty calibration operation turns out to significantly reduce the false positive rate of
simple shadow model-based attacks. This is because, intuitively, even if a test data
point has a small loss, such an attacker may still correctly predict a test data point
as non-member as long as the test data point has a low difficulty score.

Statistical Signals

Besides heuristic efforts for deriving stronger signal functions for membership infer-
ence attacks, there are also efforts that try to apply various existing statistical tests to
membership inference literature. This includes viewing membership inference as a
binary hypothesis test, and then performing Likelihood ratio test [MST21; Ye+22;
Car+22] or Bayes hypothesis test [Sab+19; SM21; TSBP22]. There are also works
that use other aggregated statistics such as p-value to derive powerful hypothesis
test for membership inference [Hom+08; Lon+20].

5.4 How to Analyze the Privacy Risk using Inference
Attacks?

The performance of membership inference attacks, over multiple trials of a given
inference game (Section 5.2.3), serves as an indicator of the privacy risk. To under-
stand the privacy risks, we use different metrics of attack performance to more
precisely reflect different aspects of the information leakage, as defined next.

5.4.1 Metrics for Measuring Attack Performance

A common metric for measuring attack performance, is the average attack accuracy
over multiple runs of a given inference games (e.g., in Section 5.2.3). Because the
secret bit is chosen to be 0 or 1 with equal probability 1/2 by the challenger, we are
essentially evaluating the average accuracy of the attack on a same number of mem-
ber and non-member target instances D, θ , z. This is crucial because, without any
other prior knowledge on the member and non-member models and data records,
the adversary’s belief about the target instance is uniform. This average accuracy,
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Figure 5.4. An example auditing report for the privacy loss of a target model, using

loss-based reference model attack (optimized for the approximated out world described

in Equation 5.3). The target model and reference models are trained on the CIFAR-100

dataset. We evaluate the performance in terms of the trade-off between TPR-FPR and

AUC score, and compare it with the baseline random guess attack strategy. The perfor-

mance is averaged over random trials of the inference game for a fixed model in Defini-

tion 5.4.

then translates to the adversary’s advantage and quantifies privacy risks in terms of
the membership information leakage (associated with the given inference game).

Besides attack accuracy, it is also crucial to understand other statistical metrics
such as true positive rate – TPR (the probability of an actual member instance being
correctly predicted as member), false positive rate – FPR (the probability of non-
member instances being wrongly predicted as member), in order to understand
the confidence of attack predictions. Moreover, the trade-off curve between TPR
and FPR (and its area under the curve – AUC) serve to quantify the power of an
attacker across all possible confidence levels, for distinguishing member instances
against non-member instances.

In summary, a report of privacy risks estimate using membership inference
attacks at least needs to specify the following components: the specifications for
the attack that is used (such as its signal function and hypothetical in/out worlds);
the specifications for the inference game, i.e. the dataset-model-record tuples that
the success of the attack is averaged over in evaluations (i.e., the constructions of
IN world and OUT world in the inference games); performance report in terms of
attack accuracy or more fine-grained confidence measures (such as the ROC curve
for TPR-FPR trade-off and its AUC score). In Figure 5.4, we provide an example
report for the privacy loss of a model (about its training dataset) under loss-based
reference model attack.

5.4.2 Connecting Privacy Attacks and Differential Privacy

Previous approaches for estimating the privacy risk via membership inference
attacks, typically focus on an average notion of attack accuracy over a large number
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of target instances (i.e., target datasets D, target models θ and target records z) in
random trials of the different inference games (Section 5.2.3). Meanwhile, a worst-
case quantitative definition of the privacy risk as in differential privacy [DMNS06],
depends on the performance of attacks on specific target models and data records as
discussed next.

Worst-case Privacy Loss of a Training Algorithm

The vulnerability of a target record crucially relies on the remaining data records
that it is trained with. To quantify privacy risk with regard to the most extreme
adversary, we want to measure the privacy risk of a data record with regard to a
fixed dataset, rather than the average privacy loss of a record (while records in the
remaining target dataset are randomly sampled). Under such setting, the adversary
(in the game) needs to distinguish between the models trained on two fixed datasets
that only differ in whether they contain this specific sensitive record. The following
new inference game captures the privacy loss of a fixed (worst-case) data record with
regard to a fixed (worst-case) dataset.

Definition 5.6 (Membership Inference Game for fixed worst-case record and
dataset).

1. The challenger samples a dataset D
sD
←− πn via a fixed random seed sD, and

trains a model θ0
sθ0
←− T (D) on D by using a fresh random seed sθ0 in algorithm

T .
2. The challenger samples a data record z

sz
←− π via a fixed random seed sz .

3. The challenger trains a model θ1
sθ1
←− D ∪ {z} by using a fresh random seed sθ1

in algorithm T .
4. Remaining steps are the same as (4) to (6) in Definition 5.5.

Note that this game is similar to the game in Definition 5.5 for a fixed record
except that in step (1) the random seed sD is also fixed such that the challenger
always selects the same target dataset across multiple trials of the game. Therefore,
the game Definition 5.6 quantifies the privacy loss of a specific record with regard
to a fixed dataset. When the record and dataset are fixed to be worst-case (crafted),
this game closely resembles the type of worst-case leakage in differential privacy
definition. Therefore, this game (Definition 5.6) is widely used for auditing differ-
entially private learning algorithms [JUO20; Nas+21; Tra+22a].

By running multiple trials of the inference game, the highest attack performance
among all possible membership inference adversaries quantifies a worst-case notion
of privacy loss of a training algorithm (that is analogy of differential privacy). More
formally, the following theorem connects the TPR-FPR trade-off of any member-
ship inference attack and the standard (ε, δ) differential privacy definition.
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Theorem 5.7. Let D, D∪ z be an arbitrary (worst-case) pair of neighboring datasets.
If the training algorithm T is (ε, δ)-differentially private, then the TPR and FPR of
any attack algorithm A, over random trials of the inference game Definition 5.6, satisfy
the following equation:

FPR+ eε · (1− TPR) ≥ 1− δ (5.4)

eε · FPR+ (1− TPR) ≥ 1− δ. (5.5)

This theorem says that if the training algorithm is differentially private, then
for any given attack algorithm A, it is not possible to simultaneously achieve high
true positive rates and small false positive rates. Hence, there is a trade-off between
the TPR and FPR. For example, a naive attack algorithm that gives a constant
output of IN (OUT) has a high true positive rate that equals one (low false positive
rate that equals zero) but has a very high false positive rate (very low true positive
rate). Finally, there could be multiple attacks with different FPR and TPR values
(i.e., with different confidence for membership prediction) that satisfy the above
Theorem 5.7.

How to Construct the Worst-case Data Record

Designing a subset of vulnerable data records is crucial for understanding the worst-
case privacy risk as defined by differential privacy. However, it is non-trivial to
design such worst-case training data records (as opposed to average-case records
that are randomly drawn from a population data distribution). Many heuristics
for choosing worst-case data points rely on poisoning attacks that aim to maxi-
mize the loss, or (clipped) gradient of the record on the trained model [JUO20;
Nas+21]. There are also several works that focus on inserting outliers to the train-
ing dataset [Car+19], or finding the outlier data records in the training dataset by
empirically estimating the similarity between different data records (e.g. in terms
of cosine similarity in the latent space [Lon+20]). Consequently, by restricting the
targets to this (heuristically-selected) subset of vulnerable records, the success rate
of membership inference attack could be significantly improved [Tra+22b]. How-
ever, it is still an open problem as to how to construct vulnerable data records that
have worst-case guarantee.

5.5 Privacy Meter

ML Privacy Meter is a python library that enables quantifying the privacy risks of
machine learning models about individual data records in their training datasets.i

i. https://github.com/privacytrustlab/ml_privacy_meter

https://github.com/privacytrustlab/ml_privacy_meter
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The tool reports different kinds of privacy risk scores (as described in Sec-
tion ch5:sec4) which help in identifying the data records that are under high risk
of being revealed through the model parameters or predictions. Such reports offer
practical estimates of the privacy risks in machine learning systems, when compared
to efforts for proving upper bounds for the privacy risks in terms of differential pri-
vacy parameters. To this end, privacy attacks may serve to offer a more realistic
lower bound for the existing privacy risks, in the case when the differential privacy
upper bounds are overly conservative. Therefore, it is crucial to combine both kinds
of efforts to understand the actual privacy risk in a machine learning system, thus
avoiding overestimating or underestimating the privacy risks. Such understanding
of actual privacy risk enables designing privacy-preserving machine learning system
with an aim to reduce the performance cost, i.e. to achieve optimal privacy accu-
racy trade-off. Figures 5.1 and 5.4 in this chapter are generated by the ML Privacy
Meter tool.

5.6 Concluding Remarks and Bibliographical Notes

The efforts for formally defining and studying membership privacy risks originates
from genomics literature [Hom+08; SOJH09]. The usage of shadow models for
attacking machine learning models is initially proposed and studied in Shokri et
al. [SSSS17]. Later works [YGFJ18; NSH19] further derived simper and stronger
variants of the shadow model attack by exploiting other signals such as the loss
and gradient norm. Following the inference game studied in shadow model attacks
(that captures average privacy loss of a training algorithm), Sablayrolles et al.
[Sab+19] and Murakonda et al. [MST21] further study the problem of optimal
attack strategy for membership inference, from the perspective of deriving power-
ful hypothesis tests under certain assumptions about the training algorithm or the
model. Recently, there are efforts for improving the shadow model-based member-
ship inference attacks, via reducing the adversary’s uncertainty about properties of
a specific data record in the inference games, or via taking into account of difficulty
of each data record, see Ye et al. [Ye+22], Carlini et al. [Car+22], and Watson et al.
[WGCS21] for detailed discussions. Although these new attacks outperform attacks
that are based on the behaviors of shadow models on population data by a large
margin, they do not strictly dominate them on all membership inference queries
(e.g., on out-of-distribution non-member queries), as observed in Zarifzadeh et
al. [ZLS23]. Additionally, to achieve strong performance, these new attacks often
require training many reference models for attacking each target data record, thus
incurring high computation cost. Motivated by these limitations, the recent work
of Zarifzadeh et al. [ZLS23] proposes to use a novel pair-wise inference game, so as



References 199

to leverages both population data and reference models in attack construction. The
resultant attack RMIA [ZLS23] was then shown to enjoy enhanced attack power
and robustness against changes in adversary’s background knowledge.

The problem of translating the performance of membership inference attack
into meaningful reports for privacy risk estimates is increasingly studied in recent
years. Yeom et al. [YGFJ18] and Jayaraman and Evans [JE19] focus on translating
overall attack accuracy (on general targets) to differential privacy parameter esti-
mate. Jagielski et al. [JUO20], Nasr et al. [Nas+21], and Zanella-Béguelin et al.
[Zan+23] further translate the empirically measured FPR and TPR of the attacks
(on worst-case poisoned data records) into statistical lower bound estimates for dif-
ferential privacy. Following on these line of works, Steinke et al. [SNJ24] and Pil-
lutla et al. [Pil+24] further translates average-case FPR and TPR of the attacks (on
randomly sampled training data and test data) to statistical lower bound estimates
for differential privacy, thus significantly reducing the required number of trained
models for privacy auditing (to as few as one or two). These translations (such as
Theorem 5.7) rely on variants of the binary hypothesis testing formulation of dif-
ferential privacy [WZ10; KOV15], and bounds the error of an arbitrary test (i.e.,
a membership inference attack strategy) with the differential privacy parameters of
the training algorithm. There are also connections between the TPR-FPR curve
of membership inference attack and other more fine-grained variant of differential
privacy definition, such as Gaussian differential privacy [DRS19]. See Murakonda
et al. [MST21] for more discussions.

Recently, there are also increasing discussions about what the best metrics
for measuring attack performance are, to more precisely capture the actual pri-
vacy risks in machine learning models. These metrics include precision [SSSS17;
Lon+20; WGCS21], unbalanced attack accuracy [Sab+19; WGCS21], TPR-FPR
curve [MST21; Ye+22; WGCS21; Car+22].
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Chapter 6

Private Optimization

By Abhradeep Thakurta

6.1 Introduction

Consider a data set D = {d1, . . . , dn} drawn from some domain D∗, and a loss
function L(θ ; D) =

∑n
i=1 ℓ(θ ; di), where θ ∈ Rp is the model, and ℓ : Rp

× D
is the loss function on individual data samples. In this chapter, we will focus on
algorithms for estimating (6.1) while preserving (ε, δ)-differential privacy, where
C ⊆ Rp is the constraint set

θ∗ ∈ arg min
θ∈C

L(θ ; D). (6.1)

The above formulation is often called the Empirical Risk Minization (ERM), and is
powerful enough to capture a large class of learning tasks. For example, i) in linear
regression the data record is di = (xi, yi) (with xi ∈ Rd being the feature vector,
and yi being the response) and the loss function is ℓ(θ ; di) = (yi − ⟨xi, θ⟩)2, ii)
in logistic regression the loss function is ℓ(θ ; di) = ln

(
1+ e−yi⟨xi ,θ⟩

)
, and iii) in

the case of deep networks with binary cross entropy, the loss function is ℓ(θ ; di) =

ln
(
1+ e−yi·hθ (xi)

)
, where hθ (·) is the network parameterized by the model weights

θ . ERM frameworks also allow a direct a direct way of minimizing the population
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loss (a.k.a. true risk or the test accuracy), i.e,

θ∗pop ∈ arg min
θ∈C

Ed∼T [ℓ(θ ; d)] . (6.2)

In (6.2), T is a distribution over the domain D. If the data set D is drawn i.i.d. from
the distribution T , it is then not hard to show by the so-called uniform convergence
theorem [SSSS09] that the following holds for any θ ∈ C, with probability at
least 1 − β over the randomness of D. In (6.3), L is the ℓ2-Lipschitz constant
(Defnition 6.1) on the individual loss functions ℓ(·; ·) w.r.t. the first parameter,
and ∥C∥2 is the ℓ2-diameter of the constraint set C. Hence, if one can estimate θ∗

well with differential privacy, then it immediately implies a strong bound on the
true riski. In this chapter, we will hence focus on solving the ERM problem (defined
in (6.1)) with differential privacy.

Ed∼T [ℓ(θ ; d)]− Ed∼T

[
ℓ(θ∗pop; d)

]
︸ ︷︷ ︸

Excess true risk

=
1

n

L(θ ; D)− L(θ∗; D)︸ ︷︷ ︸
Excess empirical risk


+ O

(
L ∥C∥2 ·

√
p · ln(n) · ln(d/β)

n

)
. (6.3)

To begin with, we need the following properties of (convex) function that we will
be using throughout the chapter. In each of the algorithms, and the corresponding
analysis, we will explicitly state which properties of the function we are assuming.

Definition 6.1 (L-Lipschitz continuity). A function f : C → R is L-Lipschitz w.r.t.
the ℓq-norm if the following is true for any θ1, θ2 ∈ C:∣∣f (θ1)− f (θ2)

∣∣ ≤ L · ∥θ1 − θ2∥q . (6.4)

Unless mentioned explicitly, we will assume Lipschitzness w.r.t. the ℓ2-norm.

Definition 6.2 (γ -Smoothness). A function f : C → R is γ -smooth, if the following
is true for any θ1, θ2 ∈ C:

f (θ2) ≤ f (θ1)+ ⟨∇f (θ1), θ2 − θ1⟩ +
γ

2
∥θ2 − θ1∥

2
2 . (6.5)

i. There are more sophisticated and tighter methods for converting from excess empirical risk to excess true
risk [SSSS09; BFTT19], but they are beyond the scope of this chapter.
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Definition 6.3 (1-Strong convexity). A function f : C → R is 1-strongly convex,
if the following is true for any θ1, θ2 ∈ C and for any α ∈ (0, 1]:

f (α · θ1+ (1−α) · θ2) ≤ α · f (θ1)+ (1−α) · f (θ2)−
1 · α(1− α)

2
∥θ2 − θ1∥

2
2 .

(6.6 )
If 1 = 0, we say that the function f is convex. If f is differentiable, we can replace the
condition in (6.6) with,

f (θ2) ≥ f (θ1)+ ⟨∇f (θ1), θ2 − θ1⟩ +
1

2
∥θ2 − θ1∥

2
2 . (6.7 )

Overview of the Chapter

The chapter is organized as follows. We will first discuss DP-ERM algorithms that
satisfy pure ε-differential privacy. The specific algorithms we will discuss are i)
Exponential mechanism [MT07; BST14], and ii) Objective perturbation [CMS11;
KST12]. Then, we will move on to discuss DP-ERM algorithms that satisfy (ε, δ)-
differential privacy. There, we will focus our attention on a couple of algorithms,
namely, differentially private (stochastic) gradient descent (DP-SGD) [BST14;
Aba+16; TTZ14a] and differentially private follow the regularized leader (DP-
FTRL) [Kai+21b; ST13a; AS17]. We will then provide a (ε, δ)-differentially private
algorithm for the high-dimensional setting where the dimensionality p ≫ n. This
algorithm is called the private Frank-Wolfe [TTZ15]. Finally, we will demonstrate
how (and when) these algorithms provide optimal privacy/utility trade-offs by vis-
iting some of the lower bounding techniques in DP-ERM.

Note: All the results in this section are in the add/remove model of differential pri-
vacy (see Section 1.4.1 of Chapter 1). They can be easily translated to the replace-
ment model by paying a factor of two in the privacy parameters via standard meth-
ods [DR+14].

6.2 Empirical Risk Minimization with ε-DP

In this section, we provide algorithms for solving the ERM problem in (6.1) under
ε-differential privacy.

6.2.1 Exponential Mechanism based Private ERM

The first algorithm we look at is based on the classic exponential mecha-
nism [MT07]. Later we will see that this algorithm is indeed optimal for the case
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when for any data sample d ∈ D, the loss function ℓ(θ ; d) is convex and L-Lipschitz
in its first parameter, within the convex constraint set C.

Algorithm 1 Aexp−samp: Exponential mechanism based convex optimization

Require: Data set of size n: D, loss function: ℓ, constraint set: C, ℓ2-Lipschitz
constant: L, privacy parameter: ε

1: L(θ ; D)←
∑n

i=1 ℓ(θ ; di).
2: Sample and output a point θpriv from the constraint set C w.p. ∝

exp
(
−

ε
2L∥C∥2

· L(θ ; D)
)

.

First, we show that Algorithm Aexp−samp is ε-differentially private. The proof
will go via fairly standard arguments used in analyzing exponential mechanism. A
vanilla analysis of the sampling distribution in the algorithm would require the loss
ℓ(θ ; ·) to be bounded in terms of its value. However, by using a fixed anchoring
point θ0, it suffices to operate with the Lipschitzness assumption.

Theorem 6.4. Algorithm 1 is ε-differentially private.

Proof. Consider the kernel µ(θ ; D) = exp
(
−

ε
2L∥C∥2

· L(θ ; D)
)

of the prob-

ability distribution in Algorithm Aexp−samp. Let θ0 ∈ C be any fixed model
parameter. Now, notice that the sampling distribution generated by µ(θ) is
identical to the distribution generated by the following kernel: µ̂(θ ; D) =

exp
(
−

ε
2L∥C∥2

· (L(θ ; D)− L(θ0; D))
)

. Hence, in the rest of the proof we will only

consider µ̂(θ ; D).
Consider any two neighboring data sets D and D′. Let d be the data record on

which they differ. W.l.o.g., data set D has data record d , and D′ does not. For any
θ , θ0, we have the following.∣∣(L(θ ; D)− L(θ0; D))−

(
L(θ ; D′)− L(θ0; D′)

)∣∣ = |ℓ(θ ; d)− ℓ(θ0; d)|

≤ L · ∥θ − θ0∥2 ≤ L ∥C∥2 . (6.8)

To ensure differential privacy we need to make sure that for any measurable set
S ⊆ C, the following is true.

e−ε
≤

∫
θ∈S µ (θ ; D)∫
θ∈C µ (θ ; D)

·

∫
θ∈C µ

(
θ ; D′

)∫
θ∈S µ (θ ; D′)

≤ eε. (6.9)

By (6.8), for any θ ∈ C, e−ε/2
≤

µ(θ ;D)
µ(θ ;D′) ≤ e−ε/2. Hence, the condition in (6.9) is

immediately satisfied. This completes the proof.
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In Theorem 6.5 we show that for Algorithm 1, the excess empirical risk is

bounded by O
(

pL∥C∥2
ε

)
. In the proof, we will heavily use convexity property of

the loss function ℓ(·; ·) to show this bound.

Note: The following simpler bound is easy to prove without relying on convexity:
Let B be a unit ball centered at the origin. If rB ⊆ C, then the excess empirical

risk is bounded by O
(

pL∥C∥2
ε · ln

(
εnL∥C∥2

r

))
. We leave the proof of this statement

as an exercise. This result is significant because it shows that one can obtain both
DP guarantee, and strong excess empirical risk bounds just by assuming the loss
function to be L-Lipschitz within the constraint set.

Theorem 6.5. Let θpriv be the output of Algorithm 1 above. Then, we have the
following guarantee on the expected excess risk. (The expectation is over the randomness
of the algorithm.)

E
[
L(θpriv ; D)− L(θ∗; D)

]
= O

(
pL ∥C∥2

ε

)
.

Here, θ∗ ∈ arg minθ∈C L(θ ; D).

Proof. Consider any differential cone � centered at θ∗. We will first bound the
excess empirical risk, conditioned on θpriv

∈ �. Since the bound will be true
for any �, by the law of total expectation, the guarantee in the theorem statement
immediately follows.

Let 0 ≥ 0 be a fixed parameter to be defined later. For the purpose of brevity,
let f (θ) = L(θ ; D) − L(θ∗; D). We first split � into different levels Ai’s, where
each Ai is defined as follows:

Ai =
{
θ ∈ � ∩ C : (i − 1) · 0 ≤ f (θ) ≤ i · 0

}
. (6.10)

Notice that A1 corresponds to the region, where the excess empirical risk f (θ) ≤ 0.
Instead of directly computing the probability of θpriv lying outside A1, we will
individually compute the probability of θpriv being in each of Ai, i > 1 individ-
ually, and then take an union bound over these probabilities. Typically, this line of
argument is referred to as the “peeling argument”.

Since � is a differential cone, and f (θ) is continuous on C, it follows that within
� ∩ C, f (θ) only depends on ∥θ − θ∗∥2. Centered at θ∗, let r1, r2, . . . be the end
boundaries for the sets A1, A2, . . . respectively. Hence, one can redefine (6.10) as
follows.

Ai =
{
θ ∈ � ∩ C : ri−1 ≤ f (θ) ≤ ri

}
, (6.11)

In Claim 6.6 we show that due to convexity of f (θ), the gap between successive
ri’s (i.e., ri − ri−1) is decreasing for i ≥ 3.
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Claim 6.6. Convexity of f (θ) implies that ri − ri−1 ≤ ri−1 − ri−2 for all i ≥ 3.

Proof. Since θ∗ is the minimizer of f (θ) within the constraint set C, and since
f (θ) is convex, we have the following any two θ1, θ2 ∈ C ∩� with f (θ2) ≥ f (θ1):
∥θ2 − θ∗∥2 ≥ ∥θ1 − θ∗∥2. This immediately implies the claim.

Now, recall the volume of any of the Ai is given by Vol(Ai) = const·
∫ ri

ri−1
rp−1dr.

Hence, we have the following:

Vol(Ai)

Vol(A2)
=

(
ri−1

r1

)p

·
(ri/ri−1)

p
− 1

(r2/r1)p − 1
≤

(
ri−1

r1

)p

≤ (i − 1)p. (6.12)

The last two inequalities in (6.12) follows directly from Claim 6.6. Recall
the definition of 0. Hence we have the following for the excess empirical risk
f (θpriv ) ≥ 40, conditioned on θpriv

∈ C ∩ �. In the following, we remove
the conditioning for brevity.

Pr[f (θpriv ) ≥ 40] ≤
Pr[θpriv

∈
⋃
∞

i=4]

Pr[θpriv ∈ A2]
≤

∞∑
i=4

Vol(Ai)

Vol(A2)
· exp

(
−

ε(i − 3)0

2L ∥C∥2

)
(6.13)

≤

∞∑
i=4

(i − 1)p
· exp

(
−

ε(i − 3)0

2L ∥C∥2

)

≤

3p exp
(
−

ε0
2L∥C∥2

)
1− 2p exp

(
−

ε0
2L∥C∥2

) . (6.14)

The last inequality in (6.14) follows from the fact that (i − 1)p
≤ 3p
·
(
2i−1

)p for

all i ≥ 4. Hence for every t > 0, if we choose 0 = 2L∥C∥2
ε ·

(
(p+ 1) ln(3)+ t

)
,

then we have the following.

Pr
[

f (θpriv ) ≥
8L ∥C∥2

ε
·
(
(p+ 1) ln(3)+ t

)]
≤ e−t . (6.15)

Since (6.15) is true for all t ≥ 0, we have the required bound as a corollary.

Oracle Complexity

It is not obvious how to implement Algorithm 1 efficiently. Even before that we
need to decide on how we measure computational complexity. In this section, and
in the rest of the chapter, we will measure the complexity in terms of number of
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oracle calls to the gradients of individual loss function ∇ℓ(θ ; d). This is consistent
with the standard optimization literature [Bub15].

Since the loss functions ℓ(·; ·) are convex in the first parameter, Step 2 of Algo-
rithm 1 results in sampling from a log-concave distribution. Classic results from
sampling theory [LV06] allows sampling efficiently from these distribution, albeit
the convergence is usually in the total-variation-distance (TVD). In order to guar-
antee ε-differential privacy, it is necessary to have the sampling distribution to con-
verge to the true distribution induced by Step 2 of Algorithm 1 in the ℓ∞-distance.
[BST14], which got improved by [MV21], provides algorithms with ℓ∞-distance
convergence and oracle complexity of O

(n
ε poly

(
p
))

.

Requirement of Convexity

While the utility analysis of Algorithm 1 heavily relies on convexity, the privacy
analysis does not. The privacy analysis only assumes that ℓ(θ ; d) is L-Lipschitz
w.r.t. the ℓ2-norm. As it will be more obvious in the later parts of this chapter,
such a property is rare in algorithms designed for DP optimization. However, the
general philosophy regarding the design of DP optimization algorithms that the
reader should keep in mind is that, it is always desirable that the privacy property
of an algorithm should rely on minimal set of assumptions, which in particular
should be enforceable/efficiently testable. It is okay to make stronger assumptions
for the corresponding utility analysis. Convexity, unfortunately, is not an efficiently
testable property in general.

Note on Optimality

The utility bound obtained in Theorem 6.5 is indeed optimal. One can use use
standard machinery of the so-called “packing argument” [HT10; BST14] to achieve
the lower bound.

6.2.2 Objective Perturbation for Private ERM

While Algorithm Aexp−samp is optimal for pure ε-DP (i.e., with δ = 0), any nat-
ural extension of Aexp−samp is not known to be optimal in the case of (ε, δ)-DP.
In this section we will see an algorithm that is simultaneously optimal for both ε-
DP and (ε, δ)-DP. Additionally, this algorithm will be computationally efficient in
regards to oracle complexity. The algorithm is called objective perturbation (Algo-
rithm 2) [CMS11; KST12]. Along with the loss function ℓ(θ ; ·) being L-Lipschitz
w.r.t. ℓ2-norm, it requires two additional properties: i) ℓ(θ ; ·) should be twice con-
tinuously differentiable, ii) λmax

(
∇

2
θ ℓ(θ ; ·)

)
≤ λmax, and iii) rank

(
∇

2
θ ℓ(θ ; ·)

)
≤ r

. Here λmax(·) corresponds to the maximum eigenvalue of a positive semidefinite
(PSD) matrix.
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Algorithm 2 Aobj−pert: Objective Perturbation

Require: Data set of size n: D, loss function: ℓ, ℓ2-Lipschitz constant: L, constraint
set: C, ℓ2-regularization: 1, noise multiplier: λ.

1: L(θ ; D)←
∑n

i=1 ℓ(θ ; di).
2: θpriv

← arg minθ∈C L(θ ; D) + 1
2 ∥θ∥

2
2 + ⟨b, θ⟩, where b ∼ G(L · λ) and

G(σ ) :=
exp
(
−
∥x∥2

σ

)
∫

x∈Rd exp
(
−
∥x∥2

σ

) .

3: Output θpriv .

In Theorem 6.7 we provide the privacy guarantee for Algorithm 2. Notice that
the regularization parameter 1 has to be lower bounded to ensure DP. As it will
be clear later, this lower bound is much lower than that what one would set to
get an optimal excess empirical risk bound. In Theorem 6.7, we only provide the
privacy analysis for the setting where the constraint set C = Rp. While the privacy
guarantee holds for any convex constraint set C ⊆ Rp, the proof is much more
involved and requires measure theoretic arguments. We encourage curious readers
to look at [KST12] for more details.

The proof of Theorem 6.7 will provide a curious connection to exponential
mechanism, which was not known earlier, prior to this book chapter.

Theorem 6.7. Let the loss function ℓ(θ ; d) be twice continuously differentiable for all
θ ∈ C, and for all d ∈ D. Furthermore, ∀θ ∈ C,∀d ∈ D : ∥∇ℓ(θ ; d)∥2 ≤ L,
λmax

(
∇

2ℓ(θ ; d)
)
≤ λmax and rank

(
∇

2
θ ℓ(θ ; d)

)
≤ r. If we set the noise multiplier

λ = 2/ε, and the regularization parameter 1 ≥ rλmax
1−exp(−ε/2) , then Algorithm 2

(Algorithm Aobj−pert) satisfies ε-differential privacy.

Proof for the special case when C = Rp. Consider the regularized loss function
J (θ ; D) = L(θ ; D)+ 1

2 ∥θ∥
2
2. Consider the following probability distribution:

µD(θ) ∝ exp
(
−

ε

2L
· ∥∇J (θ ; D)∥2

)
·

1

det
(
∇2J (θ ; D)

) . (6.16)

Additionally, let bD(θ) = ∇J (θ ; D). Since, J (θ ; D) is a strictly convex function,
the mapping is a bijection. Let νD(b) be the induced distribution on the random
variable bD(θ). By the Radon-Nikodym theorem [Bil08], we have the following:

νD(b) ∝ exp
(
−

ε

2L
· ∥b∥2

)
·

det(∇2J (θ ; D))

det(∇2J (θ ; D))
= exp

(
−

ε

2L
· ∥b∥2

)
. (6.17)

Notice that the induced distribution νD(b) is independent of the data set D. Hence,
from here on we will remove the subscript D in the rest of the proof, and refer the



212 Private Optimization

distribution as ν(b). Going back to (6.16), we want to understand the differential
privacy property of µD(θ). For two neighboring data sets D and D′, and at a given
θ , we have the following:

µD(θ)

µD′(θ)
=

ν(bD(θ))

ν(bD′(θ))︸ ︷︷ ︸
A

·
det
(
∇

2J (θ ; D′)
)

det
(
∇2J (θ ; D)

)︸ ︷︷ ︸
B

. (6.18)

We can easily bound term A in (6.18) by the ℓ2-Lipschitz property of the loss
function ℓ(·; ·). By definition of bD(θ), we have the following:

∥bD(θ)− bD′(θ)∥2 =
∥∥∇J (θ ; D)−∇J (θ ; D′)

∥∥
2 ≤ L. (6.19)

Therefore, by triangle inequality, the term A in (6.18) is upper bounded by
exp

(
ε
2

)
. Next, we will bound term B in (6.18). For the purpose of brevity, let

W = ∇2J (θ ; D′) and W ′ = ∇2J (θ ; D′). We prove the following claim.

Claim 6.8. Under the assumptions of Theorem 6.7, we have det(W ′)
det(W ) ≤

1
1−rλmax

.

Proof. Since the rank of any ∇2ℓ(θ ; d) is upper bounded by r, it follows that the
matrix E = W ′ −W has rank at most r. Let σ1 ≥ σ2 ≥ . . . ≥ σp ≥ 1 be the
eigenvalues of the matrix W , and σ ′1 ≥ σ ′2 ≥ . . . ≥ σ ′p ≥ 1 correspondingly for

W ′. Recall that det(W ) =
∏p

i=1 σi. Therefore, we have the following.

det
(
W ′
)

det (W )
=

p∏
i=1

σ ′i
σi
=

p∏
i=1

(
1+

σ ′i − σi

σi

)
≤

p∏
i=1

(
1+
|σ ′i − σi|

1

)
(6.20)

= 1+
p∑

i=1

|σ ′i − σi|

1
+

∑
i,j∈[p],i ̸=j

∏
k∈{i,j} |σ

′

k − σk|

12 + · · · (6.21)

≤ 1+
rλmax

1
+

(
rλmax

1

)2

+ · · · ≤
1

1− rλmax
. (6.22)

The inequality in (6.20) follows from the fact that each of the eigenvalues are
lower bounded by 1. The first inequality in (6.22) follows from the fact that
∀i ∈ [p], |σ ′i − σi| ≤ rλmax. The last inequality in (6.22) follows from fact that
1 ≥ rλmax. This completes the proof.

Since by assumption 1 ≥ rλmax
1−exp(−ε/2) , term B in (6.18) is upper bounded by

exp
(

ε
2

)
. Hence, we have proved that the sampling distribution in (6.16) satisfies

ε-differential privacy. In the rest of the proof we will show that the distribution of
θpriv in Algorithm Aobj−pert is identical to (6.16).



Empirical Risk Minimization with ε-DP 213

Since we are operating the in the unconstrained space, i.e., C = Rd , we have the
following:

b = − (∇L(θ ; D)+1θ) = − (∇J (θ ; D)) . (6.23)

By using Radon-Nikodym theorem [Bil08], we have the following distribution on
θpriv :

µ(θpriv ) = ν(b) ·
1

det(∇2J (θ ; D))
. (6.24)

Here, ν(b) is the is the pdf of the distribution on the random variable b, which is
proportional to exp

(
−

ε
2L · ∥b∥2

)
. This completes the proof.

Analogous to Theorem 6.5, we provide the utility guarantee of Algorithm
Aobj−pert in Theorem 6.9.

Theorem 6.9. Recall all the parameter choices in Theorem 6.7 for Algorithm 2

(Algorithm Aobj−pert). Additionally, assume rλmax
1−exp(−ε/2) ≤

√
32·pL

ε∥C∥2
, where

rank
(
∇

2
θ ℓ(θ ; d)

)
≤ r,∀θ ∈ C, d ∈ D, and 0 ∈ C. Then, under appropriate choice

of the regularization parameter 1, the following is true:

E
[
L(θpriv , D)− L(θ∗; D)

]
= O

(
pL ∥C∥2

ε

)
.

Proof. Consider the regularized loss function J (θ ; D) = L(θ ; D)+ 1
2 ∥θ∥

2
2, and

the noisy regularized loss function Jnoisy(θ ; D) = J (θ ; D) + ⟨b, θ⟩. Let the fol-
lowing be the minimizers for each of the losses: θpriv

= arg minθ∈C Jnoisy(θ ; D),
θ̂ = arg minθ∈C J (θ ; D), and θ∗ =∈ arg minθ∈C L(θ ; D).

By the strong convexity property of Jnoisy(θ ; D), the following is true:

Jnoisy(θ̂ ; D) ≥ Jnoisy(θ
priv ; D)+

1

2

∥∥∥θ̂ − θpriv
∥∥∥2

2
(6.25)

⇔ J (θ̂ ; D)+ ⟨b, θ̂⟩ ≥ J (θpriv ; D)+ ⟨b, θpriv
⟩ +

1

2

∥∥∥θ̂ − θpriv
∥∥∥2

2

(6.26)

⇔

(
J (θ̂ ; D)− J (θpriv ; D)

)
+ ⟨b, θ̂ − θpriv

⟩ ≥
1

2

∥∥∥θ̂ − θpriv
∥∥∥2

2

(6.27)
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⇒ ∥b∥2
∥∥∥θ̂ − θpriv

∥∥∥
2
≥ ⟨b, θ̂ − θpriv

⟩ ≥
1

2

∥∥∥θ̂ − θpriv
∥∥∥2

2
(6.28)

⇒

∥∥∥θ̂ − θpriv
∥∥∥

2
≤

2 ∥b∥2
1

. (6.29)

In the above (6.28) follows from the fact that
(
J (θ̂ ; D)− J (θpriv ; D)

)
≤ 0,

and the inequality in (6.29) follows via Cauchy-Schwartz. Using (6.28) we imme-
diately have the following inequality, which bounds the difference J (θpriv ; D)−

J (θ̂ ; D).

Jnoisy(θ̂ ; D) ≥ Jnoisy(θ
priv ; D)+

1

2

∥∥∥θ̂ − θpriv
∥∥∥2

2
(6.30)

⇔ J (θ̂ ; D)+ ⟨b, θ̂⟩ ≥ J (θpriv ; D)+ ⟨b, θpriv
⟩ +

1

2

∥∥∥θ̂ − θpriv
∥∥∥2

2

(6.31)

⇔ J (θpriv ; D)− J (θ̂ ; D) ≤ ⟨b, θ̂ − θpriv
⟩ −

1

2

∥∥∥θ̂ − θpriv
∥∥∥2

2
(6.32)

⇒ J (θpriv ; D)− J (θ̂ ; D) ≤ ∥b∥2 ·
∥∥∥θ̂ − θpriv

∥∥∥
2
≤

2 ∥b∥22
1

. (6.33)

Now, we finally bound L(θpriv ; D) − L(θ∗; D) in terms of ∥b∥2. We have the
following:

L(θpriv ; D)− L(θ∗; D) =

(
L(θpriv ; D)+

1

2

∥∥∥θpriv
∥∥∥2

2

)
−

(
L(θ∗; D)+

1

2

∥∥θ∗∥∥2
2

)
+

1

2

(∥∥θ∗∥∥2
2 −

∥∥∥θpriv
∥∥∥2

2

)
(6.34)

≤ J (θpriv ; D)− J (θ∗; D)+
1

2

∥∥θ∗∥∥2
2 (6.35)

≤ J (θpriv ; D)− J (θ̂ ; D)+
1

2

∥∥θ∗∥∥2
2

≤

(
2 ∥b∥22

1
+

1

2

∥∥θ∗∥∥2
2

)
. (6.36)

The first inequality in (6.36) follows from the fact that J (θ ; D) ≥ J (θ̂ ; D),∀θ ∈
C, and the second inequality follows from (6.33). Taking expectation on both sides
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of (6.36), and optimizing for 1 =
2·
√
E
[
∥b∥22

]
∥C∥2

, we have the following:

E
[
L(θpriv ; D)− L(θ∗; D)

]
≤

2E
[
∥b∥22

]
1

+
1

2

∥∥θ∗∥∥2
2 ≤

2E
[
∥b∥22

]
1

+
1

2
∥C∥22

≤ ∥C∥2 ·
√
E
[
∥b∥22

]
. (6.37)

Given the distribution on b in Algorithm Aobj−pert, it is not hard to observe that
∥b∥2 ∼ Gamma

(
p, ε

2L

)
. Therefore, by standard properties of Gamma distribution,

we have E
[
∥b∥22

]
=

4pL2

ε2 +
4p2L2

ε2 ≤
8p2L2

ε2 . Plugging in this bound in (6.37)
completes the proof.

Requirement on Smoothness, and Bounded Rank Hessian, and
Convexity

For the privacy analysis in Theorem 6.7, we made these assumptions, beyond just
assuming that the loss function ℓ(·; ·) is ℓ2-Lipschitz bounded. In the following,
we discuss the necessity of these assumptions.

Consider a simple problem where the data sample di ∈ R, and the loss function
ℓ(θ ; di) = |θ − di|, i.e., the ERM problem arg minθ∈R

∑n
i=1 |θ − di| is estimat-

ing the median of the data set D = {d1, . . . , dn}, with each di being unique. For
brevity, assume n is odd, so there is a unique median. Clearly, the function is non-
differentiable at θ ∈ {d1, . . . , dn}, and hence non-smooth at those points. We focus
on the loss function L(θ ; D) at θ = dmed. Notice that the slope of L(θ ; D) in the
vicinity of dmed is either −1 or +1. Now, since |b| exponentially distributed (as
p = 1), we have Pr[|b| ≤ 1/2] = 1 − exp(−ε/4). If the strong convexity term
1 = 0 in AlgorithmAobj−pert, then clearly, with probability at least 1−exp(−ε/4),
Algorithm Aobj−pert outputs θpriv

= dmed. As dmed is a data point in the data set
D, it is a direct violation of ε-DP. One might argue that non-zero value of strong
convexity parameter 1 will improve the situation. To move the minimizer away
from dmed, it is necessary that 1 ≥ 1

2|dmed|
to ensure that the absolute value of the

slope of the regularizer at dmed is at least 1/2. Since, dmed can be arbitrary close
to zero, 1 has to be potentially infinite, which in turn will destroy any utility of
the algorithm. This argument shows that smoothness is a necessary condition of
Algorithm Aobj−pert to ensure DP.

While convexity is a necessary condition for the proof of privacy in Algorithm
Aobj−pert, it is possible that one may be able to design variants of Aobj−pert that
does not rely on convexity for privacy. Curiously, if one observes the sampling dis-
tribution of θpriv in (6.16), then it would be obvious that removing the scaling
term with det

(
∇

2J (θ ; D)
)

with result in a sampling distribution that can proven
to ensure ε-DP without relying on convexity, or even smoothness. (The proof will
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be a direct extension of the privacy theorem for Algorithm Aexp−samp, i.e., Theo-
rem 6.4.) It is an active area of research to design variants of Objective perturbation
to be amenable to non-convex losses [NRVW20]. There is not much of an intuition
there whether the condition on the regularization parameter 1 should necessarily
depend on the rank of the Hessian (r). It may be a slack in the analysis of Theo-
rem 6.7.

Computational Efficiency

While Algorithm Aobj−pert is a mathematically well-defined object, it is unclear
how to implement it in practice. In particular, for arbitrary convex losses, any
reasonable optimization procedure will not reach the true minimizer θpriv with
finite oracle complexity. Given a pre-specified parameter γ , there are optimiza-
tion methods [Bub15] that will be ensure that they will output a model θ†

s.t.
∥∥∇Jnoisy(θ

†; D)
∥∥

2 ≤ γ with O
(
n/poly(γ )

)
oracle complexity. (Here

Jnoisy(θ ; D) = L(θ ; D)+ 1
2 ∥θ∥

2
2+⟨b, θ⟩.) In the unconstrained setting C = Rp,

because of 1-strong convexity of Jnoisy, it implies
∥∥θ†
− θpriv

∥∥
2 = O

( γ
1

)
.

Therefore, one can add an additional DP-friendly noise with standard deviation
O
( γ

1ε

)
, to cover for

∥∥θ†
− θpriv

∥∥
2. For the constrained setting, one can first per-

form the above procedure on the unconstrained problem, and then project onto the
constraint set C. For a detailed discussion on this approach, see [Iye+19; BFTT19].

Excess Empirical Risk for Strongly Convex Functions

Theorem 6.9 is stated for just Lipschitz convex functions. However, the proof essen-
tially goes via bounding the excess empirical risk for the strongly convex objective
J (θ ; D) = L(θ ; D)+ 1

2 ∥θ∥
2
2 (see (6.33)). Using this machinery, one can obtain

an excess empirical risk of O
(

L2p2

1nε2

)
, if each of the individual loss function ℓ(θ ; d)

is assumed to be 1-strongly convex. Notice that this bound is tight [BST14]. While
Algorithm Aobj−pert requires assumptions like smoothness for the privacy proof, a
variant of the exponential mechanism Aexp−samp can also achieve a similar bound,
albeit a more complicated analysis. (See Section 4 of [BST14] for more details.)

Extension to (ε, δ)-DP Variant

We will discuss algorithms that are specifically designed to obtain strong pri-
vacy/utility trade-offs in the (ε, δ)-DP setting. But it is worth mentioning that
Algorithm Aobj−pert can be shown to provide strong privacy/utility trade-offs
in the (ε, δ)-DP setting too. The only change that is needed is the following:

Change the noise distribution of b to N

(
0, O

(
L
√

ln(1/δ)

ε

)2

· Ip

)
. Since Gaus-

sian distribution has a tighter concentration, the excess empirical risk becomes
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O
(

L∥C∥2·
√

p ln(1/δ)

ε

)
. This bound is also known to be tight [BST14]. In Sec-

tion 6.3 we will study algorithms that achieve similar bounds, however, do not
require assumptions like smoothness, or bounded rank of the Hessian. Also, the
privacy guarantee of these algorithms will not depend on the convexity of the loss
function.

6.3 Empirical Risk Minimization with (ε, δ)-DP

In this section we will look at algorithms that achieve optimal privacy/utility trade-
offs under (ε, δ)-DP, while assuming the loss function ℓ(θ ; d) being L-Lipschitz
in θ , w.r.t. ℓ2-norm. As we discussed earlier Aobj−pert achieves similar bounds, but
require additional assumptions like smoothness, and bounded rank of the Hessian.
Algorithmically, the main difference from Algorithms 1 or Algorithm 2 is that we
will not argue privacy for the final model θpriv . Rather, the privacy guarantee will
hold for the complete optimization path (i.e., the intermediate models that will get
generated. This eventually will imply the (ε, δ)-DP guarantee of the final model
θpriv . Since we “privatize” the complete optimization path, as opposed to arguing
privacy for the final model θpriv , the resulting algorithms operate under weaker
privacy assumptions.

6.3.1 Differentially Private (Stochastic) Gradient Descent
(DP-SGD)

DP-SGD [SCS13; BST14; Aba+16] is currently the most widely-used differentially
private learning algorithm in practice, with at least two large-scale open source
implementations TensorFlow-Privacy [Aba+15], and Opacus [You+21]. Along with
its practical success, it also provides optimal privacy/utility trade-offs analytically.
While there are various variants of DP-SGD in the literature [SSTT21], the one
we will primarily focus on in this chapter is the full-gradient descent version. The
presentation of the algorithm (Algorithm 3) will be primarily based on [SSTT21].

There are a few distinctive properties of the algorithm. First, notice the term
clipping norm. Unlike Algorithms Aexp−samp and Aobj−pert above, Algorithm
ADP−SGD does not assume that the loss function ℓ(θ ; d) is ℓ2-Lipschitz. Rather
via the clipping norm bound, in Step 3, it enforces that the ℓ2-norm of the gradi-
entii of any individual ℓ(θ ; di) is bounded by L. Second, as we mentioned earlier,

ii. All the results for Algorithm ADP−SGD holds if the gradient is replaced by subgradient. So, differentiability
is not a necessary condition.
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Algorithm 3 ADP−SGD: Differentially private stochastic gradient descent (DP-
SGD)

Require: Data set D = {d1, · · · , dn}, loss function: ℓ : Rp
× D → R, clipping

norm: L, constraint set: C ⊆ Rp, number of iterations: T , noise multiplier: λ,
learning rate: η.

1: θ0 ← 0.
2: for t = 0, . . . , T − 1 do
3: gt =

∑n
i=1 clip (∇ℓ(θt ; di)), where clip(v) = v ·min

{
1, L
∥v∥2

}
.

4: θt+1 ← 5C
(
θt − η

(
gt +N

(
0, σ 2

)))
, where 5C(v) = arg minθ∈C ∥v−

θ∥2 and σ = L · λ.
5: end for
6: return θpriv

=
1
T

∑T
t=1 θt .

we will show that the entire optimization path {θ0, . . . , θT } is (ε, δ)-DP. Third,
in Step 6 we output the average of all the models. One can provide similar util-
ity/privacy trade-off for the last iterate too, i.e., θT [BST14]. We chose the aver-
age model purely for the simplicity of analysis. Fourth, unlike traditional SGD
(stochastic gradient descent) [Bub15], where each gt is computed on a minibatch
of examples from the training set D, in Algorithm ADP−SGD we use the complete
gradient. As we will discuss later, the privacy/utility trade-off that we will obtain
for Algorithm ADP−SGD can also be obtained via using a minibatch of size one in
each step t ∈ [T ], drawn i.i.d. from D. For the purpose of brevity, we will provide
the main analysis in the context of full-batch gradient.

In the following, we first provide the privacy guarantee for AlgorithmADP−SGD.

Theorem 6.10. If we choose the noise multiplier λ =

√
2T (ln(1/δ)+ε)

ε , then Algorithm
ADP−SGD (Algorithm 3) satisfies (ε, δ)-differential privacy.

Proof. Consider the estimation of any gt in Step 3 of Algorithm ADP−SGD, given
θt . Let D and D′ be two neighboring data sets, and gt and g ′t be the correspond-
ing gradient estimates at θt . Due to the clip(·) function, we have the following:∥∥gt − g ′t

∥∥
2 ≤ L. Therefore, we can think gt : t ∈ [T ] to be a set of T adaptively

chosen queries on the data set D, with each query having ℓ2-sensitivity of L. By
standard composition property of Gaussian mechanism (described in Part I of the

book), if we choose the noise scale to be λ =

√
2T (ln(1/δ)+ε)

ε , then the set of
{θ1, . . . , θt} satisfies (ε, δ)-differential privacy.

Next, we move on to prove the utility guarantee of Algorithm ADP−SGD. We
show the following:



Empirical Risk Minimization with (ε, δ)-DP 219

Theorem 6.11. Assume that ∥∇ℓ(θ ; d)∥2 ≤ L for all d ∈ D and θ ∈ C, and
0 ∈ C Under appropriate choice of the learning rate η, and setting the number of steps

T = n2ε2

p and the noise multiplier λ =

√
2T (ln(1/δ)+ε)

ε , we have the following:

E
[
L(θpriv , D)− L(θ∗; D)

]
= O

(
L ∥C∥2

ε

√
p(ln(1/δ)+ ε)

)
.

Proof. We prove the theorem via the standard template for analyzing SGD meth-
ods [Bub15]. Recall θpriv

=
1
T

∑T
t=1 θt , where {θ1, . . . , θT } are the models in

each iterate of DP-GD. By convexity, and the standard linearization trick in con-
vex optimization [Bub15], we have:

L
(
θpriv ; D

)
− L

(
θ∗; D

)
≤

1

T

T∑
t=1

⟨∇L(θt ; D), θt − θ∗⟩. (6.38)

Let bt is the Gaussian noise vector added at time step t To bound the error in (6.38),
we will use a potential argument w.r.t. the potential function

9t(θ) = Eb1,...,bt

[∥∥θ − θ∗
∥∥2

2

]
= Eb1,...,bt−1

[
Ebt

[∥∥θ − θ∗
∥∥2

2

∣∣∣ b1, . . . , bt−1

]]
.

Recall the update step in Algorithm ADP−SGD: θt+1 ← 5C(θt − η(∇L(θt ; D)+

bt)). Since, by assumption the loss function ℓ(θ ; d) is ℓ2-Lipschitz bounded, clip(·)

does not have any effect. We get the following by simple algebraic manipulation:

9t(θt+1) = Eb1,...,bt

[∥∥5C (θt − η(∇L(θt ; D)+ bt))− θ∗
∥∥2

2

]
(6.39)

≤ Eb1,...,bt

[∥∥(θt − θ∗
)
− η(∇L(θt ; D)+ bt)

∥∥2
2

]
(6.40)

= 9t(θt)− 2ηEb1,...,bt

[
⟨∇L(θt ; D)+ bt , θt − θ∗⟩

]
+ η2Eb1,...,bt

[
∥∇L(θt ; D)+ bt∥

2
2

]
(6.41)

≤ 9t(θt)− 2ηEb1,...,bt

[
⟨∇L(θt ; D), θt − θ∗⟩

]
+ η2 (n2L2

+ Ebt

[
∥bt∥

2
2

])
(6.42)

= 9t−1(θt)− 2ηEb1,...,bt

[
⟨∇L(θt ; D), θt − θ∗⟩

]
+ η2L2 (n2

+ p · λ2) , (6.43)

where (6.40) follows from the fact that ℓ2-projection onto a convex constraint set
C always reduces the ℓ2-distance, and (6.43) follows because bt ∼ N (0, L2λ2)p

and thus Ebt

[
∥bt∥

2
2

]
= p · L2λ2. Rearranging the terms in (6.43), we have the
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following,

E
[
⟨∇L(θt ; D), θt − θ∗⟩

]
≤

1

2η
(9t−1(θt)−9t(θt+1))+

ηL2

2

(
n2
+ p · λ2) .

(6.44)

Summing up (6.44) for all t ∈ [T ], averaging over the T iterations, and combining
with (6.38), we get:

E
[
L
(
θpriv ; D

)]
− L

(
θ∗; D

)
≤

1

2Tη
9(0)+

ηL2

2

(
n2
+ p · λ2) ,

where 9(θ) =
∥∥θ − θ∗

∥∥2
2 (6.45)

Setting η to minimize the RHS, we have

E
[
L
(
θpriv ; D

)]
− L

(
θ∗; D

)
≤ L ∥C∥2 ·

√
n2 + p · λ2

T
(6.46)

= L ∥C∥2

√
n2

T
+

2p · (ln(1/δ)+ ε)

ε2 , (6.47)

where the equality in (6.47) follows by plugging in λ =

√
2T (ln(1/δ)+ε)

ε . Now,

setting T = n2ε2

p , we have

E
[
L
(
θpriv ; D

)]
− L

(
θ∗; D

)
≤

L ∥C∥2
√

3p · (ln(1/δ)+ ε)

ε
. (6.48)

This completes the proof.

Oracle Complexity

Notice, Algorithm ADP−SGD reaches an average excess empirical risk of Õ
(√

p
εn

)
in

T = n2ε2

p steps. For non-smooth, and non-strongly convex losses, this rate of con-
vergence is tight for SGD based methods (up to dependence on dimensionality),
i.e., in 2(1/α2) steps, one can get to an error of α. This demonstrates an impor-
tant phenomenon. DP does not slow down the rate of convergence in comparison
to a non-private SGD method up to the error allowed under privacy constraints.
Furthermore, even if we set T →∞, under appropriate choice of the learning rate
η, the excess empirical risk remains the same. This implies, Algorithm ADP−SGD

does not need the number of steps T to tuned for optimal privacy/utility trade-off

as long as T ≥ n2ε2

p . This property is not true in general for iterative DP optimiza-
tion methods.
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The oracle complexity of Algorithm ADP−SGD (for achieving the excess empir-

ical risk in Theorem 6.11) is n3ε2

p . This because in each of the T steps, Algorithm
ADP−SGD performs n gradient evaluations.

Improving Oracle Complexity with Privacy Amplification by Sampling

One can improve the oracle complexity of Algorithm ADP−SGD via special tool in
the DP literature called, privacy amplification by sampling [Kas+08]. Informally,
privacy amplification by sampling says that if an algorithm A is ε0 ≤

1
2 -DP on

a data set D, then on a data set Dsamp, where each entry of D is sampled with
probability q, A(Dsamp) satisfies O(q · ε0)-DP. One can use this tool to show that
essentially at the same level of noise as in Step 4 of Algorithm ADP−SGD, one can
use gt = n · clip (∇ℓ(θt ; d)) (in Step 3) with d sampled uniformly at random
from the data D, independently at each time step T . Since, modulo clipping, the
new gt is an unbiased estimator of the gradient ∇L(θt ; D), the utility guarantee in
Theorem 6.11 remain unchanged. This reduces the oracle complexity by a factor
of n for Algorithm ADP−SGD. For a focused analysis of privacy amplification via
sampling, the reader is referred to Chapter 3.6.

Excess ERM Bound for Strongly Convex Losses

In Theorem 6.11 we provided the guarantee only for ℓ2-Lipschitz convex losses.
One can use the same Algorithm ADP−SGD, with appropriate learning rate η,
to obtain optimal privacy/utility trade-off when the loss function ℓ(θ ; d) satisfies
1-strong convexity, along with L-Lipschitzness. The excess empirical risk bound

in that case is O
(

Lp ln3(n/δ)

1nε2

)
[BST14]. As we will discuss later, this bound is

tight.

Dimension Independent Excess ERM Bounds

In all the results we saw so far there is an explicit polynomial dependence of the
dimensionality
(p) on the error. For of generalized linear models (e.g., logistic regression), one
can completely avoid this dependence when C = Rp and achieve an excess empir-

ical risk of O
(

L∥θ∗∥2

√
n ln(1/δ)

ε

)
. Algorithm ADP−SGD, with appropriate choice

of the learning rate η is capable of achieving this bound. (See [STT20] for more
details.)

6.3.2 Differentially Private Follow-the-regularized-leader
(DP-FTRL)

Till now we assumed that the complete data set D is at the disposal of the opti-
mization algorithm. However, there are problem settings where the data arrives in
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the form of a stream. Non-privately, the algorithms that are designed in that space
are typically called online convex optimization (OCO) algorithms [Sha+11]. More
formally, suppose we have a stream of data samples D = [d1, . . . , dn] ∈ Dn, where
D is the domain of data samples, and a loss function ℓ : C×D→ R, where C ∈ Rp

is the space of all models. We consider the setting of regret minimization.

Regret Minimization

At every time step t ∈ [n], while observing samples {d1, . . . , dt−1}, the algorithm
A outputs a model θt ∈ C which is used to predict on example dt provided by
an adversary after observing {θ1, . . . , θt}. The performance of A is measured in
terms of regret against an arbitrary post-hoc comparator θ∗ ∈ C, maximized over
the choice of [d1, . . . , dn] by the adversary, where dt is a function of {d1, . . . , dt−1}

and {θ1, . . . , θt}:

RD(A; θ∗) =

[
n∑

t=1

ℓ(θt ; dt)−

n∑
t=1

ℓ(θ∗; dt)

]
. (6.49)

We consider the algorithm A low-regret if R(A; θ∗) = o(n). To ensure a low-
regret algorithm, we will assume ∥∇ℓ(θ ; d)∥2 ≤ L for any data sample d , and any
models θ ∈ C. The quantity RD(A; θ∗) is also called the adversarial regret [Haz19;
Sha+11]. One can also look at a related quantity stochastic regret [HK14], where
the data samples in D are drawn i.i.d. from some distribution τ . In this chapter, we
will only focus on adversarial regret.

In (6.54), we show that the regret is an upper bound on the excess empirical risk
in (6.3). Hence, for the remainder of this section, we will only focus on bounding
R(A; θ∗). Although we have not discussed the DP-FTRL algorithm (AFTRL), we
want to highlight a specific attribute of the algorithm AFTRL in order to connect
the regret to the excess empirical risk. At any time step t, to estimate θt+1, AFTRL

only uses DP estimates (via Gaussian mechanism) for a set of queries of the form∑τ2
i=τ1
∇ℓ(θi; di), where 0 ≤ τ1, τ2 ≤ t.

Now, given the data set D, consider another data set D̂ with n data samples
with each entry of D̂ = {̂d1, . . . , d̂n} is sampled i.i.d. with replacement from D.
First notice that with probability at least 1− δ, no data sample in D appears more
that O (ln(n/δ)) number of times. This follows from the standard use of Chernoff
bound. Because of the way AFTRL operates, this would increase the ℓ2-sensitivity of
any query that AFTRL considers from L to L · ln(n/δ), with probability 1− δ. This
in-turn means if adding L(0, L2λ2) to each query that AFTRL(D) considers satis-
fies (ε, δ)-DP, then adding N (0, O

(
L2 ln2(n/δ)λ2

)
) satisfies (ε, δ)-DP for AFTRL

when operating on data set D̂. This calculation says that if AFTRL operates on D̂
instead of D, then the error due to noise will only go up by a factor of polylog (n/δ).
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Next we relate L(θ ; D) with L(θ ; D̂), to ensure that one can use D̂ as a proxy for
the data set D. Let {θ1, . . . , θn} be the models output by AFTRL on data set D̂. We
have the following in (6.54).

L

(
1

n

n∑
t=1

θt ; D

)
−min

θ∈C
L(θ ; D) ≤

1

n

(
n∑

t=1

L (θt ; D)

)
−min

θ∈C
L(θ ; D) (6.50)

=

n∑
t=1

(
1

n

n∑
i=1

ℓ(θt ; di)

)
−min

θ∈C
L(θ ; D)

(6.51)

=

n∑
t=1

Ed̂t

[
ℓ(θt ; d̂t)

]
−min

θ∈C
L(θ ; D) (6.52)

= ED̂

[
n∑

t=1

ℓ(θt ; d̂t)

]
−min

θ∈C
ED̂

[
L(θ ; D̂)

]
(6.53)

≤ ED̂

[
n∑

t=1

ℓ(θt ; d̂t)−min
θ∈C

L(θ ; D̂)

]
(6.54)

≤ ED̂

[
RD

(
AFTRL; arg min

θ∈C
L
(
θ ; D̂

))]
.

(6.55)

Equation (6.50) follows from Jensen’s inequality, and the equality in (6.52) follows
from the fact that θt is independent of d̂t . By (6.54) it follows that the regret of
AFTRL on data set D̂ is an upper bound on the excess empirical risk of θpriv

=
1
n

∑n
t=1 θt on the data set D.

Notion of Privacy

Since we are in the add/remove model of differential privacy, in the streaming set-
ting removing one data sample can change time of arrival of all other data samples
appearing after it. To ensure that such a thing does not happen, we operate with a
notion of differential privacy, that preserves the length of the stream, even in the
add/remove variant.

Definition 6.12 (Differential privacy). Let D be the domain of data records,⊥ ̸∈ D
be a special element, and let D̂ = D ∪ {⊥} be the extended domain. A randomized
algorithm A : D̂n

→ S is (ε, δ)-differentially private if for any data set D ∈ D̂n and
any neighbor D′ ∈ D̂n (formed from D by replacing one record with ⊥), and for any
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event S ∈ S, we have

Pr[A(D) ∈ S] ≤ eε · Pr[A(D′) ∈ S]+ δ, and

Pr[A(D′) ∈ S] ≤ eε · Pr[A(D) ∈ S]+ δ,

where the probability is over the randomness of A.

In Algorithm AFTRL (Differentially Private Follow-the-regularized-leader (DP-
FTRL)), we treat ⊥ specially, namely assuming it always produces a zero gradient.

Interlude on Estimating Prefix-sum with (ε, δ)-DP

Before we present the description of Algorithm AFTRL, we will take an interlude
to a seemingly unrelated problem of estimating prefix sums: Consider a sequence
of vectors X = {x1, . . . , xn}, with each xi ∈ Rp and ∥xi∥2 ≤ L.

The objective it design a differentially private algorithm that outputs an approx-
imation to {s1, . . . , st}, where each st =

∑t
i=1 xi. We allow xt+1 to be adaptively

chosen based on the outputs {s1, . . . , st}. [DNPR10; CSS11] studies this problem
in the context of privacy under continual observation. Here, we provide the algorithm
from [DNPR10] based on a binary tree data structure.

A naïve solution to the problem would be the following: ∀t ∈ [n], output spriv
t ←

st + N
(
0, L2λ2

)
, where λ =

√
2n(ln(1/δ)+ε)

ε . By standard properties of Gaus-
sian mechanism described earlier in the book, this algorithm is (ε, δ)-differentially

private. However, the error in each of the estimate spriv
t , i.e., E

[∥∥∥st − spriv
t

∥∥∥
2

]
,

is �

(√
np ln(1/δ)

ε

)
. Based on an algorithm by [DNPR10; CSS11], we provide

an algorithm that reduces the error to �

(√
n ln2(n)·ln(1/δ)

ε

)
. In the following we

describe the algorithm.
There are three main functions in the algorithm, namely, InitializeTree ,

AddToTree , GetSum . At a high-level, InitializeTree initializes the tree data struc-
ture T with 2⌈lg(n)⌉ leaf nodes, AddToTree allows adding a new vector xt to T , and
GetSum returns the prefix sum

∑t
i=1 xi privately. It follows from [ST13a] that for a

sequence of (adaptively chosen) vectors {xt}
n
t=1, if we perform AddToTree (T , t, xt)

for each t ∈ [n], then we can write GetSum (T , t) =
∑t

i=1 xi+bt where bt is nor-
mally distributed with mean zero, and ∀t ∈ [n],E [∥bt∥2] ≤ Lλ

√
p⌈lg(n)⌉. Now,

since any data sample in the data set X affects only ⌈lg(n)⌉ nodes in the binary tree

T , hence setting λ =

√
2⌈lg(n)⌉(ln(1/δ)+ε)

ε would ensure that the algorithm is (ε, δ)-
differentially private. The formal description of the algorithm is given below.

1. InitializeTree (n, λ2, L): Initialize a complete binary tree T with 2⌈lg(n)⌉ leaf
nodes, with each node being sampled i.i.d. from N (0, L2λ2

· Ip×p).
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2. AddToTree (T , t, v): Add v to all the nodes along the path to the root of T ,
starting from t-th leaf node.

3. GetSum (T , t): Let [node1, . . . , nodeh] be the list of nodes from the root of
T to the t-th leaf node, with node1 being the root node and nodeh being
the leaf node.

(a) Initialize s ← 0p and convert t to binary in h bit representation
[b1, . . . , bh], with b1 being the most significant bit.

(b) For each j ∈ [h], if bj = 1, then add the value in left sibling of nodej to
s. Here if nodej is the left child, then it is treated as its own left sibling.

(c) Return s.

We have the following theorem to formally quantify the privacy/utility trade-off
for the tree aggregation algorithm.

Theorem 6.13 (Follows from [ST13a]). Let X = {x1, . . . , xn} be a sequence of
adaptively chosen data vectors with ∀u ∈ [n], ∥xi∥2 ≤ L, xi ∈ Rp. The tree aggregation
algorithm described above is (ε, δ)-differentially private with noise multiplier λ =
√

2⌈lg(n)⌉(ln(1/δ)+ε)

ε . Furthermore, the outputs spriv
t that approximates st =

∑t
i=1 xt

has the following property:

E
[∥∥∥spriv

t − st
∥∥∥

2

]
≤ Lλ

√
p⌈lg(n)⌉.

Algorithmic Description of DP-FTRL (AFTRL)

The main idea of DP-FTRL [Kai+21b; ST13a; AS17] is based on three obser-
vations: i) For online convex optimization, to bound the regret, for a given loss
function ℓ(θ ; dt) (i.e., the loss at time step t), it suffices for the algorithm to
operate on a linearization of the loss at θt (the model output at time step t):
ℓ̃(θ ; dt) = ⟨∇θℓ(θt ; dt), θ − θt⟩, ii) Under appropriate choice of λ, optimizing
for θt+1 = arg minθ∈C

∑t
i=1 ℓ̃(θ ; dt) +

λ
2 ∥θ∥

2
2 over θ ∈ C gives a good model at

step t + 1, and iii) For all t ∈ [n], one can privately keep track of
∑t

i=1 ℓ̃(θ ; dt)

using the tree aggregation protocol [DNPR10; CSS11] described above.
In Theorem 6.14, we provide the privacy guarantee for Algorithm 4. The proof

is immediate from Theorem 6.13.

Theorem 6.14 (Privacy guarantee). If the noise multiplier λ =

√
2⌈lg(n)⌉(ln(1/δ)+ε)

ε ,
then Algorithm 4 (Algorithm AFTRL) guarantees (ε, δ)-differential privacy.

The theorem here gives a regret guarantee for Algorithm 4 against a fully
adaptive [Sha+11] adversary who chooses the loss function ℓ(θ ; dt) based on
[θ1, . . . , θt ], but without knowing the internal randomness of the algorithm.
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Algorithm 4 AFTRL: Differentially Private Follow-The-Regularized-Leader (DP-
FTRL)

Require: Data set: D = {d1, · · · , dn} arriving in a stream, in an arbitrary order;
constraint set: C, noise multiplier: λ, regularization parameter: 1, clipping
norm: L.

1: θ1 ← arg minθ∈C
1
2 ∥θ∥

2
2. Output θ1.

2: T ← InitializeTree (n, σ 2, L).
3: for t ∈ [n] do
4: Let ∇t ← clip (∇θℓ(θt ; dt), L), where clip (v, L) = v · min

{
L
∥v∥2

, 1
}

,

taking ∇θℓ(θ ;⊥) = 0.
5: T ← AddToTree (T , t,∇t).
6: st ← GetSum (T , t), i.e., estimate

∑t
i=1 ∇i via tree-aggregation protocol.

7: θt+1 ← arg minθ∈C⟨st , θ⟩ + 1
2 ∥θ∥

2
2. Output θt+1.

8: end for

Theorem 6.15 (Regret guarantee). Let {θ1, . . . , θn} be the outputs of Algorithm
AFTRL (Algorithm 4), and L be a bound on the ℓ2-Lipschitz constant of the loss func-
tions. W.p. at least 1− β over the randomness of AFTRL, the following is true for any
θ∗ ∈ C.

1

n

n∑
t=1

ℓ(θt ; dt)−
1

n

n∑
t=1

ℓ(θ∗; dt)

≤
Lλ
√

p⌈lg n⌉ ln(n/β)+ L2

1
+

1

2

(∥∥θ∗∥∥2
2 − ∥θ1∥

2
2

)
.

Setting 1 optimally and plugging in the noise multiplier λ from Theorem 6.14 to ensure
(ε, δ)-differential privacy, we have

RD(AFTRL; θ∗) = O

L
∥∥θ∗∥∥2

√
n ·

1+

√
p1/2(ln2(1/δ)+ ε) ln(1/β)

ε

 .

Proof. Recall that by Algorithm AFTRL, θt+1 ← arg minθ∈C
t∑

i=1

⟨∇i, θ⟩ +
1

2
∥θ∥22 + ⟨bt , θ⟩︸ ︷︷ ︸

J
priv
t (θ)

, where the Gaussian noise bt = st−
∑t

i=1 ∇i for st

being the output of GetSum (T , t). By standard concentration of spherical Gaus-
sians, w.p. at least 1−β, ∀t ∈ [n], ∥bt∥2 ≤ Lλ

√
p⌈lg(n)⌉ ln(n/β). We will use this



Empirical Risk Minimization with (ε, δ)-DP 227

bound to control the error introduced due to privacy. Now, consider the optimizer
of the non-private objective:

θ̃t+1 ← arg min
θ∈C

t∑
i=1

⟨∇i, θ⟩ +
1

2
∥θ∥22︸ ︷︷ ︸

J
np
t (θ)

, where ∇t = ∇ℓ(θt ; dt).

That is, post-hoc we consider the hypothetical application of non-private FTRL to
the same sequence of linearized loss functions ft(θ̃) = ⟨∇t , θ̃⟩ = ⟨∇ℓ(θt ; dt), θ̃⟩
seen in the private training run. In the following, we will first bound how much
the models output by AFTRL deviate from models output by the hypothetical non-
private FTRL discussed above. Then, we invoke standard regret bound for FTRL,
while accounting for the deviation of the models output by AFTRL. By the same
calculation as in (6.29) in Section 6.2.2, we obtain

∥∥θ̃t+1 − θt+1
∥∥

2 ≤
∥bt∥2

1
. (6.56)

We can now easily bound the regret. By standard linear approximation “trick”
from the online learning literature [Sha12; Haz19], we have the following. For
∇t = ∇θℓ(θt ; dt),

n∑
t=1

ℓ(θt ; dt)−

n∑
t=1

ℓ(θ∗; dt) ≤

n∑
t=1

⟨∇t , θt − θ∗⟩

=

n∑
t=1

⟨∇t , θt − θ̃t + θ̃t − θ∗⟩

=

n∑
t=1

⟨∇t , θ̃t − θ∗⟩︸ ︷︷ ︸
A

+

n∑
t=1

⟨∇t , θt − θ̃t⟩︸ ︷︷ ︸
B

. (6.57)

One can bound the term A in (6.57) by Theorem 5.2 of [Haz19] and get A ≤(
L2n
1 +

1
2

(
∥θ∗∥22 − ∥θ1∥

2
2

))
. As for term B, using (6.56) and the concentration

on bt mentioned earlier, we have, w.p. at least 1− β,

B ≤
n∑

t=1

∥∇t∥2 ·
∥∥θ̃t − θt

∥∥
2 ≤

n∑
t=1

L ·
∥∥θ̃t − θt

∥∥
2 ≤

2Lλ
√

p⌈lg n⌉ ln(n/β)

1
.

(6.58)
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Combining (6.57) and (6.58), we immediately have the first part of the theorem.
To prove the second part, we just optimize for the regularization parameter 1 and
plug in the noise multiplier λ from Theorem 6.14.

Translating Theorem 6.15 Into Excess Empirical Risk

As we saw in (6.54), one can interpret the regret guarantee as a bound on the excess
empirical risk. This essentially means the excess empirical risk one can obtain by

using Algorithm AFTRL is O
(

p1/4√n ln2(1/δ)
√

ε
· polylog (n)

)
. While this bound is

strictly worse than the one we obtained for AlgorithmADP−SGD via Theorem 6.11,
the oracle complexity of AFTRL is better by a factor of n. A natural question that
arises is whether, we can have AFTRL achieve similar utility guarantee as ADP−SGD

under similar oracle complexity. This is still an open question for research.

Practical Extensions

One of the major advantages of DP-FTRL over DP-SGD is that it can operate
over a stream of data samples, while still providing strong privacy/utility trade-offs.
This makes it an attractive choice for settings like federated learning (FL), where
there isn’t a single static data set in a centralized location. However, extending DP-
FTRL to settings require a much more involved privacy analysis as one user can
contribute multiple training examples, during the training process. See [Kai+21a]
for a detailed discussion.

6.4 DP Empirical Risk Minimization with ℓ1/ℓ∞-geometry

The algorithms presented till now best work when the objective function is Lips-
chitz with respect to ℓ2-norm. But in many machine learning tasks, especially those
with sparsity constraint, the objective function is often Lipschitz with respect to ℓ1-
norm. For example, in the high-dimensional linear regression setting e.g. the classi-
cal LASSO algorithm [Tib96], we would like to compute arg min

∥θ∥1≤s ∥X θ−y∥22.
In the usual case of |xij| = O(1), |yi| = O(s), the loss function ℓ(θ ; (xi, yi)) =

∥yi − ⟨xi, θ⟩∥22 is O(s)-Lipschitz with respect to ℓ1-norm but is O(s
√

p)-Lipschitz
with respect to ℓ2-norm within the constraint set ∥θ∥1 ≤ s. Here xi correspond to
the i-th row of the design matrix X , and yi corresponds to the i-th coordinate of
the response vector y.

Let us consider the data set D = {(x1, y1), . . . , (xn, yn)}, the loss function
L(θ ; D) =

∑n
i=1(yi − ⟨xi, θ⟩)2, and the constraint set C to be ∥θ∥1 ≤ s. Then

applying any of the algorithms mentioned earlier on the corresponding ERM prob-
lem would result in an excess empirical risk of Õε,δ

(
s2
√

p
)
. For the interesting

high-dimensional parameter regime, where s ≪ n≪ p, this bound is vacuous. We
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would ideally want an excess empirical risk of the form Oε,δ
(
poly

(
s, ln(p)

))
. Here,

Õε,δ(·) hides the privacy parameters ε and δ.
In this section, we will show that in the high-dimensional setting it is more

effective to use the private version of the classical Frank-Wolfe algorithm [FW56].
In particular, we show that for LASSO, such algorithm achieves the nearly optimal
privacy risk of 2ε,δ(s2 · polylog

(
p
)
· n1/3).

6.4.1 Frank-Wolfe Algorithm

We present the algorithm in this section as a purely optimization procedure that
minimizes a convex function f : C → R. The Frank-Wolfe algorithm [FW56] can
be regarded as a “greedy” algorithm which moves towards the optimum solution in
the first order approximation (see Algorithm 5 for the description). How fast Frank-
Wolfe algorithm converges depends f ’s “curvature”, defined as follows according
to [Cla10; Jag13]. We remark that a γ -smooth function on C has curvature constant
bounded by γ ∥C∥22.

Definition 6.16 (Curvature constant). For f : C → R, define 0f as below.

0f := sup
θ1,θ2,∈C,γ∈(0,1],θ3=θ1+γ (θ2−θ1)

2

γ 2

(
f (θ3)− f (θ1)− ⟨θ3 − θ1,∇f (θ1)⟩

)
.

Remark 6.17. One can show ([Cla10; Jag13]) that for any q, r ≥ 1 such that q−1
+

r−1
= 1, 0f is upper bounded by λ∥C∥2q, where λ = maxθ∈C,∥v∥q=1 ∥∇

2f (θ) · v∥r .

Remark 6.18. One useful bound is for the quadratic programming f (θ) =

θ⊤X T X θ + ⟨b, θ⟩. In this case, by [Cla10], 0f ≤ maxa,b∈X ·C ∥a − b∥22. When
C is centrally symmetric, we have the bound 0f ≤ 4 maxθ∈C ∥X θ∥22.

Algorithm 5 Frank-Wolfe algorithm

Require: C ⊆ Rp, f : C → R, µ

1: Choose an arbitrary θ1 from C;
2: for t = 1 to T − 1 do
3: Compute θ̂t = arg minθ∈C⟨∇f (θt), θ − θt⟩;
4: Set θt+1 = θt + µ(θ̂t − θt);
5: end for
6: return θT .

Define θ∗ = arg minθ∈C f (θ). The following theorem shows the convergence
of Frank-Wolfe algorithm.
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Theorem 6.19 ([Cla10; Jag13]). If we set µ = 1/T , then f (θT ) − f (θ∗) =

O(0f /T ) .

While the Frank-Wolfe algorithm does not necessarily provide faster conver-
gence compared to the gradient-descent based method, it has two major advan-
tages. First, on Line 3, it reduces the problem to solving a minimization of linear
function. When C is defined by small number of vertices, e.g. when C is an ℓ1-ball,
the minimization can be done by checking ⟨∇f (θt), x⟩ for each vertex x of C. This
can be done efficiently. Secondly, each step in Frank-Wolfe takes a convex combina-
tion of θt and θ̂t , which is on the boundary of C. Hence each intermediate solution
is always inside C (sometimes called projection free), and the final outcome θT is the
convex combination of up to T points on the boundary of C (or vertices of C when
C is a polytope). Such outcome might be desired, for example when C is a polytope,
as it corresponds to a sparse solution. Due to these reasons Frank-Wolfe algorithm
has found many applications in machine learning [SSZ10; HK12; Cla10]. As we
shall see below, these properties are also useful for obtaining low risk bounds for
their private version.

6.4.2 Private Frank-Wolfe Algorithm

There are different ways to make Algorithm 5 private, dependent on the geometry
of C. Here we focus on the important case where C is a polytope, corresponding to
the LASSO problem. In this case, we apply the exponential mechanism [MT07] to
achieve privacy. We now present a private version of the Frank-Wolfe algorithm. We
can achieve privacy by replacing Line 3 in Algorithm 5 with its private version in one
of two ways. In the first variant, we can apply exponential mechanism [MT07] to
guarantee privacy; and in the second variant, we can apply objective perturbation
(Algorithm Aobj−pert) or DP-SGD (Algorithm ADP−SGD) or DP-FTRL (Algo-
rithm AFTRL). The first variant works especially well when C is a polytope defined
by polynomially many vertices. In this case, we show that the error depends on the
ℓ1-Lipschitz constant, which can be much smaller than the ℓ2-Lipschitz constant.
In particular, the private Frank-Wolfe algorithm is nearly optimal for the impor-
tant high-dimensional sparse linear regression (or compressive sensing) problem.
For the details on the second variant, see [TTZ15].

Algorithm 6 describes the private version of Frank-Wolfe algorithm for the poly-
tope case, i.e. when C is a convex hull of a finite set S of vertices (or corners). In
this case, we know that any linear function is minimized at one point of S per the
following basic fact.

Fact 6.20. Let C ⊆ Rp be the convex hull of a compact set S ⊆ Rp. For any vector
v ∈ Rp, arg minθ∈C⟨θ , v⟩ ∩ S ̸= ∅.
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Since θt+1 can be selected as one of |S| vertices, by applying the exponential
mechanism [MT07], we obtain differentially private algorithm with risk logarith-
mically dependent on |S|. When |S| is polynomial in p, it leads to an error bound
with ln p dependence. While the exponential mechanism can be applied to the gen-
eral C as well, its error would depend on the size of a cover of the boundary of C,
which can be exponential in p, leading to an error bound with polynomial depen-
dence on p.

Algorithm 6 ANoise−FW(polytope): Differentially Private Frank-Wolfe Algorithm
(Polytope Case)

Require: Data set: D = {d1, · · · , dn}, loss function: L(θ ; D) =
∑n

i=1 L(θ ; di)

(with ℓ1-Lipschitz constant L1 for ℓ), privacy parameters: (ε, δ), convex set:
C = conv(S) with ∥C∥1 denoting maxs∈S ∥s∥1 and S being the set of corners.

1: Choose an arbitrary θ1 from C;
2: for t = 1 to T − 1 do

3: ∀s ∈ S, αs ← ⟨s,∇L(θt ; D)⟩+Lap

(
L1∥C∥1

√
8T ln(1/δ)

nε

)
, where Lap(λ) ∼

1
2λ e−|x|/λ.

4: θ̂t ← arg mins∈S αs.
5: θt+1 ← (1− µ)θt + µθ̂t , where µ = 1

T+2 .
6: end for
7: Output θpriv

= θT .

Theorem 6.21 (Privacy guarantee). Algorithm 6 (Algorithm ANoise−FW(polytope)) is
(ε, δ)-differentially private.

