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Abstract: We study cost-sharing games in real-time scheduling systems where the server’s activation
cost in every time slot is a function of its load. We focus on monomial cost functions and consider
both the case when the degree is less than one (inducing positive congestion effect for the jobs) and
when it is greater than one (inducing negative congestion effect for the jobs). For the former case, we
provide tight bounds on the price of anarchy, and show that the price of anarchy grows to infinity as a
polynomial of the number of jobs in the game. For the latter, we observe that existing results provide
constant and tight (asymptotically in the degree of the monomial) bounds on the price of anarchy.
We then turn to analyze payment mechanism with arbitrary cost-sharing, that is, when the strategy
of a player includes also its payment. We show that our mechanism reduces the price of anarchy of
√
games with n jobs and unit server costs from Θ( n) to 2. We also show that, for a restricted class of
instances, a similar improvement is achieved for monomial server costs. This is not the case, however,
for unrestricted instances of monomial costs, for which we prove that the price of anarchy remains
super-constant for our mechanism. For systems with load-independent activation costs, we show
that our mechanism can produce an optimal solution which is stable against coordinated deviations.
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1. Introduction
The study of real-time scheduling is motivated by the emergence and popularity of
cloud computing. In particular, the problem of minimizing the system’s activation cost correspond to the goal of reducing the power consumption in large computing systems [1–5].
An instance of the real-time scheduling problem consists of a server and a collection of jobs
that need to be processed by the server. Each job j has a release time r j and a deadline d j .
Time is slotted and each job needs to be processed on a single slot in [r j , d j ). The problem
arises also in various operational problems. For example, assume that a ship carries cargo
containers from one port to another. Jobs have delivery requirements leading to release
times and deadlines within a given period of T days. An optimal schedule corresponds to
the minimum number of times the ship needs to be sent in order to deliver all the packages
on time. The motivating assumption is that it costs roughly the same to send the ship,
regardless of the load it carries [3].
The study of real-time scheduling systems as a cost-sharing game was initiated in [6].
In this game, each job is controlled by a selfish agent who act to optimize its own utility
rather than any global objective. Thus, each agent chooses the slot in which its job is
processed. In the model studied in [6], the server has a fixed activation cost per time slot,
which models the energy spent to keep the server open. In this paper, we consider a more
general setting, in which the activation cost of the server depends on the load that the
server has to process at any given time slot t, i.e., the energy spent is a function c(lt ) that
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depends on the number of jobs lt that are to be processed in time slot t. This generalized
model captures many applications in cloud computing and data center optimization, and
is the main focus of this work. As a concrete application, consider large computing clusters
operated by large software companies, to which multiple users submit jibs for processing,
paying for the use of computational resources through cost centers. Understanding the
inefficiency caused due to selfish behaviour in such a system is an important goal, as well
as suggesting various payment mechanisms that minimize this inefficiency.
In the standard cost-sharing setting studied in [6], each of the jobs processed at time t
assumes an equal share of the server cost c(lt ) (or a proportional share for a more general
setting where each job places a different load on the server). Given this rule, we would
expect each job j to optimize for its individual cost share and declare the slot that minimizes
the ratio of the server cost to the number of jobs (which is precisely the individual cost
share) among all slots in its interval [r j , d j ). When this is true for every job, we have an
assignment that is a Nash equilibrium (NE). The inefficiency of a NE is captured by the price
of anarchy (PoA), which is the worst case ratio of the total cost in a NE assignment over the
total cost in the optimal assignment.
For the base case of unit server costs, we have c(0) = 0√and c( x ) = 1 for every x > 0.
The PoA of such games was shown by Tamir [6] to be Θ( n) and the question of what
happens when the server has a cost that depends on the load placed on it was posed as an
open problem. A major part of our results focuses precisely on answering this question. We
study cost functions of the form c( x ) = x d for some parameter d > 0. Note that for d < 1 the
cost share function c( x )/x is monotonically decreasing and that for d > 1 it is monotonically
increasing. The game we study here belongs to the class of congestion games [7], the PoA
of which has received significant attention in the literature. Our games are equivalent to
singleton congestion games with uniform resources arranged on a line and with strategy
spaces that correspond to intervals on this line. We provide tight PoA bounds for the case
of positive externalities (which is the best motivated case for our application of interest),
i.e., d < 1, showing that the PoA is Θ(n(1−d)/2 ). For d > 1, the upper bound for general
congestion games shows the PoA does not depend on the number of jobs and is at most dΘ(d)
(i.e., constant for fixed d). We observe that an early dΘ(d) lower bound instance [8] designed
for routing games applies to our setting, showing that the PoA is in fact dΘ(d) .
Subsequently, we focus on the design of coordination mechanisms for the problem in
an effort to improve the PoA. A coordination mechanism [9] is a set of a priori rules the
system designer can set without knowledge of the instance. A coordination mechanism
can, for example, modify the cost shares of jobs, expand or restrict their strategy spaces, etc.
The modified rules of the game under the coordination mechanism will change the set of
NE outcomes, hopefully to the improvement of the PoA. We design a simple coordination
mechanism that merely expands the strategy space of each job by asking them to declare
not only a slot but also a payment. It is clear that this mechanism requires no knowledge
of the specifics of the instance and is very simple to implement. We show that this simple
modification has a surprisingly strong impact
√ on the PoA for the case of unit server costs,
reducing it from infinity—specifically Θ( n)—down to 2. For monomial cost functions
of degree less than 1, we prove that our mechanism has super-constant PoA for general
instances; however, we also prove that it does achieve an improvement from super-constant
to constant for a special family of instances. Specifically, for instances such that the optimal
solution uses a single slot (which includes, for example, instances with a common release
time or a common deadline), our mechanism reduces the PoA from Θ(n(1−d)/2 ) to Θ(1).
(Recall that for monomials of degree larger than 1, it is known that the PoA of congestion
games is already constant [8,10] as a function of n without applying any coordination
mechanism.) Finally, we show that our mechanism can be applied to yield an optimal
solution that is stable against coordinated deviations of coalitions, in an environment in
which different slots may have different cost.

