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I. Introduction

O PTIMAL control problems are often solved numerically via
direct methods [1]. In recent years, considerable attention has

been focused on a class of direct transcription methods called
pseudospectral [2–4] or orthogonal collocation [5,6] methods. In a
pseudospectral method, a finite basis of global interpolating
polynomials is used to approximate the state at a set of discretization
points. The time derivative of the state is approximated by
differentiating the interpolating polynomial and constraining the
derivative to be equal to the vector field at a finite set of collocation
points. Although any set of unique collocation points can be chosen,
generally speaking, an orthogonal collocation is chosen, i.e., the
collocation points are the roots of an orthogonal polynomial (or
linear combinations of such polynomials and their derivatives).
Because pseudospectral methods are commonly implemented via
orthogonal collocation, the terms pseudospectral and orthogonal
collocation are interchangeable (thus researchers in onefieldmay use
the term pseudospectral [3], whereas others may use the term
orthogonal collocation [5]). One advantage to pseudospectral
methods is that for smooth problems, pseudospectral methods
typically have faster convergence rates than other methods,
exhibiting “spectral accuracy” [4].

Pseudospectral methods were traditionally used to solve fluid
dynamics problems [3], whereas orthogonal collocation methods
were first established in the chemical engineering community [6].
Seminal work in the mathematics of orthogonal collocation methods

for optimal control dates back to 1979 [7] and, in recent years, the
following orthogonal collocationmethods have risen to prominence:
the Legendre pseudospectral method [8], the Chebyshev
pseudospectral method [9], the Radau orthogonal collocation
method [10,11], and the Gauss pseudospectral method [12]. Within
the class of pseudospectral methods, there are two very different and
widely used implementation strategies that can be best described as
local and global approaches. In a local approach, the time interval is
divided into a large number of subintervals called segments or finite
elements [6] and a small number of collocation points are usedwithin
each segment. The segments are then linked via continuity
conditions on the state, the independent variable, and possibly the
control. The rationale for using local collocation is that a local
method provides so-called local support [13] (i.e., the discretization
points are located so that they support the local behavior of the
dynamics) and is both computationally simple and efficient.
Although local methods have a long history in solving optimal
control problems, much of the recent work has shown great success
in the application of global collocation [14,15] (i.e., collocation using
a global polynomial across the entire time interval). Researchers are
also looking into higher-order local methods [16,17], which lie in
between global and local methods. In light of the recent results that
promote global orthogonal collocation and the long history of the use
local collocation, it is important to gain a better understanding as to
how these two different philosophies compare in practice.

This Note provides a comparison between global and local
orthogonal collocation solutions for two optimal control problems.A
recently developed orthogonal collocation method called the Gauss
pseudospectral method (GPM) [12] is employed in both a global
format and a local format. In the global approach, the GPM is
implemented on a single segment and the number of collocation
points is varied. As a local approach, the GPM is implemented such
that a number of equal width segments are varied, while a small fixed
number of collocation points are used in each segment. We note that
the local application of the GPM is similar to the approaches of
[6,10,18].

The results obtained in this research suggest that, except in special
circumstances, global orthogonal collocation is preferable to local
orthogonal collocation. For the smooth example in this study, the
global GPM is much more accurate than the local GPM for a given
number of total collocation points. Furthermore, for a desired
accuracy, the global approach is computationally more efficient than
the local approach in smooth problems. For nonsmooth problems, as
in the second example, the local and global approach are quite similar
in terms of accuracy.

II. Continuous Bolza Optimal Control Problem

Consider the following optimal control problem [19]. Determine
the state x�t� 2 Rn and the control u�t� 2 Rm on the time interval
t 2 �t0; tf� (where t0 and tf may be either fixed or free) that minimize
the Bolza cost functional

J���x�t0�; t0; x�tf�; tf� �
Z
tf

t0

g�x�t�; u�t�; t� dt (1)

subject to the dynamic constraints

dx

dt
� f �x�t�; u�t�; t� (2)

Received 9March 2007; revision received 1 September 2007; accepted for
publication 3 September 2007. Copyright © 2007 by Geoffrey Todd
Huntington and Anil Vithala Rao. Published by the American Institute of
Aeronautics andAstronautics, Inc., with permission. Copies of this papermay
be made for personal or internal use, on condition that the copier pay the
$10.00 per-copy fee to the Copyright Clearance Center, Inc., 222 Rosewood
Drive, Danvers, MA 01923; include the code 0731-5090/08 $10.00 in
correspondence with the CCC.

∗Ph.D. Candidate, Department of Aeronautics and Astronautics; currently
Guidance and Control Engineer, Jet Propulsion Laboratory, Pasadena,
California 91109; ghuntington@alum.mit.edu. Member AIAA.

†Assistant Professor, Department of Mechanical and Aerospace
Engineering, Post Office Box 116250; previously Senior Member of the
Technical Staff, The Charles Stark Draper Laboratory, Cambridge,
Massachusetts 02139-3653; anilvrao@ufl.edu. Corresponding Author.
Senior Member AIAA.