The proof of privacy follows from a straight forward use of exponential mech-
anism [MT07; BLST10] (the noisy maximum version from [BLST10], Theorem
5) and the advanced composition theorem discussed earlier in the book. In Theo-
rem 6.22 we prove the utility guarantee for the private Frank-Wolfe algorithm for
the convex polytope case. Define 0ℓ = maxd∈D Cℓ(d) over all the possible data
sets in the domain.

Theorem 6.22 (Utility guarantee). Let L1,S and ∥C∥1 be defined as in Algorithms 6
(Algorithm ANoise−FW(polytope)). Let 0ℓ be an upper bound on the curvature constant
(defined in Definition 6.16) for the loss function ℓ(·; d) that holds for all d ∈ D. In

Algorithm ANoise−FW(polytope), if we set T = 0ℓ
2/3(nε)2/3

(L1∥C∥1)2/3 , then

E
[
L(θpriv ; D)

]
−min

θ∈C
L(θ ; D)
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= O

(
0ℓ

1/3 (L1 ∥C∥1)2/3 n1/3 ln(n|S|)
√

ln(1/δ)

ε2/3

)
.

Here the expectation is over the randomness of the algorithm.

Proof. For ease of notation we hide the dependence of L on the data set D and
represent it simply as L(θ). In order to prove the utility guarantee we first invoke
the utility guarantee of the non-private noisy Frank-Wolfe algorithm from [Jag13]
(Theorem 1).

Theorem 6.23 (Non-private utility guarantee [Jag13]). Assume the conditions in
Theorem 6.22 and let γ > 0 be fixed. Recall that µ = 1/(T + 2) and let φ1 ∈ C.
Suppose that ⟨s1, · · · , sT ⟩ is a sequence of vectors from C, with φt+1 = (1−µ)φt+µst
such that for all t ∈ [T ],

⟨st ,∇L(φt)⟩ ≤ min
s∈C
⟨s,∇L(φt)⟩ +

1

2
γµ(n · 0ℓ).

Then,

L(φT )−min
θ∈C

L(θ) ≤
2n · 0ℓ

T + 2
(1+ γ ) .

Since the convex set C is a polytope with corners in S, if st in Theorem 6.23
corresponds to θ̂t in Algorithm ANoise−FW(polytope), and φt corresponds to θt in
ANoise−FW(polytope), then using the tail properties of Laplace distribution and Fact
6.20 one can show that with probability at least 1−β, the term γ in Theorem 6.23

is at most O
(

L1∥C∥1
√

8T ln(1/δ) ln(|S|T /β)

µε(n·0ℓ)

)
. Plugging in this bound in Theorem

6.23, we immediately get that with probability at least 1− β,

L(θT )−min
θ∈C

L(θ) = O

(
0L

T
+

L1 ∥C∥1
√

8T ln(1/δ) ln(|S|T /ζ )

ε

)
. (6.59)

From, (6.59) we can conclude the following in expectation.

E

[
L(θT )−min

θ∈C
L(θ)

]

= O

(
n · 0ℓ

T
+

L1 ∥C∥1
√

8T ln(1/δ) ln(TL1 ∥C∥1 · |S|)
ε

)
. (6.60)

Setting T = 0ℓ
2/3(nε)2/3

(L1∥C∥1)2/3 results in the claimed utility guarantee.
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6.4.3 Nearly Optimal Private LASSO

We now apply the private Frank-Wolfe algorithm ANoise−FW(polytope) to the impor-
tant case of the sparse linear regression (or LASSO) problem. We show that the pri-
vate Frank-Wolfe algorithm leads to a nearly tight Oε,δ(n1/3

· polylog
(
p
)
) bound.

Oε,δ(·) hides terms in the privacy parameters.

Problem Definition

Given a data set D = {(x1, y1), · · · , (xn, yn)} of n-samples from the domain D =
{(x, y) : x ∈ Rp, y ∈ [−1, 1], ∥x∥∞ ≤ 1}, and the convex set C = ℓ

p
1. Define the

squared loss,

L(θ ; D) =
1

2

∑
i∈[n]

(⟨xi, θ⟩ − yi)
2 . (6.61)

The objective is to compute θpriv
∈ C to minimize L(θ ; D) while preserving pri-

vacy with respect to add/removal of individual (xi, yi) pair. The non-private setting
of the above problem is a variant of the least squares problem with ℓ1 regulariza-
tion, which was started by the work of LASSO [Tib96; Tib+97] and intensively
studied in the past years [HTF01; DJ04; CT05; Don06; CT07; BRT09; BM12;
RWY09; Zha13]. One important reason for using ℓ1 regularization is to induce
sparse solutions, i.e. θ with small number of non-zero coordinates. This is espe-
cially interesting for the so called “high-dimensional” setting where p≫ n. Indeed,
via a long line of work [DJ04; CT05; Don06; Wai06; CT07; BRT09], it has been
shown that under suitable condition of X , using ℓ1 regularization can indeed pro-
duce a nearly optimal sparse solution, providing theoretical support to the empirical
success of LASSO.

Since the ℓ1 ball is the convex hull of 2p vertices, we can apply the private
Frank-Wolfe algorithm ANoise−FW(polytope). For the above setting, it is easy to
check that the ℓ1-Lipschitz constant is bounded by O(1). Further, by apply-
ing the bound on quadratic programming Remark 6.18, we have that Cℓ ≤

4 maxθ∈C,∥x∥∞≤1⟨x, θ⟩2 = O(1) since C is the unit ℓ1 ball, and |xij| ≤ 1. Hence
0ℓ = O(1). Now applying Theorem 6.22, we have

Corollary 6.24. Let D = {(x1, y1), · · · , (xn, yn)} of n samples from the domain
D = {(x, y) : ∥x∥∞ ≤ 1, |y| ≤ 1}, and the convex set C equal to the ℓ1-ball. The
output θpriv of Algorithm ANoise−FW(polytope) ensures the following.

E
[
L(θpriv ; D)

]
−min

θ∈C
L(θ ; D) = O

(
n1/3 ln(np/δ)

ε2/3

)
.
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Comparison to Algorithms for Private Sparse Support Selection

For a high-dimensional linear regression problem of the form y = ⟨x, θ∗⟩ + noise
with ∥θ∗∥0 = O(1), Algorithms in [KST12; ST13b] allow one to identify the
non-zero coordinates of ]θ∗ exactly under (ε, δ)-DP. It is not hard to observe that
this is a much tighter guarantee as opposed to Corollary 6.24. However, the algo-
rithms in [KST12; ST13b] operate under much stronger assumptions like restricted
strong convexity or mutual incoherence [Wai06]. These assumptions are known to be
necessary even for non-private support selection, and may be too hard to satisfy in
practice [Was12].

Note on the Lower Bound

As mentioned earlier, the bound obtained via Corollary 6.24 is essentially tight. The
proof of the lower bound follows the standard template of fingerprinting codes, use
to prove lower bounds for (ε, δ)-DP [Vad17; TTZ15].

Oracle Complexity

Algorithm ANoise−FW(polytope) essentially makes O(T · n) oracle calls to obtain the
tight privacy/utility trade-off. Compared to non-private Frank-Wolfe, the oracle
complexity remain unchanged up to terms depending on the privacy parameters
(ε, δ), and additional poly-logarithmic factors. This is a common theme we saw
in all the algorithms in this chapter. Differential privacy tends not hurt the rate of
convergence. However, it only allows convergence to a specific error level allowed
by the privacy constraints.

6.5 Lower Bounds, and Algorithms not Considered

6.5.1 Lower Bounds on Private Constrained Optimization

In this section, we discuss at a high-level some of the standard lower bounding
techniques used for proving optimality of DP optimization algorithms. The lower
bounds for the algorithms considered in this chapter are in some form dependent
on the lower bound for estimating one-way marginals with DP (Theorem 6.25
below.)

Theorem 6.25 (Lower bounds for 1-way marginals).

1. ε-differential private algorithms: Let n, p ∈ N and ε > 0. There is a number
M = �

(
min

(
n, p/ε

))
such that for every ε-differentially private algorithm

A, there is a dataset D = {d1, . . . , dn} ⊆

{
−

1
√

p , 1
√

p

}p
with

∥∥∑n
i=1 di

∥∥
2 ∈

[M−1, M+1] such that, with probability at least 1/2 (taken over the algorithm
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random coins), we have∥∥A(D)− q(D)
∥∥

2 = �
(

min
(

1,
p
εn

))
,

where q(D) = 1
n

∑n
i=1 di.

2. (ε, δ)-differential private algorithms: Let n, p ∈ N, ε > 0, and δ = o(1
n).

There is a number M = �
(
min

(
n,
√

p/ε
))

such that for every (ε, δ)-
differentially private algorithm A, there is a dataset D = {d1, . . . , dn} ⊆{
−

1
√

p , 1
√

p

}p
with

∥∥∑n
i=1 di

∥∥
2 ∈ [M − 1, M + 1] such that, with probabil-

ity at least 1/3 (taken over the algorithm random coins), we have

l
∥∥A(D)− q(D)

∥∥
2 = �

(
min

(
1,
√

p

εn

))
,

where q(D) = 1
n

∑n
i=1 di.

Now define a dataset D = {d1, . . . , dn} with data points drawn from{
−

1
√

p , 1
√

p

}p
, and any θ ∈ B, define L(θ ; D) = −⟨θ ,

∑n
i=1 di⟩. Clearly, L is

linear and, hence, Lipschitz and convex. Note that, whenever
∥∥∑n

i=1 di
∥∥

2 > 0,

θ∗ =
∑n

i=1 di

∥
∑n

i=1 di∥2
is the minimizer of L(θ ; D) over B. Next, we show lower bounds

on the excess empirical risk incurred by any ε and (ε, δ) differentially private algo-
rithm with output θpriv

∈ B.

Theorem 6.26 (Lower bound for ε-differentially private algorithms). Let n, p ∈
N and ε > 0. For every ε-differentially private algorithm (whose output is denoted

by θpriv ), there is a dataset D = {d1, . . . , dn} ⊆

{
−

1
√

p , 1
√

p

}p
such that, with

probability at least 1/2 (over the algorithm random coins), we must have

L(θ ; D)− L(θ∗; D) = �
(
min

(
n, p/ε

))
,

where θ∗ =
∑n

i=1 di

∥
∑n

i=1 di∥2
is the minimizer of L(θ ; D) over B and L is defined above.

Proof. LetA be an ε-differentially private algorithm for minimizingL and let θpriv

denote its output. First, observe that for any θ ∈ B and dataset D, L(θ ; D) −

L(θ∗; D) =
∥∥∑n

i=1 di
∥∥

2 (1− ⟨θ , θ∗⟩). Hence, we have L(θ ; D) − L(θ∗; D) ≥
1
2

∥∥∑n
i=1 di

∥∥
2 ∥θ − θ∗∥22. This is due to the fact that ∥θ − θ∗∥22 = ∥θ

∗∥
2
2+∥θ∥

2
2−

2⟨θ , θ∗⟩ and the fact that θ∗, θ ∈ B.
Let M = �

(
min

(
n, p/ε

))
be as in Part 1 of Theorem 6.25. Suppose, for

the sake of a contradiction, that for every dataset D ⊆

{
−

1
√

p , 1
√

p

}p
with∥∥∑n

i=1 di
∥∥

2 ∈ [M − 1, M + 1], with probability more than 1/2, we have
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∥∥θpriv
− θ∗

∥∥
2 ̸= � (1). Let Ã be an ε-DP algorithm that first runs A on

the data and then outputs M
n θpriv . Note that this implies that for every data

set D ⊆
{
−

1
√

p , 1
√

p

}p
with

∥∥∑n
i=1 di

∥∥
2 ∈ [M − 1, M + 1], with probability

more than 1/2,
∥∥∥Ã(D)− q(D)

∥∥∥
2
̸= �

(
min

(
1, p

εn

))
which contradicts Part 1

of Theorem 6.25. Thus, there must exist a dataset D ⊆

{
−

1
√

p , 1
√

p

}p
with∥∥∑n

i=1 di
∥∥

2 = �
(
min

(
n, p/ε

))
such that with probability at least 1/2, we have∥∥θpriv

− θ∗
∥∥

2 = � (1). Therefore, from the observation we made in the previ-
ous paragraph, we have, with probability at least 1/2, L(θpriv ; D)− L(θ∗; D) =

�
(
min

(
n, p/ε

))
.

The lower bound for the (ε, δ)-DP case follows by the same argument as in
Theorem 6.26, but reducing the problem instance to Part 2 in Theorem 6.25.
The lower bound for the setting in Section 6.4 follows from a slightly complicated
variant of Theorem 6.25. We encourage the readers to read [TTZ15] for more
details.

6.5.2 Algorithms not Considered

In the exposition of this chapter, we left out quite a few important algorithms,
primarily for the ease of presentation. In this section, we highlight some of them,
and encourage interested readers to explore more.

Additional Assumptions on the Loss Function

In this chapter, we primarily focused on obtaining excess empirical risk bounds for
Lipschitz convex convex functions. For the ℓ2-Lipschitz setting, if we additionally
allow the loss functions to be 1-strongly convex, then the excess empirical risk for

the pure ε-case improves to O
(

L2p2 log(n)

n1ε2

)
. The algorithm is a two stage-algorithm,

with a first localization step to identify a small set where the true minimizer lies,
and then running Algorithm Aexp−samp on that set [BST14]. In the (ε, δ)-case, the

corresponding excess empirical risk becomes O
(

L2p·polylog(n/δ)

n1ε2

)
. The algorithms

that achieve this bound are mild variants of Algorithms ADP−SGD and Aobj−pert.
Assuming smoothness however, does not improve the excess empirical risk. How-
ever, it improves the rate of convergence/oracle complexity to achieve the same
error.

Algorithms for Optimal Population Risk

As mentioned in the beginning of the chapter that we would focus only on
excess empirical risk, and for estimating the excess true/population risk we would
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use (6.3). While this is a natural way to translate from excess empirical risk to
excess population risk, this translation does not result in optimal excess pop-
ulation risk. For ℓ2-Lipschitz convex functions (with Lipschitz constant O(1),
and for a constraint set with ∥C∥2 = O(1)) the optimal population risk is

O
((

1
√

n
+

√
p·ln(1/δ)

εn

)
· polylog (n)

)
, and for 1-strongly convex functions it is

O
((

1
n +

p·ln(1/δ)

ε2n2

)
· polylog (n)

)
. Notice that in both these cases, the lower-order

term in n only depends on the privacy parameter, as opposed to the one obtained
via (6.3). The algorithms that achieve these bounds are variants of Algorithm
ADP−SGD or AlgorithmAobj−pert, with substantially more involved utility analysis,
using tools from algorithmic stability. For a detailed discussion on these techniques,
see [BFGT20]. When the geometry is ℓ1/ℓ∞ (as in Section 6.4), the correspond-

ing optimal excess population risk of O
(√

ln(p)
n +

√
ln(p) ln(1/δ)

(nε)2/3

)
is obtained a

variant of Algorithm ANoise−FW(polytope). This bound assumes all the assumptions
in Corollary 6.24. For a detailed exposition to this result see [AFKT21].

Other Algorithms not Discussed

For the purposes of brevity, we left out the discussion of a number of algorithms. In
particular, we did not mention any algorithm which are optimal under local differ-
ential privacy [STU17]. We also did not discuss algorithms like private cutting plane
methods [STU17], output perturbation [CMS11], bolt-on privacy [Wu+17], private
mirror descent [TTZ14b], privacy amplification by iteration [FMTT18]. Many of
these algorithms have advantages over the algorithms mentioned in this chapter,
under specific problem settings. We encourage the readers to explore these algo-
rithms, and their impact on the broader space of private constrained optimization.

In this chapter, we focused only on convex loss functions. As mentioned ear-
lier algorithms like AFTRL, ADP−SGD, and ANoise−FW(polytope) are applicable to
non-convex losses too, as their privacy do not depend on convexity. While there
are restricted utility analyses for non-convex losses [STT20; WCX19], it is still an
active area of research. Additionally, there are better algorithms known specific to
problems like linear regression [STU17; She19], or principal component analy-
sis [DTTZ14; LMV21]. We did not explore these problems in this chapter.
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Chapter 7

Private Deep Learning

By Nicolas Papernot

Because they learn features from data directly, rather than rely on human engineer-
ing, deep neural networks and the associated deep learning algorithms continue to
see increased adoption from machine learning practitioners. This creates new infor-
mation flows involving data analyzed in systems deploying deep learning in partic-
ular when this data is used to train the neural networks. This data is often about
individuals and can be sensitive in nature in application domains like healthcare or
language modeling. To prevent models from leaking private information included
in their training data, it is thus important to develop deep learning algorithms that
are respectful of their training data’s privacy.

In this chapter, we introduce two classes of approaches to train deep neural net-
works with differential privacy, an established framework to reason about the pri-
vacy of algorithms. The first is a variant of a popular learning algorithm—stochastic
gradient descent. The second does not require any modifications of the learning
algorithm and instead obtains privacy through postprocessing of the model’s out-
puts. We conclude with a discussion of practical aspects of deploying deep learning
with differential privacy as well as current research problems.

7.1 Introduction

The intuition behind deep learning is to learn hierarchical representations of
data [LBH15]. Deep learning algorithms rely on deep neural networks to model
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data, where a deep neural network is obtained by stacking multiple layers of
neurons—each layer representing one abstraction of the data. Classical approaches
to machine learning typically rely heavily on the features chosen to represent the
data at the input of the model in order to extract a mapping between the input fea-
tures and the output. For instance, the scale-invariant feature transform [Low99]
was used in several areas of computer vision to represent images at the input of
a model while encoding priors such as the fact that feature extraction should be
invariant to translation or rotation of the image. Instead, deep learning promises to
alleviate any human feature engineering and instead extract useful representations
directly from the data, in conjunction to learning the mapping between inputs and
outputs [LBH15; GBCB16]. These representations are learned by a deep neural
network’s different layers. Intuitively, one expects representations to be increasingly
more abstract as one goes through the model’s hierarchy of layers: eventually, we’d
like the representation to be sufficiently abstract that it disentangles the different
factors of variation so that we can predict the desired output. For instance, in a
classification problem we would like the last representation output by a model to
linearly separate the different classes of the problem. Deep learning makes represen-
tation learning easier by sequentially composing representations: the model starts
by learning a first representation from its inputs, this first representation is then
itself used as an input to learn a second representation, and so on, until we obtain
the model’s last representation which is used to infer the model output.

Deep learning enabled many promising developments in the machine learn-
ing community. The first successes of deep learning saw applications to computer
vision, and in particular object recognition [KSH12]. Since then, these techniques
have been applied to other vision problems including in healthcare to diagnose cer-
tain conditions from xray images of human chests [Irv+19; CHBB20]. Another
domain is the one of language modeling, with the ability to translate between nat-
ural languages being a prominent application [BCB14].

Because of the sensitive nature of data analyzed in these applications, it is impor-
tant to reason about the privacy of deep learning algorithms. Take the example of
a machine learning model trained to predict whether a patient was readmitted to
a hospital shortly after being dismissed. Being part of the training set for such a
model is itself private information: individuals may wish to keep secret the fact
that they were hospitalized. In this chapter, we present research which demonstrates
that an adversary can use the model’s prediction to infer whether a particular patient
record’s was included to train the model (see Section 7.2.1 on membership infer-
ence). This jeopardizes the privacy of individuals who contributed their medical
records to the model’s training set and could decrease their willingness to consent
the sharing of their medical record in the future. In another example, imagine that
a machine learning model is trained to model the English language on a corpus of
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private correspondence. Such a model could for instance be used to predict the next
words being typed by a user on a smartphone keyboard. If a user types “My address
is”, we would like to ensure that the model does not complete the sentence with the
address of a different user. These two examples surface the need for an approach
to deep learning which provides strong guarantees of privacy for the training data.
Here, we focus on the framework of differential privacy to reason about such guar-
antees because it is the most established framework for this purpose. Differential
privacy allows us to quantify the degree of privacy protection provided by an algo-
rithm on the underlying (sensitive) data set it operates on. The reader is referred
to Chapter 1 for a review of the notion of differential privacy and its properties.
That said, differential privacy is not a silver bullet for all privacy-related questions.
We discuss these other aspects of privacy that fall outside the scope of differential
privacy in Section 7.6

Overview of the Chapter

In this chapter, we introduce two approaches for deep learning with differential
privacy: differentially private stochastic gradient descent (see Section 7.4) and the
private aggregation of teacher ensembles (see Section 7.5). Before we do so, we first
cover attacks against the privacy of training data used to train deep neural networks
(Section 7.2). For clarity of exposition, we focus on deep learning approaches for
classification in a supervised setting. In other words, the outputs of our models
are always chosen among a discrete set of classes (e.g., a set of objects for object
classification in computer vision).

7.2 Privacy Attacks against Deep Learning

It is often wrongly assumed that a model that generalizes well preserves privacy.
One of the reasons this is not true is that generalization guarantees are average-case
whereas privacy needs to be provided for everyone, thus it is a worst-case guar-
antee. The best way to illustrate this is with attacks that show how deep learning
algorithms can leak private information contained in their training set, especially
so when the dataset contains outlier that deviate from distributional assumptions
made about the data.

The canonical privacy attack against deep learning is membership inference (see
Chapter 5). In this attack, the goal of the adversary is simply to infer whether a given
data point was included in the model’s training set or not [SSSS17]. This may be
seen as a weak attack against the private data used to train the model—given that
it requires that the adversary already know the data point and its attributes prior to
the attack—but recall that certain applications of deep learning include healthcare.
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Imagine a model is trained on data obtained from patients who all had a certain
medical condition, e.g., cancer, to predict their reaction to certain drugs based on
morphological information. In this case, being part of the dataset is itself a sensitive
attribute which an individual may not wish to reveal.

Furthermore, the membership inference adversary is also very much in line
with the definition of differential privacy, which as we will see in greater detail
later in this chapter, asks that the output of a differentially private learning algo-
rithm not significantly change when a single training record is added, modified,
or deleted [DMNS06]. This makes membership inference an interesting adversary
to have in mind if one wishes to evaluate the strength of the privacy guarantees
provided by an algorithm that claims to be privacy-preserving. Indeed, stronger
guarantees of differential privacy (as evidenced by analytically proving a smaller
upper bound on the privacy leakage ε) imply a lower success rate of membership
inference. We will discuss work in this vein later in Section 7.7.2, after we have
introduced algorithms for deep learning with differential privacy in Sections 7.4
and 7.5.

More sophisticated attacks will seek to recover missing attributes of a data record
already partially known to the adversary. For instance, an adversary may already
know the name, age, and zip code for an individual but would like to recover
another attribute, e.g., the individual’s blood type, included in the record analyzed
by the machine learning model. Ultimately, an adversary would like to extract entire
training points from the deep learning model. We will detail how such an attack
was mounted on a language model.

7.2.1 Membership Inference

Membership inference attacks were covered in details in Chapter 5, we review them
here within the notation considered in this chapter for completeness.

In membership inference, the adversary is given the capability of querying the
model for predictions on any input of their choice. Shokri et al. introduce the first
approach for membership inference against deep learning [SSSS17]. Let us write x
the input which the adversary would like to know whether it was in the training set
or not to train a model h. The authors propose that the adversary train a model to
solve the membership inference task. The adversary will train this second machine
learning model m to take in as its input the predictions h(x) of the first model,
that is the victim model, on the input x of interest to the adversary and output a
binary label m(h(x)) ∈ {0, 1} indicating whether or not x was used to train h. Note
that membership inference attacks were initially introduced with the assumption
that the adversary can not only observe the victim model’s predictions but also its
confidence on these predictions. Put another way, the victim prediction h(x) is a
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confidence vector indicating the likelihood that the input x belongs to each of the
classes of the task.

Of course, the adversary is unable to access the data used to train h. As a conse-
quence, they cannot directly collect a set of prediction vectors on inputs in and out
of the victim model’s training set to train the binary membership inference classi-
fier m from this set. Instead, the adversary will first seek to produce a collection of
shadow models hi whose training set is known to the adversary. In Shokri et al., the
authors train shadow models from the same distribution than the one used to sam-
ple training data for the victim model.i However, it was later shown that this data
only needs be from the same domain as the victim model’s training data [Sal+18].
These shadow models hi can then be used to train the membership inference clas-
sifier m because the adversary has access to their training set and can thus collect
a dataset of prediction vectors hi(x) for inputs x which are both in and out of the
dataset used to train hi.

Why is training the membership inference classifier m possible? Intuitively, this
is because the confidence scores output by the shadow models—and later the victim
model—vary from training to non-training points. In fact, this difference can be
so important that Shalem et al. [Sal+18] show that simply thresholding the confi-
dence score for the label predicted by the victim model is sufficient for the adversary
to have better than random chance at inferring membership: the adversary simply
predicts that a point was in the training set when the prediction is associated with
a high confidence score, and conversely points with low confidence predictions are
predicted to be outside the training set. In the limit, the adversary could further
simplify the attack to predict that a point is a member of the training set if and
only if it is correctly classified [YGFJ18]. Put another way, the membership infer-
ence classifier m of Shokri et al. can be though of as calibrating this confidence
threshold automatically by observing a collection of predictions made on points in
and out of the training set. Training a membership inference classifier also has the
added benefit that this classifier can learn from any privacy leakage induced by the
confidence scores associated with the other classes of the problem which do not end
up being predicted—as opposed to the approach of Shalem et al., which focuses on
the label receiving the largest score.

More recently, Choquette-Choo et al. [CTCP20] innovate over the initial
work of Shokri et al. to propose an attack strategy that does not require that
the adversary have access to the confidence scores output by a model. To obtain
additional private leakage to what was obtained previously by simply guess-
ing that correctly-classified inputs were members of the training data (see supra

i. This is simulated in their experiments by splitting the training set in multiple disjoint sets.
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on [YGFJ18]), Choquette-Choo et al. make multiple queries to the victim model
to infer membership inference of a single input. These queries are crafted to approx-
imate the confidence of the victim model; the adversary compares the perturbation
magnitude a point can sustain before it is classified by the victim model with a dif-
ferent label. The larger that perturbation, the more confident the victim model is in
predicting on this input. In turn, the more likely this input is to be a member of the
training set. Perturbations introduced to measure this proxy of confidence can vary
from domain to domain. The authors first consider data augmentations typically
used to regularize training in the machine learning literature, such as translations
and rotations in the image domain. When little is known about the domain, the
adversary may proceed by inserting isotropic Gaussian noise to inputs but also per-
turbations computed through gradient descent to approximate as closely as possible
the distance to the victim model’s decision boundary—as would be done to find an
adversarial example.ii Intuitively, this attack exploits the fact that training points are
further away from the victim model’s decision boundaries. While attacks described
above exploited confidence scores to measure this distance in the output domain of
the victim model, Choquette-Choo et al. thus measured this distance directly in the
input domain by comparing the victim model’s predicted class on multiple inputs
between the point of interest (for membership inference) and the model’s decision
boundary. Thus, the resulting strategy is a label-only membership inference attack,
but it comes at the expense of (possibly significantly) higher query complexity.

We refer the reader to Chapter 5 for a more in-depth discussion of membership
inference attacks, including refinements over these initial attack methodologies.

7.2.2 Attribute Inference and Training Data Extraction

Membership inference is not equally successful on all training points. Certain
points may be more susceptible to membership inference because they are outlier to
the training distribution; Yeom et al. analyze the connection between membership
inference and overfitting [YGFJ18]. They report that overfitting is sufficient but
not necessary for membership inference, as we will discuss in more details later in
Section 7.2.3. This difference in the worst-case and average-case perspectives can
lead to further privacy leakage where signal from the model can be exploited not

ii. Adversarial examples are inputs crafted by an adversary to force a model to misclassify. Most algorithms
craft adversarial examples by performing a form of gradient descent from an originally correctly classified
input towards one of the model’s decision boundaries surrounding it [Big+13; Sze+13]. When instead the
adversary operates without access to the model, in a black-box setting, this requires that the adversary either
obtain a copy of the victim model [Pap+17], playing a similar role to the shadow models of Shokri et al. in
the context of membership inference, or that the adversary make multiple queries to perform zero-order
optimization [Che+17] and recover gradients through finite differences.
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only to perform membership inference, but also to recover information about the
training data which was initially unknown to the adversary: e.g., missing attributes
of a training point or even the training point itself altogether. Next, we describe one
approach for each of these two adversarial goals. Both approaches have in common
that they reduce the problem or recovering information unknown to the adversary
to the problem of membership inference.

Attribute Inference

Whereas membership inference assumes the adversary already has access to the data
point they are interested in testing the membership of, attribute inference instead
assumes the adversary only has partial access to this data point. The adversary desires
to recover missing attributed from this data point.

For instance, Yeom et al. mention the problem of an adversary with partial access
to a medical record who wishes to recover some of the missing attributes of this
patient’s record [YGFJ18]. The authors introduce an approach which reduces the
problem of attribute inference to membership inference. The adversary randomly
guesses a value for the missing attribute and performs membership inference on the
resulting data point. If the point is accepted as a member of the training set, the
adversary assumes that their random guess for the value of the missing attribute was
correct. Otherwise, the adversary makes a new guess and repeats the membership
inference test. Yeom et al. note that the adversary will be further advantaged should
they have any knowledge of the distribution of attribute values which would help
them improve their guessing strategy. This observation is also exploited by the work
we describe next below.

Extracting Training Data

Indeed, Carlini et al. [Car+20] further extend Yeom et al.’s attack strategy to
perform training data extraction from a large language model known as GPT-
2 [Rad+19]. The attack strategy is also an extension of the membership inference
attacks described previously; it further assumes that the adversary has access to a
generative model, that is a model which can be used to sample data points from
the underlying data distribution. Carlini et al. use the victim model itself since it
is a generative language model. The attack strategy is as follows: the adversary first
randomly generates a large pool of data points from the input domain of the victim
model, then these inputs are ranked by decreasing likelihood with or without the
help of the language model, finally membership inference is done on inputs ranked
highest with the victim model this time. Similar to Yeom et al., the crux of the
attack is thus for the adversary to sample points—using the language model—that
are more likely to be training points, which then reduces training data extraction
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to the problem of membership inference. Generating such points may require sig-
nificant adversarial knowledge. Here, this is evidenced by the adversary’s access to
the victim model itself and to knowledge about its training data collection process.
Nevertheless, the authors show how this simple attack strategy is able to extract
personal information about one individual from GPT-2’s training set, which is a
large corpus of data crawled from the Internet.

7.2.3 Take-aways from the Attacks

Research on attacks is motivated by the need to inform defenses. The different
attacks we presented above all point to an intricate relationship between overfitting
and privacy leakage.

Membership Inference and Overfitting

Recall that membership inference is not equally successful on all training points.
Does that mean that overfitting is necessary to obtain a membership inference
signal? Although the initial work of Shokri et al suggested that this was the
case [SSSS17], later the analysis of Yeom et al. shows that overfitting is sufficient but
not necessary [YGFJ18]. Yeom et al. obtain this result by formalizing the gain an
adversary obtains from membership inference on stable classifiers which provably
do not overfit. We note however that this adversary remains largely an analytical
tool and that instantiating it in practice may not always be possible because it is
assumed that the adversary colludes with the learning algorithm to obtain a model
on which membership inference is successful despite the lack of overfitting. It is also
possible for overfitting to facilitate white-box membership inference, that is attacks
that inspect a model’s parameters. For instance, Leino and Fredrikson [LF20] lever-
age the idiosyncratic use of features by a model to improve membership inference
success. Taking a step back, these results imply that points who are outlier to the
training data distribution but are still included in the training set are more suscepti-
ble to membership inference—because the model will have overfitted to memorize
the correct prediction for these outliers [Lon+18]—but that no point is safe from
the privacy leakage associated with membership inference.

The Need for Differential Privacy

Perhaps the single most important take-away from these attacks on the privacy
of training data in deep learning, and in particular from results on membership
inference, is that simple defense mechanisms such as obfuscating the model’s confi-
dence [SSSS17] or regularizing training through an ℓ2 objective penalty [SSSS17;
NSH18; Jia+19] or dropout [Jia+19] are not sufficient to prevent leakage of pri-
vate information. Furthermore, attacks vary greatly in the assumptions they make
about the adversary’s knowledge and capabilities, suggesting that it is difficult for
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the defender to foresee the (auxiliary) knowledge which an adversary will exploit to
leak private information from the model [NS08]. Results we have presented thus
far hence point to the need for a worst-case framework to reason about the privacy
of training algorithm. This is precisely what differential privacy promises. Thus, we
next turn to two approaches which can train deep neural networks while provid-
ing differential privacy guarantees that bound how much private information leaks
from the training data.

7.3 How to Obtain Differential Privacy in Deep Learning?

Training deep neural networks with differential privacy is challenging because the
loss function minimized during learning is non-convex. This rules out approaches
like objective perturbation [CMS11; KST12] introduced in the convex setting.
The two approaches to deep learning with differential privacy we present in this
Chapter follow the same design principle.iii First, the learning procedure is approx-
imated by a sequential composition of computations whose sensitivity is known.
Second, noise is added to these computations. Finally, the total privacy loss of the
resulting learning procedure is analyzed to determine the differential privacy guar-
antees it provides. While we present the two approaches in the context of training
deep neural networks, they can also be used for convex learners and can sometimes
outperform approaches tailored to the convex setting [Iye+19].

As discussed in Section 1.4.1 of Chapter 1, an essential step to design a differen-
tially private algorithm is to estimate its sensitivity to neighboring input datasets.
This is a prerequisite to calibrate noise which is added to the algorithm’s com-
putations. Measuring sensitivity of learning algorithms used to train deep neural
networks is not an easy task given that the model’s architecture yields a non-convex
optimization problem to set the model’s parameter values.

In the following two Sections, we describe two approaches which differ in the
way that they control the sensitivity of the learning algorithm. The first approach
named DP-SGD (see Section 7.4) proposes to modify the model updates computed
by stochastic gradient descent, in order to achieve a differentially private stochas-
tic gradient descent. At a high level, modifications are two-fold: the gradients are
first clipped to control sensitivity, and then they are noised to obtain differential
privacy. The second approach named PATE (see Section 7.5 ) instead proposes
to have an ensemble of models trained without privacy predict with differential

iii. Note that the first approach injects noise within the algorithm’s computations while the second approach
injects noise to the algorithm’s outputs. Differential privacy can also be obtained by injecting noise to the
algorithm’s inputs, but this class of approaches is out of scope here because it is not specific to deep learning.



254 Private Deep Learning

privacy by having these models predict in aggregate rather than revealing their indi-
vidual predictions. Because each model only contributes part of the final prediction,
the sensitivity of the inference procedure can be controlled and differential privacy
obtained.

In the remainder of this Section, we establish terminology and concepts which
will be instrumental in understanding the privacy analysis of both DP-SGD in
Section 7.4 and PATE in Section 7.5. These concepts allow us to reason about the
privacy loss of each computation performed by the learning algorithm, as well as
accounting required throughout learning to derive privacy guarantees post hoc.

7.3.1 Reasoning about the Privacy Loss

When developing the analysis of randomized algorithms to prove that they are dif-
ferentially private, it can be useful to observe that it is equivalent to show that a ran-
domized algorithm is differentially private and that a tail bound can be established
on the randomized algorithm’s privacy loss. Here, the privacy loss of a randomized
algorithm M is a random variable defined as:

Definition 7.1 (Privacy Loss). Let d , d ′ ∈ Dn be neighboring datasets. For an aux-
iliary input aux and outcome o ∈ R, we define the privacy loss of the randomized
mechanism M at o to be:

c(o,M, aux, d , d ′) = log
Pr[M(aux, d) = o]

Pr[M(aux, d ′) = o]

In the context of deep learning, where the randomized algorithm is the training
procedure, this allows us to reason about the privacy of one access to the training
data. To capture multiple accesses to the training data (e.g., each step of a stochastic
gradient descent), it is necessary to compose the privacy loss incurred at each data
access. Coming back to the attacks we described in Section 7.2, this is intuitive
because a model trained for longer is given more opportunities to memorize private
information contained in its training set. Unfortunately, directly composing tail
bounds on the privacy loss can significantly loosen the overall bound thus resulting
in meaningless guarantees of differential privacy for learning. Thus, several modern
approaches including Abadi et al. [Aba+16] propose to instead analyze the moments
of the privacy loss random variable.

7.3.2 The Moments Accountant

Key to the privacy analysis of both DP-SGD and PATE (which we will present in
Sections 7.4 and 7.5 respectively) is the moments accountant, a stronger accounting
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method to accumulate the privacy loss expended by the learning algorithm each
time it accesses the training data. Different from tail bounds on the privacy loss,
bounds on the log moments of the privacy loss compose linearly. Reasoning over
moments of the privacy loss random variable enables the moments accountant to
yield a much tighter analysis of the privacy guarantees of learning algorithms which
are composed of a sequence of differentially private mechanism applications.

Abadi et al. define the λth moment as the log of moment generating function
evaluated at the value λ.

Definition 7.2 (λth moment). The λth moment for the privacy loss of the randomized
mechanism M is:

αM(λ, aux, d , d ′) = logEo∼M(aux,d)[exp(λ · c(o,M, aux, d , d ′))].

Because a data-independent differential privacy guarantee should hold for all
possible pairs of neighboring datasets, the analyses of DP-SGD and PATE look at
bounding all possible λth moments for a given mechanism M, regardless of the
auxiliary input aux or the pair of datasets d , d ′. This yields the following variable
α of interest:

αM(λ) = max
aux,d ,d ′

αM(λ, aux, d , d ′). (7.1)

Abadi et al. prove two properties of α which are instrumental in the moments
accountant ability to offer a tighter privacy analysis of DP-SGD and PATE. First,
they show that the log moments of the privacy loss random variable composes lin-
early. This is useful to analyze randomized algorithms like DP-SGD and PATE
which—as we will explain later—can be viewed as a sequential application of k
differentially private mechanisms Mi. In the differential privacy literature, such a
sequential application is referred to as adaptive composition: the auxiliary input
aux of the kth mechanism Mk is the output of all the previous mechanisms.

Theorem 7.3 (Composability of α). ] If a mechanism M consists of a sequence of
adaptive mechanisms M1,M2, ...,Mk where Mi :

∏i−1
j=1 Rj × D→ Ri, then for

any λ:

αM(λ) ≤

k∑
i=1

αMi(λ). (7.2)

We will later see how in the case of both DP-SGD and PATE, this compos-
ability property is used to bound the moment of the total privacy loss incurred
by the learning algorithm across all of its accesses to the training data. Once this
accounting is complete, a value of ε for the differential privacy is derived from the
bound on α through an application of the following tail bound.
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Theorem 7.4 (Tail bound on α). ] For any ε, the mechanism M is (ε, δ)-
differentially private for:

δ = min
λ

exp(αM(λ)− λε). (7.3)

7.4 Differentially Private Stochastic Gradient Descent
(DP-SGD)

The work of Abadi et al. [Aba+16] on DP-SGD builds on a line of work [SCS13;
BST14], which was itself initiated by the pioneering work of Chaudhuri et
al. [CMS11]. One of its key innovations is the introduction of the novel analy-
sis technique known as the moments accountant (see Section 7.3) to improve the
privacy guarantee which one can prove after training a deep neural network with
DP-SGD. We first introduce DP-SGD in its most modern form, and then outline
a sketch for the analysis of its privacy guarantees in Section 7.4.2.

7.4.1 The DP-SGD Algorithm

Let us first describe a typical non-private stochastic gradient descent. To begin, one
samples a minibatches of training data, that is randomly draw a small numberiv of
training examples (X , Y ) from the training set where X are the inputs and Y the
labels associated with these examples. One then computes the loss l(θ , X , Y ) of the
model h, averaged over all examples contained in the minibatch. The loss measures
the error between the model’s predictions and the labels we expected it to produce.
A common choice for multi-class classification problems is the cross-entropy, which
computes for a single training example (xi, yi):

l(θ , xi, yi) = −
∑

j

yij log hj(xi),

where j indexes the classes of the classification problem, and i indexes the differ-
ent examples included in the minibatch such that (X , Y ) = {(xi, yi)}i. Next, one
computes the gradient of the average loss across the minibatch with respect to the
model’s parameters. Such a gradient can be computed because deep neural networks

iv. This number of training examples included in a minibatch, i.e., its size, is chosen first and foremost to
accommodate the hardware computing gradient descent. For instance, if the machine is equipped with an
accelerator for matrix algebra, e.g., a GPU, it is generally-speaking beneficial to use the largest minibatch
size which will fit in the accelerator’s memory. However, other factors may be relevant in the choice of
minimatch size and may commend a smaller size; smaller minibatches were for example observed to introduce
a regularization effect in learning although this effect is not consistently obtained [Sha+18]. Thus, in practice
one treats the minibatch size as a hyperparameter of stochastic gradient descent.
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are differentiable, and this computation is made more efficient by the backpropa-
gation algorithm [RHW86]. This gradient is multiplied by a constant α called the
learning rate before it is subtracted to the current model parameter θ to obtain a
step of gradient descent:

θ ← θ − α
∂ 1

N

∑
i l(θ , xi, yi)

∂θ
, (7.4)

where N is the size of the minibatch. The learning rate is a hyperparameter con-
trolling the size of each step of gradient descent. To bootstrap this procedure, one
initializes the model parameters θ to a random value. The steps described above are
then applies repeatedly until the deep neural network’s parameters are deemed to
have converged. Ideally, one would like the model to converge to the global mini-
mum of the loss function it is trained to minimize. However, deep neural networks
being non-convex learners, one must be satisfied with one of the local minima that
approximates the global minimal loss value. In practice, the stopping criterion is
typically decided by evaluating the performance of the model on a holdout set of
data known as the validation set. This validation accuracy should generally increase
as steps of gradient descent are taken. Once this validation accuracy plateaus or
starts to decrease (indicating overfitting [Zha+16]), gradient descent is interrupted.

The modifications made by Abadi et al. [Aba+16] to obtain a differentially pri-
vate stochastic gradient descent algorithm are three fold. First, all operations within
the minibatch are performed on a per-example basis. This means that the loss is
no longer averaged across examples included in the minibatch. Instead, the loss
l(θ , xi, yi) of each training example (xi, yi) is computed individually. The same
holds for gradients of the loss with respect to the model parameters:

gi =
∂ l(θ , xi, yi)

∂θ
.

The second key modification made is to clip each of these per example gradients to
have a maximum ℓ2 norm C :

gi ← gi ·min

(
1,

C
∥gi∥2

)
. (7.5)

Intuitively, this bounds the influence of each training example on learning, and
more important this bound is known to be C . We can thus derive the sensitiv-
ity of the learning algorithm from the value C of this bound. This is essential to
the third, and last, modification introduced to obtain differential privacy: Gaus-
sian noise whose standard deviation is calibrated to be linearly proportional to C
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is added to each of these clipped gradients.v The rest of the procedure is unmod-
ified: the average of noisy clipped gradients is multiplied by the learning rate and
subtracted to the model parameters to update the model. Abadi et al. thus obtain
the following gradient descent step:

θ ← θ − α
1

N

∑
i

(
∂ l(θ , xi, yi)

∂θ
·min

(
1,

C
∥gi∥2

)
+ N (0, σ 2C2)

)
, (7.6)

where σ is a hyperparameter of the differentially private stochastic gradient descent.
Generally speaking, the larger the value of σ is, the tighter the resulting differential
privacy guarantee is (i.e., one can prove a smaller bound on the privacy loss ε).

7.4.2 Privacy Analysis of DP-SGD

The analysis of DP-SGD relies on composition theorems to accumulate the pri-
vacy budget spent by gradient descent across multiple steps; each step is accounted
for and further increases the privacy cost of learning. In addition to the applica-
tion of advanced composition theorems to compute the overall privacy budget,
one can also refine the analysis of DP-SGD by reasoning about its guarantees with
definitions like zero-concentrated differential privacy [BS16] or Renyi differential
privacy [Mir17]. For simplicity, we expose here the analysis provided by Abadi et
al. [Aba+16]. It derives the differential privacy guarantees obtained by training with
DP-SGD from an application of the moments accountant.

We begin by analyzing the λth moment for the privacy loss of an individual step
of gradient descent. Recall that each step of DP-SGD noises the clipped gradient
computed over a minibatch J of examples chosen independently at random with
probability q. Thus a step of DP-SGD can be written as M(d) =

∑
i∈J f (xi, yi)+

N (0, σ 2) where f (xi, yi) computes the clipped gradient for example (xi, yi) and σ

here incorporates the clipping norm C for simplicity of presentation. The authors
show that under certain conditions (see the paper), the following upper bound
holds:

αM(λ) ≤
q2λ(λ+ 1)

(1− q)σ 2 + O(q3λ3/σ 3).

v. Note that adding noise to gradients is commonly done in deep learning to regularize learning [Nee+15].
Here, it is however crucial to first clip gradients before they are noised, and then to calibrate the standard
deviation of noise added to the clipping bound. Otherwise, one would be unable to prove that the resulting
procedure is differentially private.
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They then leverage the composability of a sequence of adaptive mechanisms (the
individual steps of gradient descent) to obtain the λth moment α(λ) for the pri-
vacy loss of the complete gradient descent. If we denote by T the total number of
steps of gradient descent completed, the following is derived by an application of
Equation 7.2:

α(λ) ≤
Tq2λ2

σ 2 .

Through an application of the tail bound on the moments for the privacy loss (see
Equation 7.3) gives the main result of Abadi et al., which is that DP-SGD is (ε, δ)-
differentially private for any ε < c1q2T and δ > 0 if we choose:

σ ≥ c2
q
√

T log(1/δ)

ε
, (7.7)

for some constants c1 and c2.
In practice, it is interesting to note that interpreting this analysis and the guar-

antees it provides can be non-trivial. First, the analysis assumes that each mini-
batch is obtained by independently uniformly sampling training examples. Instead,
many practical implementation of stochastic gradient descent only analyze permu-
tations of the training set at each epoch so they must be carefully extended to obtain
an valid implementation of DP-SGD. Second, the analysis leverages randomness
in the sampling of each minibatch to guarantee differential privacy. This result is
known as privacy amplification by subsampling in the literature [BBG18]. How-
ever, this requires that the randomness is of cryptographic strength, which again is
not always the case in all practical implementations. We come back to additional
practical considerations for implementing DP-SGD in Section 7.6.

7.5 Private Aggregation of Teacher Ensembles (PATE)

DP-SGD obtains differential privacy by modifying the learning procedure itself to
bound its sensitivity and randomize it accordingly. This means that any deviations
from the learning procedure captured by the existing theoretical analysis requires
new efforts to bound the privacy leakage. This may limit the ability of DP-SGD
to new developments in the machine learning community (although it has proven
itself remarkably amenable to a wide range of learning tasks beyond classification
and variants of SGD like the widely-used Adam [KB14] optimizer). A good exam-
ple is the one of batch normalization, now a prevalent technique in modern deep
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learning [IS15], thanks to its ability to regularize the norm of internal model acti-
vations which can help prevent overfitting and improve convergence of the opti-
mization procedure. However, batch normalization involves the computation of
statistics across all examples included in a minibatch. This means that it cannot be
used in conjunction with DP-SGD because privacy guarantees rely on the gradient
computation being performed on a per-example basis. This motivates the need for
another privacy-preserving approach to deep learning which does not limit how the
model is trained.

Papernot et al. [Pap+16; Pap+17] introduce such an approach with the private
aggregation of teacher ensembles (PATE). Rather than modify the learning algo-
rithm used to train a model, PATE introduces changes to how data is fed to the
learning procedure and how model predictions are revealed.

7.5.1 The PATE Approach

In PATE, one starts by splitting the training set whose privacy needs to be protected
in k partitions. These are partitions in the mathematical sense, so one point from
the original training set is included in exactly one of the partitions (which are non-
overlapping and do not repeat any of the points). From each of these partitions,
one trains a machine learning model. There are no restrictions on how each of the
models are trained. This means we can for instance use techniques such as batch
normalization, whose privacy would be difficult to analyze if we wanted to take an
approach in the vein of DP-SGD. In PATE, each model could even be trained with
different techniques (e.g., deep learning, decision tree, etc.). Because one trains a
model on each of the k partitions, we obtain an ensemble of k models trained
independently but all solving the same task. We give the name of teacher to each
of these k models. Next, PATE deploys this ensemble of teachers to predict on test
inputs while bounding leakage of private information from the training data.

PATE obtains privacy by having these teachers predict collectively and revealing
their aggregate prediction rather than their individual predictions. Specifically, each
teacher is given the inputvi x that we would like to predict on and commits a vote
for one of the labels of the problem. One then builds a histogram of these votes,
where each bar nj(x) of the histogram corresponds to a label j of the problem and
indicates how many teachers voted for this label j. The label predicted by PATE is
the one which received the most number of votes, i.e., the argmax of this histogram:

arg max
j

nj(x).

vi. To avoid ambiguity, let us stress that all teachers simultaneously predict on the same input here.
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Such a mechanism is common in machine learning, even when one does not seek to
provide guarantee, because bagging predictors is an instance of ensemble learning
which commonly improves generalization [Bre96].

Intuitively, it can be seen that when most teachers agree on the label to be pre-
dicted, revealing the most frequent label does not leak much private information
in the sense that this prediction was made independently by many teachers. Given
that each of these teachers learned from a different set of data, a single training
record contained in the original training set (prior to partitioning) could have only
influenced one of the teachers, and as a consequence had a negligible impact on
the computation of the most frequent label. That said, this voting mechanism is
not sufficient to obtain differential privacy because there still exists certain edge
cases where a single training point can change the outcome of voting. To see why,
observe that if we have an ensemble of k teachers such that k is an odd integer and
that na(x) = k−1

2 + 1 teachers voted for label a while the remaining nb(x) =
k−1

2
teachers voted for another label b when they are presented with a test input, then
a single teacher changing its prediction from label a to b can result in the voting
mechanism outputting b rather than a as would have been the case initially.

This shows that in the worst case one teacher alone is able to change the out-
come of the voting mechanism. Because each teacher is trained without any form of
privacy, we thus have to assume that changing one of the training examples (in the
original set before it is partitioned) can change the predictions of the teacher trained
on the partition containing this example. Put altogether, this implies that the sen-
sitivity of the mechanism is such that each training record can in the worst case
affect at most 2 of histogram bars by +/− 1 votes. This allows us to calibrate the
noise that we need to add to the histogram before we obtain a differentially private
prediction. In fact, privately releasing the argmax of a histogram is a well-known
problem in the differential privacy literature and the properties of such histogram
queries are well understood [DR+14]. Specifically, the resulting voting mechanism
for PATE computes the following:

arg max
j

{
nj(x)+ Lap

(
2

γ

)}
, (7.8)

where Lap(b) is the Laplacian distribution with location 0 and scale b.

7.5.2 Privacy Analysis of PATE

A first privacy analysis of the variant of PATE we presented in Section 7.5.1 can
be derived from the differential privacy of the Laplace mechanism for histogram
queries. Indeed, consider a single prediction made by PATE. This prediction is a his-
togram query, which is known to be (γ , δ)-differentially private [DR+14]. Next, we
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turn to the analysis of a sequence of T predictions made by PATE. Given that each
of these predictions is differentially private, we can compose their privacy guarantee
to obtain the privacy guarantee achieved overall when making the T predictions. If
we naively compose, this results in the T predictions being (Tγ , T δ)-differentially
private. This however yields poor utility when computing Equation 7.8 for most
practical values of γ and T . Thus, we turn to the moments accountant we intro-
duced in Section 7.3.2.

Applying the Moments Accountant

Recall that the moments accountant instead proposes to reason in the log space of
the moment generating function of the privacy loss. For PATE with the Laplace
mechanism, we have that the privacy loss is equal to the noise parameter of the
Laplace distribution itself [DR+14]: c(o,M, aux, d , d ′) = γ . From Equation 7.1,
we then have that:

αM(λ, aux, d , d ′) = logEo∼M(aux,d)[exp(λγ )] = λγ .

We compute these for several integer values of λ ≥ 1. We can then use the
tail bound from Definition 7.4 to derive the (ε, δ)-differential privacy guarantee
achieved:

ε =
minλ αM(λ)− log δ

λ
. (7.9)

Still, this may result in poor utility for practical values of γ and T . There are several
ways one can improve the utility-privacy trade-off of PATE. Of course, one can
obtain better bounds on the log moments of the privacy loss. For instance, Bun and
Steinke [BS16] allow us to show that we also have αM(λ) ≤ 1

2γ 2λ(λ+1). We can
thus retain the best of the two bounds for each of our log moment computations:

αM(λ) = min{2λγ ,
1

2
γ 2λ(λ+ 1)}.

Data-dependent Analysis

Up to now, our analysis of PATE has been data-independent; that is, our privacy
analysis does not depend on the particular dataset which the learning algorithm
takes as an input. This is made clear by the maximum operator over aux, d , d ′

when computing αM in Equation 7.1. However, in many cases the teachers in
the ensemble exhibit a strong consensus on the label they predict: that is one of
the labels is assigned most of the votes in the histogram computing by the voting
mechanism in PATE. When this is the case, the privacy cost is much smaller than
what is suggested by the data-independent analysis.
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To obtain such a data-dependent privacy analysis of PATE, Papernot et
al. [Pap+16] prove a bound of the log moment of the privacy loss which depends
on the probability q that the noisy argmax mechanism will output the wrong label
after noising the votes originally cast by teachers:

αdd
M = log

(
(1− q)

(
1− q

1− eγ q

)λ

+ qeγ λ

)
. (7.10)

The probability q can be derived from the votes cast by teachers as follows:

q ≤
∑
j ̸=j∗

2+ γ
2 (nj∗ − nj)

4exp(γ
2 (nj∗ − nj))

. (7.11)

The rest of the privacy analysis is identical to its data-independent counterpart.
In practice, the data-dependent analysis may not always be superior to the data-

independent analysis. This is however not a drawback given that we can combine
the two effectively at the level of the log moment computation. Indeed, one can
compute αM as follows:

αM(λ) = min{2λγ ,
1

2
γ 2λ(λ+ 1), αdd

M}. (7.12)

To summarize, the combined data-independent and data-dependent analysis is
as follows:

1. Compute the probability q that the noisy argmax will output a prediction
that is not the most frequent vote cast by teachers.

2. Compute the three bounds (two data-independent, and one data-dependent
based on the value of q) on the log moments of the privacy loss.

3. Retain the minimum bound as in Equation 7.12 for each moment.
4. Derive the (ε, δ)-differential privacy guarantee from the tail bound property

of the log moment, as in Equation 7.9.

With data-dependent analysis, we are able to prove a tighter bound on the pri-
vacy loss and thus the same mechanism (with constant utility) became “more”
private. This however should be interpreted carefully because the guarantee now
depends on the dataset which the algorithm is operating on (rather than holding
for any possible dataset) and releasing the value of ε now leaks private information.
Thus, it is possible to noise the value of data-dependent ε estimates to prevent any
additional private information leakage (see Papernot et al. [Pap+16] for a detailed
discussion and an example approach for doing so based on the smooth analysis of
Nissim et al. [NRS07]).
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Training a Student Model

Even with the data-dependent analysis, the privacy budget increases every time a
query is answered by PATE. That is, the privacy leakage induced by responding to
each query is bounded but non-zero. Thus, the mechanism will either be able to
answer a small number of queries only or provide little utility (because the noise
injected will have to be larger to decrease the per-query cost of a larger number of
queries to be answered). To alleviate this limitation, the privacy-preserving labels
predicted by the teacher ensemble can be use to train a student model. This student
model can query teachers with unlabeled public data. The student will then learn
from the labels predicted by the teachers. Once the student is trained, the total
privacy budget expended is fixed and the teachers can be discarded. The student
can then answer as many queries as it wants, this will not impact the bound. To
further improve the utility-privacy tradeoff, the student can also be trained with a
semi-supervised learning approach [Sal+16; Ber+19].

7.6 Practical Considerations for Private Deep Learning

Having introduced two approaches to deep learning with differential privacy, DP-
SGD and PATE, we now outline a few practical considerations and observations
stemming from experience implementing both of these approaches.

7.6.1 Tuning Hyperparameters and the Utility-Privacy Tradeoff

The first obstacle is the accuracy of privacy-preserving models. Datasets are often
sampled from a distribution with heavy tails (see Chapter 10). For instance, in a
medical application, there are typically (and fortunately) fewer patients with a given
medical condition than patients without that condition. This means that there are
fewer training examples for patients with each medical condition to learn from.
Because differential privacy prevents us from learning patterns which are not found
generally across the training data, it limits our ability to learn from these patients
for which we have very few examples of [SPGG21]. More generally, there is often
a trade-off between the accuracy of a model and the strength of the differential
privacy guarantee it was trained with: the smaller the privacy budget is, the larger
the impact on accuracy typically is. That said, this tension is not always inevitable
and there are instances where privacy and accuracy are synergistic because differen-
tial privacy implies generalization (but not vice versa) [Dwo+15]. When there is a
tradeoff, it can be partially mitigated by carefully setting the hyperparameters that
control both approaches.

As far as DP-SGD is concerned, clipping and noising are common regular-
izer in machine learning so the fact that DP-SGD may be potentially harmful to
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performance can be counter-intuitive. That said, there are key differences in how
clipping and noising are used to obtain DP-SGD. First, clipping is typically done on
the average gradient computed over an entire minibatch. Instead, DP-SGD applies
clipping on a per-example basis. Work has began understanding the effect this has
on learning [STT20], but it remains an open problem to mitigate its impact on
the accuracy [Pap+20] of training. Similarly, the impact of noising on DP-SGD
remains to be understood. Another important hyperparameter in DP-SGD is the
size of the minibatch. Practical experience shows that larger minibatches often yield
better tradeoffs between utility and privacy [De+22]. That said, possible values for
the size of the minibatch are often limited by hardware constraining the compu-
tational feasibility of calculating gradients for a large number of training examples
simultaneously. Finally, given that the privacy guarantee of DP-SGD is propor-
tional to the number T of gradient descent steps (recall Equation 7.7), it is impor-
tant to tune this number and adjust accordingly the learning rate to compensate
for a smaller number of steps being taken.

In the case of PATE, the key hyperparameter to be tuned is the number of teach-
ers k to use. Increasing the number of teachers generally improves the privacy guar-
antee. Because more votes are being aggregated, it is easier to introduce more noise
in the aggregation without affecting the outcome of the aggregation (i.e., degrad-
ing utility). However, increasing the number of teachers generally has diminishing
returns beyond a certain point because each teacher receive so little data to learn
from that it becomes a weak learner. Thus, there is often in practice an optimal
number of teachers to be picked by training teachers with a partition of data whose
size varies.

7.6.2 System Perspective on Privacy

Abadi et al. [Aba+17] remark that the privacy of training data may depend on other
stages of the data life cycle. Here, we have not discussed techniques for sanitizing
the data. These often take the form of removing data attributes which may iden-
tify an individual, a class of technique known as data anonymization. We chose
not to discuss these approaches because their limitations are well-understood in
the privacy community. Fundamentally, anonymization assumes the data owner
can anticipate which information the adversary will have access to so that they can
deduce with attributes may identify an individual. In other words, anonymization is
highly context-dependent and does not provide nearly as strong guarantees as those
expressed in the framework of differential privacy. Anonymization may however be
beneficial at the data collection stage in certain settings, in particular to minimize
the amount of data that is retained about an individual. Indeed, this may be ben-
eficial in settings where proper access control is not enforced when accessing the
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training data or its byproducts like machine learning models. We discuss this further
in Section 7.6.4. Finally, Abadi et al. note the importance of mechanisms for data
deletion and data retention policies. This has been put forward in several legislative
frameworks, most prominently in the European Union’s General Data Protection
Regulation [Man13]. Deleting training data raises the question of what should be
done to machine learning models trained on this data. Indeed, even if these models
were trained with differential privacy, they would still be influenced by the training
data which was deleted (although if the model was trained with differential pri-
vacy, this influence would be bounded). Consequently, research has began towards
enabling machine unlearning, that is the process of deleting any influence a train-
ing point may have had on the machine learning model’s parameters. Research on
machine unlearning initially focused on learning algorithms which can be expressed
in the statistical query learning framework [CY15]. However, this approach does
not apply to deep learning because deep neural networks are trained using adaptive
statistical query algorithms, which make queries that depend on all queries previ-
ously made. Instead, work by Bourtoule et al. [Bou+21] proposes an approach for
machine unlearning that is applicable to any model trained with stochastic gradient
descent—thus including deep learning.

7.6.3 Public Data

It is interesting to note that the utility of both DP-SGD and PATE can be improved
with the availability of public data. We already covered in Section 7.5 how public
data is required to train a student model in PATE. Without such public data, the
privacy budget of PATE would be unbounded over time (i.e., it would increase
each time the teachers answer an additional query). This would of course lead to
a disadvantageous tradeoff between utility and privacy. Instead, with public data
it is easier to improve this tradeoff because the student can learn with very little
supervision from the teachers. The less supervision required, the stronger the pri-
vacy guarantee achieved. Here, it is interesting to note that any progress made in the
machine learning community towards learning with less supervision can be directly
applied to improve the utility-privacy tradeoff in PATE, as demonstrated with the
invention of MixMatch [Ber+19].

Models trained with DP-SGD can also be improved with public data: for
instance, models can be pre-trained or fine-tuned with public data. Pre-training
is now a common practice in machine learning with privacy [LTLH21; De+22].
Fine-tuning is an alternative to pre-training. Intuitively, fine-tuning has the advan-
tage that the private model was already trained so one can exploit this information
to select the public data which will most help alleviate the deficiencies of the private
model [Zha+19].
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We will come back to the issue of data complexity in Section 7.7.1, where we will
see that the benefits of public data are a symptom for a more fundamental question
in private deep learning around the (im)possibility of learning features from limited
data with privacy.

7.6.4 Confidentiality vs. Privacy

In computer security, confidentiality is achieved when information is only accessible
to parties who are authorized to access it [Bis02]. In the context of data involved
in deep learning algorithms, this means that the training and test data should only
be visible to authorized users. This is a guarantee which is orthogonal to the one
of differential privacy, where we instead want to prevent inferences about the data
(even inferences that can be made without direct access to the data).

To provide confidentiality, one must apply cryptographic primitives so as to
encrypt the data and require a key to decrypt the corresponding plaintext. To
enable applications of deep learning to encrypted data, some proposed homo-
morphic machine learning techniques [Gil+16]. These are however difficult to
scale to deep neural networks because of the non-linear activation functions they
include [TB18]. These techniques can be leveraged to train the model without
decrypting data (i.e., perform gradient descent over encrypted data). Cryptography
can also be used to make predictions over encrypted test inputs. This is useful when
one wants to offload compute associated with the model (e.g. to a cloud provider)
without revealing the test inputs (e.g., patient records collected by a hospital).

It is important to note that confidentiality does not imply privacy, or vice versa.
This confusion arises frequently, in particular in the context of distributed learning.
For instance, federated learning [Kon+16] is an approach for distributed learning
with confidentiality but it does not provide any privacy guarantee (in the sense
of differential privacy) unless it is combined with an optimizer like DP-SGD. If
DP-SGD is not employed, federated learning may leak private information more
so than a centralized learning algorithm because it exposes the intermediate model
updates [MSDS19; Boe+23b; Boe+23a]. To obtain both confidentiality and pri-
vacy, one can also combine cryptographic primitives with the PATE approach from
Section 7.5. This yields a form of collaborative learning where the different teachers
can be distributed [Cho+21].

7.7 Research Issues

In the rest of this chapter, we present some of the questions currently being inves-
tigated by the research community. This is done to give the reader a sense of the
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limitations of current approaches, at a more abstract level than the practical con-
siderations of Section 7.6. The list of questions covered here is by no means meant
to be comprehensive.

7.7.1 Is Representation Learning possible with Privacy?

Representation learning is fundamental to deep learning. In essence, the intuition
behind training neural networks with multiple hidden layers is precisely to have
each of these layers extract a representation of the data. The last layer of a deep
neural network can be thought as a linear model taking in as its input a repre-
sentation whose features were learned by composing all of the previous layers of
the deep neural network. This alleviates the need for human feature engineering,
as demonstrated by the successful application of deep learning to raw images or
audio. That said, the trade-off empirically observed between model utility and pri-
vacy raises the question of whether current approaches to deep learning can indeed
learn representations while satisfying the constraints of differential privacy.

A Feature Perspective

Put another way, is the deep learning promise of not having to human engineer fea-
tures compatible with the constrains of privacy. Indeed, Tramèr and Boneh [TB20]
remark that private deep learning often falls short, in terms of prediction accuracy,
to shallow models trained without privacy. Building on this observation, they com-
pare the performance of private deep learning with private shallow learning com-
bined with human-engineered features. They for instance find that it is possible
to simultaneously outperform the accuracy and privacy of private deep learning on
CIFAR10 by training a linear model whose features are human engineered. In their
experiment, they extract these features with a scaterring network [OM15] which
is a non-learned feature extractor. They find that one of the roadblocks preventing
DP-SGD from achieving representation learning that outperforms shallow learn-
ing from human-engineered features is that the privacy guarantees require that each
training point be only involved in a small number of updates. This is a roadblock
to deep learning of representations with differential privacy, because deep learning
often involves long training procedures taking multiple passes through the dataset
(i.e., epochs) to uncover the features which project data on a representation that
mostlyvii linearly separates the data. Tramèr and Boneh then outline the increased
data complexity of private deep learning, surfacing the need for larger datasets to

vii. Not all datasets will be linearly separable, and here we are referring to the split in deep neural network
architectures described above: the last layer can be interpreted as a linear model taking in as input the features
learned by the rest of the architecture.
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enable representation learning with privacy. The reader may recall our related dis-
cussion in Section 7.6 on public data. This observation is also consistent with a
prior successful application of DP-SGD to language modeling in a setting where
the data collected spans billions of users [MRTZ17]. Alternatively, Tramèr and
Boneh propose to tackle this increased data complexity through transfer learning,
as previously studied in the non-private setting [KSL19].

An Architecture Perspective

Having discussed the role that features play in private deep learning, it is natural to
consider next the role played by the model’s architecture. Deep neural networks are
often the fruit of an extensive empirical architectural design phase, combined with
the necessary hyperparameter tuning. This is done empirically and involves a large
number of runs. It is thus tempting to reuse existing architectures known to perform
well and train them, with privacy this time, on datasets that are sensitive. This
avoids the cost of hyperparameter tuning with privacy guarantees, which would
involve composing the cost of the training run associated with each hyperparameter
value that was considered [PS21]. However, Papernot et al. [Pap+20] show how
reusing hyperparameter values that were optimal for the non-private setting to now
train with a private optimizer can lead to suboptimal architectural choices because
the deep neural network is designed for optimal convergence with a non-private
optimizer like SGD rather than with a private optimizer such as DP-SGD.

7.7.2 Is the Analysis of DP-SGD (or PATE) Tight?

In the following, we focus on DP-SGD for clarity of exposition, but the discussion
is also relevant to PATE. Because the framework of differential privacy involves a
rather strict definition of what it means for an algorithm to be private, and in par-
ticular that this definition is worst-case, it is legitimate to ask whether the guarantees
obtained by training with DP-SGD are sufficiently strong, even if the bound on
the privacy cost ε is too large to be meaningful in terms to probabilities. Indeed, in
theory any value of ε above 1 is not meaningful because the value of ε is used to
create an interval between two probabilities (which naturally take values between 0
and 1). This is an important issue in practice because practitioners are faced with
the fact that they need to calibrate the standard deviation of Gaussian noise added
to gradient descent in DP-SGD with the desired strength of differential privacy
guarantee. Recall that increasing the linear factor σ generally leads to smaller val-
ues of ε. While it is easy to say that a model is more private than another model by
comparing the values of ε we are able to prove (assuming both models are trained
using an algorithm whose privacy analysis is tight), it is more difficult to provide an
absolute threshold after which we consider an algorithm to be “private”. This is of



270 Private Deep Learning

course an important issue which merits attention from legislative bodies interested
in creating new privacy regulations based on the framework of differential privacy.

There are two ways in which one could improve the trade-off between utility and
differential privacy in the context of deep learning. First, one could realize that the
privacy analysis of DP-SGD is loose, leading to an overestimate of the worst-case
privacy leakage. This would mean that efforts towards improving our theoretical
understanding of DP-SGD could lead to tighter analysis of its privacy guarantees,
and as a by-product to improved trade-offs between utility and differential pri-
vacy. Such refined analysis could also require that one make additional assumptions
restraining the adversary’s capabilities. Second, it is possible that we could invent
novel algorithms for learning with differential privacy that afford between utility-
privacy trade-offs. These algorithms could be improved variants of DP-SGD or
completely new approaches for learning with differential privacy.

It is thus tempting to evaluate the performance of differentially private models in
the face of adversaries mounting attacks such as the ones presented in Section 7.2.
This would help assess how “far” the analytical guarantees one can prove are from
the empirical guarantees of privacy. One should of course be careful about making
such an evaluation because the conclusion one makes are very different from the
conclusions derived from the analysis of differential privacy guarantees. Put sim-
ply, differential privacy guarantees provide an upper bound on the privacy leakage,
whereas mounting an attack provides a lower bound on this privacy leakage. Indeed,
the adversary is only able to demonstrate that they can extract at least as much pri-
vate information as they could under that specific attack and threat model. Nothing
prevents a more sophisticated adversary from extracting more private information
if they are able to gain additional knowledge in the future or discover a new attack
strategy. Instead, the guarantees provided by a specific analysis technique for dif-
ferential privacy hold regardless of the knowledge and capabilities available to the
adversary as long as these comply with the definition of differential privacy. Fur-
thermore, this also means that in practice while the analytical bound obtained is
fixed given a specific analysis technique, the results of an empirical evaluation of
the success of a privacy attack or of the model utility may vary greatly. As a con-
sequence, one should take great care when comparing the privacy-utility tradeoff
obtained through analytical guarantees and the privacy-utility tradeoff measured
through an empirical evaluation of attack success [EMRS19].

With all of these caveats stated clearly, let us now turn our attention to stud-
ies that have recently evaluated the robustness of models trained with differential
privacy in the face of attacks targeting the privacy of training data. While these
attacks cannot replace the analytical bounds discussed above, they can nevertheless
inform theoretical research on these bounds. Jagielski et al. [JUO20] take a first
step towards such an evaluation by instantiating a poisoning adversary to audit the
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guarantees provided by DP-SGD. They observe that if a model is ε-differentially

private, an adversary should have bounded success of at most ekε

1+eε in telling whether
a model was trained on a dataset D or a second dataset D ∪ S where S is a set of
k poisoning points. To help the adversary succeed as closely as possible as tolerated
by the differential privacy guarantee, Jagielski et al. propose a novel attack which
minimizes the variance of model parameters when crafting poisoning points.

Building on these results, Nasr et al. [Nas+21] introduce a spectrum of adver-
saries ranging from the black-box adversary of Jagielski et al. to a more sophisticated
(and perhaps unrealistic) adversaries. This enables Nasr et al. to obtain stronger
lower bounds on the privacy leakage. This also has the added benefit of singling
out the adversarial capabilities needed to match the maximal privacy leakage toler-
ated by the analytical upper bound on privacy.

7.7.3 Connection Between Privacy and Robustness

Because differential privacy is a worst-case guarantee that implies a form of gener-
alization, it is natural to ask whether learning with differential privacy also nurtures
a form of robustness. Machine learning algorithms are indeed known to be vulner-
able to both training and test time manipulation of data, the former being referred
to as a poisoning [BNL12] attack while the latter is known as an adversarial exam-
ple [Big+13; Sze+13]. We should be careful when drawing connections between
privacy and robustness because results from the differential privacy literature show
improvement in average-case generalization whereas robustness requires worst-case
guarantees: an adversary will always choose the attack that is the most effective.

We have already outlined the connection between differentially private learning
and poisoning in Section 7.7.2. This connection has led Ma et al. to study how
differential privacy can be used to defend against poisoning attacks against ridge
and logistic regressions [MZH19].

Now take the case of adversarial examples. They are crafted by exploiting the
excessive sensitivity of machine learning models to input-domain perturbations.
Such perturbations can be found by gradient descent, using the same techniques
and tools than those required to train the model (e.g., backpropagation for gradient
descent). Song et al. have first noted that improving robustness of models to adver-
sarial examples may lead to additional leakage of private information [SSM19].
This can be understood intuitively with the example of adversarial training, a com-
mon technique to improve a model’s robustness to adversarial examples: it encour-
ages the model to be a more constant predictor around its training inputs. This
means in turn that a membership inference attack is easier to mount because train-
ing points are characterized by smoother regions of the loss surface. Research has
also investigated whether techniques from the adversarial example literature can
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be leveraged to contain privacy leakage from a model [NSH18; Jia+19], but these
generally provide empirical guarantees which do not have the properties that make
differential privacy attractive (e.g., it is agnostic to adversarial knowledge or capa-
bilities).

7.8 Concluding Remarks

In this Chapter, we first motivated the need for privacy-preserving approaches to
deep learning. In addition to needs for privacy inherent to fostering user trust and
complying with regulation in place, attacks leaking private information from the
training data of machine learning models demonstrate that learning algorithms
retain information specific to individual training points. We then presented two
approaches for privacy-preserving deep learning, DP-SGD and PATE. While DP-
SGD is currently the de facto approach for private deep learning, PATE has poten-
tial to shine when it comes to training large model architectures or when predicting
in distributed settings from a collection of models. In the rest of the Chapter, we
presented challenges that practitioners will likely face but also more fundamental
questions that researchers are currently tackling to improve our understanding of
how to learn with privacy. While deep learning has enabled key innovations in the
past years, deep learning with privacy is still in its infancy. Addressing its current
limitations will be key to enable responsible applications of artificial intelligence
in areas like healthcare where the potential benefits to society are immense but the
risks are commensurately important. Achieving privacy-preserving deep learning
by design, rather than attempting to retrofit existing algorithms with privacy con-
siderations is perhaps one of the most promising avenues for future work in this
area.
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G. Giacinto, and F. Roli. “Evasion attacks against machine learning
at test time”. In: Joint European conference on machine learning
and knowledge discovery in databases. Springer. 2013, pp. 387–
402 (cit. on pp. 250, 271).

[Bis02] M. A. Bishop. The art and science of computer security. 2002 (cit.
on p. 267).

[BNL12] B. Biggio, B. Nelson, and P. Laskov. “Poisoning attacks against
support vector machines”. In: arXiv preprint arXiv:1206.6389
(2012) (cit. on p. 271).

[Boe+23a] F. Boenisch, A. Dziedzic, R. Schuster, A. S. Shamsabadi, I. Shu-
mailov, and N. Papernot. “Reconstructing Individual Data Points
in Federated Learning Hardened with Differential Privacy and
Secure Aggregation”. In: 2023 IEEE 8th European Symposium on
Security and Privacy (EuroS&P). IEEE. 2023, pp. 241–257 (cit.
on p. 267).

https://doi.org/10.1145/2976749.2978318
https://doi.org/10.1145/2976749.2978318


274 Private Deep Learning

[Boe+23b] F. Boenisch, A. Dziedzic, R. Schuster, A. S. Shamsabadi, I. Shu-
mailov, and N. Papernot. “When the curious abandon honesty:
Federated learning is not private”. In: 2023 IEEE 8th European
Symposium on Security and Privacy (EuroS&P). IEEE. 2023,
pp. 175–199 (cit. on p. 267).

[Bou+21] L. Bourtoule, V. Chandrasekaran, C. A. Choquette-Choo, H. Jia,
A. Travers, B. Zhang, D. Lie, and N. Papernot. “Machine unlearn-
ing”. In: Proceedings of the 42nd IEEE Symposium on Security
and Privacy, San Francisco, CA. 2021 (cit. on p. 266).

[Bre96] L. Breiman. “Bagging predictors”. In: Machine learning 24.2
(1996), pp. 123–140 (cit. on p. 261).

[BS16] M. Bun and T. Steinke. “Concentrated differential privacy: Sim-
plifications, extensions, and lower bounds”. In: Theory of Cryp-
tography Conference. Springer. 2016, pp. 635–658. URL: https:
//arxiv.org/abs/1605.02065 (cit. on pp. 258, 262).

[BST14] R. Bassily, A. Smith, and A. Thakurta. “Private empirical risk min-
imization: Efficient algorithms and tight error bounds”. In: 2014
IEEE 55th annual symposium on foundations of computer sci-
ence. IEEE. 2014, pp. 464–473 (cit. on p. 256).

[Car+20] N. Carlini, F. Tramer, E. Wallace, M. Jagielski, A. Herbert-Voss, K.
Lee, A. Roberts, T. Brown, D. Song, U. Erlingsson, et al. “Extract-
ing training data from large language models”. In: arXiv preprint
arXiv:2012.07805 (2020) (cit. on p. 251).

[CHBB20] J. P. Cohen, M. Hashir, R. Brooks, and H. Bertrand. “On the lim-
its of cross-domain generalization in automated X-ray prediction”.
In: Medical Imaging with Deep Learning. PMLR. 2020, pp. 136–
155 (cit. on p. 246).

[Che+17] P.-Y. Chen, H. Zhang, Y. Sharma, J. Yi, and C.-J. Hsieh. “Zoo:
Zeroth order optimization based black-box attacks to deep neural
networks without training substitute models”. In: Proceedings of
the 10th ACM workshop on artificial intelligence and security.
2017, pp. 15–26 (cit. on p. 250).

[Cho+21] C. A. Choquette-Choo, N. Dullerud, A. Dziedzic, Y. Zhang,
S. Jha, N. Papernot, and X. Wang. “CaPC Learning: Confi-
dential and Private Collaborative Learning”. In: arXiv preprint
arXiv:2102.05188 (2021) (cit. on p. 267).

https://arxiv.org/abs/1605.02065
https://arxiv.org/abs/1605.02065


References 275

[CMS11] K. Chaudhuri, C. Monteleoni, and A. D. Sarwate. “Differen-
tially private empirical risk minimization”. In: Journal of Machine
Learning Research 12.Mar (2011), pp. 1069–1109 (cit. on
pp. 253, 256).

[CTCP20] C. A. C. Choo, F. Tramer, N. Carlini, and N. Papernot.
“Label-only membership inference attacks”. In: arXiv preprint
arXiv:2007.14321 (2020) (cit. on p. 249).

[CY15] Y. Cao and J. Yang. “Towards making systems forget with machine
unlearning”. In: 2015 IEEE Symposium on Security and Privacy.
IEEE. 2015, pp. 463–480 (cit. on p. 266).

[De+22] S. De, L. Berrada, J. Hayes, S. L. Smith, and B. Balle. “Unlocking
high-accuracy differentially private image classification through
scale”. In: arXiv preprint arXiv:2204.13650 (2022) (cit. on
pp. 265, 266).

[DMNS06] C. Dwork, F. McSherry, K. Nissim, and A. Smith. “Calibrating
noise to sensitivity in private data analysis”. In: Theory of cryptog-
raphy conference. Springer. 2006, pp. 265–284 (cit. on p. 248).

[DR+14] C. Dwork, A. Roth, et al. “The algorithmic foundations of differ-
ential privacy.” In: Foundations and Trends in Theoretical Com-
puter Science 9.3-4 (2014), pp. 211–407 (cit. on pp. 261, 262).

[Dwo+15] C. Dwork, V. Feldman, M. Hardt, T. Pitassi, O. Reingold, and
A. Roth. “Generalization in adaptive data analysis and hold-
out reuse”. In: arXiv preprint arXiv:1506.02629 (2015) (cit. on
p. 264).

[EMRS19] Ú. Erlingsson, I. Mironov, A. Raghunathan, and S. Song. “That
which we call private”. In: arXiv preprint arXiv:1908.03566
(2019) (cit. on p. 270).

[GBCB16] I. Goodfellow, Y. Bengio, A. Courville, and Y. Bengio. Deep learn-
ing. Vol. 1. MIT Press, 2016 (cit. on p. 246).

[Gil+16] R. Gilad-Bachrach, N. Dowlin, K. Laine, K. Lauter, M. Naehrig,
and J. Wernsing. “Cryptonets: Applying neural networks to
encrypted data with high throughput and accuracy”. In: Interna-
tional conference on machine learning. PMLR. 2016, pp. 201–
210 (cit. on p. 267).



276 Private Deep Learning

[Irv+19] J. Irvin, P. Rajpurkar, M. Ko, Y. Yu, S. Ciurea-Ilcus, C. Chute, H.
Marklund, B. Haghgoo, R. Ball, K. Shpanskaya, et al. “Chexpert:
A large chest radiograph dataset with uncertainty labels and expert
comparison”. In: Proceedings of the AAAI Conference on Artificial
Intelligence. Vol. 33. 01. 2019, pp. 590–597 (cit. on p. 246).

[IS15] S. Ioffe and C. Szegedy. “Batch normalization: Accelerating deep
network training by reducing internal covariate shift”. In: Inter-
national conference on machine learning. PMLR. 2015, pp. 448–
456 (cit. on p. 260).

[Iye+19] R. Iyengar, J. P. Near, D. Song, O. Thakkar, A. Thakurta, and L.
Wang. “Towards practical differentially private convex optimiza-
tion”. In: 2019 IEEE Symposium on Security and Privacy (SP).
2019 (cit. on p. 253).