Algorithms 2021, 14, 103

3 of 16

1.1. Related Work
The work most closely related to our paper is the one in [6] where the model we study
is introduced and various results are obtained for the case of constant (but possibly timedependent) server costs with respect to the price of anarchy and the related concepts of the
strong price of anarchy (inefficiency of equilibria with respect to coordinated deviations)
and the price of stability (inefficiency of the best Nash equilibrium as opposed to the
worst). Our work also has ties to literature on the price of anarchy of congestion games,
cost-sharing in congestion games, and coordination mechanisms, which we discuss below.
Congestion games were introduced by Rosenthal [7] as a class of games that guarantee
the existence of (pure) Nash equilibria. In a congestion game, there is a set of resources that
the participants can use. Each of the participants has a strategy space that allows them to select one of given subsets of resources, something that allows for various expressive models,
including routing in networks. The cost of each resource, which is a function of the number
of participants using it, is distributed equally among its users. The price of anarchy of a
special case of congestion games was first studied by Koutsoupias and Papadimitriou [11],
who first introduced the price of anarchy. A long sequence of follow-up work has given a
strong understanding of the price of anarchy in congestion games [8,10,12–14]. Generalizations to weighted models have also been studied [10,15], albeit with the drawback that, in
contrast to standard congestion games, the existence of a (pure) Nash equilibrium is not
guaranteed [16].
Cost-sharing aspects in the study of congestion games were brought into the picture
to correct for the absence of equilibria in weighted games. Kollias and Roughgarden [17]
showed how the Shapley value cost-sharing method can be applied to restore pure equilibria, whereas Gopalakrishnan et al. [18] showed that the more general class of generalized
weighted Shapley values are the only ones that can guarantee this property. The price
of anarchy of the induced games has been the subject of extensive study, with examples
including those in [19–24]. Authors who used cost-sharing to improve the efficiency of equilibria include Chen et al. [25], who focused on the price of stability, and von Falkenhausen
and Harks [26], who provided an approach which requires knowledge of the instance
at hand.
A more general approach seeking to improve the price of anarchy is that of coordination mechanisms. A coordination mechanism gives the designer more freedom in
designing the game. This freedom includes modifying the strategy spaces of the participants or changing how costs are defined on the resources. For example, coordination
mechanisms were applied in a multiple machine makespan minimization scheduling setting by Christodoulou et al. [9] by means of introducing different scheduling policies on
different machines. Follow up works on coordination mechanisms include those in [27–30].
Our coordination mechanism is also related to the model of arbitrary cost sharing and
resource buying games, where each player picks a set of resources and submits a different
payment for each one. This setting has been studied comprehensively for network design
games. The work in [31] shows that a NE is not guaranteed to exist under arbitrary costsharing and that the PoA and PoS are large (almost equal to the number of players n).
For the special case of a common destination node, the PoS is 1 and a NE is guaranteed
to exist. An SPoA of Θ(log n) is given in [32]. Other works that study arbitrary costsharing in network design games include those in [33–38]. Arbitrary cost sharing in the
presence of convex costs was studied by Georgoulaki et al. [39]. Summarizing the results
and comparing against fair cost-sharing, we observe that, in the general network design
game, arbitrary cost-sharing loses the NE existence property and increases the PoS from
logarithmic to linear. The situation improves for the common destination case where NE
existence is maintained and the PoS improves to 1. Our work in effect provides the first
instance in which arbitrary cost-sharing provides an improvement in the PoA over fair
cost-sharing.
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1.2. Summary of Our Results and Roadmap
Section 2 presents our model and notation. In Section 3.1, we focus on the case
of monomial cost functions of degree d < 1 and prove that the PoA is approximately
2n(1−d)/2 /(1 + d), where n is the number of jobs in the game. In Section 3.2, we discuss
the case when d > 1 and observe that early results on congestion games [8] can be used to
show that the PoA is dΘ(d) . Finally, in Section 4, we define our coordination mechanism
and, in Section 4.1, we prove√
that it achieves a strong improvement on the PoA for the case
of unit server costs (from Θ( n) to 2). Switching to monomials with d < 1, even though it
is the case that the PoA grows to infinity for our mechanism as well, we are still able to
show in Section 4.2 that we can reduce the PoA from Θ(n(1−d)/2 ) to Θ(1) for the class of
common slot instances, in which the optimum uses a single slot (note that this class includes,
among others, instances with a common release time or a common deadline). As stated
above, the PoA for the case with d > 1 is already constant. Section 5 concludes the paper.
2. Preliminaries
The game is specified by the following parameters: (a) a cost function c( x ) that gives
the cost at any given time slot as a function of the number of jobs x that have to be processed
at that time step; (b) a time horizon T that specifies the available time slots as t = 1, 2, . . . , T;
and (c) a set of jobs J, with each j ∈ J having an integer release time r j and an integer
deadline d j such that 0 < r j < d j < T. We denote by I ( j) = [r j , d j ) the feasible interval of
job j. Note that the slot t corresponds to time interval [t − 1, t). Job j needs to be processed
in one time slot in its interval.
Let s j denote the slot declared by job j such that r j ≤ s j < d j and let s denote the
assignment, i.e., the vector of declared slots. The load on slot t, lt (s) = |{ j : s j = t}|, is the
number of jobs declaring slot t. The cost on slot t is then c(lt (s)) and the total cost is:
T

C (s) =

∑ c(lt (s)).

t =1

An assignment s is a Nash equilibrium (NE) when for every job j we get:
c(ls j (s))
ls j ( s )

≤

c ( l t ( s ) + 1)
,
lt ( s ) + 1

for every t 6= s j in [r j , d j ). This expression suggests that the cost share at the slot declared
by j is at most the cost share j would get by deviating to any other slot in its interval. The
inefficiency of equilibrium solutions is given by the price of stability (PoS), and the price of
anarchy (PoA), which are, respectively, the best and worst case ratio of the total cost in a NE
over the total cost in the optimal assignment:
PoS =

mins a NE C (s)
maxs a NE C (s)
, PoA =
.
mins∗ C (s∗ )
mins∗ C (s∗ )

A firmer notion of stability requires that a profile is stable against coordinated deviations.
A set of players Γ ⊆ J forms a coalition if there exists a joint move where each job j ∈
Γ strictly reduces its cost. An assignment s is a Strong Equilibrium (SE) if there is no
coalition Γ ⊆ J that has a beneficial joint move from s [40]. The strong price of anarchy
(SPoA) and the strong price of stability (SPoS) introduced in [41], measure the inefficiency of
strong equilibria.
SPoS =

mins a SE C (s)
maxs a SE C (s)
, SPoA =
.
∗
mins∗ C (s )
mins∗ C (s∗ )
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3. Monomial Cost Functions
3.1. Decreasing Cost Shares: d < 1
In this section, we analyze the PoA for the case when the cost function equals x d with
d < 1, for which the cost share c( x )/x is strictly decreasing. The main result of the section
is the following theorem, which we prove in the two subsequent lemmas.
Theorem 1. For games with n jobs and cost function c( x ) = x d with d < 1, the worst case PoA
is Θ(n(1−d)/2 ).
Lemma 1. Given a game with n jobs and cost function c( x ) = x d with d < 1, for any NE s and
any optimal assignment s∗ we get:
 1− d 
C (s)
=
O
n 2 .
C (s∗ )
Proof. Consider an optimal assignment s∗ and focus on a slot t that holds lt (s∗ ) = lt jobs
in s∗ . We write J (t) for the set including these lt jobs. The jobs in J (t) have a cost of c(lt ) in
s∗ , and we wish to bound the cost they can have in any given NE s.
We begin by proving the claim that, in the NE s and for any positive integer x, there
exist at most two slots that have x jobs and include jobs from J (t). We prove this claim
by contradiction. Suppose there are at least three slots with x jobs that host jobs from J (t).
Pick any such three slots and let t0 be the median. If t0 ≥ t, then we have at least two slots
that are greater than or equal to t and hold x jobs including some from J (t), otherwise we
have at least two slots that are less than or equal to t with this property. We treat the case
when there are two slots that are greater than or equal to t. The other case is symmetric.
Call these slots t0 and t00 with t00 > t0 . Consider some job j ∈ J (t) that uses t00 in s. The
allowed interval of j includes t, since it is scheduled on it in s∗ , and t00 , since it is scheduled
on it in s. Since t ≤ t0 < t00 , it follows that t0 is also in the allowed interval for j. However,
we can observe that j has an incentive to deviate from t00 to t0 and improve its cost from
c( x )/x to c( x + 1)/( x + 1). This contradicts the fact that s is a NE and proves our original
claim that at most two slots can have jobs from J (t) and exactly x jobs.
Given the above, we return to the task of upper bounding the total payments of jobs
in J (t) in s. By the claim in the previous paragraph, at most 2x jobs from J (t) can pay
c( x )/x in s. This means at most two jobs can pay the maximum c(1)/1, at most four jobs
the second highest c(2)/2, etc. It follows that the total payments in s of the jobs in J (t) are
upper bounded by:
ht

∑ 2c( j),

j =1

where ht is the smallest integer such that h2t + ht ≥ lt . Then, the ratio of the total cost paid
by the jobs in J (t) in s over the same cost in s∗ is at most:
h

∑ j=t 1 2c( j)
c ( lt )

.
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Suppose t is in fact the slot that maximizes this ratio, meaning the above expression is
an upper bound on the PoA. We get:
h
h
∑ j=t 1 2c( j)
∑ j=t 1 2jd
C (s)
≤
=
C (s∗ )
c ( lt )
ltd
R h t +1 d
x dx
2 ( h t + 1 )1+ d
≤ 0 d
≤
lt
(1 + d)ltd

2 ( h t + 1 )1+ d
(1 + d)hdt (ht − 1)d
 1− d 


 1− d 
1− d
= O lt 2
= O ht
=O n 2 .

≤

This completes the proof of the upper bound.
Lemma 2. For every positive integer h and for every cost function c( x ) = x d with d < 1, there
exists a game with n = h2 + h jobs, and a NE s of that game, such that:




C (s)
1− d
(1−d)/2
=
Ω
h
=
Ω
n
,
C (s∗ )
where s∗ is an optimal assignment of that game.
Proof. Our instance has n = h2 + h jobs and 2h + 1 slots. For ease of exposition, we shift
time and call the slots −h, −h + 1, . . . , −1, 0, 1, . . . , h − 1, h. There exist j jobs that can use
slots [− j, 0] and j jobs that can use slots [0, j] for j = 1, 2, . . . , h. Observe that slot 0 is the
only one that is common to all intervals. The optimal solution s∗ would place all jobs on 0
for a total cost:
C ( s ∗ ) = ( h2 + h ) d = Θ ( n d ).
Consider the following assignment s, which we argue is a NE. Every one of the j jobs
with interval [− j, 0] selects slot − j and every one of the j jobs with interval [0, j] selects slot
j. Note that the number of jobs on slot t is |t|. This fact implies the assignment is actually a
NE, since the jobs on any slot t share the slot with |t| − 1 other jobs, while every other slot
t0 between t and 0 has |t0 | ≤ |t| − 1 jobs. The cost of this assignment is:
C (s) =