[Jia+19] J. Jia, A. Salem, M. Backes, Y. Zhang, and N. Z. Gong. “Mem-
guard: Defending against black-box membership inference attacks
via adversarial examples”. In: Proceedings of the 2019 ACM
SIGSAC Conference on Computer and Communications Secu-
rity. 2019, pp. 259–274 (cit. on pp. 252, 272).

[JUO20] M. Jagielski, J. Ullman, and A. Oprea. “Auditing differentially
private machine learning: How private is private sgd?” In: arXiv
preprint arXiv:2006.07709 (2020) (cit. on p. 270).

[KB14] D. P. Kingma and J. Ba. “Adam: A method for stochastic optimiza-
tion”. In: arXiv preprint arXiv:1412.6980 (2014) (cit. on p. 259).
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Chapter 8

Private Federated Learning

By Kallista Bonawitz, Peter Kairouz, Brendan McMahan
and Daniel Ramage

8.1 Introduction

Machine learning and data science are key tools in science, public policy, and the
design of products and services thanks to the increasing affordability of collect-
ing, storing, and processing large quantities of data. But centralized collection can
expose individuals to privacy risks and organizations to legal risks if data is not prop-
erly managed. Starting with early work in 2016 [McM+17; MR17], an expanding
community of researchers has explored how data ownership and provenance can be
made first-class concepts in systems for learning and analytics in areas now known as
FL (federated learning) and FA (federated analytics). With this expanding commu-
nity, interest has broadened from the initial work on federations of mobile devices to
include FL across organizational silos, IoT (Internet of Things) devices, and more.
In light of this, Kairouz et al. [Kai+19] proposed a broader definition that empha-
sized data locality. Since this definition was proposed, the field has continued to
mature, revealing new challenges related to scalability, verifiability, and operational
complexity. These challenges, particularly in the age of very large foundation mod-
els, have motivated a renewed focus on the core privacy properties of a system rather
than the specific location of computation. To better capture these evolving princi-
ples and aspirations, a new definition has been proposed in [Dal+24]:
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Federated learning (FL) is a machine learning setting where multiple entities
(clients) collaborate in solving a machine learning problem, under the coordination of
a service provider. A complete FL system should enable clients to maintain full control
over their data, the set of workloads allowed to access their data, and the anonymiza-
tion properties of those workloads. FL systems should provide appropriate transparency
and control to the users whose data is managed by FL clients.

This updated perspective emphasizes that claims about a system’s privacy require
a nuanced description of how it addresses a multifaceted set of principles, a topic
we will explore throughout this chapter.

An approach very similar in both philosophy and implementation, recently
termed federated analytics [RM20], can be taken to allow data scientists to gen-
erate analytical insight from the combined information in decentralized datasets.
While the focus here is on FL, much of the discussion on technology and privacy
applies equally well to FA use cases.

Overview of the Chapter

This chapter provides a brief introduction to key concepts in federated learning and
analytics with an emphasis on how privacy technologies may be combined in real-
world systems and how their use charts a path toward societal benefit from aggregate
statistics in new domains and with minimized risk to the individuals and the orga-
nizations who are custodians of the data. After defining FL and contrasting it with
traditional centralized learning, we will discuss privacy in federated technologies,
examining data minimization techniques (Section 8.2) and data anonymization
methods using differential privacy (Section 8.3). We will also track the practical
evolution of these technologies, highlighting key production deployments. Finally,
the chapter discusses Federated Analytics, which broadens FL for performing data
science tasks on decentralized data (Section 8.4), and concludes by examining the
open challenges and future directions for the field.

8.1.1 Privacy Principals for Federated Learning and Analytics

To ground a more detailed discussion of FL, let us begin by clarifying the rele-
vant notions of privacy. Privacy is an inherently multifaceted concept, even when
restricted to the realm of the products and services offered by a technology com-
pany, which is the focus here. Four key components of privacy are highlighted in
this context: (1) transparency and consent, (2) data minimization, (3) anonymiza-
tion of released aggregates, and (4) verifiability.

Transparency and consent are foundational to privacy: they are how users of the
product/service both understand and approve of the ways in which their data will
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be used. Privacy technology cannot replace transparency and consent, but data-
stewardship approaches based on strong privacy technologies make it easier for all
parties involved to reason about which types of data usage might be possible (and
which are ruled out by design), thereby enabling clearer privacy statements that are
simpler to understand, verify, and enforce.

The role of privacy technology becomes more clear when considering specific
goals that can be advanced by computation on privacy-sensitive user data; for exam-
ple, improving a mobile keyboard suggestions based on user input to the virtual
keyboard. How can the keyboard be improved in as minimally invasive a manner
as possible? The computation goals are primarily the training of ML (machine-
learning) models (federated learning) and the calculation of metrics or other aggre-
gate statistics on user data (federated analytics). As we will see, both analytics and
(perhaps less obviously) machine learning can be accomplished via appropriately
chosen aggregations over (possibly preprocessed) user data. In this context, special-
izations of three of the above-mentioned broad privacy principles apply:

• The principle of data minimization, as applied to aggregations, includes the
objective to collect only the data needed for the specific computation (focused
collection), to limit access to data at all stages, to process individuals’ data as
early as possible (early aggregation), and to discard both collected and pro-
cessed data as soon as possible (minimal retention). That is, data minimiza-
tion implies restricting access to all data to the smallest set of people possible,
often accomplished via security mechanisms, such as encryption at rest and
on the wire, access-control lists, and also more nascent technologies such as
secure multiparty computation and trusted execution environments, to be
discussed later.

• The principle of data anonymization captures the objective that the final
released output of the computation does not reveal anything unique to an
individual. When this principle is specialized to anonymous aggregation, the
goal is that data contributed by any individual user to the computation has
only a small (limited, measured, and/or mitigated) influence on the final
aggregate output. For example, aggregate statistics including model parame-
ters, when released to an engineer—or beyond—should not vary significantly
based on whether any particular user’s data was included in the aggregation.
The XKCD comic shown in Figure 8.1 illustrates a humorous example where
this principle is not respected, but this memorization phenomenon has been
shown to be a real issue for modern deep networks [Car+19; Car+20].

• The principle of verifiability asserts that privacy claims should be verifiable,
ideally by users, external auditors, and the service provider itself. Mecha-
nisms supporting verification can include open sourcing relevant code and
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Figure 8.1. Randall Munroe humorously captured the risks of allowing one user’s data too

much influence on the final model in xkcd.com/2169/.

systems designs, public ledgers, trusted execution environment hardware,
secure multi-party computation protocols, and alike.

The practical application of these privacy principles in production systems has
evolved significantly since the inception of FL. Table 8.1 summarizes this progres-
sion, contrasting how core privacy guarantees were implemented in early FL sys-
tems (circa 2017–2020) with more recent practices (2021–2024), and it outlines an
emerging state for the field, which we will discuss more in Section 8.3.2. The table
illustrates a clear trajectory towards stronger, more comprehensive, and externally
verifiable privacy protections.

By design, FL structurally embodies data minimization. Figure 8.2 compares
the federated approach to more standard centralized techniques. Critically, the
federated approach is architecturally designed to prevent the service provider
from accessing raw, unaggregated client data. In its classic implementation, this is
achieved by making data collection and aggregation inseparable: purpose-specific
transformations of client data are computed on-device and sent only for the pur-
pose of immediate aggregation. In newer paradigms that use confidential comput-
ing, this same principle is upheld through cryptography, where encrypted client

xkcd.com/2169/
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Table 8.1. A summary of how different privacy principles are addressed under the FL

2017-2020 practice, the FL 2021-2024 practice, and an updated 2025+ goal-state based

on the new FL definition we propose. Adapted from [Dal+24].

Privacy Principles FL 2017–2020 FL 2021–2024 FL 2025–?

Data minimization Data remain on
devices; focused
updates and immediate
aggregation for model
training.

Trusted and cryptographic
aggregation methods can
additionally guarantee
unaggregated updates
invisible to the service
provider.

Secured data on device or cloud
with access verifiably limited to
specific workloads and
immediately revocable (or within
a short TTL).

Data
anonymization

No formal
anonymization, but
messages are collected
for the purpose of
immediate
aggregation.

Distributed DP can
provide acceptable utility
for some tasks, and
protection from an
honest-but-curious service
provider; central DP can
provide better utility, and
strong DP protection for
the model released to end
users but assumes a trusted
aggregator.

Achieve the utility of current
Central DP approaches, while
also offering strong protection
against even a malicious service
provider; users can verify that
only anonymized results are
released, and can enforce their
privacy preferences.

Transparency and
control

Users can choose
whether to participate
in training, and
potentially inspect the
on-device binaries and
network usage.

Users can additionally
inspect the source code of
some FL instances such as
Private Compute
Core [Mar+22], while
others remain closed
source and proprietary.

Users can view a
human-readable summary of the
purpose and (privacy) properties
of any computation their data
participated in, and those
properties can be verified. Users
can make fine-grained choices
about which FL workloads to
run, or delegate that power to an
organization of their choice.

Verifiability and
auditability

Where code is
open-sourced, it can be
inspected; verifying the
identity of the code
running on devices is
possible but difficult.

Same as FL 2017–2020 Client and server-side code
verify each others’ integrity via
remote attestation. Clients can
verify the data minimization and
anonymization properties of
server-side computation. Clients
and servers verify each others’
authenticity via (ideally
independent) Public Key
Infrastructure (PKI).

contributions are processed only within a verifiable, trusted execution environment.
In either architecture, analysts have no access to per-client messages. Federated
learning and federated analytics are instances of a general federated computation
schema that embodies these data-minimization practices. This contrasts sharply
with the typical approach of centralized processing, which replaces on-device pre-
processing and aggregation with bulk data collection, with the primary minimiza-
tion happening on the server only after the raw data has been logged.
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The ML and analytics goals considered here are compatible with the objective of
anonymous aggregation. With ML, the goal is to train a model that generalizes well
to all users, without overfitting or memorizing the specifics of any individual’s data.
Similarly, with statistical queries, the goal is to estimate population-level statistics
that are not significantly influenced by any single contribution. However, achieving
this is a non-trivial challenge, as modern deep learning models have been shown to
be prone to memorizing rare or unique training examples, necessitating the use of
explicit privacy-enhancing technologies.

The federated paradigm strengthens its guarantees by combining its architectural
design with other techniques—particularly differential privacy (DP) and empirical
privacy auditing, which are treated in more depth later—to ensure released aggre-
gates are formally anonymous. This creates a system with built-in, technologically
enforced protections. This situation contrasts sharply with the privacy relationship
you might have with a bank or health-care provider, where the data anonymization
principle may not apply. In those interactions, trust in the provider to use sensitive
data only for its intended purpose remains the fundamental tenet.

A third foundational principle, which has grown in importance as FL has
matured, is verifiability. While data minimization and anonymization provide
strong theoretical protections, they historically required users to trust that the
service provider was correctly implementing the protocols. Verifiability addresses
this trust gap by enabling users and external auditors to cryptographically confirm
that the system is performing computations as promised. This principle became
central as technologies like trusted execution environments made it practical to
remotely attest to the code running on a server, ensuring that only approved,
privacy-preserving operations are ever performed on client data. This shifts the
model from simply trusting the provider’s policies to relying on verifiable, mathe-
matical guarantees.

8.1.2 Federated Learning Settings and Applications

As indicated earlier, the defining characteristics of FL include keeping raw data
decentralized and learning via aggregation. This assumption of locally generated
data—often heterogeneous in distribution and quantity—distinguishes FL from
more typical data center-based distributed learning settings, where data can be
arbitrarily distributed and shuffled, and any worker node in the computation can
access any of the data.

The role of a central orchestrator is practically useful and often necessary, as in
the case of mobile devices that lack fixed IP addresses and require a central server to
mediate device-to-device communication. It further constrains the space of relevant
algorithms, and helps to distinguish FL from more general forms of decentralized
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Figure 8.2. Federated learning and federated analytics are instances of a general feder-

ated computation schema that embodies data minimization practices. The more typical

approach of centralized processing replaces on-device preprocessing and aggregation

with data collection, with the primary minimization happening on the server during the

processing of the logged data.

learning, including peer-to-peer approaches. From the basic definition, two FL set-
tings have received particular attention:

• Cross-device FL, where the clients are large numbers of mobile or IoT devices.
• Cross-silo FL, where the clients are a typically smaller number of organiza-

tions, institutions, or other data silos.

Table 8.2, adapted from Kairouz et al. [Kai+19], summarizes the key characteristics
of the FL settings, highlights some of the key differences between the cross-device
and cross-silo settings, as well as contrasting with data center distributed learning.

Cross-device FL is now used by both Google [Bon+19] and Apple [Pau+21] for
Android and iOS phones, respectively, for many applications such as mobile key-
board prediction; cross-device FA is being explored for problems such as health
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Table 8.2. Typical characteristics of federated learning settings in contrast to traditional

single-data center distributed learning. Adapted from [Kai+19].

Data-center
Distributed Learning

Cross-Silo
Federated Learning

Cross-Device
Federated Learning

Setting Training a model on a
large but “flat” dataset.
Clients are compute
nodes in a single cluster
or data center.

Training a model on
siloed data. Clients are
different organizations
(e.g., medical or financial)
or data centers in
different geographical
regions.

The clients are a very
large number of mobile
or IoT devices.

Data Distribution Data is centrally stored,
so it can be shuffled and
balanced across clients.
Any client can read any
part of the dataset.

Data is generated locally and remains decentralized.
Each client stores its own data and cannot read the
data of other clients. Data is not independently or
identically distributed.

Orchestration Centrally orchestrated. A central orchestration server/service organizes the
training, but never sees raw data.

Distribution Scale Typically 1 – 1000
clients.

Typically 2 – 100 clients. Up to 1010 clients.

Client Properties Clients are reliable and almost always available to
participate in computations. Clients may be directly
addressed, and can maintain state across computa-
tion rounds.

Clients are often
unavailable and can only
be accessed by random
sampling from available
devices. For large
populations a single client
will typically only
participate once in a
given computation.

research (e.g., Google Health Studies). Since these early systems were described,
the deployment of FL in production has accelerated significantly. At Google, FL
powers numerous features in the Gboard mobile keyboard, including next-word
prediction, smart compose, and emoji suggestions [Har+18; Xu+23]. Further appli-
cations include keyword spotting for virtual assistants [Har+22], smart text selec-
tion in Android [HK23], and smart reply in Android Messages [Goo20b]. Apple
uses federated learning for features like scene identification in Photos [App23] and
understanding aggregate trends for Apple Intelligence [App25], while Meta has
developed systems for applications such as Ad prediction [Hub+22; Sto+22].

Cross-silo FL has received considerable attention as well. Health and medical
applications are a primary motivation, with significant investments from Nvidia,
IBM, and Intel, as well as numerous startups. Another application that is on the
rise is finance, with investments from WeBank, Credit Suisse, Intel, and others.
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8.1.3 Algorithms for Cross-device Federated Learning

Modern ML approaches, particularly deep learning, are generally data hun-
gry and compute intensive, and so the feasibility of the federated training of
production-quality models was far from a foregone conclusion. Much of our
early work, particularly [McM+17] focused on establishing a proof of concept.
This work introduced the federated averaging algorithm, which continues to see
widespread use, though many variations and improvements have been subsequently
proposed.

The core idea builds on the classic SGD (stochastic gradient descent) algorithm,
which is widely used for the training of ML models in more traditional settings. The
model is given as a function from training examples to predictions, parameterized
by a vector of model weights, and a loss function that measures the error between
the prediction and the true output (label). SGD proceeds by sampling a batch of
training examples (typically from 10s to 1000s), computing the average gradient of
the loss function with respect to the model weights, and then adjusting the model
weights in the opposite direction of the gradient. By appropriately tuning the size of
the steps taken on each iteration, SGD can be shown to have desirable convergence
properties, even for nonconvex functions.

The simplest extension of SGD to the federated setting would be to broadcast
the current model weights to a random set of clients, have them each compute the
gradient of the loss on their local data, average these gradients across clients at the
server, and then update the global model weights. SGD, however, often requires
105 or more iterations to produce a high-accuracy model. Back-of-the-envelope
calculations suggest a single iteration might take minutes in the federated setting,
implying federated training might take between a month and a year—outside the
realm of practicality.

The key idea of federated averaging is intuitive: Decrease communication and
startup costs by taking multiple steps of SGD locally on each device, and then aver-
age the resulting models (or model updates) less frequently. If models are averaged
after each local step, this reduces to SGD (and is probably too slow); if models are
averaged too infrequently, they might diverge and averaging could produce a worse
model. Is there a sweet spot in between? Empirically, the 2017 paper [McM+17]
showed that the answer is yes, demonstrating that moderate-sized language models
(e.g., for next-word prediction) and image-classification models could be trained in
fewer than 1,000 communication rounds. This reduces the expected training time
to a few days—still much slower than would be possible with a high-performance
compute cluster on centralized data, but within the realm of feasibility for real-
world production use.
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This algorithm also demonstrates the key privacy point mentioned earlier—that
model training can be reduced to the (repeated) application of a federated aggrega-
tion (the averaging of model gradients or updates), as in Figure 8.2.

In practice, FedAvg and its variants fit into a generalized two-stage optimization
framework where clients perform local updates using a client optimizer, and the
server applies the aggregated update using a server optimizer. This flexible structure
allows FL systems to incorporate advances from centralized training. For example,
adaptive optimizers like Adam or Yogi can be used on the server to significantly
improve performance, particularly for language tasks. This framework is also com-
patible with the integration of privacy technologies like differential privacy, as we
will see in Section 8.3.

8.1.4 Workflows and Systems for Cross-device Federated
Learning

Having a feasible algorithm for FL is a necessary starting point, but making cross-
device FL a productive approach for ML-driven product teams requires much more.
Based on Google’s experience deploying cross-device FL across multiple Google
products, the typical workflow often includes the following steps:

1. Identifying a problem well suited for FL. Typically this means a moder-
ately sized (1-50 MB) on-device model is desired; training data potentially
available on-device is richer or more representative than data available in the
data center; there are privacy or other reasons to prefer not to centralize the
data; and the feedback signal (labels) necessary to train the model are read-
ily available on-device (for example, a model for next-word prediction can
naturally be trained based on what users type if they ignore predicted next
words; an image-classification model would be harder to train unless inter-
action with the app naturally led to labeled images).

2. Model development and evaluation. As with any ML task, choosing the
right model architecture and hyperparameters (learning rates, batch sizes,
regularization) is critical to success in FL. The challenge can be bigger in the
federated setting, which introduces a number of new hyperparameters (e.g.,
number of clients participating in each round, how many local steps to take
before averaging). Often the starting point is to do coarse model selection
and tuning using a simulation of FL based on proxy data available in the
data center. Final tuning and evaluation must be conducted using federated
training on real devices, however, as the differences in data distribution, real-
world device fleet characteristics, and many other factors are impossible to
capture fully in simulation. Evaluation must also be conducted in a federated
manner: independent from the training process, the candidate global model
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is sent to (held-out) devices so that accuracy metrics can be computed on
these devices’ local datasets and aggregated by the server (both simple averages
and histograms over per-client performance are important). Taken together,
these needs give rise to two key infrastructure requirements: (1) providing
high-performance FL simulation infrastructure that allows a smooth transi-
tion to running on real devices; (2) a cross-device infrastructure that makes
it easy to manage multiple simultaneous training and evaluation tasks.

3. Deployment. Once a high-quality candidate model is selected in step 2, the
deployment of that model (e.g., making user-visible next-word predictions
in a mobile keyboard) typically follows the same procedures that are used for
a data center-trained model: additional validation and testing (potentially
including manual quality assurance), live A/B testing to compare to the pre-
vious production model, and a staged rollout to the full device fleet (poten-
tially several-orders-of-magnitude more devices than actually participated in
the training of the model).

It is worth emphasizing that all the work in step 2 has no impact on the user
experience of the devices participating in training and evaluation; models being
trained with FL do not make predictions visible to the user unless they go through
the deployment step. Ensuring this processing does not otherwise negatively impact
the device is a key infrastructure challenge. For example, heavyweight computation
might execute only when the devices are idle, plugged in, and on an unmetered
Wi-Fi network.

Figure 8.3 illustrates the model development and deployment workflows. Build-
ing a scalable infrastructure and compelling developer APIs for these workflows is
a significant challenge. A paper by Bonawitz et al. [Bon+19] provides an overview
of Google’s production system as of 2019. Since then, other large-scale systems
have been described by companies like Apple [Pau+21] and Meta [Hub+22], and a
new system for “confidential federated computations” was recently introduced by
Google [Eic+24; Dal+24]. These systems face common challenges related to scale,
client heterogeneity, and availability, but they have adopted different strategies to
manage them. For instance, while Google’s early system was designed around syn-
chronous rounds (with over-selection of clients to mitigate dropouts), Meta’s system
uses an asynchronous approach to improve robustness and efficiency.

8.1.5 Privacy for Federated Technologies

FL provides a variety of privacy advantages out of the box. In the spirit of data min-
imization, the raw data stays on the device, updates sent to the server are focused for
a particular purpose, ephemeral, and aggregated as soon as possible. In particular,
no non-aggregated data is persisted on the server; end-to-end encryption protects
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Figure 8.3. Components and phases of a cross-device FL system.

data in transit, and both the decryption keys and decrypted values are held only
ephemerally in RAM. ML engineers and analysts interacting with the system can
access only aggregated data. The fundamental role of aggregates in the federated
approach makes it natural to limit the influence of any individual client on the
output, but algorithms need to be carefully designed if the goal is to provide more
formal guarantees such as differential privacy.

Researchers at Google and beyond are strengthening the privacy guarantees that
an FL system can make. While the basic FL approach has proven feasible and gained
substantial adoption, its combination with other techniques described in this sec-
tion is still far from “on by default for most uses of FL.” Even as the state of the
art advances, inherent tensions with other objectives (including fairness, accuracy,
development velocity, and computational cost) will likely prevent a one-size-fits-
all approach to data minimization and anonymization. Thus, practitioners bene-
fit from continued advancement of research ideas and software implementations
for composable privacy enhancing techniques. Ultimately, decisions about privacy
technology deployment are made by product or service teams in consultation with
domain-specific privacy, policy, and legal experts. As privacy technologists, our obli-
gation is two-fold: to enable products to offer more privacy through usable FL
systems and, perhaps more importantly, to help policy experts strengthen privacy
definitions and requirements over time.

In analyzing the privacy properties of a federated system, it is useful to consider
access points and threat models. Building on Figure 8.3, one can ask what private
information might an actor learn with access to various parts of the system. With
access to the physical device or network? With root or physical access to the servers
providing the FL service? To the models and metrics released to the ML engineer?
To the final deployed model?
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Figure 8.4. Threat models for an end-to-end federated learning system. The goal of

the system is to release some models and metrics to the model engineer, and eventu-

ally deploy a model to production. Thus, anonymous aggregation is essential for these

released outputs of the computation. Data minimization approaches can address poten-

tial threats to the device, network, and server, e.g. improving security and minimizing the

retention of data and intermediate results.

The number of potentially-malicious parties varies dramatically as information
flows through this system. A very small number of parties should have physical or
root access to the coordinating server, for example, but nearly anyone might be able
to access the final model shipped out to a large fleet of smartphones.

Privacy claims must therefore be assessed for a complete end-to-end system. A
guarantee that the final deployed model has not memorized user data may not
matter if suitable security precautions are not taken to protect the raw data on device
or an intermediate computation state in transit. Other techniques can provide even
stronger guarantees.

Figure 8.4 shows threat models for an end-to-end FL system and the role of data
minimization and anonymous aggregation. Data minimization addresses potential
threats to the device, network, and server by, e.g., improving security and minimiz-
ing the retention of data and intermediate results. When models and metrics are
released to the model engineer or deployed to production, anonymous aggregation
protects individuals’ data from parties with access to these released outputs.

8.2 Data Minimization for Federated Aggregation

At several points in a federated computation, the participants expect one another
to take the appropriate actions, and only those actions. For example, the server
expects the clients to execute their preprocessing step accurately; the clients expect
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the server to keep their individual updates a secret until they have been aggregated;
both the clients and the server expect that neither the data analyst nor the deployed
ML model user will be able to extract an individual’s data; and so on.

Privacy-preserving technologies support the structural enforcement of these
interparty expectations, preventing participants from deviating even if they hap-
pen to be malicious or compromised. In fact, FL systems can be viewed as a kind
of privacy-preserving technology in themselves, structurally preventing the server
from accessing anything about a client’s data that was not included in the update
submitted by that client.

Take, for example, the aggregation phase of FL. An idealized system might imag-
ine a completely trusted third party who aggregates the clients’ updates and reveals
only the final aggregate to the server. In reality, no such mutually trusted third
party typically exists to play this role, but various technologies allow an FL system
to simulate such a third party under a wide range of conditions.

For example, a server could run the aggregation procedure within a secure
enclave—a specially constructed piece of hardware that can not only prove to the
clients what code it is running, but also ensure that no one (not even the hardware’s
owner) can observe or tamper with the execution of that code. Currently, however,
the availability of secure enclaves is limited, both in the cloud and on consumer
devices, and available enclaves may implement only some of the desired enclave
properties (secure measurement, confidentiality, and integrity [Sub+17]). More-
over, even when available and full-featured, secure enclaves may come with addi-
tional limitations, including very limited memory or speed; vulnerability to data
exposure via side channels (e.g., cache-timing attacks); difficult-to-verify correct-
ness (because of proprietary implementation details); dependence on manufacturer-
provided attestation services (and key secrecy); etc.

Distributed cryptographic protocols for secure multiparty computation can be
used collaboratively to simulate a trusted third party without the need for special-
ized hardware, so long as a sufficiently large number of the participants behave hon-
estly. While secure multiparty computation for arbitrary functions remains com-
putationally prohibitive in most cases, specialized secure aggregation algorithms
for vector summation in the federated setting have been developed that provably
preserve privacy even against an adversary that observes the server and controls a
significant fraction of the clients, while maintaining robustness against clients drop-
ping out of the computation [Bon+17]. Such algorithms are both:

• Communication efficient - O(log n+ l) communication per client, where n
is the number of users and l is the vector length, with small constants yielding
less than twice the communication of aggregation in the clear for a wide range
of practical settings; and
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• Computation efficient - O(log(2n) + l log n) computation per client
[Bel+20].

Cryptographic secure aggregation protocols have been deployed in commer-
cial federated computing systems for years [Bon+19; RM20]. The development of
highly efficient algorithms [Bel+20] has been critical for this, enabling the aggrega-
tion of updates for models with millions of parameters from thousands of clients
per round. This technology is now used in production to train Gboard language
models and Android smart selection models [Xu+23; Zha+23; HK23].

Beyond private aggregation, privacy-preserving technologies can be used to
secure other parts of an FL system. For example, either secure enclaves or cryp-
tographic techniques (e.g., zero knowledge proofs) can ensure that the server may
trust that clients have preprocessed faithfully. Even the model broadcast stage can
benefit: For many learning tasks, an individual client may have data relevant to
only a small portion of the model; in this case, the client can privately retrieve just
that segment of the model for training, again using either secure enclaves or cryp-
tographic techniques (e.g., private information retrieval) to ensure that the server
learns nothing about the segment of the model for which the client has relevant
training data.

8.3 Data Anonymization for Federated Aggregation

While secure enclaves and private aggregation techniques can strengthen data mini-
mization, they are not designed specifically to produce anonymous aggregates—for
example, limiting the influence of a user on the model being trained. Indeed, a
growing body of research suggests that the learned model can (in some cases) leak
sensitive information [Car+19; Car+20].

The gold-standard approach to data anonymization is DP (differential privacy)
[DMNS06]. For a generic procedure that aggregates records in a database, DP
requires bounding any record’s contribution to the aggregate and then adding an
appropriately scaled random perturbation. For example, as discussed in Section 7.4
of Chapter 7, in DP-SGD (differentially private stochastic gradient descent) you
clip the ℓ2 norm of the gradients, aggregate the clipped gradients, and add Gaussian
noise in each training round [SCS13; BST14; Aba+16].

Differentially private algorithms are necessarily randomized, and hence you can
consider the distribution of models produced by an algorithm on a particular
dataset. Intuitively, differential privacy says this distribution over models is sim-
ilar when the algorithm is run on input datasets that differ by a single record.
Formally, DP is commonly quantified by privacy loss parameters (ε, δ), where a
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smaller (ε, δ) pair corresponds to increased privacy. A randomized algorithm A is
(ε, δ)-differentially private if for all possible outputs (e.g., models) m, and for all
datasets D and D′ that differ in at most one record:

Pr (A(D) = m) ≤ eεPr
(
A(D′) = m

)
+ δ. (8.1)

This goes beyond simply bounding the sensitivity of the model to each record by
adding noise proportional to any record’s influence, therefore ensuring sufficient
randomness to mask any one record’s contribution to the output. For a review of
Differential Privacy and its properties, please see Chapter 1.

8.3.1 Privacy Units

In the context of cross-device FL, a record is typically defined as all the training
examples of a single user/client [MRTZ18]. This notion of DP is referred to as
user-level DP and is stronger than example-level DP where a record corresponds
to a single training example, because in general one user may contribute many
training examples. Even in centralized settings, FL algorithms are well suited for
training with user-level DP guarantees, because they compute a single update to
the model from all of a user’s data, making it much easier to bound each user’s total
influence on the model update (and hence final model).

In the context of cross-silo FL, the unit of privacy can take on a different mean-
ing. For example, it is possible to define a record as all the examples on a data silo
if the participating institutions want to ensure that an adversary who has access
to the model iterates or final model cannot determine whether or not a particular
institution’s dataset was used in the training of that model. User-level DP can still
be meaningful in cross-silo settings where each silo holds data for multiple users.
Enforcing user-level privacy, however, may be more challenging if multiple institu-
tions have records from the same user.

8.3.2 The Differentially Private Federated Averaging
(DP-FedAvg) Algorithm

The easiest way to train federated models with user-level DP is to extend the Fed-
erated Averaging (FedAvg) algorithm in the following ways:

• When on-device training is completed, the model update is clipped to bound
the ℓ2 sensitivity of the update.

• Once the server has aggregated all the clipped model updates, it adds Gaussian
noise.
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Algorithm 7 A Single Round of Differentially Private Federated Averaging (DP-
FedAvg)

1: Parameters: Model update xi for each client i; ℓ2 clip norm c > 0; Target
noise variance σ 2 > 0

2: function ClientProcedure(xi, c)
3: return x̂i = min(1, c/∥xi∥2) · xi ▷ Clip model update locally
4: end function

5: function ServerProcedure(x̂1, · · · , x̂n, σ 2)
6: return x̄ = 1

n

∑
i x̂i +N (0, σ 2I) ▷ Add Gaussian noise on the server

7: end function

This is shown in Algorithm 7. We note that Algorithm 7 uses a fixed ℓ2 clip
norm of c. Observe that for a fixed target ε, σ (the noise’s standard deviation) has
to scale linearly with c. On the one hand, choosing a small c implies a smaller σ

but leads to (potentially) higher bias as it may lead to more frequently clipping of
model updates. On the other hand, choosing a large c implies a larger σ , increasing
the variance of per-round gradient estimate. Thus, there is no good a priori setting
of the clipping norm across tasks and learning settings: the model update norm
distribution depends on the model architecture and loss, the amount of data on
each device, the client learning rate, and possibly various other parameters.

To resolve this issue, [ATMR21] proposes a method wherein instead of a fixed
clipping norm, one clips to a value at a specified quantile of the model update norm
distribution, where the value at the quantile is itself estimated online, with differen-
tial privacy. The method tracks the quantile closely, uses a negligible amount of pri-
vacy budget, is compatible with other federated learning technologies such as com-
pression and secure aggregation, and has a straightforward joint DP analysis with
DP-FedAvg. Experiments demonstrate that adaptive clipping to the median update
norm works well across a range of realistic federated learning tasks, sometimes out-
performing even the best fixed clip chosen in hindsight, and without the need to
tune any clipping hyperparameter. The implementation details can be found in
Algorithm 1 of [ATMR21].

8.3.3 Formal Privacy Guarantees for Cross-Device FL

While it is easy to add DP to the FedAvg algorithm, providing a formal (ε, δ) is
more complex and requires mathematical care. Providing formal (ε, δ) guarantees
in the context of cross-device FL systems can be particularly challenging because the
set of all eligible users is dynamic and not known in advance, and the participating
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users may drop out at any point in the protocol [Bon+19; Bal+20]. To address
this challenge, Kairouz et al. [Kai+21] propose a concrete approach to overcome
these challenges based on the DP-FTRL (“DP-Follow-The-Regularized-Leader”)
algorithm, described in detail in Section 6.3.2. This method was recently used to
train and launch a federated language model with a rigorous DP guarantee [MT21].
In fact, this approach, assuming an honest server for noise addition, has been used
to train and launch over thirty Gboard language models with meaningful, formal
(ε, δ)-DP guarantees, with ε values in the range of [0.994, 13.69] for δ = 10−10

[Xu+23].
The primary difference between DP-FTRL and DP-SGD methods is that DP-

FTRL uses correlated noise instead of independent noise in each training round.
For an in-depth treatment of this topic, we direct the review to the comprehensive
monograph by Pillutla et al. [Pil+25].

8.3.4 Distributing Trust in Differentially Private Federated
Learning

Over the past decade, an extensive set of techniques has been developed for dif-
ferentially private data analysis, particularly for the central or trusted-aggregator
setting, where the raw (or minimized) data is collected by a trusted service provider
that implements the DP algorithm. Another area of significant interest is the local
model of DP [Kas+08], where the data is perturbed on the client side before it is
collected by a service provider (see also Chapter 2 of this book for an extensive dis-
cussion about Local DP). Local DP avoids the need for a fully trusted aggregator,
but it is now well established that local DP leads to a steep hit in accuracy.

To recover the utility of central DP without having to rely on a fully trusted
central server, a set of approaches, often referred to as distributed DP, can be used
[Bit+17; KLS21; AKL21]. The goal is to render the output differentially private
before it becomes visible (in plaintext) to the server. Under distributed DP, clients
first compute minimal application-specific reports, perturb these slightly with ran-
dom noise, and then execute a private aggregation protocol. The server then has
access only to the output of the private aggregation protocol. The noise added
by individual clients is typically insufficient for a meaningful local DP guarantee
on its own. After private aggregation, however, the output of the private aggrega-
tion protocol provides a stronger DP guarantee based on the total sum of noise
added across all clients. This applies even to someone with access to the server
under the security assumptions necessary for the private aggregation protocol. This
approach has been used in production to train smart text selection models in
Android [HK23], although achieving strong formal DP guarantees can be chal-
lenging in practice due to difficulties with techniques like privacy amplification via
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sampling in large-scale cross-device federated systems. A very nascent line of work
explores how to physically distribute DP-FTRL based algorithms across partici-
pating devices (see [Bal+24]), but more work is needed to make these approaches
feasible in practice at scale.

For the sake of completeness, we briefly summarize a distributed DP via secure
aggregation protocol based on the distributed discrete Gaussian mechanism in
Algorithm 8. The implementation details can be found in [KLS21].

Algorithm 8 A single round of the Distributed Discrete Gaussian Mechanism

Parameters: Model update xi ∈ Rd for each client i; ℓ2 clip norm c > 0;
Target noise variance σ 2 > 0; Secure Aggregation’s modulus M ∈ N; A random
rotation matrix Urotate; A large scaling parameter s

function ClientProcedure(xi, c, M , σ 2, Urotate, s)
Clip and scale xi so that ||x′i||2 < s · c
Randomly rotate vector: x′′i = Urotate · x′i
Stochastically round x′′i to obtain x′′′i ∈ Zd

Compute Zi = x′′′i +NZ(0, σ 2) mod M , whereNZ is the discrete Gaussian
noise

return Zi ∈ Zd
M

end function

S =
∑

i Zi mod M : the output of the Secure Aggregation protocol

function ServerProcedure(S, Urotate, s)
return (1/s)U T

rotateS ▷ Unscale and unrotate the output of Secure
Aggregation
end function

Significant practical challenges arise when physically distributing the DP mech-
anism and employing private aggregation to limit an honest-but-curious server’s
view to a DP aggregate in each round. First, the required multi-round cryptographic
communications are computationally intensive and introduce high network over-
head, which can account for the vast majority of training time. Further, these sys-
tems are fragile and highly susceptible to client dropouts, a common occurrence
in real-world federated settings. When a client drops out, its noise contribution is
lost, which can compromise the formal DP guarantee by making the final aggregate
less noisy than required by the privacy budget. Second, the approach presented in
Algorithm 8 distributes DP mechanisms that add independent Gaussian noise in
every round (e.g DP-FedAvg), but it is not capable of distributing DP mechanisms
that add correlated Gaussian noise across training rounds (e.g. DP-FTRL), which
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is necessary for achieving formal DP guarantees in the context of cross-device FL.
Third, this approach is susceptible to Sibyl attacks since a malicious could (in the-
ory) control all but one of the devices participating in a training round, reducing
the privacy guarantee substantially.

To address these challenges, a new approach, called Confidential Federated
Computations (CFC), was recently introduced [Eic+24; VR25]. CFC leverages
hardware-based Trusted Execution Environments (TEEs), which create a secure,
isolated enclave on the server where data can be processed in a confidential and
tamper-proof manner, inaccessible even to the server operator. This architecture
makes it possible to deploy high-utility DP algorithms that use correlated noise
across training rounds without the need for a trusted server, closing the utility gap
while providing strong, verifiable privacy.

The framework’s verifiability is built on a “chain of trust” that begins on the
user’s device. Before uploading, data is encrypted and cryptographically bound to
a specific, publicly auditable “Access Policy” that dictates exactly which computa-
tions are permitted to process it. A TEE-hosted service called the “Ledger” acts as
a keymaster, only releasing decryption keys to other TEEs that use cryptographic
attestation to prove they are running an authorized, open-source computation from
the policy.

A primary early application of this system is Confidential Federated Analyt-
ics, which was deployed to improve Google Keyboard (Gboard). In particular, it
was used to discover new, frequently typed out-of-vocabulary Indonesian words.
In the past, this task relied on locally DP protocols like TrieHH [Zhu+20], which
struggled to detect rare words or work well in low-volume languages due to high
noise. With CFC, user devices submit encrypted local data to a server-side TEE
that runs a verified DP histogram algorithm, enabling Google to extract useful
aggregate insights with far lower noise and tighter privacy guarantees (ε = ln 3 per
week, per device). The system successfully uncovered 3,600 missing words in just
two days, showcasing both improved utility and user trust through verifiability and
hardware-enforced privacy. The application of CFC in the context of training a
model on federated data is widely believed to be possible but has not happened yet.

8.3.5 Complementary Privacy Auditing Empirical Techniques

For an algorithm to provide a formal user-level DP guarantee, it must not only
bound the sensitivity of the model to each user’s data, but also add noise propor-
tional to that sensitivity. While the addition of sufficient random noise is required
to ensure a small enough ε for the DP definition itself to offer a strong guarantee,
empirically it has been observed that limiting sensitivity even with small amounts of
noise (or no noise at all) can significantly reduce memorization [Ram+20]. This gap
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is to be expected, as DP assumes a “worst-case adversary” with infinite computation
and access to arbitrary side information. These assumptions are often unrealistic in
practice. Thus, there are substantial advantages to training using a DP algorithm
that limits each user’s influence, even if the explicit random noise introduced into
the training process is not enough to ensure a small ε formally. Nevertheless, design-
ing practical FL and FA algorithms that achieve small ε guarantees is an important
area of ongoing research.

Model auditing techniques can be used to further quantify the advantages of
training with DP [Car+19; Car+20; Ram+20]. These techniques are empirical in
nature and can be applied during or after training. They broadly include techniques
that quantify how much a model overlearns (or memorizes) unique or rare training
examples and techniques that quantify to what extent it is possible to infer whether
or not a user’s examples were used during training. These auditing techniques are
useful even when a large ε is used, as they can quantify the gap between DP’s worst-
case adversaries and realistic ones with limited computational power and side infor-
mation. They can also serve as a complementary technology for pressure-testing DP
implementations: unlike the formal mathematical statements of DP, these auditing
techniques are applied to complete end-to-end systems, potentially catching soft-
ware bugs or mis-chosen parameters.

Some additional discussion regarding auditing the information leakage of a sys-
tem is presented in Chapter 16.

8.4 Federated Analytics

The focus of this chapter so far has primarily been on FL. Beyond learning ML
models, data analysts are often interested in applying data science methods to the
analysis of raw data that is stored locally on users’ devices. For example, analysts may
be interested in learning aggregate model metrics, popular trends and activities, or
geospatial location heatmaps. All of this can be done using FA [RM20]. Similar
to FL, FA works by running local computations over each device’s data and mak-
ing only the aggregated results available to product engineers. Unlike FL, however,
FA aims to support basic data science needs, such as counts, averages, histograms,
quantiles, and other SQL-like queries. Two prominent examples of FA in practice
are: (1) its use in Google Health Studies to power privacy-preserving health research
[Goo20a], and (2) its use for environmental studies to provide cities with critical
information about transportation-related greenhouse gas emissions, derived from
aggregated and anonymized Google Maps Timeline [Bia+24].

Consider an application where an analyst wants to use FA to learn the 10 most
frequently played songs in a music library shared by many users. The federated and
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privacy techniques discussed above can be used to perform this task. For example,
clients can encode which songs they have listened to into a binary vector of length
equal to the size of the library and use distributed DP to ensure that the server sees
only a differentially private sum of these vectors, giving a DP histogram of how
many users have played each song. As this example illustrates, however, FA tasks
can differ from FL ones in several ways:

1. FA algorithms are often noninteractive and involve rounds with a large
number of clients. In other words, unlike FL applications, there are no
diminishing returns from having more clients in a round. Therefore, apply-
ing DP is less challenging in FA since each round can contain a large number
of clients, and fewer rounds are needed.

2. There is no need for the same clients to participate again in later rounds.
In fact, clients that participate again may bias the results of the algorithm.
Therefore an FA task is best served by an infrastructure that limits the number
of times any individual can participate.

3. FA tasks are typically sparse, making efficient private sparse aggregation a par-
ticularly important topic; many open research questions exist in this space.

It is worth noting that while limiting client participation and sparse aggregation are
particularly relevant to FA, they have applications for FL problems as well.

8.5 Concluding Remarks

We are optimistic that FL will continue to expand, both as a research field and as
a set of practical tools and software systems that allow applications by more people
to more types of data and problem domains.

Despite this progress, significant challenges remain. The first is scaling to
the enormous size of modern foundation models, whose multi-billion parameter
counts are orders of magnitude larger than what current cross-device FL systems
can handle due to on-device compute, memory, and network constraints. Second,
providing strong, externally verifiable privacy guarantees for server-side computa-
tions remains a difficult open problem, particularly in defending against a malicious
service provider. Finally, the operational complexity of coordinating training across
millions of heterogeneous and unreliable devices creates persistent system-level hur-
dles that can hinder broader adoption.

A promising path forward, which embodies the updated, property-centric defini-
tion of FL, involves leveraging confidential cloud computing. Recent proposals out-
line a paradigm of Confidential Federated Computations [Eic+24], where clients
encrypt their data before upload. This data can then only be processed inside a
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server-side Trusted Execution Environment (TEE) running a verifiably open-source
workload. A trusted ledger service ensures that decryption keys are only released to
approved, privacy-preserving workloads (e.g., a workload that provably implements
a DP aggregation algorithm). This approach could resolve the scalability bottleneck
by moving heavy computation off-device, enabling federated training of large mod-
els, while simultaneously strengthening privacy by providing verifiable, end-to-end
guarantees about how data is processed, regardless of its location. This evolution
represents an exciting next chapter for the field, aiming to achieve stronger privacy
with greater flexibility and scale.

For those interested in learning more about active research directions, the recent
vision paper “Federated Learning in Practice: Reflections and Projections” discusses
the evolution of FL, latest advances and deployments, lingering and emerging chal-
lenges, and the future of federated technologies [Dal+24]. The relatively established
monograph “Advances and Open Problems in Federated Learning” provides a broad
survey, with coverage of important topics not covered in this chapter, including
personalization, robustness, fairness, and systems challenges [Kai+19]. If you are
interested in a more hands-on introduction to FL, such as trying out algorithms in
a simulation environment on either your own data or standard data sets, the Google
Parfait GitHub library is a great place to start. It contains many examples that can
be executed and modified on the fly in the browser using Google Colab.
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Chapter 9

Differential Privacy and Medical
Data Analysis

By Vinith M. Suriyakumar, Nicolas Papernot
and Anna Goldenberg

9.1 Introduction

Medical data analysis is crucial to advancing our understanding of human health
and biology. Analyzing electronic health records (EHR) has helped provide insights
into disease trajectories [Raj+18], lab and test efficacy [Gha+17], racial dis-
parities [CSG19], and hospital operations [Wan+19]. Medical image analysis
for x-rays, magnetic resonance images (MRIs), computed tomography (CTs),
positron emission tomography (PET) have provided improved understanding of
disease [SLMG20] and potential improvements to screening protocols to help
detect disease earlier [TBL17]. Finally, analyzing omics data such as genomics, pro-
teomics, and metabolomics have given us a much deeper of understanding of the
biological mechanisms that underly disease progression [Mob+18], disease inheri-
tance, and drug efficacy [Hon+18].

Medical data is incredibly personal and sensitive thus it requires strong privacy
protections. Regulations around the world help govern the mechanisms used to
protect the privacy of medical data. These regulations set the different levels of
privacy required depending on who is accessing the data and the purpose of the data
access. The current standard practice amongst most regulations is anonymization.
However, this mechanism for protecting data privacy is not robust to a number of
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attacks such as reconstruction attacks, differential attacks, and linkage attacks. The
reader is referred to Chapters 1 and 5 for more details on privacy issues arising in
statistical data release and machine learning systems, respectively.

In this chapter, we discuss regulations that govern the privacy of medical data
for a variety of countries around the world and examples of medical data privacy
breaches. We discuss why differential privacy is a promising framework for the next
gold standard in medical data privacy. Finally, we discuss conducting both statisti-
cal analyses and machine learning on medical data with guarantees of differential
privacy.

We survey a number of different case studies for different important statisti-
cal tasks in medicine. These include survival analysis, cohort identification, vari-
ant lookup, and genome-wide association studies. We present custom differentially
private algorithms developed by researchers for these tasks, some of which provide
optimal privacy-utility tradeoffs.

For machine learning, we present case studies of prediction and data synthesis
across across different data modalities including electronic health records, medi-
cal images, and genomics data. We discuss some studies that show extreme loss of
utility when incorporating differential privacy and others that have found minimal
loss in utility. We contrast these studies to show some of the fundamental technical
challenges that need work to help move differentially private machine learning to
deployment in medicine. Given the global scale of medical research and the siloed
nature of medical data we discuss applications of differentially private federated
learning to medical data. It is clear that as research progresses, DP distributed learn-
ing will help learn higher utility models by allowing hospitals around the world to
privately collaborate on model training.

Finally, we discuss the current challenges of applying differential privacy to med-
ical data analysis and future opportunities for advancing applications of differen-
tial privacy in medical data analysis. This discussion will focus on methodological,
ethical and interdisciplinary directions that could be explored to help differential
privacy become the next standard practice for privacy in medical data analysis.

9.2 Data Privacy in Medicine

Medical data captures a historical view of chronic disease status, past procedures,
lab values, imaging, genetics, and much more. Breaches of privacy in medicine can
negatively impact an individual’s dignity and cause them harm. An example is if a
patient seeking mental health care or with positive HIV status experiences a privacy
breach. They may face judgement and stigma from friends and family members. To
prevent these harms, there are laws and regulations around the world that govern
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how medical data privacy is protected. In contrast, there is a burgeoning need for
medical data to be made publicly available to improve health research and general
clinical knowledge. In many settings, the lack of such publicly available data for
legitimate academic use can slow progress. We offer DP as a technical framework
with many strong use cases in medical data and discuss when it is most appropriate
given these contrasting needs.

9.2.1 Medical Data Privacy Laws Around the World

In the U.S., the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA)
[Act96] governs individual rights for medical data privacy. The medical data that is
protected under this law includes: information in electronic health records (EHRs),
conversations between doctors and nurses often held in clinical notes, information
about you that your health insurer stores, and billing information from interactions
with the healthcare system [Offa]. There are different levels of access to medical data
each with their own levels of privacy protections. Patients, healthcare providers, and
any authorized family members or friends have full access to individual medical
data. When this data is used for research or public health purposes it typically goes
through a process called anonymization. This process removes certain pieces of data
and adds noise to others to de-identify the data. We will discuss these two terms and
the pitfalls of this process later on.

In Canada, since the healthcare system is managed provincially many provinces
have their own variant of the Personal Information Protection and Electronic Doc-
uments Act (PIPEDA) which governs the privacy laws for medical data [Offb].
Broadly, the medical data protected under these laws includes: all information col-
lected during interactions with the healthcare system (i.e. information inputted by
doctors and nurses) and information collected by health insurance companies (e.g.
prescriptions for medications). Similar to the U.S. there are varying levels of access
and privacy protections.

In Europe, the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) governs the medi-
cal data privacy laws [Com18]. The medical data that is protected under the law is
more broad than the previous regulations discussed: it covers all data generated from
interactions with the healthcare system, data collected from wearable devices, data
collected by health insurers, and health data that might be inferred from app usage.
The levels of access and necessary permissions also differ from the previous regula-
tions. Oftentimes, explicit consent is required for the processing of medical data.

In Asia, the regulations protecting medical data privacy differ between countries.
China recently passed a set of regulations called the Personal Information Protection
Law (PIPL) [Hor21] which took effect November 1, 2021. Similar to GDPR, these
regulations protect medical data such as: data collected during interactions with
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the healthcare system, data collected from wearables, and data collected from apps
that can be used to infer health. Additionally, explicit consent is required to process
health data. India does not currently have any explicit regulations which protect the
privacy of medical data but is covered under the regulations for sensitive data from
the Information Technology (Reasonable Security Practices and Procedures and
Sensitive Personal Data or Information) Rules 2011 [GKN21]. The data protected
by these laws is similar to GDPR. Explicit consent is not required for the analysis
of health data according to these regulations.

Similar to Asia, the regulations protecting medical data privacy vary widely
between countries in Africa. This ranges from no explicit data privacy laws to hav-
ing similar laws to GDPR [Uni]. For example, in South Africa, the National Health
Act governs the medical data privacy laws. These regulations protect medical data
including: data collected from your doctors and nurses during your interactions
and conversations between your health care providers. Processing of this data is
governed by the Protection of Personal Information Act (POPIA) which states that
only healthcare institutions, social services, insurance companies, schools, and any-
one authorized by the individual whose healthcare is being processed.

As we can see, the regulations governing medical data privacy are similar in many
ways around the world but there are differences. The kind of data covered and
the levels of access allowed for secondary analysis of medical data (e.g. research
purposes) are not the same across the regulations discussed. One common protec-
tion across many of these regulations is the use of anonymization to protect indi-
vidual privacy for secondary analyses of medical data. The regulations above and
anonymization are often considered strong methods for protecting patient privacy
especially for public data releases. Next, we will discuss instances of medical data
privacy breaches that have occurred despite the use of anonymization.

9.2.2 Medical Data Privacy Breaches

Despite the protections in place from the regulations discussed, medical data pri-
vacy breaches have and continue to happen. First, we discuss how often breaches
occur and common reasons for these breaches. We end with examples of medical
data privacy breaches in the research literature but also real-world data breaches.
These breaches often correspond to a failure of anonymization. These breaches span
public releases of medical data, medical data stored by hospitals, and more recently
medical data collected by wearables and smart devices. In the U.S. from 2009-2020
as documented in the HIPAA Journals, there have been over 2705 privacy breaches
of 500 records or more [Ald21]. This has resulted in the exposure of 268 189 693
medical records in the U.S. which equates to 81.72% of the population over 11
years. The common sources of the largest breaches during this time period included:
hacking, loss, theft, and unauthorized access / disclosure. A combination of security
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issues and privacy issues resulted in these breaches. They are evidence that we can
help prevent some of them with stronger privacy protections but breaches due to
security failing cannot be prevented with improved privacy protections.

A seminal example of such a breach in the research is that of Latanya Sweeney.
Sweeney’s research on re-identifying anonymized health data demonstrated that
using only sex, zip code, and birth date that a large percentage of individuals are
uniquely identifiable [Swe]. Sweeney demonstrated this using auxiliary data in what
is known as a linkage attack. The study was able to uniquely link individuals in the
Illinois Health Care Cost Containment Council data and the 1990 US Census
using sex, zip code, and birth date with 87% accuracy. This study is a seminal
example of the pitfalls of using anonymization for protecting medical data. See also
Section 1.2 in Chapter 1 for additional discussion on why data anonymization fails
to protect privacy.

In 2010, researchers showed that even genomic data could be re-identified
using a combination of diagnostic codes, ethnicity, year of birth, and gender. The
researchers in this study started from an anonymized sample of 1 174 793 patients
from the Vanderbilt University Medical Center. In addition to this sample, they
had a subset of 2762 of these patients who had been chosen for a genome wide
association study (GWAS) on heart health. Their linkage attack leverages the fact
that many of the people in the EHR are most likely to be candidates for the GWAS
since most healthy individuals would not be in the EHR data.

In 2019, The Australian Department of Health released anonymized health data
from 10% of the population (approx. 2.9 million people) which was re-identified
six weeks later [CRT17]. To anonymize the data before release, an encrypted ID was
used to represent each patient and all dates including date of birth were random-
ized to a day in a two week window. The researchers show that the anonymization
and randomization procedures were not as protective of data privacy as originally
thought. First, this was demonstrated using publicly available one-off information
about individuals such as birth date, gender, and childbirth histories for women.
Second, they demonstrate the efficacy of these attacks if there is access to a much
larger dataset similar to Sweeney.

While the breaches we’ve presented so far have primarily been on statistical
databases, similar attacks have been successful on machine learning models trained
using medical data. Researchers have used membership inference attacks on large
language models such as BERT [DCLT18] finetuned with clinical notes to identify
whether a specific patient was in the training data [JRY21]. They show that these
large clinical language models were susceptible to leaking up to 7% of the original
training data. While this percentage is low, training data extraction is still a nascent
field of research. So we can expect that these attacks will likely improve and more
data will be leaked without protections.
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All of these breaches are concerned with anonymized datasets that have been
publicly released thus the intention of the users is not understood. For research
purposes, the intent of researchers are well understood and defined. Still the appro-
priate security measures (such as trusted computing environments) are required to
prevent any adversarial users from gaining unauthorized access to these systems. In
these specific settings, the risk of breaches with anonymized data and access defined
by the law is often lower. This is because it is assumed that researchers are not adver-
sarial users who will attempt to re-identify individuals and the computing systems
are secured. Once the data is meant to be made publicly available then DP is crucial
to protecting patient privacy.

9.2.3 Differential Privacy as the New Gold Standard

The breaches and attacks presented are clear examples for why stronger privacy
protections are needed for medical data analysis. Differential privacy is a prime
candidate as the new gold standard because it is a framework for measuring and
bounding the privacy leakage of running an algorithm on data without making
assumptions about how an adversarial user tries to gain access and what the access
already knows about the users in the data. In the rest of the chapter, we will present a
series of case studies on analyzing medical data with differential privacy and training
models with differential privacy for medical machine learning tasks.

9.3 Statistical Analysis

Statistical analysis of medical data is the cornerstone of the secondary use of med-
ical data. These analyses have far reaching impacts including: improving hospital
operations, treatment recommendations, understanding of chronic diseases, policy
recommendations, and understanding of global pandemics. The most commonly
analyzed sources of medical data include: electronic health records, randomized
control trials, and genomics. There are different types of statistical analyses per-
formed on these types of data as well. We will survey different types of differentially
private statistical analyses on these types of data. Some of these algorithms will be
extensions of those presented in previous chapters.

9.3.1 Electronic Health Records

Cohort Identification

Identifying cohorts of patients for clinical trials is an important use of electronic
health record data. Most studies require a minimum number of patients to be
enrolled. This starts with researchers identifying the total number of individuals
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eligible for the study. This question is a counting query. As discussed previously in
Chapter 4, there have been many methods developed over time for privately answer-
ing counting queries. Methods that have been developed specifically for cohort
identification typically allow analysts to leverage domain knowledge to improve the
utility of the algorithms. This was first done using the exponential mechanism with
a utility function defined by a set of user-defined parameters such as the expected
upper and lower bounds for the counts [VSB12].

Their method was improved upon using a truncated geometric mechanism and
post-processing to achieve optimal privacy-utility tradeoffs [CSKB20]. The mech-
anism differs from the original exponential mechanism in the noise distribution
that is used and that it is optimal for asymmetric utility functions. First, the ana-
lyst defines the count query q : Rd

→ {0, 1} (e.g. “How many individuals have
Type 1 Diabetes?") and the associated privacy budget ε. Additionally, the analyst
has a prior belief π(c) (typically based on knowledge of disease prevalence) over the
true count. Both the count query and the privacy budget are sent to a trusted data
curator. Next, the data curator computes the true count c for the query posed by
the analyst. After this, noise z is sampled from a truncated geometric distribution,
defined as

Pr[Y = y] =
1− α

1+ α
α|y|

z = min{max(0, y), n},
(9.1)

where α = 1
ε ), and is added to the true count. This produces the noised count ĉ

(i.e. ĉ = c + z). The accuracy of the mechanism is evaluated using a loss function
ℓ(c, ĉ) that evaluates the error between the true count and the noisy count, A post-
processing step is applied to ĉ to maximize the utility of the final noised count.
This was inspired by the user-specific post-processing step in [GRS12]. This step
consists of minimizing the expected loss under the posterior belief of the true count
c conditioned on the noisy count ĉ. The conditional output distribution is defined
as qTGM (z|x; α, n) n is the size of the database. The posterior belief over the true
count c is then expressed as:

q(c|ĉ; π , α, n) ∝ π(c)qTGM (ĉ|c; α, n). (9.2)

Finally, a post-processing map of ĉ is defined by T : [n]→ [n]:

T (ĉ|π , ℓ, α, n) = arg min
y

∑
x

q(c|ĉ; π , α, n)ℓ(c, ĉ). (9.3)

This optimization problem is solved using the fast Fourier transform based con-
volution algorithms where the loss function is the difference between the true and
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noised count expressed as ℓ(c, ĉ) = (ĉ− c). This algorithm allows analysts to incor-
porate their beliefs about the true counts using knowledge of prevalence in general
populations which is important for maximizing the utility in cohort identification.
For example, if the query is about individuals with a rare disease then the analyst
can reasonably believe the counts to be quite low. Knowing that the counts are
low improves the utility by choosing a prior which places high probability on low
counts. Thus ensuring that the noised counts do not diverge too far away from
lower counts after the post-processing step.

This algorithm was evaluated on identifying a cohort for a study conducted on
the effectiveness of genetic risk score in improving health outcomes associated with
coronary heart disease (CHD) [Kul+16]. The study was looking to recruit partic-
ipants in the Mayo Clinic Biobank with the following criteria: "age 45-65 years,
non-Hispanic White ethnicity, no itory of atherosclerotic cardiovascular disease,
not on statins, at intermediate risk for CHD (10 year CHD risk 5%-20%), and
residents of Olmsted County Minnesota." 2026 subjects in the Biobank were eli-
gible for the study, from which 216 subjects were enrolled. Focusing on queries of
similar size, the authors of the above counting query algorithm aimed to estimate
the number of eligible subjects in the Biobank. They demonstrate that for large
counts (c = 2000) such as the query in [Kul+16] their algorithm returns 1998 at
ε = 0.05 which is highly accurate. For smaller counts (c = 100) which require
more noise to maintain the same level of privacy (ε = 0.05) the counts are still
quite accurate at 88. These results show the efficacy of custom private counting
query algorithms for cohort identification.

Survival Analysis

Survival analysis is concerned with predicting the time until death or an event of
interest in a variety of situations in medicine (e.g. time to death after an organ trans-
plant). Researchers developed a differentially private version of the nonparametric
Kaplan-Meier survival model [BJO20] that provides minimal drops in utility. Sur-
vival analyses use event data up to time t to estimate the survival probability at
time t. The algorithm they developed was inspired by work on continual release in
differential privacy. They consider an event stream S = (e1, e2, ..., et) where each
event is defined as ei = (ci, ui, ti) where ci defines whether censoring occurred, ui

defines whether an event is uncensored, ri denotes the patients remaining at time t
and ti is the time. To start we describe the K-M survival model without differential
privacy and describe the changes made by the researchers to guarantee differential
privacy. The Kaplan-Meier model uses the estimator defined as

S(t) =
∏

i:ti≤t

(1−
ui

ri
). (9.4)
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This estimator determines the probability of survival up to time t. Typically, the
notion of adjacent data in DP is defined as two databases differing in one example.
This notion does not apply directly to survival analyses. Thus, the study defines a
new notion of neighboring streams as follows for DP survival analyses:

Definition 9.1. Two streams St and S′t are neighboring if at most one time ti ∈ {1...t}
we find |ci − c′i| + |ui − u′i| ≤ 1.

The original definition of differential privacy is then used based on this definition
of neighboring streams. The differentially private algorithm is composed of three
parts: data partitioning, the survival curve computation, and post-processing. For
data partitioning, the original stream S is separated into different groups that are
made up of multiple events. This is necessary to organize the events by each of the
individuals instead of treating each event as a separate piece of data. Each event ei

in S is processed individually into a group until 2− 1 events are processed. Both
the number of events and the threshold θ are perturbed with noise to protect the
privacy of the counts and size of each partition. A privacy budget of ε1 is allocated
to this procedure. These steps are required to ensure the proceeding steps in survival
analysis are differentially private.

As described in Equation 9.4 the survival probability at each time is computed
using the number of uncensored ui and censored ci events in a partition. The algo-
rithm computes both of these quantities in a differentially private manner to com-
pute S(t). This is done using the binary tree mechanism for aggregating counts
in an online fashion [CSS11; DNPR10]. This ensures that the noise added to the
inputs only grows logarithmically instead of linearly. The new estimator is defined
in Equation 9.5:

S(t) = S(t − 1) ·
N − ûi − ĉi−1

N − ûi−1 − ĉi−1
, (9.5)

where ûi and ĉi are the total number of uncensored and censored events up to
partition i.

Finally, the post-processing step occurs as the addition of noise might violate
some of the required properties of survival curves. The values of the curve must
be monotonically decreasing as t → ∞ and S(t) ∈ [0, 1]. First, another survival
curve which respects these constraints s∗(t) is computed that best matches the orig-
inal differentially private curve s(t). This is formulated as an optimization problem
similar to previous work [HRMS09; BB72] and solved as an isotonic regression
problem. A privacy budget of ε2 is allocated for this computation. This method
was tested on time to death of breast cancer patients in the Surveillance Epidemi-
ology and End Results (SEER) dataset [HRE99]. The mean absolute error for the
algorithm with a privacy budget of ε = 1 is no greater than 0.1 when the size of the
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dataset is 10000. They also demonstrate using the Komolgorov-Smirnov test that
the differentially private curves are not statistically different. Again, by developing a
custom DP algorithm based on the needs of survival analysis of medical data there
isn’t too much loss in utility.

9.3.2 Clinical Trials

Randomized control trials are the gold standard for testing new medications, vac-
cines, treatments and confirming findings in previous studies. After these trials are
conducted, meta-analyses are conducted to determine actionable changes for prac-
tice and policy. Thus, there has been an effort to make the data from clinical trials
more transparent. Currently, ClinicalTrials.gov [TWZ09; HC15] is the largest reg-
istry in the world containing data from more than 393 097 studies. At the core of
analyzing this data is hypothesis testing. Scientists are interested in understanding
for example whether a new cancer treatment A performs better than the existing
cancer treatment B. One question that is often answered using clinical trials is an
association between a disease and a drug [DDB11]. Many of these studies use con-
tingency tables to represent the results of the trial, lending them to use the perform-
ing Pearson’s χ2 test to test independence. A concern with conducting these tests is
the power of the test, partly determined by the sample size. Thus an important task
for clinical trials is determining the necessary sample size for a specific amount of
statistical power and confidence. An algorithm for determining the sample size with
differential privacy was developed [VS09]. This algorithm is one of the only ones
inspired by statistical tasks for analyzing clinical trial data. This is an important area
of research in differentially private statistics and medical data.

Determining Sample Size

We start with the problem of proving that a drug is effective for treating a disease.
Typically a certain confidence is required (e.g. α = 0.05) for FDA approval. We
setup a simple example from the study for when the outcome is binary (e.g. suc-
cess or failure of a drug dosage in lowering blood pressure) [VS09]. We define our
null hypothesis and alternative hypothesis below. For notation, the true sample size
calculated without privacy is N while the sample size calculated with differential
privacy is N̂ .

Consider a sample x1, x2, ..., xN ∼ Bernoulli(p) and the test statistic of interest
be the mean µ̂ = 1

N

∑N
i=1 xi. Our hypothesis test is formulated as follows:

H0 : µ = µ0 v.s. Ha : µ = µ0 + δ,

where in our example µ̂ represents the proportion of people who responded to the
drug treatment. To guarantee differential privacy, the study uses the the addition
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of Laplace noise Z ∼ L(
√

2
εN ). The sampling distribution of µ̂ with this noise addi-

tion under the null hypothesis is approximated by N (µ0, σ 2

N + Z). Under the the

alternate hypothesis it is approximated by N (µ0 + δ, σ 2

N + Z). σ 2
= µ̄(1 − µ̄)

where µ̄ = µ0 +
δ
2 . To calculate the true sample size N for confidence 1− α and

power 1− β the following equation must be solved:

µ0 + z1− α
2

√
σ 2

N
+

2

ε2N 2 = µ0 + z1−β

√
σ 2

N
+

2

ε2N 2 , (9.6)

which results in the following expression for the non-private sample size:

N =
(z1− α

2
+ z1−β)2σ 2

δ2 . (9.7)

Using these two results, they derive the the expression for the private sample size
N ′ is:

N ′ = N · (
1

2
+

1

2

√√√√1+
8δ2

ε2(z
1− alpha

2
+ z1−β)2σ 4

). (9.8)

Finally, to compute the exact sample size correction factor (i.e. the factor to multiply
the true sample size to get the private sample size) numerical methods are used.
Instead of noise from a Laplace distribution, the Normal Laplace is used such that:

X1 ∼ NL(µ0, σ 2

N ′ , εN ′, εN ′, 1) and X2 ∼ NL(µ0+ δ, σ 2

N ′ , εN ′, εN ′, 1). The exact
private sample size N ′ is calculated by using a unique root-finder for the equation
F−1

X1
(1−α

2 ) = F−1
X2

(1−β). The exact sample correction factor is found by K = N ′
N .

The authors evaluate the algorithm on synthetic tasks and for the Pearson χ2 test
of independence, demonstrating promising utility with the DP estimator. Further
research should explore the utility of this method on real clinical trial data and the
implications of using such a differentially private sample size calculation on the
efficacy of trials.

9.3.3 Genomics

As biotechnology for genomic analysis has advanced, the utility of data analysis on
genetic data has become incredibly apparent. Analysis of genomic data is broadly
concerned with understanding the information contained in DNA and making pre-
dictions based on this data. Genomic data is important in advancing understanding
of human disease and the underlying biological processes of these diseases. Given
that genomic data is so unique to each individual any analysis of such data must
provide strong privacy protections. Recent studies have shown the susceptibility
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of anonymized genomics data to reidentification [BHO20; AAC21; Goo09], sug-
gesting a need for strong privacy protections. As discussed previously, the broad
protections DP provides against any type of adversarial entity and auxiliary infor-
mation make it well-suited for genomic data privacy. We present two examples of
differentially private algorithms for the analysis of genomic data in two settings:
looking up variants and genome-wide association studies.

Variant Lookup

In biomedicine, beacons are web services that scientists query for information about
specific alleles. The development of beacons has been championed by The Beacon
Project, an initiative from the Global Alliance for Genomics and health. Their goal
is to enable better genomic and clinical data sharing. The queries posed by users
of Beacons can be formulated as membership queries (discussed in Chapter 5).
In this setting, scientists are interested in understanding if a variant of interest is
included in a database. Both the exponential and the Laplace mechanism would
suffice for these queries, but a mechanism with optimal privacy-utility tradeoffs
based on the truncated geometric mechanism was developed [CSKB20]. We revisit
the algorithm and problem setup described in Section 9.3.1. In this setting c ∈
{0, 1} represents the true membership answer and ĉ represents the membership
answer returned from the truncated geometric mechanism. The user’s prior belief
over c is defined as π(c).

The loss function in this setting is defined in Equation 9.9:

ℓ(c, ĉ) =

{
ℓ(c, 0) if ĉ = 0,

ℓ(c, 1) if ĉ > 0
. (9.9)

The post-processing step is formulated as the exact same optimization problem
defined in Equation 9.3 which we restate below:

T (ĉ|π , ℓ, α, n) = arg min
y

∑
x

q(c|ĉ; π , α, n)ℓ(c, ĉ). (9.10)

This optimization problem is also solved using fast Fourier transform based con-
volution algorithms since c and ĉ are discrete and the loss function for cohort iden-
tification is typically ℓ(c, ĉ) = (ĉ − c). The authors evaluated this algorithm on
identifying the top variants of autism spectrum disorder (ASD) studied by [Vel+19]
in the ClinVar database [Lan+20]. The mechanism was able to correctly answer 11
out of 17 membership queries at ε = 0.2. This is compared to the Laplace mech-
anism which produces comparable results and the exponential mechanism which
produces much worse results. As expected, when the number of occurrences of the



322 Differential Privacy and Medical Data Analysis

variant in the clinical database is larger the mechanism has a higher probability of
answering correctly.

Genome-Wide Association Studies

Genome-wide association studies (GWAS) are used by scientists to capture associa-
tions between specific genetic markers and particular diseases [Uff+21]. These stud-
ies involve scanning the genomes of many different people to find genetic markers
that are predictive of the presence of a disease. These findings are crucial to inform
new prevention and treatment strategies. The cornerstone of these studies is per-
forming statistical tests to measure the importance of a genetic marker for the pres-
ence of a disease. One of the challenges in performing differentially private GWAS
is that the genome is extremely high dimensional. Thus the loss in utility incurred
is high [USF13]. A promising algorithm called the neighbor method [JS13] was
improved giving the current state of the art algorithm in identifying the top-k most
significant genetic markers [SB16].

In GWAS, an allelic test statistic is used to test for associations between a genetic
marker and disease status. Going forward we will refer to the genetic marker as
a single nucleotide polymorphism (SNP). SNPs represent a variation at a single
position in a DNA sequence for an individual. First, access to a case control cohort
is assumed. For a given SNP, s0, s1 and s2 are defined to be the number of individuals
with 0, 1, or 2 copies of the minor allele in the control. We define r0, r1 and r2 to
be the same counts in the case cohort. Finally, n0, n1 and n2 are the same quantities
over the entire study population. R, N , S are the total number of case, study, and
control participants. The allele test statistic used [SB16] is defined as:

Y (x, y) =
2N (xS − yR)2

RS(x + y)(2N − x − y)
, (9.11)

where x = 2r0 + r1 and y = 2s0 + s1.
The original neighbor method starts with a user defined threshold γ and selects

all the SNPs where the allelic test statistic is higher than the threshold. To opera-
tionalize this, a notion of a neighbor distance is needed. For picking top k SNPs,
the distance is defined as minimum number of individuals whose genotypes have
to have be different for the SNP to be determined as significant. The algorithm
uses this distance as presented in Algorithm 2. This distance works well for SNPs
because it closely resembles the allele test statistic defined above. The major draw-
back of the original neighbor method is that the distance chosen sometimes gives
different orderings than if we were to use the allelic test statistic.

To improve upon this issue, Next, we describe the improved neighbor method
for picking the top k SNPs. The method starts with a user defined threshold γ .
Significant SNPs are those with an allelic test statistic greater than this threshold
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(i.e. Y (D)i > γ where Y (D)i represents the allelic test statistic for the ith SNP in
the study cohort D). Next a neighbor distance is defined as the minimum number
of individuals whose genomes need to change in the database for SNP i to become
significant. This translates to minimum Hamming distance. The neighbor method
leverages the intuition that the test statistic and the neighbor distance are closely
related. If the SNP has a strong association with the disease than it will take many
more changes to make the allele not insignificant. We present the modified neighbor
algorithm in Algorithm 1.

Algorithm 1 Neighbor Method for Picking Top k SNPs [SB16]

Require: Study D, number of SNPs to return k, privacy budgets ε1 and ε2

Ensure: List of k SNPs that is ε1 + ε2 differentially private
Let γ be the mean score of the kth and k + 1th highest scoring SNP.
Let γprivate be a private estimate of γ using the Laplacian mechanism and privacy
budget ε1

Return list of SNPs from subroutine Algorithm 2 with privacy budget ε2 and
threshold value γprivate

Algorithm 1 runs in constant time the details of which can be found in [SB16].
The last step of the algorithm is to return the allelic test estimates for the chosen
top k SNPs. Instead of using output perturbation, the authors use input pertur-
bation before computing the test statistic which guarantees differential privacy via
post-processing. The only difference in Equation 9.11 is that noise sampled from
Lap(2

ε ) is added to both x and y. This algorithm is evaluated on a rheumatoid
arthritis dataset, NARAC-1 [Ple+07]. The dataset contains 893 cases and 1244
controls, with a total of 62 441 SNPs. The method performs significantly better
than the traditional Laplacian mechanism in terms of accuracy (i.e. percentage of
SNPs correctly identified). When k = 3, ε = 0.5 the accuracy of the method is
80%. For a larger number of SNPs (i.e. k = 15), the method achieves 80% accuracy
at ε = 5.0.

In this section, we presented custom differentially private algorithms for com-
mon types of statistical analyses in medicine. This included: cohort identification,
survival analyses, determining sample size for clinical trials, variant lookup, and
performing genome-wide association studies. We discuss how the utility of stan-
dard differentially private algorithms can be improved significantly by incorporat-
ing medical domain knowledge into the algorithm design. This is a common theme
throughout applying differential privacy to medical data analysis. An important and
upcoming area of research is developing differentially private algorithms to analyze
data generated from wearable devices. Analyzing this type of data is becoming an
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important part of understanding human health with lots of opportunities for inter-
esting DP algorithm development beyond what has initially been done [KJY18;
Lin+16; Wu+20; Ren+16; Sal+16; UJM19].

Algorithm 2 Subroutine for Picking Top k SNPs [JS13]

Require: Study D, number of SNPs to return k, privacy budgets ε, threshold γ

Ensure: List of k SNPs that is ε differentially private
for i = 0, ..., m do

if Y (D)i > γ then
di = minD′({|D− D′| : Y (D′)i < γ , |D′| = |D|})

else
di = 1−minD′({|D− D′| : Y (D′)i > γ , |D′| = |D|})

end if
end for
γi = exp( ε

2k d)i for all i
Without replacement, choose k SNPs where Pr(SNPi) ∝ γi

Return the list of chosen SNPs

Many of the problems we discussed in this section are focused on membership
in a database or counting the number of events in a database. Recently, there has
been surging interest in developing diagnostic and prognostic models for differ-
ent diseases or adverse events. This is motivated by the broad use of electronic
health records and rapid success in developing high performing machine learning
models for different modalities (i.e. time series, images, and natural language). The
algorithms presented above are not designed for making predictions about disease
presence or risk of developing a disease from labs, vitals, images, and clinical notes.
Thus, we need to use more complex algorithms from machine learning to support
creating models for diagnosis and risk prediction. In the next section, we discuss
the application of DP to machine learning for medical data.

9.4 Machine Learning

Machine learning has demonstrated great potential to learn clinically relevant pat-
terns from medical data across a wide variety of tasks. These tasks include dis-
ease / acuity prediction (e.g. mortality, breast cancer, kidney failure) [Tom+19;
Gul+16; Wu+19; Raj+18; Gha+15], improvements to hospital operations (length
of stay) [Wan+19], drug response prediction [Ram+19; Kue+20], and tumor seg-
mentations [Hav+17; Koh+18]. However, as discussed in Chapter 5, machine
learning models are susceptible to privacy attacks such as membership inference
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and attribute inference [JRY21]. The potential for these attacks to occur is espe-
cially concerning when analyzing medical data. Without the use of differential
privacy, sensitive health information such as HIV status of patients included in
training data may be leaked. In this section, we will review different applica-
tions of differentially private machine learning (discussed in Chapters 7 and 8)
for analyzing medical data. We will focus on: prediction and generating synthetic
data.

9.4.1 Prediction

There have been various applications of DP machine learning and deep learning to
different types of medical data such as: electronic health records, medical images,
and genomics data. This subsection will focus on differentially private prediction
in the central setting.

Electronic Health Records

A follow up study [SPGG21], examined the impact of applying DP machine learn-
ing to these prediction tasks. To train these models with differential privacy, the
study uses differentially private stochastic gradient descent (DP-SGD) . The main
changes to standard SGD are the addition of clipping individual gradients and
adding Gaussian noise to these gradients. Further details are presented in Chapter 7.
They demonstrate for tasks such as mortality where only 7% of patients passed away
for both linear models and deep learning the drop in area under the curve (AUC)
is quite high (22% and 26% respectively) for privacy budget ε = 3.54, δ = 10−5.
These drops in utility are too high for the models to be useful in practice. This
work demonstrates the need for more research on DP machine learning for high-
dimensional multivariate time series medical data.

Another important prediction task from EHR data is 30-day readmission. Dif-
ferentially private deep learning was applied to this prediction task [Cho+18]
showing more promise for differentially private deep learning than the previous
study. The authors use a dataset [Str+14] from the UCI Machine Learning Respos-
itory that contains 101 000 medical records over 10 years with information such
as demographics, potential risk factors such as diabetes, and the readmission label.
The major difference between this dataset and the one in the previous study is that
it is larger and lower dimensional. Both of these factors are important for reducing
the utility loss from private training. The model trained is a small neural network
with one hidden layer of size 32 and one output layer. They fix the privacy param-
eters as ε = 1.0 and δ = 10−5. The non-private model gives an AUC of 0.67
while the private one gives an AUC of 0.63. This is a much more reasonable drop
in utility. Thus, algorithms such as DP-SGD are showing promise on predicting
important tasks from electronic health record data when the dataset is larger and
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lower dimensional. This is expected given the known tradeoffs between utility and
data dimension for DP-SGD.

These are the two main studies that have applied differentially private machine
learning and deep learning to prediction from EHR data. Both studies show the
settings that DP-SGD is currently performing well and ones where more work
is necessary. This is an active area of research that we hope readers will take an
interest in.

Imaging

Next, we focus on applications of differentially private deep learning for disease
prediction from medical images such as chest x-rays, magnetic resonance images
(MRIs) and computed tomography (CTs) images. Similar to EHR data there are
a limited number of studies on the application of current methods. Chest x-rays
are often used by radiologists to diagnose issues such as pneumonia, collapsed
lungs, pleural effusion, and the presence of tumors in the chest cavity and lungs.
Pretrained DenseNet-121 models finetuned on chest x-ray datasets have shown
promise in multi-label disease prediction achieving an AUC of 0.86 [SLMG20].
Following a similar procedure using differentially private fine-tuning, extreme
drops in utility were observed (AUC = 0.50) at all privacy levels [SPGG21]. The
authors cite the large dimensionality of the model and the long tailedness of the
label distribution as reasons for such a large drop in utility. Work towards mak-
ing the error DP learning algorithms independent of dimensionality will surely
help improve the utility of DP deep learning models for medical imaging. This
seems quite difficult in full generality but there have been several works [MMZ22;
ZWB20; KDRT21] that have proven dimension independence or near dimension
independence. This is essential for medical data broadly due to its high dimen-
sionality across different modalities such as multivariate time series, images, and
genomics.

Another study showed great success in predicting pneumonia from chest x-rays
and semantic segmentation of liver CT [Zil+21]. The chest x-ray dataset used is
from the Pediatric Pneumonia dataset [Ker+18] which contains 5232 images. 3883
of these images depicted pneumonia while the other 1349 were normal. The entire
dataset was split into 85% for training and 15% for testing. Given the class imbal-
ance the loss was reweighted as wi =

ci
ni

where i represents the class and ni represents
the total dataset size and ci represents the number of samples of class i. The authors
trained a VGG-11 [SZ14] model on images of size 224× 224. The Gaussian Dif-
ferential Privacy (GDP) accountant [BDLS20] was used for privacy accounting
which differs from the Renyi DP Accountant [Aba+16; MTZ19] that is typically
used. Their results show a modest drop in AUC of 11.2% at a privacy budget of
ε = 0.52.
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For semantic segmentation, they use the Medical Segmentation Decathlon Liver
Segmentation Dataset [Sim+19]. The prediction task of importance is tumor seg-
mentation which is incredibly important for treatment planning in oncology. The
dataset consisted of 5184 training samples. A U-Net using VGG-11 was trained for
this semantic segmentation task. This task was evaluated using the dice score which
measures the similarity between the predicted segmentation map and the ground-
truth segmentation (performed by radiologists). For ε = 0.35 they find that the
drop in the dice score between the private and non-private model is minimal at
0.007. Both of these results show a lot of promise in applying differentially private
deep learning to medical image segmentation.

Finally, we discuss an application of DP-SGD to a well-studied medical imag-
ing deep learning problem which is prediction of diabetic retinopathy from fundus
photography [SSKT20]. The authors study the privacy-utility tradeoffs of train-
ing residual networks with DP-SGD on this task. The dataset used is the APTOS
2019 Blindness Detection Dataset [KMD19] which contains 3600 training images
which are labeled on a scale from 0 to 4 where 0 is no diabetic retinopathy and 4 is
proliferative diabetic retinopathy (i.e severe disease). The models that were trained
are pretrained 18 layer residual networks that were finetuned on the fundus images.
This study notes similar drops in performance seen in [SPGG21] where the accu-
racy of models are around 50% or below. Thus differential privacy results in the
models no longer being useful. The differences in these results are a direct product
of issues such as dimensionality which are fundamental technical challenges that
the differential privacy research community is addressing currently.

Genomics

Personalization of drug recommendations is important because individuals often
have very different reactions to the same drug. Gene expression data has become
an important source of data for predicting personalized drug sensitivity. The appli-
cation of differentially private machine learning to this task has been studied in
two related studies on drug sensitivity prediction [NHHK19; Hon+18]. This is
the main example of DP machine learning applied to genomic data in the current
literature. The authors focus on DREAM-NCI drug sensitivity prediction chal-
lenge [Cos+14]. This challenge focuses on identifying the best treatments based on
genomic data for breast cancer cell lines. After pre-processing the gene expression
data the dimensionality of the data is reduced to d = 64. The non-private algo-
rithm for predicting drug sensitivity on this task is Bayesian linear regression. This
study produces a differentially private version of Bayesian linear regression which
experiences only modest drops of about 2–4% in accuracy from the non-private
model.
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9.4.2 Data Synthesis and Sharing

Making medical data publicly available is vital to advancing medical discoveries,
helping improve transparency in medical research, and to making the research com-
munity more inclusive. Publicly releasing medical data while maintaining patient
privacy is incredibly difficult. In Section 9.2, we discussed failures of publicly releas-
ing medical data. An upcoming area of research for being able to publicly release
medical data is differentially private data synthesis. This area of research has become
especially promising due to the large amount of positive results from deep gener-
ative models such as diffusion models, GANs, and VAEs. In this section, we will
discuss some of the recent successes in synthesizing medical data with differential
privacy, some of the failures in doing so, and what the ongoing challenges are.

One recent success has been in simulating patients from the SPRINT (Systolic
Blood Pressure Trial) Data Analysis Change held by the New England Journal of
Medicine [BM17]. The SPRINT clinical trial examined the effect of intensive low-
ering of systolic blood pressure (< 120 mmHg) instead of aiming for a standard
systolic blood pressure (< 140 mmHg). Researchers used this tabular data of 6000
patients to train an auxiliary classifier GAN (AC-GAN) with differential privacy
to generate synthetic data similar to the original SPRINT data [Bea+19]. They
compare the synthetic data generated with and without privacy guarantees quan-
titatively and qualitatively. The quantitative evaluation examined variable correla-
tion structure and whether models trained on the synthetic achieved similar per-
formance. The qualitative evaluation consisted of visualizing blood pressure tra-
jectories and having clinicians attempt to differentiate between real and synthetic
data. The visual inspection of the blood pressure trajectories showed very minimal
differences for both intensive and standard patients between the private and non-
private synthetic data. The accuracy of the four different models (logistic regression,
random forest, nearest neighbors, and SVMs) dropped slightly more than 10% in
the worst scenario. This is only a modest drop performance for differential privacy
signalling that the private synthetic data still maintains a large amount of utility.
It should be noted that the success of this study is promising but limited since the
dataset was much simpler and lower dimensional than what we see in other domains
such as medical imaging and genomics. In these higher dimensional settings, DP
synthetic data generation is much more difficult. One key contribution of this study
is a set of guidelines for evaluating the utility of private synthetic medical data. We
summarize the guidelines below:

Quantitative

• Measure how similar the variable correlations are between the real data and
the the private synthetic data
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• Measure the performance of a classifier trained on the private synthetic data
vs trained on real data and tested on real data

• Measure whether features have the same importance level between the classi-
fiers trained on real and private synthetic data

Qualitative

• Visualize differences between real and private synthetic data (method will
depend on data type)

• Have clinical experts attempt to differentiate between real and private syn-
thetic data samples

Another study focused on generating synthetic EHR data (i.e. high dimen-
sional multivariate time series) using dual adversarial autoencoders [Lee+20]. This
study used the MIMIC-III [Joh+16] and the UT Physicians Clinical databases.
The dual adversarial autoencoder (DAAE) contains three components: a sequence-
to-sequence autoencoder (seq2seq AE), an inner GAN, and an outer GAN. The
seq2seq AE is responsible for learning the latent space the encodes semantic fea-
tures of target sequences and the temporal dynamics of these sequences. The inner
GAN aims to match the learned space and the outer GAN aims to distinguish the
real samples from the ones generated using the seq2seq AE. All of these different
model components are trained using DP-SGD to guarantee differential privacy.
The two evaluation components similar to the ones described above are evaluat-
ing the performance of models trained on the real vs synthetic data and having
clinicians evaluate the plausibility of the synthetic sequences. The prediction task
of interest is predicting top-k diagnosis codes. On this task the DAAE method
is only marginally worse (0.1 on average) than the model trained on the real data
across recall and precision at 10,20,30 on the MIMIC-III dataset. This study shows
promise for training accurate prediction models on DP synthetic data for this spe-
cific task. It is unclear from the study though whether correlations in the original
data are maintained and if feature importance remained consistent. Both of these
are important evaluations for understanding if this method can be of use more
broadly for other datasets and tasks.

Finally, we discuss an area where more research is needed to realize the potential
of differentially private synthetic medical data which is medical images. Generating
high quality synthetic medical images such as chest x-rays or dermatological images
(e.g. pictures of skin lesions) has proven to be incredibly difficult [Che+21]. In this
study, deep convolutional GANs trained with DP-SGD generate images of both
quantitative and qualitative quality. Additionally, the classifiers trained on these
images face significant drops in utility. This study demonstrates the additional work
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needed from the differential privacy community to demonstrate the promise of
private synthetic medical images.

9.5 Federated Learning

The majority of medical data remains in private silos around the world. This
inhibits the advancement of health research and the potential for developing high
utility predictive models. Privacy is the paramount concern when sharing data
across hospitals in an attempt to learn a predictive model that is better than
each hospital using their individual data. Federated learning, is a technique that
learns a central model and series of local models that keeps data in each of their
respective silos. The technique alone is not private, requiring differentially pri-
vate versions of FL algorithms (further details in Chapter 8) to protect privacy
of the data even though it does not leave the silos. Here we discuss a couple
of applications of DP federated learning to common medical machine learning
tasks.

Similar to the work in the centralized setting [SPGG21], another study ana-
lyzed the efficacy of predicting prolonged length of stay and in hospital mortality
from electronic records using DP federated learning [PDH19]. This study used
the eICU database which contains EHR data from 52 different hospitals across
the U.S. For both prolonged length of stay and mortality prediction DP federated
averaging performs quite poorly unfortunately, especially in the class imbalanced
mortality tasks. Many of the AUC values for each local hospital are below 0.5 at rea-
sonable privacy budgets such as ε < 10. While these results are discouraging espe-
cially given the high number of hospitals in the dataset, other studies have shown
more promise. It is unclear from this study what the different sources of utility loss
were. For example, heterogeneity between the different hospitals may be a signif-
icant issue that leads to large utility loss for applying DP FL to larger cohorts of
hospitals.

Another study developed a variant of DP-SGD that incorporates cyclical weight
transfer to train neural networks with differential privacy in a distributed setting
[BYFW18]. The algorithm used in this study differed from the traditional DP FL
algorithm used in the prior study by using cyclical weight transfer. This means that
the central weights are transferred to each institution after the aggregation of local
steps. This study also focused on in hospital mortality for the eICU dataset and on
classifying two different subtypes of breast cancer from gene expression data found
in The Cancer Genome Atlas (TCGA) [Can+13]. At a privacy budget of ε = 3.84
and δ = 10−5 the drop in AUC between the non-private and private distributed
model was 0.9% when the number of collaborating institutions was 5 and was a
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drop of 6% when only two institutions were collaborating. This is promising as it
incentivizes more institutions to collaborate since it will help improve the utility
at a specific privacy budget for all. For the subtype prediction task, for a privacy
budget of ε = 6.11 and δ = 10−5 the drop in AUC went from 0.7% to 1.7%
when going from one to three sites collaborating. The success suggests that cyclical
weight transfer may be promising for reducing utility loss in DP FL. Although, it is
hard to compare the two studies because of the differences in scale. The first study
we discussed was across 52 different hospitals whereas this second study was across
5 at most. As mentioned previously, as the heterogeneity increases due to larger
cohorts it might be that it is much more difficult to prevent drops in utility even
for algorithms that use cyclical weight transfer.

Finally, we summarize an extensive study demonstrating the effectiveness of dif-
ferentially private federated averaging at the individual patient level and at the
hospital level [Sad+21]. They choose both logistic regression and neural networks
across a variety of tasks including: survival prediction from heart failure, diabetes
prediction, mortality prediction, SARS-CoV-2 positivity prediction, and adverse
event prediction in individuals treated with Azithromycin. Across these tasks they
demonstrate minimal drops in performance when using DP-FedAvg but that this
also outperforms its centralized counterpart. Applications of differentially private
federated learning to medical data are a new and active area of research that has
the opportunity to help change the way hospitals collaborate around the world.
There are still open problems to be addressed before wide-scale use such as large
heterogeneity amongst hospitals.

In the previous two sections, we provided case studies on the successes and fail-
ures of differentially private machine learning and federated learning applied to
medical data analysis. These studies provide guidance on fruitful technical direc-
tions for researchers to help make these technologies more widely applicable. Differ-
entially private machine learning has the potential to help advance health research
by making public sharing of data and models safer and easier. As discussed at the
beginning of this chapter, anonymization for data release are susceptible to attacks.
Currently, model sharing / publishing is rare due to privacy concerns. We end this
chapter by outlining some of the challenges not yet mentioned and opportunities
for helping realize differentially private statistics and machine learning into practice
for medical data analysis.

9.6 Considerations for Deployment in Medicine

All of the case studies that we presented have been done in research settings. There
has yet to be a large-scale deployment of differential privacy in a medical setting.



332 Differential Privacy and Medical Data Analysis

Here we discuss some of the hesitations that exist and areas of research that may
be fruitful to help support the first large-scale deployment of DP for medical data
analysis.

9.6.1 Health Inequities

There are many inequities in the healthcare system that have resulted in marginal-
ized communities such as women and Black individuals receiving poor quality of
care. Examples of this include: women suffering higher mortality rates from heart
attacks [GCH18], Black patients receiving worse care for kidney disease [VEJ20],
and Black women being 3× more likely to die during pregnancy than white
women [Cre+14]. While medical machine learning is showing promise it is impor-
tant for it to not exacerbate existing inequities. It could even potentially help be
part of existing efforts to remove these inequities [CSG19]. Currently, differential
privacy has a negative impact on fairness in medical machine learning [SPGG21].
There are potential solutions that may help alleviate these tradeoffs such as using
publicly available data during differentially private training.

9.6.2 Robustness to Distribution Shift

Another important consideration especially for differentially private machine learn-
ing is the non-stationarity of medical data. Often times the underlying data dis-
tribution is changing due to different populations over time, policy changes, and
new treatment recommendations. This means that the data distribution a model
was trained on will differ from the test distribution. If models are not robust to
distributional shifts then they will silently fail when deployed in practice [Nes+19;
SSS18]. While it is well understood that differential privacy provides out-of-sample
generalization, the connection to distributional robustness is not well understood.
An initial study [Kul+] has proven that differential privacy guarantees distributional
robustness but empirical understanding is still limited. Research which empirically
explores the current impact of differential privacy on distributional robustness and
develops algorithms to maintain both will be important for deploying differentially
private machine learning in medical settings.

9.6.3 Education, Audits, and Policy

An incredibly important and underresearched topic in helping deploy differential
privacy for medical data analysis is education and policy. Many individuals such
as IT professionals, legal experts, data analysts, bioethicists, doctors, nurses, and
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patients do not know what differential privacy really means and what they should
expect from it. For many individuals it is unclear what are the exact privacy pro-
tections that differential privacy does and does not provide for their medical data.
This is incredibly important as misinterpretations of these protections can under-
mine the need for differential privacy over the current standard of anonymization.
Data analysts are unsure of how implementing differential privacy would impact
their current workflow for performing research and interacting with medical data.
Legal and policy experts are unsure of what an acceptable level for the privacy bud-
get ε is and what this means for the probability of an attack being successful. This
leads to broader questions in medical data analysis which are also important in
other contexts of how should one tradeoff between utility and a smaller privacy
budget? Studies to understand the gap between expectations of differential privacy
and the realities in medicine are needed similar to this [CKR21]. Research audit-
ing differentially private statistics and machine learning [JUO20; Kif+20] is vital
to providing legal and policy experts in medicine better understanding of the tech-
nology.

9.7 Concluding Remarks

In this chapter, we presented a broad overview of differentially private statistics
and machine learning applied to medical data analysis. We discussed the need for
differential privacy as the new gold standard for privacy in medicine. This was
highlighted by the overwhelming amount of privacy breaches and re-identification
of anonymized data that has occurred. We presented a series of case studies on
differentially private statistical analyses applied to medical data. These case stud-
ies demonstrated that often times custom algorithms are needed for medical data
analysis to achieve reasonable privacy-utility tradeoffs. These case studies covered
important statistical tasks including cohort identification, survival analysis, vari-
ant lookup, and GWAS. We then examined applications of differentially private
machine learning and deep learning to prediction and data synthesis. Given the
global scale of medical research we discussed the promise of differentially private
distributed learning for learning higher utility models and allowing hospitals to
share data without comprising privacy. Finally, we discuss important research direc-
tions and issues to address for supporting large scale deployments of differential
privacy for medical data analysis. As research progresses and more interdisciplinary
work with the healthcare system takes place, deployments will start to occur, help-
ing to provide better privacy protections for patient data.
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Chapter 10

Differential Privacy in Energy Systems

By James Anderson, Fengyu Zhou and Steven H. Low

10.1 Introduction

The electricity network is one of the two largest infrastructures mankind has ever
built, the other being the telephone network (now the Internet), both came into
being around 130 years ago. This vast electricity network comprises high-voltage
transmission lines that span long distances, forming the backbone of electricity
distribution, and lower-voltage distribution networks that deliver electricity over
shorter distances to consumers. In the United States alone, the grid connects more
than 23,000 generators to countless loads such as buildings, machinery, and appli-
ances. As of 2019, these generators have a total nameplate capacity of 1.2 terawatts
and produced approximately 4 trillion kilowatt-hours of electricity, with close to
60% generated from fossil fuels.

The evolution of this network into a “smart grid” has ushered in an era where
electricity generation, distribution, and consumption are more efficient and respon-
sive than ever before. Smart grids leverage advanced communication technologies
and data analytics to balance supply and demand dynamically, integrate renewable
energy sources, and empower consumers with real-time information. However, this
increased reliance on data introduces significant privacy concerns. Detailed energy
consumption data, if mishandled, can reveal sensitive information about individu-
als and businesses.
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For example, consider smart meters installed in homes that record electricity
usage at fine-grained intervals. While this data helps utility companies optimize
grid operations and offer personalized services, it can also expose intimate details
about a household’s daily routines. An unauthorized party accessing this data could
determine when residents are away, what appliances they use, or even infer lifestyle
habits. Such privacy breaches not only threaten individual security but also erode
trust in smart grid technologies.

How can we protect privacy in such a complex infrastructure network? In this
chapter, we explore the intersection of energy systems and privacy, focusing on how
differential privacy can be applied to protect sensitive data used as input to com-
plex optimization problems adopted in power systems operations. In particular, we
focus on optimal power flow (OPF) problems, which are essential for determining
the most efficient way to distribute electricity across a network, and how differ-
ential privacy can enable the release of useful data sets that protect sensitive load
information at specific locations.

Overview of the Chapter

We begin by introducing the fundamentals of electric grid operation in Sec-
tion 10.2), to set the stage for understanding the complexities and data require-
ments of modern power systems. Next, we review the privacy challenges inherent
in energy systems (Section 10.3) and discuss how the proliferation of advanced
metering infrastructure raises concerns about unintended information disclosure.
We then provide a mathematical model of power grids, in Section 10.4, which is
essential for formulating optimal power flow problems. In Section 10.5, we focus on
private DC optimal power flow data sets. We discuss the application of differential
privacy to the DC-OPF problem, examining how to balance the need for data util-
ity with the requirement to protect sensitive load information. Finally, we provide
some remarks on the current state of research and future directions in integrating
differential privacy into energy systems (Section 10.6). Our goal is to highlight the
potential of differential privacy to enable secure and efficient operation of smart
grids, encouraging further exploration and application of these techniques in the
energy sector.

10.2 Electric Grid Operation

An electricity network consists of high-voltage long-distance backbone networks,
called transmission networks, that connect to many low-voltage short-distance
networks, called distribution networks. Different parts of the grid have their own
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nominal voltages, and voltages at all points of the network must be stabilized to
within a few percent of their nominal values at all times.

The challenge of grid operation is to match supply with demand without violat-
ing voltage and transmission line limits. Secure operation refers to the grid’s ability
to withstand and survive disturbances. There are two main types of disturbances.
The first type consists of generation and transmission outages. The second type is
due to non-dispatchable and volatile generations and demands. Secure operation is
achieved through analyzing credible contingencies offline that may lead to voltage
or line limit violations, reserving capacities in advance when scheduling genera-
tions, monitoring system state in real time, and taking corrective actions when a
contingency occurs. Traditionally, resources for control are mostly bulk generators
and, occasionally, a small number of industrial loads. In the future, flexible loads
will also be included at scale.

The control architecture consists of three mechanisms operating at different
timescales, from seconds to tens of minutes to 24 hours. Rapid small random load
or generation fluctuations are handled by generators that can increase or decrease
their outputs quickly and continuously. They are equipped with their own gover-
nors with droop control and provide regulation services, usually under automatic
generation control, and on a minute-by-minute basis. Slower fluctuations at a
timescale up to a real-time dispatch period, e.g., 5-60 minutes, are handled by
generation units connected to the grid and provide load-following services. While
load-following patterns of customers are highly correlated and often predictable,
e.g., because loads often depend heavily on weather, regulation patterns tend to be
smaller, more rapid and random fluctuations with zero mean. Both regulation and
load-following services require continuous actions by participating units but these
actions are typically small or predictable. They have been sufficient for dealing with
the second type of disturbances traditionally, though they may become inadequate
as volatility increases in the future.

In contrast, the imbalance due to the outage of a bulk generator or a major trans-
mission line that imports power can be large and unpredictable, and can threaten
system stability. Disturbances of this type are handled by reserve services and are
scheduled a day in advance. This is called unit commitment. When a generator fails
and is disconnected, supply and demand become unbalanced and frequency starts
to drop. The power imbalance must be made up by other generators or reduction
in load, in addition, the system frequency must be restored to its nominal value.
If generation reserve capacity is insufficient to meet demand, frequency will con-
tinue to drop which can disconnect other generators to protect them from damage,
potentially leading to involuntary load shedding and even system collapse. When
a transmission line or transformer is disconnected, power flows in the network will
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redistribute and line limits can be violated, potentially leading to cascading line
outages.

Over the last century the operation of the transmission network has been largely
centralized, open-loop, deterministic and worst-case preventive; demands are fore-
cast, and generations are centrally scheduled based on the forecast. Typically an
operating point of the network is chosen so that the network can survive the outage
of any single generator or transmission unit. This strategy has performed extremely
well, since aggregate loads are fairly predictable, generators are fully controllable
(dispatchable), the grid is often over provisioned, and large outages are relatively
rare.

10.2.1 Need Control Paradigm

We are, however, at a cusp of historic transformation, driven by sustainability, to
become more distributed, dynamic, open and complex. Renewable sources such
as wind and solar will continue to replace traditional bulk generators, greatly
increasing generation uncertainty and reducing traditional control resources. Dis-
tributed energy resources, such as small-scale wind and solar generators, electric
vehicles, smart buildings, small appliances, and smart electronics, will proliferate,
many equipped with the ability to measure, compute, communicate and actuate
in real time. Unlike the large majority of endpoints today that are merely passive
loads, these distributed energy resources are active endpoints that can introduce
large, frequent, and random fluctuations in supply, demand, voltage and frequency.
Their connected intelligence, however, offers a new paradigm to manage the future
grid based on real-time communication, computation, and control. The continual
increase in generation and demand volatility makes it necessary to close the loop
and actively control these distributed energy resources at scale based on timely data.

Data are being collected by distributed energy resources behind the meters as well
as by high resolution and synchronized phasor measurement units that are being
deployed inside the infrastructure. These different types of data may be collected
by different organizations at different parts of the network. They can all be useful
for real-time control of the future grid, provided a standardized platform for data
sharing can be developed that provides right incentives and preserve necessary pri-
vacy. In addition to the physical control of the network, there is an energy market,
i.e., a commodity market for incentivizing a competitive energy supply industry.
Although we won’t go into much detail here, there are three types of short-run
markets in practice, a day-ahead market, a real-time market, and an ancillary ser-
vices market. They are typically operated by an independent system operator at
timescales ranging from minutes to a day. Traditionally these markets transact elec-
tricity produced by generators to meet inelastic demand. It the future they will also
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trade demand response from flexible loads. Data privacy issues will clearly need
to be introduced into a market platform when this becomes possible. The focus of
this chapter will be on releasing data sets that contain sensitive load data, i.e., power
demands across a network, such that optimal power flow problems (a key element
in grid management that matches power demand with production).

10.2.2 Markets

There are three types of short-run markets in practice, a day-ahead market, a real-
time market, and an ancillary services market. They are typically operated by an
independent system operator at timescales ranging from minutes to a day. Tradi-
tionally these markets transact electricity produced by generators to meet inelastic
demand. It the future they will also trade demand response from flexible loads.

Day-ahead Market

Bulk generators such as nuclear, coal and gas generators still generate the majority
of electricity today, e.g., they generate approximately two thirds of electricity as of
2020 in the US. They often need a nontrivial amount of time and cost to start
up and shut down, e.g., the startup time for a nuclear plant can be on the order
of hours. This motivates the day-ahead market which usually closes 12–36 hours
in advance of energy delivery and determines which generators will be online and
their output levels for each hour or half hour over a 24-hour horizon. The day-
ahead market also computes consumption schedules, electricity prices, as well as
capacity reserves based on the production offers and demand bids submitted by
market participants. This is the problem of unit commitment.

Real-time Market

A real-time market, also called a spot market or a balancing market, operates at a
timescale of minutes, e.g., 5–15 minutes. It computes adjustment to generation
and consumption levels as well as prices and reserves at delivery time as uncertainty
in generation, consumption or network state is resolved. This is the problem of
economic dispatch and discussed in Section 10.5.2.

Ancillary Services Market

Finally markets for ancillary services are emerging, driven by reliability require-
ments in the presence of increasing uncertainty due to renewable or distributed
generations such as wind and solar power as well as increasing ability to coordi-
nate flexible loads such as smart buildings, electric vehicles, and other appliances
to provide energy services. These services include reserve capacities for generator or
transmission contingencies, or demand response for frequency regulation. Reserve
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capacities may be spinning reserve where a generation unit that is online may gen-
erate at only 80% of its capacity with the unused capacity reserved for contin-
gency operation. They may also be non-spinning reserve where a more expensive
fast-acting unit remains offline but is ready to be turned on within minutes of a
contingency.

10.3 Energy Systems and Privacy

In this section we provide a brief overview of the different application areas within
energy networks that have been studied from a privacy perspective. In some areas,
differential privacy has already been applied, in others, its potential use is clear.
We end this section with an application of the classical Laplacian and exponential
mechanisms of differential privacy (see Chapter 1 for a review on these mecha-
nisms) implemented on real data taken from an electric vehicle charging network
in Pasadena, California.

10.3.1 Overview

The new distributed and dynamic architecture of the power network, in combina-
tion with intelligent sensing and metering is frequently referred to as the smart grid.
In contrast to the traditional power networks, information flow in a smart grid is
bi-directional. Individual users (consumers) can actively manage their energy use,
simultaneously, energy producers can more effectively reduce ceiling capacity and
better control usage via smart pricing. Smart grids will also make it possible for con-
sumers to become energy producers. However, to make this a reality, vast amounts
of time-series data is required from participating entities, and with this come many
security and privacy concerns [MM09; ZPAB13; HRC19]. Smart meters (devices
that monitor home power usage and can be used to switch appliances on and off
automatically) are an obvious focal point for privacy concerns. It has been well
known since the early nineties that non-intrusive appliance load monitoring i.e.,
passive measurements at the point of a traditional energy meter, can be used to iden-
tify exactly which appliances are being use in a home, and when [Har92]. Likewise,
smart meters can also be used to infer home occupancy states [AR13]. Differential
privacy is clearly a methodology that has great potential to resolve some of these
concerns. We refer the reader to the following papers to get a sense of how differ-
ential privacy is applied; [Zha+15; MMA11; ZJWL14; GFDK19; GGP17; EE17;
BBA16].

Beyond smart metering, differential privacy is finding application in several areas
related to power and energy. In particular; the cost of introducing “noise” into
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the system and it’s effect on pricing in energy markets is considered in [BKJB13].
Within the context of electricity and gas markets [FMV20] examines differential
privacy into Stackelberg games. Private data sharing for better renewable energy
forecasting is considered in [GBP21], and electric load forecasting in [Eib+18].
Unintended information disclosure is highlighted as a security issue for electric
vehicle (EV) charging in [ADPK20]. In the next section we provide a simple case
study of differential privacy applied to an EV charging station’s data set.

10.3.2 Numerical Example: Electrical Vehicle Charging

In this subsection, we are going to show two examples where classic mechanisms are
applied to data collected from an electric vehicle (EV) charging system; specifically
the Adaptive Charging Network (ACN) based at Caltech in Pasadena, California.
ACN was first deployed on the Caltech campus in early 2016 and the system uses
smart scheduling algorithms to charge EVs for both Caltech and non-Caltech users.

As of 2020, ACN includes 126 level-2 EV charging stations (EVSEs) and 5 DC
fast chargers (DCFCs) across three Caltech garages [Lee+20]. ACN is also operated
at NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory (JPL) as well as at over 100 other sites across
the US. The charging data, including user demand, parking time, delivered energy,
etc., are collected for every charging session from the Caltech and JPL sites, and
the data are published through the ACN Research Portal, available at ev.caltech.edu.
Currently detailed information of over 60,000 charging sessions is available. We use
this data as a toy example to demonstrate how classic mechanisms such as Laplace
mechanism and exponential mechanism can be used to preserve differential privacy
for different energy system applications.

For this demonstration, we use the data from November 1st to November 30th,
2019 at the Caltech site. In the first example, we are interested in the distribution
of user demand for each charging session. We set the query as the histogram of the
user-requested energy (in kWh) for each session, and the ground-truth histogram
is given in Figure 10.1 (blue bars). In November 2019, there were in total 611
charging sessions, and from the histogram we can see that though the highest single-
session demand was over 100 kWh, the majority of sessions requested less than
50 kWh. Roughly, 50kWh corresponds to a 200 mile driving range assuming the
vehicle’s MPGe is around 136. Over half of the sessions requested less than 20 kWh.

To preserve differential privacy for a histogram query, a commonly used mech-
anism is the Laplace mechanism, which we will review in Section 10.5.2. Note
that we use slightly non-standard notation and use ϱ-differential privacy instead
of ε-differential privacy (c.f. Definition 10.2). The Laplace mechanism injects
an additive term drawn from a Laplacian distribution to the ground-truth data.
The variance of the distribution is chosen according to the query sensitivity

ev.caltech.edu
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Figure 10.1. Apply Laplace mechanism when the query is the histogram of requested

kWh per session.

and user-specified privacy level. The sensitivity of histogram query is 1, so the
mechanism simply adds noise following Laplace distribution L (1/ϱ) where ϱ

is the desired privacy level. Figure 10.1 displays the mechanism output for ϱ =

0.1, 0.2, 0.4, 0.8. By Theorem 3.6 in [DR+14], the noisy histogram (orange bars)
in each subplot in Figure 10.1 is guaranteed to preserve ϱ-differential privacy
for the corresponding value of ϱ and can be released publicly. As the value of ϱ

increases, the public histogram gets closer to the ground truth, and less privacy
is preserved. On the other hand, the public histogram can still characterize the
high-level statistical pattern of the private histogram. In this example, readers could
easily learn from the public data that almost all the charging sessions in Novem-
ber 2019 requested less than 50 kWh and over half of them requested between
0 and 20 kWh.

In the second example we focus on the categorical query. We want to know
which day has the highest daily total demand (i.e., the summation of all the energy
demanded during that day). Red bars in Figure 10.2 illustrates the total daily
demand over the 30-day period. From the plot together with a 2019 calendar,
we could easily see the weekly pattern that the demand is typically high during
weekdays and drops over the weekend. Note that November 28th in 2019 is the
Thanksgiving holiday, so the demand is also low on and after that day. Two days
with the highest demand are Nov 8th and 12th, when the daily demands are as
high as 771 kWh. As we query the date with the highest daily demand, we expect
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Figure 10.2. Application of the exponential mechanism to the query “what is the date

with the highest load demand?”.

the mechanism to output Nov 8th or Nov 12th (or other dates with high demand)
with high probability.

In this case, Laplace mechanism may not be an appropriate choice for two rea-
sons. First, the Laplace mechanism always outputs floating point data, which makes
no sense for categorical queries such as the date. Second, if we view the date as
numerical data and compute its worst-case sensitivity, the sensitivity value could
be larger than necessary. For example, it is possible that the date with the high-
est demand will change from Nov 1st to Nov 30th after we insert a new session
record which increases the demand on Nov 30th, and it implies that the worst-case
sensitivity is 29 if we view the date as numerical data. However, a more appro-
priate mechanism to process worst-case is the exponential mechanism. We refer
to [DR+14; LLSY16] for the detailed derivation, and here we only present the
high-level idea and illustrate the results on ACN data. To apply the exponential
mechanism, we first choose a utility function u(d, o) where d is the dataset and
o stands for the output (the date in our example). We let u(d, o) return the total
daily demand on date o for dataset d, so we want the mechanism to return the date
with large utility value. By the exponential mechanism, we output each candidate
o with probability proportional to exp(ϱu(d,o)

1u ),i where 1u is the sensitivity of util-
ity function u. The probability distribution to output each date has been shown
in Figure 10.2 (blue curve). We can see that the probability distribution tracks the
quality function well, so there is a fair chance for the mechanism to output the date

i. Here we use the fact that the utility function is monotone with respect to o. In a more general setting, the

probability should be proportional to exp( ϱu(d,o)
21u ).
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with very high energy demand, though the true maximum may still be missed for
privacy consideration.

10.4 Modelling a Power Grid

For the remainder of the chapter, we will narrow our focus from energy systems
to power grids. In this section we will describe how to model power flow over a
network. Of course, this is a vast topic that we cannot hope to cover in its entirety.
Instead, we will focus on models that are suitable for formulating optimal power flow
(OPF) optimizations. An OPF problem is a mathematical optimization problem,
the solution of which determines how to distribute power over a network subject to
physical an operational constraints. In subsequent sections of this chapter we will
turn our attention to privacy preservation of data sets obtained from solutions to
OPF problems. Our intention is to convey how tools from differential privacy can
be applied in this setting, thus we have mostly opt for simplicity over realism. In
many cases, the more realistic results don’t exist yet, in others, the realism simply
clouds the results by introducing unnecessary notation and more equations.

10.4.1 Network Model

We begin by describing how the physical power network can be described math-
ematically. The starting point is to view a power network as a collection of nodes
(where a node may correspond to a power source, sink, or both) end edges (trans-
mission or distribution lines) which connect nodes. In power engineering, nodes
are typically referred to buses. We will use the two interchangeably.

The most natural way to model such a system is via a graph G(V , E) where V
is the set of all buses in the network and E denotes the set of edges connecting the
buses. To reduce the notional overhead we will often omit the arguments (V , E) and
simply refer to a graph as G. The set V can be decomposed into two sets according
to whether a bus is a power source (referred to as a generator bus, or simply a
generator), i.e., a point at which power is produced and injected into a network, or,
a power sink (referred to as a load bus, or simply a load), i.e., a point where power
is consumed and removed from the network. The set V can thus be decomposed
as V = VG ∪ VL. In real networks it is common for a bus to consist of both
generators and loads. Our representation V does not preclude this, however, we will
make the assumption that all buses in our networks are either generators or loads
and not both. This assumption is not restrictive (in the DC power flow model)
as we can always model a power system in this manner, it does however simplify
notation and analysis. We denote the number of generator and load buses in the
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network by NG and NL respectively and denote N = NG + NL. For notational
convenience, we assume the nodes are ordered as VG = {1, . . . , NG} and VL =

{NG + 1, . . . , NG + NL}. Buses are connected via the edge set E ⊆ V × V , we
label the edge set E = {e1, . . . , eE } . When G is undirected, (l , m) ∈ E if and only
if (m, l) ∈ E . For directed graphs, if ei(l , m) ∈ E we say that l is the source and m
is the target denoted by s(ei) = l and t(ei) = m respectively.

It will often be convenient to represent a G via matrices. In particular the inci-
dence matrix C ∈ RN×E describes how edges connect to vertices. When G is
undirected, a direction is arbitrarily assigned to each edge. The matrix C is then
defined as

Cij =


+1 if s(ej) = i,
−1 if t(ej) = i,

0 otherwise.

As we will see in subsequent sections, it will often be useful to overload our graph
model to take into account weights on edges. These weights will be related to certain
electrical properties of transmission and distribution lines. To accommodate this,
we introduce a diagonal matrix W ∈ CE×E . Together with the incidence matrix,
we can form the weighted N × N Laplacian matrix L = CWCT .

10.4.2 Power Flow Model

A power flow model provides a mathematical description of how quantities
such as current, voltage, and power relate to each other at points over a net-
work. Our goal here is to provide some intuition into how electrical engineers
model these networks. The material covered is standard, some excellent references
include [MLBB20; Bie15; Mom17]. However, the remainder of this chapter can
still be understood purely from a mathematical perspective with no knowledge of
the underlying physics needed!

In power engineering, we typically express such quantities as complex numbers.
Consider a sinusoidal voltage function v(t) = Vmax cos(ωt + θV ), using Euler’s
identity we see that

v(t) = ℜ[VmaxejθV ejωt ],

where j =
√
−1 and ℜ denotes the real part of a complex number. Define the

effective phasor V =
(
VmaxejθV

)
√

2
, then the voltage function can be expressed as

v(t) = ℜ[
√

2Vejωt ].

Current and power can also be expressed as phasors in an analogous manner. The
instantaneous power is defined as p(t) = v(t)i(t). Assume the voltage and current
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both have angular frequency ω, then the average power over the period T = 2π
ω is

P =
1

T

∫ T

0
p(t)dt =

1

2
VmaxImax cos(θV − θI ).

It is not difficult to see that P = ℜ [VI∗]. However, this is only part of the story.
Define the complex power as S = VI∗ and the reactive power Q = ℑ[VI∗] where
ℑ denotes the imaging part of a complex number, then

S = VI∗ = P + jQ , (10.1)

where superscript ∗ denotes complex conjugation. When designing power systems,
it is important to consider not just the average power P, but also reactive power,
Q . For example, from the definition of S, it is clear that for fixed P and |V |, the
magnitude of the current increases with |Q| to which there are associated thermal
costs that should not be ignored. Finally, voltage and current are related to each
other via I = YV , where Y is a complex number known as the admittance which we
define as Y = G − jB (the reciprocal of admittance is impedance and is commonly
denoted by Z , i.e., V = ZI ). We are now ready to describe a model for how power
flows over a network.

We begin by taking the graph that models the power network and labeling one of
the buses as the slack bus for which we assume |V | = 1 and its phase is 0◦. Without
loss of generality we label the slack bus as bus 1. As we move to the network setting
we will use bold-faced upper-case characters to denote vectors of voltages, currents,
and power flow for the whole network.

Every transmission line (edge) in the network is modeled by the 5-model. Con-
sider the line (j, k): In the 5-model, the line is described by the tuple of admittances
(ys

jk, ym
jk , ym

kj) corresponding the series admittance and two (not necessarily equal)
shunt admittances at each end of the line, respectively. Note that there is only one
series admittance for each line and so ys

jk = ys
kj . Let Ijk denote the branch current

from bus j (equivalently node j in V) to bus k (equivalently node k ∈ V), and Ikj

the current from bus k to j. The presence of the shunt elements means that sum-
mation of these two quantities is not necessarily zero. We now proceed to develop
a set of equations that relates all the current injections I1, I2, . . . in the network to
the voltages V1, V2, . . .. Collecting the quantities in a the complex vectors I and V
and applying Kirchhoff ’s current law at each bus in the network we have

I = YV, where for i ̸= j

Yij =

{
−ys

ij if (i, j) ∈ E
0 otherwise

, and Yjj = ym
jj +

∑
(j,k)∈E

ys
jk,

where ym
jj =

∑
(j,k)∈E ys

jk.
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The complex N×N matrix Y is called the admittance matrix. Finally, combining
the relationship between current and voltage through the network with complex
power balance as defined by (10.1), we obtain

Sj =
∑

(j,k)∈E

(ys
jk)
∗(|Vj|

2
− VjV∗k )+ (ym

jj )
∗
|Vj|

2, for all j ∈ V , (10.2)

the net power injection at bus j. Including the slack bus, there are N equations
in (10.2) in 2N complex variables Sj , Vj . The system of equations (10.2) can equiv-
alently be written in polar form with 4N real variables Pj , Qj , |Vj|, and θj , where
Vj = |Vj|ejθj and Sj = Pj + jQj . To simplify notation, we denote ym

jj = Gjj − jBjj

and ys
jk = Gjk − jBjk. When j = k (shunt admittances at bus j) we have that

Gjj ≥ 0, Bjj ≤ 0, and for j ̸= k (line (j, k) series admittance), Gjj ≥ 0, Bjj ≥ 0. It
follows that for each j ∈ V ,(10.2) becomes

Pj =

(∑
k

Gjk

)
|Vj|

2
−

∑
k ̸=j

|Vj||Vk|(Gjk cosθjk − Bjk sinθjk),

Qj =

(∑
k

Bjk

)
|Vj|

2
−

∑
k ̸=j

|Vj||Vk|(Bjk cosθjk + Gjk sinθjk),

(10.3)

where θjk := θj − θk is the voltage phase angle difference for line (j, k) ∈ E .
Obtaining solutions to either (10.2) or (10.3) is known as a power flow problem.

Typically, half the variables will be specified and the remaining variables must be
solved for. The power flow equations are nonlinear and so iterative methods are
often required to obtain solutions.

The reason for wanting to solve power flow problems in the first place is to
determine how power will flow when parameters such as voltage requirements,
generation demand and production are specified at each bus. Note that earlier we
defined Sj to be the net complex power injection at bus j. The implication is that
at each bus power may be produced and removed. So, formally Sj = S

g
j − Sd

j =

(P
g
j −Pd

j )+ j(Q
g
j −Qd

j ), where superscripts g and d refer to generate and demand
respectively. Buses in the network are typically classified as into three types; PV
buses, PQ buses, and slack buses. This classification is somewhat synthetic, but
useful for our purposes. Determining which variables in the problem are fixed, and
which are specified, depends on the bus classification. See Table 10.1 for specific
details. PV buses are typically generator buses, PQ buses are typically buses with a
constant power load. The slack bus is required to ensure a solution exists and that
power balance is achieved.

The focus of the remainder of this chapter is optimal power flow problems (OPFs).
An OPF is an optimization problem where power flow equations (10.2) or (10.3)
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Table 10.1. Power flow equation data categorized by

bus type.

Bus type

Data
Specified Solve for

PV P
g
j , Pd

j , |Vj| Q
g
j , θj

PQ Pd
j , Qd

j |Vj|,θj

Slack V1 = |V1|̸ 0◦ P1, Q1

appear as constraints. In the next section we concentrate on a specific form of an
OPF, and discuss where privacy issues arise and how differential privacy can be used
to allow for the public release of OPF problem data.

10.5 Private DC Optimal Power Flow Data Sets

Optimal power flow problems seek to minimize (or maximize) a function, typi-
cally generation cost, user disutility, or power loss, subject to the physics of power
flow (10.2), and network operational constraints such as line capacity, and voltage
magnitude constraints. The OPF problem was first formulated by Carpentier in
the 60’s [Car62] and it remains an active area of research today. OPF problems
arise in many aspects of power engineering including unit commitment (deter-
mining which generators will participate in power production), economic dispatch
(determine the power output of participating generators), N − K safety (ensur-
ing network stability should K line failures occur), state estimation, and demand
response, to name a few. The literature on OPF problems is vast and we will only
cover OPF problem formulation at a very high level. For a detailed view of the
OPF landscape we refer the reader to the following surveys [FSR12; HG91] and
the tutorial [FR16].

10.5.1 Optimal Power Flow

Beyond their importance to power network operation, OPF problems receive so
much attention because the power flow equations (10.2) are nonlinear (quadratic)
functions. As such, the resulting optimization problems (in which the power flow
equations are constraints) are quadratically constrained and non-convex. Such
problems are NP-complete in general, and so heuristics are needed to provide solu-
tions. Convex relaxations based on semidefinite programming is a popular approach
for solving OPF problems, and in many cases such methods come with strong the-
oretical guarantees, see [Low14a; Low14b] for an overview of this type of approach
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and [Zoh+20] for general conic optimization formulations. We will now describe
the most general form of an OPF problem and then restrict our attention to a more
manageable special case.

We stack all complex powers injections into the vector S = P+ jQ , an alternat-
ing current (AC) OPF problem takes the form:

minimize
V,S

f (Pg)

subject to Vmin ≤ |V|2 ≤ Vmax,

S
j
min ≤

∑
(j,k)∈E

(ys
jk)
∗Vj(V∗j − V∗k ) ≤ S

j
max, for j = 1, . . . , N ,

(10.4)
where Pg is the vector of real power generation. Here we have assumed no shunt
devices, i.e., ym

jj = 0 for all j. The objective function f is quadratic and assumed to
be separable across all generators. Generically, it takes the form:

f (Pg) =

NG∑
i=1

fi(P
g
l ), with fi(P

g
i ) = ci2(P

g
i )

2
+ ci1P

g
i + ci.

The vectors Vmin and Vmax contain non-negative lower and upper limits for the
squared voltage magnitudes. The voltage magnitude vector inequalities are taken
element-wise. With slight abuse of notation, the constrains on S should be read as
two sets of constraints, one on the real part and one on the imaginary part. The
OPF formulation (10.4) is sufficiently general so as to allow:

• Unbounded load or generation at bus i: S
j
min = −∞−j∞, S

j
max = ∞+j∞.

• Arbitrary slack bus values: V0
min = V0

max = c, with corresponding net power
injection unbounded.

• Fixed net power injection: S
j
min = S

j
max.

As mentioned above, solving (10.4) is theoretically and numerically challenging.
Given that solving OPF problems in the general form of (10.4) is not straight
forward, we will primarily work with a restricted version of (10.4) known as the
DC-OPF, where DC stands for direct current. The DC-OPF model is convex (and
hence global solutions can be found), furthermore it is formulated as a linear pro-
gram (LP) which is perhaps the best understood convex programming class, and
many efficient solvers exist allowing us to solve them at scale. With respect to dif-
ferential privacy, the DC-OPF problem is more fully understood. We will describe
work on privacy preserving mechanism for the full OPF problem towards the end
of the end chapter.
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10.5.2 DC Optimal Power Flow

We now turn our attention to DC OPF problems [SA74; PMVB05; CV14].
Although DC-OPF problems are more restrictive than their AC counter-
parts [OCS04], the simplicity of dealing with a linear program allows us to focus
more on data privacy and less on the intricacies of non-convex optimization. The
following assumptions bring about the DC power flow model (which then become
constraints in an optimization problem):

1. Voltage angle differences across a line are assumed to be small. For a line
(i, j) ∈ E , use the small angle approximation sin(θi − θj) ≈ θi − θj where
angle are measured in radians.

2. Voltage magnitudes, |Vi| are assumed to be constants.
3. All lines are lossless, i.e. Gik = 0, and so Yik = jBik for all (i, k) ∈ E .

Under normal operating conditions, the voltage magnitude constants are approxi-
mately one. Applying the above three points to the expression for real power at bus
j in (10.3) gives:

Pj =
∑

(j,k)∈E

Bjk(θj − θk). (10.5)

In the DC model, reactive power is ignored and so Pj completely characterizes the
power flow. Of use to us is the fact that (10.5) is linear in the decision variables
θj ,θk, and Pj . As a consequence of (10.5) (equivalently, by definition of a lossless
line) it follows that

∑
j Pj = 0, i.e., active power is conserved across the network.

Active power conservation does not hold when dealing with the AC power flow
equations where the loss on a given line is proportional to the inverse of the mag-
nitude of the line impedance multiplied by magnitude of the voltage difference
squared. The final assumption made is to replace the quadratic cost function f
in (10.4) with a linear cost function

∑
i ciP

g
i . Recalling the definition of the Lapla-

cian matrix from Section 10.4.1, we arrive at the DC-OPF problem:

minimize
Pg ,θ

NG∑
i=1

ciP
g
i

subject to CBCTθ = P, θ1 = 0,

pmin ≤ BCTθ ≤ pmax,

P
g
min ≤ Pg

≤ P
g
max,

(10.6)

which is a linear program. The vector P ∈ RN is the vector of net power injections
with each element assigned to be a generator or load. The subset that correspond
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to generators are denoted Pg . The matrix C is the graph incidence matrix, and B
is a diagonal matrix containing the (positive) susceptances. The susceptances are
obtained from the elements Bjk, i.e., the complex part of the admittance matrix.

Definition 10.1. We refer to the vectors P
g
max, P

g
min, pmax, and pmin as the net-

work parameters and define the network parameter vector ξ := [(P
g
max)

T , (P
g
min)

T ,
(pmax)

T , (pmin)
T ]T .

With a tractable model for power flow optimization in hand, we turn our atten-
tion to the issue of privacy. The natural questions to consider are; i) what data is
it that needs to be kept private (we will also motivate this with the qualifier “and
why”)? and, ii) is it possible to use differential privacy in this setting. The answer
to part ii) should come as no surprise given the title of this monograph and the
length of this chapter – yes, but with significant modifications. To answer the first
question, we must consider the DC-OPF problem (10.6) (from now on referred to
simply as the/an OPF problem) and note that it encodes the network model and
the power flow equations. It may be surprising to many that it is the demand at the
load buses that grid operators are most keen to keep private. Network topology can
mostly be inferred by inspection (it’s difficult to hide above-ground power lines,
power plants, and substations). Generation data is often publicly available (often
in aggregate form) and the various constraint values need not often be known pre-
cisely. We thus focus on the problem of keeping load data private as we address the
following three points:

1. The data that we would like to publicly release as (Pg , Pl ). The net power at
every bus in the network is Pi which we have decomposed into P

g
i and Pd

i
for i = 1, . . . N . The main concern is that Pg is dependent upon Pd , specif-
ically it is related through the deterministic optimization problem (10.6).
This dependence needs to be accounted for, else information about Pl may
be inferred from Pg (and the publicly available aggregate statistics for Pg ).

2. The OPF (10.6) encodes the physical structure of the power network
G(V , E). A fundamental question here is how the network structure affects
achievable privacy levels. Put another way, is the data generated by some
power network “easier” to keep private simply because of the network topol-
ogy? To what extent can this be quantified?

3. Similarly, how do the OPF constraints affect privacy guarantees?

At this point it is important to make two points. There exists a wide body of work
on differential privacy and linear programming (and optimization more generally).
The goal of this work is not to privately solve a linear program. Our goal is to be
able to publicly release the data set (Pg , Pl ) with a differential privacy guarantee
along the lines of “changes in generation data will not disclose sensitive load data”.
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The second point we wish to make is that we are releasing the data so that data
users can analyze the data and run their own OPF algorithms on. As such, we
provide no guarantees that the the released data will be the solution to any OPF
problem. We do not believe this to be restrictive as the OPF cost function and exact
constraints are likely not available anyway. Users of the data will have accurate load
demand data that (satisfies a differential privacy guarantee) to work with. Load data
is typically the most important part of the data set – and most difficult to obtain.
In later sections we describe work work where the data released does satisfy an AC
optimal power flow problem.

Recalling that we assume the slack bus is bus 1, we also make explicit the partition
on the Laplacian equality constraint;

θ1 = 0, CBCTθ =

[
Pg

Pl

]
=: L,

and assume that (10.6) is well-posed, i.e. upper-bound constraints are greater
than or equal to lower-bound constraints. For simplicity we focus on the Laplace
mechanism which relies on the Laplace distribution L (·). For a random variable
X ∼ L (b), the probability density function is given by

fX (x | b) =
1

2b
exp

(
−|x|

b

)
,

the variance is given by σ 2
= 2b2. Intuitively an increase in b corresponds to

the distribution flattening out and spreading about the origin. For the purposes of
establishing notation we now state some well known results that we will build from.

Suppose that Dn is the data space for n users. A query is a function M̃ : Dn
→

Rr .In many cases, statistical queries correspond to r = 1. A mechanism, M, is a
randomized function of d ⊆ Dn. In this work we shall consider additive mecha-
nisms of the form M(d) := M̃+ Y where Y is an appropriately defined vector of
random variables.

Definition 10.2 (ϱ-Differential privacy). The mechanismM preserves ϱ-differential
privacy if and only if for all d, d′ ∈ Dn such that ∥d − d′∥0 ≤ 1 and all W ⊆ Rr ,
we have

Pr{M(d) ∈W} ≤ exp(ϱ) Pr{M(d′) ∈W}.

An intuitive way to understand this definition is to rearrange it and use the
approximation exp(ϱ) ≈ 1+ ϱ for small positive ϱ, thus

Pr{M(d) ∈W}
Pr{M(d′) ∈W}

≤ 1+ ϱ.
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From this we see that when d and d′ differ by a single element, the probability
density of the corresponding mechanisms are similar. The similarity is characterized
by ϱ which is referred to as the the privacy budget.

Theorem 10.3 (Differentially private Laplace mechanism). The Laplace mechanism
M̃(d)+ Y with Yi ∼ L (1

ϱ ) for i = 1, . . . , r, where

1 := maximize
∥d−d′∥0≤1

∥M̃(d)− M̃(d′)∥1, (10.7)

provides ϱ-differential privacy.

The non-negative scalar 1 is the ℓ1 sensitivity of the query M̃. Theorem 10.3
clearly shows us that the variance of the distribution depends on the sensitivity
of the query and the level of privacy required. The more sensitive a query is, the
“more” noise that must be added to attain a fixed privacy level. Similarly, when less
privacy is required, the variance of the distribution decreases.

In the case of optimal power flow data, d = (Pg⋆, Pl ). To emphasize the rela-
tionship between the load demand and power generation, we introduce the “OPF
operator". Informally, the OPF operator is a nonlinear operator that maps the vec-
tor of power loads Pl , solves an OPF problem, and returns the optimal vectorii of
power generation Pg⋆. We express this operation as Pg⋆

= OPF(Pl ). From this
point on, we drop the ⋆ from our notation. It should be implicitly understood that
OPF returns an optimal solution. It will also always be clear from context which
OPF problem is being solved. Using this notation, we can now express the problem
data as d = (OPF(Pl ), Pl ), which leads to the ℓ1 sensitivity function

maximize
∥(OPF(Pl ),Pl )−(OPF(Pl ),Pl )′∥0≤1

∥M̃(OPF(Pl ), Pl )− M̃({OPF(Pl ), Pl
}
′)∥1,

(10.8)
which because of the complex dependencies between load and optimal generation,
is a significantly more complicated object than (10.7). Indeed, characterizing the
sensitivity function (10.8) is the central to developing an understanding of how
differential privacy can be applied to optimal power flow data. As “defined” so far,
the OPF operator is applicable to both AC and DC OPF problems. However, at
the time of writing, little is known about the behavior of OPF when the associated
OPF problem is anything other than a DC problem. It is also important to note
that OPF is specific to the way the an OPF problem is modeled. In the AC setting,
the same power flows can be modeled in different (but equivalent) ways which leads
to different OPF problems – the AC OPF Problem 10.4 is just one realization, a

ii. Here we assume that the optimal solution is unique, and this assumption will be further discussed in the
next subsection.
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different realization will induce a different OPF . We will now focus out attention
on the DC OPF operator.

10.5.3 The DC OPF Operator

The OPF operator has been studied in detail in [ZAL20; AZL20] in the DC set-
ting. In this section we will provide a summary of the key results regarding the
sensitivity function. In subsequent sections these results will be leveraged to help
us understand how network structure and OPF problem data (constraint limits,
cost function) determine variance of Laplace distribution required to provide ϱ-
differential privacy guarantees.

The first issue we address is when does OPF return a unique solution? Even
although (10.6) is a linear program with a polyhedral constraint set, there is no
guarantee that there is a unique solution. In this case OPF will return the set
of all optimal generation vectors. Working with set-valued operators is not trivial
and we would like to avoid such a situation. Fortunately, this is straight forward.
In [ZAL20] the precise conditions for uniqueness of solution were provided. The
exact conditions are somewhat involved and would require several new sets to be
defined, which for this chapter would clutter the presentation. Instead, we shall
use the fact that the necessary sets are dense with respect to larger, easy to specify
sets. The consequence of this is that should the specific problem instance under
study fail to meet these conditions, then with probability one, a perturbation to the
problem description will satisfy the criteria. For this reason we make the following
assumptions:

Assumption 10.4. The OPF operator maps to a singleton, i.e., OPF : RNL
+ →

RNG . The mapping is continuous everywhere and differentiable almost everywhere. Fur-
thermore, all points in the image space of OPF are optimal solutions of (10.6).

Remark 10.5. Loosely speaking, the assumptions above are valid when the coeffi-
cients ci for i = 1, . . . , NG are all non-negative. The parameters that define OPF
(10.6), {pmin, pmax, P

g
min, P

g
max}, are chosen such that a feasible solution exists, and the

feasible solution has NG− 1 active inequalities. Full details are available in [ZAL20].

The OPF operator is now used to define the concept of “monotonicity” for
power networks. Recall that a function f : Rn

→ R is said to be monotonic
(sometimes referred to as “order preserving”), if for all x, y ∈ Rn we have that

x ≥ y ⇒ f (x) ≥ f (y),

where the inequality on the left hand side is taken element-wise. In order to recon-
cile monotonicity with differential privacy, we will consider the case where f above
is replaced by OPF and x and y are constrained to differ in exactly one element.
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Definition 10.6 (Monotonicity). A power system is said to be monotone if for all
x, y ∈ RNG such that x ≥ y and with x and y being feasible load profiles, we have
that OPF(x) ≥ OPF(y).

In words, a power system is monotone if, given a vector of power demands (loads)
and corresponding optimal generations, a load increase will not cause a decrease in
power generated at any bus in the network.

Monotonicity, as per Definition 10.6 attempts to characterize how the optimal
power generation reacts to a change in load. Clearly, monotonicity is related to
the ℓ1 sensitivity function (10.8). Unfortunately, Definition 10.6 only provides a
partial characterization of the load–generation relationship. In order to provide a
complete characterization, we introduce the the notion of (δ, ε)-monotonicity.

Definition 10.7 ((δ, ε)-monotonicity). For δ > 0, and ε ≥ 0, a power system is
said to be (δ, ε)-monotone if for all x, y ∈ RNL such that y + δ1 ≥ x ≥ y and
∥x − y∥0 = 1, we have that

NG∑
i=1

[OPFi(x)−OPFi(y)]− ≥ −ε,

where for [z]− := min{0, z} for z ∈ R.

In the definition above, the parameter ε covers for the fact that power generation
is allowed to decrease, and δ describes the “spread” of the load y. Clearly, any system
which is monotone according to Definition 10.6 is (δ, 0)-monotone for any choice
of positive δ. Note that any value of ε that satisfies the inequality in Definition 10.7
is valid, however, when we make use of monotonicity in the context of privacy later
on, the smaller ε is, the better. Determining the (δ, ε) parameters is in general a
difficult task. For certain classes of networks we can provide analytic expressions.

IEEE 9-bus Network

We first consider a simple test network with 9 buses. The network consists of 3
generator and 6 load buses. The IEEE 9-bus network is perhaps the simplest and
most commonly used network for studying optimal power flow problems. Here we
use it to illustrate the fact that monotonicity can be too stringent a requirement
for even simple networks. We then use it to provide some intuition about (δ, ε)-
monotonicity. The network is depicted in Figure 10.3. At each of the generator
buses and two of the load buses, we have included a graph which shows how various
loads and generations change.

We first consider bus 9 (lower left corner of Figure 10.3). The graph associated
with bus 9 shows that the load, i.e., power demanded at this bus increases with
time. It is assumed that all other loads remain constant. Note that although the
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Figure 10.3. IEEE 9-bus network. The ‘G’ nodes denote generators, and the numbered

lines are transmission lines.

line looks continuous, in reality this is a set of discrete loads. For every value of
the load, we solve (10.6), or equivalently calculate Pg

= OPF(Pl ) and plot the
resulting generations for each of the three generators on their respective graphs.
If the network (for this particular choice of network parameters) was monotone,
then graphs at each of the 3 generator buses would all be non-decreasing. At bus
1, the graph is non-decreasing. In fact, it is constant. This is likely because the
generator is at its maximum capacity. At bus 3, an increase in power generation
is observed. Surprisingly, at bus 2, the generator decreases its power output. From
this we conclude that the system in not monotonic. This simulation highlights the
complexity optimal power flow problems – despite bus 2 being closer to bus 9 (in
a graph theoretical distance sense) it is bus 3 that provides the additional power
required. In Figure 10.3 we also consider the case where the load at bus 5 is varied
(with all other loads kept constant) and see similar results (dashed lines). We state
the following theorem without proof.

Remark 10.8. The IEEE 9-bus network is (δ, 2.01δ)-monotone. This parameteriza-
tion is invariant to changes in the cost function and ξ.

The implication of this is that the optimal generation at any bus in the network
will not decrease by more than 2.01 times the increase in the load.

In addition to monotonicity, we will also discuss derivatives of OPF . Com-
bined with monotonicity, this will provide an almost complete understanding of
the sensitivity of the problem. As with monotonicity, the exact details for when
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derivatives can be taken are described in [ZAL20]. For now we rely on Assump-
tion 10.4 and assume everything is well defined. Of interest to us is the how the
optimal power generation at each generator changes as a function of changes in
the load. We denote the vector of derivatives of OPF with respect to the loads by
∂PlOPF(Pl ).

Theorem 10.9. When Assumption 10.4 holds, the local derivative ∂PlOPF(Pl ) exists
and the set of binding constraints in (10.6) remains unchanged.

The second part of the statement in Theorem 10.9 is useful because it also tells
us about the behavior of the optimal power flow problem. It tells us that for almost
all the problem instances, when the load changes, any constraints that have hit their
upper or lower limits will remain at those limits and no new constraints will reach
capacity. We can actually go one stage further and write down an explicit algebraic
relationship between the load and the optimal generation and voltage angle. To
proceed, we need to define two sets that account for binding inequalities in (10.6).

Definition 10.10. Consider the DC OPF problem (10.6) and the graph G(V , E)

associated with it. Assume that (10.6) has been solved. Define the set SG ⊆ VG as the
set of generators producing power at maximum or minimum capacity, i.e., equal to the
corresponding value in P

g
max or P

g
min. Likewise do the same for edges with power flows

at maximum or minimum capacity corresponding to pmax, pmin. Denote this set as SB.

We will not prove this here, but it can be shown that the total number of active
constraints is

|SB| + |SG| = NG − 1,

where | · | applied to a set denotes cardinality.
The Jacobian matrix defines the effect of all load changes on all optimal gen-

erations. Assume the network parameters are fixed, i.e., ξ is constant and that the
coefficients in the cost function ci are all positive. Formally, the Jacobian is

[J(Pl ; c, ξ)]i,j :=
∂(P

g
i )

⋆

∂Pl
j

=
∂[OPF(Pl )]i

∂Pl
j

.

However, if one has access to the solution of (10.6) then the Jacobian can be stated
explicitly as a function of ξ and (SG,SB). We briefly introduce the following nota-
tion; let IN denote the n × n identity matrix. Given a set S let IN

S denotes the
matrix formed by stacking the rows of IN indexed by the elements of S.

Theorem 10.11. When Assumption 10.4 holds, and the set of binding constraints
of (10.6) is known, the Jacobian J(Pl ; c, ξ) can be explicitly written as

J(SG,SB) = 999 · (IN
[NL])

T
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where 999 = −IN
[NL]LZ(SG,SB)T , where L = CBCT , and

Z(SG,SB)T
=


IN
VL

L

IN
VG

L

IE
SB

BCT

e1


−1

,

and the inverse always exists.

The Jacobian matrix is useful in its own right, it also serves two other purposes.
It can be used to provide an upper-bound on the ℓ1 sensitivity 1 – although we
won’t pursue that further here. The Jacobian also provides useful insight into how
to gauge the (δ, ε)-monotonicity parameters.

Taken together, Definitions 10.7, 10.10, and Theorem 10.11 provide all the
information about the sensitivity of OPF required in order to apply differential
privacy to the data set d = (Pg⋆, Pl ). For details on how to compute sensitivity,
the reader is referred to [ZAL20; AZL20]. Note that the Jacobian definition and
the closed-form expression produce the same matrix. Unless a specific form the
Jacobian is required, we drop the arguments and simply refer to it as J.

10.5.4 Differential Privacy

We are now in a position to integrate the results from the previous section regard-
ing sensitivity, with the classical ideas of differential privacy. For simplicity, we focus
on the Laplacian mechanism. We make no claim about this mechanism being “per-
fect” for power system data sets. The goal is to demonstrate that potential for pri-
vacy methods in this application domain. Proofs of the main results can be found
in [ZAL19]

To reiterate, our goal is to release data sets of the form d = (Pg⋆, Pl ) in order for
users to i) run statistical queries on the load-demand data, and/or ii) solve optimal
power flow problems using realistic load data. With regards to the second problem,
network parameters ξ, and the cost function may, or may not, be publicly available.
We assume that the network graph is available.

The mechanism M acts on both vectors Pg⋆ and Pl , for brevity, instead of writ-
ing M(Pg⋆, Pl ), we will instead simply write M(Pl ) and it is to be implicitly
understood that the optimal generations are obtained by solving an appropriate
DC optimal power flow problem.

We will now show that the task of designing a mechanism that hides individual
load changes, follows the classical results closely. Indeed, most of the difficulty was
in formulating how to measure query sensitivity when the query involves solving a
linear program. The first step is to modify the definition of differential privacy.
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Definition 10.12 ((1, ϱ)-differential privacy). For 1 > 0 and ϱ > 0, the mech-
anism M is said to preserve (1, ϱ)-differential privacy if and only if for all (Pl )′ and
(Pl )′′ such that

∥(Pl )′ − (Pl )′′∥0 ≤ 1 and ∥(Pl )′ − (Pl )′′∥1 ≤ 1,

and for all W ⊆ Rr , we have

Pr{M((Pl )′) ∈W} ≤ exp(ϱ) Pr{M((Pl )′′) ∈W}.

Remark 10.13. The notation used in Definition 10.12 should not be confused with
the standard notion of (ε, δ)-differential privacy used outside of this chapter. We also
reiterate that M(Pl ) is shorthand for M(Pg⋆, Pl ).

A straight forward application of Theorem 10.3 can be applied to Defini-
tion 10.12.

Lemma 10.14. Assume M̃(Pg⋆, P l ) is a deterministic query. The mechanism M =
M̃ + Y with Yi ∼ L (11

ϱ ) for i = 1, . . . , r, preserves (1, ϱ)-differential privacy, if

for any (Pl )′ and (Pl )′′ such that ∥(Pl )′− (Pl )′′∥0 ≤ 1 and ∥(Pl )′− (Pl )′′∥1 ≤ 1,
11 satisfies ∥M̃((Pl )′)− M̃((Pl )′′)∥1 ≤ 11.

This result doesn’t transparently take into account the underlying properties of
the network or the associated OPF problem. Before we present the most general
and transparent result, we require one final definition. Denote by JM̃ the Jacobian
matrix of the query function, i.e., the matrix of partial derivatives of the query M̃
with respect to changes in the load vector.

Theorem 10.15. Suppose a power system is (1, ε)-monotone, and the magnitude of all
the elements in the Jacobian matrix JM̃ are upper bounded by τ . Then the mechanism
M = M̃+ Y, with Yi ∼ L (2τ r(1+ε)

ϱ ), provides (1, ϱ)-differential privacy.

The theorem above makes it clear power system with associated optimal power
problems that are far from monotone (large values of ε) require distributions with a
significantly larger variance than their monotone counterparts. Note that Theorem
10.15 is only applicable for smooth and differential queries, and the Jacobian matrix
JM̃ is different from the Jacobian matrix J of OPF operator, which we defined
earlier. One way to interpret Theorem 10.15 is that the query M̃(OPF(Pl ), Pl )

can be viewed as the composition of functions M̃ and OPF . By the chain rule,
its ℓ1 sensitivity can also be decomposed as the sensitivity of M̃ (characterized by
τ ) and the sensitivity of OPF (characterized by (1, ε)-monotonicity).

Corollary 10.16. Let τ and M be defined as in Theorem 10.15. A monotone power
system with Yi ∼ L (2τ r1

ϱ ), ensures (1, ϱ)-differential privacy.
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One has to be careful when interpreting the Corollary 10.16. As any monotone
system is (1, 0)-monotone for any value of 1 > 0, it is tempting to simply make
1 arbitrarily small in order to make 2τ1

ϱ arbitrarily small. However, 1 controls the
privacy level as well, thus making it arbitrarily small will compromise more privacy
of the power system data.

The final scenario we consider concerns aggregated data. It is often the case that
power flow data is available in aggregate form. Most often, data from a geographical
region is pooled, and summary statistics about the data set are released. We con-
sider the following simple scenario (more complicated settings are easily accommo-
dated for): Instead of the data owner releasing d(Pg⋆, Pl ), summary statistics for
certain “regions” are released. A disaggregation algorithm then acts on this data to
try and reverse engineer the original d(Pg⋆, Pl ). Of course, exact recovery is almost
surely impossible, but generating estimates of the data that is consistent with the
aggregated data is possible [AZL18]. Let’s make things more concrete. Assume the
power network and data set we care about has been split into m distinct regions
R1, . . . ,Rm, where Ri ⊂ V . For simplicity assume that Ri ∩Rj = ∅ for all i, j.
The aggregation query for region i returns two quantities, the sum of the load and
the sum of the generation:

M̃g
i =

∑
j∈Ri

P
g
j , M̃l

i =
∑
j∈Ri

Pl
j ,

where again we have dropped the ⋆ superscript from the generation vector. The data
owner discloses corrupted versions of M̃g

i and Mg
i . we assume that these statistics

are to be released using the Laplacian mechanism. In a more realistic scenario, the
exponential mechanism would be used as this may prevent sign changes in the data.
We pursue the Laplacian mechanism as it fits with the results presented so far. The
Laplace mechanism adds iid Laplace random variables and is defined to be

Magg(Pg , Pl ) = [Mg
1, . . . ,Mg

m,Ml
1, . . . ,Ml

m],

with Mg
i = M̃g

i +Yi and Ml
i = M̃l

i+Yi. Using this definition of the aggregation
mechanism we arrive at the following result:

Lemma 10.17. Let the power system of interest be (1, ε)-monotone. The mechanism
Magg preserves (1, ϱ)-differential privacy when Y

g
i , Y l

i for i = 1, . . . , m are i.i.d.
random variables drawn from L (2(1+ε)

ϱ ).

An important observation to make is that the variance of the Laplace distribution
in Lemma 10.17 does not depend on the number of aggregated regions m, or the
number of buses in a region. For the aggregation query, it is straight forward to
show that the JM̃ upper bound, τ in Theorem 10.15 is equal to one.
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10.5.5 Beyond DC-OPF

The previous section outlined how differential privacy can be applied to data gen-
erated from DC OPF problems. There is however a body of work that applies
differential privacy to OPF problems with the full AC power flow equations in
various privacy scenarios: [FV18; MFV20b; MFV20a; Dvo+20]. We won’t delve
deeply into this topic, however we will illustrate the difficulties of dealing with AC
optimal power flow problems and describe how the work in [MFV20a] addresses
these problems.

The fundamental issue that arises when dealing with the AC-OPF Problem 10.4
and its variants, is that perturbations to the load profile may result in an infeasi-
ble optimization problem. Moreover, even when the perturbed problem is feasible,
the magnitude of the difference between the true optimal solution and the per-
turbed solution may be large. The closeness of the two solutions is termed fidelity.
In the DC setting, fidelity is quantified using the results characterizing the sensi-
tivity of the OPF operator as described in Section 10.5.3. Unfortunately, there is
no straight forward extension to the AC-OPF setting. However, the abstraction of
OPF as a mapping from load to optimal generation is useful and used without
the theoretical guarantees provided in the DC setting. In [MFV20a], algorithms
are developed with two goals in mind:

1. Privacy: The vector of (complex) demands Sd and the perturbed loads Ŝd

should satisfy:

(a) |Sd
i − Ŝd

i | ≤ α and Sd
j = Ŝd

j for all j ̸= i, where α > 0.

(b) For Sd and Ŝd satisfying the adjacency relationship above,

Pr{M(Sd ) ∈W} ≤ exp(ϱ) Pr{M(Ŝd
j ) ∈W}

2. Fidelity: The obfuscated loads Ŝd provide an objective value that is close to
ground truth:

|f (OPF(Ŝd ))−O⋆
| ≤ βO⋆,

for β > 0, where O⋆
= f (OPF(Sd )) with f the cost function from (10.4).

Note, here we have overloaded OPF to return a solution to an AC optimal
power flow problem. No claims about uniqueness are made. When multiple
optimal solutions exist, a single solution is chosen at random.

Here we highlight some of the subtleties and difficulties of dealing with AC
power flow models. The first obstacle in out path is that the Laplacian mechanism
now needs to be applied to a query which may return complex values. Inspired
by the work from differential locational privacy [ABCP13], complex numbers are
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represented in a polar coordinate system (as opposed to a planar system) and the
polar Laplacian distribution is used. A desirable property of the polar Laplacian
pdf is that the the radius and angle (that define the random complex variable) can
be drawn independently from each other. In contrast, using a multi-dimensional
Laplacian distribution would require drawing both parameters together in order to
achieve the correct scaling. As a result, drawing the random variable z = r exp(jθ)

is done by drawing θ uniformly at random from [0, 2π). Obtaining r is a two
step process: first, draw a scalar p uniformly at random from [0, 1) and the set
r = C−1

ε (p), where

C−1
ε (p) = −

1

ε
(W−1(

p− 1

e
)+ 1),

and W−1 is the (-1 branch of the) Lambert W function. The ε term is the measure
of differential privacy required in the classical sense of ε-differential privacy. The
output of the privacy stage is a load vector S̃d that is additively corrupted by random
variables from the polar Laplacian distribution. This intermediate vector will be the
input to the fidelity phase.

The fidelity phase is more challenging. One way to view this phase is as post-
processing the complex vector S̃d . Formally it takes the form of a bi-level (some-
times referred to as a multi-stage) optimization problem [Dem02]:

minimize
Sg ,Ŝd

∥Ŝd
− S̃d
∥

2
2

subject to |f (Sg)−O⋆
| ≤ βO⋆

Sg
= OPF(Ŝd ).

(10.9)

We re-iterate that OPF here in notationally overloaded and it refers to a mapping
of complex load demands to optimal complex power generations through the AC-
OPF Problem 10.4. The interpretation of the fidelity post-processing stage is that
of re-distributing the Laplacian noise that was introduced in the first step of the
process. While the combination of the polar Laplacian distribution and the bi-level
post-processing stage achieve the two goals set out at the beginning of the section,
unfortunately, solving (10.9) is intractable. Indeed, bi-level programs are strongly
NP-hard, moreover, verifying a solution of a such a problem is NP-hard [VSJ94].
The work in [MFV20a] proposes three relaxations to the fidelity stage, each of
which satisfies the bound

∥Ŝd
− Sd
∥2

∥S̃d − Sd∥2
≤ 2,
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where S̃d is the is the output of (10.9). Extensive numerical simulations assess the
accuracy and typical behaviors of the three relaxations in addition to their computa-
tional run-times. It is shown that the methods proposed offer orders of magnitude
better accuracy than naively applying the Laplacian mechanism to the load data.

10.6 Concluding Remarks

In this chapter we have provided a high level overview of modern energy systems,
with a focus on the path from energy production to transmission and control. Our
aim was to highlight the need for privacy in energy systems, and specifically examine
how differential privacy can be applied in relation to optimal power flow data.
The majority of the chapter examined the DC-OPF setting where convex (linear)
programming is the algorithmic tool of choice. We concluded by dipping into the
significantly harder problem of preserving privacy of AC-OPF data, where we tried
to highlight some of the inherent challenges.

This is a new and rapidly evolving area of research, we hope this survey will
attract more attention to research at the interface of energy and privacy.
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Chapter 11

Image and Video Data Analysis

By Liyue Fan

11.1 Introduction

Image and video data have been increasingly generated and their analysis is ubiq-
uitous in our daily life. The richness of visual data as well as recent technological
advances in computer vision inflict great privacy concerns. Classic differential pri-
vacy, which originated in statistical databases, has been applied to generating aggre-
gate statistics or training machine learning models, while protecting the privacy of
input data. The rigorous nature of DP makes it desirable for protecting sensitive
information that can be inferred from image and video data. As a recent research
direction, this chapter discusses the role of differential privacy in image and video
analysis, especially the developments in sanitizing image and video data. Specif-
ically, we will look at DP notions that aim to quantify sensitive information in
image and video data. Furthermore, we will introduce practical privacy and quality
measures for evaluating DP methods. We realize that much of the image and video
analysis is based on machine learning techniques, and thus direct interested readers
to Part II for learning with differential privacy.

As a society, we collectively generate massive amounts of image and video data at
a high speed. Studies show that photo-sharing is one of the most common activities
of over two-thirds of American adults who now use social media [Dug15; Smi17].
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Figure 11.1. Example news images where faces have been obfuscated for privacy (best

when zoom).

Approximately 1,000 Terabytes of video data are generated every minute [Kno13]
from social media sites to surveillance cameras. Applications that rely on image and
video data are ubiquitous, from surveillance to tele-medicine, from facial recogni-
tion to eye tracking. In this chapter we will look at the application of differential
privacy to image and video data and understand how DP methods intersect with
image and video applications.

11.1.1 Perceptions and Expectations for Visual Privacy

Visual anonymity in images and videos is very important for communication
research and modern journalism. By providing anonymity, individuals are able to
speak more freely [Ano98; Mar01; Sco04], e.g., for conveying sensitive informa-
tion, expressing marginalized views, and protecting them from retaliation or subse-
quent contact. Currently visual anonymity is often achieved by blurring or mosaic-
ing faces in pictures and video clips. Figure 11.1 shows two examples where visual
anonymity is necessary for those being photographed.

Furthermore, privacy is a significant concern in social media [SCB17] and digital
surveillance [WR14]. Researchers have studied the human perceptions of sensitive
visual content [LTKC18], shared privacy expectations for online images [Hoy+20],
as well as the impact on the viewer’s experience when transforming parts of images
for enhanced privacy [Li+17; Has+18]. Examples of content categories commonly
deemed sensitive in image and video data are identity, children, nudity, and medical
condition (e.g., hospital stay).

Moreover, laws and regulations protect the privacy of image and video data.
The HIPAA privacy rule requires that full-face photographs and any comparable
images must be removed under the Safe Harbor Method. Photographs that can be
linked to a patient are considered identifiable information, and therefore, they are
subject to HIPAA requirements [NBB19]. The General Data Protection Regulation
(GDPR), effective since 2018, aims to increase the privacy of the European Union’s



380 Image and Video Data Analysis

citizens and visitors. It is important for organizations and businesses to consider
image and video data as “personal data" or “sensitive personal data" in GDPR terms,
and implement and ensure privacy protection accordingly.

11.1.2 Existing Privacy Methods

Various privacy solutions have been proposed for image and video analysis. We
categorize commonly adopted image and video privacy methods that do not depend
on differential privacy in the following groups.

• Standard obfuscation. Popular image obfuscation techniques are pixelization
(also referred to as mosaicing), blurring, and masking. The goal is to obscure
the content such that it is no longer recognizable. Pixelization can be achieved
by superposing a rectangular grid over the original image and averaging the
color values of the pixels within each grid cell. On the other hand, blur-
ring, i.e., Gaussian blur, removes details from an image by convolving the
2D Gaussian distribution function with the image. Social media platforms
may provide their own implementations, e.g., YouTube face blur [SP17] for
video uploads. Masking replaces sensitive content with uninformative pixel
values, e.g., a solid rectangle of black pixels over a face.

• Fusion and perturbation. Image fusion and perturbation have also been
adopted for visual privacy. For instance, Newton et al. [NSM05] proposed to
achieve k-anonymity for a set of face images. Their method, named k-same,
“averages” face data for a group of individuals, such that each face in the pub-
lished dataset appears at least k times. In [OR15], a face “morphing" scheme
was proposed where the input face image is mixed with another face image
to suppress gender information. Recent works, such as [MRR18; RGRB19],
show the promise of adversarial perturbations. In [MRR18], perturbed face
images could confound gender classifiers, while preserving the accuracy of
face matchers. In [RGRB19], adversarial images were created by using a fast
flipping attribute technique, and were able to fool DNNs networks in pre-
dicting binary facial attributes.

• Cryptography. A number of cryptography-based solutions have been devel-
oped to utilize untrusted service providers for image storage, sharing, and
analysis. For instance, P3 [RGO13] enables privacy-preserving image sharing
by encrypting the significant DCT coefficients, and authorized recipients can
decrypt and reconstruct the input image. Furthermore, several approaches
have been proposed to perform analysis on encrypted image data, e.g., for
privacy-preserving image retrieval [Xia+16], extracting features [HLP12],
and learning models [BCCW19].
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11.1.3 Privacy Risks

Here we review a range of privacy risks associated with sharing image and video
data. An in-depth discussion on privacy inference attacks in machine learning mod-
els is available in Chapter 5.

Re-identification

Given obfuscated image data, re-identification attacks aim to predict the identity
of individuals or the class label of objects. For example, McPherson et al. [MSS16]
developed neural network-based models which could be trained to re-identify faces
and hand-written digits, and to recognize objects, on images obfuscated with pix-
elization, YouTube face blur [SP17], and P3 [RGO13] image sharing system. The
re-identification rate of faces is up to 98%, after performing pixelization with a rel-
atively large window, e.g., 16 × 16 pixels. Similarly, Hill et al. [HZSS16] showed
that text obfuscated by pixelization can be reconstructed with a large accuracy using
hidden Markov models (HMM). Those attack results show that existing image
obfuscation techniques may yield unrecognizable images by human users, but state-
of-the-art image recognition algorithms, e.g., deep learning based techniques, can
successfully recover sensitive information.

Attribute Inference

In biometric template matching, visual data is utilized for recognition. Attribute
inference refers to the estimation of other personal attributes, such as gender, age,
and facial expression. Dantcheva et al. [DER15] surveyed techniques to extract
a range of soft biometrics, such as face, body, fingerprint, hand, and iris, from
image and video data, and recent results on the accurate estimation of demographic
attributes (e.g., age, gender, race and ethnicity) and medical attributes (e.g., health
and body weight). Wang and Kosinski [WK18] showed that sexual orientation can
be inferred from facial images, with an accuracy of around 83% to 91%.

Model Inversion

When machine learning models are shared, sensitive training data may be recon-
structed via model inversion attacks. Image analysis models have been targeted in
model inversion. Fredrikson et al. [FJR15] reconstructed face images from trained
neural network models for facial recognition. Zhang et al. [Zha+20] proposed sev-
eral techniques to reconstruct images with higher quality. As seen in Figure 11.2,
the reconstructed image needs not be perfect in order for human or algorithms to
recognize the identity information. It is reported that human users can identify the
reconstructed faces with an average of 80% accuracy [FJR15], and using state-of-
the-art classifiers the reconstructed faces can be identified with accuracy of up to
82% [Zha+20].
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Figure 11.2. Example training image (a) and reconstructed image (b) given an identity

label and a trained facial recognition model [FJR15].

Membership Inference

Membership inference tells whether a given record is present in the input dataset
which is used to produce certain outputs, e.g., aggregate statistics, recommender
systems, and machine learning models. Recent work studied membership inference
attacks on image models [SSSS17; HRSF20]. An adversary is able to learn whether
an image is part of the training set that produced a given model, by exploiting
overfitting artifacts on training data.