h

Z h

j =1

1

∑ 2jd ≥ 2

x d dx =




2  d +1
h
− 1 = Θ n(d+1)/2 .
d+1

Taking the ratio C (s)/C (s∗ ) completes the proof.
Remark 1. From the proofs of Lemmas 1 and 2, it follows that the worst case PoA is in
fact approximately:
1− d
2n 2
.
1+d
3.2. Increasing Cost Shares: d > 1
We now discuss the PoA for the case when the cost function equals x d with d > 1. In
this case, the cost share c( x )/x is strictly increasing. We observe that the general upper
bound on the PoA of congestion games and an early lower bound designed for routing
games which applies to our model yield the following theorem.
Theorem 2 ([8] Theorem 4.3). For games with cost function c( x ) = x d with d > 1, the worst
case PoA is dΘ(d) .
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Note that the PoA is constant when d is fixed and is independent of the number of
players n, in contrast to the unit and d < 1 cases. In this work, we are mostly interested
in this behavior of the PoA as a function of n. However, observing the PoA as a function
of d is also of interest and we note that the dΘ(d) expression hides a gap. For example, for
d = 2, the lower bound of [8] is 2 and the general upper bound for congestion games is 5/2,
however the correct value for our setting is 2.01 as given by bounds in [42,43] (designed for
the load balancing game but still apply for our setting). Identifying the precise PoA value
as a function of d for more general values of d appears to be a challenging open problem
that we leave as future work.
3.3. Price of Stability
In this section, we show that, independent of d, for every monomial cost function, the
price of stability is 1, that is, there exists an optimal stable assignment. On the other hand,
we show that, for arbitrary cost function, the PoS is unbounded.
Theorem 3. For every monomial cost function, x d , PoS = 1.
Proof. We show that every social optimal is a NE. Let s∗ be any social optimal solution.
C (s∗ ) = ∑tT=1 lt (s∗ )d . If d = 1, then, independent of the schedule, the cost of every job is 1,
and s∗ is a NE. Assume by contradiction that some player has a beneficial migration from a
slot with load l1 into a slot with load l2 . Thus, l1d−1 > (l2 + 1)d−1 . The change in the total
cost is (l2 + 1)d − l2d + (l1 − 1)d − l1d .
If d > 1, then the migration is beneficial only if l1 > l2 + 1. For every d > 1, the
function x d is convex, thus the change in the total cost is negative for every l1 > l2 + 1.
If d < 1, then the migration is beneficial only if l1 < l2 + 1. For every d < 1, the
function x d is concave, thus the change in the total cost is negative for every l1 < l2 + 1.
We conclude that any beneficial migration contradicts the optimality of s∗ , implying
that the social optimum is a NE.
Theorem 4. For arbitrary cost function, PoS = Θ(n).
Proof. Given n, e, we describe a game with PoS = (n − e)/2. Let c( x ) = 1, ∀ x < n and
c(n) = n − e. The set J includes n jobs where n − 1 jobs must be processed in slot 1, and
job n can choose between slots 1 and 2.
In the only optimal schedule, s∗ all jobs except for job n are assigned on slot 1 and job
n is assigned on slot 2. c(s∗ ) = 1 + 1 = 2. However, s∗ is not a NE. By migrating to slot 1,
job n reduces its cost from 1 to (n − e)/n < 1. The total cost of the resulting schedule, in
which all the jobs are assigned on slot 1 is c(n) = n − e. This schedule is the only NE for
this instance. Thus, PoS = (n − e)/2.
4. Coordination Mechanism
In this section, we design a coordination mechanism that applies a simple modification
to the game, without knowing anything about the instance, and significantly improves the
PoA. For the case of constant (unit) costs, we show that the PoA is brought down to 2. For
c( x ) = x d with d < 1, we prove that the PoA is improved from super-constant to constant
for the class of instances which have a single slot occupied in the optimal solution. This
class includes instances with a common release time or a common deadline for all jobs,
as well as instances with a batch of jobs centered around a common slot. We prove that,
without this restriction, the PoA for c( x ) = x d with d < 1 remains super-constant even
under our mechanism. Note that for d > 1 the PoA is known to be constant even without
applying any coordination mechanism.
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Our mechanism changes the strategy space of each job j, from being simply a slot
s j ∈ [r j , d j ), to a pair (s j , ξ j ) where s j ∈ [r j , d j ) is again the declared slot and ξ j ≥ 0 is a
payment. The mechanism will open slot t under strategies (s, ξ ) if and only if:

∑

ξ j ≥ c(lt (s)),

j:s j =t

i.e., if the jobs selecting slot s cover the server cost with their declared payments. We
assume every job j has an infinite cost for not being processed (i.e., when slot s j is not
opened), an assumption that is implicitly present in the base model as well, since jobs do
not have the option of staying out of the game. In this framework, the NE condition asserts
that each (s j , ξ j ) are such that:

∑

j0 :s j0 =s j

ξ j0 ≥ c(ls j (s))






and ξ j ≤ max 0, c(lt (s) + 1) − ∑ ξ j0 , ∀t ∈ [r j , d j ) \ {s j }


j0 :s j0 =t




and ξ j ≤ max 0, c(ls j (s)) −
ξ j0 .
∑


j0 :s =s ,j0 6= j
j0

(1)

j

The first inequality guarantees slot s j is open, the second that there is no slot t that
job j can move to, pay the minimum needed to open it (or keep it open), and get a lower
payment, and the third that the job should pay as much as necessary to keep its current
slot open.
Lemma 3. Every NE (s, ξ ) of our coordination mechanism is such that for every occupied slot t
we have ∑ j:s j =t ξ j = c(lt (s)).
Proof. Suppose this is not the case. Then, there exists some t such that:

∑

ξ j > c(lt (s)).

j:s j =t

Consider any job j such that s j = t and ξ j > 0. Clearly, such a job must exist. We get:

∑

j0 :s j0 =s j

ξ j0 > c(ls j (s)) ⇒ ξ j > c(ls j (s)) −

∑

ξ j0 ,

j0 :s j0 =s j ,j0 6= j

which violates (1) and gives a contradiction.
Using Lemma 3, we may simplify the NE condition (1) as:

∑

j0 :s j0 =s j

ξ j0 = c(ls j (s)) and ξ j ≤ c(lt (s) + 1) −

∑

ξ j 0 , ∀ t ∈ [r j , d j ) \ { s j }.