11.1.4 Application of Differential Privacy

Differential privacy (DP) has become the state-of-the-art privacy paradigm for sta-
tistical databases. As introduced in Chapter 1, in central DP model, a trusted server
is responsible for data aggregation and analysis, and the presence of any record in
the input is protected. In the local DP model (see Chapter 2), the server is no longer
trusted, and the exact value of each input record is protected. There are two general
approaches for applying DP to image and video analysis as follows.

• Training Machine Learning Models. In image and video analysis, DP can
be applied to training models while protecting the presence of each training
sample. For instance, Abadi et al. [Aba+16] proposed differentially private
stochastic gradient descent (DP-SGD) for deep learning and the moment
accountant (MA) technique to account for differential privacy across train-
ing epochs. With training data are distributed at different sites, DP can be
achieved in a federated learning setup [Li+19], or via private aggregation of
teacher ensembles [Pap+16]. Recently, DP has also been applied to train gen-
erative adversarial networks to produce synthetic images [Xie+18; TKP19].

• Sanitizing Image and Video Data. A different approach is to apply DP to
sanitizing sensitive information in image and video data, and the sanitized
data can be shared with untrusted parties for further analysis. Figure 11.3
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Figure 11.3. Differential Privacy Setting for Sanitizing Image and Video Data. Note that a

video is a sequence of images, also known as video frames.

depicts such a setting where a data owner wishes to share image or video data
with untrusted recipients, e.g., researchers, servers, or the greater public. The
data owner must sanitize the data prior to its publication, in order to guar-
antee DP. Thanks to the resistance to post-processing [DR+14], any analysis
performed on the sanitized data would not inflict additional DP cost.

In-depth analysis of DP for machine learning, including its applications and
challenges, is conducted in other chapters of the book. Therefore, in this chapter
we primarily discuss the second approach, where DP is applied to sanitizing image
and video data. We identify two main advantages of the sanitization approach: (1)
it offers resistance to post-processing, as mentioned above; (2) it is compatible with
personalized privacy, e.g., user-specified ε and δ values for DP guarantees. Those
properties would make DP highly desirable for conducting privacy-preserving anal-
ysis and for meeting users’ privacy needs.

Overview of the Chapter

In the rest of the chapter, we will introduce challenges of applying DP to image and
video data sanitization and review the progress of the research community to this
date (Section 11.2). In addition to theories, in Section 11.3 we will also introduce
important practical privacy protections and utility measures that methods with DP
guarantees should keep in mind. Finally, in Section 11.4, we will discuss challenges
should be addressed in collaboration with other communities, such as understand-
ing the user perceptions and the deployment in real systems.

11.2 Sanitizing Image and Video Data with DP

In this section, we introduce challenges of applying DP to image and video data
sanitization and review the progress made by the research community. Recall our
problem setting in Figure 11.3. The sanitization algorithm operates on image or
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video data, such that the output does not allow an adversary (e.g., researchers or
the greater public) to infer much about sensitive information in the input data.

The key question to address by DP methods in image and video settings is:
what information is protected by DP? Not surprisingly, this question also helps us
categorize and comparatively analyze recent developments in DP for image/video
data made by the research community. With this question in mind, we introduce
challenges and solutions for sanitizing image and video data with DP. Recall that a
video is a sequence of images, i.e., video frames. We will start our discussion with
image sanitization, i.e., obfuscation.

11.2.1 Pixel-Level Privacy for Images

For simplicity, let’s consider inputs to DP algorithms are grey-scale images. A grey-
scale image is a matrix and elements in the matrix are integer pixel values between
0 and 255 (i.e., 0 is black and 255 is white).

Protecting a Single Pixel

In order to adapt differential privacy to image data, a straight-forward idea is to
consider pixels as “records" of a database. Therefore, a DP algorithm should protect
the values of individual pixels. In a recent study [Joh+20], the following notion was
proposed to protect each pixel.

Definition 11.1. [Pixel-DP] Let s denote a randomized algorithm and S be any
subset of the image space of s. Then, we say s is (ε, δ)-differentially private if for
any S and any pair of neighboring inputs x and x′,

Pr[s(x) ∈ S] ≤ eεPr[s(x′) ∈ S]+ δ (11.1)

where neighboring inputs x and x′ correspond to two images that differ by at most
one pixel.

As can be seen, the above definition is very similar to the classic (ε, δ)-
DP [DR+14]. Two input images are neighbors if they differ by at most one pixel.
The authors of [Joh+20] adopted a randomized mechanism for each pixel such that
either the real pixel or a default value, e.g., 127, is reported with a coin flip. Applied
to images taken by eye tracking devices, the authors argued that per pixel random-
ization is more suitable for pupil tracking applications, compared to blur-based
obfuscations.

Protecting Multiple Pixels Simultaneously

An immediate concern regarding Definition 11.1 is that hiding the presence of one
pixel in the input image may not provide strong privacy, i.e., hiding sensitive infor-
mation in the input image. Let’s look at some images based on widely used PETS
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Figure 11.4. (a): sample image from PETS dataset where each red rectangle represents

some sensitive information and contains ∼ 360 pixels. (b): an example neighboring image

for (a) by removing the leftmost pedestrian. [Fan18]

dataset [Lea+15] as an example. This dataset contains video frame sequences widely
used in Multiple Object Tracking studies. Each red rectangle in Figure 11.4(a) illus-
trates one type of sensitive information, such as a pedestrian, a van, an object on
grass, and a signage; and each rectangle contains ∼ 360 pixels, i.e., much higher
than one.

We are thus motivated to consider a stronger privacy model, in which sensitive
information represented by multiple pixels should be protected. [Fan18] proposed
a customizable notion for neighboring images.

Definition 11.2. [m-Neighborhood] Two images I1 and I2 are m-neighboring
images if they have the same dimension and differ by at most m pixels.

As can be seen, Definition 11.2 is a generalization of the 1-pixel neighborhood
discussed above. In comparison, Definition 11.2 provides stronger privacy: allowing
up to m pixels to differ enables us to protect the presence or absence of any sensitive
information which can be represented by those pixels in an image. Recall object,
text, or person in Figure 11.4. The following is a strict ε-DP definition for m-
neighboring images proposed in [Fan18].

Definition 11.3. [Image-DP] A randomized mechanism A gives ε-differential
privacy if for any m-neighboring inputs I1 and I2, and for any possible output
Ĩ ∈ Range(A),

Pr[A(I1) = Ĩ ] ≤ eεPr[A(I2) = Ĩ ] (11.2)

where the probability is taken over the randomness of A.

With Image-DP, an adversary cannot distinguish between any pair of neighbor-
ing images by observing the output image. The privacy of the pedestrian, and any
other sensitive information represented by at most m pixels, can thus be protected.
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Table 11.1. Qualitative Comparisons for Differentially Private Image Obfuscation: each col-

umn represents one obfuscation method; each row lists the obfuscation outcomes for the

same input image from the AT&T faces dataset. We observe that DP obfuscations inflict

only a small quality loss, compared to non-private obfuscations.

When adopting the definitions above, a data owner can choose an appropriate m
value in order to customize the level of privacy protection, i.e., achieving indis-
tinguishability in a smaller or larger range of neighboring images. Note that it is
assumed that removing those pixels is sufficient to protect the privacy of the under-
lying information, by definition of differential privacy [DR+14].

Applied to Standard Obfuscation

Differentially private obfuscation mechanisms for pixelization and Gaussian blur
were proposed in [Fan18; Fan19a]. Sample AT&T images are provided in
Table 11.1. For pixelization (Pix and DP-Pix), the block size is set to 16× 16; for
Gaussian blur (Blur and DP-Blur), the kernel size is set to 99× 99. The image DP
parameters are set as m = 16 and ε = 0.5 for both pixelization and Gaussian blur.
Applied to image obfuscation, Image DP inflicts a small quality Loss, compared to
non-private obfuscations. Quantitative quality as well as privacy can be measured
for DP image obfuscations, which are discussed in depth in the next section.
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Figure 11.5. A Privacy-Preserving Image Sharing Framework with Perceptual Obfusca-

tion [Fan19b].

Extension to Multi-channel Images

Considering image data with multiple channels, such as RGB (red-green-blue) and
HSV (hue-saturation-value) images, each channel may not be independent of the
other channels. A straight-forward extension of image DP is to split the privacy
budget across multiple channels and apply DP methods accordingly.

11.2.2 Perceptual Image Privacy

In the previous subsection, we quantified image privacy directly with pixels, which
is an intuitive approach to extend the classic DP notion to image data. However,
the way an image conveys its content is unique and complex. Therefore, we argue
that it could be beneficial to first quantify the perceived information from an input
image and then apply rigorous privacy. In fact, certain image modifications that
inflict pixel value changes may not significantly affect the human perception of
image content, for instance, after JPEG image compression [PM92] or adding a
small constant to every pixel. The challenge is thus to effectively model what can be
perceived in an image, despite the aforementioned modifications, and to develop
DP methods to protect the perceived information.

Singular Value Decomposition

In [Fan19b], Singular Value Decomposition (SVD) was considered to capture the
perceptual information in input images. It is known that SVD can extract most of
the geometric structure and characteristics of the image data. Prior work on percep-
tual image hashing methods [KVM04] based on SVD have been shown to robustly
hash visually similar images, such as after compression, rotation, and cropping. The
intuition of SVD is that any real or complex matrix A can be decomposed into a
product of three matrices, i.e., A = U6V T , where U and V are left and right sin-
gular vector matrices, 6 is a non-negative diagonal matrix, consisting of the singular
values. Intuitively, the singular vectors in U and V , capture the geometric features
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in an image, while the singular values in 6 can be interpreted as the magnitudes of
the features.

Privacy in High-dimensional Spaces

As a strong attack model, we can assume an adversary who may have approximate
knowledge about an input image. Specifically, the adversary knows the set of images
that are visually similar to a given image (including the image itself ), e.g., with the
same singular matrices i.e., U and V , but different singular values, i.e., 6. The
adversarial goal is to infer the exact input image by observing the obfuscated image.
To protect the private singular values, the study of [Fan19b] adopted a variant of
differential privacy [CABP13] for up to k singular values, as follows.

Definition 11.4. [ε ·dk-privacy] Suppose domains X ,Z ⊂ Rk and dk denotes the
Euclidean metric in Rk. A mechanism K : X → Z satisfies ε · dk-privacy, if and
only if ∀x, x′ ∈ X ,

K (x)(Z) ≤ eε·dk(x,x′)K (x′)(Z) ∀Z ∈ Z . (11.3)

This definition shows that the output of a mechanism should be “indistinguish-
able” to protect privacy, and the level of indistinguishability is proportional to the
distance dk(x, x′) between two inputs x and x′. For an adversary who observes the
certain output Z , i.e., privacy-enhanced singular values, it is challenging to infer
the exact input to the mechanism, i.e., real singular values. A sampling-based mech-
anism K in Rk was designed in [Fan19b] to satisfy Definition 11.4.

SVD-based Obfuscation (DP-SVD)

Figure 11.5 depicts the proposed framework for privacy-preserving image data shar-
ing. An image often contains one or more regions-of-interest (ROIs), such as faces,
objects, text, etc., where obfuscation is needed to protect privacy. Such ROIs can
be detected automatically or annotated by data owners. The randomized obfusca-
tion will be applied to the ROIs. The obfuscation step involves two components:
transformation and sampling. A ROI will first be transformed to obtain the feature
vector, i.e., singular values, and the vector will be truncated and go through the
sampling step to achieve differential privacy guarantees; the sampled vector will be
used in the inverse transform, resulting in the obfuscated ROI image.

Similar to standard obfuscations, applying DP-SVD incurs distortions in the
image data. As can be seen in Figure 11.6, shapes in the image are distorted but
high-level information is still perceptible after obfuscation. The intuition is that
values close to the real singular values are sampled with higher probabilities, thanks
to the relaxation of differential privacy (Definition 11.4). Evaluations that quantify
the perceptual similarity between images will be discussed in the next section.
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Figure 11.6. Example Images from the PIPA Dataset: row 1 – original images ; row 2 –

images in Row 1 obfuscated by DP-SVD with k = 4 and ε = 0.5 [Fan19b].

11.2.3 Privacy in Videos

Essentially, a video consists of a sequence of frames, where each frame itself is
an image. An natural extension of a DP definition for images in Sections 11.2.1
and 11.2.2 is to apply DP to every frame. However, it could be computationally
expensive, especially given high “frames-per-second" (FPS) rates for current video
cameras; furthermore, it results in a large privacy cost, i.e., the privacy guarantee
degrades as the number of frames increases. It is thus important to quantify privacy
for sensitive content, such as pedestrians and objects, which may appear in multiple
frames in a video sequence.

Privacy for Input Videos

A recent work [WXH20] consider two videos as neighbors if they differ in at most
one visual element, considering the element’s appearance throughout the video
sequence.

Definition 11.5. [Neighboring Videos] To protect sensitive visual elements in the
video, two input videos V and V ′ that differ in any visual element γ in all frames are
considered as two neighboring inputs. Note that V and V ′ have identical number
of frames and background scene.

As can be seen, Definition 11.5 extends image DP to 3D, considering pixels
belonging to a specific visual element (e.g., person or object) in all frames of the
video. Based on the neighbor definition, the (ε, δ)-DP notion can be extended to
videos.

Definition 11.6. [(ε, δ)-DP for Videos] A randomization algorithm A satisfies
(ε, δ)-differential privacy if for every video V , we can divide the output space
range(A) into two sets �1 and �2 such that, (1) Pr[A(V ) ∈ �1] ≤ δ,
and (2) for any of V ’s neighboring video V ′ and for all output O ∈ �2,
e−ε
≤

Pr[A(V )]=O]
Pr[A(V ′)]=O] ≤ eε.
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Figure 11.7. Example Sanitized Video Frames using MOT [Mil+16] Dataset: (a) video frame

via pixel sampling [WXH20]; (b) video frame via synthesis [WHKV20].

The relaxation in Definition 11.6 is needed to account for the unique informa-
tion contributed by a visual element in the input video. For instance, consider a
mechanism A that randomly selects pixels from an input video. Furthermore, let
γ be a vehicle in video V but not in V ′, i.e., V ′ = V \ γ . Observing any pixels of
γ in A’s output would allow an adversary to infer the presence of the vehicle in the
input, as the probability of observing those pixels in A(V ′) is 0. The analysis of δ

remains open in [WXH20]. A video frame produced by pixel sampling is shown
in Figure 11.7(a). It can be seen that with weaker DP guarantees, visual elements,
e.g., pedestrians with distinctive outfits, may still be identified.

Privacy for Occurrences

As illustrated in Figure 11.7(a), it is quite challenging to protect the presence of
visual elements in videos. The privacy model may be relaxed to protecting the occur-
rences of each visual element. In other words, assume the presence of an visual ele-
ment in the video is public (as in the local DP setting); the secret is which frames the
visual element appears in. [WHKV20] proposed the following notion to achieve
indistinguishability for the occurrences of visual elements (i.e., objects).

Definition 11.7. [ε-Object Indistinguishably] Suppose video V contains M
frames and each object Oi is represented by a bit vector Bi = {bk

i |k = 1, · · · , M},
where bk

i is set to 1 if Oi appears in the k-th frame and 0 otherwise. A random-
ization algorithm A satisfies ε-object indistinguishability if and only if for any two
input objects Oi, Oj ∈ O in the input video V , and for any output object of A in
the synthetic video V ∗ (denoted as y), we have

Pr[A(Oi) = y] ≤ eεPr[A(Oj) = y] (11.4)

Based on Definition 11.7, it is intuitive that we can apply randomized response
mechanisms, such as RAPPOR [EPK14], to the bit vectors of objects in order to
satisfy Equation 11.4.
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Figure 11.8. Eye Gaze Heatmaps of an Individual User on a Web Page [LCFK21]: (a) raw

data; (b) differentially private heatmap (ε=3).

Video Synthesis

Video frames can be sanitized by applying the privacy models in Definition 11.6 or
Definition 11.7, and the mechanisms respectively. Figure 11.7 presents two sample
output frames obtained respectively. As can be seen, sampling pixels allows for sub-
sequent tasks, such as pedestrian detection. Video synthesis is less ambiguous, e.g.,
in terms of pedestrian counting, and does not disclosing identifying information
by replacing pedestrians with icons. A natural question is: how do we evaluate the
quality of output video frames? We will discuss that in the next section.

11.2.4 Adaptations to Eye Tracking

Eye-tracking applications capture large amounts of image and video data via web-
cams, wearable glasses, or mixed reality headsets. Eye gaze positions in a scene are
used by eye-tracking applications to estimate what the user is viewing in order to
prefetch contents or trigger events. An example gaze heatmap of a user on a web
page is depicted in Figure 11.8(a). As can be seen, eye gaze data are essentially
2D positions in a given scene. It is thus intuitive that the geo-indistinguishability
framework [ABCP13] may be adopted for eye-tracking applications [LCFK21].

Definition 11.8. [(ε, r)-geo-indistinguishability] A mechanism M : X → Z
is defined to be (ε, r)-geo-indistinguishable if and only if for all pairs of inputs
(x, x′) ∈ X × X such that d(x, x′) ≤ r,

Pr[M(x) ∈ S] ≤ eε·d(x,x′)Pr[M(x′) ∈ S],∀S ⊂ Z (11.5)

where d(·, ·) denotes the Euclidean metric.

Input x and x′ give the corresponding eye gaze positions and the pair (x, x′) can
be considered as r-Euclidean neighbors if d(x, x′) ≤ r. As eye gaze streams are col-
lected from each user, the authors of [LCFK21] adopted the w-event privacy model
to achieve a privacy-utility tradeoff. A private heatmap with ε = 3 is depicted in
Figure 11.8(b).
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Figure 11.9. Adaptive Re-identification Evaluation for Image Obfuscation Methods: step

1 – both training and testing partitions go through the same type of obfuscation; step 2 –

a CNN model is trained to predict identity labels on the training set; step 3 – the trained

CNN model infers the identity labels of the test set.

11.3 Practical Considerations for DP Methods

In this section, we will discuss practical considerations for applying DP to image
and video data. Specifically, we will look at measures of effective privacy protec-
tion and quantitative measures for output quality, which are important evaluation
metrics for DP methods.

11.3.1 Effective Privacy Protection

The privacy guarantees of DP are well grounded theoretically. To facilitate the adop-
tion of DP methods, it is important to understand the privacy protection achieved
in practice, e.g., whether empirical privacy risks are mitigated by DP methods. Here
we primarily illustrate how re-identification risks can be measured in practice and
discuss adaptations for other risk measures.

Re-identification Risks

An important risk for visual data is that inference attacks can be launched against
the sanitized data, despite the application of any obfuscation methods. To evaluate
differentially private image obfuscation, we can carry out such inference attacks
to understand the mitigation effects of DP. A CNN based re-identification attack
was first proposed in [MSS16]. We adopt a similar attack below to evaluate the
re-identification risks for DP-Pix and DP-Blur on two commonly used datasets.

Adaptive Re-identification Evaluation

An adaptive re-identification attack can be carried out to understand how much
can be learned about a given obfuscation method, e.g., pixelization. The attack
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Table 11.2. Accuracy (in %) of CNN Re-Identification Attacks [Fan19a].

Dataset
Random Pix DP-Pix (b = 16) Blur DP-Blur (k = 99)

– b = 16 ε = 0.1 0.5 1 k = 99 ε = 0.1 0.5 1

AT&T 2.50 96.25 3.75 43.75 77.50 88.75 1.25 7.50 17.50

MNIST 10.00 52.13 16.41 21.51 22.95 76.35 11.35 11.75 13.43

was carried out to evaluate DP obfuscation methods in [Fan18; Fan19a], which is
depicted in Figure 11.9. Here, “identity" refers to the user ID for a facial image, or
the class label for hand-writings and objects. As can be seen, the same obfuscation
method will be applied to image data in both training and testing partitions. In the
context of DP obfuscation, we maintain the same privacy level (e.g., m and ε as in
Definition 11.3) as well as other hyper-parameters (e.g., b for pixelization and k for
Gaussian blur) when obfuscating training and testing images. That helps simulate a
powerful attacker, who possesses knowledge about the obfuscation method. Subse-
quently, the obfuscated training set, which includes images and their labels, will be
used to train a CNN-based deep model to predict labels. Note that the architecture
of the CNN model could be adapted to each dataset. At the inference phase, the
trained CNN model predicts labels for the obfuscated testing images. The accuracy
of the prediction indicates the level of re-identification risks for the dataset and the
obfuscation method.

Evaluation results for DP-Pix and DP-Blur are shown in Table 11.2, using the
AT&T face database and the MNIST dataset. The “Random" column indicates
the re-identification risks incurred by randomly guessing the label for each image.
This column was populated according to the total number of classes in each dataset.
Every other column shows the accuracy of re-identification for the corresponding
obfuscation method as described above. As can be seen, the standard obfuscation
methods, i.e., pixelization and Gaussian blur, will still allow an adversary to effec-
tively learn to associate an obfuscated image with its label. The re-identification
accuracy of faces is up to 96.25% and up to 76.35% for hand-written digits.
These results may be surprising to some readers, especially when combined with
the example images in Table 11.1. Again this showcases that images unrecogniz-
able to human users may not be effectively private.

By introducing DP to image obfuscation, we can observe a reduction in re-
identification accuracy, while the reduction depends on the parameters as well as
the dataset. DP methods reduce face re-identification to as low as 1.25%, which
is lower than random guessing, and MNIST re-identification to 11.35%. These
results indicate that DP obfuscations provide stronger empirical privacy protection
than standard obfuscation methods.
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Re-identification for Eye Images and Videos

Similarly, features can be extracted from videos for re-identification evaluations.
In [LCFK21], aggregate statistics of fixation/saccade features over several gaze
video sessions were used to predict user’s identity. The authors adopted a discrim-
inant analysis classifier where the training and testing video sets correspond to
the same privacy configuration. Re-identification for eye images requires specific
methods, e.g., segmentation-based iris recognition [Gan+16]. Specifically, privacy-
enhanced eye images will be compared to reference images and correct recogni-
tion rates [Joh+20] indicate the level of privacy risks. We refer interested readers
to [RF21] for a comparative evaluation of DP methods on iris recognition risk
mitigation.

Other Risk Measures

Attribute Inference Risks

Attributes of the person or object in image data are also subject to inference attacks.
It is thus important to evaluate DP methods in mitigating attribute inference. For
instance, multiple attributes, such as gender and smiling, can be inferred from facial
images [CSVG18]. In [SHHB19], eye movement features were extracted to predict
gender and to perform document type classification. [LCFK21] argued that scan-
path features extracted from video gaze streams may distinguish users’ psychophysi-
ological traits. The framework in Figure 11.9 can be adapted for evaluating attribute
inference risks. For instance, the choice of the model must correspond to the spe-
cific inference tasks. Another consideration is the nature of the dataset: the attack
model can be either trained with clean data or DP-enhanced data.

Participation Inference Risks

Machine learning models trained with image data also leak information about the
underlying training data. Although an adversary may not have direct access to the
training images, membership inference (e.g., [SSSS17]) and model inversion (e.g.,
[FJR15]) can be carried out to predict whether an individual participates in the
training set. A privacy researcher may adopt those attacks to evaluate the mitigation
effects of DP methods in machine learning. An individual often contributes more
than one image samples in the training set, e.g., in facial recognition applications
(recall Figure 11.2). Therefore, model inversion may be applied to infer individual
participation, with human users or machine classifiers to perform re-identification.

11.3.2 Quality Measures

It is also important to study the usefulness of DP methods in image and video anal-
ysis, in order to advance current research. Two types of measures are often adopted
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to evaluate the output of DP methods: task-based measures for specific applications
built on the DP outputs and generic measures that do not depend on any applica-
tions.

Generic Quality Measures

Absolute Errors and Perceptual Quality

The quality of privacy-enhanced images was measured by Mean Squared Error
(MSE) and Structural Similarity (SSIM) in [Fan18]. In addition, we may also con-
sider the peak signal-to-noise ratio (PSNR) measure, which represents the ratio
between the maximum pixel value and the MSE. The quality of privacy-enhanced
videos can be measured by adapting single image quality measures to video frames.
MSE, PSNR, and SSIM measure the difference between the input image and
the sanitized image, thus applicable in a wide of range settings. Among them,
SSIM [WBSS04] is a widely used perceptual quality measure, which considers the
perceived similarity in structural information in addition to luminance and con-
trast. One advantage of SSIM over absolute error based quality measures, is that an
image derived by subtracting a certain value from every pixel in the input image
would preserve high structural similarity, despite significant absolute errors. As an
example, in Figure 11.10, we show that subtracting a constant pixel value leads to
MSE=210 and almost perfect structural similarity, i.e., SSIM = 99%. Deep learning
based image quality measures have been proposed recently, such as LPIPS [Zha+18]
and SIFID [SDM19], which may also be applied to evaluate the DP obfuscated
images.

Statistical Measures

Image and video data are often represented as color histograms, i.e., distributions
of pixels across all possible colors. Therefore, distributional similarity measures can

Figure 11.10. Comparison of “Boat” images: (a): original image; (b): mean-shifted image

with MSE = 210 and SSIM = 99%. [WBSS04]
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be adopted to compare the privacy-enhanced data with the input. For instance,
[WXH20] adopted the Kullback–Leibler divergence for RGB pixel distributions
between the input video and sanitized video. As another example, correlation coef-
ficients were adopted to compare noisy gaze heatmaps to clean heatmaps [Liu+19].
When a set of images is generated with DP methods, e.g., in data synthesis [Fan20],
measures are often adopted to quantify the realism and diversity of the generated
dataset, e.g., via the Jensen-Shannon divergence and Inception Score.

Task-based Quality Measures

Specific tasks can be performed on the image and video data produced by DP meth-
ods. Performance measures for those tasks are thus suitable for evaluating the quality
of DP outputs.

Image Analysis

Current DP methods aim to protect individual participation or identity while
allowing for analysis tasks to be performed on the privacy-enhanced image data.
For example, using the sanitized eye images, landmark detection and gaze estima-
tion [PZBH18] can be performed. In addition, pupil detection was also evalu-
ated on privacy-enhanced images in [Joh+20]. For facial images, we may consider
attribute prediction tasks such as for gender and age, while protecting the identi-
ties. However, ensuring strong privacy and high utility for a single image may be
challenging for DP based methods. We will discuss utility evaluation for machine
learning based analysis shortly.

Video Analysis

In surveillance applications, video data is often analyzed to detect human [DT05]
and objects [Yan+16]. Precision and recall measures can be adopted for detection
tasks in privacy-enhanced video data. Furthermore, counting the total number
of pedestrians or vehicles in a frame is important for anomaly detection applica-
tions [CZV08]. Such counting errors resulted from DP methods can be measured,
e.g., using Mean Absolute Error. Moreover, tracking the appearance of a person or
object in a video may also be of interest. For instance, [WXH20] measured the stay
time of each pedestrian/vehicle, i.e., the number of video frames containing the
pedestrian/vehicle; [WHKV20] measured how the trajectory of a pedestrian in the
sanitized video frame sequence deviates from that of the original video.

Machine Learning

The performance of image models, such as for classification and segmentation, can
be evaluated for DP-based machine learning methods, e.g., deep learning [Aba+16]
and federated learning [Li+19]. Similarly, image models can be trained on privacy-
enhanced image data, e.g., obtained via DP obfuscation or DP synthesis, and the
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performance of those models may indicate the quality of the training data. For
instance, in [TKP19], multiple classifiers for hand-written digits were trained using
synthetic data generated by DP generative models; those classifiers were tested on
real image data. Compared to the same classifiers trained on real data, close perfor-
mance indicates that DP generative models could capture the real data distribution.

11.4 Concluding Remarks

So far, we have talked about how DP can be applied to protecting sensitive infor-
mation in image and video data. We have also shown how to evaluate whether DP
methods are successful, e.g., in achieving practical privacy protection and producing
usefulness results. But the story does not stop there. The richness and complexity
of image and video data, as well as the ubiquity of their applications, require col-
laborative research with experts beyond the DP community to address the privacy
concerns.

User Perceptions of Privacy and Utility

The visual nature of images and videos dictates that privacy and utility are not only
defined by mathematical equations, but also inseparable from end user perceptions
in specific contexts. Recent studies [Li+17; Has+18] measured the viewer perceived
privacy and utility for photos shared in the context of online social networks. Survey
participants were asked to recognize persons, objects, and properties in obscured
photos. For evaluating utility, participants were asked to rate the obscured photos
in satisfaction, information sufficiency, visual appeals, etc. Users have been involved
to evaluate privacy-preserving eye tracking via web cams [LCFK21]. Utility was
quantified by scores users achieved in a game as well as self-reported enjoyment
measures.

Deployment of DP Methods

As the local privacy mode is adopted in many image and video privacy methods,
it is important to consider the feasibility to deploy those methods on user-owned
devices. One consideration is the computational overhead. While DP methods based
on aggregation (e.g., pixelization and blurring, gaze heatmaps) may not inflict sig-
nificant overhead [SRF22], some problems/settings may be more challenging, e.g.,
private sampling in high-dimensional spaces and sanitizing videos with a large num-
ber of frames. Another consideration is the integration with devices and exiting plat-
forms. We may need to consider the compatibility of DP methods with different
cameras, imaging systems, and image and video analysis applications.
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Chapter 12

Programming Frameworks for
Differential Privacy

By Marco Gaboardi, Michael Hay and Salil Vadhan

Many programming frameworks have been introduced to support the development
of differentially private software applications. In this chapter, we survey some of
the conceptual ideas underlying these frameworks in a way that we hope will be
helpful for both practitioners and researchers. For practitioners, the survey can
provide a starting point for understanding what features may be valuable when
selecting a programming framework. For researchers, it can help organize existing
work in a unified way and provide context for understanding new features in future
frameworks.

We do not attempt to be comprehensive in our coverage of the landscape of soft-
ware tools for differential privacy (which is constantly growing) or in the issues rel-
evant to implementation. In particular, we focus on programming frameworks for
expressing and reasoning about differentially private statistical analyses, sometimes
referred to as “queries.” We refer readers interested in frameworks for large-scale
machine learning pipelines to Chapter 7 and the references therein. Furthermore,
there are a number of important issues in programming with differential privacy
that we did not address, such as randomness generation, security, finite arithmetic,
side channels, and scalability; discussions of these can be found in many of the
papers we reference.
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12.1 Introduction

One of the reasons for the popularity of Differential Privacy [DMNS06; DMNS16]
is that it is based on a simple and elegant mathematical definition which enjoys
several important properties. One of these properties is composability, which is cap-
tured by a number of composition theorems for differential privacy and its variants,
as presented in Chapters 1 and 3. In essence, these composition theorems tell us that
the privacy loss of a “combined” mechanism can be seen as a function of the privacy
losses of the different components. This enables reasoning in terms of a privacy-loss
budget, where a global limit on privacy loss is enforced by tracking the accumulated
privacy losses of differentially private queries made by data analysts. In addition, it
also tells us that different differentially private mechanisms can be put together to
form a “combined” mechanism incurring a graceful degradation of the privacy loss.
This property naturally leads to the idea of designing programming frameworks for
differential privacy. In this chapter, we use the term “programming framework” in a
rather broad and inclusive way to refer to those tools that have been designed to sup-
port the development of differentially private applications and which provide some
building blocks in the form of basic mechanisms and methods to combine them.

Composability is not the only property that makes the design of programming
frameworks possible. Another important property that differential privacy enjoys is
resilience to post-processing, guaranteeing that manipulations of the result of a differ-
entially private mechanism cannot compromise the privacy of the data (see Chap-
ter 1 for a review on properties of Differential Privacy.) In addition, resilience to
post-processing also guarantees that once the result of a mechanism is computed, we
can forget about the method that was used to compute it. This property provides
a sort of modularity that is akin to the one usually encountered in programming
languages, where one can use library functions based on their specification, with-
out knowing the details of their implementation. In particular, this property allows
one to use differentially private components inside larger software projects without
worrying about how the results computed by these components will be used. Com-
posability and resilience to post-processing also permit one to solve a data analysis
problem by first decomposing it into subproblems and then combining the results.

There are several reasons why using programming frameworks for designing dif-
ferentially private applications is preferable to building differential privacy applica-
tions from scratch:

• Increasing reliability. Differential privacy is in its essence a probabilistic
requirement on programs and reasoning about probabilistic guarantees can
be challenging and error-prone, even for experts. (See, for example, [HPN11;
Mir12; JMRO22; CSVW22; Han+22].) Errors in the design of differential
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privacy analyses, or bugs in their implementations, can compromise the pri-
vacy property of applications and undermine their goals. By providing a small
set of programming primitives which can be thoroughly vetted, programming
frameworks can help improve reliability and decrease errors in design and
implementations of differentially private data analyses. In other words, pro-
gramming frameworks can reduce the verification of the privacy properties
of a program to the verification of the different components the frameworks
provide.

• Integration with familiar programming workflows. Programming frame-
works for differential privacy provide programming-level building blocks that
can be used to implement differential privacy applications. These building
blocks are usually presented as components of a library or of a domain-specific
language. These libraries and domain-specific languages can be integrated in
standard programming workflow. Hence, data analysts using these frame-
works can combine general-purpose programming and domain-specific pro-
gramming.

• Focusing on functionality and utility. When designing a differentially pri-
vate data analysis for a specific statistical problem one has to ensure that the
analysis both respects the probabilistic requirement of differential privacy and
solves the intended statistical problem. Programming frameworks often pro-
vide ways of automatically ensuring that the differential privacy guarantee
is met, without having to reason directly about the definition of differential
privacy. So, by using these frameworks, a programmer or analyst can focus
mainly on guaranteeing that the analysis solves the statistical problem at hand,
which is the domain expertise of most end-user data scientists (who may not
have expertise in differential privacy).

• Supporting different computing environments. Some programming
frameworks are designed in a way that decouples the programming environ-
ment from the environment in which programs are actually executed, often
called the computing environment. This separation allows a user to select a
different computing environment based on their own requirements, which
may relate to efficiency, security, and/or integration with existing data infras-
tructure.

• Improving code reuse and helping build communities. Another benefit
of programming frameworks is that these frameworks can help the design of
standardization processes and open-source initiatives incentivizing code reuse
and better design practices. Programming frameworks can offer a common
language that can be used by different contributors as a lingua franca. This in
turn can help build communities of programmers and users around differen-
tial privacy.
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There is by now a plethora of programming frameworks for differ-
ential privacy. A non-exhaustive list includes: APEx [GHIM19], Adaptive
Fuzz [WHRP17], Airavat [Roy+10], Chorus [JNHS20], DFuzz [Gab+13]
Diffprivlib [HBML19], DPella [LRG20], Duet [Nea+19], Ektelo [Zha+18],
Flex [JNS18], Fuzz [RP10; HPN11] Google SQL [Wil+20], Gupt [Moh+12],
OpenDP [GHV20], PINQ [McS09], PrivateSQL [Kot+19], and PSI [Gab+16],
and Tumult Analytics [Ber+22].

Some of these are actively maintained open-source software tools, whereas others
were only built as research prototypes. Moreover, the landscape is rapidly changing,
with new tools emerging at a rapid pace. Thus we do not attempt to provide a
comprehensive description of any specific tools in this survey. Instead, we identify
some of the essential characteristics that cut across all of the tools, and only use the
specific tools as exemplars of different design choices.

Overview of the Chapter

Chapter three key characteristics of programming frameworks for differential pri-
vacy: privacy calculus, which is how frameworks provide quantitative methods for
bounding privacy loss without the need to compute probability distributions explic-
itly (Section 12.3), composition and interactivity, discussed in Section 12.4, which
is how frameworks handle the cumulative privacy loss over multiple analyses, and
expressivity, discussed in Section 12.5, refers to reviews the richness and variety of
analyses that frameworks can express. In addition to these core characteristics, we
discuss tools and techniques for the verification and testing of differential privacy
implementations (Section 12.6).

12.2 Characteristics of DP Programming Frameworks

We organize our survey of differentially private programming frameworks around
the following key characteristics.

1. Privacy calculus. A specific aspect of programming frameworks for differ-
ential privacy is that they provide some form of a quantitative calculus that
allows one to bound the privacy loss of analyses written in the framework.
These privacy calculi internalize different general techniques that have been
identified in the differential privacy research literature. For example, several
of the programming frameworks are based on privacy calculi designed around
the concept of global sensitivity [DMNS16], and others around the sample-
and-aggregate framework [NRS07]. In most of the cases, these calculi provide
a form of privacy specification for different components that can be inspected
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to guarantee differential privacy for an entire analysis built from those com-
ponents.

2. Composition and interactivity. In addition to providing a privacy calculus
to determine the privacy loss of a single analysis, programming frameworks
for differential privacy often provide tools for tracking and controlling the
cumulative privacy loss over multiple analyses via composition theorems for
differential privacy. These tools range in their level of generality from sup-
porting single, nonadaptive batches of queries to interactive systems where a
human analyst can adaptively choose the next query based on the results of
previous ones.

3. Expressivity. One key design aspect of any programming framework is
expressivity. Programming frameworks for differential privacy are no excep-
tion. Differential privacy is often presented as a property of programs work-
ing on some data, but what exactly these programs are, and which statistical
tasks they may be able to accomplish, may vary. For example, some pro-
gramming frameworks are designed to support only programs representing a
restricted class of queries, while others attempt to approximate arbitrary data
analyses.

12.3 Privacy Calculus

Programming frameworks for differential privacy are usually based on some form
of a privacy calculus, which is a principled way to guarantee that a data analysis is
differentially private without explicitly computing the probability distributions of
the data analysis on each pair of neighboring datasets. Generally, the privacy calcu-
lus specifies (a) how to determine whether an individual statistical computation is
differentially private, and (b) how the privacy loss accumulates over multiple sta-
tistical computations. The latter is known as composition and is treated in the next
section, along with interactivity. In this section, we focus on the former, how we
determine that an individual computation is differentially private.

Most of the differential privacy programming frameworks use some form of rea-
soning based on sensitivity, or equivalently, stability.i

i. Historically, the terms sensitivity and stability have been used for related concepts in different settings in
the differential privacy literature. From the paper that defined differential privacy [DMNS16], sensitivity
has referred to functions mapping datasets to real numbers, vectors, or a general metric space, and mea-
sures how much the value of the function can change when one individual’s data changes. Starting from
PINQ [McS09], stability has referred to functions mapping datasets to datasets, measuring how much out-
put datasets can differ per change in output datasets. As discussed below, both are special cases of more general
notions bounding output “distances” as a function of input “distances” for mappings between arbitrary sets
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We describe these concepts and some of their different incarnations below.

Differential Privacy and Global Stability

Recall from Chapter 1 that a mechanism M satisfies (pure) differentially privacy if
for every two datasets x, x′ that are adjacent (i.e. differ on one individual’s data), the
output distributions M(x) and M(x′) are ε-close to each other (in the sense that
for every set T of outputs, the probabilities of T under M(x) and M(x′) are within
a factor of eε of each other). More generally, by the group privacy property of pure
differential privacy, if x and x′ are at distance at most d (i.e, differ on at most d
individuals’ data), then the output distributions are dε-close to each other. Thus,
differential privacy can be viewed as a stability or Lipschitz property of randomized
algorithms M , whereby close inputs map to close output distributions. We think of
this as a global stability property because the stability constant ε provides a uniform
bound over all pairs of datasets x and x′.

Thus, it is natural to use notions of global stability as the basis for the privacy
calculus of a DP programming tool. Below we describe some of the variants of
global stability that arise in existing frameworks, in increasing levels of generality.

Before proceeding, we remark that, even for simple tabular datasets, there are
many ways to formalize the notion of adjacent datasets, and it is important to
be careful and consistent about this choice when implementing differential pri-
vacy. In this chapter, except when explicitly stated otherwise, we model datasets
as unordered multisets of records, and consider two datasets to be adjacent if we
can obtain one from the other by adding or removing one individual’s data. This
formulation is often known as unbounded DP as it treats the number n of records
as being unbounded and potentially private information. In contrast, bounded DP
treats the number n of records as fixed, public information, and two datasets as
adjacent if one can be obtained from the other by changing one individual’s data.

Stable Dataset Transformations

The tool PINQ [McS09] supports chaining (pure) differentially private algorithms
M with transformations T from datasets to datasets that are themselves stable.
Specifically, we say that T is c-stable if for every two datasets x and x′, the dis-
tance between the datasets T (x) and T (x′) is at most a factor of c larger than the
distance between x and x′. As a simple example, a “map” transformation

Tf ({x1, . . . , xn}) = {f (x1), . . . , f (xn)} (12.1)

that have some notion of elements being “close” to each other. We choose “stability” as the terminology for
the more general notion, mainly because it represents a feature we seek: functions that are most compatible
with privacy are ones that remain “stable” or “in-sensitive” to small changes in their input.
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is 1-stable, since record xi of the input affects only one record f (xi) of the output.
Two key properties of stable transformations that make them useful for a privacy

calculus are the following Chaining Rules:

1. if T is c-stable and M is ε-DP, then M ◦ T is cε-DP, and
2. if T1 is c1-stable and T2 is c2-stable, then T1 ◦ T2 is c1c2-stable.

For example, using Chaining Rule 1 with T being a map function Tf as in Equa-
tion (12.1) and M being a differentially private noisy sum operator (which, say,
clamps the values to [0, 1], adds them up, and adds Laplace noise), we can estimate
sums of arbitrary bounded functions f applied to records.

These two rules are the core of the privacy calculus of PINQ [McS09]. In addi-
tion, PINQ allows for reasoning about the stability of one-to-many transforma-
tions, which map a single dataset to several datasets (e.g. partitioning, which we
will discuss below) and many-to-one transformations (e.g. database joins).

Special Cases of Stable Dataset Transformations

Some frameworks are based on specific families of stable transformations. For exam-
ple, Airavat [Roy+10] allows stable transformations of the mapping kind Tf from
Equation (12.1) as well as a k-stable generalization where each input record maps
to k output records:

Tf1,...,fk({x1, . . . , xn}) = {fj(xi) : j = 1, . . . , k, i = 1, . . . , n}.

This allows for efficient implementation in a map-reduce framework. These map
transformations can be composed with a small family of differentially private reduc-
ers, like the noisy sum.

A different generalization of map transformations is used, for example, in the
programming tool GUPT [Moh+12], which allows f to map a set of records (i.e. a
dataset) to a single record. Then we can obtain a 1-stable transformation by spec-
ifying a (possibly random) partition P = (P1, . . . , Pm) of the set of possible data
records, and outputting

TP,f (x) = {f (xP1), . . . , f (xPm)},

where xPi consists of the records of x in the partition piece Pi. This is a 1-stable
transformation because each input record xj affects at most one of the output
records.ii We can then apply an arbitrary differentially private aggregator (such as a
DP approximation of the average or median) to the output of TP,f (x) to obtain a

ii. However, if we worked with bounded DP, then the transformation would only be 2-stable, because changing
one input record could move that record from one piece of the partition to another, thereby affecting two
of the output records.
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differentially private approximation of the estimator f , with the privacy justified by
Chaining Rule 1. This realizes the “sample-and-aggregate” framework introduced
in [NRS07]. The appeal of this framework is that f can be an arbitrary, non-private
statistical analysis, and as long as f gives similar results on the different subsets of
the dataset specified by P, then the aggregator should also give a similar result (with
additional noise, to achieve privacy). The disadvantage is that dataset sizes often
need to be quite large for sample-and-aggregate to be effective, since (a) each set Pi

in the partition may need to be large in order for the f (xPi)’s to well-approximate
f (x), and (b) the number m of sets on the partition may need to be large in order
for the noise introduced by the DP aggregator to be small.

Stability on General Metric Spaces

Going beyond stable dataset-to-dataset transformations, Fuzz [RP10] can allow
for reasoning about transformations between arbitrary metric spaces. Specifically, a
transformation T : X → Y from metric space (X , dX ) to metric space (Y , dY) is
c-stable (a.k.a. c-Lipschitz) if for all x, x′ ∈ X , we have

dY(T (x), T (x′)) ≤ c · dX (x, x′).

For example, if X is the space of all datasets, dX is the usual notion of distance on
datasets discussed above, Y = R, and dY(y, y′) = |y− y′|, then a transformation T
is c-stable if and only if T has global sensitivity at most c — the basis of the standard
Laplace mechanism for differential privacy [DMNS16].

A benefit of this generalization is that it allows for breaking differentially pri-
vate algorithms into smaller components, which in turn provides more modular-
ity, code reuse, and easier verifiability. Let’s consider the standard global sensitivity
paradigm [DMNS16] for designing differentially private algorithms. Let T be a
function from datasets to real numbers that has global sensitivity at most c, i.e. is
c-stable as above. Then, as explained in Chapter 1, the mechanism

M(x) = T (x)+ Lap(c/ε),

is an ε-differentially private algorithm. With reasoning about stability between arbi-
trary metric spaces, we can decompose the construction and analysis of M into two
simpler, modular components. Specifically, note that M = N ◦ T , where T is the
function of global sensitivity at most c, and N (z) = z + Lap(c/ε) adds noise to a
single real number z. The noise-addition mechanism N has the property that two
inputs z and z′ that are close as real numbers (rather than as datasets) map to close
output distributions. Specifically the distance between the distributions of N (z)
and N (z′) is at most a factor of (ε/c) times |z − z′|. Thus, by an appropriate gen-
eralization of Chaining Rule 1, the composition N ◦T is c · (ε/c)-DP; that is, it is
ε-DP.
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More generally, we call a (randomized) function like N where close inputs (with
respect to any input metric) map to close output distributions (with respect to any
metric on probability distributions) a measurement. In contrast, if we only allowed
for reasoning about stable transformations and DP algorithms on datasets as above,
then M = T ◦ N would have to be treated as an atomic function; now we can
separate the components, and reuse the same noise-addition measurement N for
different stable transformations T (and conversely).

Another benefit of this generalization is extending the privacy calculus to other
input types, such as a database consisting of multiple tables. What distance metric
is appropriate for a database is a nuanced question that depends on what data is
being represented. Consider, for instance, a graph database consisting of a Node
table and an Edge table. The right choice of metric would depend on whether one
wants to protect a single edge, a node and all of its incident edges, or some other
property of the data. Several programming frameworks support database inputs but
vary in the distance metrics they support. For example, Flex [JNS18] measures dis-
tance in terms of number of rows (across all tables). On the graph database example,
whether Flex offers node or edge-level protection would depend on the query being
asked. PrivateSQL [Kot+19] uses distance metrics that incorporate integrity con-
straints that hold on the data. An example of such a constraint is as follows: if u is
removed from the Node table, then all incident edges must be removed from the
Edge table as well. This allows PrivateSQL, for instance, to capture node-level pro-
tection. GoogleSQL [Wil+20] is designed for databases where each row is “owned”
by a user, each user may own several rows, and distances between two databases is
measured in users rather than individual rows. This captures the notion of user-
level protection that is desirable in applications where one user might “own” a large
number of rows (e.g., in a database of credit card transactions). A limitation of this
approach, however, is that it cannot be easily applied to graph data, because it can-
not support scenarios where a data item can have multiple owners, which is the case
for edges in this example.iii

Beyond Metric Spaces

The standard mathematical definition of a metric d(x, x′) is a real-valued function
that satisfies requirements of nonnegativity, symmetry, and the triangle inequality.
However, not all “closeness” notions that appear in the design of differentially pri-
vate algorithms are convenient to express in terms of such metrics. For example,
approximate differential privacy measures the closeness of distributions via two real

iii. For more information on differential privacy for databases, we recommend Near and He [NH21].
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parameters ε and δ, whereas metrics are required to express distance via a single
real number. Thus, the OpenDP Programming Framework [GHV20] allows for
expressing more general stability notions whereby “din-close” inputs map to “dout-
close” outputs (or output distributions), for arbitrary, user-defined closeness rela-
tions that can be expressed in terms of parameters din and dout of arbitrary type.
In particular, OpenDP can support a variety of privacy measures, such as approx-
imate DP [Dwo+06], concentrated DP [DR16; BS16], and f -DP [DRS22]. Also
Duet [Nea+19] supports several privacy measures but it only supports stability
notions over metric spaces. Duet combines two domain-specific languages: one is
similar to Fuzz and supports only reasoning about transformations between arbi-
trary metric spaces, while the other supports instead reasoning about arbitrary mea-
surements.

Local Stability

A difficulty with reasoning about global stability is that it can sometimes be overly
conservative, in that the pair x, x′ of datasets that maximize d(T (x), T (x′))/d(x, x′)
may be artificial ones that are unlikely to arise in practice. Thus, it is attractive to
try to reason using local stability, where we take x to be our actual, given dataset,
and consider the quantity

LST (x) = max
x′:d(x,x′)=1

d(T (x), T (x′)).

Note that this is a data-dependent quantity, in contrast to global stability that does
not depend on the given x.

Unfortunately, directly trying to substitute local stability for global stability in
DP algorithms generally does not preserve privacy; the problem is that the stability
itself (which ultimately controls the amount of noise introduced) can reveal sensi-
tive information. Thus, there is a large body of work on how to approximate this
idea (using variants of local stability) while obtaining algorithms that are genuinely
differentially private. Flex [JNS18] is a tool whose design draws on this body of
work to tackle the problem of privately answering database queries that involve
joins. Whereas a join query can have large, possibly unbounded, global stability, its
local stability can be much smaller. For instance, local sensitivity of a join between
the Node and Edge tables representing a graph would be a function of the maxi-
mum node degree as opposed to the number of nodes. Flex leverages this property
in its approach, called elastic sensitivity, which is a calculus for deriving an upper
bound on the local stability of a complex database query expression. Flex combines
its elastic sensitivity with techniques from prior work on appropriately calibrating
noise to bounds on local stability.
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12.4 Composition and Interactivity

In differential privacy, composition refers to reasoning about the privacy proper-
ties of an algorithm that is composed of one or more differentially private algo-
rithms. The basic composition theorem for (pure) differential privacy says that if
mechanisms M1 and M2 are ε1-DP and ε2-DP respectively, then the mechanism
M(x) = (M1(x), M2(x)) that applies both mechanisms to the same dataset and
outputs both results is (ε1 + ε2)-DP. Composition has two key applications in
the context of programming frameworks. First, it allows for tracking the cumula-
tive privacy loss that results from executing multiple statistical computations. Some
programming frameworks help users manage the cumulative privacy loss by allow-
ing them to impose a privacy loss “budget” and ensuring that the cumulative loss
does not exceed the budget. Second, it is a useful tool in algorithm design as it
facilitates the creation of new differentially private algorithms from existing com-
ponents. Some programming frameworks facilitate the creation of new mechanisms
in this way. Both of these applications of composition are enhanced by frameworks
that support interactivity, where human analysts or programs can adaptively choose
which mechanism M2 to apply after receiving the result of a previous mechanism
M1.

While the composition rules for pure DP are fairly straightforward (epsilons add
up), the composition rules for other variants of DP are less so, and this has been
and continues to be an active area of research [KOV15; MV16; RRUV16; Aba+16;
DR16; BS16; Mir17; DRS22; VW21; VZ22; Lyu22; WRRW22] (see Chapter 3
for more on composition.) We organize the rest of this section around the kinds
of composition that are supported by programming frameworks for differential
privacy.

No Composition

Some programming frameworks, such as Flex [JNS18] and Diffprivlib [HBML19],
do not support composition or interactivity. That is, they enable one to control or
calculate the privacy loss of an individual differentially private mechanism or query,
but tracking the cumulative privacy loss is left to the user or an application built
on top of the framework.

Non-adaptive Composition

Several programming frameworks allow the user to construct a program that eval-
uates a batch of statistical computations M1, . . . , Mℓ. The computations are non-
adaptive, meaning that the sequence of computations is fixed: each Mi has fixed pri-
vacy loss parameters and its only input is the private dataset. An archetypal example
is the released prototype of PSI [Gab+16] and its successor DP Creator [Ope22],
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which allows a data curator to choose a set of summary statistics (e.g., means, quan-
tiles, histograms) to be released under a fixed privacy loss budget. Other frameworks
that fall into this category include Airavat [Roy+10] and PrivateSQL [Kot+19].

Such frameworks are responsible for calculating the cumulative privacy loss of
the program and typically ensuring it does not exceed a user-specified budget. Some
employ the basic, pure DP composition theorem alluded to in the introduction to
this section, but PSI uses (an approximation of ) the optimal composition theorem
for approximate DP [MV16]. However, these frameworks do not explicitly track
the cumulative privacy loss across batches or support interaction with the user.iv

Adaptive Composition

Adaptive composition refers to the idea that subsequent mechanisms may depend
on the results of evaluating earlier mechanisms (M2 can depend on M1(x)). In the
most basic form of adaptive composition, one again has a fixed sequence of ℓ statis-
tical computations, M1, . . . , Mℓ where the privacy loss of each Mi is fixed, but each
subsequent computation can depend on the results of previous computations—i.e.,
mechanism Mi is provided the results of earlier computations as auxiliary input.
Formally, we compute the i’th result as yi = Mi(x; (y1, y2, . . . , yi−1)), where x is
the private dataset. With this kind of adaptivity, one can support iterative algo-
rithms such as k-means clustering, an algorithm for grouping data into k clusters.
Such an algorithm is inherently adaptive because it proceeds in rounds where the
assignment to clusters in each round depends on a statistical summary produced in
the previous round.

An example of a programming tool that supports this kind of composition is
Fuzz. Fuzz uses a type system to statically analyze (at “compile time”) the compo-
sition of a program. While Fuzz does support adaptive composition, it is limited
to programs where the stability (or sensitivity, see Section 12.3) is a constant and
therefore precludes supporting, say, a version of k-means where the number k of
clusters or the number ℓ of iterations are user-specified inputs to the program.
DFuzz [Gab+13] overcomes this limitation by extending the static type system
approach to allow types to depend on input variables. Other more complex type
systems have been studied, in order to go even farther in supporting the verifica-
tion of differential privacy data analyses. We will discuss some of them briefly in
Section 12.6.2.

iv. The paper describing the design of PSI [Gab+16] proposes a way to support interactivity with multiple
batches, but the prototype implementation does not offer that functionality.
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Fully Adaptive Composition and Interactivity

With the previously described programming frameworks, the entire statistical com-
putation, even if adaptive, must be specified up front. While such frameworks can
be useful for building complex algorithms, in many practical applications, it may be
undesirable to bundle all computations into a single “one shot” algorithm. Instead,
analysts may prefer to interactively query the data, receive (differentially private)
responses, and adaptively choose the next query. In such a setting, the composi-
tion can be said to be fully adaptive because the number of rounds, the choice
of mechanism, and its privacy parameters are all adaptively chosen by the analyst.
Composition is more subtle in this setting [RRUV16].

The interactive setting can be modeled as an interactive protocol between two
parties, an arbitrary adversarial strategy A (the analyst) and an interactive measure-
mentM(x). The interaction proceeds in rounds where in round i,A selects a query
qi adaptively based on all previous answers (a1, . . . , ai−1) and any randomness of
A. One can think of a query as a request to perform a differentially private com-
putation with given privacy loss parameters. The query is sent to the interactive
mechanism M which evaluates the query and returns answer ai. Differential pri-
vacy is defined with respect the adversary’s view, denoted View(A ↔ M(x)), of
this interaction [VW21].

We highlight two programming frameworks in this setting. Both support a form
of interaction known as a privacy filter [RRUV16], an interactive mechanism that
takes a global privacy loss budget and admits adaptively selected computations pro-
vided that evaluating the computation would not cause the cumulative privacy
loss to exceed a pre-specified budget. A variant is the concept of a privacy odome-
ter [RRUV16], which tracks cumulative privacy loss but does not enforce a pre-
determined budget.

In the programming tool PINQ , the interactive mechanism is represented by a
PINQueryable, a stateful object that encapsulates a private data source (a collection
of records) and allows it to be queried within a given privacy-loss budget. Each
PINQueryable exposes a set of pre-defined methods, which represent the available
queries. An example method is NoisyAverage, which takes an ε and a function f
and applies f to each tuple in the source, clamps the result to [−1, 1], and returns
a noisy average of the clamped results. The analyst A can be expressed as arbitrary
code, written in the language C#; in particular, A can make fully adaptive queries
to the PINQueryable, and the PINQueryable tracks the cumulative privacy loss and
enforces the budget.

The programming tool Adaptive Fuzz [WHRP17] is built on top of Fuzz: it adds
an outer “adaptive” layer that wraps around the static typechecker and runtime of
Fuzz. Unlike PINQ , the available queries are not limited to a pre-defined set of
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methods, but rather a query can be any computation that the Fuzz typechecker
can verify to be differentially private. An example of an application that Adaptive
Fuzz can support is fitting a model using differentially private gradient descent
with a data-dependent stopping criteria, such as the model error falling below a
threshold. If the stopping criteria is reached before the budget is exhausted, any
remaining budget can be applied to additional (adaptively chosen) computations.

Hierarchical (and Concurrent) Interactivity

While there are several frameworks that support interactivity, most operate like
Adaptive Fuzz with a single “level” of interactivity: there is exactly one interactive
mechanism that governs the adaptivity and any query to that mechanism must
correspond to a non-interactive differentially private program. Hierarchical interac-
tivity refers to the idea that an interactive mechanism could recursively spawn new
interactive mechanisms.

Hierarchical interaction has many potential applications. It could be useful as a
way of structuring programs that naturally have multiple layers of interactivity – for
instance, the first layer of interactivity might be a privacy filter and the second layer
of interactivity might include the execution of interactive primitives like Sparse
Vector or Private Multiplicative Weights [DR+14]. Another application could be to
allow a data curator to allow multiple analysts to operate concurrently on the data,
each with their own privacy filter or odometer, such that the cumulative privacy
loss is tracked appropriately. One could also imagine novel algorithms that involve
asking interleaving queries to two or more instantiations of interactive mechanisms.

PINQ supports (a limited form of ) hierarchical interactivity. Some of the meth-
ods available on a PINQueryable are capable of spawning new PINQueryable
objects. For instance, the Partition method splits the dataset into multiple, dis-
joint datasets and returns a new PINQueryable for each one. Using such methods
it is possible to start with an initial private data source and spawn a tree of related
queryables.v Such a tree is illustrated in Figure 12.1.

Figure 12.1 also illustrates PINQ ’s method for reasoning about the the compo-
sition of these multiple, related queryables. Each queryable internally has an agent
which is responsible for managing requests to consume privacy budget through one
of the measurement methods (like NoisyAverage). The agent associated with each
new queryable has a reference to its parent queryable. The child is responsible for
handling its request and translating it into an appropriate request to its parent. For
instance suppose Q is a queryable with parent P and children C1, . . . , Ck that are
the result of calling Partition on Q . Because partition splits the data into disjoint

v. In fact, rather than a tree, the result structure can be a directed acyclic graph because PINQ also supports
operators like Join that combines two queryables into one.
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Figure 12.1. Illustration of hierarchical interactivity in PINQ. When a query (yellow circle)

is submitted to PINQueryable C1, its agent (A) forwards the budget request (yellow bar)

to the agent of its parent, Q . In this case, because the children represent disjoint partitions

of Q ’s data, the agent of Q keeps track of the cumulative privacy loss incurred at each

child (red bars). When it receives the request from the child, it calculates how much this

query would increase the maximum privacy loss and sends a request to the agent of

its parent, P, who checks the residual cost against a budget. Since the request is under

budget, response data (D) flows back to the PINQueryable where the query initiated.

subsets, interactions with the children satisfy parallel composition [McS09] and the
cumulative privacy loss is the maximum of the loss incurred by any of the children.vi

Therefore, when the agent of Q receives a request from its children, the amount of
the request to its parent is only the change in the maximum (which might be zero).

Somewhat surprisingly, the more general concurrent composition of multi-
ple interactive mechanisms has only recently been formally studied [VW21] and
researchers have only recently presented proofs that other variants of DP such as
f -DP [DRS22] and Renyi-DP [Mir17; BS16] satisfy concurrent composition the-
orems [VZ22; Lyu22; Han+23].

Extensibility

With both PINQ and AdaptiveFuzz, the composition is “baked in” to the program-
ming framework itself. For example, the implementation of PINQ supports a spe-
cific definition of privacy (pure DP); its components exchange information using
the parameters of that definition (ε) and the agents apply the composition rules of
PureDP. Perhaps more fundamentally, it leans heavily on the fact that with group
privacy under pure DP, the privacy loss grows linearly with the size of the group,
which allows it to view an ε-DP measurement on a c-stable transformation of the
dataset as equivalent to a cε-DP measurement on the source (see Section 12.3.)

vi. This is similar to the stability analysis underlying the sample-and-aggregate framework and GUPT discussed
above in Section 12.3.
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Adapting PINQ to support a variant of DP like zCDP that has a non-linear rela-
tionship between group size and privacy loss seems non-trivial, especially if one
wants to provide tight privacy accounting.

An explicit design goal of OpenDP is extensibility and its approach to handling
composition makes it easy, in principle, to expand the library with new forms of
composition. In the OpenDP formulation of a measurement (as discussed in Sec-
tion 12.3), the privacy properties are explicitly encoded in a privacy map that trans-
forms distances between input data(sets) to distances between output probability
distributions, and the latter can be measured in any desired way.

To extend OpenDP with a new form of composition, one must simply define a
new measurement operator that captures that composition operation. For example,
basic non-adaptive composition is implemented as a measurement function that
takes as input a list of measurement functions and applies them sequentially to the
data. It can use the privacy maps of the measurements being combined plus the
sequential composition theorem to determine its own privacy map.

12.5 Expressivity

Expressivity refers to the richness and variety of analyses that can be expressed in
a given programming framework. These are naturally impacted by a framework’s
privacy calculus and support for composition. In particular, given that most anal-
yses are expressed as a chaining of measurements and stable transformations, e.g.
M ◦ Tk ◦ Tk−1 ◦ · · ·T1, or compositions of such chainings, the expressivity of a
programming framework is greatly impacted by which transformations, measure-
ments, and composition procedures are supported. Thus, another relevant feature is
extensibility, the support for adding new, user-defined building-block components
such as transformations, measurements, and composition procedures, as just dis-
cussed. Following the same approach we used in previous sections we will not aim
to have a general ranking between the frameworks in terms of expressivity, rather
we will highlight some points with respect to expressivity in the design space of
programming frameworks for differential privacy.

Allowing General-purpose Programming Together with DP

Several programming frameworks for differential privacy have been designed as
libraries or domain-specific languages embedded inside general-purpose program-
ming languages. This allows one to use the richness of the host language to enhance
the expressivity of the programming framework. One of the earliest such examples
is PINQ [McS09], which is designed as a domain-specific language integrated in
the general-purpose language C#. Specifically, PINQ has been implemented as a
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C# component built on top of the data-processing component LINQ. PINQ pro-
vides several basic transformations, mostly inspired by SQL such as filters, joins,
groupby, map, etc and several basic measurements representing aggregation opera-
tions, such as count, sum, average, etc. In fact, most of the PINQ transformations
and measurements consists of a thin layer of code encapsulating the corresponding
LINQ transformations. This encapsulation mechanism is needed to guarantee dif-
ferential privacy through a privacy calculus based on global sensitivity of the sort
we discussed in Section 12.3.

Thanks to the integration with a general purpose programming language, PINQ
supports general purpose programming that can be used to describe more com-
plex data types, and to implement new transformation and mechanisms. Indeed,
PINQ ’s set of data types, transformations and measurements can be easily extended,
in principle, by providing new implementations that match the same interface that
primitive components have to match, and that respect the principles of the pri-
vacy calculus that PINQ implements. In fact this is a recipe for extensibility that
several other programming frameworks for differential privacy have followed: new
transformation and measurement primitives can be easily added to a programming
framework by taking operations that are implemented in the underlying language
and encapsulating them in order to guarantee their stability and sensitivity proper-
ties for their sound use in the corresponding privacy calculus.

As we discussed in Section 12.4, private data sources in PINQ are encapsulated
in a PINQueryable object and can be accessed through chains of transformations
followed by an aggregation. This chaining is one of the main principles for the
interactions of PINQueryable objects with transformations and measurements. The
encapsulation of data using queryables allows, in principle, extensions of PINQ
that implement different forms of composition with different degrees of adaptivity
and hierarchical and concurrent interactivity. Both chaining and composition are
implemented in PINQ as C# routines that offer at the same time an interface for
users and a component of the privacy calculus. Similarly to transformations and
measurements, one could extend this family of chaining and composition compo-
nents by providing new implementations in the underlying general-purpose lan-
guage. However, while possible in principle, as discussed in the PINQ design doc-
ument [McS09], these extensions are less straightforward than extensions of trans-
formations and measurements, since they require redefining PINQueryable and its
methods. More recent programming frameworks such as OpenDP, take a more
explicit view on chaining and composition components: they are first class citi-
zens, called combinators, with an explicit interface that can be used to interact with
them, and explicit requirements for their privacy calculus properties. Thus, to add
a new form of composition to OpenDP simply requires adding a new combinator
capturing it.
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In some situations, programming frameworks for differential privacy also allow
[a] user to write and run arbitrary programs. Often these programs are required
to be pure or “purified,” i.e. without side effects that can potentially compromise
privacy. Programming frameworks that work in synergy with a general-purpose
programming language can use the resources of the host language in these situa-
tions. For example, as discussed in the PINQ design document [McS09], one can
write C# programs using a set of methods which are side-effect free and which can
be used in mapping operations. The distinction between methods that can have
potential side effects and those that are side-effect-free is built into PINQ . Other
approaches, such as the one implemented in DPella [LRG20], make this kind of
distinction using types.

There is one additional benefit of using a general-purpose language that is worth
discussing. General-purpose programming languages usually provide methods to
access a variety of different kinds of data sources, e.g. relational databases, tabular
data in various forms, streaming sources, etc. This allow programming frameworks
for differential privacy to easily also support different kinds of data sources, and to
process data independently from the way it is stored.

Support for a Specific Class of Queries

Most of the programming frameworks, instead of aiming to support the imple-
mentation of arbitrary differentially private data analyses, focus on a specific class
of functions that are useful to implement a large class of analyses. For example,
PINQ [McS09], PrivateSQL [Kot+19], Flex [JNS18], and others all aim at sup-
porting SQL-like queries.

A different example is Ektelo [Zha+18]. Essentially, Ektelo is very similar to PINQ
in many respects: it also provides transformations and measurements similar to
the ones provided by PINQ , and a privacy calculus for them. However, instead
of focusing on the components that are needed for SQL-like queries, it includes a
large variety of basic transformations and measurements that allow one to construct
numerous important differentially private algorithms for estimating workloads of
linear queries. Linear queries are queries of a simplified form: they compute the aver-
age, or the sum, of the results obtained by mapping a given function (characterizing
the specific linear query) on each record of a dataset. Despite their simplicity, when
combined together in a workload, i.e. multiple queries together, linear queries allow
one to solve many important statistical problems, such as histograms, cumulative
distribution functions (CDFs), and contingency tables.

Ektelo’s basic components include transformations and measurements, but also
operations of three other families: 1) Operations that allow one to partition the
data and to work on the individual partitions. For example, Ektelo provides a data-
dependent operation AHPpartition which, given the data as an histogram, selects
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a partition of the data where the counts within a partition group are close. 2) Oper-
ations that allow one to manage a workload of queries by selecting queries that have
different properties. For example, Ektelo supports an operation Worst-approx
which returns a query, from a workload of queries, that has the property that on
a synthetic dataset (or synthetic data distribution) deviates most from the true
dataset. 3) Operations that perform some sort of inference as post-processing of
the private answers. For example, Ektelo provides an operation MW which imple-
ments the Multiplicative Weights inference algorithm. All these operations can be
combined to design more complex data analyses. For example, one can use basic
transformations and measurements and operations of types 2) and 3) to implement
the private data release algorithm MWEM [HLM12].

Despite the fact that its design focuses on the restricted class of linear queries,
Ektelo is able to express in a concise way numerous differentially private algorithm
that have been proposed for a variety of tasks. Moreover, thanks to its additional
operations, Ektelo is also able to go beyond tasks that are usually considered as
proper linear queries. For example, one can use Ektelo to privately select the struc-
ture of a Bayesian network.

Another programming framework using an approach similar to the one of Ektelo
is Chorus [JNHS20]. Instead of focusing on linear queries, Chorus focuses on SQL
queries and it provides several components to rewrite, analyze and post-process
queries. These components allow Chorus to express in a concise way numerous
complex differentially private algorithms such as MWEM, Sparse Vector, etc.

Support for a Specific Class of DP Algorithms

As we discussed in Section 12.3, there are several privacy calculi that one could
use to guarantee differential privacy. Programming frameworks usually support one
such privacy calculus, and the privacy calculus that a programming framework uses
also affects its expressivity.

Programming frameworks that have been designed around the notion of global
stability, such as PINQ and many others, allow one to implement a broad range of
general differentially private data analyses. In contrast, programming frameworks
that support other models, such as GUPT [Moh+12] for the sample and aggregate
framework, or Flex [JNS18] for the local stability framework, are more limited in
the class of data analyses that they can support.

The limitations of GUPT , and the sample and aggregate framework more gener-
ally, come from the fact that this framework only captures differentially private data
analyses that can be implemented as a transformation that can be run independently
on the pieces of a partition of the dataset, followed by one of a few pre-specified dif-
ferentially private aggregators combining the obtained results. Most differentially
private algorithms cannot be decomposed in this way.
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The limitations of Flex and other local stability frameworks is that these frame-
works are usually based on some approximation of the local stability that cannot in
general be computed efficiently for every problem. This means that the program-
ming framework using these approximation needs to be specialized to specific tasks.
For example, Flex’s elastic sensitivity calculus is based on a careful case analysis of
operators that appear in SQL expressions. It is not obvious how to extend this defi-
nition to arbitrary data analyses, and it is unclear whether such an extension would
be tractable.

While these frameworks have limitations in terms of expressivity, they also have
some benefit. For example, as we already mentioned in Section 12.3, the sample-
and-aggregate framework allows one to take arbitrary non-private estimators that
converge as the sample size grows and automatically construct differentially pri-
vate analogues of them, albeit on larger datasets. Similarly, methods based on local
stability can provide improved accuracy in certain situations.

Support for Reasoning About Accuracy

Most of the programming frameworks we discussed so far focus on providing sup-
port to users in order to write their differentially private data analyses and guarantee
they are indeed private. However, another important aspect that users need to think
about when designing differentially private analyses is accuracy. While there isn’t one
notion of accuracy that works in every situation, a notion of accuracy that is often
considered in the differential privacy literature is based on probability bounds. As
an example, (α, β)-accuracy expresses the following probability bound: if ỹ is the
result of a differentially private analysis and y is the result one would achieve if one
did the analysis without privacy constraints, then (α, β)-accuracy says that with
probability at least 1− β, ∥y − ỹ∥ ≤ α where ∥ · ∥ is a suitable norm. For simple
differentially private mechanisms, the α and β follow from the properties of the
noise distributions they use.

Several programming frameworks have been conceived to also help users reason
about the accuracy of their differentially private data analyses. One such example
is GUPT [Moh+12], which provides its users with the possibility to select either
the privacy budget or the (α, β)-accuracy they want for each data analysis. If users
specify the accuracy level they are interested in, GUPT computes the correspond-
ing privacy budget that is needed, and vice versa: if users specify the privacy budget
they are interested in, GUPT computes the corresponding (α, β)-accuracy. A simi-
lar approach is also used by PSI [Gab+16], where users are provided with a budgeter
interface that they can use to specify interactively either the privacy budget or the
accuracy for the different queries. The usability of this budgeter interface has also
been evaluated with users [MTKV18; Sar+22]. The approach used by GUPT and
PSI is based on the accuracy bounds for the primitive noise distributions they use.
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APEx [GHIM19] takes a further step and uses several specific analyses and linear
programming to provide accuracy estimates for more complex algorithms, includ-
ing some algorithms that have accuracy that depends on the data.

A different approach is proposed by DPella [LRG20], a programming framework
which combines reasoning about privacy in the style of PINQ ,vii with reasoning
about (α, β)-accuracy. A user of DPella can write differentially private programs
and obtain information about their privacy or accuracy. An interesting aspect of
the DPella approach is that it allows for composing the accuracy of different mech-
anisms using the Union bound and Chernoff bounds in order to obtain accuracy
properties for larger programs.

12.6 Tools for Verification and Testing

As we discussed above, an important motivation for the design of domain-specific
programming frameworks for differential privacy comes from the difficulties that
randomness, finite-precision arithmetic, budget accounting, etc. impose on differ-
entially private program design. Programming frameworks can help improve the
correctness and reliability of differentially private programs. However, as we dis-
cussed in Section 12.2, most of the programming frameworks allow one to assem-
ble complex programs from basic primitives as building blocks that are considered
trusted. This situation is less than ideal, since bugs in these primitives can affect
the correctness of the overall data analyses. In order to help alleviate this prob-
lem, researchers have developed several verification and testing tools specifically
designed to improve the correctness and reliability of differentially private primi-
tives. In this section, we briefly review some of them, focusing on the techniques
that they are based on. All these methods have to cope with the fact that black-
box testing for differential privacy, as well as automated verification of differential
privacy, are inherently difficult in the worst case [GM18; GNP20; BGG22].

12.6.1 Tools for Testing Differential Privacy Implementations

Testing is a powerful tool to improve the reliability and correctness of software. Fol-
lowing this intuition, several testing methods have been studied and implemented
in order to increase confidence in claims of differential privacy for data analysis
implementations. Early work on testing for differential privacy [JR11; DJRT13]
reduced this problem to testing Lipchitz properties of functions, while subsequent
work designed methods specific for differential privacy. StatDP [Din+18] provides

vii. Differently from what happen in PINQ , the privacy reasoning in DPella happens at compile time.
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a testing framework based on hypothesis testing and counterexample generation
to find violations in programs that claim to be differentially private. This testing
framework considers programs as black box but also provides the option to use
program analysis methods to estimate parameter values that can create violations.
Following similar ideas, GoogleSQL [Wil+20] includes a stochastic tester in order to
check whether some basic mechanism is differentially private. This tester is useful
to analyze mechanisms of a restricted class, corresponding to aggregation functions,
rather than end-to-end applications. DP-Finder [Bic+18] uses testing and numer-
ical optimization techniques to prove lower bounds on the privacy parameters of
specific programs. This method can be also used to find violations of differential
privacy in implementations. CheckDP [WDKZ20] combines statistical testing with
symbolic solving in order to guarantee that programs are differentially private; when
the differential privacy guarantee is violated, this approach provides counterexam-
ples. DPCheck [Zha+20] uses a combination of randomized testing and symbolic
execution to identify violations of differential privacy in an automated way. DP-
Sniper [BSBV21] uses machine-learning techniques to train a classifier to distin-
guish whether the result of a mechanism comes from a dataset or an adjacent one,
and when possible to transform this classifier into a counterexample exhibiting a
violation of differential privacy. DP-Sniper is also able to uncover violations due to
floating-point arithmetic.

12.6.2 Tools for the Verification of Differential Privacy

Randomized testing as discussed above can help improve the reliability of differ-
ential privacy components. However, when the input space of these components
is large, it is difficult for randomized testers to offer strong guarantees in terms of
coverage, and the uncovered input space can still hide bugs in the design and imple-
mentations of these components. For this reason, several groups of researchers have
also developed formal verification techniques, which can be used to mathemati-
cally prove the design and implementations of these components to be correct. An
advantage of these approaches is that the verification can happen before the pro-
gram is run, limiting the risks for the actual data.

A first approach in this line of work is based on the use of program logics and
interactive proof assistants. These are formal tools that have been developed in
order to formally verify properties of programs and their implementations. The
idea behind these tools is that a user needs to provide a program, a specifica-
tion that the program needs to satisfy, and a formal proof, in the form of a com-
puter script, that the program meets the specification. The tool then checks that
the formal proof is correct and that indeed the program respects the specifica-
tion. In the case of differential privacy, the specification is that the program is
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differentially private. Several works have followed this approach [BKOB12; Bar+13;
Bar+14; Bar+16b; Bar+16a; AH18] building on different program logics and proof
assistants.

Another approach in this line of work is based on the use of advanced type systems,
symbolic execution and constraint solvers. In this approach, a user needs to provide
a program and its specification. The specification is usually in the form of a type
specification in some rich language of types that also provides the guarantee that
a program is differentially private. However, the user does not need to provide a
formal proof connecting the program with its specification. Instead, this formal
proof is synthesized by a type checker combined with constraint solving. In Sec-
tion 12.3, we already discussed Fuzz [RP10], which was one of the first tools in
this area. Fuzz is limited in expressivity: it can only type programs whose sensi-
tivity is a constant. Several works have extended this approach [Gab+13; Bar+15;
ZK17; Wan+19; WDKZ20; FCG21] and designed more and more expressive tools.
The high level of confidence and formal guarantees that these tools provide goes
beyond what can be usually achieved by code inspection and randomized testing.
On the other hand, those tools are often difficult to use and often require exper-
tise in formal verification or programming-language design, as well as differential
privacy.

12.7 Concluding Remarks

Programming frameworks for differential privacy are instrumental in bridging the
gap between the theoretical foundations of differential privacy and practical soft-
ware applications. They provide robust privacy calculi, mechanisms for composi-
tion and interactivity, and varying levels of expressivity, enabling practitioners to
design complex differentially private analyses more reliably and efficiently.

Throughout this chapter, we examined the foundational properties that make
the design of these frameworks possible, including privacy calculus, composition,
interactivity, and expressivity. The chapter also reviewed tools for verification and
testing, which play a key role in ensuring the correctness and reliability of differen-
tially private implementations.

As the field of differential privacy continues to evolve, so too will the pro-
gramming frameworks and tools that support it. Future frameworks may offer
enhanced expressivity, better integration with different computing environments,
and improved methods for reasoning about accuracy and utility. Advances in veri-
fication and testing will further strengthen the reliability of differentially private
software, addressing challenges related to randomness generation, security, and
scalability.
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Chapter 13

Machine Learning Tools

By Bryant Gipson, Andreas Terzis and Yurii Sushko

13.1 Introduction

For much of this book we have mostly concerned ourselves with the definitions,
requirements and challenges in designing differentially private algorithms. In the
previous chapter we also learned about the various general purpose tools available
to developers, including those related to the analysis of databases. In this chapter,
we will lean on all of the theory, caveats and gotchas learned so far, in addition
to relying on the aforementioned tools in the pursuit of practical Differentially
Private machine learning. Differential privacy offers a robust mathematical frame-
work for preserving individual privacy in data analysis and machine learning. How-
ever, the practical implementation of differentially private machine learning models
involves navigating a complex landscape of theoretical considerations, algorithmic
challenges, and practical constraints. Successfully deploying such models requires
careful planning, a deep understanding of the underlying principles, and thoughtful
application of available tools and techniques.

Overview of the Chapter

The chapter begins by discussing the concept needed before embarking on such a
task (Section 13.1.1), highlighting the importance of defining the unit of privacy,
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understanding the attack model, and setting accuracy requirements. We then delve
into the methods and tools available for centralized training, examining their
strengths, weaknesses, and practical considerations (Section 13.2). Therein, we also
consider federated learning and discuss its methods, privacy implications, and the
challenges it presents. Finally, in Section 13.4 we address the crucial aspect of pri-
vacy testing and evaluation and provide insights into potential vulnerabilities to
help practitioners understand the effectiveness of their privacy-preserving strate-
gies. The goal of this chapter is to equip practitioners and researchers with the
knowledge and tools necessary to implement differentially private machine learn-
ing effectively, balancing privacy protection with utility and performance.

13.1.1 Preparing to Learn

In the French culinary world, before cooking there is mise en place. Literally “putting
in place”, or the process of preparing the space, tools, ingredients and state of mind
required to prepare a meal. It is no less with differentially private machine learning
which, as we learned in previous chapters, draws upon all knowledge and experience
with differential privacy generally.

Regardless of the framework used, it is critical to outline the parameters and
goals of what you want to achieve.

• What is the unit of privacy? A record, an individual, a business, a class of
users? If you are training a spell-checker, the choice of whether one is pro-
tecting the fact that a user employed a specific word in an e-mail (e.g., “anti-
quarian”) or, instead, the fact that they were included in training at all (e.g.,
some or all of Sarah’s e-mails were used in training) may have material conse-
quences on re-identifiability risk and model utility. Shorthand, these concepts
are sometimes referred to as record or example level privacy [HDH17] or user
level privacy [MRTZ18], and being explicit about this up front can greatly
influence the choice and impact of parameters as well as the choice of frame-
works.

• What level of complexity do we need? Machine Learning is an overloaded
term and could mean anything from 2-dimensional least squares [Bjo96]
to generative adversarial neural networks [Goo+14]. In many cases, when
approaching a problem an individual may believe a Deep Neural Network
[GBC16] is required when a simple SELECT a,b,c GROUP BY x,y may be all
that’s needed. In general, the more constrained the problem space, the more
control one has over the units of privacy, privacy budget and the bounds on
each.

• What is the attack model? It is not sufficient to “train with differential pri-
vacy” and be done with it. The following all have material consequences on
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the privacy and utility of the outputs: the environment in which the training
is performed, which intermediaries (e.g., servers, devices) have even transient
access to the data, how much control an adversary has over inputs, how often
training is performed and how the final model is to be accessed (e.g., are
queries mediated or is the entire model, weights and all, exported to a public
forum?).

• What is the operational environment of training? Very closely related to
thinking about attack model, it’s important to consider honest-but-curious
and other forms of passive exposure that may occur from the environment
in which training is performed. These might include everything from low-
level server statistics, CPU profiling, crash logging, “aggregate” debugging
information (e.g., not differentially private) to higher-level questions about
model retention tracking (e.g., having access to more than one model trained
on the same data has privacy budget implications), the model development
cycle (are developers inspecting the results of models and retraining with new
parameters?) or release frequency (are you accounting for budgeting across
multiple pushes, etc.).

• What data? As with all methods guaranteeing differential privacy, machine
learning tools cannot typically propose a privacy model, or parameters related
to, the data they are being trained on. Retraining a model weekly on all his-
torical data has very different privacy implications from training weekly on
just the data from the past month. Regardless of the details of sampling, shuf-
fling or other clever algorithmic schemes, making the most of the data you
have allows one to make the strongest possible privacy statements that meet
your needs.

• What level of accuracy do you need? Analysis of all data comes with built-
in variance and uncertainty around results. The additional uncertainty added
by differentially private methods may be negligible, or it may render any con-
clusions based on the output meaningless. Differential privacy allows one to
make intentional choices about the trade-offs between risk and utility, and
a rigorous analysis of the hard requirements of both can greatly aid in the
use and scope of machine learning frameworks. An image classifier may need
far less accuracy than a pharmacological dose recommendation system. Sim-
ilarly, a distributed spell checker may have a marginal risk profile relative to a
speech to text model that has been trained on doctor’s notes. Understanding
one’s risk profile informs accuracy allowances, while knowing hard accuracy
requirements guides expectations on user protection.

As with all Privacy & Security technologies, a holistic view of the privacy story
you are providing is critical. A “mostly private” system can easily lull data stewards
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into a false sense of security, ironically increasing their risk of data exposure due to
overconfidence in use or access.

All of the above considerations could apply to any system guaranteeing differ-
ential privacy, but machine learning in particular is a field with most frameworks
providing control over only part of the full privacy story. Knowing their strengths
and weaknesses is important; a chain is only as strong as its weakest link.

13.2 Practical Machine Learning

13.2.1 Preparation, cleaning and analysis

Much of data preparation borders on traditional statistics, database work and many
good overviews on the subject exist online (e.g., [Sco21]). That said, a review of
Chapter 13 on differentially private database analysis may help as well. In particular,
one of the amazingly useful properties of differentially private guarantees is that all
downstream consumers of DP data sets inherit and build on these guarantees.

Training on a DP data-set need not be DP itself at all under many circumstances.
It may also allow a less restrictive privacy budget if upstream cleaning and prepara-
tion used some measure of DP protection.

Additionally, as noted above, rigorously defining the unit of privacy is critical
to both preparation and the choice of the training method that follows. Typically
this discussion breaks down into choice of record-level privacy or user-level privacy.
As discussed in more detail in Chapter 1 (see, in particular, Section 1.4.2) and in
Section 8.3.1 of Chapter 8 of this book, record-level privacy provides DP guarantees
only for a single contribution from a user (e.g., a restaurant visit, a doctor’s note,
a photo) as opposed to a class of contributions from a user, denoted group-level
privacy in Chapter 1 (all of their medical history, their web-browsing history, all
of a hospital’s payments to vendors, etc). Besides having privacy implications, this
choice will affect data organization (are databases keyed by user id or something
else) and must also be taken into account in cleaning and pre-aggregation steps to
ensure no “cross-contamination” occurs across the unit of privacy. For example, it
is common to perform statistical analysis on data prior to training. If the results
of this analysis are subsequently used in the final ML design (e.g., in determining
min/max or normalization bounds) they must also be computed in a differentially
private manner or violate global guarantees.

Finally, this choice affects what kind of ML system to use. Private ML currently
can be broadly categorized as centralized or federated, as reviewed in Chapter 1.
Local DP is another flavor (see Chapter 2), though in the ML context it largely
exists as a subset of federated learning, which this book discussed in Chapter 8.
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Centralized training is faster and typically easier for developers to implement but
mostly provides guarantees around record-level privacy (user-level can be con-
structed from components, though it must be done so explicitly). Moreover, the
process of centralized training itself is only as private as the system it is performed
on, requiring strong access controls and data governance. Federated training may
require more data, has more moving parts and may be harder to debug and develop
on but is safe from a larger range of attacks. Federated learning is also, almost by
definition, a user-level protection scheme and so has additional benefits on this
front. That said, federated algorithms distribute centralized intermediates (typically
fully trained models) to the entire training fleet, allowing misconfigured systems to
“perfectly” expose data to the entire world. Federated systems contain no guaran-
tees around access to, or timely removal of, intermediate data and users are free to
inspect them indefinitely, offline.

The next sections delve into the differences and tools available for both of these
classes of training.

13.2.2 Centralized Training

In this section we consider a common use case. A data steward has full read access to
a data-set containing user data that is keyed by some identifier (e.g., e-mail address,
SSN, Business ID, Hospital Name) that represents the privacy unit. Ideally access
and interaction to the primary data set is managed by rigorous access controls and
privacy & security practices that are well beyond the scope of this book. A developer
wants to perform some analysis across this data set, the results of which will be
distributed to an audience beyond that of the primary developer.

While this setup may sound unremarkable, there are many layers of implicit trust
here. The data collection methods, including transport and all intermediaries must
be trusted or secure. The storage system must be similarly secure as is all commu-
nication between the primary training system and the back-end. Finally, all debug-
ging, feedback and general developer interaction with training is similarly trusted.
If this last assumption isn’t realistic, e.g., if debugging statistics are shared externally,
then these also need to be accounted for in privacy budget considerations.

Methods and Privacy

While differentially private database methods employ a large range of tools to ensure
differentially private claims, machine learning employs only a few well-defined
methods

Differentially private stochastic gradient descent (DP-SGD) is a modification
of the standard stochastic gradient descent (SGD) algorithm in machine learning.
For a review of the algorithm, the reader is referred to Section 6.3.1 of Chapter 6).
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Models trained with DP-SGD have provable differential privacy (DP) guarantees,
mitigating the risk of exposing sensitive training data. Intuitively, a model trained
with differential privacy should not be affected by any single training example in
its data set. DP-SGD techniques can also be used in federated learning to provide
user-level differential privacy (any one user’s data does should not affect the model).

Centralized training has a distinct advantage from the perspective of data gov-
ernance and privacy: The privacy of the training process is as good as that of the
environment in which it is performed. This is to say that a fully sand-boxed, air-
gapped system, with tight access controls, would allow development time to focus
almost exclusively on DP guarantees and parameters, rather than attack surface and
data leakage. This is not true for federated learning.

There are Some Drawbacks to Well Developed Centralized Training

Because training has long-developed in service to applications on public data sets,
most training systems have added privacy as augmentations or modules, rather
than redesigning from a privacy standpoint. As a result, most systems assume a full
permissions / full ownership model to training with debugging statistics, example
records inspection and other access methods part of infrastructure. While a careful
accounting of a privacy & security policy can mitigate these concerns, the possi-
bility of accidental data leakage or differential privacy violation through published
side-channels is increased because of this.

Additionally, because so much of centralized training relies on DP-SGD most
differentially private training platforms provide record-level protections. This leaves
the construction and reasoning about the broader contribution space (e.g., consid-
ering all of a patient’s hospital records collectively) up to the developer. It is all-to-
easy to naively assume “differential privacy” over a flat database, which is dominated
by contributions from a few users, not realizing that guarantees do not hold for cor-
relations or the membership of a user in a training set.

This being said, this remains the most common mode of machine learning and,
as a result, is the best supported from the perspective of practical development.

Available Tools

The following is a list of available tools for implementing differential privacy ML
models.

• Opacus. A library for training PyTorch models with differential pri-
vacy [TM20]. Opacus computes batched per-sample gradients which reduces
training time compared to using microbatches. Moreover, it uses a crypto-
graphically safe pseudo-random number generator for security-critical appli-
cations. Opacus keeps track of the privacy budget used during the training
process, enabling early stopping and real-time monitoring.
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• TensorFlow Privacy. TensorFlow Privacy (TF Privacy) [Mar+15] is an open-
source library for differentially private training in TensorFlow. It works by
defining differentially private subclasses of established optimizers. These dif-
ferentially private optimizers can be used in conjunction with high-level APIs
that use the Optimizer class, including TF.Estimator and Keras.

• IBM Differential Privacy Library. A Python library aimed at Differ-
ential Privacy generally, IBM’s Differential Privacy Library or Diffprivlib
[HBML19] contains a number of useful tools enabling Differentially Private
training.

In particular, besides common differential privacy patterns and tools, the
library contains a budget accountant, useful for keeping track of privacy bud-
get across multiple queries and data access. It is aimed at interactive training,
allowing queries on remaining budget and context.

• PATE. As discussed in Section 7.5 of Chapter 7, the Private Aggregation of
Teacher Ensembles (PATE) trains multiple teacher models on disjoint sensitive
data (e.g., different users’ data) and uses the teachers’ aggregate consensus
answers in a black-box fashion to supervise the training of a student model.
By publishing only the student model (keeping the teachers private) and by
adding carefully-calibrated noise to the aggregate answers used to train the
student, the PATE work showed how to establish rigorous (ε, δ) differential-
privacy guarantees [Pap+18].

• OpenDP. While, at the time of writing, not focused on ML, OpenDP
[GHV20] is a rapidly growing group focused on differential privacy. An excel-
lent resource for literature, codelabs and a burgeoning code base, it is expected
that this group will continue to grow into machine learning in the long term.
Additional details are provided in Chapter 13.

13.2.3 Federated Learning

As discussed in Chapter 8, Federated Learning is another form of differentially
private learning that has rapidly grown in popularity over the last few years due
to a number of attractive privacy properties and minimal assumptions about the
safety of training pipelines. While this topic represents a broad field that touches
on general distributed and private computing, it can also provide strong guarantees
and has user-level privacy built into its foundational assumptions.

Methods and Privacy

Originally defined in [SS15], [McM+17] to address scalability and privacy issues
inherent in collecting and training on mobile devices, Federated Learning (FL)
has come to define a decentralized method for expressing distributed training in
general.
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Though details can vary, generally training is divided between a collection of
devices which contain device specific data (photos, locations, etc.) and, depend-
ing on network details, a set of aggregator nodes that organize the overall training
process.

Aggregator nodes distribute a state to clients which in turn perform some form
of local training (this step is highly configurable and need not strictly represent
deep networks) before returning updates to the aggregators. The flavor of update
returned defines the mode of FL employed, typically Federated SGD [SS15] or
Federated Averaging [McM+17].

Federated SGD is a generalization of SGD that computes gradient updates in
a decentralized manner, which are aggregated into full SGD updates at the aggre-
gator nodes. Federated Averaging takes Federated SGD one step further, training
a model on a device for multiple rounds, returning a fully qualified set of model
weights to the aggregator nodes, which then perform an average over the models.
This algorithm and its differentially private counterpart are discussed in details in
Chapter 8.

Communication between clients and servers typically uses a form of secure
multi-party computation, e.g. [Bon+16], which protects data in transit but, impor-
tantly, does not impact the differential privacy guarantees of the final model. i

Differential privacy can be applied to the process at multiple layers; for maxi-
mal protection device updates can apply local differential privacy (e.g., randomized
response [DR+14]), or at the aggregator nodes through a differentially private aver-
age (e.g., Algorithm 2.4 in [LLSY16]).

Regardless of the low-level details, federated learning has a number of attrac-
tive properties from the perspective of differential privacy: First, data, training and
updates are all handled in an owner-centric setting. That is, all inputs to a model
are naturally associated with a device id, user name or other identifier and allow
differential privacy guarantees to be applied at the id level, across all of a user’s con-
tributions, rather than for a specific record. In the case of record-level guarantees
(as is typical of centralized training) a person’s pattern of location data, photos,
word-choices, etc., might be individually protected at the feature level, but may be
identifying in aggregate. Federated averaging allows the sum total contribution of a
user/device/etc. to be contained within a single update, making issues such as pri-
vacy loss budget accounting and contribution bounding relatively straightforward.
Second, sampling is a fundamental principle in federated learning for reasons of

i. While the details of how data is handled are critically important for a complete privacy story, it is the DP
guarantees of the final aggregated model that have the strongest privacy implications.
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performance as well as privacy. Importantly, sampling also has benefits in the cal-
culation of the effective (ε, δ)-DP guarantees provided by the system [BST14].

Federated Learning has a Few Caveats

Similar to taking the median of medians or average of means, federated learning
works very well for most applications where data is abundant and statistics are rea-
sonably behaved across a set of users. For severely skewed distributions (e.g., num-
ber of videos uploaded per user), where a statistical feature is nearly unmeasurable
for a single user or where “correlated sub-queries” are central to training (e.g., all
users who are 2-σ above the average height), accuracy can be severely degraded.
While these considerations can be mitigated with appropriate design (e.g., mul-
tiple models) they must be considered in planning. Finally, the attack surface for
federated learning is considerably larger. Because federated algorithms distribute
model state to every participant in training there is elevated risk of exposure of
sensitive data.

In summary, while centralized training has a high risk of accidental leakage with-
out a strong governance / privacy store for the enclosing system, it also benefits
from a centralized attack surface that an adversary must intentionally overcome.
Conversely, while federated learning builds strong governance and privacy into the
design of the system itself, misconfigured systems can expose data to a broad audi-
ence who need only to be curious to view the results.

Available Tools

Unfortunately easy to use Open Source Federated Learning remains an incomplete
story, mostly in the form of tools and code bases that a complete system could be
built upon. We discuss a few of the options here, but for rigorous comparisons of
utility and performance, the reader is referred to [Kho+21].

• PySyft from OpenMined. PySyft provides a highly configurable FL plat-
form component with support for many platforms and languages, including
Android, iOS and Web interfaces. PySyft is based on the OpenMined archi-
tecture which must be composed with other libraries to provide a fully fed-
erated offering. Differential privacy offerings in PySyft are based on Opacus
and include a codelab suitable for research purposes. The platform has many
industry partners and a healthy community and additional features are being
continuously added.

• Tensor Flow Federated (TFF). TFF [IO19] is part of TensorFlow [Mar+15]
and provides many of the concrete building blocks required for building an
FL system. It is composed of client and server libraries required for local
training and orchestrated Federated Averaging that a full-featured FL system
would include. Included experimental datasets and codelabs are sufficient to
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bootstrap FL in an experimental setting and could also form the basis of a
production system.

TFF represents a framework for building distributed computations and
differential privacy must be explicitly included from TF-Privacy or TFF com-
ponents. An example DP Federated model based on [MRTZ17] is included
within TFF documentation.

• Federated AI Technology Enabler (FATE). Developed by Webank’s AI
Department, FATE [Fed21] is based in part on Tensorflow and provides a
number of different FL implementations depending on need. While highly
configurable in distributed and training models, FATE focuses exclusively
on Private Computing options (e.g., SecAgg and secure MPC) in its privacy
story. While this protects all data in transit, Differential Privacy is required to
protect against re-identification on the outputs and must rely on DP FedAvg
[Kai+19] or TF-Privacy as above for DP guarantees.

• Clara. While limited license only, NVIDIA’s Clara framework supports a
number of machine learning tasks, including Federated Learning. Unsurpris-
ingly, Clara provides excellent CUDA [NVF20] based GPU support for FL.
Based on Tensorflow and AutoML, differential privacy must be constructed
by the developer from available subroutines, as in other frameworks and only
lists DP-SGD as a primary mechanism in documentation.

• IBM Federated Learning. A proprietary, limited license FL framework, with
training based on Keras, PyTorch and Tensorflow, IBM FL [Lud+20] pro-
vides a DP Naive Bayes training system in addition to DP-SGD and FedAvg
algorithms provided by dependent libraries.

• Other entries in the space. PFL [Bai21], a small, open-source FL framework
from Baidu that relies on a less well-distributed FL platform called DL, PFL
uses DP-SGD and FedAvg [Kai+19] to provide DP guarantees.

FL&DP [she21] is a small project from Sherpa.AI that provides the basics
for Federated Learning, though with minimal documentation and insuffi-
ciently developed for production use-cases. It is worthy of note due to its focus
on privacy offerings, including an adaptive Privacy Filter [Rod+20] based
DP mechanism, in addition to FedAvg and a simple DP noising mechanism
[DR+14] for binary data.

13.3 Management and Governance

Regardless of the method used above, the results of a single round of DP train-
ing should result in an (ε, δ)-private ML model, ready for use in applications or
distribution to the public.
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It is also worth calling out that this chapter is a work in progress from the per-
spective of the differential privacy community. At present, OpenDP’s SmartNoise
[GHV20] and IBM’s DiffPrivLib [HBML19] are two standard frameworks that
allow one to reason about privacy budget which, in many ways, is as important as
the particulars of any given instance of machine learning.

The vast landscape of data set governance, sand-boxing and privacy in an end-to-
end environment is sparsely populated. While private-by-design systems like Feder-
ated Learning can greatly help reason about and enforce a coherent privacy policy,
much work remains to be done in order to make both training and the outputs of
training fully private.

13.4 Privacy Testing and Evaluation

13.4.1 The Two Questions

A privacy-mindful ML practitioner might ask two complementary questions:

1. How does one achieve model privacy? Specifically, how does one produce a
machine learning model while minimizing privacy risks related to the sensi-
tive training data?

2. How does one assess model privacy? Specifically, how does one measure the
risk of an adversary inferring something sensitive about the training data?

In theory, differential privacy provides great answers to both questions: privacy
can be achieved by differentially private training (or even at earlier stages, by apply-
ing differential privacy to the training data) and can be assessed based on the spent
privacy budget (i.e., the familiar ε and δ).

In practice, applying standard differential privacy with strong privacy guarantees
can be challenging, i.e. because of reduced training speed, complexity (the train-
ing process involves techniques such as gradient clipping and adding noise which
require additional parameter tuning), loss of utility (models trained with differen-
tial privacy can result in a significant decline in accuracy).

A few other ways to mitigate potential training data privacy risks include:

• Avoid over-fitting to ensure that the model is generalizing without (excessive)
memorizing;

• Prefer small number of parameters to limit the model’s ability to memorize;
• Ensure that each training sample is k-anonymous, that is it comes from at

least k individuals to avoid unique or rare samples;
• Limit the effect of outliers (for example, by clipping gradient updates during

training);
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We emphasize that none of these methods provide the same rigorous pri-
vacy guarantees as differential privacy. Does this mean that these mitigations are
useless in practice? Can we assess their effectiveness in a empirical manner? Let’s
figure it out.

13.4.2 Empirical Testing: Does Lack of Fever Mean a Healthy
Patient?

For a moment, let’s appeal to a simple analogy. Measuring body temperature is one
of the simplest and widely used tests in healthcare. High and sustained fever almost
certainly signals a problem. High fever combined with other symptoms can justify
performing more expensive, specific and accurate tests (e.g., a genomic PCR test).

Does lack of fever imply that a patient is healthy? Obviously, the answer is no.
Does this make body temperature measurements useless? By no means. Measur-
ing body temperature is, in a way, an effective empirical test for quickly detecting
whether the patient may be unhealthy.

Coming back to machine learning and model privacy, we can apply a similar
line of reasoning and leverage empirical tests to identify “health issues” (that is,
privacy leaks), especially when applying differential privacy with strong parameters
is infeasible or impractical.

These empirical tests can be designed to estimate the vulnerability of the model
to various threats. Such tests can be very simple, for example: is the model sig-
nificantly less accurate on the test set than on the training set? They can also be
rather advanced, for example by building a sophisticated attacker that attempts to
reconstruct the training set samples.
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In brief, the differences between differential privacy and empirical tests can be
summarized as follows:

Analysis Properties

Differential privacy
Worst-case, principled analysis;
Provides “upper bound” for the privacy risk

Empirical privacy tests
High specificity, but low sensitivity;
Provides “lower bound” for the privacy risk

It is worth noting that the empirical tests do not provide certainty that the
model is safe, similar to how normal body temperature does not mean that the
patient is healthy. There can be false negatives. However, a comprehensive and
broad set of tests that scrutinize model privacy from different angles can increase
our level of confidence.

13.4.3 Examples

Privacy tests target a vast variety of threat models, the most common including:

Opaque- vs. transparent-box. depending on whether the attacker has access to
the model internals or can only interact with the model from the outside.

Inference vs. reconstruction attacks. depending on whether the goal is to infer
something sensitive about the training data or, much more ambitiously, par-
tially of fully reconstruct training samples.

We do not intend to provide a comprehensive overview of existing privacy tests
or formal definitions: there are excellent surveys out there [Liu+21; PMSW18].
Instead, we consider a few simple and well-researched test types.

Membership Inference Test

Membership inference aims to identify whether a particular sample was part of the
training set [SSSS17]. This knowledge can be quite sensitive, e.g., in healthcare
where being in the training set might imply presence of a particular medical condi-
tion. Even when this knowledge is not sensitive in itself, the ability to distinguish
the training set samples by merely looking at the model or its predictions is an
indicator for privacy risks.

The following is a simple recipe for converting this idea into an actionable pri-
vacy test.
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1. Train a classifier that discriminates the training set samples based on model
outputs. Such a classifier can be based on the prediction loss (the simpler
setting) or the inner layers of a deep model (the more advanced setting).

2. Use the accuracy of that classifier as a proxy for privacy risks, e.g. area under
the ROC (receiver operating characteristic) curve.

This setting assumes that the test is performed by an in-house privacy specialist who
has access to the model, the training and test data and does not intend to attack the
model, but to measure feasibility of such an attack. An actual attacker would need
to do a bit more work and resort to an implicit analysis by first finding “similar”
training data to build a “similar” model, which is often referred to as shadow model
[SSSS17]. A comprehensive treatment of membership inference attacks is provided
in Chapter 5.

Some of the utilities that support membership inference tests are:

• ML Privacy Meter, a library developed by the authors of the membership
inference attack[MS20];

• TensorFlow Privacy, a library for training the differentially private mod-
els that also includes empirical tests such as membership inference or secret
sharer [Goo18].

Both utilities support several membership inference tests, using different types
of membership inference classifiers such as threshold-based classifiers or trained
classifiers based on linear regressions, random forests, neural networks, etc.

Secret Sharer Test

Imagine the student is learning to add integer numbers by looking at examples,
such as 1+1 = 2, 2+3 = 5, 2+4 = 6 and is provided with a wrong example…

1+ 2 = 12

Now, if the student to the question “what is 1+2” answers “12”, they did not do a
good job at learning addition and most likely simply memorized examples.

Memorizing is not great and not just for pedagogic reasons. Machine learning
models memorizing training data introduce a privacy risk. The example with a
student shows the key idea of the secret sharer attack [Car+19]. The key idea is
to inject rogue, out-of-distribution examples (“secrets”) into the training data and
observe if the model is able to predict those. If it can do so, there is a potential
privacy issue.

This secret sharer is conceptually simple and intuitive, however has some draw-
backs. Such a test:

• Requires re-training of the model, which can be computationally expensive.
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• Is not fully generic, as it needs a way to generate plausible out of distribution
secrets (e.g., images or text sequences).

13.5 Concluding Remarks

When it comes to practical application at scale, ML privacy testing has a way to go.
A few items on a wish list of ML practitioners:

• Interpretability is critical for decision making. For example, while the accu-
racy of the membership inference classifier is a good proxy for model memo-
rization, there is no immediately obvious way to use this metric to claim the
model is “reasonably safe”. This is a fundamental limitation of this approach.
More tests are needed. By their nature, privacy tests cannot with certainty
guarantee that the model is “safe”, similarly to how normal body tempera-
ture alone cannot make a doctor certain the patient is healthy. A doctor might
decide to perform blood composition tests, measure blood pressure, perform
a PCR test, and so on. We need a similar toolbox of tests that scrutinize the
model tendency to memorize training data.

• Scalability. ML practitioners should have an easy way to perform such tests
as part of their normal model training workflow, e.g. using TensorFlow,
PyTorch, Opacus and so on. This requires the tests to be generic, fast and inte-
grated into the most commonly used machine learning tools, e.g. PyTorch,
Keras, TensorFlow, TorchServe, etc.

The future is exciting and the volume of new publications in the field is promis-
ing, but the progress will depend on collaboration of researchers, engineers and
businesses. Bringing research to production in such cutting-edge area is a a hard
and exciting challenge.
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Chapter 14

Challenges and Solutions to Deploying
Differential Privacy

By Damien Desfontaines and Christine Task

So you have been put in charge of designing and deploying a differentially private
mechanism for a practical use case. Congratulations!

If this is your first time working on a real-world deployment, you might be sur-
prised at how much difference there is with academic work. Systems that never
leave a research environment impact relatively few people, and have much simpler
requirements. However, once a system has been deployed, it can impact many peo-
ple, and entirely new ethical and practical challenges arise. These challenges are
more complex than one can expect, but tackling them with care is essential. In
this chapter, we discuss some of these challenges, and provide pointers on how to
address them.

Overview of the Chapter

This chapter is organized as follows. First, in Section 14.1, we outline the process
of listing, understanding, and communicating with your stakeholders: this step is
essential to build a detailed and accurate understanding of the problem require-
ments. Second, in Section 14.2, we explain how you can gain an in-depth under-
standing your data, and underscore the need for development data. Third, in Sec-
tion 14.3, we discuss success criteria: how to define your evaluation metrics, com-
pute them, and communicate about them. Fourth, in Section 14.4, we focus on
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the engineering process, and provide a few pointers on how to build and maintain
reliable, trustworthy software for privacy-critical applications. Finally, in Section
14.5, we address algorithmic tuning, and suggest a number of ways to improve the
trade-off between privacy and utility for your differentially private mechanism.

14.1 Understanding Your Stakeholders

The first step to any design process is to understand the problem requirements. To
do so, you must first understand who your system will impact, once deployed. These
people are your stakeholders, and you need to be aware of who they are, and how
to work with them. This is arguably the most important part of the deployment
process, which we discuss in this first section.

There are four kinds of stakeholders.

• Decision makers, sometimes called clients or project owners, are the people
ultimately responsible for the project. They make the final calls regarding
its implementation. Different decision makers might have different levels
of technical expertise. Some might heavily rely on your advice regarding all
the details of the process, while others might want to be directly involved in
important technical decisions.

• Data users are the people who will use the data you publish. Their goals and
level of technical expertise can greatly vary depending on your project. Will
you share data with trained statisticians who will want to publish rigorous
research papers? Or are your data users public authorities, who mostly need
simple visual representations of the data, and will not dive in the details of
the data generation process? In either case, data users will be concerned with
the accuracy of decisions and analyses made based on the privatized data.

• Data subjects are the people whose information is in the input data set. The
goal of your differentially private process will be to publish statistical infor-
mation that accurately represents your data subjects, while protecting their
private data.

• Impacted populations are people who are affected by analyses and decisions
that are based on the output of the differentially private system. Systems
which have flaws regarding fairness, bias, or poor utility can negatively impact
these individuals. However, systems which allow the safe sharing of high-
quality information that was previously unavailable can have a significant
positive impact.

It is important to keep all four groups in mind, and treat them with care and
respect. This requires you to accurately understand their needs before you dive too
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deeply into the problem, and this is rarely as simple as asking for input. You need
to allocate time and resources to engage with your stakeholders, and create active
and ongoing collaborations with them. In the remainder of this section, we provide
some guidance on typical issues that come with with various stakeholders.

14.1.1 Learning about the Problem

To understand what problem you are trying to solve, you need to be able to answer
a number of questions. What are the decision makers’ goals with the project? What
will the data users want to do with the data? What are the privacy expectations
of the data subjects, and what risks does the project bring them? Who might be
affected by the data publication, even if they are not present in the initial data set?
What impact might the project have on these people?

To answer these questions, start by having as many discussions with as many
stakeholders as you can. When engaging with stakeholders, always keep an open
mind. Let them explain their needs, the goals they have for the project, and the
difficulties they anticipate. Don’t push them to define only one workload or use
case if that’s not natural for them. Start by answering very basic questions about
the problem first. Is this a prediction task or a data generation task? Are we trying
to release a privatized version of the entire data set, or only a few key statistics? How
sensitive is the data, what will it be used for? Then, narrow down the details to get
a good picture of what you need to achieve. Initial discussions are particularly valu-
able: unlike future engagements, they are not yet influenced by the implementation
work done so far. This makes it particularly important to collect as much valuable
signal as possible at this stage.

A common pitfall at this stage is to redefine the problem to something easier,
and then solve that simplified problem instead of the original one. This impulse is
natural, especially for people with an academic background, but should be avoided.
Especially in the initial stages of the project, you should be optimistic, and try to
solve the actual problem with all its complexities. At some later point, you might
need to make additional assumptions or simplify the problem. But trying to predict
it in advance is doomed to failure. In addition, any change to the problem state-
ment needs to be decided collaboratively with stakeholders, to ensure that what you
produce will still have value for them.

14.1.2 Understanding the Policy Constraints

There is another important point that you should clarify at the very beginning:
which policy constraints are you operating under, and who is in charge of defining
those constraints? Differential privacy brings many policy choices that someone
needs to make. What ε and δ parameters are we using? What is the privacy unit—are
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we protecting a single individual, or a single sensitive attribute, or a single individual
during a fixed period of time? Where should the privacy boundary lie, and what
should count towards the privacy budget computation?

The answers to these questions can simply be constraints given by the project’s
decision makers at the very beginning. This is simple, but rarely happens in practice:
often, these stakeholders to want to make a decision based on a privacy vs. utility
analysis, after an experimentation phase with various parameters. In any case, it is
a good idea to discuss in advance about the way this choice will be made. It is also
valuable to discuss possible failure modes in advance: what if future analyses reveal
that only very loose privacy parameters allow acceptable utility? At which point
do we consider privacy guarantees meaningless? Are there plans for alternative risk
measurement methods, like trying to run reconstruction attacks on the data?

It can also happen that stakeholders simply rely on you for policy choices. When
you’re the privacy expert, people naturally expect you to be able to decide what is
safe enough to publish. If that’s the case, there are multiple approaches you can use
to make these choices.

• To choose the privacy unit, you can reason about the possible goals of an
attacker, and estimate how many correlations can be in the data of a single
individual.

• For numerical parameters, some theoretical explanations of the impact of DP
can help, like the interpretations of DP guarantees using Bayesian updating,
or hypothesis testing.

• You can get inspiration from prior real-world examples of differentially pri-
vate data publications [Des21].

• You can seek advice from other members of the differential privacy commu-
nity. No standards have yet been widely adopted yet, but this might change
over time, and open discussions among practitioners can only help.

• Finally, you should not be afraid to follow your best judgment. If someone
needs to make a subjective decision, it might as well be the person with the
most knowledge about differential privacy.

14.1.3 Communicating with Stakeholders

The people who will use your data are likely to be those with whom you will col-
laborate most closely. They will work with the data once published: they typically
will have strong opinions about the strategy you will adopt. Data users can either be
internal to your organization, or external. It is crucial to distinguish both situations,
and interact with them differently.

Internal data users are best positioned to help you improve your approach over
time: creating a good collaborative relationship with them is critical. They can
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provide you with invaluable feedback on every aspect of your deployment: defining
your evaluation metrics, optimizing your data generation strategy, communicating
about your results externally, and so on.

External data users are a different audience, and you should remember this when
communicating with them. Since they are external to your organization, they do
not have access to the raw data, but they might have previously had access to non-
DP products from your organization. Their level of prior knowledge about DP
might be low, and they have much less context than internal data users on why you
made certain decisions. Communication with them can take multiple forms.

• Demonstration data products are the output trial runs of your algorithm on
development data (see Section 14.2.2). They allow external folks to under-
stand what kind of data is going to be produced by your algorithm, and pos-
sibly run validation experiments of their own.

• Evaluation metrics you developed internally can be shared with external data
users, to give them a high-level idea of the level of error induced by the dif-
ferentially private process.

• Presentations and press releases can be the opportunity to produce simple,
understandable explanations of what is being done to the data, and how useful
the output is going to be.

Different external stakeholders might have extremely different levels of expertise
and motivations, so it is important to think about who your main audiences are,
and adapt your communication to these different recipients. For example, demon-
stration data is mostly useful to data analysts and scientists who can dig in and come
to their own conclusions. To provide transparency with the broader impacted popu-
lation, it is worth partnering with public communication experts, who can produce
simple material and organize outreach with media.

Communicating with external stakeholders before producing the final data is
important for transparency, and allows you to collect valuable feedback. It is worth
investing the time and effort to do this outreach with care and thoughtfulness:
first impressions are important, so if the initial data you publish for demonstration
purposes does not perform well at all, this might create panic and opposition to
the project. Again, internal data users are your best allies to help you prevent such
a scenario, by vetting your external communications before you publish them.

14.1.4 Dealing with Utility Concerns

When having conversations with stakeholders, especially those who are not yet
familiar with differential privacy, it is frequent to encounter individuals who have
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serious concerns about the impact of DP on their use cases. Won’t adding noise to
the data destroy all and make all downstream analyses invalid?

These concerns are valid, and dismissing them can be disastrous for future collab-
orations. Instead, you need to address them with humility and helpfulness. Humil-
ity is crucial: data users know much better than you do how the output data will
be used in practice. In all likelihood, they do not intend to do anything nefarious
with the data, but might need to change their analyses in significant ways to take
into account the effect of differential privacy. Their concerns are understandable
and listening to them is important: take it as an opportunity to learn more about
the concrete use cases of your data users, and improve your process accordingly.

To convince data users that the impact of differential privacy will be acceptable,
use data: ask what kind of accuracy they care about, then measure and communi-
cate the corresponding accuracy loss (see Section 14.3). Another complementary
strategy is to create example runs on data they are already familiar with, so they can
check for themselves (see Section 14.2.2).

As part of this process, it is possible that you will find out that the technology
you are implementing does not quite succeed in overcoming the problems the data
users are worried about. Be willing to admit it openly, and look at redefining the
problem if needed (see Section 14.5.3).

14.1.5 Dealing with Undue Optimism

In early conversations with stakeholders, you may also encounter individuals who
are overly confident about the applicability of differential privacy to their use case.
You need to make sure that their expectations are properly calibrated, and that they
are aware of the applicability limitations of differential privacy. Does their data set
have fewer than a few hundred users? Do they want the output data to contain
unstructured data like text or images? Does their use case needs exact precision? Do
they need to preserve the ability to do user-level joins between data sets? In such
cases, you need to be honest about what is and is not feasible. This is important both
from an ethical standpoint and from a practical one: if the problem requires another
privacy-enhancing technology, wasting time pursuing inadequate approaches does
not benefit anyone.

It may not be immediately clear whether differential privacy is a good fit. One
good litmus test is the question: will the use case lead to different outcomes if a
single user changes their data? If so, in which conditions does this happen? Is this
fundamental to the problem at hand, or is it possible to reformulate the problem in
a way that is more robust to individual changes? If the problem seems to be a good
fit for differential privacy, but you do not know of any existing approach for this
problem, you also need to communicate this with your stakeholders. They cannot
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know a priori whether the problem requires only engineering and tweaking known
methods, or entirely new scientific advances.

When differential privacy is impossible, it is also your responsibility to accurately
explain the risks to your stakeholders. For example, suppose that your stakehold-
ers say that they need to perform arbitrarily complex analyses, using every possible
combination of features in high-dimensional data. Telling them that differential
privacy cannot work for this use case is not enough: you also need to communi-
cate the risks involved in such a data publication, for example by explaining them
fundamental results about database reconstruction attacks. This way, they can then
make an informed decision as to whether to limit some of the possible use cases, or
re-scope the problem in a less ambitious way.

14.2 Understanding Your Data

Once you have a good understanding of the requirements of your application, it is
time to start addressing the needs that you have identified. The first step of that pro-
cess is understanding the data that you will be dealing with. You will have to decide
what demonstration data you will use for developing, tuning and demonstrating
your system. This data must have adequate complexity, and realistic distributional
properties. This makes the data exploration stage particularly crucial to avoid incor-
rect assumptions: real-world data is much more complex and messy than you might
initially think.

In this section, we list some questions that you will want to answer about your
data, and we discuss how to choose development data.

14.2.1 Properties of Your Data

If you have access to the data, take a look at a sample to build an intuitive under-
standing of what you will be working with. For each of the fields that will be used
in the algorithm, ask yourself the following questions. What is the type of the data?
What is its precision? Are values missing? Is the data categorical or numerical? Does
it contain time or location data? Are the features structured or unstructured; in the
latter case, how can it be converted to a more structured format, and what informa-
tion might be lost in the process? Are there structural constraints, like a field value
being entirely determined by another?

Next, study the global characteristics of your data. Is your data sparse or dense,
and how much of the important information exists in the sparser areas? Does each
individual contribute a single record, or can multiple records contain informa-
tion about the same person? Are the records independent, or do you need to deal
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with and preserve social network structures? Relationships between records are not
always obvious: medical records can be correlated between members of the same
family, and data in a record associated to a single person can sometimes reveal infor-
mation about other people. Time or location data also frequently contains correla-
tions, like trends over time, or similar activities happening on different locations.

It is also worth trying to understand which distributions approximate your data
well. Most human data follows a skewed power law, with a long (and important)
tail. Is this the case for the data you are working with? Be careful not to make
spurious assumptions: actually look at each feature, and discover the correlations
between pairs of features. Knowledge of correlations between features and between
records is not only essential to understand the characteristics of your input data, it
can also be leveraged later to build more useful algorithms (see Section 14.5.2).

Last but not least, are there particular subgroups or demographics in your data?
Examples of such subgroups include racial groups, economic or geographic com-
munities, or groups of people with a specific education level or immigration status.
This is important to understand to ensure that you are providing fair accuracy for all
subgroups, not just the majority population. Differential privacy only requires pro-
tecting single individuals, so relatively large subgroups (of hundreds or thousands
of individuals) should be able to receive good accuracy even with privacy protec-
tions. However, your modeling approach itself may tend to overfit the majority
group, and if your evaluation doesn’t explicitly check for performance across sub-
groups, you may not realize that this happens [FTHZ22]. Don’t forget: the people
impacted by decisions made using your differentially private data are also one of
your key stakeholders.

14.2.2 Choosing Development Data

Once you have built a good understanding of your data, you need to decide what
you will use as input data for development and demonstration purposes. Without
such development data, it is near-impossible to make believable promises about
accuracy to your stakeholders. This data must be realistic, and must share the same
properties than the data you will use for the final application. Thus, it is crucial
to first gain a good understanding of your data: otherwise, your development data
might differ in some important way from the production data, and your results
might have unexpected problems. There are different ways of obtaining develop-
ment data.

A first option is to generate a completely synthetic dataset manually, based on
what you know about the data distribution. If this process is manual and based on
a visual exploration of the original data, one can assume that the data generated this
way is safe enough to be shared directly along with the results of experimentation.
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This has an important advantage: it allows data users to run arbitrary analyses on
this data, and provide in-depth feedback about the process. On the other hand,
creating realistic synthetic data is often laborious and time-consuming. It is also
very difficult to find out whether unexpected properties of the output come from
the synthetic data itself, or from the process under test.

A second option is to split the data available to you in multiple parts: one will be
used for development, and the other for the final product. This is particularly well-
suited if some of the data is already public; for example, if some data was published
without privacy protections in the past, and you are now trying to anonymize some
more recent data. Then, it is likely that the distribution of the development data
will be close to that of the final data, enabling reliable evaluations.

A third option, if you do not have access to such historical data, is to use all
or part of your actual data for development purposes. Taking a sample allows
you to mitigate the risks of overfitting the algorithm parameters to the data at
hand, and limit potential exposure, though you also need to be mindful of how
data size might influence the algorithm choice and evaluation metrics. Using the
exact same data for development and final process can also be an option, which
can be appropriate if all the evaluation is done with internal stakeholders. Other-
wise, since the experimentation itself will necessarily leak some information about
the development data, you would need to count this towards the final privacy
budget.

14.3 Understanding Your Success Criteria

Once you understand your stakeholders needs and have selected your demonstra-
tion data, the next step is identify evaluation metrics. These will be used to com-
municate your system’s performance to your team and your stakeholders.

It is very tempting to reduce the success of an engineering project to a single
metric to optimize. Stakeholders want to understand how well you are doing, and
simplicity makes communicating easier; in addition, optimizing a single score is
much easier than having to control for a larger family of success criteria.

It is crucial to avoid this temptation. Your goal is to support your stakeholders,
by producing high-quality results that will support good decision-making. This
goal is very different from producing impressive accuracy numbers to convince
academic reviewers that you are improving on the state of the art! A single score, like
a mean-squared error number, can hide many problems: terrible performance on
minority subgroups, overfitting, incorrect application of differential privacy… but
those problems will still exist, and in a deployed system, they will impact real people.
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The goal of a proper evaluation is to find, identify, understand, and if possible
fix significant accuracy issues for the released data. Here are some things to keep in
mind as you design this process.

14.3.1 Evaluation Approaches

Even complex evaluation suites are composed of a finite collection of metrics. The
metrics will always provide an incomplete view of the impact of the differentially
private algorithm on data utility: infinitely many analyses can be done on the output
data, and our scores will only be able to capture a few. So how can you prioritize
the right metric, and what should you be on the lookout for?

Collaborating with Stakeholders

Evaluation metrics should be designed in collaboration with your stakeholders, and
more specifically the people who will use the data. Which analyses will they be
doing? Are there a small number of specific analyses that are particularly crucial to
get right? If so, can you reproduce them as part of the evaluation setup? Otherwise,
can you find metrics that encapsulate a wide number of use cases for the published
data?

To make sure that scoring well on your metrics will actually correspond to satis-
fying the needs of your stakeholders, one possible option is to ask them for sugges-
tions. This might not be easy: people who are not used to dealing with uncertainty
in their data analysis tasks might not know what kind of accuracy metric they care
about. If that’s the case, be proactive: try to come up with metrics that capture
desired properties of the data, share these metrics with stakeholders, collect feed-
back, and iterate.

Considering Subgroups Explicitly

Impressive accuracy numbers can hide huge disparities within different subgroups.
In particular, marginalized communities have a long history of having their needs
ignored, and even with the best of intentions, you can inadvertently reproduce
structural unfairness. It is crucial to be mindful of these risks, and address them
explicitly.

At minimum, split your metrics by subgroups to check if algorithms perform
worse for some communities. Simple tests for race, gender, age, etc., are a good start.
They might not be enough, and might be difficult if your data does not contain
explicit demographic information: you should be prepared to look further. What
else might define communities and subgroups in your data: language, educational
level, geographies? Media or entertainment engagement? Occupation? Religion?
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This is another subject that you should discuss explicitly with your stakeholders.
What complexities do they expect in the data? What problems do they foresee? If
specific communities are more likely to be impacted by the use of data, they are
a key stakeholder: involve them in the process of defining the problem, and seek
their feedback on your evaluation metrics.

Separating the Impact of Different Processing Steps

Differentially private mechanisms often use multiple steps to achieve the desired
privacy guarantees. For example, records are dropped to make sure that the con-
tribution of each user is bounded, numerical values are clamped to bound their
sensitivity, the privacy budget is split between multiple aggregations, noise is added
at different stages, post-processing steps optimize accuracy, etc.

Try to quantify and isolate the effect of each step. How much data is lost due to
record sampling? How much outlier data does clamping erase, and how does it bias
the results? How much inaccuracies does the noise introduce compared to other
factors? Does post-processing improve accuracy everywhere or only on average?
Does it bias the data in some way?

Evaluating Differentially Private Synthetic Data

Most machine learning or data mining tasks have well-established accuracy metrics
that can be used in evaluation processes. Differentially private synthetic data use
cases are a little different. The goal is to create a new data set of synthetic records
whose distributional properties mimic those of the original data. The entire point
of synthetic data is to be suitable for yet-unknown use cases: this makes it much
more difficult to define clear requirements. In fact, evaluation for synthetic data is
itself an active area of research!

Good synthetic data must produce similar results to the original data for typical
population-level analyses. At the very least, basic distributional properties like uni-
variate distributions and correlations between features must be preserved. In addi-
tion, checking the performance of analyses of specific interest to your stakeholders
is also worth doing, and should also be part of your approach. But you should keep
in mind that these will only tell you part of the story: such evaluation metrics might
fail to capture unexpected relationships between variables, or unknown use cases,
and limit the utility and reliability of the data for exploration.

For a more comprehensive evaluation, several approaches are worth consider-
ing. We mentioned correlations between all pairs of features in the data set: this
can naturally be extended to random k-marginals. For example, the NIST Dif-
ferential Privacy Challenge [NIS20] computes the edit distance between real and
synthetic data across a large number of randomly selected k-dimensional snapshots,



470 Challenges and Solutions to Deploying Differential Privacy

after coarsening the data. Another option is to study how well a classifier can distin-
guish between real and synthetic records, which is implemented by the synthpop
R library [Now+20].

These techniques provide more than an overall accuracy score: they also give
you ability to dive deeper and identify where the algorithm performs poorly, either
because of excessive divergence or bias. These will help guide your algorithm tuning,
and provide a meaningful understanding of performance for your stakeholders.

14.3.2 Computing and Publishing Metrics

Defining your metrics is only part of the evaluation story: computing and commu-
nicating about your algorithm’s performance is critical, and often far from trivial.
In particular, running your algorithm only once and reporting the results as a raw
list of scores is unhelpful. How can you ensure that the evaluation is reliable, and
communicate its results in a way that fosters trust and maximizes the chance of
getting useful feedback?

Generating Reliable Metrics

Your evaluation pipeline is part of the software system that you are designing and
building. It should be written with the same care as the rest of your infrastructure
(see Section 14.4): check the assumptions explicitly, and test the code thoroughly,
including on ill-formed inputs. You want to ensure that edge cases get caught early,
and do not impact your metrics in a subtle, undetectable way.

Since differential privacy pipelines output randomized data, you will probably
need to run the evaluation many times to compute reliable numbers. This might
be computationally expensive, so it is worth trying to see if some (or all) of these
accuracy metrics can be computed on-the-fly: in simple cases, you might be able
to know exactly what noise distribution will end up in the output, side-stepping
the need for repeated pipeline runs. Sampling techniques or sketching algorithms
might help. For more complex pipelines, you might have no other choice than
running the pipeline many times until you can estimate the accuracy well enough;
if possible, you can also return confidence intervals or significance measures for the
evaluation metrics themselves.

Setting correct expectations when releasing the metrics is also crucial for relia-
bility. No set of metrics can provide a comprehensive view of the output data: it
is important to communicate about this fact, and be open about possible coverage
gaps. Be proactive in communicating blind spots, and stay open to constructive
criticism from stakeholders.
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Visualizing Results

A graph is worth a thousand numbers. People can derive conclusions from a small
handful of numbers, but not many more. But we saw how simplistic metrics will
likely miss an important part of the accuracy story. The solution is clear: instead
of drowning your audience in numbers, communicate your evaluation results in a
visual way.

This can take multiple forms. Percentages (e.g. of partitions dropped) can be
communicated visually, for example with stacked bar charts. When comparing
accuracy metrics between subgroups, display the metrics side-by-side, and compare
them to the global accuracy. If some of your data is hierarchical, visualize relative
accuracy metrics at different levels of the hierarchy. Use a map to display results that
vary across geographies. The impact of differential privacy often varies depending
on the number of people in each partition: it can be very helpful to order (and
possibly weigh) all partitions by size, and compare metrics along this axis. When
the magnitude of the data differs wildly on different parts of the output space,
logarithmic scales can be a helpful tool to make visualizations easier to grasp.

Differential privacy involves uncertainty, and it is likely that the evaluation met-
rics themselves are uncertain. To help stakeholders (and yourself!) build an intuitive
understanding of this uncertainty, multiple tools are at your disposal. Confidence
intervals are an obvious choice, and are particularly well-suited to understand the
impact of differential privacy on statistical inference use cases. Quantile plots, or
animations like hypothetical outcome plots, are good tools to use for this purpose
as well.

Visualizations are great, but “interactive” visualizations are even better. Allow-
ing your internal stakeholders to change various parameters on a slider and see the
effect on evaluation metrics in near-real-time is very powerful. It is not always pos-
sible, but it is worth checking whether your use case would be compatible with
building such a tool. Especially if the tool is only internal and specific to this use
case, a spreadsheet can be good enough, and is typically faster to create than a more
complex visualization dashboard. If you do create such a tool, be mindful about
which defaults to set, and what parameters you include: starting from a very high
privacy budget and allowing it to be unbounded can anchor the discussions around
these potentially unsafe values.

Benchmark Scores

Of course, for any defensible value of ε, the output of your differentially private
system will never exactly match the original data. The system will need to inject
noise into the data, and this simple fact is often at the heart of controversies over
deployments of differential privacy. How much noise is acceptable?
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When communicating about your evaluation metrics, point out that adding ran-
domization or noise to data is not a new idea. The data user community is already
familiar with older processes that impact data quality to achieve some level of pri-
vacy protections, like subsampling or k-anonymity. It might be valuable to bench-
mark differential privacy’s performance against these techniques: you may find that
differential privacy offers better utility than these far less private approaches.

Statistical agencies and data owners have often used subsampling and de-
identification to provide a form of informal privacy protection, allowing survey
respondents to claim that their own data wasn’t included in the published data.
For example, the American Community Survey [US 21] publicly releases a 40%
sample of their data. Subsampling, however, has two main issues. First, it is not an
effective privacy-preserving technique, and does little to protect against reidentifi-
cation attacks on rich data [RHD19]. Second, it typically has a significant impact
on accuracy: discarding a lot of the data may have a larger impact on the data distri-
bution than carefully adding sufficient noise to obfuscate the addition or removal
of a single person. Thus, sampling error can be a good benchmark to explain the
impact of differential privacy to stakeholders. The evaluation can be run on both
the ground truth data and subsampled data, and then compared against the output
of your differentially private system.

Another technique often used in public data releases is k-anonymity. The data
is partitioned according to a set of quasi-identifiers, usually a combination of the
demographic, geographic and sensitive variables, and any partition that contains
fewer than k individuals is redacted. As discussed in Chapter 1, this approach does
not provide robust privacy protection: individuals can often still be identified by
features that were not part of the set of quasi-identifiers. Further, this approach also
has a significant impact on accuracy, especially for diverse populations and minor-
ity groups. Relatively high values of k, such as k = 25, may require removing a
significant amount of the complexity of the ground truth distribution. By contrast,
differential privacy only requires obfuscating the addition or removal of a single
individual, and carefully tuned algorithms are often better able to preserve that
information. Similarly to above, evaluation metrics can be run on data redacted
using k-anonymity, and compared against the output of the differentially private
system.

14.4 Writing and Maintaining Software

The first three sections of this chapter were about defining the problem: who your
stakeholders are, what does your data look like, and what your success criteria
should be. The next step, of course, is to solve this problem. Chapter 4 presented a
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variety of techniques that can be used to generate useful differentially private data.
But choosing an algorithm is only part of the story: implementing and deploy-
ing differential privacy in practice is also an engineering challenge. In this section,
we provide generic advice on running software engineering projects, and specific
recommendations for implementing differentially private algorithms.

14.4.1 Software Engineering for Production Use Cases

Software engineering is programming, integrated over time [WMW20]. Writing
code that seems to work is the easy part. Team coordination, flexibility, documenta-
tion, scalability, robustness, etc.: these challenges are crucial aspects of the software
engineering lifecycle, and ignoring them will lead to painful issues down the line.

Team Coordination

In all likelihood, the project will be a collaboration between multiple people. Team
coordination tools and processes can help avoid duplicating efforts and improve
the groups’ overall productivity. Such tools and process include:

• Issue tracking software like Jira or GitLab Issues, to keep track of all the
remaining tasks, of their status and of team member assignments;

• Revision tracking software like Git or Mercurial, to gracefully deal with con-
current modifications to the same code;

• Agile frameworks like Scrum can improve team productivity; even if one does
not adopt a formal process framework, having regular discussions about the
state of the project (e.g. daily standups) is often very valuable for team coor-
dination.

The process that you are a part of impacts not only the team members working
on the project, but your stakeholders as well. The team coordination tools and
processes discussed above can also be used to communicate with your stakeholders
about the state of the project, and collect feedback.

Modular Architectures and Configuration Files

Software engineering projects rarely follow a linear process where the requirements
are first laid out then implemented, and the project ends. Requirements often
change, and unexpected technical issues always come up: it is important to keep
the design of the system modular, and try to ensure that changing one component
will not require changing the entire code stack.

What does this mean in practice? Building modular software can be done by sep-
arating the different types of business logic into different interchangeable parts that
communicate via clearly documented interfaces. For example, the input/output
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logic should be separate from the privacy logic: if the schema of the data changes,
you want to be able to adapt only the data reading operation instead of having to
change the whole pipeline.

Another type of separation is between the algorithm itself and its configuration:
privacy parameters or hyperparameters for the mechanism should be specified in
configuration files rather than in code, to avoid having to recompile the entire code
to experiment with different values. To prevent unexpected results, avoid using
default parameters, and instead, validate all parameters specified in configuration
files.

Scaling

If you are dealing with data at a large scale—say, billions of values—or that might
reach this size in the future, you need to consider scalability as a hard requirement
from the very beginning. This typically adds constraints on which algorithms and
tools you will be able to use.

On the theoretical front, pay attention to the time and memory complexity of
the algorithms you’re considering. On large data, only algorithms that are linear or
near-linear in the size of their input might be acceptable, and constants hidden in
the complexity analysis can be of great importance. As a general rule, if running
the end-to-end pipeline takes more than a few hours, experimentation will be very
painful, and this hinders team productivity. Eliminating classes of algorithms from
the very start because they do not scale well will save time and effort.

On a practical level, some differential privacy libraries assume that all the data fits
in RAM or on a single disk, and that the computation can be performed on a single
machine. Meanwhile, others are well-suited for massively parallelizable computa-
tions, typically because they rely on existing large-scale data processing libraries. If
you are not sure whether you need the latter, try running your algorithm on inputs
of sufficient size to be an upper approximation of the possible size of your produc-
tion inputs (including in the future). If the computation takes too long or fails to
complete, you will know that it is not worth investing in making this tool work for
your use case.

Experiment Harnesses

The first part of the project will likely be experimentation: different algorithms will
be tried out and compared. It is tempting to simply write some experimental code,
run it, and examine results without giving much thought as to where and how they
are stored. Over time, a lot of experimental data will be generated and stored in a
disorganized way, the link between experiment results and the corresponding code
will be broken, and it will become difficult to compare newer runs to older results.
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To prevent this, consider building an experiment harness. An experiment harness
is a common piece of infrastructure that can implement some or all of the following
features.

• Run a certain experiment multiple times and generate average metrics for this
run. This is important, since randomized algorithms might perform very well
or poorly on a single run, but have a different behavior on average.

• Automatically re-run a job if it fails, which is common when running many
experiments at once, or performing experiments on very large data.

• Record the version of the code, its configuration, and its input data when
running an experiment; annotate the output with this metadata.

• Run an experiment many times with a wide array of parameters (e.g. privacy
parameters, or algorithm hyperparameters), and visualize the results to find
out which performs best.

• Compare the results obtained between different runs.

Implementing such an experiment harness might seem like a significant investment,
but is worth doing even for medium-scale projects: faster and easier experimenta-
tion leads to better outcomes.

14.4.2 Documentation and Long-term Maintenance

What will happen to your project in six months, two years, five years? If the pipeline
you built will keep running continuously, who will monitor it, update its depen-
dencies, and fix unexpected problems that might arise? Answering these questions
early, possibly by involving the project stakeholders, is crucial to mitigate future
problems.

In addition to having a long-term maintenance plan, you need to thoroughly
document the system and its assumptions, to make sure that someone can take
over and maintain it even if none of the original team members are still working
on the project. Documenting this is not only useful for long-term maintenance: it
also enables people to check that the implementation corresponds to the design,
improving robustness and making it easier for new team members to quickly ramp
up.

Finally, if your project is going to run many times over a long period, it is worth
regularly revisiting the decisions that you made in the initial stages of the project.
The data might have changed, some assumptions might no longer be true, or the
relative importance of different use cases might have evolved. This makes it impor-
tant to not only document which decisions you’ve taken (parameter choices, etc.),
but also why you’ve taken them. This way, future maintainers can more easily know
what might need to be revisited.
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14.4.3 Implementing Differential Privacy

Similarly to cryptographic or other security-critical code, implementing differen-
tial privacy correctly is extremely difficult and error-prone. From floating-point
subtleties to ill-formed inputs, from logic bugs to incorrect assumptions about the
data, opportunities to introduce critical vulnerabilities are all too common. While
Chapters 13 and 14 have, respectively, reviewed programming frameworks for dif-
ferentially private data analysis and learning tasks, in this section, we outline how
to avoid these pitfalls, and reduce the risk of having privacy-impacting bugs in your
production pipeline.

Reusing or Contributing to Open-source Tools

The first mistake you can make is to write everything you need from scratch. A few
organizations are building and publishing open-source libraries which you should
use if you can [GHV21; Tea21b; Lab22]. They were written by experts, and some
are already used for production use cases, so they have been more tested, peer-
reviewed, and audited, than code you might write from scratch yourself.

Existing libraries typically operate at two different levels. Low-level primitives
provide basic functionality like noise addition or common operations, and typically
make assumptions about the data (e.g. a median algorithm that assumes that all ele-
ments come from distinct individuals). End-to-end libraries, by contrast, provide
clear privacy guarantees as part of their interface, and avoid making many assump-
tions about the input data.

Whenever possible, you should use end-to-end tools: relying on fewer assump-
tions, and writing fewer code yourself, will lead to more robust software. Some-
times, you might think that the end-to-end tool cannot work for your use case,
but it is worth double-checking: it might be possible to express your algorithm in
a way that accommodates an existing tool, for example using pre-processing and
post-processing. You can also contact the authors of existing tools to know if they
would consider adding the feature you need to their software. If it is truly impossi-
ble, it is still worth using the lower-level libraries for more basic operations. Indeed,
naively implementing even simple primitives like noise addition is likely to intro-
duce vulnerabilities [Mir12], and fixing those is far from trivial. Don’t reinvent the
wheel if you can avoid it!

If you do not find the functionality you need, consider extending an exist-
ing open-source project rather than building something entirely on your own.
Doing so has multiple advantages. Obviously, it allows other people to reuse your
work, benefiting the entire community. In addition, existing maintainers might
give you design guidance, and review your code, which also will lead to robustness
improvements. Reach out to them as early as possible, so that you can get early
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feedback, and ensure that your proposed contributions fit the project goals and
guidelines.

Robustness and Testing

Nobody can write bug-free software. The best you can do is use best practices to
reduce the likelihood of introducing an issue impacting your system’s privacy guar-
antees. Two such best practices are code reviewing and unit testing: all code that
ends up in production should be reviewed by at least one person, and all logical
branches should be covered by unit tests. Both steps are good opportunities to not
only check that the implementation matches the design manually, but also to look
for edge cases that might introduce vulnerabilities: extremely small or large floating-
point values (both in parameters and in the data), missing/null values, NaN and
infinity values, possible divisions by zero, integer overflows or underflows, rounding
problems, hidden assumptions, etc.

For typical programs, unit testing checks that running a function on a given
input returns the expected output. Of course, for code implementing differential
privacy, the situation is more complicated: the core logic is randomized, so the
output will differ between runs. The parts of the code that are not randomized can
be tested as normal, but how to test the randomized logic? Multiple complementary
approaches exist to tackle this problem.

• You can get rid of some of the randomness for testing purposes. This can
be done e.g. by using extremely large privacy parameters which will result
in no noise being added to the data. Alternatively, you can add flags to your
software to use seeded random number generation, or skip the randomization
entirely. If you do so, though, you must be careful not to allow regular users
to use this functionality in production.

• Rather than checking that the output is exactly as expected, one can check
that it lies between large bounds, calculated so that if the algorithm is correct,
the output is almost certainly between these bounds.

• To test the DP property itself, which is a crucial part of ensuring the robust-
ness of the implementation, multiple approaches can be taken; the simplest
is to generate many samples, and check that the obtained distributions satisfy
the expected closeness property [Bic+18; Din+18; Wil+19].

Finally, remember that the number of bugs in a program is generally proportional
to its size and complexity. When making design or implementation decisions, you
should consider simplicity as a feature, and try hard to keep the software as simple
and understandable as possible, even it it comes at a small performance or utility
cost.
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Validation

How can you make sure that your system keeps behaving in a reasonable and pre-
dictable way over time? For pipelines that are run at regular intervals on newer data,
significant changes are likely to happen at some point, so the input data might no
longer match what is expected. Validating the input and output data is a good
practice for any software engineering project, but is especially important for differ-
entially private pipelines.

First, what happens if the schema changes? Don’t wait to find out the hard way.
Instead, implement input validation: before using the algorithm on the data, an
initial stage should verify that the schema and data formatting conforms to the
expectations, and fail gracefully if it doesn’t. Second, what other assumptions did
you make on the data, and what happens if they stop being true? The best way to
deal with this potential issue is to turn assumptions into into properties of the data
that are enforced as part of your pipeline. For example, rather than assuming the
input data will always be between certain bounds, clamp all inputs to these bounds.
Rather than assuming that each individual contributes fewer than k records, add
logic to sample at most k records per person.

These input validation techniques are important, but they might not enough.
Even software written according to best practices and run on well-formed data
might sometimes fail in unexpected ways. How to make sure that your system never
publishes wrong or nonsensical data? To protect against the unexpected, it is also a
good practice to add soundness checks: logic that verifies that the output conforms
to the expected format, has the expected size, and that the values are not completely
off. When these soundness checks fail, hold off on data publication entirely until
you debugged and fixed the issue, rather than publishing the portion of the data
that looks good.

Even with soundness checks, mistakes can happen, and you might be forced to
republish some data for which the initial publication was wrong in some subtle way.
This will increase the total privacy budget cost, so it might be a good idea to save
a portion of the privacy budget to correct possible future mistakes. There are also
some techniques to minimize the privacy budget cost of such changes, for example
the scaling factors method used in [Akt+20].

14.5 Algorithmic Tuning

So, you implemented the differentially private mechanism you had in mind, and
the results are nowhere near your goals. The evaluation metrics show that the data
isn’t reliable enough for your stakeholders to feel safe using them. What next? Do
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not panic: this is a very common phenomenon. You simply reached an essential
stage of the process of deploying differential privacy in practice: tuning.

This section outlines multiple approaches you can take to improve the utility
of your data. We list them in the order that we recommend you follow when you
need to improve your algorithm. First, start with the simplest approach: tweaking
the parameters of your approach. This typically does not require too much work,
and can lead to surprisingly large utility gains. Second, if this is not enough, try
changing your approach. This can mean including more subtle optimizations in
your pipeline, or exploring other kinds of algorithms altogether. Finally, if all else
fails, you will likely need to revisit the problem definition entirely. This requires
more collaboration with your stakeholders, but can unblock seemingly hopeless
situations.

14.5.1 Tweak Parameters

Any differential privacy algorithm comes with parameters that you can tweak to
optimize data utility. The overall privacy budget is obviously one of them, but is
often not the only option at your disposal. For every configuration parameter that
your algorithm uses, run experiments to see if changing its value leads to utility
gains. Having a robust experiment harness and evaluation pipeline helps a lot in this
process: the more you automate this process, the more efficiently you can explore
the space of possible parameters.

This general approach applies to all kinds of parameters, but let us highlight
specific examples, which we found to be particularly useful in practice.

Sampling Rates and Clamping Bounds

Differential privacy mechanisms are built on algorithms with bounded sensitivity:
a single individual must contribute a bounded number of records, and each numer-
ical value must be within a fixed range. The larger these values are, the more noise
needs to be added to hide every individual’s contribution.

It is tempting to use large values for these parameters. Dropping contributions
or clamping outlier values erases some of your original data: it feels wrong, and
might add significant bias in your data. This intuition is true in principle, but is
still worth examining and quantifying. Does subsampling actually create bias, or
is the effect virtually invisible? How much bias does clamping actually create, and
can it be predicted or even corrected using post-processing? Can clamping outlier
values be a desirable thing for data quality? Can bias be an acceptable trade-off to
make in exchange for more accuracy? Surface these questions to your stakeholders,
and use your evaluation metrics to convey trade-offs and outline possible options.
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Privacy Budget Allocation

Complex mechanisms often require adding noise to distinct steps or queries, and
the total privacy budget must be split across these. Changing the way you allocate
the privacy budget can be valuable. For example, you can reduce the budget used
for coarser aggregations, or queries that are less critical to the use cases of your
stakeholders, and use the leftover budget to improve the accuracy of other queries.
Again, this is an opportunity to ask data users for feedback about the relative priority
of different use cases, and take it into account in your strategy.

Total Privacy Budget

Increasing the total privacy cost of your mechanism is an obvious way to boost
utility. It is a good idea to keep this as a last resort in the parameter tweaking stage:
this encourages you to find the optimal solution given a specific privacy budget, and
you will end up with better privacy/utility trade-offs. Often, the gains obtained by
increasing the privacy budget are somewhat underwhelming: a linear increase in
the ε corresponds to an exponential degradation of privacy guarantees, but almost
never an exponential improvement in utility. Nonetheless, giving your stakeholders
information about what is feasible using different privacy budgets is part of your
responsibilities.

This stage is also a good opportunity to check whether you could optimize the
privacy budget accounting with minimal changes your algorithm. Using advanced
composition theorems [KOV15], alternative definitions [Mir17; BS16], or privacy
accounting software [Tea21a; WBZM21], might lead to significant gains. Chang-
ing some small details about the algorithm, like switching from Laplace noise to
Gaussian noise, can greatly boost the impact of these advanced privacy accounting
techniques.

How much should you feel comfortable increasing the total privacy budget? It
depends on multiple factors: some of them are unsurprising, like the sensitivity
of the input data, the level of exposure of the output data, or the potential risks
for the people in the data. But the technical properties of your algorithm are also
important. Differential privacy provides a lower bound on the level of privacy in the
absolute worst case. In complex algorithms like training machine learning models,
this lower bound might be a very pessimistic estimate. Many such mechanisms do
not have a tight privacy analysis, or incorporate some other sources of uncertainty
that are not taken into account in the privacy accounting. In this case, it might be
worth complementing formal guarantees having large ε values with ad hoc, attack-
based measures of privacy leakage. This is discussed in more detail in Chapters 5
and 16.
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14.5.2 Change Your Approach

Tweaking parameters might not be enough to find a strategy that is acceptable for
both utility and privacy. When this happens, it is the sign that you need to imple-
ment additional optimizations, or find an alternative approach entirely. Listing all
possible approaches for given problems is beyond the scope of this book; instead,
you can try reviewing the scientific literature, or asking other differential privacy
experts. In this section, we focus on general principles of certain classes of optimiza-
tions, and smaller changes that can be implemented without replacing the entire
approach.

Post-processing and Bias

Some differential privacy mechanisms rely on making noisy measurements, and
then post-processing them to improve the utility or usability of the data [Abo+22].

If you are not doing any post-processing, it is worth checking whether you could.
Additional constraints might exist in your data, and when you know about them,
you can use them to correct the numbers and improve the overall accuracy with-
out additional privacy cost. This happens with hierarchical categories: for example,
when counts are released at multiple geographic levels or time periods, some counts
must sum up to others along the hierarchy. This can also happen between features:
for example, a feature corresponding to total income might be the sum of other
features like wage, capital gains, and other income.

Another kind of post-processing uses publicly available facts about the out-
put space. For example, with mobility data, you might know that the travel time
between two neighborhoods is bounded between loose approximations of the min-
imum and maximum travel time. These kind of rules let you eliminate nonsensical
query outcomes that the noise addition might create, and this can be a significant
boost to accuracy. Having a solid understanding of your data, and a good working
relationship with your internal stakeholders, is invaluable during this process.

Sometimes, the opposite is true. Post-processing might seem like an obvious
good idea to make the results look better: for example, it is common to make sure
that all noisy numbers are nonnegative by clamping them to 0 if they are nega-
tive. This makes sense, but can also create significant bias, especially if many of the
original numbers are low [TFVY21; ZHF21; ZFH22]. For some statistical applica-
tions, getting rid of this post-processing, or releasing the data both before and after
post-processing, can be the right choice. Furthermore, it you use other kinds of
hard constraints to post-process your data, double-check that these assumptions do
hold in the original data: you do not want the data to be “too clean” and introduce
additional bias.
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Using Hard Constraints

Post-processing is not the only way you can incorporate knowledge of hard con-
straints into your strategy. Modifying the strategy itself to avoid nonsensical out-
puts, rather than removing these outputs as post-processing, can often be equally
or more efficient.

One way to put this idea in application is to avoid running certain queries for
some records, and save privacy budget using parallel composition. For example,
children cannot have college degrees or income: records below a certain age can
be allocated more budget for other statistics, and skip over these irrelevant queries
entirely.

Another way is to modify the queries to reflect these hard constraints. Consider,
for example, mobility data containing the departure and arrival times of individual
trips. Adding noise to aggregated departure and arrival times will likely lead to a
situation where some departure times end up being later than arrival times, which
is nonsensical. Instead, adding noise to departure time and to total trip duration
will likely avoid this issue, leading to higher-quality data without post-processing.

Using Correlations

Hard rules and constraints that your data must satisfy are not the only kind of
knowledge that you can use. Correlations in your data can also often be leveraged
to improve the utility of your mechanism. These correlations can be either between
features, or between individuals.

Knowing that pairs of features are heavily correlated might allow you to estimate
more complex correlation relationships at a low privacy cost. Consider a data set
with four features A, B, C , and D. If feature B is heavily correlated with feature C ,
then it might be beneficial to create a compound feature B+C , and query both the
(A, B+C) marginal and the (B+C , D) marginal might be the best way to capture
the 4-way marginal (A, B, C , D). More generally, knowing correlations between
features of your data is a good way to detect which queries might be redundant,
and can be removed or replaced to save privacy budget.

Correlations can also come from recurring patterns in the data: in temporal data,
for example, the data might almost repeat itself every day, or every week. You can use
this to smooth the data across days or weeks, and boost overall accuracy. Sometimes,
recurring patterns are only present in part of the data: in mobility data, days from
Monday to Thursday can look like each other, but weekends might see a lot of
variation, e.g. depending on the weather. In that case, adapting privacy budget
allocation or parallel partitioning to the day of the week might lead to accuracy
gains.
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Pre-processing

In some cases, pre-processing the data can also be helpful. This needs to be done
carefully, of course: unlike post-processing, changing the data before applying a
differentially private algorithm can change the sensitivity of the aggregations, and
thus, have an impact on the privacy guarantees.

One form of pre-processing is feature grouping: the idea is to concatenate mul-
tiple categorical features together into a larger categorical feature. Changing the
schema this way can reduce the number of queries and shrink the data space,
without changing the underlying problem definition. It is particularly useful when
many features are binary: rather than calculating each pair of marginals between
binary values, you can generate a single histogram combining all possible combi-
nations. Often, during this process, you will find that some combinations of values
are impossible and can be omitted, providing an additional accuracy boost.

Another useful pre-processing technique is reweighting. When each record con-
tributes to arbitrarily many records, one common option to limit the sensitivity is
to subsample the data, to make sure that each record can only contribute to a fixed
number of records. An alternative option is to weigh each contribution according
to how many records are contributed to the same user: for example, if a user con-
tributes a single record, it would count for 10 times more than contributions of a
user with 10 records.

14.5.3 Change the Problem Definition

Sometimes, no matter how hard you try, you simply cannot reach an acceptable
level of privacy and utility. The situation might seem hopeless, but one important
option might still be open: revisiting the original problem statement.

It is typical for first attempts at generating differentially private data to mirror
the original data publication strategy, and release the same set of statistics, only in
a noisy way. This often leads to poor utility, especially in cases where each original
query aggregates data in a fine-grained way, or where many queries are published.
The problem is also common when the original data is high-dimensional or sparse.

Coarsening the aggregations is a good first step: if you increase the number of
people in each individual statistic, it will reduce the relative impact of the noise. You
can do this in multiple ways: group together individual age values into age ranges,
calculate statistics over larger geographies or longer time periods, or generate statis-
tics for individual dimensions rather than for the combination of many features.
An middle ground option is to use adaptive algorithms, which select the level of
granularity based on the sparsity of the data in different parts of the input space.

Minimizing the number of aggregations can also be a simple way of improving
utility: the fewer queries you run on your data, the less you have to split the total
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privacy budget. Removing less important queries or dimensions might make the
rest much more tractable.

Since these techniques will modify the schema of the output data, you cannot
make these decisions on your own. You need to go back to your stakeholders, and
negotiate your proposed changes to the problem definition. In these discussions,
focus on use cases: what will the data be used for, and why does it need a given
level of granularity, or a given statistic? Do so with empathy, listen to the needs of
your stakeholders, and use initial evaluation metrics to convey the possible gains
brought by changing the problem definition.

14.6 Concluding Remarks

The final and perhaps most important rule of the tuning process is to keep an open
mind.

A lot of the features of real world problems remain to be explored formally. If
your previous experience with differential privacy primarily comes from using sim-
ple error metrics on randomized or artificially generated data, you might have a lot
of assumptions and expectations that won’t apply to your concrete problem. Some
things you expect to succeed will fail, and some fundamental performance limita-
tions you believed held can actually be overcome. If you make sure your evaluation
metrics are thorough, your engagement with your stakeholders is healthy and pro-
ductive, and you foster creativity and persistence in the team experimenting with
various approaches, you might be surprised by what you will find!
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Chapter 15

Testing Private Models

By Giovanni Cherubin, Konstantinos Chatzikokolakis
and Catuscia Palamidessi

15.1 Introduction

Measuring the information leakage of a system is one of the founding pillars of secu-
rity and privacy: quantifying how much sensitive information is leaked is crucial
for the development of leakage-preventing methods that can be proved reliable in
a strong mathematical sense. Therefore, establishing good measures of leakage and
techniques to perform the measurement has been the focus of intensive research
efforts in the areas of privacy and of quantitative information flow (QIF).

Until a decade ago, the most popular measure of leakage was Shannon mutual
information (MI). However, in his seminal paper, [Smi09] showed that MI is not
appropriate to represent a realistic attacker, and proposed a notion of leakage based
on Rényi min-entropy (ME) instead. Meanwhile, [DMNS06] introduced the notion
of differential privacy, which has become extremely popular. As we will see in Sec-
tion 15.4, these two notions are related: Rényi min-entropy is (the logarithm of)
the converse of the Bayes risk, and differential privacy has a Bayesian interpreta-
tion. Consequently, in this chapter we consider the general problem of estimating
the Bayes risk of a system. We recall that the Bayes risk is the smallest error achiev-
able by an adversary at predicting its inputs (secret information) given the outputs
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(observables). From the Bayes risk one can derive several leakage measures, includ-
ing ME and the additive and multiplicative leakage [BCP09].

Most approaches in the literature are based on the white-box approach, which
consists in calculating analytically the channel matrix of the system or privacy mech-
anism, constituted by the conditional probabilities of the outputs given the secrets,
and then computing the desired leakage measures. For instance, the maximal log-
likelihood ratio of differential privacy [DMNS06], mutual information [CHM05],
min-entropy leakage [Smi09], and g-leakage [ACPS12]. However, while one typi-
cally has white-box access to the system they want to secure, determining a system’s
leakage analytically is often impractical, due to the size or complexity of its internals,
or to the presence of unknown factors. These obstacles led to investigate methods
for measuring a system’s leakage in a black-box manner.

[CCG10] was the first work to propose a black-box approach, based on a fre-
quentist paradigm. The idea is to run the system repeatedly on chosen inputs, and
then count the relative frequencies of the inputs and respective outputs, so to esti-
mate their joint probability distribution; from this distribution, it is then possible
to compute estimates of the desired leakage measure. leakiEst [CG11; CKN13] and
LeakWatch [CKN14; CKNP13] are applications of this principle.

Unfortunately, the frequentist approach does not always scale for real-world
problems: as the number of possible input and output values of the channel matrix
increases, the number of examples required for this method to converge becomes
too large to gather. For example, LeakWatch requires a number of examples that is
much larger than the product of the size of input and output space. For the same
reason, this method cannot be used for systems with continuous outputs (unless
we make strong assumptions about the output distribution).

Recently a more powerful and scalable approach was proposed, based on
machine learning (ML). The idea is that the attack can be simulated by an ML
classifier, that predicts the secret (label) from the observables (features). The accu-
racy of the model gives therefore an approximation of (the converse of ) the Bayes
risk, approximation that becomes more precise as the model approaches the ideal
Bayes classifier. The universally consistent ML rules, that produce models converg-
ing to the Bayes classifier (as the size of the training set increases), can therefore
be used to estimate with arbitrary precision the leakage of a system. The seminal
work that introduced this principle, for estimating the Bayes risk of a traffic anal-
ysis adversary, was [Che17]. Subsequently, [CCP19] made more explicit the con-
nections and applications of ML for leakage estimation in the context of QIF and
differential privacy. These papers used the universally consistent Nearest Neighbor
(NN) and kn-NN rules. Afterwards, [RCPP20] investigated the application of this
principle to estimate a more general notion of leakage (the g-leakage of [ACPS12])
using Neural Networks, which are also universally consistent.
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In this chapter we focus on the nearest neighbor methods, because: (a) they are
simple to reason about, and (b) we can identify the class of systems for which they
will excel, which happens whenever the distribution is smooth with respect to a
metric on the output, in the sense that it does not change too abruptly between
two neighboring points. This is the case, for example, for time side channels, traffic
analysis, and most mechanisms used for privacy.

In Sections 15.6 and 15.7 we provide a comparison of the nearest neighbors
methods and of leakiEst. Most of the results are from [CCP19]: We show the eval-
uation of these estimators on synthetic data, where we know the true distributions
and we can determine exactly when the estimates converge. Furthermore, we show
the evaluation in a real dataset of users’ locations (Gowalla, [CML11]), defended
with three state-of-the-art privacy mechanisms: two geo-indistinguishability mech-
anisms (planar geometric and planar Laplace) [ABCP13], and the method by
[OTP17], which we refer to as the Blahut-Arimoto mechanism. Note that geo-
indistinguishability is an instance of d -privacy [CABP13], which is a local variant
of differential privacy suited for metric domains. Crucially, the planar Laplace is
real-valued, which kn-NN methods can tackle out-of-the box, but the frequentist
method cannot. The results confirm the intuition that the nearest neighbor meth-
ods give a strong advantage whenever there is a notion of metric in the output
domain and the output distribution is smooth with respect to this metric.

The computations have been made via the tool F-BLEAU (Fast Black-box
Leakage Estimation AUtomated), available at the URL https://github.com/gch
ers/fbleau.

15.2 Related Work

The most closely related works have been already discussed in the introduction.
Here we discuss briefly some alternative approaches.

15.2.1 Auditing Differential Privacy in a Black-box Fashion

A recent line of research has proposed empirical methods for verifying whether
a mechanism has a claimed level of differential privacy. The main idea is to use
automated tools for finding witness inputs to the channel that give a lower bound
on its true level of differential privacy.

DP-Sniper [BSBV21] trains a classifier to predict how likely an observed out-
put was generated from one of two possible inputs, and then transforms this
classifier into an attack, thus obtaining a lover bound on the degree of differ-
ential privacy. DP-Finder [Bic+18] samples the output, and then maximizes the
likelihood ratio using gradient descent on the pair of candidate inputs. This requires

https://github.com/gchers/fbleau
https://github.com/gchers/fbleau
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differentiability of the noise generation, which is only possible for a limited class
of mechanisms. For example, DP-Finder does not support arbitrary loops or hash
functions such as those used in RAPPOR [EPK14]. StatDP [Din+18] tries to find
a witness (pairs of inputs, output) for a fixed candidate likelihood ratio and reports
a failure if it does not find such a witness.

15.2.2 Alternative Information-theoretic Measures for QIF and
Differential Privacy

Shannon mutual information (MI) is the main alternative to the Bayes risk-based
notions of leakage in the QIF literature. Although there is a relation between MI
and Bayes risk [SV06], the corresponding models of attackers are very different:
the first corresponds to an attacker who can try infinitely many times to guess the
secret, while the second has only one try at his disposal [Smi09]. Consequently,
MI and Bayes-risk measures, such as ME, can give very different results: [Smi09]
shows two programs that have almost the same MI, but one has an ME several
orders of magnitude larger than the other one; conversely, there are examples of
two programs such that ME is 0 for both, while the MI is 0 in one case and strictly
positive (several bits) in the other one.

There are various proposal for the black-box estimation of MI. For instance,
leakiEst and LeakWatch use Kernel Density Estimation, which guarantees some
degree of precision under smoothness assumptions on the distributions. On the
other hand, the ML literature offered developments in this area: [Bel+18] proposed
an MI lower bound estimator based on deep neural networks, and proved its consis-
tency (i.e., it converges to the true MI value asymptotically). Similarly, other works
constructed MI variational lower bounds [Che+16; CSWJ18].