(2)

j0 :s j0 =t

4.1. Unit Server Costs
Lemma 4. Let (s, ξ ) be a NE of our coordination mechanism in a game with unit server costs.
Then, for every job j, either ξ j = 0 or every slot in [r j , d j ) \ s j is unoccupied.
Proof. Suppose ξ j > 0. Then, by (2), we get that for any slot t ∈ [r j , d j ) \ {s j }:
1−

∑

j0 :s j0 =t

ξ j0 ≥ ξ j > 0.

(3)
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However, by Lemma 3, we know that either t is unoccupied or ∑ j0 :s j0 =t ξ j0 = 1. From
this, and given (3), we get that t is unoccupied.
Theorem 5. The PoA of our coordination mechanism for unit server costs is 2.
Proof. Focus on a slot t and the set of jobs J (t) that use it in a given optimal assignment.
The total cost paid by these jobs in the optimal assignment is 1. We show that the same set
of jobs pay at most 2 in any NE (s, ξ ).
We examine two cases. The first is the case when slot t is open in (s, ξ ). The jobs from
J (t) that use t in (s, ξ ) pay at most 1, as given by Lemma 3 (they might be paying less than
1 as t might have additional jobs outside J (t)). The jobs in J (t) that use other slots pay 0, as
given by Lemma 4 and the fact that all of these jobs have an occupied slot in their windows
other than the one they are using, namely, slot t. This proves that, in this case, the total
payments of jobs in J (t) are at most 1.
We now focus on the case when slot t is not open in (s, ξ ). We first show that the jobs
from J (t) that are using slots larger than t are paying a total of at most 1. Focus on the
smallest such slot t0 . By the fact that, (s, ξ ) is a NE and using Lemma 3 we get that the total
payments on t0 are 1. Now focus on any slot t00 > t0 and any job j ∈ J (t) that uses t00 . Slot t0
must be in the window of job j as both t00 and t satisfy this property and t0 lies between
them. Then, by Lemma 4 we get that ξ j = 0. This proves that the total payment over all
jobs j that use slots larger than t is 1. The proof is symmetric for slots smaller than t, which
shows that for every slot t in an optimal solution and for the jobs J (t) using it, the total
payment of the jobs J (t) in a NE is at most 2. This directly implies an upper bound of 2 for
the PoA.
The above analysis is tight, as demonstrated in the following game: There exist two
jobs j1 , j2 . Job j1 can be scheduled at slots 1 or 2, whereas job j2 can be scheduled at slots 2
or 3. Assigning job j1 to slot 1, job j2 to slot 3, and setting ξ 1 = ξ 2 = 1 gives rise to a NE
with total cost 2. It is easy to verify that this is a NE as each job has only one alternative
slot, slot 2, where again they would have to pay a unit cost. The optimal assignment places
both jobs in slot 2 for total cost 1, thus, the PoA is 2.
We now present a simple algorithm for computing an optimal assignment p∗ and
determining payments ξ such that ( p∗ , ξ ) is a strong Nash equilibrium (SE).
Theorem 6. Algorithm 1 produces a SE profile.
Algorithm 1 Optimal Coordination Mechanism algorithm for unit-cost
1:

Sort the jobs such that d1 ≤ d2 ≤ · · · ≤ dk

2:

while there are unassigned jobs do

3:

Let j be the next unassigned job. Activate slot d j and assign every job k such that
d j ⊆ I (k) in slot d j .

4:

Let ξ j = 1 and ξ k = 0 for every job k 6= j assigned in step 3.

5:

Remove the assigned jobs from the instance.

6:

end while

Proof. The only players with positive payment are those assigned in their due-date slot.
Let j1 , j2 be two jobs such that ξ j1 > 0 and ξ j2 > 0. Assume without loss of generality that
d j1 < d j2 . Since j2 is not removed in the iteration in which j1 is considered, it must be that
I ( j1 ) ∩ I ( j2 ) = ∅. A deviation of a player may be beneficial only if after the deviation
it shares the cost of its target slot. However, since I ( j1 ) ∩ I ( j2 ) = ∅ for any two paying
players, no beneficial deviation of any coalition exists.
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To prove the optimality of the schedule produced in Algorithm 1, we prove a stronger
claim, that every strong NE profile is optimal. In fact, this is valid for every game with
fixed activation costs, not necessarily unit. Formally,
Theorem 7. The SPoA of our coordination mechanism for fixed server costs is 1.
Proof. For a game G, let p be a profile such that cost( p) > cost( p∗ ) for some optimal profile
p∗ . We show that p is not a SE. Let A∗ be the set of active slots in p∗ , and let J ∗ (t) be the set
of jobs assigned to slot t in p∗ . Since cost( p) > cost( p∗ ), for at least one slot t ∈ A∗ , it holds
that the total payment in p of jobs in J ∗ (t) is more than ct . This implies that the subset
of J ∗ (t) consisting of jobs with positive payment in p can migrate to slot t, each reducing
its cost.
In light of the bound of PoA = 2, proved in Theorem 5, we conclude that natural
dynamics that allow coordinated deviations, exploit the coordinated mechanism in an
optimal way.
4.2. Monomial Server Costs with d < 1
We first restrict ourselves to instances such that the optimal solution uses a single slot.
Clearly, this is the case if and only if there is some slot that is included in the interval of
every job in the instance. This is the case, for example, when the jobs have common release
times or deadlines. Note that by the instance in Lemma 2 (or simple modifications of it for
the case of a common release time or a common deadline) we get that the PoA is infinite in
the original game. In the next theorem, we prove that our coordination mechanism reduces
the PoA to a constant for every d < 1 for the instances under consideration which we call
common slot instances.
Theorem 8. For common slot instances and c( x ) = x d with d < 1, the PoA of our coordination
mechanism is Θ(1).
Proof. For simplicity of exposition, suppose that, in a given game, we shift time so that the
only slot used by the optimal solution s∗ is slot 0. Let s be a NE of the game. For simplicity
and without loss of generality (due to symmetry), suppose the non-negative slots have a
larger or equal cost compared to the negative slots in s. If the number of non-negative slots
used in s is 1, then a bound of 2 on the PoA of the instance follows trivially, so we assume
there are at least 2 non-negative slots used in the game.
Let t and t0 be used slots in s such that 0 < t < t0 . Let x be the number of jobs on t
and y the number of jobs on t0 . Observe that t must lie in the allowed interval of all jobs
using t0 since 0 < t < t0 and these jobs use t0 in s and 0 in s∗ . This means each of these jobs
has the option to move to t and pay the marginal contribution c( x + 1) − c( x ). In addition,
note that, by Lemma 3, at least one of the jobs on t0 has to pay, in s, the average cost share
c(y)/y. The above, combined with the equilibrium condition (2), imply:
c ( x + 1) − c ( x ) ≥
Note that:

c ( x + 1) − c ( x )

c(y)
.
y

(4)

= ( x + 1) d − x d
d
(1+ 1x ) −1
= x d −1
1
x

≤ x d−1 limx→+∞
=

dx d−1 ,

(1+ 1x )
1
x

d

−1

(5)

Algorithms 2021, 14, 103

11 of 16

where the inequality follows by d < 1. Combining (4) with (5), we get:
1

dx d−1 ≥ yd−1 ⇒ y ≥ d d−1 x.
This suggests that every slot t must have at least d1/(d−1) (which is always larger than
e) times the number of jobs as every other slot in [0, t). This in turn implies that as we move
from the largest slot closer and closer to 0, the number of jobs decreases by at least a factor
d1/(d−1) . We write α = d1/(d−1) . Then, if h is the number of jobs on the last occupied slot,
we get that the cost on non-negative slots is at most:
+∞

∑

j =0

h
αj

d

= hd

+∞

∑

j =0

1
αd

j

=

hd
hd
=
.
1 − dd/(1−d)
1 − α1d

Recall that we assume the non-negative slots have at least as much cost as the negative
ones, meaning the total cost of s is at most:
C (s) ≤

2hd
.
1 − dd/(1−d)

By the fact that we have h jobs on the largest slot, there at least h jobs in the game and
we get:
C (s∗ ) ≥ hd .
Taking the ratio gives:
C (s)
2
≤
,
d/
C (s∗ )
1 − d (1− d )
which is a constant for every given d.

√
Remark 2. For c( x ) = x and for common slot instances with n jobs, our coordination mechanism
reduces the PoA from 4n1/4 /3 to at most 4.
We note that for common slot instances there always exists a NE. In fact, again, we
prove that any optimal solution can be a NE with the correct payment vector.
Theorem 9. For c( x ) = x d with d < 1 and common slot instances, our coordination mechanism
induces games such that, for every optimal assignment s∗ , there exists a vector of payments ξ such
that (s∗ , ξ ) is a NE.
Proof. An optimal assignment will clearly place all jobs on the same slot. Charging each
job the fair share x d−1 results in a NE since x d−1 < 1 with 1 being the cost any job would
have to pay to deviate to a different slot and open it.
Another class of instances for which an optimal and stable solution can be computed
efficiently is the class of Laminar instances. A real-time scheduling instance is laminar if the
intervals I ( j) for all jobs j form a laminar family, i.e., for any two jobs j, j0 ∈ J , we have
I ( j) ∩ I ( j0 ) = ∅ or I ( j) ⊂ I ( j0 ) or I ( j0 ) ⊂ I ( j).
Since the job intervals are laminar, the jobs can be represented by a forest F of rooted
trees, where each vertex in a tree in F corresponds to a job, and a vertex v( j) is an ancestor
of a vertex v( j0 ) if and only if I ( j0 ) ⊂ I ( j). Define the level of each vertex in the forest as
follows. Any root of a tree in the forest is at level 1. For all other vertices v, the level of v is
1 plus the level of its parent.
Theorem 10. Algorithm 2 produces a NE profile of optimal cost.
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Algorithm 2 An algorithm for finding a NE schedule such that cost(s) = OPT for Laminar
instances
1: Build the corresponding forest.
2:
3:

while there are unassigned jobs do
Let j be a node of maximal level. Assign j and all the jobs in the path connecting j
and the root of its tree on any slot t ∈ I ( j).

4:

Let ξ j = c(lt ) and ξ k = 0 for every job k 6= j assigned in step 3.

5:

Remove the assigned jobs from the instance.