Mutual information has also been used in the context of differential privacy.
One of the most interesting works in this line of research was by [CY16]. They
gave an equivalent definition of privacy using MI that reveal some of the subtleties
of differential privacy. In contrast to previous works using unconditional mutual
information, their paper demonstrated that differential privacy is fundamentally
related to conditional mutual information, accompanied by a maximization over
the database distribution.

15.3 Preliminaries

We define a system, and show that its leakage can be expressed in terms of the Bayes
risk. We then introduce ML notions, which we will later use to estimate the Bayes
risk.
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Table 15.1. Notation adopted in this chapter.

Symbol Description

s ∈ S A secret

o ∈ O An object/black-box output

(s, o) ∈ S×O An example

(π , Cs,o) A system, given a set of priors π and channel matrix C
µ Distribution induced by a system on S×O

f : S 7→ O A classifier

ℓ Loss function w.r.t. which we evaluate a classifier

Rf The expected misclassification error of a classifier f

R∗ The Bayes risk

15.3.1 Notation

We consider a system (π , Cs,o), that associates a secret input s to an observation
(or object) o in a possibly randomized way. The system is defined by a set of prior
probabilities π(s) := P(s), s ∈ S, and a channel matrix C of size |S| × |O|, for
which Cs,o := P(o|s) for s ∈ S and o ∈ O. We call S × O the example space. We
assume the system does not change over time; for us, S is finite, and O is finite
unless otherwise stated.

15.3.2 Differential Privacy (DP)

Next we briefly recall the notion of differential privacy, reformulating it in our
channel-matrix formalism. We give a general definition, which encompasses both
the notions of standard (central) differential privacy [DMNS06; Dwo06], and local
differential privacy [Kas+08], see also Chapters 1 and 2 for additional details on
these paradigms. Consider a system that takes inputs from a set S, endowed with a
symmetric adjacency relation∼⊆ S×S representing which pairs of inputs should be
considered (almost) “indistinguishable”. We say that s and s′ are adjacent if s ∼ s′.
Intuitively a system (or mechanism) that takes inputs from S is differentially-private
if the probability of its producing any output given input s ∈ S is roughly the same
as the probability of its producing the same output given any other input s′ ∈ S
adjacent to s. Using the channel notation to represent a system/mechanism, this
intuition is formalized as follows.

Definition 15.1 (ε-differential privacyi ). Let ε ≥ 0 and∼⊆ S×S be an adjacency
relation on secrets. A channel C : S × O → [0, 1] provides ε-differential privacy if

i. The definition we give here is for a discrete output space. In the continuous case, o should be replaced by a
measurable set.
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for any pair of values s, s′ s.t. s ∼ s′, and for any output value o ∈ O,

Cs,o ≤ eε Cs′,o. (15.1)

Note that our definition of differential privacy is in line with the influential
Pufferfish framework by [KM14], in which the input domain can be arbitrary, and
the adjacency relation can be customized to explicitly define what is considered to be
indistinguishable. Traditional differential privacy is a particular instantiation of this
definition in which the input space consists of datasets, and the adjacency relation
is defined to reflect the usual distinction between the presence or absence of any
single individual in a dataset. In the case of local differential privacy, the input space
are the values of the attributes for a single individual, and the adjacency relation is
that in which any two distinct values are adjacent.

Next, we introduce the main leakage measure used in QIF. In Section 15.4 we
will show how it relates to differential privacy.

15.3.3 Leakage Measures

The state-of-the-art in QIF is represented by the leakage measures based
on g-vulnerability, a family whose most representative member is min-
vulnerability [Smi09], the complement of the Bayes risk. This chapter is concerned
with finding tight estimates of the Bayes risk, which can then be used to estimate
the appropriate leakage measure.

Bayes Risk

The Bayes risk, R∗, is the error of the optimal (idealized) classifier for the task of
predicting a secret s given an observation o output by a system. It is defined with
respect to a loss function ℓ : S×S 7→ R≥0, where ℓ(s, s′) is the risk of an adversary
predicting s′ for an observation o, when its actual secret is s. We focus on the 0-1
loss function, ℓ(s, s′) := I(s ̸= s′), taking value 1 if s ̸= s′, 0 otherwise. The Bayes
risk of a system (π , Cs,o) is defined as:

R∗ := 1−
∑
o∈O

max
s∈S

Cs,oπ(s) . (15.2)

Random Guessing

A baseline for evaluating a system is the error committed by an idealized adversary
who knows priors but has no access to the channel, and who’s best strategy is to
always output the secret with the highest prior. We call the error of this adversary
random guessing error:

Rπ := 1−max
s∈S

π(s) . (15.3)
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15.3.4 Black-box Estimation of R∗

This chapter is concerned with estimating the Bayes risk given n examples sam-
pled from the joint distribution µ on S × O generated by (π , Cs,o). By running
the system n times on secrets s1, . . . , sn ∈ S, chosen according to π , we generate a
sequence of corresponding outputs o1, . . . , on, thus forming a training setii of exam-
ples {(o1, s1), . . . , (on, sn)}. From these data, we aim to make an estimate close to
the real Bayes risk.

15.3.5 Learning Rules

We introduce ML rules (or, simply, learning rules), which are algorithms for pro-
ducing a classifier given a set of training examples. We will use the error of some
ML rules as an estimator of the Bayes risk.

Let F := {f | f : O 7→ S} be a set of classifiers. A learning rule is a possibly
randomized algorithm that, given a training set {(o1, s1), . . . , (on, sn)}, returns a
classifier f ∈ F , with the goal of minimizing the expected loss E ℓ(f (o), s) for a
new example (o, s) sampled from µ [Vap13]. In the case of the 0-1 loss function,
the expected loss coincides with the expected probability of error (expected error for
short), and if µ is generated by a system (π , Cs,o), then the expected error of a
classifier f : O 7→ S is:

Rf
= 1−

∑
o∈O

Cf (o),oπ(f (o)), (15.4)

where f (o) is the secret predicted for object o. If O is infinite (and µ is continuous)
the summation is replaced by an integral.

15.3.6 Frequentist Estimate of R∗

The frequentist paradigm [CCG10] for measuring the leakage of a channel consists
in estimating the probabilities Cs,o by counting their frequency in the training data
(o1, s1), . . . , (on, sn):

P(o|s) ≈ Ĉs,o :=
|i : oi = o, si = s|
|i : si = s|

. (15.5)

We can obtain the frequentist error from Equation (15.4):

RFreq
= 1−

∑
o

Cf Freq(o),o π(f Freq(o)), (15.6)

ii. In line with the ML literature, we call the training or test “set” what is technically a multiset; also, we loosely
use the set notation “{}” for both sets and multisets when the nature of the object is clear from the context.
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where f Freq is the frequentist classifier, namely:

f Freq(o) =

{
arg maxs(Ĉs,o π̂(s)) if o in training data

arg maxs π̂(s) otherwise ,
(15.7)

where π̂ is estimated from the examples: π̂(s) = |i:si=s|/n.
Consider a finite example space S × O. Provided with enough examples, the

frequentist approach always converges: clearly, Ĉ → C as n→∞, because events’
frequencies converge to their probabilities by the Law of Large Numbers.

However, there is a fundamental issue with this approach. Given a training set
{(o1, s1), . . . , (on, sn)}, the frequentist classifier can tell something meaningful (i.e.,
better than random guessing) for an object o ∈ O, only as long as o appeared in the
training set; but, for very large systems (e.g., those with a large object space), the
probability of observing an example for each object classifier approaches random
guessing. We study this matter further in Section subsec:random-system.

15.4 Relation between Differential Privacy and Bayes
Risk

In this section we present the result of [Alv+15], which consists in a correspondence
between bounds to the Bayes risk and bounds to differential privacy. Before going
into that, however, we want to give the reader an intuition of the basic reason why
there is such a correspondence, which is the fact that differential privacy can be
interpreted in terms of Bayesian inference. We will explain this interpretation in
detail because, although it has been reported in a number of papers [Alv+15; BK11;
CABP13; DMNS06; KM14], it is not too well-known in the privacy community.

Here we present two alternative versions of the Bayesian interpretation. In the
following, we consider a mechanism (or channel) C with input domain S, and
output domain O, and an adjacency relation ∼ on S. We will use the probability
notation (rather than the channel notation) because we need to consider various
probabilities distributions. Also, we will use S and O to denote the random variables
associated to the distributions on S and O, respectively.

Note that, given a prior distribution π on inputs to the mechanism, we can
derive a joint distribution PS,O on S×O, defined as:

PS,O(s, o) := π(s) Cs,o, (15.8)

and from the joint we can derive the marginal distribution PO, as well as the con-
ditional distribution PS|O for non-zero-probability values of o ∈ O. Note that
PS|O(s | o) is the posterior probability of s given the evidence o, in contrast to π(s)
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which is the prior probability of s. Furthermore we have that PO|S coincides with C ,
and PS coincides with π . When clear from the context, we omit subscripts on prob-
ability distributions, writing, e.g., P(o), P(s, o), and P(s | o) for PO(o), PS,O(s, o),
and PS|O(s | o), respectively.

Using this notation, the ε-differential privacy property of Definition 15.1 can
be rewritten as:

P(o | s)
P(o | s′)

≤ eε , for all o∈O, s, s′∈S s.t. s ∼ s′. (15.9)

15.4.1 Interpretation of Differential Privacy in Terms of
Hypothesis Testing

A first interpretation presents differential privacy in terms of a bound on the
adversary’s success in performing hypothesis testing on the secret value [CABP13;
KM14]. More precisely, it expresses the property that the adversary’s a priori capa-
bility of distinguishing between two adjacent secrets (e.g., two neighboring datasets
differing only by the presence/absence of a single individual) does not change signif-
icantly after an observation of the mechanism’s output (e.g., the answer to a query in
that dataset). This guarantee (which, of course, depends on the value of the param-
eter ε) holds for every prior–and that is the reason DP is said to be independent
from the adversary’s knowledge. Formally:

Proposition 15.2. ε-differential privacy (cf. Equation (15.9)) is equivalent to the
following property:

P(s | o)
P(s′ | o)

≤ eε
P(s)
P(s′)

, for all o∈O, s, s′∈S s.t. s ∼ s′, and all priors P(·) on S .

(15.10)

Proof. The proof of the equivalence of Equations (15.9) and (15.10) follows imme-
diately by the Bayes Theorem, which is the following equality:

P(s | o) =
P(o | s) P(s)

P(o)
. (15.11)

Hence, we have:

P(s | o)
P(s′ | o)

=
P(o | s) P(s)

P(o)
P(o)

(o | s′) P(s′)
=

P(o | s)
P(o | s′)

P(s′)
P(s)

. (15.12)

Note that in Equation (15.10), the ratio P(s)/P(s′) represents the adversary’s capa-
bility of distinguishing between adjacent secrets s and s′ a priori (i.e., before the
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output of the mechanism is observed), whereas the likelihood ratio P(s|o)/P(s′|o) rep-
resents his capability of distinguishing between the same adjacent secrets after an
output o of the mechanism is observed. Because of the universal quantification
on all adjacent secret inputs s, s′, outputs o, and prior distribution P(·) on inputs,
Equation (15.10) exactly states differential privacy’s guarantees against maximum
distinguishability of two secrets.

15.4.2 Interpretation of Differential Privacy as Bound on the
Increase of the Attacker’s Knowledge

A second interpretation presents differential privacy in terms of a bound on
the adversary’s increase in information about the secret value [Alv+15; BK11;
DMNS06]. In this case, however, the exact formulation depends on the nature
of the adjacency relation ∼. We present here the examples of local differential
privacy [Kas+08], and of the standard differential privacy on datasets [Dwo06;
DMNS06].

Local Differential Privacy

In local differential privacy, the relation ∼ holds between every any pair of secrets
values s and s′ such that s ̸= s′. The Bayesian interpretation is expressed in terms of
a lower and upper bound on the ratio between the prior and posterior probabilistic
knowledge of the secret:

e−α
≤

P(s | o)
P(s)

≤ eα for all o∈O, s∈S, and all priors P(·) on S , (15.13)

where α is a non-negative real number. Again, the fact that the prior is quantified
universally means that this property does not depend on the prior knowledge of
the adversary.

We now state precisely and prove the correspondence between DP and this
Bayesian formulation.

Theorem 15.3. Given a mechanism C:

1. If C satisfies inequality (15.9), then it satisfies inequality (15.13) with α = ε.
2. If C satisfies inequality (15.13), then it satisfies inequality (15.9) with ε = 2 α.

Proof. 1. Assume that (15.9) is satisfied. Then:

P(s | o)
P(s)

=
P(o | s)

P(o)
(by the Bayes theorem)
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=
P(o | s)∑

x∈S P(o, x)
(marginals)

=
P(o | s)∑

x∈S P(o | x) P(x)
(chain rule)

≤
P(o | s)∑

x∈S e−ε P(o | s) P(x)
(by (15.9))

=
P(o | s)

e−ε P(o | s)

= eε.

2. Assume that (15.13) is satisfied. Then:

P(o | s)
P(o | s′)

=
P(s | o) P(o)

P(s)
P(s′)

P(s′ | o)P(o)
(by the Bayes theorem)

=
P(s | o)

P(s)
P(s′)

P(s′ | o)

≤ eα eα (by (15.13)

= e2 α .

Standard Differential Privacy on Datasets

Standard differential privacy is also called, nowadays, differential privacy in the cen-
tral model. In this case, the relation ∼ holds between every two datasets that differ
for the presence or absence of a single record. We will indicate by s the presence of
the target record and by¬s its absence. We will indicate by d the rest of the dataset.
By using this notation, the differential privacy property can be rewritten as:

e−ε
≤

P(o | s, d)

P(o | ¬s, d)
≤ eε for all o∈O, s∈S, and datasets d . (15.14)

The Bayesian formulation is expressed by the following bounds, for some real
number α ≥ 0:

e−α
≤

P(s | o, d)

P(s | d)
≤ eα for all o∈O, s∈S, datasets d , and all priors P(·) on S .

(15.15)
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and

e−α
≤

P(¬s | o, d)

P(¬s | d)
≤ eα for all o∈O, s∈S, datasets d , and all priors P(·) on S.

(15.16)
These inequality (15.15) and (15.16) mean that the prior and posterior probabil-
ities (given the knowledge of the rest of the datasetiii) of the presence/absence of
the target record do not differ too much. We now state precisely and prove the
correspondence between DP and this Bayesian formulation.

Theorem 15.4. Given a certain mechanism C:

1. If C satisfies inequality (15.14), then it satisfies inequalities (15.15) and (15.16)
with α = ε.

2. If C satisfies inequalities (15.15) and (15.16), then it satisfies inequality (15.14)
with ε = 2 α.

Proof. The proof is analogous to that of Theorem 15.3; we just need to add the
conditioning on d on all probabilities measures. Furthermore, we need to use the
fact that s and ¬s are complementary events (also when conditioned on d ), i.e.,
P(s | d) + P(¬s | d) = 1.

15.4.3 Bounds on Differential Privacy

In this section we show how to derive bounds on the level of differential privacy
from bounds on the Bayes risk. We will use the results of [Alv+15], which establish a
relation between the level of differential privacy of a mechanism C and and bounds
on the ME (Rényi min-entropy leakage) induced by C .

Let us start with some terminology: for notational convenience we introduce the
minimum distinguishability level of a mechanism C , denoted MinDist(C), defined
as follows:

MinDist(C) := min
{
ε | Cs,o ≤ eε Cs′,o, s, s′ ∈ S, s ∼ s′, o ∈ O

}
. (15.17)

Obviously, we have that

MinDist(C) ≤ ε if and only if C is ε-differentially private. (15.18)

iii. The fact that the attacker knows the rest of the dataset is called strong adversary assumption. The Bayesian
interpretation highlights that differential privacy makes this implicit assumption about the attacker.
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Next, we recall the definition of Rényi min-entropy leakage [Smi09]. The Rényi
min-entropy H∞ is defined as follows:

(Prior) Rényi min-entropy H∞(S) := − ln max
s∈S

π(s) (15.19)

(Posterior) Rényi min-entropy H∞(S | O) := − ln
∑
o∈O

max
s∈S

(Cs,oπ(s)),

(15.20)

where ln denotes the natural logarithm. The leakage for a mechanism C and a prior
π , denoted by LC ,π , is then defined as:

LC ,π := H∞(S)−H∞(S | O) (15.21)

= ln

∑
o∈O maxs∈S(Cs,oπ(s))

maxs∈S π(s)
. (15.22)

Note the correspondence with the Bayes risk (15.2): the random guessing risk
(15.3)

Bayes risk R∗ = 1− e−H∞(S|O) (15.23)

Random guessing risk Rπ
= 1− e−H∞(S). (15.24)

It is also important to recall that the maximum leakage over all priors is given by
the uniform prior u(s) = 1/|S| [BCP09], i.e.:

max
π

LC ,π = lnLC ,u = ln

∑
o∈O maxs∈S(Cs,ou(s)))

maxs∈S u(s)
= ln

∑
o∈O

max
s∈S

Cs,o.

(15.25)
Next, we note that (S,∼) can be seen as an undirected graph, where the elements

of S are the nodes and s ∼ s′ represents an arc between s and s′. The distance
between two secrets s and s′ is the length of the minimum path between s and s′.
We say that the graph (S,∼) is vertex-transitive if for any pair s, s′ there exists an
automorphism σ such that σ(s) = s′. It is easy to see that, in a vertex-transitive
graph, the cardinality of the set of nodes at distance d from a given node s is always
the same independently from the choice of s. We will denote this number by nd .
The main result by [Alv+15] states an that differential privacy induces a bound
from below on the posterior min-entropy. We reformulate it using our notation:

Theorem 15.5 (Theorem 12 in [Alv+15]). If C is ε-differentially private, (S,∼) is
vertex-transitive, and the prior is uniform, then:

H∞(S | O) ≥ ln
∑

d

nd

eε d
. (15.26 )
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We now show how this result applies to the particular cases of local differential
privacy and of standard differential privacy on datasets.

Local Differential Privacy

From previous results we can obtain the following bound on the Bayes risk of a
locally differentially private mechanism:

Theorem 15.6. If C is a ε-locally differentially private mechanism, and the prior is
uniform, then

R∗ ≥
|S| − 1

eε + |S| − 1
. (15.27)

Proof. In the case of local differential privacy the graph (S,∼) is a clique, namely
there exists an arc between every pair of different nodes. It is easy to see that a
clique is vertex-transitive. Furthermore the distance between s, s′ is 0 if s = s′ and
1 otherwise. Hence:

nd =

{
1 d = 0
|S| − 1 d = 1

(15.28)

Therefore, we have:

R∗ = 1− e−H∞(S|O) (by (15.23)) (15.29)

≥ 1−
1∑

d
nd
eε d

(by (15.26)) (15.30)

= 1−
1

1
eε 0 +

|S|−1
eε 1

(by (15.28)) (15.31)

= 1−
1

1+ |S|−1
eε

(15.32)

=
|S| − 1

eε + |S| − 1
. (15.33)

Furthermore, we have that this bound is strict, namely there exist mechanisms C
such that the inequality (15.27) is actually an equality. One such mechanism is the
k-Randomized Response (k-RR) [KBR16], defined as the mechanism that returns
the true s with probability eε/eε+|S|−1, and returns any other s′ with probability
1/eε+|S|−1, where ε is a parameter that regulates the level of privacy: k-RR with
parameter ε, denoted as k-RR(ε), is ε-locally differentially private, and in fact ε is
the minimum, i.e., MinDist(k-RR(ε)) = ε.
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Proposition 15.7. If C is the k-RR(ε) mechanism and the prior is uniform, then

R∗ =
|S| − 1

eε + |S| − 1
. (15.34)

Proof.

R∗ = 1− e−H∞(S|O) (by (15.23)) (15.35)

= 1− e−u(s)LC ,u (by (15.21)) (15.36)

= 1−
1

|S|
∑
o∈O

max
s∈S

Cs,o (by (15.25)) (15.37)

= 1−
1

|S|
∑
s′∈S

max
s∈S

Cs,s′ (O = S in k-RR) (15.38)

= 1−
1

|S|
∑
s′∈S

eε

eε + |S| − 1
(by definition of k-RR) (15.39)

= 1−
eε

eε + |S| − 1
(15.40)

=
|S| − 1

eε + |S| − 1
. (15.41)

Theorem 15.6 allows to obtain a lower bound on differential privacy via an upper
bound on the Bayes risk, which is in fact what we get with our machine learning
method: our method provides an approximation from above of the Bayes classifier,
(i.e., an upper bound) because the Bayes classifier is the optimal one: any other
classifier has a higher risk.

Proposition 15.8 (Lower bound on local differential privacy). Given a mechanism
C, and uniform prior, we have:

if R∗ < b then MinDist(C) > ln
(|S| − 1)(1− b)

b
. (15.42)

Proof. Assume, by contradiction, that MinDist(C) ≤ ln (|S|−1)(1−b)
b . Then:

R∗ ≥
|S| − 1

(|S|−1)(1−b)
b + |S| − 1

(by Theorem 15.6) (15.43)
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=
(|S| − 1) b

(|S| − 1)(1− b)+ (|S| − 1) b
(15.44)

= b, (15.45)

which contradicts the hypothesis that R∗ < b.

Proposition 15.8 provides a method to bound from below the ε-local differential
privacy of a mechanism C : it is sufficient to generate a training set by applying C to
a sequence of inputs sampled from the uniform distribution on S, then construct
a model f via machine learning, and measure its risk Rf , which is by definition
an upper bound to R∗ (i.e., set the b of Proposition 15.8 to be Rf ). Note that,
because of Proposition 15.7, the bound is strict, i.e., it is the best bound we can
provide. The fact that by using an universally consistent rule we can approximate
the Bayes risk arbitrarily well means that, at least for mechanisms for which Equa-
tion (15.34) holds, we can estimate the level of differential privacy at the desired
level of precision.

We can also reverse the form of Proposition 15.8 to obtain a method to audit
local differential privacy: to prove that C is not ε-locally differentially private, it
is sufficient to construct a model f via machine learning as described above, and
show that Rf < |S|−1

eε+|S|−1 .
If we do not have any access to the mechanism C (so that we cannot generate the

training set from the uniform prior) and we only have a collection of (input, output)
pairs to form our training set (generated by applying the mechanism to existing
data), then the following theorem allows us to still audit / derive a lower bound on
ε-local differential privacy, at the price of estimating the prior distribution from the
data.

Theorem 15.9. Given a ε-locally differentially private mechanism C, and an arbi-
trary prior π , we have:

R∗ ≥ 1− (1− Rπ )
|S| eε

eε + |S| − 1
. (15.46 )

Proof. We start by observing that

ln
1− R∗

1− Rπ
= LC ,π ≤ LC ,u = − ln

1

|S|
− H∞(Su | Ou) . (15.47)

where Su is the random variable associated to the uniform distribution on S, and
Ou is the random variable associated to the distribution on O generated by C and
π .

The rest is similar to the proof of Theorem 15.6. Note also that Theorem 15.6
can be obtained as a particular case of Theorem 15.9.
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Hence, to prove that a mechanism is not ε-locally differentially private, it is
sufficient to construct a model f via machine learning from the data at our disposal,
estimate the prior π from the data, and show that Rf < 1− (1− Rπ ) |S| eε

eε+|S|−1 .

Standard Differential Privacy on Datasets

We consider now the case of the central model. We start by recalling the following
result by [Alv+15], which is given for the bounded case, i.e., when there is an upper
bound n to the possible number of records in the datasets. To be precise, [Alv+15]
consider a notion of adjacency representing a change of value in exactly one of
the records. Our notion of adjacency, instead, represents the presence or absence of
exactly one of the records. To recast the result by [Alv+15] in our setting is sufficient
to consider as domain of values a binary set standing for present/absent. Hence, the
cardinality v of the set of possible values occurring in the formula of [Alv+15] is
replaced in our case by 2.

Theorem 15.10 (Theorem 15 in [Alv+15], adapted to our setting). If a mechanism
C is ε-differentially private, and the maximum number of possible records in the dataset
is n, then

LC ,u ≤ n ln
2 eε

1+ eε
. (15.48)

The following theorem expresses the counterparts of Theorem 15.6 and Theo-
rem 15.9.

Theorem 15.11. If a mechanism C is ε-differentially private, the maximum number
of possible records in the dataset is n, and π is the prior, then

R∗ ≥ 1− (1− Rπ )

(
2 eε

1+ eε

)n

. (15.49)

Furthermore, if π = u then

R∗ ≥ 1−

(
eε

1+ eε

)n

. (15.50)

Proof. The proof is analogous to those of Theorem 15.6 and Theorem 15.9, using
the bound on LC ,u expressed by Equation 15.48, and the fact that u(s) = 1

2n .

As for local differential privacy, Theorem 15.10 allows to audit / derive a lower
bound on ε-differential privacy.
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15.5 Machine Learning Estimates of the Bayes Risk

In this section, we define the notion of a universally consistent learning rule, and
show that the error of a classifier selected according to such a rule can be used for
estimating the Bayes risk. Then, we introduce various universally consistent rules
based on the nearest neighbor principle.

Throughout the section, we use interchangeably a system (π , Cs,o) and its cor-
responding joint distribution µ on S × O. Note that there is a one-to-one corre-
spondence between them.

15.5.1 Universally Consistent Rules

Consider a distribution µ and a learning rule A selecting a classifier fn ∈ F accord-
ing to n training examples sampled from µ. Intuitively, as the available training data
increases, we would like the expected error of fn for a new example (o, s) sampled
from µ to be minimized (i.e., to get close the Bayes risk). The following definition
captures this intuition.

Definition 15.12 (Consistent Learning Rule). Let µ be a distribution on S×O
and let A be a learning rule. Let fn ∈ F be a classifier selected by A using n training
examples sampled from µ. Let (π , Cs,o) be the system corresponding to µ, and let Rfn be
the expected error of fn, as defined by (15.4). We say that A is consistent if Rfn → R∗

as n→∞.

The next definition strengthens this property, by asking the rule to be consistent
for all distributions:

Definition 15.13 (Universally Consistent (UC) Learning Rule). A learning rule is
universally consistent if it is consistent for any distribution µ on S×O.

By this definition, the expected error of a classifier selected according to a uni-
versally consistent rule is also an estimator of the Bayes risk, since it converges to
R∗ as n→∞.

In the rest of this section we introduce Bayes risk estimates based on universally
consistent nearest neighbor rules; they are summarized in Table 15.2 together with
their guarantees.

15.5.2 NN Estimate

The Nearest Neighbor (NN) is one of the simplest ML classifiers: given a training
set and a new object o, it predicts the secret of its closest training observation (nearest
neighbor). It is defined both for finite and infinite object spaces, although it is UC
only in the first case.
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We introduce a formulation of NN, which can be seen as an extension of the
frequentist approach, that takes into account ties (i.e., neighbors that are equally
close to the new object o), and which guarantees consistency when O is finite.

Consider a training set {(o1, s1), . . . , (on, sn)}, an object o, and a distance metric
d : O× O 7→ R≥0. The NN classifier predicts a secret for o by taking a majority
vote over the set of secrets whose objects have the smallest distance to o. Formally,
let Imin(o) = {i | d(o, oi) = minj=1...n d(o, oj)} and define:

NN(o) = sh(o), (15.51)

where

h(o) = arg max
i∈Imin(o)

|{j ∈ Imin(o) | sj = si}| . (15.52)

We show that NN is universally consistent for finite S×O.

Theorem 15.14 (Universal consistency of NN). Consider a distribution on S×O,
where S and O are finite. Let RNN

n be the expected error of the NN classifier for a new
observation o. As the number of training examples n→∞:

RNN
n → R∗. (15.53)

Sketch proof. For an observation o that appears in the training set, the NN classifier
is equivalent to the frequentist approach. For a finite space S×O, as n→∞, the
probability that the training set contains all o ∈ O approaches 1. Thus, the NN
rule is asymptotically (in n) equivalent to the frequentist approach, which means
its error also converges to R∗.

15.5.3 kn-NN Estimate

Whilst NN guarantees universal consistency in finite example spaces, this does not
hold for infiniteO. In this case, we can achieve universal consistency with the k-NN
classifier, an extension of NN, for appropriate choices of the parameter k.

The k-NN classifier takes a majority vote among the secrets of its neighbors.
Breaking ties in the k-NN definition requires more care than with NN. In the
literature, this is generally done via strategies that add randomness or arbitrariness
to the choice (e.g., if two neighbors have the same distance, select the one with the
smallest index in the training data) [DGL13]. We use a novel tie-breaking strategy,
which takes into account ties, but gives more importance to the closest neighbors. In
early experiments, we observed this strategy had a faster convergence than standard
approaches.
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Consider a training set {(o1, s1), . . . , (on, sn)}, an object to predict o, and some
metric d : O × O 7→ R≥0. Let o(i) denote the i-th closest object to o, and s(i) its
respective secret. If ties do not occur after the k-th neighbor (i.e., if d(o, o(k)) ̸=

d(o, o(k+1))), then k-NN outputs the most frequent among the secrets of the first
k neighbors:

k-NN(o) = sh(o), (15.54)

where

h(o) = arg max
i=1,...,k

|{j ∈ Imin(o) | s(j) = s(i)}|. (15.55)

If ties exist after the k-th neighbor, that is, for k′ ≤ k < k′′:

d(o, o(k′)) = . . . = d(o, o(k)) = . . . = d(o, o(k′′)), (15.56)

we proceed as follows. Let ŝ be the most frequent secret in
{
s(k′), . . . , s(k′′)

}
; k-NN

predicts the most frequent secret in the following multiset, truncated at the tail to
have size k:

s(1), s(2), . . . , s(k′−1), ŝ, ŝ . . . , ŝ.

We now define kn-NN, a universally consistent learning rule that selects a k-NN
classifier for a training set of n examples by choosing k as a function of n.

Definition 15.15 (kn-NN rule). Given a training set of n examples, the kn-NN rule
selects a k-NN classifier, where k is chosen such that kn → ∞ and kn/n → 0 as
n→∞.

[Sto77] proved that kn-NN is universally consistent:

Theorem 15.16 (Universal consistency of the kn-NN rule). Consider a probability
distribution µ on the example space S × O, where µ has a density. Select a distance
metric d such that (d ,O) is separableiv. Then the expected error of the kn-NN rule
converges to R∗ as n→∞.

This holds for any distance metric. In our experiments, we will use the Euclidean
distance, and we will evaluate kn-NN rules for kn = log n (natural logarithm) and
kn = log10 n.

iv. A separable space is a space containing a countable dense subset; e.g., finite spaces and the space of q-
dimensional vectors Rq with Euclidean metric.
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Table 15.2. Estimates’ guarantees as n→∞. Guarantees on infi-

nite spaces also hold for finite space. Precise hyperparameter

selection and assumptions for convergences are in [Che19].

Method Guarantee Space O Assumptions

Frequentist → R∗ finite

NN → R∗ finite

kn-NN → R∗ infinite

SVM (rbf ) → R∗ infinite O compact subset of Rm

NN Bound ≤ R∗ infinite (d ,O) separable

15.5.4 Additional Tools from ML

The family of UC rules is fairly large. An overview of them is by [DGL13], who, in
addition to nearest neighbor methods, report histogram rules and kinds of neural
networks; these are UC under requirements on their parameters. Steinwart proved
that Support Vector Machine (SVM) is also UC for some parameter choices, in the
case |S| = 2 [Ste02]; to the best of our knowledge, attempts to construct an SVM
that is UC when |S| > 2 have failed so far (e.g., [Gla10]).

A more extensive list of UC methods applicable to leakage estimation, including
a Bayes risk lower bound based on NN, is given by [Che19] and summarized in
Table 15.2.

15.6 Evaluation on Synthetic Data

In this section we evaluate our estimates on several synthetic systems for which
the channel matrix is known. For each system, we sample n examples from its dis-
tribution, and then compute the estimate on the whole object space as in Equa-
tion (15.4); this is possible because O is finite. Since for synthetic data we know
the real Bayes risk, we can measure how many examples are required for the conver-

gence of each estimate. We do this as follows: let R
f
n be an estimate of R∗, trained

on a dataset of n examples. We say the estimate δ-converged to R∗ after n examples
if its relative change from R∗ is smaller than δ:∣∣∣Rf

n − R∗
∣∣∣

R∗
< δ . (15.57)

While relative change has the advantage of taking into account the magnitude of
the compared values, it is not defined when the denominator is 0; therefore, when
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Table 15.3. Synthetic systems.

Name Privacy parameter |S| |O| R∗

Geometric 1.0 100 10K ∼ 0

Geometric 0.1 100 10K 0.007

Geometric 0.01 100 10K 0.600

Geometric 0.2 100 1K 0.364

Geometric 0.02 100 10K 0.364

Geometric 0.002 100 100K 0.364

Geometric 2 100K 100K 0.238

Geometric 2 100K 10K 0.924

Spiky N/A 2 10K 0

Random N/A 100 100 0.979

R∗ ≈ 0 (Table 15.3), we verify convergence with the absolute change:∣∣∣Rf
n − R∗

∣∣∣ < δ . (15.58)

The systems used in our experiments are briefly discussed in this section, and
summarized in Table 15.3. A uniform prior is assumed in all cases.

15.6.1 Geometric Systems

We first consider systems generated by adding geometric noise to the secret, one
of the typical mechanisms used to implement differential privacy [Dwo06]. Their
channel matrix has the following form:

Cs,o = P(o | s) = λ exp
(
−ν| g(s)− o |

)
, (15.59)

where ν is a privacy parameter, λ a normalization factor, and g a function S 7→ O.
We consider the following three parameters:

• the privacy parameter ν,
• the ratio |O|/|S|, and
• the size of the secret space |S|.

We vary each of these parameters one at a time, to isolate their effect on the con-
vergence rate.

Variation of the Privacy Parameter ν

We fix |S| = 100, |O| = 10K, and we consider three cases ν = 1.0, ν = 0.1
and ν = 0.01. The results for the estimation of the Bayes risk and the convergence
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Figure 15.1. Estimates’ convergence for geometric systems when varying their privacy

parameter ν. The respective distributions are shown in the top figure for two adjacent

secrets s1 ∼ s2.

rate are illustrated in Figure 15.1 and Table 15.4 respectively. In the table, results
are reported for convergence level δ ∈ {0.1, 0.05, 0.01, 0.005}; an “X” means a
particular estimate did not converge within 500K examples; a missing row for a
certain δ means no estimate converged.

The results indicate that the nearest neighbor methods have a much faster con-
vergence than the standard frequentist approach, particularly when dealing with
large systems. The reason is that geometric systems have a regular behavior with
respect to the Euclidean metric, which can be exploited by NN and kn-NN to
make good predictions for unseen objects.

Variation of the Ratio |O|/|S|

Now we fix |S| = 100, and we consider three cases |O|/|S| = 10, |O|/|S| = 100, and
|O|/|S| = 1K. (Note that we want to keep the ratio ν/1g fixed. As a consequence ν

has to vary: we set ν to 0.2, 0.02, and 0.002, respectively.) Results in Figure 15.2
and Table 15.5 show how the nearest neighbor methods become much better than
the frequentist approach as |O|/|S| increases. This is because the larger the object
space, the larger the number of unseen objects at the moment of classification,
and the more the frequentist approach has to rely on random guessing. The nearest
neighbor methods are not that much affected because they can rely on the proximity
to outputs already classified.
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Table 15.4. Convergence of the estimates when varying ν, fixed

|S| × |O| = 100× 10K

kn-NN

System δ Freq. NN log10 log

Geometric
ν = 1.0

0.1 1 994 267 396 679

0.05 4 216 325 458 781

0.01 19 828 425 633 899

0.005 38 621 439 698 904

Geometric
ν = 0.1

0.1 18 110 269 396 673

0.05 35 016 333 458 768

0.01 127 206 439 633 899

0.005 211 742 4 844 698 904

Geometric
ν = 0.01

0.1 105 453 103 357 99 852 34 243

0.05 205 824 205 266 205 263 199 604

Figure 15.2. Estimates’ convergence for geometric systems when varying the ratio |O|/|S|.
The respective distributions are shown in the top figure for two adjacent secrets s1 ∼ s2.



512 Testing Private Models

Table 15.5. Convergence of the estimates when varying |O|/|S|.

kn-NN

System δ Freq. NN log10 log

Geometric
100x1K
ν = 0.2

0.1 8 679 8 707 7 108 2 505

0.05 14 823 14 853 14 853 7 673

0.01 51 694 60 796 60 796 60 796

0.005 71 469 71 469 71 469 71 469

Geometric
100x10K
ν = 0.02

0.1 85 912 85 644 71 003 11 197

0.05 152 904 152 698 151 153 68 058

Geometric
100x100K
ν = 0.002

0.1 X X 413 974 2 967

Case |S| ≥ |O|

We fix ν = 2, and we consider two cases: |S| = |O| and |S| > |O|. It should be
noted that the formulation of geometric systems prohibits the number of secrets to
exceed the number of outputs; for this reason, in the system |S| > |O| some secrets
are associated with the same distribution over the output space.

The results in Figure 15.3 and Table 15.6 indicate that NN and frequentist are
mostly equivalent: this is because they both need to observe at least one example for
each secret. kn-NN rules, on the other hand, show poor performances, due to the
fact that they would need at least kn examples for each secret. A natural extension
of our work is to look at notions of metric also in the secret space for improving
convergence.

15.6.2 Random System

In the previous sections, we have seen cases when our methods greatly outperform
the frequentist approach, and a contrived system example for which they fail. We
now consider a system generated randomly to evaluate their performances for a
generic system.

System Description

We construct the channel matrix of a Random system by drawing its elements from
the uniform distribution, Cs,o ←

$ Uni(0, 1), and normalizing its rows.
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Figure 15.3. Estimates’ convergence for geometric systems when |S| ≥ |O|. The distribu-

tions are shown in the top figure for two adjacent secrets s1 ∼ s2. In the case |S| > |O|
(right) there are 10 = 10K/1K identical distributions that coincide on s1, and 10 identical

distributions on s2.

Evaluation

We consider a Random system with |S| = |O| = 100 and count the number of
examples required for δ-convergence, for many δ’s. Table 15.7 reports the results.

The frequentist estimate is slightly better than NN and kn-NN for δ = 0.01.
However, for stricter convergence requirements (δ = 0.001), all the methods
require the same (large) number of examples. Figure 15.4 shows that indeed the
methods begin to converge similarly already after 1K examples.

Discussion

Results showed that nearest neighbor estimates require significantly fewer examples
than the frequentist approach when dealing with medium or large systems; however,
they are generally equivalent to the frequentist approach in the case of small systems.
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Table 15.6. Convergence of the estimates when |S| ≥ |O|, ν = 2.

kn-NN

System δ Freq. NN log10 log

Geometric
10Kx10K

0.1 74 501 73 085 88 296 140 618

0.05 95 500 94 204 107 707 155 403

0.01 137 099 137 348 144 846 192 014

0.005 153 370 153 370 159 075 203 363

Geometric
10Kx1K

0.1 5 5 5 5

0.05 721 514 2 309 5 977

0.01 5 595 6 171 7 330 12 354

0.005 10 770 10 797 11 037 14 575

Table 15.7. Random: examples required for

δ-convergence.

kn-NN

δ Freq. NN log10 log

0.05 5 5 5 5

0.01 82 139 202 500

0.005 10 070 10 070 10 070 10 070

Figure 15.4. Estimates’ convergence for a Random system (100× 100).
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Figure 15.5. Area of San Francisco considered for the experiments. The input locations

correspond to the inner square, the output locations to the outer one. The colored cells

represent the distribution of the Gowalla checkins.

To better understand why this is the case, we provide a crude approximation of
the frequentist Bayes risk estimate.

RFreq
n ≈ R∗

(
1−

(
1−

1

|O|

)n)
+ Rπ

(
1−

1

|O|

)n

. (15.60)

This approximation makes the very strong assumption that all objects are equally
likely, i.e.: P(o) = 1

|O| . However, this is enough to give us an insight on the perfor-

mance of the frequentist approach:
(

1− 1
|O|

)n
is the probability that some object

does not appear within a training set of size n. This weighs the value of the frequen-
tist estimate between the optimal R∗, used when the object appears in the training
data, and random guessing Rπ : while the estimate converges asymptotically to the
Bayes risk, the probability of observing an object – often related to the the size |O|,
has a major influence on its convergence rate.

15.7 Application to Location Privacy

We show that F-BLEAU can be successfully applied to estimate the degree of pro-
tection provided by mechanisms such as those used in location privacy. Since the
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purpose of this chapter is to evaluate the precision of F-BLEAU, we consider basic
mechanisms for which the Bayes risk can also be computed directly. Of course, the
intended applications of F-BLEAU are mechanisms or situations where the Bayes
risk cannot be computed directly, either because this is too complicated, or because
of the presence of unknown factors. Examples abound; for instance, the availabil-
ity of additional information, like the presence of points of interest (e.g., shops,
churches), or geographical characteristics of the area (e.g., roads, lakes) can affect
the Bayes risk in ways that are impossible to evaluate formally.

We will consider the planar Laplacian and the planar geometric, which are the
typical mechanisms used to obtain geo-indistinguishability [ABCP13], and one
of the optimal mechanisms proposed by [OTP17] as a refinement of the optimal
mechanism by [Sho+12]. The construction of the last relies on an algorithm that
was proposed by Blahut and by Arimoto to solve the information theory problem
of achieving an optimal trade-off between the minimization of the distortion rate
and the the mutual information [CT06]. From now on, we shall refer to this as the
Blahut-Arimoto mechanism. Note that the Laplacian is a continuous mechanism
(i.e., its outputs are on a continuous plane); the other two are discrete.

In these experiments we also deploy the method that F-BLEAU uses in practice
to compute the estimate of the Bayes risk: we first split the data into a training set
and a hold-out set; then, for an increasing number of examples n = 1, 2, . . . we
train the classifier on the first n examples on the training set, and then estimate its
error on the hold-out set.

15.7.1 The Gowalla Dataset

We consider real location data from the Gowalla dataset [CML11], which con-
tains users’ checkins and their geographical location. We use a squared area in San
Francisco, centered in the coordinates (37.755, -122.440), and extending for 1.5
Km in each direction. This input area corresponds to the inner (purple) square in
Figure 15.5. We discretize the input using a grid of 20× 20 cells of size 150× 150
Sq m; the secret space S of the system thus consists of 400 locations. The prior
distribution on the secrets is derived from the Gowalla checkins, and it is repre-
sented in Figure 15.5 by the different color intensities on the input grid. The out-
put area is represented in Figure 15.5 by the outer (blue) square. It extends 1050
m (7 cells) more than the input square on every side. We consider a larger area for
the output because the planar Laplacian and Geometric naturally expand outside
the input square.v Since the planar Laplacian is continuous, its output domain O is
constituted by all the points of the outer square. As for the planar Geometric and the

v. In fact these functions distribute the probability on the infinite plane, but on locations very distant from the
origin the probability becomes negligible.



Application to Location Privacy 517

Blahut-Arimoto mechanisms, which are discrete, we divide the output square in a
grid of 340×340 cells of size 15×15 Sq m; therefore, |O| = 340×340 = 115, 600.

15.7.2 Defenses

The planar Geometric mechanism is characterized by a channel matrix Cs,o, repre-
senting the conditional probability of reporting the location o when the true loca-
tion is s:

Cs,o = λ exp

(
−

ln ν

100
d(s, o)

)
, (15.61)

where ν is a parameter controlling the level of noise, λ is a normalization factor,
and d is the Euclidean distance.

The planar Laplacian is defined by the same equation, except that o belongs to
a continuous domain, and the equation defines a probability density function.

As for the Blahut-Arimoto, it is obtained as the result of an iterative algorithm,
whose definition can be found in [CT06].

15.7.3 Results

We evaluated the estimates’ convergence as a function of the number of training
examples n and for different values of the noise level: ν = {2, 4, 8}. We randomly
split the dataset (100K examples) into training (75%) and hold-out (25%) sets,
and then evaluated the convergence of the estimators on an increasing number of
training examples, 5, 6, . . . 75K .

Results for the geometric noise (Figure 15.6) indicate faster convergence when
ν is higher (which means less noise and lower Bayes risk), in line with the results
for the synthetic systems of the previous section. In all cases, the nearest neighbor
methods outperform the frequentist one, as we expected given the presence of a
large number of outputs. Table 15.8 shows the number of examples required to
achieve δ-convergence from the Bayes risk. The symbol “X” means we did not
achieve a certain level of approximation with 75K examples.

The corresponding results for the Laplacian noise are shown in Figure 15.6 and
in Table 15.9. In this case, the frequentist approach is not applicable, but the kn-
NN rule can still approximate the Bayes risk for some approximation levels.

The case of the Blahut-Arimoto mechanism is quite different: surprisingly, the
output probability concentrates on a small number of locations. For instance, in the
case ν = 2, with 100K sampled pairs we obtained only 19 different output locations
(which reduced to 14 after we mapped them on the 20× 20 grid). Thanks to the
small number of actual outputs, all the methods converge very fast. The results are
shown in Figure 15.8 and in Table 15.10.
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Figure 15.6. Estimates’ convergence speed for the planar Geometric defense applied to

the Gowalla dataset, for ν = 2, ν = 4 and ν = 8, respectively. Above each graph is repre-

sented the distribution of the geometric noise for two adjacent input cells.

Table 15.8. Convergence for the Planar Geometric for various ν.

kn-NN

ν δ frequentist NN log 10 log

2 0.1 X X 25 795 1 102

0.05 X X X 55 480

4 0.1 X X 36 735 2 820

0.05 X X X 59 875

8 0.1 X X 15 253 5 244

0.05 X X X 19 948

15.8 Practical Considerations on Leakage Estimation

15.8.1 The Limits of Black-box Leakage Estimation

No Free Lunch

One may wonder whether there is an “optimal” method; that is, a method that
converges quicker than any other method across all the systems. It can be shown that
no method is optimal in this sense. More precisely, for any two leakage estimators
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Figure 15.7. Estimates’ convergence speed for the planar Laplacian defense applied to

the Gowalla dataset, for ν = 2, ν = 4 and ν = 8, respectively. Above each graph is repre-

sented the distribution of the geometric noise for two adjacent input cells.

Table 15.9. Convergence for the Planar Laplacian

for various ν.

kn-NN

ν δ frequentist NN log 10 log

2 0.1 N/A X X 259

4 0.1 N/A X X 4 008

8 0.1 N/A X X 6 135

0.05 N/A X X 19 961

A and B, there are exactly as many systems (distributions) for which A will converge
faster than B, and vice versa. This is a consequence of the No Free Lunch (NFL)
theorem in machine learning [Wol96].

Note however that the NFL theorem is based on the assumption that all the sys-
tems (distributions) are equally likely in practice. In our experiments we observed
that, for various real-world problems, ML-based methods are preferable to the fre-
quentist approach. In addition, the frequentist approach cannot be used if the
observables are continuous.

From the practical perspective of black-box security, the NFL demonstrates that
we should always test several estimators and select the one that converges faster.
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Figure 15.8. Estimates’ convergence speed for the Blahut-Arimoto defense applied to the

Gowalla dataset, for ν = 2, ν = 4 and ν = 8, respectively. Above each graph is represented

the distribution of the output probability as produced by the mechanism. All the outputs

with non-null probability turn out to be inside the input square. The outputs are points

on the 340×340 grid, but here are mapped on the coarser 20×20 grid for the sake of visual

clarity.

Table 15.10. Convergence for the Blahut-Arimoto

for various ν.

kn-NN

ν δ frequentist NN log 10 log

2 0.1 37 37 37 37

0.05 135 135 135 135

0.01 1 671 1 664 1 408 1 408

0.005 6 179 6 179 1 671 1 671

4 0.1 220 220 220 257

0.05 503 502 509 703

0.01 2 029 1 986 2 055 2 404

0.005 2 197 2 055 2 280 2 658

8 0.1 345 401 553 1 285

0.05 1 285 1 170 1 343 1 679

0.01 2 104 2 017 2 495 4 190

0.005 2 231 2 231 3 881 6 121
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15.8.2 Estimating the Bayes Risk in Practice

Estimating the Bayes risk with a UC learning rule is done in two steps. First, we train
the learning rule fn on a “large enough” number n of training examples {(si, oi)}

n
i=1,

which is obtained by querying the system. By Definition 15.13, the expected risk
of Rfn → R∗ as n increases. Second, we need to estimate the expected risk of the
rule we trained, Rfn = E(s,o)∼µI(fn(s) ̸= o). For this we use a validation set, as
described below.

Size of the Training Set

If the observation space O is continuous, and without making any further assump-
tion on the distribution µ, no convergence rate can be proven for a Bayes risk
estimate. In other words, for any estimator of the Bayes risk (whether based or not
on a UC rule), there exists a distribution µ which makes the estimator converge
arbitrarily slowly.

If the observation space is finite, it may be possible to derive convergence rates
for the estimators. However, in general, it is best to use as many examples as possible
for training the learning rule.

Size of the Validation Set

There are several methods for estimating the expected risk of an ML algo-
rithm. For simplicity, we focus on the validation set idea: we sample m exam-
ples {(si, oi)}

m
i=1 by querying the system, and compute the empirical risk as

ˆRfn = 1/m
∑m

i=1 I(fn(s) ̸= o).
Given a desired confidence interval for this estimate, we can determine precisely

what its size m should be. For a validation set {(si, oi)}
m
i=1 sampled from µ, let Ei =

I(fn(oi) ̸= si), i = 1, . . . , m be the errors of the classifier fn on the set. E1, . . . , Em

are independent Bernoulli random variables with parameter p = Pr(s,o)∼µ(fn(o) ̸=

s) = Rfn . Let ˆRfn = 1/n
∑m

i=1 Ei. By Hoeffding’s inequality, we get the following:

Pr(| ˆRfn − Rfn | ≥ t) ≤ 2e−2mt2
,

for some parameter t ∈ [0, 1].

Suppose we want our estimate ˆRfn to differ not more than t from Rfn in absolute
terms with significance level α ∈ [0, 1]. From the above expression, we derive that
we should collect at least m examples, where m is:

m ≥
log(2/α)

2t2 .
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For example, if we want to be (1−α) = 0.95 confident that our estimate does not
differ more than t = 0.05, we need at least m = 737 validation examples.

15.9 Concluding Remarks

We showed that the black-box leakage of a system, measured until now with classi-
cal statistics paradigms (frequentist approach), can be effectively estimated via ML
techniques. We considered a set of such techniques based on the nearest neighbor
principle (i.e., close observations should be assigned the same secret), and evaluated
them thoroughly on synthetic and real-world data. This allows to tackle problems
that were impractical until now; furthermore, it sets a new paradigm in black-box
security: thanks to an equivalence between ML and black-box leakage estimation,
many results from the ML theory can be now imported into this practice (and vice
versa).

Empirical evidence shows that the nearest neighbor techniques excel whenever
there is a notion of metric they can exploit in the output space: whereas for unseen
observations the frequentist approach needs to take a guess, nearest neighbor meth-
ods can use the information of neighboring observations. We also observe that
whenever the output distribution is irregular, they are equivalent to the frequen-
tist approach, but for maliciously crafted systems they can be misled. Even in those
cases, however, we remark that asymptotically they are equivalent to the frequentist
approach, thanks to their universal consistency property.

A crucial advantage of the ML formulation, as opposed to the frequentist
approach, is that it gives immediate guarantees for systems with a continuous out-
put space. Future work may extend this to systems with continuous secret space,
which in ML terms would be formalized as regression (as opposed to the classifi-
cation setting we considered here); work in this direction was done by Cherubin
[Che19].

A current limitation of our methods is that they do not provide confidence inter-
vals. We leave this as an open problem. We remark, however, that for continuous
systems it is not possible to provide confidence intervals (or to prove convergence
rates) under our weak assumptions [DGL13]; this constraint applies to any leakage
estimation method.
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Chapter 16

Differential Privacy, Public Policy,
and the Law

By Jeremy Seeman

Differential privacy research has coalesced around a relatively narrow conceptualiza-
tion of data privacy, motivated by provable guarantees and impossibility theorems
discussed earlier in this book. Outside of this literature, though, privacy law scholars
have long studied the impacts of large-scale data processing systems on privacy in a
broader set of social and political contexts. This research area encompasses numer-
ous disciplines, including not only law but also political science, social sciences,
economics, philosophy, and public policy. In this chapter, we discuss the intersec-
tion of DP and privacy law scholarship, namely how these different perspectives on
privacy influence each other.

16.1 Introduction

Information privacy scholars seem to be everywhere, with established literatures
in law [SS03], political and social sciences [Wes68], economics [Pos81], philoso-
phy [Rac75], and public policy [Tho75]. However, the preceding chapters of this
book focus exclusively on differential privacy (DP) and similar privacy-enhancing
technologies (PETs) as understood for scientists and engineers, by scientists and
engineers. Disciplinary perspectives approach the broad problems of data privacy
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using different epistemic viewpoints, conceptual frameworks, political values, and
research tools. We may hope that there is cross-pollination between quantitative
and qualitative privacy scholars; however, such cross-disciplinary engagement does
not happen as frequently or substantially as we might like. Disciplinary-specific lan-
guage barriers make communication difficult, and privacy scholars tend to center
their work around a wide variety of conflicting political values and incentives. In
this chapter, we’ll discuss how these perspectives inform DP not only as a mathe-
matical framework, but as a sociotechnical system which configures specific rela-
tionships between data curators, users, and subjects.

By “sociotechnical system,” a term of art in science and technology studies (STS)
[WSSJ08], we mean a system with different interacting social and technical dimen-
sions that mutually influence each other. We’ve already seen throughout this book
how DP introduces systems-level engineering considerations that change how data
analysts interact with their query results, especially in Part III (Application Areas)
and Chapter 14 (Challenges and Solutions to Deploying Differential Privacy). Sim-
ilarly, our understanding of social values through law and policy will inform how we
implement these technologies. Understanding the bilateral nature of this relation-
ship is essential to viewing social and technical problems with privacy engineering
as inextricably linked. When working in the realm of theoretical computer science,
it’s always tempting to abstract away messy social context when designing privacy-
aware systems. Still, when the rubber meets the road and DP systems get deployed
in the wild, we can no longer rely on these abstractions to solve the challenging
normative aspects of privacy for us. Technologies contribute to our understanding
of these normative aspects by configuring the terms of how we use them, some-
times known as “scripts of action” [Akr92]. Similarly, the way we choose to define
a particular problem implies a particular set of solutions [Sel+19]. DP relies on a
strict definition of privacy harms through the quantification of privacy loss, which
represents only one of many possible harms under the umbrella of privacy. By look-
ing more broadly and holistically at privacy as a social and political phenomenon,
we can gain a more precise understanding of how to deploy DP in ways that best
reflect privacy as a values-laden process.

Such a perspective reflects similar intertwining of information technologies and
privacy regulation. When states enforce privacy regulations, there are multitudes
of actors who participate in the process, ranging from lawmakers and regulatory
agencies to advocacy groups and privacy engineers themselves. These actors reflect
different regulatory forces on lived privacy experiences, not only including PETs
but laws, social norms, and markets [Les+99]. In these spaces where contestation
naturally occurs, the kinds of evidence privacy engineers value operate differently
than in the realm of computer science. Technical scholars can determine whether a
data processing system satisfies a particular definition of DP by theoretical analysis
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alone; this is the celebrated “provability” of DP that formalizes data protections as
inherent to the system. Alternatively, in privacy law, whether a particular regula-
tion is satisfied cannot always be directly inferred from theoretical analysis. Legal
decisions of this form are contextually specific, subjective, and evolve over time
concurrently with new laws and technologies. DP’s formal guarantees in this new
setting are now only evidence of whether a particular regulatory standard is met.
Moreover, the resulting decisions are politically contested by different parties with
competing incentives to strengthen or weaken the regulatory implications of the
law. This shouldn’t come as a surprise to anyone; after all, data privacy technolo-
gies allocate rights and responsibilities to different parties, making them essentially
political [Rog15].

Despite the messy politics of qualitative privacy work, those working on PETs
ought to embrace this complexity, as technologists and policymakers have much to
learn from each other. DP technologists can show how a technical understanding
of DP’s privacy quantification can reveal alignments or misalignments between pri-
vacy law and privacy technology. Similarly, policy analyses can reveal the kinds of
social values and political dimensions beyond the consideration by DP alone. It’s
incredibly important that technical scholars acknowledge this relationship, because
it is quite tempting to view DP’s neat formalism as a “solution” to the messy and
ambiguous problems of privacy law. This approach echoes the common refrain that
the law is perennially “outdated,” and new technologies ought to help resolve these
ambiguities. Instead, technology and the law co-evolve and mutually shape one
another because technologists have always played a key role in producing privacy
law [Coh19]. Just as we should be weary of “solving” issues of fairness and bias
in machine learning [Pow18] using mathematical tools alone, we should remind
ourselves that any PET can be used or misused, independent of whether it confers
formal guarantees. DP is but one tool in a long lineage of statistical disclosure lim-
itation methods [Hun+12]; while DP offers a multitude of quantitative improve-
ments over these previous techniques, the underlying policy problems for using
PETs have not fundamentally changed with the introduction of DP. Therefore, the
sharing of knowledge across these disciplines will help us resist naive solutionism
of all forms, be it technical, legal, or otherwise.

Due to the complex and multifaceted nature of these problems, we can barely
begin to scratch the surface on the topics raised by this chapter. Entire literatures
have been devoted to points which take up only a few sentences in the following
chapter. Moreover, the intersection of DP and other qualitative theories of informa-
tion privacy is a rapidly expanding but still nascent research area. The goal of this
chapter is to provide a lightweight introduction to other privacy approaches and
their intersection with DP. This will largely be a descriptive exercise of notable legal
and social theories of privacy with an analysis of the role DP plays in said theories.
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Above all else, this chapter ought to serve as an entry-point for technical scholars to
substantively engage with privacy scholars at large. To achieve these goals, we will
significantly and intentionally narrow the scope to focus on three aspects of DP
and the law:

1. For this chapter, “DP” will refer only to definitions which share the same
properties as the original formulation in [DMNS06]: namely, robustness to
post-processing, semantic interpretations, and composition. There are hun-
dreds of different formal privacy definitions that claim some relationship to
DP [DP19], and we do not have the space to compare the social and political
nuances of each definition.

2. When we say “privacy law,” we refer to existing laws and guidelines shared
among a wide variety of data processing laws frequently cited in data process-
ing regulations throughout the US and EU. Our goal is to avoid pinning our
discussions to any one law, as we do not attempt to do the work lawyers do;
instead, we attempt to capture some core elements of legal reasoning reflected
in data processing regulations, knowing such an approach lacks the nuance
and specificity that detailed case studies can provide.

3. When we say “public policy,” we refer to broad-scope scholarship that
attempts to influence or reform the elements of legal scholarship as applied in
the US and EU. We acknowledge that this Western-centric viewpoint omits
comparative histories, cultures, and other systemic approaches to data pri-
vacy outside these geographic and cultural spheres of influence.

Organization of the Chapter

The rest of the chapter is organized as follows.

• Section 16.2 discusses the many kinds of privacy harms that concern qual-
itative scholars. We then discuss how the technical interventions posed by
DP systems regulate these harms, noting that DP configures relationships
between data subjects and data collectors in ways that home in on a narrow
subset of these potential privacy harms. Even of that subset, DP addresses
these harms in a particular way that strengthens or weakens the scope and
magnitude of their protections.

• Section 16.3 discusses the guiding principles on which most current privacy
legislation operates. By analyzing DP’s relationship to the guidelines which
undergird privacy laws, we can understand DP’s relationship to legal design
without relying on the minutiae of specific regulations. Like the previous
section, we will see how DP systems interact with social conceptions of these
guidelines, again focusing on compliance with some principles at the expense
of others.



534 Differential Privacy, Public Policy, and the Law

• Section 16.4 discusses recent developments in omnibus data protection poli-
cies, which centralize regulatory authority and directly regulate the threats of
pseudonymization and reconstruction attacks which motivated DP. This fea-
ture has attracted the attention of quantitative scholars, as there are immediate
connections between differential privacy as a formal guarantee and ambigui-
ties in the broader definitions of “personal information” from these omnibus
regulations.

• Section 16.5 discusses broader policy problems in existing data legislation,
focusing on social and political values not currently reflected in privacy law
and the way it is enforced. In this section, we discuss the role that DP plays
in modulating these values.

16.2 Identifying Privacy Harms

16.2.1 Taxonomy of Privacy Harms

Early conceptions of privacy date back to the common law recognition of pri-
vacy harms, i.e., privacy violations as a tort. However, privacy’s multifaceted nature
makes it hard for us to understand what is meant when we refer to “privacy harms.”
PETs like DP were not intended to mitigate all possible privacy harms, so for this
chapter, we need a common language to narrow the scope of our discussion. To
make our harms of interest more concrete, we will rely on Solove’s “Taxonomy of
Privacy,” which outlines four broad categories of privacy harms [Sol05]. Much as
true with any taxonomy of social phenomena, the categories outlined are not neatly
defined, nor exhaustive, and some legal theorists have been critical of this approach
([Bar06], among others). Still, the taxonomy serves as a helpful tool for focusing
on what we mean by privacy harms in the context of DP. Moreover, it helps us
concretize the kinds of harms that DP targets and those that DP omits from its
consideration:

1. Information collection: practices that “create disruption[s] based on the pro-
cess of data gathering, even if no information is revealed publicly.”

• Surveillance: “watching, listening to, or recording of an individual’s activ-
ities.”

• Interrogation: “various forms of questioning or probing for information.”

2. Information processing: “the use, storage, and manipulation of data that has
been collected.”

• Aggregation: “The combination of various pieces of data about a person.”
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• Identification: The process of “linking information to particular
individuals.”

• Insecurity: “Carelessness in protecting stored information from leaks and
improper access.

• Secondary use: “The use of information collected for one purpose for a
different purpose without the data subject’s consent.”

• Exclusion: “The failure to allow the data subject to know about the data
that others have about her and participate in its handling and use.”

3. Information dissemination: practices involving the public dissemination of
information.

• Breach of confidentiality: “Breaking a promise to keep a person’s informa-
tion confidential.”

• Disclosure: “the revelation of truthful information about a person that
impacts the way others judge her character.”

• Exposure: protections against information that “creates injury because we
have developed social practices to conceal aspects of life that we find
animal-like or disgusting.”

• Increased accessibility: the process of “amplifying the accessibility of infor-
mation.”

• Blackmail: “[The] threat to disclose personal information.”
• Appropriation: “The use of the data subject’s identity to serve the aims and

interests of another.”
• Distortion: “The dissemination of false or misleading information about

individuals.”

4. Invasion: practice which invade people’s private affairs which “need not
involve personal information.”

• Intrusion: “Invasive acts that disturb one’s tranquility or solitude.”
• Decisional interference: “The government’s incursion into the data subject’s

decisions regarding her private affairs.”

Conceptually, DP describes privacy as a technical property of the way data is
processed, not of the way it is collected or disseminated. Moreover, because it is
primarily concerned with personal information, DP deliberately brackets privacy
harms like invasions, which do not strictly involve personal information. This is
important for narrowing the scope of relevant privacy law; for example, many
constitutional law scholars studying the Fourth Amendment focus primarily on
decisional interference through the lens of state power (see [Stu98; Tok16] for
examples). Such concerns, while certainly valid, are not immediately relevant for
analyzing DP.
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16.2.2 Situating DP in the Taxonomy

DP’s technical properties aim to protect against many of the potential harms listed
above, but in a very particular way. When viewed as a response to privacy threats
from database reconstruction, DP provides defenses against harmful information
dissemination, particularly disclosure. However, DP does not directly limit all pos-
sible disclosure risks because it quantifies privacy loss through relative risk mea-
sures, not absolute risk measures. In this way, DP is a harm-reduction project: since
any useful statistic discloses some information about the data subjects whose infor-
mation was used to produce it, DP can only limit additional information leaked
through data processing [DN03]. Such a perspective also focuses specifically on dis-
closures attributable to how the data is processed, as opposed to how other sources
of information could be combined with results published under DP; this feature
has made it quite attractive to data curators hoping to demonstrate a lack of lia-
bility for disclosure harms emanating from data processing. On the contrary, if the
potential for harmful disclosure was already quite high before the DP system was
implemented, then DP alone cannot remedy that effect nor mitigate a preexisting
potential for harms. This is especially important when assessing holistically whether
a data curator’s actions lead to such harms, as DP only quantifies information leak-
age directly attributable to the privacy mechanism.

Similarly, DP places restrictions on which kinds of information processing tasks
fall within its framework, naturally restricting the space of processing tasks and
therefore limiting some forms of identification and aggregation. Here, though,
we ought to be more careful with our terminology when referring to “identifi-
cation.” DP was motivated by algorithmic attacks which attempt to reconstruct
information about individuals, potentially in the absence of unique identifiers (see
[DSSU17] for an overview of such attacks). Whether or not reconstructed records
constitute re-identification in the legal sense tends to be contextually specific, as it
depends on the mechanism through which descriptions of reconstructed records
can be linked back to re-identified individuals. Sometimes, this mapping can be
quite easy; for example, when the U.S. Census Bureau performed their recon-
struction attack, they focused primarily on reconstructed records which isolated
unique Census responses, allowing for easy matching to alternative data sources
using naive deterministic record linkage tools [GAM19]. In other cases, the map-
ping can be quite hard; for example, descriptive statistics about large populations
can technically fail to satisfy DP, but the amount of background information needed
to demonstrate tangible re-identification harm can be infeasibly large. To demon-
strate, suppose a hypothetical “oracle” data curator published the exact number of
people in the United States who were vaccinated against COVID-19 at a specific
point in time. While publishing this statistic technically violates DP, it would be
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hard to argue in court that this statistic could practically lead to a meaningful re-
identification of one individual’s COVID-19 vaccination status, even though the
database reconstruction theorem proves it is technically plausible. Therefore, we
must analyze DP based on evidence for or against satisfying individual privacy reg-
ulations, as the answer cannot stem inherently from the formal guarantees of the
system.

While some privacy harms are directly or indirectly addressed by technical
design, others are intentionally placed outside of DP’s purview. By focusing on
harms emanating from data processing outputs, DP does not consider harms in the
information collection stage, nor harms from insecure computation. This caveat is
especially important: DP cannot remedy a potentially harmful data collection pro-
cess a posteriori because it intervenes at the information processing stage, not the
information collection stage. Note that even in the more stringent local trust model,
which sanitizes individual records before they are centrally aggregated, the act of
surveillance alone can cause substantive privacy harms independent of whether the
data is processed with local DP protections. For example, suppose users of a cell
phone application accept a terms of service agreement which, unbeknownst to the
users, collects data that users would not want collected under any circumstances.
Local DP protections could not be used to ex post facto justify the surveillance,
raising important questions about the relationship between DP and consent (which
we will discuss later). In this way, DP intentionally abstracts away privacy harms
emanating from how data is used after information dissemination.

The fact that DP does not address harms from surveillance at scale is partic-
ularly important, because DP relies on a quantification of disclosure risk that is,
to some degree, independent of scale. On purely technical terms, this makes com-
plete sense: the kinds of formal guarantees quantified by DP are agnostic to the
size of the underlying database. Indeed, for many aggregate statistics, if a data col-
lector wants comparable data utility when using a DP result, data utility can be
improved simply by increasing the sample size while maintaining the same pri-
vacy guarantee. At the same time, there’s something unusual happening when we
say “to improve data utility while weakening disclosure risks, surveil more data
subjects.” In this way, DP pits two different privacy harms against one another,
deferring one to the point in time immediately before DP intervenes in the sys-
tem. Techniques to mitigate surveillance, often known under the umbrella term
of “data minimization” [PH10], have proven to be a lightning rod for political
discourse. Many technology and industry advocates argue that data minimization
itself stifles innovation enabled by “big data” [TP11], directly conflicts with soft-
ware business needs [SA18], and ought to be recast through the lens of secure and
transparent data processing [Sch+18]. On the contrary, social theorists argue that
normalized surveillance negatively influences our relationships to being known by
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the state [Har15] and performing for the state [Han20]; moreover, centering dis-
cussions around security and transparency help create these negative conditions
instead of deterring them [Bir16]. Cohen notably writes that “commercial cul-
ture that sees privacy as threatening its own valued practices of knowledge produc-
tion will register privacy regulation as a threat” [Coh12]. While we cannot resolve
such debates here, we must acknowledge that DP enables a particular relationship
to surveillance based on how it does (and does not) intervene in data processing
systems.

Given the kinds of privacy harms DP centers and those DP brackets, assessing
DP systems requires first asking whether DP targets the harms in question. For
those harms DP targets, we must then consider whether the degree of protection
proves sufficient for the laws, policies, or other regulations in place. This helps to
align what DP is intended to do with how it could be used (or potentially misused)
as a regulatory mechanism. Importantly, whether DP satisfies a particular law alone
can sometimes fail to capture whether a particular harm is mitigated. We ought to
remember that, especially in the U.S., many harmful technologies are entirely legal,
and satisfying privacy laws need not imply no harm can be caused. Organizations
may be incentivized to prevent harms holistically, or they may be incentivized to
do the bare minimum to eschew liability. Regardless, it’s essential that we iden-
tify harms as they map onto a data curator’s goals, while recognizing DP can only
address a subset of potential privacy harms.

16.3 Privacy as Individual Rights, Access, and Control

16.3.1 Guiding Principles for Privacy Law

Next, we’ll briefly discuss how information technologies motivated existing laws
and policies that aim to prevent privacy harms. Even since the late 1800s, devel-
opments in privacy law in the U.S. were often reactive to new threats enabled by
new information technologies. Warren and Brandeis’s seminal article “The Right
to Privacy” served as a response to photography’s threats from Yellow Journalism
[WB90]. The expansion of the Fourth Amendment in Katz v. United States grew
from demonstrated threats to the privacy of telephone conversations [Cou67]. The
development of Fair Information Practice Principles, or FIPPs, originated from the
growing use of automated data processing systems throughout the federal govern-
ment and in private organizations [War73]. So, for over a century, technology has
been the impetus for developments in U.S. privacy law.

Legal scholarship has responded to these developments by study privacy
through the lens of how individuals manage information about themselves. The
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formalization of privacy as inseparable from individual autonomy can be traced
to the seminal work of Alan Westin, who framed the right to privacy as an act
of self-determination [Wes68]. The relationship between individuals and society-
at-large was up to the individual, who would manage what they disclose about
themselves and how based on their personal preferences for privacy versus disclo-
sure. The process of equating the right to privacy with individual autonomy places
privacy rights firmly within neoliberal political traditions, in that the information
individuals choose to disclose about themselves has economic interpretations as
individual property with its own particular set of market dynamics [Lit99; Sch03].
By centering privacy around individual rights and autonomy versus control, a new
social theory of privacy was born which embedded itself squarely within projects of
political freedom.

Today, when we think of data privacy law, we may mentally jump to specific
regulations that focus on ways individuals can intervene in the data collection pro-
cess. This includes U.S. examples such as the Fair Credit Reporting Act, the Right to
Financial Privacy Act, and the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA).
Yet aside from protections attributable to classes of sensitive data, privacy regulation
was (and in many ways still is) guideline-based, notably with the introduction of
Fair Information Practice Principles (FIPPs) which informed similar developments
in the E.U. and further abroad. These principles originated within the Federal Trade
Commission and their influence is so widespread that some scholars consider the
FTC’s regulatory power as a form of common law [SH14; Hoo16]. As privacy con-
cerns grow to be more complex and multifaceted, FIPPs have been viewed simul-
taneously as outdated and indispensable, representing a “ground floor” for privacy
regulation [Har16]. To concretize our discussion, we’ll focus on FIPPs in this sec-
tion to avoid tailoring this chapter too specifically to any one law. We recall the
FIPPs here:

1. The Collection Limitation Principle. “There should be limits to the collection
of personal data and any such data should be obtained by lawful and fair
means and, where appropriate, with the knowledge or consent of the data
subject.”

2. The Data Quality Principle. “Personal data should be relevant to the purposes
for which they are to be used and, to the extent necessary for those purposes,
should be accurate, complete and kept up-to-date.”

3. The Purpose Specification Principle. “The purposes for which personal data
are collected should be specified not later than at the time of data collection
and the subsequent use limited to the fulfillment of those purposes or such
others as are not incompatible with those purposes and as are specified on
each occasion of change of purpose.”
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4. The Use Limitation Principle. “Personal data should not be disclosed, made
available or otherwise used for purposes other than those specified, except a)
with the consent of the data subject, or b) by the authority of law.”

5. The Security Safeguards Principle. “Personal data should be protected by rea-
sonable security safeguards against such risks as loss or unauthorized access,
destruction, use, modification or disclosure of data.”

6. The Openness Principle. “There should be a general policy of openness about
developments, practices and policies with respect to personal data. Means
should be readily available of establishing the existence and nature of personal
data and the main purposes of their use, as well as the identity and usual
residence of the data controller.”

7. The Individual Participation Principle. “An individual should have the right:
a) to obtain from a data controller, or otherwise, confirmation of whether or
not the data controller has data relating to him; b) to have data relating to him
communicated to him, within a reasonable time, at a charge, if any, that is
not excessive; in a reasonable manner, and in a form that is readily intelligible
to him; c) to be given reasons if a request made under subparagraphs (a) and
(b) is denied and to be able to challenge such denial; and d) to challenge data
relating to him and, if the challenge is successful, to have the data erased,
rectified, completed or amended;”

8. The Accountability Principle. “A data controller should be accountable for
complying with measures which give effect to the principles stated above.”

16.3.2 DP’s Relationship to Fair Information Practice
Principles

Like the relationship between DP and the taxonomy of privacy harms, DP situates
itself as aligned with some of these principles listed above while directly or indirectly
ignoring or negating other aspects of them. We focus first on use limitation, which
aligns both implicitly and explicitly with DP’s technical properties. In an idealized
DP setting, each specified purpose for data processing has an associated set of output
statistics, each processed with its own privacy loss budget. Optimal mechanisms,
therefore, ensure the most information can be gained for a particular specified use
while limiting other uses which leak identifying information. In this way, DP as
a query system is designed to ensure use limitation from publicly disseminated
statistics, assuming the data processor satisfies a reasonable standard for purpose
specification.

The condition that data processors provide reasonable purpose specification to
data subjects, however, can be more complicated for DP systems. Theoretically, DP
encourages openness in how data processing operations through methodological
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transparency. One could argue the main benefit of provable privacy guarantees is
in precisely the ability to disclose how data are processed without providing addi-
tional privacy risks. While certainly a virtue, there are other barriers to limiting the
effectiveness of this transparency in practice, which largely depend on how much
data processors are willing to embrace this transparency. To illustrate this, consider
a scenario where a data curator specifies the DP data processing purpose as “per-
sonalization” with no additional information provided to data subjects. This is a
common technique used in advertising technologies, and the relationship between
personalization and privacy depends almost entirely on contexts where it either
directly benefits and/or harms the subject [SRN19]. In this setting, the data cura-
tor’s choice to disclose the use of DP statistics serves as attempt to reconcile the
competing interests of personalized data processing with privacy protection, a fun-
damental issue at the heart of personalized technology. In this way, the transparency
of using DP is something that data curators use to justify privacy as a social value
in the act of data processing, granting the data curator what are known as “trans-
parency affordances” [Cla21]. Organizations that appear transparent are viewed as
more credible and more trustworthy, regardless of whether the information that’s
“transparently” disclosed has substantive meaning to data subjects. Naturally, data
curators whose data processing techniques are proprietary would be reluctant to
disclose that information; the concept of “trade secrets” has been weaponized by
industry for ages [Men17]. So, while DP could hypothetically make organizations
more substantively transparent, it could also entrench performative transparency
and justify limited approaches to purpose specification.

Of the different principles presented throughout FIPPs, one could argue none
attracts more confusion or controversy than the accountability principle. While
most agree that the principles outlined by FIPPs are reasonable, the elephant in the
room has always been how such principles are enforced to regulate data collectors.
While we might think to turn to top-down approaches based on a hierarchy of
federal, state, and local laws, a multitude of actors ranging from state regulators to
privacy engineers and other privacy professionals make up the ground-legislating
work of privacy law. These people are largely at liberty to determine what con-
stitutes regulatory compliance (more on this later). For DP, privacy technologists
and DP advocates often take a dominant role in this conversation by design, not
necessarily intention. DP’s technical conception of privacy risk and data processing
requires a specialized set of skills beyond what most data processors have or can fea-
sibly operationalize. As a result, using DP for the expressed purpose of regulation
gives privacy engineers additional leeway in dictating these terms. This is neither
strictly good nor strictly bad. On the one hand, DP’s conception of privacy risk
helps quantify harms directly attributable to data processing tasks; this ensures that
should privacy harms emanate from the results, we have a formal understanding of
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how the data processor contributed to the harms [DN10]. On the other hand, data
curators may be incentivized to dictate the limits of reasonable regulation, as ethical
contestations tend be resolved in particular ways that do not challenge institutional
power in data collection processes [MM+19]. At a high level, these issues are not
unique to DP, but reflect deeper philosophical problems in using technical tools in
self-regulation [Bla01].

16.4 Omnibus Privacy Law: Reforming the Legal
Landscape

16.4.1 Relocating the “Personal” in Personal Data

In response to the patchwork of privacy regulations in the US and EU, recent devel-
opments in privacy law have centered around omnibus legislation that attempts
to repair these holes within the patchwork. The most well-known of these reg-
ulations is the European Union’s General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR),
whose creation has heavily influenced similar legislation elsewhere, such as with
California Consumer Privacy Act (CCPR). As the most-well studied and most
influential of general data protections, GDPR fundamentally changes many aspects
of privacy regulation beyond the principles enshrined in FIPPs-style regulations.
Omnibus regulations like GDPR have massive implications for DP and other
privacy-enhancing technologies because they are the first to legally enshrine strict,
wide-spreading requirements on how data are processed. This has made such laws
incredibly consequential for data subjects, collectors, and processors alike. Taken as
a whole, these omnibus regulations are extremely dense, wide sweeping, and raise
countless open questions about what constitutes their compliance.

We could easily dedicate an entire chapter to every intricacy and nuance of the
leviathan that is GDPR. Instead, we will focus on how the quantitative thinking
used by DP scholars helps to clarify the scope of where GDPR ought to apply. When
it does, GDPR aims to guarantee very specific data subject rights when their per-
sonal information gets processed. The following are among the most consequential
data subject rights:

• Article 7 (granting and revoking consent): users should be free to easily grant
and revoke consent for data processing, and the terms for using a service
should only depend on necessary data processing. Specifically, “when assess-
ing whether consent is freely given, utmost account shall be taken of whether,
inter alia, the performance of a contract, including the provision of a service,
is conditional on consent to the processing of personal data that is not nec-
essary for the performance of that contract.”
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• Article 12 (transparent notice): when personal data processing is authorized
by subject consent, the user agreement must inform the data subject “in a
concise, transparent, intelligible and easily accessible form, using clear and
plain language, in particular for any information addressed specifically to a
child.”

• Article 15 (right of access): data subjects can request access to their personal
information, including but not limited to “the purposes of the processing”
and “where the personal data are not collected from the data subject, any
available information as to their source.”

• Article 17 (right to erasure): data subjects can request the erasure of their
personal data in certain circumstances, including but not limited to when
consent is revoked or when “the personal data are no longer necessary in
relation to the purposes for which they were collected or otherwise processed.”

• Articles 21 and 22 (rights to object): in certain circumstances, data subjects
can object to data processing when “subject to a decision based solely on
automated processing, including profiling, which produces legal effects con-
cerning him or her or similarly significantly affects him or her.” Notably, this
does not apply when “the processing is necessary for the performance of a task
carried out for reasons of public interest,” specifically “scientific or historical
research purposes.”

All the data subject rights described above hinge on the precise definition of
“personal information.” Because data that falls outside this definition is no longer
subject to the strict rules surrounding GDPR, clarifying the bounds of “personal”
information has been a central source of tension for how to implement GDPR
[FP20]. Let’s look at how GDPR defines personal information (Article 4):

“[Personal information is] any information relating to an identified or identifiable
natural person (‘data subject’); an identifiable natural person is one who can be
identified, directly or indirectly, in particular by reference to an identifier such as
a name, an identification number, location data, an online identifier or to one
or more factors specific to the physical, physiological, genetic, mental, economic,
cultural or social identity of that natural person.”

In most other privacy regulations before GDPR, personal information was
defined through the lens of what individuals specifically contributed to databases
about their person. GDPR significantly expands this definition by including iden-
tifiable information, i.e., information which could hypothetically enable leakage
of personal data. Interpreting this language correctly would be consequential for
data processors, as Recital 26 uses it explicitly to determine the scope of GDPR’s
influence:
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“Personal data which have undergone pseudonymization, which could be
attributed to a natural person by the use of additional information should be con-
sidered to be information on an identifiable natural person. To determine whether
a natural person is identifiable, account should be taken of all the means reasonably
likely to be used, such as singling out, either by the controller or by another person
to identify the natural person directly or indirectly. To ascertain whether means
are reasonably likely to be used to identify the natural person, account should be
taken of all objective factors, such as the costs of and the amount of time required
for identification, taking into consideration the available technology at the time
of the processing and technological developments.”

This language created space for confusion about what it means to properly
pseudonymize data, requiring careful differentiation between two sources of infor-
mation attributable to individuals: that which is directly attributable to how the
data was processed, and that which could have been plausibly done with public
information independent of future data processing [SK16]. Naturally, PETs like
DP explicitly codify this difference in how privacy loss gets defined and quantified,
eliciting a surprisingly organic connection between DP and the law, which we’ll
explore next.

16.4.2 Connecting Mathematical and Legal Formalisms in
Personal Information

Between Article 4 and Recital 26, we see a major shift in the recognition of recon-
struction harms that was only ever implicit in previous legislation. Article 26 goes
much further, recognizing that pseudonymization can pose the same privacy threats
as direct access to personal data and providing threshold tests for whether a data
processing procedure “singles out” individuals. Because this language is so sugges-
tive of differential privacy’s worldview, numerous computer science scholars have
formalized these concepts in a direct analysis of the law, adding mathematically for-
mal structure to the concept of “singling out” [CD18; CN20; ACNW21] and con-
necting privacy attacks at large (e.g., [DSSU17]) to DP’s ability to formally restrict
statistical outputs. The language of Recital 26 bears immediate connection to the
theoretical properties of DP: by quantifying relative disclosure risks attributable to
the act of data processing, DP’s particular risk quantification is immune to arbitrar-
ily broad adversarial assumptions, taking a position that captures stronger notions
than “the costs of and the amount of time required for identification” and “the avail-
able technology.” Such work spotlights the important framing considerations that
make DP a beneficial tool for interpreting GDPR. Taken to its conclusion, these
scholars argue the beneficial properties of DP ought to be codified as principles
which determine when processing is sufficiently pseudonymized [Alt+22].
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In the last paragraph, we showed how the kinds of quantitative reasoning used to
motivate DP align well with helping legal scholars codify inferences attributable to
data processing operations. At the same time, we need to remember that DP gover-
nance requires addressing whether or not DP systems are implemented in ways that
protect “all the means reasonably likely to be used.” Much like the Katz test about
“reasonable expectations of privacy,” determining whether reconstruction vulnera-
bilities are “reasonable” remains the existential question of using DP to comply with
GDPR and other omnibus legislation. Because DP focuses on relative harms, not
absolute harms, a privacy loss budget alone lacks the context necessary to deter-
mine whether singling out has become substantially more feasible using the DP
result. The database reconstruction theorem which motivates the relative concep-
tion of privacy harms does not “solve” the thresholding problem, but instead recasts
it in terms of relative guarantees. Now, the question involves determining reason-
able thresholds on prior information and affiliated privacy loss budgets. This brings
us to modern problems about what broader purposes data privacy regulations are
trying to serve, which we address next.

16.5 Modern Policy Perspectives: Towards Collective
Rights

In this last section, we transition to policy work, focusing on what privacy law
could be and not its current state. Many criticisms of existing privacy laws are not
directed at the principles or laws themselves, but instead critiques of governance
and organizational structures which attempt (and often fail) to properly imple-
ment or enforce them. At other times, public policy and privacy law research takes
issue with the underlying philosophies dominant to privacy law in a few ways rel-
evant to DP. This chapter investigates these modern developments and their con-
nections to DP.

16.5.1 Consent and Data Subject Burden

Data privacy law is largely built around individual consent. Nearly every data pro-
tection in the FIPPs and associated laws has exemptions for cases when data sub-
jects consent to their collection. This results in ballooned terms of service agree-
ments and lengthy privacy policies that most end users ignore, often by design
[OO20]. Because the burden of privacy self-management is often too onerous
for data subjects, their privacy rights become a Kafkaesque paradox where data
subjects are largely deprived of essential information needed for them to nego-
tiate on whether to contribute their data [Sol12]. As a result of these policies,
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consent-based mechanisms for data collection exist less to empower users to make
educated decisions, but instead largely to coerce consent and absolve data cura-
tors from liability for potential harms [Coh12]. Even on their own terms, terms
of notice-and-consent often lack sufficient notice itself, creating conditions where
data subjects fail to understand how their data is used in the first place [Sus19].
Despite these problems, it’s exceptionally hard to imagine privacy law perspectives
without notice and consent, as it’s intended to directly help individuals manage
their privacy.

DP is intimately related to consent, in ways that both empower data subjects
and potentially extend the burdens of self-management. On a purely technical
level, the privacy semantics associated with DP can be best understood through the
lens of consent as a causal intervention [TSD17]. In colloquial interpretations of
DP’s guarantees, DP bounds whether one contributes to the database aligns with
this causal interpretation, in that DP protects against learning about your indi-
vidual data through consenting to data collection. Moreover, DP’s methodological
transparency hypothetically allows data curators to disclose how personal data more
specifically is used. On the flip side, however, non-technical audiences may struggle
with how to best interpret their personal privacy risks associated with using the tech-
nology through the lens of DP. Something that seems easy to a technical audience,
like interpreting a privacy loss budget, requires expressing a complicated sociologi-
cal trade-off that could only exacerbate problems with privacy self-management. So,
although DP has strong connections to consent as the expressive regulatory mech-
anism, consent, there are underlying problems with the efficacy of the mechanism
itself.

16.5.2 Contextual Integrity

Throughout this chapter, we’ve discussed privacy harms in relatively neutral, sterile
language, which can fail to reflect the emotional context present when discussing
lived privacy experiences [Sta16]. When subjects share information, the experi-
ence can be privacy-fulfilling or privacy-harming information sharing depends on
numerous contextual factors. Data subjects share personal data for numerous rea-
sons, but depending on the circumstances, the data curator, data subject, and data
users may not be aligned on their motivations. Moreover, the kind of information
collected and how it is collected play equally important roles in assessing social
attitudes towards data processing. These dimensions of privacy as a contextually
situated flow of information are outlined in Nissenbaum’s framework of Contex-
tual Integrity (CI) [Nis09]. Within a particular social context, CI defines informa-
tion flows with five key elements: data subjects, sender of the data, recipient of the
data, information type, and transmission principle. As a common example, when
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patients (data subjects and senders) share information about their medical history
(information type) with their doctor (data recipient), there is an expectation of con-
fidentiality unless explicitly consented otherwise (transmission principle). CI inter-
rogates information flows as privacy harms depending on whether the contextual
norms surrounding the information flow are respected. This highly influential the-
ory has spawned a broad range of analyses, including those attempting to integrate
DP and other algorithmic practices with CI [Nis16; BGN+17].

On purely qualitative grounds, it makes perfect sense to use CI to determine
how best to implement any PET, including DP. Viewing privacy regulation through
the lens of CI offers more nuance and complexity than consent-based or control-
based perspectives, as it contextually specifies the normative expectations of infor-
mation flows that these more traditional perspectives lack. At the same time, DP
concerns itself with whether personal data is used in a personal matter, i.e., with
the expressed intent of constructing information about an individual. Therefore,
DP’s agnosticism to downstream uses flattens one important contextual dimen-
sion of the data processing task. Similarly, contexts are socially co-constructed and
understood among their participants through communication [Spo04]. Yet the
contexts introduced by new technologies like DP are not necessarily grounded in
lived privacy experiences because of their probabilistic nature. In general, typical
data subjects consider personal thresholds for disclosure far differently than the
way DP suggests, as demonstrated empirically through user research [CKR21].
Without a mutually shared understanding of the transmission principle, contex-
tual integrity may not necessarily capture privacy expectations. To a degree, this is
an existential problem with CI, not DP: as we discussed earlier, contextual norms
are intertwined with and mediated by sources of power. So how to best integrate
DP and CI remains an open question, but one worth pursuing to capture these
connections.

16.5.3 Power and Accountability

As with all privacy-enhancing technologies, implementing DP systems requires sig-
nificant effort and human organization among data curators, subjects, users, and
regulators. Yet throughout this chapter, we haven’t discussed much at all about how
data privacy laws are enforced in the wild. It’s often presumed that when a data
processing system isn’t “private” enough, some regulator would ideally intervene.
However, a common misconception about privacy law (especially in the U.S.) is
that it stems from traditional sites of top-down legal power, i.e., national, state,
and local laws, authorities granted to regulatory agencies, and consequential court
cases. When we trace the paper trails to see who’s ultimately making the consequen-
tial decisions, the story becomes significantly more complicated.
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In Ari Ezra Waldman’s seminal article “Privacy Law’s False Promise,” he precisely
documents these enforcement patterns by drawing on interviews with the ground-
workers of privacy regulation [Wal19]. Past work had located sites of regulatory
power in state attorneys general [Cit16] and corporate leadership roles [BM15],
but Waldman demonstrates how this patchwork of external regulation and self-
regulation has encouraged the “managerialization” of privacy law through symbolic
corporate compliance and performative box-ticking. It turns out that data proces-
sors themselves play an outsized role in determining whether a particular system
complies with privacy law, where the main decisions of consequences are performa-
tive: proper trainings, auditable (but not audited) records of past privacy decisions,
etc. So long as someone within a data processing organization performs their duties
within the formal confines of the bureaucracy, the decisions made do little to with
their substance. This phenomenon, known as “legal endogeneity,” represents a deep
problem in how complex and politically contested regulations are enforced; privacy
law is only one of many areas where the law suffers from this endogeneity [Ede16].
In some ways, this is to be expected based on the influence of data processors in
creating the law. Regulatory agencies are often composed of former industry repre-
sentatives, so the revolving doors of policymakers and data processing stakeholders
can help precisely encourage these circumstances [Eng13].

This predicament poses an existential question for DP advocates: what role could
DP play in the legal endogeneity of privacy law? As we’ve seen throughout this chap-
ter, DP represents a particular framing of privacy harms which encourages generally
stronger privacy protections than previous PETs. One could argue that if we tem-
porarily ignore the thresholding problem of setting appropriate upper bounds on
privacy loss budgets, systems which use DP as their “check-box” are still gener-
ally improved. On the contrary, because data processors have substantial leeway in
determining what constitutes a reasonable threshold for “using DP,” self-regulation
may instead further encourage the legal endogeneity of privacy law. Furthermore,
because DP requires a baseline understanding of its technical properties that most
regulators do not have, this prerequisite knowledge alone could shift power to more
technical stakeholders, giving them more leeway to self-determine if systems are
implemented reasonably. Such a shift also makes auditing substantially more diffi-
cult: executing reconstruction attacks, let alone identifying possible reconstruction
harms, can be burdensome for anyone involved. Formal privacy methods like DP
largely aim to prevent such attacks from being necessary; at the same time, pri-
vacy loss budgets suffer from a lack of contextual specificity to realized harms. Like
many of the social dimensions of privacy we’ve discussed before, the interventions
posed by DP may or may not improve how power is allocated in these systems.
Such a problem reflects deeper issues with the role of technical expertise in pivotal
decision-making processes [Eya19].
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16.5.4 Relational Data and Separability from Data Usage

DP focuses on an individualistic notion of data privacy through individual disclo-
sure risks, a concept quite literally baked into the technical definition of privacy
loss. As discussed earlier, this strengthens the connections between DP and polit-
ical theories centered around neoliberalism, where privacy is defined through the
lens of individual autonomy. Such a perspective ignores the numerous ways our pri-
vacy relations and decisions are not uniquely determined by individuals; [Coh12]
writes that “the liberal self who is the subject of privacy theory and privacy policy-
making does not exist...the self who is the real subject of privacy law and policy is
socially constructed, emerging gradually from a preexisting cultural and relational
substrate.” By this, Cohen refers to social, cultural, and political forces which mod-
ulate our subjective and time-evolving experiences with boundary management in
the broader sense. When we choose to “consent” to participate in a data processing
task, we are not making individualized decisions in a social vacuum, but instead
acting within a particular context in conjunction with broader forces playing a role
in how we participate.

Such a perspective becomes important when we consider the kinds of privacy
harms DP does not directly address, namely when we share information about
others or used to determine our relationship to others. In Viljoen’s “A Relational
Theory of Data Governance,” this idea is made explicit, writing that individual-
ized notions of data privacy “miss the point of data production in a digital econ-
omy: to put people into population-based relations with one another” [Vil20].
Viljoen analyzes “horizontal relations” not between data subjects and data collec-
tors, but among data subjects that mediate how their information is rendered at
the population level. Because DP both homes in on individual disclosure risks
and abstracts away potential harms from population-based relations by design
(for example, see [Jon21]), these relations could be seen as falling outside DP’s
purview.

Such work invites questions about whether, and if so, how, we should consider
the relationship between data collection and use. Like many aspects of data privacy,
this too has proved to be a lightning rod of contestation. Some claim that issues of
privacy should concern individual information leakage independent of use, whereas
the concerns arising from “horizontal relations” more likely stem from issues of
fairness and justice in how data are used [DM13]. Alternatively, others argue that
we need to consider these data relations as privacy problems, where the relations
in question are specifically enabled due to contextual information flows that fail
to align with existing norms [BN14]. DP alone cannot resolve these issues, but
it’s important to acknowledge the kinds of data relations not strictly captured by
individual privacy losses.
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16.6 Concluding Remarks

Throughout this chapter, the following central themes have emerged in our discus-
sions:

1. DP systems invoke interventions at the data processing stage in a particular
way to target certain privacy harms while bracketing others. The way DP
targets these technical risks DP does not delegitimize the real harms outside
its scope.

2. DP, like any PET, requires contextual evaluation to determine when its use
passes a threshold for satisfying a particular law. Who gets to determine this
threshold remains one of the central challenges in enacting privacy regula-
tions.

3. The formal properties of DP can help legal scholars concretize certain
ambiguous aspects of privacy law, but this formalization alone does not pro-
vide a substitute for the contextual evaluation of DP systems.

4. DP’s framing of disclosure risk is inherently tied to particular aspects and
interpretations of data privacy regulations, and such ties may or may be not
be representative of the legal mechanisms that best enshrine privacy as a social
value.

Understanding the nuances and complexities of privacy law scholarship remains
an important research goal and an exciting opportunity for new work at the inter-
section of quantitative and qualitative methods. We acknowledge that technologists
who are excited by the promise of DP may be discouraged by the complexity of these
problems or disheartened to hear so many legal scholars are skeptical or critical of
these technological advances. Our goal with this chapter is not to sow disillusion-
ment, but to describe how technologists are just as much involved in the production
of privacy-mediated power relations as the multitude of actors we’ve discussed in
this chapter. If anything, this chapter ought to encourage and excite technologists
who wish to substantively engage with qualitative privacy literature in ways that
can advance our social understanding of all privacy-preserving technologies, not
just DP.i

i. This chapter was written and first submitted in early 2023. Since its submission, legal, ethical, and social
studies of PETs like DP has emerged as a burgeoning research field. We hope that this book chapter continues
to serves as an entry point into this exciting and rapidly expanding new literature.
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Chapter 17

Relationships between Differential Privacy
and Algorithmic Fairness

By Rachel Cummings

17.1 Introduction

Recent years have found growing interest in the overlap between the fields of dif-
ferential privacy and algorithmic fairness. This includes both the question of when
privacy and fairness can be achieved together in a learning system, and questions
about the underlying technical relationship between privacy and fairness. While
these questions are natural and simple to pose, they are substantially less straight-
forward to answer.

One major challenge is that there does not exist a universal definition of algorith-
mic fairness. This is in contrast to differential privacy, which is a single mathemat-
ical formalization of privacyi. At a high level, all fairness definitions take the form:
“give similar treatment to people who deserve to be treated similarly,” although
there are many alternative formalizations of “similar treatment” and “people who
deserve to be treated similarly.” For example, should decision-making rules only
consider an individual’s observable, non-sensitive attributes (e.g., school admis-
sion based only on standardized test scores), or should it also consider protected

i. Although importantly, DP is not the only privacy definition one may ever wish to consider
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attributes for the sake of de-biasing other measurements or as recompense for
historical inequities (e.g., affirmative action)? To further complicate matters, ana-
lysts often must choose the set of attributes that deserve protection in their dataset,
either because this set is not defined exogenously in the law, or because there are
proxies that correlate with the sensitive attribute and can therefore be disclosive (e.g.,
shampoo choice correlates with race and gender). Additionally, the guarantee of
“similar treatment” can be formalized with respect to many different performance
metrics, such as precision or recall of a binary classifier, probability of a correct
classification, closeness in distribution of outcomes, and more.

The fairness literature for the most part can be divided into three different classes
of definitions:

1. individual fairness requires that “similar individuals are treated similarly,”
2. group fairness requires “fairness with respect to protected group member-

ship,” and
3. multi-group fairness requires “fairness with respect to membership in many,

potentially overlapping groups”.

These three classes are respectively explored in Sections 17.2, 17.3, and 17.4; each
section presents formal fairness definitions, algorithms that achieve the desired fair-
ness notions, and the relationship between the fairness notion and differential pri-
vacy.

In this chapter, we primarily consider the task of binary classification, where each
individual i has some observable attributes Xi and a binary label Yi ∈ {0, 1}; where
appropriate, they will also have a protected attribute Ai. For individual fairness in
Section 17.2, the fair algorithm only observes Xis, and must assign an outcome Ŷi to
each individual; for group and multi-group fairness in Sections 17.3 and 17.4, the
algorithm takes in a training set of n observations containing (Xi, Yi) pairs (and Ai

in Section 17.3), and must produce a binary classifier for use on future observations
that maps Xi to a predicted outcome Ŷi. In all settings, the mapping from Xi to Ŷi

must respect the fairness constraint.
As running examples of fair learning tasks throughout this chapter, we will use

(1) school admissions and (2) evaluating loan applications. In each these tasks,
binary decisions are made about individuals (i.e., acceptance/rejection at a school;
approval/denial of a loan) based on that individual’s submitted features X . In both
of these settings, there are certain social, moral, and legal fairness obligations that
should be respected in the decision-making processes. While we use these two exam-
ples for concreteness, we also emphasize that these are far from the only application
domains where fairness requirements are relevant.

When combining differential privacy and algorithmic fairness in a machine
learning system, a key observation is that these two constraints apply to different
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components of the learning pipeline. The classifier must be learned privately with
respect to the training data, in order to not leak sensitive information about the
training data when the classifier is applied in the future. The resulting classifier
must also be fair when applied to new (test) data. That is, privacy is required in
training, and fairness is required when testing. Of course, these requirements must
both be considered together during training, to ensure that the privately learned
classifier will be fair. Section 17.5 explores problems that may arise when fairness
is not explicitly considered during training.

Before delving into the material, it is important to clarify that this chapter is
not intended to be a comprehensive survey of the fairness literature, which is itself
well-developed and rapidly evolving. Instead this chapter focuses only the parts of
the fairness literature that are most relevant for differential privacy. The interested
reader is referred elsewhere for a more comprehensive overview of the fairness field.

17.2 Individual Fairness

Individual fairness, first introduced in Dwork et al. [Dwo+12], is arguably the most
natural of all the fairness notions considered in this chapter. At a high level, it
requires that similar individuals should be treated similarly. In the language of our
canonical running examples, this requires that students with similar academic apti-
tudes should be admitted to similar schools, and that loan applicants with similar
likelihood of repaying their loans should receive loans with similar conditions. This
adheres nicely to the primary high-level principle of differential privacy, that simi-
lar datasets should be treated similarly under differentially private algorithms. As we
will see, this enables the tools of differential privacy to be brought to bear in a very
organic fashion to achieve individual fairness—essentially by treating individuals
with their many attributes as databases with their many entries.

The algorithmic approach of Dwork et al. [Dwo+12] described in Section 17.2.1
considers a classification setting, and relies on the existence of metrics over both
individuals and outcomes to measure similarity for each. The individually fair classi-
fiers they construct are mappings from individuals to outcomes that approximately
preserve distances with respect to these metrics. They show that the use of differen-
tially private algorithms is one such method for achieving this fairness goal, which
is presented concretely here in Section 17.2.2.

As we will also see, this idealized fairness notion is unfortunately difficult to
achieve in practice, as it requires a perfect metric of “distance over individuals”
to measure similarity. For most—if not all—practical applications where fairness
is desired, no such metric exists, and no such measurement of individuals can be
made. What is a perfect measure of student aptitude or of willingness to repay a



560 Relationships between Differential Privacy and Algorithmic

loan? We can use SAT scores and credit scores, respectively, but these are known to
be imperfect measures that can be undesirably correlated with protected attributes
such as race, gender, and family background, and using such imperfect measures
risks further embedding existing societal biases. Recent work of Ilvento [Ilv20],
Rothblum and Yona [RY18], and Jung et al. [Jun+20] have all explored more prac-
tical and query-efficient ways of learning a metric that can be used in the algorith-
mic individual fairness framework of Dwork et al. [Dwo+12]; these are discussed
in Section 17.2.4.

17.2.1 Setting and Results

Consider a classification task over individuals (e.g., a bank must approve or deny
loans based on applications). Let X be the set of individuals, and let Y be the
set of outcomes (e.g., Y = {0, 1} for binary classification, as in our examples). The
classification task is to predict an individual’s Ŷ ∈ Y given their observed attributes
X ∈ X . Assume there exists a metric on individuals d : X×X → R, which takes as
input two individuals and outputs a “similarity score". That is, d(X1, X2) quantifies
the similarity of individuals X1, X2 ∈ X .

We consider random classifiers M : X → 1(Y), which map individuals to
distributions over outcomes. That is, given an individual X ∈ X , the classification
mechanism will choose an outcome according to the distribution M(X ). Our fair-
ness goal is for this mechanism to map similar individuals to similar distributions,
so we also require a distance measure D on distributions to quantify similarity, for
example D∞ or DTV , defined below.

Definition 17.1 (Total variation distance, DTV ). Let P, Q be two probability mea-
sures over a finite domain A. The statistical distance or total variation distance between
P and Q is:

DTV (P, Q) =
1

2

∑
Y∈Y
|P(Y )− Q(Y )|.

Note that DTV (P, Q) ∈ [0, 1] for all distributions P, Q . If P and Q are sim-
ilar, then DTV (P, Q) will be close to 0, and if P and Q are very different, then
DTV (P, Q) will be close to 1.

Definition 17.2 (D∞ distance). Let P, Q be two probability measures over a finite
domain A. The D∞ distance between P and Q is:

D∞(P, Q) = sup
Y∈Y

log

(
max

{
P(Y )

Q(Y )
,

Q(Y )

P(Y )

})
.
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Note that D∞(P, Q) ∈ [0,∞) for all distributions P, Q . If P and Q are similar,
then D∞(P, Q)≪ 1. If P and Q are very different, then D∞(P, Q)≫ 1.

We formalize the individual fairness constraint by requiring M to be a Lipschitz
mapping with respect to the metrics D and d .

Definition 17.3 (Lipschitz mapping). A mapping M : X → 1(Y) is (D, d)-
Lipschitz if for all X1, X2 ∈ X ,

D(M(X1), M(X2)) ≤ d(X1, X2).

Definition 17.4 (Individually fair classifier [Dwo+12]). A classifier M : X →
1(Y) is individually fair with respect to metrics d : X × X → R and D : 1(Y)×

1(Y)→ R if it is (D, d)-Lipschitz.

Note that, e.g., constant classifiers are trivially fair. Thus we want an individually
fair classifier that also satisfies a notion of utility. Let L : X × Y → R be a loss
function that measures the utility of assigning a specific outcome to a specific indi-
vidual. In the example of loan applications, L may capture the expected probability
that an applicant will default on their loan, or the (negative) expected revenue from
awarding a loan to this applicant.

The goal of individual fairness is described in the following optimization prob-
lem:

Find a mapping M that minimizes expected loss subject to the Lipschitz condition.

This optimization problem can be stated mathematically as follows:

min
M

E
X∼X

E
Ŷ∼M(X )

L(X , Ŷ ) (17.1)

s.t. D(M(X1), M(X2)) ≤ d(X1, X2), ∀X1, X2 ∈ X
M(X ) ∈ 1(Y), ∀X ∈ X .

Assuming oracle access to d(X1, X2) and L(X , Ŷ ), and when D is D∞ or DTV ,
this problem can be written as a linear program and solved efficiently.

Theorem 17.5 ([Dwo+12]). When D is either DTV or D∞, the optimization problem
described in (17.1) can be solved with an LP of size poly(|X |, |Y|).

To see this, we can write the classifier M as a collection of distributions µX =

M(X ) ∈ 1(Y), which can each in turn be described by a collection of decision
variables µX (Ŷ ) = Pr[M(X ) = Ŷ ], for all X ∈ X and Ŷ ∈ Y . Then it is easy to
see that the objective of (17.1) is linear in the |X ||Y| decision variables, and that
the second constraint can be written as a collection of |X | linear constraints.
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When D = DTV , the first constraint of (17.1) can be re-written as
1
2

∑
Ŷ∈Y(µX1(Ŷ ) − µX2(Ŷ )) ≤ d(X1, X2) and 1

2

∑
Ŷ∈Y(µX2(Ŷ ) − µX1(Ŷ )) ≤

d(X1, X2), which requires 2|X |2 linear constraints, given explicit access to the met-
ric d .

When D = D∞, we can re-write the first constraint as:

log
µX1(Ŷ )

µX2(Ŷ )
≤ d(X1, X2) ⇐⇒ µX1(Ŷ ) ≤ ed(X1,X2)µX2(Ŷ ),

∀X1, X2 ∈ X , ∀Ŷ ∈ Y .

Given explicit access to the metric d , this requires only |X |2|Y| linear constraints.
Other choices of metric D can also be plugged into this framework, and the same

optimization problem of (17.1) still applies. The computational efficiency of solv-
ing this optimization problem will depend on on properties of the chosen metric,
and how well the resulting instantiation of (17.1) can be solved using commercial
solvers.

17.2.2 Relationship to Differential Privacy

The connection between individual fairness and differential privacy is immediate
from the problem description. Individual fairness considers a mechanism that takes
in an individual and outputs an outcome sampled from a distribution. Individual
fairness requires that the distribution over outputs is similar when the the mech-
anism is run on similar individuals. Differential privacy considers a mechanism
which takes in a database and outputs an outcome sampled from a distribution.
Differential privacy requires that the distribution over outputs is similar when the
mechanism is run on similar databases.

Using the language of differential privacy with the notation of individual fair-
ness, consider a database X ∈ X and an analyst who wishes to privately answer
a query f : X → Y . The analyst will respond using a randomized mechanism
M : X → 1(Y). This mechanism will be ε-differentially private if and only if M
is (D∞, d)-Lipschitz for distance metric d(X1, X2) = ε∥X1−X2∥1. The utility loss
function for producing answer Ŷ ∈ Y on database X is L(X , Ŷ ) = df (f (X ), Ŷ ),
which should capture the domain-specific accuracy notion. A common loss func-
tion for real-valued queries would be additive error: df (f (X ), Ŷ ) = |f (X )− Ŷ |.

In short, differential privacy can be seen as an instantiation of individual fair-
ness, where databases are the individuals, and the neighboring relationship defines
similarity. Hence many of the algorithmic tools developed for differential privacy
can also be immediately applied to achieve individual fairness with the D∞ metric
over outcome distributions.
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17.2.3 Pros and Cons of Individual Fairness

Pros

The biggest strength of individual fairness is that it is a very natural and strong
fairness notion, which formalizes exactly what we would like our fairness notions
to capture: people should be considered as individuals and receive treated in the way
that they deserve, based on problem-specific merit-measures rather than irrelevant
attributes; e.g., admit students to schools based on aptitude, not based on parents’
income. The fairness constraint holds for all individuals, not just for some.

The natural connection to differential privacy allows existing DP tools to be used
as individually fair mechanisms. Additionally, the general LP framework of (17.1)
allows individually fair classifiers to efficiently computable if |X | is reasonably sized.

Finally, since fairness is considered at the individual level, algorithm designers
do not need to pre-specify a class of protected groups as is required for group fair-
ness (Section 17.3). This avoids problems of proxy variables which are correlated
with the protected attribute (e.g., hair length as a proxy for gender). It also ensures
fairness within groups, since “better” individuals receive “better” outcomes, inde-
pendent of group membership. As we will see in Section 17.3, these are major
challenges when applying group fairness.

Cons

The biggest weakness of individual fairness is that it requires complete knowledge
of a perfect distance metric d over individuals. This is nearly impossible to achieve
in practice, where the existing individual-level metrics are known to be imperfect
and embed existing biases (e.g., standardized test scores and credit scores). Recent
developments to address this challenge are discussed in Section 17.2.4.

Computationally, the population size |X | is not reasonably sized in many practi-
cal applications, and even poly(|X |) may be infeasible. Additionally, there are finite
sample problems when learning M based on this approach: if an individually fair M
is learned from a finite sample of a larger population, M is not guaranteed to remain
fair when extended to entire population. These are due in part to the (desirable)
strong fairness notion that requires fairness over all individuals. This also motivates
the notion of group fairness presented in Section 17.3, which coarsely approxi-
mates individual fairness via group membership to achieve better computational
efficiency and population-level generalization, at the cost of a less-perfect fairness
notion.

The objective minEX∼XL(X , ·) minimizes average loss over the population, but
does not optimize for individual loss. The objective could certainly be modified to
consider minimax loss over individuals, min maxX L(X , ·), but this would change
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the optimization problem and may harm some of the desirable algorithmic prop-
erties described above.

Upshot of Individual Fairness

Perfect in theory; extremely difficult to make practical.

17.2.4 Learning the Metric over Individuals

One of the main barriers to the practical deployment of individual fairness is the
requirement of a perfect task-specific metric d over individuals, which is needed to
apply the results of Dwork et al. [Dwo+12]. Naturally, access to such a metric is rare
to impossible in practice. Instead, Ilvento [Ilv20] proposes approximating a metric
for individual fairness using only a small number of queries to a human fairness
arbiter, who is “free of explicit biases and possesses sufficient domain knowledge to
evaluate similarity,” such as a financial regulator or a college admissions officer. This
approach builds upon tools from metric learning, which aims to automatically con-
struct task-specific distance metrics from weakly supervised data, and also focuses
on learning distance metrics from human feedback.

Ilvento [Ilv20] considers two types of queries that can be asked of the human
fairness arbiter to learn the distance metric. Triplet queries ask whether point x is
closer to point y or point z, and real-valued distance queries ask for the distance
between two points x and y.ii It is assumed that comparative evaluations are easier
for humans than absolute evaluations, and thus distance queries are considered
more expensive to ask the arbiter than triplet queries.

A key observation is that individual fairness does not require distances between
individuals to be maintained exactly by the Lipschitz mapping, only that the dis-
tances are not exceeded—note that the first constraint of (17.1) only requires a
one-sided bound that D(M(x), M(y)) ≤ d(x, y). This motivates the notion of a
submetric (Definition 17.6) which is a contraction of the original metric that does
not overestimate any distance beyond a small additive error term. Substituting a
submetric for the original metric d in [Dwo+12] will still maintain individual fair-
ness and will prove easier to learn.

Definition 17.6 (α-submetric). Given a metric d , we say that d ′ : V ×V → [0, 1]
is an α-submetric of d if for all u, v ∈ V , d ′(u, v) ≤ d(u, v)+ α.

ii. Relaxations of this framework are also considered, including settings where the arbiter is allowed to respond
to triplet queries with “too close to call” if d(x, y) and d(x, z) are very close, and allowing noisy responses
to real-valued queries. Similar relaxations were used in Jung et al. [Jun+20], which also considered how to
incorporate human expertise into fairness evaluation.
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The query-efficient submetric learning algorithm of Ilvento [Ilv20] first ran-
domly selects a small set of representatives from V , then approximately learns the
distances between each representative and all other points, and finally combines
these to produce a single submetric hypothesis. To learn approximate distances
to a single representative, first, points can be sorted in order of increasing dis-
tance from the representative using O(|V | log |V |) inexpensive triplet queries to
sort the elements (i.e., “is x or y closer to representative r?”). Given this ordering,
O(max{1/α, log |V |}) expensive real-valued distance queries can be used to label
the ordering with α-approximate (underestimated) distances.

These approximate distances alone are not sufficient to describe the underlying
metric; for example, knowing only that x and y are equidistant from r, it is impossi-
ble to distinguish whether d(x, y) is zero or twice their distance from r. Submetrics
constructed based on different representatives preserve different information about
the underlying metric, so information from all representatives are then aggregated
to form a more expressive submetric. Ilvento [Ilv20] provides a method for combin-
ing the distances dr from each representative, and shows that under certain technical
assumptions, i.e., how tightly packed individuals are, this approach will result in a
submetric with good distance preservation properties.

The approach of Jung et al. [Jun+20], which also focuses on engaging humans in
the decision-making process via pairwise comparisons, sidesteps the issue of learn-
ing the metric over individuals by not even assuming that such a metric exists.
Instead of trying to learn the true underlying metric, they seek to learn a classifier
that is consistent with the pairwise fairness constraints elicited from the human
arbiter.

Practical applications of these promising theoretical results are still far from
immediate. Even though Ilvento [Ilv20] and Jung et al. [Jun+20] show that only
a small number of queries are required of the arbiter, any practical system would
first have to identify such an unbiased and qualified individual (or collection of
individuals) to serve as the human fairness arbiter.

To address the challenge of extending the learned metric to a larger population,
Rothblum and Yona [RY18] consider the problem of learning a predictor from a
sample of labeled points (X ,Y) that will generalize well to the underlying distri-
bution, rather than learning a classifier for the input set of points. They show that
applying the individual fairness definition of Dwork et al. [Dwo+12] as-is for this
new goal makes even simple learning tasks infeasible. They instead develop a relaxed
approximate metric-fairness notion—formalized as Probably Approximately Correct
and Fair (PACF), which parallels the definition of PAC learning—that allows for
both a small additive slack in the similarity measure of outcomes and a small prob-
ability of failure of the fairness guarantee. This allows them to show that (under
certain technical conditions) learning an approximately metric-fair predictor
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on a sample generalizes to approximate metric-fairness over the underlying
distribution.

17.3 Group Fairness

Group fairness focuses on ensuring fair outcomes with respect to pre-determined pro-
tected groups (e.g., race or gender). Specifically, it assumes that protected groups have
been exogenously determined, and divides the attributes of each individual into
those which are protected (e.g., race, gender) and those which are unprotected (e.g.,
zip code, SAT score). Group fair algorithms are free to use unprotected attributes
arbitrarily, but must satisfy (approximately) equal treatment across groups, condi-
tioned on any realization of the protected attribute.

Unlike differential privacy, there is no single unified definition of group fairness;
the problem of defining group fairness is itself an active research area, with many
natural definitions put forth, corresponding to different mathematical formaliza-
tions of “equal treatment across groups” [Nar18; Mit+21]. Unfortunately, several of
the most popular definitions have been shown to be incompatible with each other,
and it is impossible for any group fairness definition to achieve a short list of natural
desiderata [KMR17]. As such, the appropriate formal definition of group fairness
should depend on the use case and the analysis task.

The approach of focusing on fairness with respect to protected group member-
ship is in part a response to the practical challenges of individual fairness: although
it may be impractical to guarantee fairness across all individuals, we will see that
standard machine learning tools are well-equipped to construct classifiers that guar-
antee similar outcomes across a small number of well-defined groups. The focus on
group membership is also born out of the reality that in many practical contexts,
fair treatment is legally or ethically mandated based on certain protected attributes,
such as race, gender, sexual orientation, or disability status.

However, this approach also introduces new practical challenges when pro-
tected groups are not automatically defined, since fair treatment is only guaran-
teed with respect to the specified groups. Which groups deserve protection? How
should correlations between protected and unprotected attributes be handled?
The mathematical formalization of group fairness sidesteps this issue by assum-
ing an exhaustive, pre-defined list of protected groups, which is input to the algo-
rithm. This may be appropriate for applications such as housing or employment,
where the set of protected attributes are legally defined, but poses a meaningful
barrier for other critical applications, such as loan approval or recidivism pre-
diction, where the division between protected and unprotected attributes is less
straightforward.
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Relationship to Differential Privacy

Unlike individual fairness, group fairness does not have an inherent technical con-
nection to differential privacy. However, analysts who are concerned with the soci-
etal implications of their machine learning pipeline may want to simultaneously
achieve privacy and fairness. In this framework, the analyst would require differen-
tial privacy for the training dataset that is used to learn the classifier, and fairness
for the future test set (possibly the rest of the population) to which the classifier
will be applied.

We emphasize that group fairness and differential privacy are orthogonal goals
to be satisfied on separate portions of the dataset. The question becomes the com-
patibility of these two objectives, and whether they can be simultaneously achieved.
While the design of algorithms for learning group-fair classifiers has been studied
extensively in the fairness literature, we will focus here on the results of two papers
[CGKM19; Jag+19] that provide a positive answer to this question by designing
differentially private algorithms for learning group-fair classifiers. These two papers
take a similar algorithmic approach (presented in Section 17.3.2) to achieve privacy
for the training set and fairness for the test set.

17.3.1 Setting

Consider the problem of binary classification in a semi-supervised setting. Each
individual’s data forms a triple (X , A, Y ), where X is an unprotected attribute, A
is a protected attribute, and Y is a binary label (e.g., will repay a loan or not).iii

These triples are drawn from an unknown joint distribution P, corresponding the
underlying population. Given n i.i.d. samples from P, an analyst’s goal is to learn a
classifier Ŷ that maps observable attributes (X , A) to predicted labelsiv Ŷ in a way
that:

• is differentially private with respect to the database of n sampled training
points,

• yields a Ŷ that is fair with respect to the protected attribute A, and
• Ŷ is an accurate prediction of Y given (X , A).

We emphasize that in contrast to the individual fairness setting, which sought
predictions only for the given set of individuals, we move here to a more classical
machine learning setting, where we have access to a finite sample from a larger

iii. On a (labeled) training dataset, the analyst will be able to observe all (X , A, Y ) of an individual, but on the
test set, the analyst will only be able to observe (X , A) and must predict Ŷ .

iv. To simplify presentation, we will abuse notation to let Ŷ denote both the mapping and the outcome of that
mapping on an implied (X , A).
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underlying population, and we seek to learn a classifier that can be applied to the
entire population.

As discussed above, there are many possible definitions of group fairness. In the
setting of binary classification that we consider here, the most commonly used
fairness notions are Equalized Odds (Definition 17.8) and Equal Opportunity
(Remark 17.9), which require similar false positive and true positive rates across
groups [HPS16]. We define these first.

Definition 17.7 (False Positive Rate, True Positive Rate). Let FPa(Ŷ ) and TPa(Ŷ )

respectively denote the false positive rate and true positive rate of classifier Ŷ on the group
{A = a}:

FPa(Ŷ ) =Pr[Ŷ = 1|A = a, Y = 0]

TPa(Ŷ ) =Pr[Ŷ = 1|A = a, Y = 1],

where the probabilities are taken over the distribution P and the randomness of the
classifier.

We also define empirical false positive rate and true positive rate, F̂Pa(Ŷ ) and
F̂Pa(Ŷ ) as the average rates evaluated on the labeled sample.

We use Equalized Odds as our fairness notion, which requires all subgroups a ∈
A to have similar true and false positive rates. Similar true (resp., false) positive
rates implies that conditioned on being a qualified candidate with Y = 1 (resp.,
unqualified candidate with Y = 0), the chance of getting the good outcome Ŷ = 1
is approximately equalized across groups.

Definition 17.8 (γ -Equalized Odds fairness). A classifier Ŷ satisfies γ -equalized
odds fairness with respect to protected attribute A if ∀a, a′ ∈ A, both the following
conditions hold:

|FPa(Ŷ )− FPa′(Ŷ )| ≤ γ and |TPa(Ŷ )− TPa′(Ŷ )| ≤ γ .

Remark 17.9. A slightly relaxed fairness notion is that of Equal Opportunity, which
only requires similar true positive rates across groups. This relaxation only requires that
qualified candidates (Y = 1) receive fair treatment, and makes no fairness requirement
for the unqualified candidates (Y = 0).

To measure accuracy, define the error of a classifier Ŷ to be its misclassification
error on the population:

err(Ŷ ) = Pr
P,Ŷ

[Ŷ ̸= Y ].
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We also define empirical error êrr(Ŷ ) as the average misclassification error on the
training set. Given a hypothesis class H (e.g., the set of all binary classifiers), we
will consider randomized classifiers Ŷ in 1(H).

The analyst’s formal goal is to find a classifier Ŷ that minimizes empirical error
subject to the equalized odds fairness constraint, which can be formalized as the
following optimization problem:

min
Ŷ∈1(H)

êrr(Ŷ ) (17.2)

s.t. |F̂Pa(Ŷ )− F̂Pa′(Ŷ )| ≤ γ ∀a, a′ ∈ A

|T̂Pa(Ŷ )− T̂Pa′(Ŷ )| ≤ γ ∀a, a′ ∈ A.

Solving the optimization problem of (17.2) will ensure a classifier that is accurate
and satisfies γ -Equalized Odds group fairness. Of course, the analyst would prefer
to minimize distributional error subject to distributional true and false positive
rates, but they must instead settle for the empirical proxies evaluated on their finite
sample. This gap will be accounted for in the final approximation bound given in
Section 17.3.2.

If we additionally use a differentially private method for solving the optimization
problem, then we will satisfy the desiderata of privacy and fairness. Fortunately, the
requisite private machine learning and optimization tools exist, which we will see
next.

17.3.2 Algorithmic Approach and Results

Since the optimization problem of (17.2) encodes the goal of maximizing accuracy
subject to a group fairness constraint, the remaining task is only to solve (17.2) in
a differentially private and computationally efficient way. Both Cummings et al.
[CGKM19] and Jagielski et al. [Jag+19] take the same high-level approach to this
task, with the following three steps: (1) re-write (17.2) as a linear program of finite
size; (2) formulate the LP as a two-player zero-sum game; and (3) solve the game
with differentially private no-regret learning dynamics.

This approach relies on a foundational result of Freund and Schapire [FS96],
which states that in two-player zero-sum games, if one player plays according to a
no-regret learning algorithm and the other player best-responds, then average play
of both players will converge to a Nash equilibrium of the game. By strong duality,
this equilibrium corresponds to an optimal solution of the LP, which must be a fair
and accurate classifier. Since the learning algorithm is differentially private, this also
satisfies the privacy requirement.
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Below we present an informal statement of this main result, and then proceed
with details of the algorithmic construction.

Theorem 17.10 (Cummings et al. [CGKM19] and Jagielski et al. [Jag+19]). There
exists an (ε, δ)-differentially private algorithm that runs in polynomial time (given
access to an oracle), and with probability at least 1− β outputs a random classifier Ŷ

that satisfies err(Ŷ ) ≤ OPT+α and (γ+α)-Equalized Odds, for α = O(

√
log(1/β)

nε ).

Step 1: Re-writing the Problem

First we observe that the optimization problem in (17.2) is a linear program
with polynomially many constraints. Specifically, note that when a classifier Ŷ
is described explicitly by the probability of producing Ŷ = 1 given observable
attributes (X = x, A = a), then êrr(Ŷ ), F̂Pa(Ŷ ), and T̂Pa(Ŷ ) can all be expressed
as a linear function of the classifier.

For a given Ŷ , we can write the fairness constraints in matrix form, as r⃗(Ŷ ) ≤ 0⃗,
where,v

r⃗(Ŷ ) =

[
F̂Pa(Ŷ )− F̂Pa′(Ŷ )− γ

T̂Pa(Ŷ )− T̂Pa′(Ŷ )− γ

]
a,a′∈A

∈ R2|A|2 .

Next we can Lagrangify these constraints by introducing a Lagrangian variable
for each constraint:

λ⃗ =

[
λ(FP,a,a′)

λ(TP,a,a′)

]
a,a′∈A

∈ R2|A|2 .

We assume ∥λ⃗∥1 ≤ B for a given B to ensure convergence of the no-regret dynam-
ics.

Finally, our fair learning LP can equivalently be written as the following
Lagrangian minimax problem:

min
Ŷ∈1H

max
∥λ⃗∥1≤B

êrr(Ŷ )+ λ⃗⊤r⃗(Ŷ ). (17.3)

Step 2: Formulating as a Game

Kearns et al. [KNRW18] was the first to give a reduction from the problem of
learning a fair classifier as formalized in (17.3) to the problem of computing an

v. |A| is commonly assumed to be a small constant corresponding to the number of demographic groups in a
population. However, if |A| is infinite or otherwise too large for 2|A|2 constraints to be feasible, an alternative
formulation relying on Sauer’s Lemma requires only O(nVC−DIM(A)) constraints.
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approximate equilibrium of a two-player zero-sum game. This approach uses Sion’s
Minimax Theorem to write (17.3) as:

min
Ŷ∈1H

max
∥λ⃗∥1≤B

êrr(Ŷ )+ λ⃗⊤r⃗(Ŷ ) = max
∥λ⃗∥1≤B

min
Ŷ∈1H

êrr(Ŷ )+ λ⃗⊤r⃗(Ŷ ) = OPT ,

(17.4)
where OPT is the optimal objective value to the fair learning problem.

This provides the payoff matrix for a two-player zero-sum game. The primal
(minimization) player is a Learner who chooses a classifier Ŷ ∈ H to minimize
empirical error (plus a fairness penalty term given by the Lagrangian). The dual
(maximization) player is an Auditor who chooses a fairness constraint that is maxi-
mally violated. Intuitively, the Auditor is trying to identify a group a ∈ A that expe-
riences the largest fairness violation under the Learner’s Ŷ , and puts all the weight
on the dual variable corresponding to that constraint. Allowing both players ran-
domized strategies in this game yields the full decision space for the optimization
problem.

When these two players iteratively and repeatedly play this zero-sum game, and
one plays according to a no-regret learning algorithm while the other plays a best-
response, then the foundational result of Freund and Schapire [FS96] guarantees
that average game play will converge to an approximate equilibrium. By (17.4), an
equilibrium of this game corresponds to an optimal solution of the LP—i.e., a fair
and accurate classifier.

Step 3: Private No-regret Dynamics

While the roles of “no-regret algorithm” and “best-responder” are interchangeable
between players,vi both players must compute their action differentially privately.
The Learner relies on the training data to evaluate classifier accuracy, and the Audi-
tor relies on the training data to find a fairness constraint that is violated.

The player using the no-regret algorithm can use any of the numerous differen-
tially private no-regret learning algorithms—such as Private Follow the Perturbed
Leader or Private Multiplicative Weights—to compute their action. For the other
player, Kearns et al. [KNRW18] show in the non-private setting that the best-
response of both players can be reduced to cost-sensitive classification (CSC), where
the cost of predicting a label depends on the label value. Thus the algorithmic results
rely on the existence of a differentially private CSC oracle—such as the Exponen-
tial Mechanism or another private heuristic—to allow the best-response player to
efficiently and privately compute their action.

vi. Cummings et al. [CGKM19] has the Learner play a no-regret algorithm and the Auditor best-responds,
while Jagielski et al. [Jag+19] uses the reverse roles.
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Thus we have privately learned a fair and accurate classifier, as desired. The addi-
tional approximation terms in the accuracy and fairness guarantees in Theorem
17.10 come from inherent noise in the private no-regret learner and the private
CSC oracle. Additionally, Freund and Schapire [FS96] only guarantee an approxi-
mate-equilibrium, which corresponds to an approximate solution to (17.2). Finally,
since (17.2) necessarily evaluates accuracy and fairness empirically based on the
training data, there will be some loss that depends on the sample size when gener-
alizing back to the original (infinite) population.

Remark 17.11. Alabi [Ala19] provides improved sample complexity bounds for the
problem of private and group fair learning, under the assumption of a slightly different
oracle. Those bounds apply to Equalized Odds fairness, as well as other group fairness
notions that can be expressed as a convex loss function.

17.3.3 Pros and Cons of Group Fairness

Pros

The most obvious advantage of focusing on group fairness is that it integrates will
with existing machine learning frameworks, and can be achieved in a computation-
ally efficient way using existing algorithmic tools. This lowers the barriers for use,
and makes it easier for theorists to design group fair algorithms, and for practition-
ers to implement them.

While this chapter focused primarily on Equalized Odds as a notion of group
fairness, it is far from the only definition; dozens have been proposed, discussed,
and used in the literature (see, e.g., Narayanan [Nar18] and Mitchell et al. [Mit+21]
for surveys). Group fairness encompasses a family of fairness definitions, all sharing
the same general flavor: “the treatment of individuals should independent of their
protected attributes.” This family ranges from attribute-blind policies (e.g., college
admission based only on SAT scores), to attribute-aware policies such as affirmative
action to make up for historical inequities, to dynamic policies that account for the
many decisions made about an individual over the course of her life. The specific
definition of group fairness used in any particular application can be tailored to suit
practical needs, based on domain-specific fairness concerns and modeling choices.

Cons

The myriad of definitions is also a weakness of group fairness. There is no one single
correct definition of group fairness that theorists or practitioners can use off-the-
shelf across all application domains. Instead, they must understand the contextual
and sociological requirements that give rise to fairness concerns in their specific
application domain, and choose the appropriate mathematical fairness definition.
This challenge is exacerbated by the fact that many common group fairness notions
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are incompatible, and provably cannot be achieved simultaneously [KMR17]. Thus
while the field has readily available group-fair algorithms, the deployment of these
tools does not scale easily to new use cases.

Relatedly, group fairness requires the analyst to pre-specify all groups requir-
ing fair treatment as an input to the algorithm, and it does not provide any fair-
ness guarantees with respect to other groups. In the absence of laws that explicitly
enumerate legally protected attributes, determining the appropriate collection of
protected groups is far from straightforward. This challenge is exacerbated when
seemingly unimportant attributes may serve as a proxy for the protected attribute
(e.g., shampoo choice may be highly correlated with race and gender). With high-
dimensional training datasets and complex machine learning algorithms, it is easy
to inadvertently encode bias through proxies. The selection of protected groups—
like the choice of fairness definition—requires significant sociological research and
domain expertise, which again slows the deployment of group-fair algorithms.

Finally, group fairness ensures fairness on average for a group, but does not pro-
vide guarantees across individuals within a group. Within a fixed group (corre-
sponding to some a ∈ A), more qualified individuals may receive worse outcomes
than less qualified individuals, even under a group-fair classifier. Within-group
unfairness enables other types of unfair treatment such as reverse tokenism, where
the least qualified members of a group are selected as positive examples (i.e., Ŷ = 1)
to spuriously demonstrate lack of merit for the entire group, and it ignores intersec-
tionality, where individuals may belong to multiple overlapping groups (e.g., based
on race, gender, and disability status). Satisfying group fairness with respect to each
group independently is not sufficient to guarantee fairness across the intersection
of these groups, as we demonstrate next in Section 17.4.

Upshot of Group Fairness

Easy to achieve algorithmically; doesn’t capture all fairness concerns.

17.4 Multi-group Fairness

Two of the shortcomings of group fairness as studied in Section 17.3 are that it
requires all protected groups to be specified in advance, and that it does not capture
notions of intersectionality, where individuals may belong to multiple overlapping
groups—for example, a group corresponding to their race and a group correspond-
ing to their gender. In the computer science literature, the latter concern is referred
to as multi-group fairness.

As an illustration of the need for multi-group fairness, consider the follow-
ing example. Imagine all people have two protected attributes: shape—round or
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square—and color— blue or green.vii Imagine that these attributes are uniformly
distributed in the population and independent of an individual’s ability or intent to
repay a loan. Consider the classifier that awards loans to everyone who is round-blue
and square-green, and denies all others. This classifier would satisfy perfect Equal-
ized Odds fairness (Definition 17.8) with respect to shape and color separately,
but not when the two features are considered together. In particular, this would be
unfair to round-green and square-blue people under any reasonable definition of
fairness, since they have no hope of a positive outcome, regardless of their merit.
Similar examples were given in [DI19], which showed that group-fair classifiers do
not compose in the way that differential privacy does. For example, making fair hir-
ing decisions with respect to race and gender independently does not automatically
ensure that combinations thereof will be treated fairly.

One solution for this simple example is to redefine protected attributes to include
these intersections, and require group fairness across all four newly-defined groups.
However, the computational complexity of this approach scales exponentially with
the number of protected attributes, which may not be feasible in many practi-
cal applications, particularly when protected attributes take on non-binary (e.g.,
income) or continuous values (e.g., probability of developing a disease). Addition-
ally, this would maintain the weakness of group fairness that one must pre-specify
all possible groups that require fair treatment; in practice, the full set of protected
attributes may not be known in advance, particularly due to correlations across
attributes. E.g., hair color is not a legally protected attribute, but it can be a proxy
for race due to correlations between race and hair color.

In this section, we will see approaches for multi-group fairness that do not require
the set of protected groups to be known in advance, and are computationally effi-
cient, even for an arbitrarily large number of protected groups.

17.4.1 Setting

In the multi-group fairness setting, each individual’s data consists of a pair (X , Y )

drawn from an unknown distribution P, where X includes all attributes, and
Y is a binary label. Note that we no longer specify protected attributes A, but
instead introduce an arbitrary attribute domain X that allows for high-dimensional
attribute vector X . It will be the implicit task of the learning algorithm to determine
which combinations of attributes require protection.

Our learning goal is a continuous prediction task—a relaxation of the binary
classification task considered in Section 17.3. Given n i.i.d. samples from P, the

vii. For a more provocative example, consider these attributes to be race and gender. To avoid addressing complex
social issues which are beyond the scope of this book, we use made-up attributes instead.
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analyst would like to learn a predictor p : X → [0, 1], where the prediction p(X ) ∈

[0, 1] can be interpreted as the predicted probability of the event that Y = 1 for
an individual with attributes X .

Note that the Bayes optimal predictor p∗(X ) = Pr[Y = 1|X ] both maxi-
mizes predictive accuracy, and is perfectly fair to all individuals. That is, it is indi-
vidually fair with respect to the metric over individuals d(Xi, Xj) = |Pr[Y =
1|Xi] − Pr[Y = 1|Xj]|. However, learning this optimal predictor is information
theoretically impossible from a finite sample. Instead, we will seek to learn a pre-
dictor that seeks to maximize both predictive accuracy and the number of groups
that receive fairness protections, given information-theoretic and computational
constraints.

As we will see, the method for non-privately learning a multi-group fair predictor
has natural algorithmic parallels to learning a group-fair classifier in Section 17.3,
while known private methods for this problem take a substantially different algo-
rithmic form. As a result, we will primarily focus here on algorithms for learning a
multi-group fair predictor without a privacy constraint in order to better highlight
this connection, with a discussion of differentially private techniques for learning a
multi-group fair predictor deferred to Section 17.4.4.

17.4.2 Multi-calibration

A common fairness solution for predictors is calibration, which attempts to ensure
that groups of individuals with similar risk, Pr[Y = 1|X ], receive similar predic-
tions, p(X ). Calibration is also commonly used (outside of fairness) as an accuracy
notion in the statistics and forecasting literature (e.g., [SSV03]) to ensure that the
probabilistic prediction of an event occurring is close to the true probability.

Definition 17.12 (α-calibration). A predictor p : X → [0, 1] is α-calibrated if for
all v ∈ supp(p),

|Pr[Y = 1|p(X ) = v]− v| ≤ α,

or equivalently, in terms of the Bayes optimal predictor p∗(X ),

|E[p∗(X )|p(X ) = v]− v| ≤ α.

In words, calibration requires that of all the individuals who receive prediction
v, their average positive outcome probability is close to v—e.g., among the people
who receive a prediction of 70% chance of having Y = 1, 70% of them should
truly have Y = 1. Note that for Boolean predictors, exact calibration (α = 0)
requires perfect accuracy.
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However, while calibration is a desirable property, it is a relatively weak condi-
tion, and it alone is not sufficient to ensure fairness. Concretely, the mean-predictor
pµ(X ) = µ := EP[Y ] is perfectly calibrated but uninformative: Pr[Y = 1|pµ =

µ] = Pr[Y = 1] = µ. To relate this to fairness, consider two groups S and T
with identical distributions of Y . Imagine that the predictor used for group S is
calibrated and informative, where some individuals receive predictions above the
mean, and that group T simply receives the (perfectly calibrated) mean predictor.
Any reasonable decision-making procedure based on these predictions, will pro-
vide different outcomes to individuals with the same risk across different groups,
due to their differently ranked predictions. This problem will be particularly exac-
erbated for minority groups who are underrepresented in training data, for whom
an informative predictor will be more difficult to learn.

As with the binary classification setting studied in Sections 17.2 and 17.3,
we observe that calibration as a fairness notion has a gap in treatment between
individual and group fairness. Calibration across a small number of pre-defined
groups is easily achievable, but does not provide sufficient fairness, as too many
diverse individuals may be grouped together under one single prediction value.
At the other extreme, individual calibration provides the guarantee that the pre-
diction made for each individual is her true probability of receiving a 1-label:
Pr[Y = 1|p(X ) = v ∧ X ] = p∗(X ). However, this requires learning the Bayes
optimal predictor, which is unattainable from a finite sample.

This motivates the definition of multi-calibration, which bridges between these
two notions to provide multi-group fairness. Multi-calibration will guarantee cal-
ibration across a set of computationally identifiable groups, where the notion of
identifiability will depend on a parameterized computational bound. This provides
a computationally efficient relaxation of individual fairness, and it also strength-
ens the notion of group fairness by going beyond a small number of pre-defined
protected groups.

Definition 17.13 (Multi-calibration [HKRR18]). Let C ⊆ {c : X → {0, 1}}. A
predictor p is (C, α)-multi-calibrated if ∀c ∈ C and ∀v ∈ supp(p),

|E[Y |p(X ) = v ∧ c(X ) = 1]− v| ≤ α.

The class C describes the collection of subpopulations that require privacy pro-
tections, where for each subpopulation S ⊆ X , there should exist a function cS
such that cS(X ) = 1 if and only if X ∈ S. The class C should be chosen to be
as expressive as the analyst can afford computationally—e.g., the class of functions
that are implementable by depth-d decision trees. This gives the analyst explicit
control over the balance between group and individual fairness—a larger and richer
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C will result in fairness across more protected groups, but will be more computa-
tionally expensive.

An alternative interpretation of the role of C is that in order to claim that a
predictor is unfair, multi-calibration requires a “witness” of a group that is treated
unfairly. If C is large, this grants more computational power to find such a witness,
which also requires fairness across more groups.

One benefit of multi-calibration is that it ensures that no qualified sub-
populations in C are overlooked. For example, suppose there exists c ∈ C such that
E[Y |c(X ) = 1] > 1− α. Then any (C, α)-multi-calibrated predictor should give
high predictions on the group described by c. Thus C identifies the prediction-
relevant structure in Y |X . This also ensures that multi-calibration is robust to
under-representation, as predictions must be calibrated even if a group is small.
Additionally, it requires learning within protected groups to identify qualified indi-
viduals a priori, thus avoiding the pitfalls illustrated in the example above with
groups S and T .

17.4.3 Learning Multi-calibrated Predictors

The algorithmic process for learning a multi-calibrated predictor involves a similar
primal-dual framework as the algorithm in Section 17.3.2 for learning a group-fair
classifier, with some key technical differences. The high-level process is still: (1)
write the problem formally as a constrained optimization problem; (2) formulate
the optimization problem as a two-player zero-sum game; and (3) solve the game
using no-regret learning dynamics.

As in Section 17.3.2, this approach will rely on the result of Freund and Schapire
[FS96], that average no-regret play of a two-player zero-sum game converges to an
approximate Nash equilibrium. With the appropriate game formulation in Step 2,
an equilibrium strategy of the Learner (primal player) will correspond to a multi-
calibrated predictor.

The main difference from Section 17.3.2 is that the underlying optimization
cannot be written as an LP, but instead will be a non-linear feasibility problem.
This new optimization problem leads to a modified no-regret learning set-up, and
in particular, requires a reduction to weak agnostic learning for the Auditor to com-
pute a best-response.

Nevertheless, the following theorem says that a multi-calibrated predictor can be
efficiently learned using this procedure. The second part of the result tells us that
the learned predictor can be described with a circuit of size not much larger than
the complexity of representing the functions in C.

Theorem 17.14 ([HKRR18]). There exists an efficient algorithm that, if given
access to a Weak Agnostic Learner, learns a (C, α)-multi-calibrated predictor p using
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O(log |C|poly(1/α)) labeled samples in O(|C|poly(1/α)) time. Further, if member-
ship in each set c ∈ C can be evaluated by a circuit of size s, then p can be implemented
by a circuit of size O(s · poly(1/α)).

This result also says that learning a multi-calibrated predictor can be interpreted
as a boosting algorithm, as weak agnostic learners can be boosted to strong agnos-
tic learners after polynomially many iterations. The Auditor is a weak learner that
identifies sources of unfairness in the Learner’s current predictor. If the Auditor
identifies a group that is treated unfairly, then this is used as an update that makes
significant process towards multi-calibration. If the Auditor fails to identify such a
group, then the current predictor must be multi-calibrated.

Now we proceed with details of the algorithmic construction.

Step 1: Framing the Optimization Problem

The major difference from Section 17.3.2 is that there is no explicit error objective
in the optimization problem to be solved.viii Under group fairness, the goal was to
maximize accuracy (that is, minimize error) subject to a fairness constraint. Here,
multi-calibration is an accuracy notion—ensuring that average predictions on sub-
groups are correct—so we do not need to separately track accuracy and fairness.
This leaves us with the following feasibility problem, where we need only to find a
predictor that satisfies the multi-calibration constraint:

min
p:X→[0,1]

0 (17.5)

s.t. |E[Y |p(X ) = v ∧ c(X ) = 1]− v| ≤ α ∀c ∈ C and ∀v ∈ supp(p).

Step 2: Formulation as a Game

While we can no longer explicitly Lagrangify the constraint in this formulation due
to the the requirement that the prediction error must be below α for all v ∈ supp(p),
we can still view this as a two-player zero-sum game between a Learner and an
Auditor.

The primal player is a Learner who chooses a predictor p, and the dual player
is an Auditor who attempts to find a sub-population identified by c ∈ C that is
treated unfairly under p. The payoff to the Auditor is the calibration error α on the
sub-population c under the predictor p; the Learner’s payoff is −α.

Step 3: No-regret Dynamics

The Learner is facing a traditional online learning set-up when this game is played
repeatedly: they can use any no-regret learning algorithm, iteratively update the

viii. This objective is not needed because the goals of multi-calibration are already aligned with regression accu-
racy, and imply standard loss minimization [Gop+22].
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chosen predictor based on the bandit feedback from the Auditor, and (under
the assumption of accurate feedback from the Auditor) this approach will con-
verge to a solution where the Auditor cannot identify any (computationally-
efficiently identifiable) violated sub-populations, which implies a multi-calibrated
predictor. All that remains to be shown is that such an algorithm exists for the
auditor.

Formally, the Auditor faces the following problem: Given p : X → [0, 1], find
a c ∈ C such that |E[Y |p(X ) = v ∧ c(X ) = 1] − v| is large, or equivalently,
such that |E[c(X )(Y − v)]| is large. Note that this is exactly the problem of Weak
Agnostic Learning for correlation detection, where a learner wants to identify cor-
relations greater than α between X and Y − p(X ). This can be formalized through
the following equivalence of auditing a multi-calibrated learner and Weak Agnostic
Learning.

Theorem 17.15 ([HKRR18]). If C is α-weakly agnostically learnable, then there
exists a (C, α)-multi-calibrated learner. Similarly, if there exists a (C, α)-multi-
calibrated learner, then C is α-agnostically learnable.

Thus auditing multi-calibrated predictors is identical to weak agnostic learning
(i.e., correlation detection), and by a reduction, we can go from auditing (or weak
agnostic learning) to learning a multi-calibrated predictor. This gives us an algo-
rithm to satisfy the learning goal of (computationally efficiently) identifying any
function that satisfies fairness in the form of calibration for the sub-populations of
interest, as specified by the class C.

More concretely, in the repeated game, the Learner (primal player) can use any
no-regret learning algorithm to learn a multi-calibrated predictor, and the Auditor
(dual player) uses a Weak Agnostic Learning oracle to identify a sub-population
in each round. No-regret dynamics and the result of Freund and Schapire [FS96]
ensure that average play converges to an approximate-Nash equilibrium. The aver-
age predictor (i.e., averaged over all rounds of play) of the Learner corresponds to
an approximately optimal solution to the original optimization problem (17.5),
which will also be a multi-calibrated predictor.

Remark 17.16. From a practical perspective, we note that while agnostic learning is
computationally hard (i.e., it is equivalent to boosting), it can be efficient in some cases.
For example, when predictions are in [0, 1] rather than Boolean, this is a regression
problem, which can be solved efficiently. More broadly, nearly all of machine learning
is based on agnostic learning, so relying on a weak agnostic learner should work well in
practice, despite theoretical hardness.

Remark 17.17 (Individual calibration). The framework in this section considers set-
tings where each individual participates in this experience only once (e.g., applying for a
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mortgage), and experiences a single (high-stakes) binary outcome. Kearns et al. [KRS19]
consider a variant setting where each individual instead participates in many low-stakes
labelings (e.g., impressions of targeted ads). In this case, considering individual fairness
in expectation may be justified since the individual can realize the outcomes of many
personalized decisions.

This set-up can be viewed equivalently as an average-case version of individual fair-
ness as formalized in Section 17.2, or as an individual version of calibration as formal-
ized here, where each individual’s distribution of outcomes should be calibrated with
respect to their personal ground truth.

17.4.4 Relationship to Differential Privacy

The algorithmic approach presented in Section 17.4.3 for learning multi-calibrated
predictors is not differentially private as stated, although there are many indica-
tions that it likely could be made differentially private, to enable privately-trained
multi-group fair predictors. Firstly, the original algorithmic construction for learn-
ing a multi-calibrated predictor “borrows ideas from the literature on differentially
private query release and optimization” [HKRR18]. This suggests an underlying
relationship between multi-calibration and differential privacy, even though the
algorithm itself is not fully differentially private due to the use of other non-private
subroutines. Secondly, the overall framework for learning a multi-calibrated pre-
dictor in Section 17.4.3 closely parallels the framework for learning a group-fair
classifier in Section 17.3.2. Both involve first framing the fairness-constrained learn-
ing problem as a minimax optimization problem, then formulating the optimiza-
tion problem as a two-player zero-sum game that can be solved by a no-regret
learner, and finally showing that an equilibrium of the game corresponds to a
solution to the original learning problem. In Section 17.3.2, this process is made
private through the use of a private no-regret learner, which suggests that a pri-
vate no-regret learner could similarly be used to privately learn a multi-calibrated
predictor.

This open problem was answered in the affirmative by Kim [Kim20], which
showed that multi-calibrated predictors can be learned in a differentially private
way. Rather than adding differential privacy using the method above, Kim [Kim20]
took an alternative approach that results in improved sample complexity of learning
in some parameter regimes. This approach relies on statistical query (SQ) learning,
and in particular, differentially private SQ oracles and differentially private density
estimation oracles. The algorithm iteratively cycles through all classes in C and all
possible outputs v, and (privately) checks whether the density at v is sufficiently
high to be worth investigating the predictor’s correctness at v. If yes, it calls a (pri-
vate) SQ oracle to check whether the oracle gives an answer that is sufficiently
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far from the current prediction. If so, then this (private) SQ oracle is used to
update the predictor; if not, then the algorithm continues checking classes and
outputs.

This algorithmic approach is similar in structure to Private Multiplicative
Weights (PMW) (see Section 4.6.1 of Chapter 4 for details), and its privacy anal-
ysis also follows a similar structure: it is shown that not too many update steps are
required for convergence to a good predictor, and that each update step is differ-
entially private; thus the the overall privacy guarantee follows from composition.
Because the algorithmic approach is sufficiently different to other approaches pre-
sented in this chapter, and the analysis is quite subtle, it is not presented here; the
interested reader is instead referred to [Kim20].

17.5 Impact of Privacy on Fair Outcomes

In an ideal world, privacy and fairness desiderata would be jointly considered to
create algorithms that are private and fair by design. This is what we have seen
in the previous sections, which focused on privately learning fair classifiers and
predictors by considering these two objectives together. However, when privacy and
fairness are considered separately—or, more generally, when they are considered
independently of the complex system where they are used—the desired outcome
may not be achieved. In this section, we will see several stylized examples of real-
world applications where this occurs, as well as insights as to the causes and potential
methods for remediation. While this is an active field of research that is rapidly
evolving, we will survey what is currently known at time of writing as well as open
research directions in the field.

Section 17.5.1 considers the impact of privacy noise on fairness of accuracy
across groups, and shows that smaller groups tend to receive lower accuracy under
a classifier learned via DP-SGD. This unfairness is due in part to fundamen-
tal limits of differential privacy which, by definition, limits the impact of small
groups on learning, as well as due to specific details of the DP-SGD algorithm.
Section 17.5.2 shows that adding differential privacy may cause unfairness in
downstream decision-making tasks such as resource allocation, threshold compar-
ison, and regression, all inspired by the U.S. Census Bureau’s use of differential
privacy. For each decision-making task, we see the cause of unfairness in terms
of the privacy noise, and discuss potential solutions to address these disparities.
Finally, Section 17.5.3 focuses on fairness composition as an analogy to privacy
composition, and shows that unlike privacy, fairness does not compose. Several
real-world examples are presented where fair classifiers do not compose into fair
systems.



582 Relationships between Differential Privacy and Algorithmic

17.5.1 Differential Privacy’s Impact on Model Accuracy Across
Groups

When private learning tools are applied in practice without explicit fairness cor-
rections, it is possible that differential privacy may have a disparate impact across
subpopulations, with lower accuracy on smaller groups. [BPS19] demonstrated this
effect empirically for deep learning models trained via a differentially private version
of stochastic gradient descent (DP-SGD), where privacy of the gradient update step
is achieved by first clipping the gradient to have a bounded norm, and then adding
Gaussian noise that scales with 1/ε and the clipping parameter. See Section 6.3.1
for more details of the algorithm and its privacy guarantees.

[BPS19] found that accuracy of DP-SGD-trained models was not equal across
all groups, but rather underrepresented classes in the training data received lower
classification accuracy from the resulting model. They also found that while these
accuracy disparities exist for non-private models, the extent of the disparity was
worse under a privately trained classifier relative to a non-privately trained one. For
example, an age and gender classification model trained using DP-SGD (ε = 5.69)
had much lower accuracy for faces with darker skin tones (∼59%) than for lighter
skin tones (∼78%), whereas the comparable non-private model achieved ∼90%
accuracy on lighter skin tones vs. ∼85% on darker skin tones. Similar dispari-
ties and differences between private and non-private models persisted across other
datasets and other classification tasks, suggesting that adding DP exacerbates exist-
ing unfairness in machine learning pipelines.

From a philosophical privacy perspective, this finding should be unsurprising.
The goal of differential privacy is to hide the effect of one sample point; for popula-
tions represented by fewer points in the training data, the effect of this population
on the model is more likely to be obfuscated by the group privacy properties of dif-
ferential privacy, and thus private models are less likely to capture relevant features
for accurately classifying statistical-minorityix groups. Even without privacy, one
would expect machine learning models to have poorer performance on subgroups
that are not sufficiently represented in the training data, because including addi-
tional training points generally lead to better performance of the learned model.
The interesting observation of [BPS19] is that the additional disparity from pri-
vacy appears to be substantially larger than the disparity from just differences in
sample sizes alone.

ix. It is important to distinguish between minority groups in society, corresponding to historically marginal-
ized groups or protected social groups, and statistical minorities, corresponding to groups that are under-
represented in the dataset, which does not have any normative or social overtones.
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To better understand how widely these phenomena will occur in general learning
settings, future work is needed to disentangle how much of the observed effect is due
to the algorithmic specifics of DP-SGD, versus fundamental limitations of the dif-
ferential privacy constraint for accurate learning on minority groups. [BPS19] show
that certain details the DP-SGD algorithm are one root cause of this dispropor-
tionate impact on model accuracy for underrepresented classes. First, points from
underrepresented classes are simply less likely to be sampled in the gradient update
step under uniform sampling. Even when they are sampled, these are precisely the
points that will have a large gradient update and will be clipped, thus removing
relevant update information. Without noise, these gradient updates would even-
tually converge to an accurate model, although perhaps at a slower rate. However,
with both clipping and noise addition, the clipped gradients from the underrep-
resented class are not large enough to compensate for the noise and to allow the
model to meaningfully update on this under-represented population. The high-
lighted text should be replaced with: [TDF21] also show that in DP-SGD, clipping
and noise addition affect the gradient norms of different groups differently, which
causes unfairness. It remains an open question to what extent the disparate per-
formance across groups— beyond that which exists with non-private learning—is
present and unavoidable under other private learning algorithms as well.

17.5.2 Differential Privacy’s Impact on Downstream Fair
Decision-making

The performance of a differentially private algorithm is traditionally measured in
terms of additive accuracy between its output, such as distributional parameters
estimated on the training dataset, and some ground truth, such as the empirical
parameter value on the training data or the true value on the underlying distribu-
tion. However, the output of DP algorithms may be used for downstream decision
tasks, where the domain-appropriate fairness notion may have a non-linear rela-
tionship with additive accuracy.

One notable and relevant use-case is the 2020 Decennial Census, where differen-
tially private analyses of the collected data are used to allocate a fixed pool of federal
resources. The noise added to preserve privacy inherently introduces small inaccu-
racies in the results; the related fairness question is whether some groups dispropor-
tionately bear the cost of these inaccuracies. [Puj+20] and [CDMS21] studied the
downstream effects of the inaccuracies introduced by privacy noise in the Census
use-case, with a particular emphasis on fairness in outcomes of decision-making
problems.

[Puj+20] focused on three real-world assignment problems based on Census data
products: (1) allocating funds to school districts, (2) voting rights benefits (i.e.,
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translations of voting materials for minority language groups), and (3) apportion-
ment of Congressional seats. The authors used public-use Census data as the ground
truth;x they solved each assignment problem both using the non-private data and
using differently private statistics computed on the dataset, and compared the out-
comes using problem-specific fairness notions. They found that privacy noise can
have a large impact, particularly when there is a misalignment of the upstream
accuracy guarantees of the DP algorithms with the downstream fairness metric.

For educational funding, fairness was measured as a correct fractional allocation
of funds relative to the ground truth. With privacy, smaller districts tend to get
an inflated allocation of funds, at the expense of larger districts losing a small por-
tion of their deserved funds. The effects were particularly noticeable for the smaller
school districts, which may be due in part to the mismatch between the additive
accuracy guarantees of most DP algorithms with the multiplicative fairness metric,
which will cause seemly larger effects in smaller populations. Voting rights bene-
fits is the problem of classifying minority language group populations as above or
below the size threshold the receive benefits. Districts with minority language pop-
ulations close to the threshold were the most affected by differential privacy, with
some classified correctly less than half of the time. This is because changing only a
few individuals’ data would change the ground truth of the threshold comparison,
which is precisely what differential privacy aims to protect. With legislative appor-
tionment, fairness requires apportioning Congressional seats proportionally to each
district’s population. This cannot be achieved exactly, even without noise, because
the number of representatives in a district must be integral. Adding small amounts
of noise for privacy actually improves fairness in expectation, because randomiza-
tion can reduce (on average) the deviation from the quota caused by the integrality
constraint. However, ex-post, any realized outcome cannot achieve the expected
(fractional) allocation, so this may be an unsatisfying guarantee in practice.

[CDMS21] empirically measured the accuracy impact of differential privacy in
Census data for the task of redistricting, or redrawing the boundaries of voting dis-
tricts based on population counts. They focused on the actual differentially pri-
vate algorithm used by the U.S. Census Bureau, named TopDown, as well as a
simplified and easier-to-analyze variant named ToyDown, which both involve geo-
graphical hierarchical constraints relating population counts of larger regions (e.g.,
states) to the smaller subdivisions contained therein (e.g., county, track, block).

x. Importantly, the Census Public Use Microdata is not the ground truth of the American population distribu-
tion, as these data already include disclosure avoidance measures, including (prior to 2020) swapping, where
certain database entries have been swapped. Swapping has been shown to provide insufficient privacy pro-
tections, as substantial fractions of the true database can be reconstructed exactly, even after swapping has
been applied [Abo21]. However, for the sake of analysis, the authors required a dataset that could be treated
as ground truth, against which to measure the performance of differentially private algorithms.
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These algorithms are first used to privatize the population counts in every rele-
vant geographical region of the country, and then these private population counts
are used to construct new voting districts which have approximately equal popula-
tions.

Among other results on TopDown and ToyDown—including the impact of pri-
vacy budget allocation across geographical hierarchy and the impact of the requiring
geometric structure when constructing voting districts—the authors consider the
robustness of linear regression to predict voting outcomes of each precinct based
on demographics. This regression approach is commonly used to asses racial polar-
ization of precincts for legal enforcement of the Voting Rights Act. The authors
showed that standard linear regression based on privatized data introduces signif-
icant bias in the estimation parameters. However, simple post-processing of the
private data, such as removing extremely small precincts or weighting precincts by
population removes virtually all of this error.

Overall these results suggest that while differential privacy has been successful
in providing accuracy in aggregate—e.g., additive accuracy between the ground
truth value of a population statistic and the result of a DP algorithm to esti-
mate that statistic—there has been less attention to accuracy in terms of dispar-
ity. This work highlights that more attention is needed to accuracy as a fair-
ness measure of private algorithms—e.g., accurate allocation of funding or accu-
rate classification of the existence of a minority population. A natural approach is
the joint design of differentially private algorithms and decision-making processes
to explicitly accommodate the noise from DP algorithms. For example, shifting
down the threshold used in the comparison test for voting rights benefits would
ensure that populations close to the true threshold are still likely to receive the
benefits they deserve. While this might slightly increase costs of printing voting
materials (i.e., increase false positive rate), it would substantially reduce disenfran-
chisement of minority voters (i.e., decrease false negative rate). More research is
needed to develop richer tools for the growing number of practical use-cases where
downstream decisions are made based on the results of differentially private data
analyses.

17.5.3 Fairness Composition in Complex Systems

Differential privacy is known to enjoy composition, meaning that when multiple
private analyses are performed, the privacy of the system is guaranteed by the pri-
vacy of its components. Unfortunately, [DI19] showed that fairness does not share
this same property, and classifiers which are fair in isolation are not guaranteed to
compose into fair systems. Additionally, unfair components can be used to build a
system that is fair overall.
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[DI19] give several practical examples of where fairness composition may fail:

• Settings where multiple tasks compete for individuals, e.g., online advertis-
ing for employment where bids must be individually fair with respect to job
qualification. Due to competition with other advertisers, the cost to display
the same ad may be different for similarly qualified individuals, so any fixed
bid for a given qualification level will yield different outcomes between indi-
viduals who should receive similar treatment.

• Composing fair systems with other systems that legitimately differentiate
based on the protected attribute, e.g., a diaper advertiser bids higher on
women who are mothers, and an employment advertiser bids fairly across
genders. In equilibrium, women who are mothers will see the diaper ad, while
women without children will see the employment ad. This is distinct from
the previous example because the (non-protected) diaper ad advertiser is free
to bid “unfairly” with respect to parental status.

• Classifiers built as functions of fairly obtained values, e.g., getting into Col-
lege A OR College B AND receiving financial aid, when each admissions
decision is fair. In general, functional compositions of fair components are
not guaranteed to be fair, although in certain cases, composition using only
ORs can be fair.

• Approximate fairness with feedback loops, e.g., admission into a good high
school will improve the chance of college admission, when each admissions
decision is approximately fair. Slight unfairness early in the process may com-
pound to have a large effect on fairness of final outcomes.

• Settings where each individual’s classification is dependent on the classifica-
tions of others, e.g., sequentially interviewing candidates. Selecting an earlier
candidate precludes later candidates from even being considered, even if each
candidate is fairly evaluated.

While [DI19] give algorithmic solutions for achieving fairness in each example
above, these results highlight that fairness of a system cannot be guaranteed simply
by making fair decisions independently at each step of the process. Practitioners
wishing to design fair complex systems must analyze and account for interactions
between system components to ensure fair outcomes overall.

17.6 Concluding Remarks

This chapter has summarized the relationships between differential privacy and
three different notions of algorithmic fairness: individual fairness, group fairness,
and multi-group fairness. Each of these relationships takes on a very different
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flavor. The core definition of individual fairness is inspired by differential privacy,
and techniques for achieving individual fairness include differentially private
algorithms. Group fairness and multi-group fairness, on the other hand, are not
inherently linked to the definition of differential privacy, but one can naturally
ask whether these objectives can be achieved simultaneously with differential pri-
vacy. For both group and multi-group fairness, we see that this is possible. We also
observed in Section 17.5 the potential negative impacts of differential privacy on
fair outcomes if no explicit fairness interventions are taken. This suggests there is
value to be gained from jointly considering privacy and fairness in learning systems.

Before these tools can be brought to bear to achieve privacy and fairness in
machine learning systems in practice, there are a number of surrounding questions
that must be addressed first. The most obvious is developing an understanding of
when each fairness definition is appropriate for use. Naturally, it will depend on
the application domain and the real-world fairness considerations that are being
modeled in the algorithmic problem. As with any application of differential pri-
vacy, there is also the question of an appropriate choice of ε. The results surveyed
in this chapter characterize the trade-off between privacy and fairness—as well as
other desiderata such as accuracy or computational efficiency—as a function of ε,
the sample size n, and other relevant problem-specific parameters. These insights
should prove valuable to practitioners who wish to build and use systems that sat-
isfy these desiderata, as well as to policymakers and regulators when developing new
legislation to govern the use of AI systems.
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