6:

end while

Proof. Consider the forest F. It is defined such that for every two leaves, v1 , v2 , the intervals
corresponding to the jobs v1 and v2 do not overlap. Thus, the social optimum is at least the
number of leaves in F. The profile produced by the algorithm is a social optimum because
its cost is exactly the number of leaves in F.
We show it is a NE. Clearly, any job k for with ξ k = 0 is stable. In addition, the only
jobs with a positive payment correspond to leaves in F. Since the intervals of different
leaves do not overlap, for every leaf-job, j, the only active slot in I ( j) is the slot it is paying
for; thus, j has no feasible migration.
Earlier in the section we prove that our coordination mechanism reduces the PoA to a
constant for common slot instances. On the contrary, we show that, for general instances,
the PoA remains super-constant even for our mechanism.
Theorem 11. For a game with n jobs and c( x ) = x d with d < 1, the worst case PoA of our
mechanism is Ω(nd(1−d) ).
Proof. Consider a large number of jobs n such that nd is integer. Our instance has nd slots
and nd jobs 1, 2, . . . , nd such that job j can only be scheduled on slot j. All other n − nd jobs
can be scheduled on any slot. Let s∗ be the assignment where every one of the unrestricted
jobs is scheduled in slot 1. We get:

d 

 
C (s∗ ) = n − nd + 1 + nd − 1 = Θ nd .
The first term of the sum comes from slot 1 and the second term comes from slots
2, 3, . . . , nd which hold one job each.
Now consider the following NE s. The unrestricted jobs are split equally among all
slots, with each slot having n1−d − 1 of them. The payments declared by the unrestricted
jobs are 0 and the full cost of each slot is paid for by the corresponding restricted job. This
outcome is a NE since the unrestricted jobs get to freeload while the restricted jobs can’t
move to a different slot and have to pay enough to keep their slot open and avoid the large
cost of remaining unscheduled. We get:

d


2
C (s) = nd n1−d = Θ n2d−d .
Taking the ratio C (s)/C (s∗ ) completes the proof.
4.3. Variable Load-Independent Slot Costs
In this section, we consider mechanisms for instances in which different slots may have
different costs. Denote by ct the cost of slot t. Note that this cost is fixed and independent
of the load on t.
Our main result is an algorithm that determines an assignment as well as payments
for the players such that the resulting profile is a strong NE.
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Theorem 12. For arbitrary fixed activation costs, for any instance, it is possible to calculate a
schedule p∗ and vector of payments ξ such that ( p∗ , ξ ) is a SE, and cost( p∗ ) = cost(OPT ).
Proof. We first remove from the instance jobs whose interval includes an interval of another
job. Note that, if I ( j2 ) ⊆ I ( j1 ), then j1 can be temporarily removed from the instance. Once
( p∗ , ξ ) are finalized, we set ξ j1 = 0, and assign j1 on the same slot as j2 . If I ( j2 ) = I ( j1 ),
then one of the jobs is removed (with an arbitrary tie-breaking rule).
Following the above preprocessing, the jobs in J can be sorted such that r1 ≤ · · · ≤ rn
and d1 ≤ · · · ≤ dn . An optimal solution, p∗ , can be computed for such instances using
dynamic programming [6]. Given p∗ , we show how to split the activation costs among the
jobs such that ( p∗ , ξ ) is a SE.
j
For a job j, let cmin = mint∈{r j +1,...,d j } ct denote the cost of a cheapest slot in I ( j).
We turn to describe the players’ payments. Let A = {t1 < t2 < . . . < t B } be the set of
active slots in p∗ . For every 1 ≤ i ≤ B, let P(i ) denote the set of jobs such that j ∈ P(i ) if
and only if A ∩ I ( j) = ti . That is, slot ti is the only active slot in j’s interval. Since A is an
optimal solution, P(i ) is not empty, as, otherwise, ti can be removed from A, contradicting
its optimality. The jobs in P(i ) are going to pay for ti . For simplicity, we first describe an
algorithm to determine payments such that the resulting profile is a NE. Then, we present
an algorithm for SE.
Lemma 5. It is possible to determine payments ξ, such that ( p∗ , ξ ) is a NE.
Proof. For every j ∈ P(i ), none of the other slots in A is feasible for j. Thus, as long as
j
its payment is at most cmin , job j would not deviate from ti . By the optimality of p∗ , we
j

j

have that cti ≤ ∑ j∈ P(i) cmin . Thus, it is possible to determine payments ξ j ≤ cmin and
∑ j ∈ P (i ) ξ j = c ti .
We turn to show how it is possible to split the activation cost of slot ti among the jobs
in P(i ) such that the resulting profile is a SE.
Lemma 6. It is possible to determine payments ξ, such that ( p∗ , ξ ) is a SE.
Proof. We first set ξ j = 0 for every job j ∈ J \ ∪i P(i ). For simplicity, we remove all these
jobs from the input, and only consider the paying jobs—that are in ∪i P(i ). For every
j ∈ P(i ), no slot in A \ {ti } is feasible for j, therefore, j ∈ P(i ) may deviate only to a slot
t such that ti−1 + 1 ≤ t ≤ ti+1 − 1. By the preprocessing (removal of jobs whose interval
includes an interval of another job), the sorting of the jobs in ∪i P(i ) according to their
release times agrees also with their sorting according to finish times. In order for ξ to be
a SE, for every potential deviation of a coalition Γ, we bound the total payments of Γ0 s
members. Specifically, the total payment of players that can potentially migrate to a slot t
must be less than ct , as, otherwise, these players can form a coalition and split the payment
for activating t in a way that all of them benefit. Our algorithm is based on defining two
sets of constraints:
1.
2.

T stability constraints, guaranteeing that ( p∗ , ξ ) is a SE
B cost-covered constraints, guaranteeing that ( p∗ , ξ ) is feasible, that is, the cost all slots
in A is covered

We first define the constraints, and then show they can be fulfilled. Specifically, if they
cannot, then p∗ is not optimal. Note that, in an instance with variable slot costs, the size of
the input is Ω( T ), therefore, the algorithm is polynomial in the size of the input.
Consider first deviations into a slot t, where r1 ≤ t < t1 . Since the jobs are sorted
by release times, and this sorting agrees with the sorting according to finish time, the
constraint for avoiding a migration into t is ∑ xj=1 ξ j ≤ ct , where x is the number of jobs for
which t ∈ I ( j). In other words, for some prefixes of J, we have a constraint regarding their
total payment.
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Consider next deviations into a slot t, where ti + 1 ≤ t < ti+1 for 1 ≤ i < B. A
coordinated deviation into t may be performed by a coalition consisting of a possibly
empty set of jobs assigned on ti (moving right) and a possibly empty set of jobs assigned on
ti+1 (moving left). By the sorting, the coalition consists of a consequent set of jobs. Let γ be
the index of leftmost job for which t ∈ I ( j). Let x be the number of jobs for which t ∈ I ( j).
γ + x −1
The constraint for avoiding a migration into t is ∑ j=γ ξ j ≤ ct . Finally, we define the
constraints that avoid a coordinated deviation into a slot t > t B . Each of theses constraints
considers the total payments of some suffix of the jobs, that is, ∑nj=γ ξ j ≤ ct for some γ.
Fulfillment of the above stability-constraints prevent beneficial deviations of any
coalition. The constraints bound the total payment of every potential maximal coalition,
and this bound clearly applies to every subset of jobs of a potential maximal coalition.
In addition, for every slot ti in A, we define a cost-covered constraint ∑ j∈ P(i) ξ j ≥ cti .
The cost-covered constraints imply that the active slots in p are paid for.
Given the complete set of stability and cost-covered constraints, we turn to present an
algorithm for setting the payments such that all the constraints are fulfilled. During the
algorithm, for every 1 ≤ i ≤ B, P(i ) is updated to be the set of jobs assigned to ti whose
payment is not determined yet. For every slot t, let vt denote the updated bound on the
total payment of players that are assigned to or may migrate to slot t and whose payment
is not determined yet. Initially, for all t, vt = ct .
Consider the first job j1 . It only participates in stability-constraints of type ∑ xj=1 ξ j ≤ ct .
Recall that c1min is the minimal cost of a slot for which a stability-constraint that includes
ξ 1 exists. First, set ξ 1 = min(ct1 , c1min ). Next, apply the fact that ξ 1 is fixed, by updating
the constraints in the following way. For every t ∈ I ( j1 ), let vt = ct − ξ 1 . The stabilityconstraint ∑ xj=1 ξ j ≤ ct is replaced by a constraint ∑ xj=2 ξ j ≤ vt . Note that the new constraint
still refers to a consequent set of jobs. In addition, the cost-covered constraint ∑ j∈ P(1) ξ j =
ct1 is replaced by ∑ j∈ P(1)\{1} ξ j ≥ vt1 . Finally, set P(1) = P(1) \ {1}.
We proceed in a similar way for k = 2, . . . , n. Assume k ∈ P(i ). Note that, when
job k is considered, the value of ξ j is already determined for every j < k; therefore, job
+ x −1
k participates only in constraints of type ∑kj=
ξ j ≤ vt . Let vkmin be the minimal bound
k
on a slot for which a constraint that includes ξ k exists. Set ξ k = min(vti , vkmin ). Next, we
apply the fact that ξ k is fixed by updating the constraints in the following way: For every
t ∈ I (k), let vt = vt − ξ k . The stability-constraint ∑ xj=+kk−1 ξ j ≤ vt is replaced by a constraint
∑ xj=+kk+−11 ξ j ≤ vt − ξ k . Note that the new constraint still refers to a consequent set of jobs. In
addition, the cost-covered constraint of slot ti is replaced by ∑ j∈ P(i)\{k} ξ j ≥ vti . Finally, set
P ( i ) = P ( i ) \ { k }.
The process fails if, for some i, after all jobs in P(i ) are considered, the cost-covered
constraint of slot ti is not fulfilled. that is, vti > 0. We show that in this case p∗ is not optimal.
Assume by contradiction that ti is a slot whose cost is not covered. For every k ∈ P(i ),
the value of ξ k was determined such that some stability-constraint it tight. Specifically, if
ξ k = vkmin , then job k, possibly together with jobs preceding it, covers the cost of the slot
corresponding to vkmin . Thus, the jobs currently on ti can be reassigned on slots whose
total cost can be fully covered by jobs in P(i − 1) ∪ P(i ), and is less than cti . This is a
contradiction to the optimality of p∗ .
Thus, the cost-covered constraint for all the active slots in A are fulfilled, implying
that ( p∗ , ξ ) is feasible. Since all the stability constraints that correspond to preventing all
possible coordinated deviations are fulfilled, ( p∗ , ξ ) is a SE.
We conclude that, given a social optimum schedule p∗ , it is possible to determine
payments such that ( p∗ , ξ ) is a SE.
Recall that Theorem 7 states that SPoA = 1 for every game with fixed activation costs.
Algorithm 1 implies that an optimal solution that is stable against coordinated deviations
not only exists, but can also be computed efficiently.
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5. Conclusions and Open Problems
In this work, we tackle the problem of load-dependent server costs in real-time
scheduling systems, a question that was posed as an open problem by Tamir [6]. We
precisely characterize the price of anarchy for monomial cost functions. Furthermore, we
come up with a novel coordination mechanism that achieved a spectacular improvement
of the price of anarchy in the original model of unit server costs and in a restricted subclass
of instances in our extended model.
There are several follow-up questions that emerge from our work. These include
extending our results to wider classes of cost functions and settling the PoA gap between the
constant bounds for d > 1. Most importantly, it is interesting to see whether coordination
mechanisms of the type that we define here can yield similar improvements in other
settings. Our mechanism relies on the simple idea of offloading the cost sharing aspect of
the problem to the jobs themselves. This induces a setting where any deviation is charged
the marginal contribution of the job on the new slot. Variants of the mechanism that impose,
e.g., upper bounds on the cost share of a job/player might prove useful in these endeavors
(for instance, such a modification would break the bad example in Lemma 11).
Another direction for future work is to study games with variable-length jobs, in
which every job is associated with a processing time p j and should select its processing
interval [t j,1 , t j,2 ) ⊆ [r j , d j ) such that t j,2 − t j,1 = p j . The cost of processing a job is the total
cost of its process. The resulting game is no longer a singleton game but is more structured
than arbitrary congestion games.
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