JOURNAL OF GUIDANCE, CONTROL, AND DYNAMICS

Vol. 31, No. 2, March–April 2008

432

http://dx.doi.org/10.2514/1.30915


the boundary conditions

��x�t0�; t0; x�tf�; tf� � 0 (3)

and the inequality path constraints

C �x�t�; u�t�; t� � 0 (4)

The problem of Eqs. (1–4) will be referred to as the continuous Bolza
problem.

III. Gauss Pseudospectral Method

The continuous Bolza problem of Eqs. (1–4) is transcribed to a
nonlinear programming problem (NLP) using the GPM [12] as
follows. First, the original time interval I � �t0; tf � is divided into S
subintervals or segments Is, �s� 1; . . . ; S� such that Is � �ts�1; ts�
and

\S
s�1
Is � 0;

[S
s�1
Is � I

where ; is the empty set. Within each subinterval, the time t�s� is
transformed to the interval ��1; 1� via the affine transformation

� � 2t�s�

ts � ts�1
� ts � ts�1
ts � ts�1

(5)

where � 2 ��1; 1� and denotes the transformed time in Is. Next,
assuming that the approximation has the same order in each
subinterval Is, the state is approximated using a basis of N � 1
Lagrange interpolating polynomials Li���, �i� 0; . . . ; N�, as

x �s���� 	X�s���� �
XN
i�0
X�s���i�Li��� (6)

where N is the number of Legendre-Gauss (LG) points [defined as
the roots of the Nth degree Legendre polynomial PN���] in segment
s 2 �1; . . . ; S�. Differentiating Eq. (6) gives

_x �s���� 	 _X�s���� �
XN
i�0
X�s���i� _Li��� (7)

The derivative of the ith Lagrange polynomial at the LG points
_Li��k�, �k� 1; . . . ; N�, can be represented in a differential
approximation matrix D 2 RN
�N�1� and is determined offline. The
dynamic constraint is transcribed into algebraic constraints via the
differential approximation matrix as

XN
i�0

DkiX
�s�
i

� ts � ts�1
2

f�X�s�k ;U
�s�
k ; �k; ts�1; ts� � 0; �k� 1; . . . ; N�

(8)

where X�s�k � X�s���k� 2 Rn and U�s�k � U�s���k� 2 Rm,
�k� 1; . . . ; N�. Note that Eq. (8) is collocated only at the LG
points and not at the boundary points (this form of collocation differs
from other well-known pseudospectral methods such as the
Legendre pseudospectral method [8] and the Chebyshev

pseudospectral method [9]). The final state of each segment X�s�f is

also included as a variable in the NLP, whereX�s�f is defined in terms

of X�s�k , �k� 0; . . . ; N� and U�s�k , �k� 1; . . . ; N� via the Gauss
quadrature [20]

X �s�f � X
�s�
0 �

ts � ts�1
2

XN
k�1

wkf
�
X�s�k ;U

�s�
k ; �k; ts�1; ts

�
(9)

The N LG points plus the initial and final point define the set of
n� N � 2 discretization points or nodes. Also note that the control

is not discretized at the boundaries. However, the boundary control
can be computed via extrapolation or by an application of
Pontryagin’s minimum principle [21] as shown in [22]. The
continuous cost function of Eq. (1) is approximated using a Gauss
quadrature as

J��
�
X�1�0 ; t0;X

�S�
f ; tf

�

�
XS
s�1

ts � ts�1
2

XN
k�1

wkg
�
X�s�k ;U

�s�
k ; �k; ts�1; ts

�
(10)

where wk are the Gauss weights associated with the LG points [3].
Next, the boundary and linkage constraints are expressed as

�
�
X�s�1�0 ; ts�1;X

�s�
f ; ts

�
� 0; �s� 1; . . . ; S

�
(11)

Furthermore, the path constraint of Eq. (4) is evaluated at the LG
points as

C
�
X�s�k ;U

�s�
k ; �k; ts�1; ts

�
� 0 �k� 1; . . . ; N; s� 1; . . . ; S�

(12)

The cost function of Eq. (10) and the algebraic constraints of Eqs. (8),
(9), (11), and (12) define an NLP whose solution is an approximate
solution to the continuous Bolza problem.

In the case where one subinterval is used (i.e., S� 1), the GPM is
employed as a global collocation method. Conversely, in this
analysis, wewill take any casewhere S� 1, to be a local application
of the method (although, strictly speaking, this is untrue). In the
analysis that follows, wewill use the GPM in both global collocation
(i.e., S� 1) and local collocation (i.e.,S� 1 and small values ofN).

IV. Global and Local Applications of GPM

TheGauss pseudospectral method is applied as both a global and a
local collocation method on two examples. As a global collocation
method, the number of segments is set to unity (i.e., S� 1) and the
accuracy is assessed as a function of the number of collocation points
N. As a local collocationmethod, the number of collocation points in
a given subinterval is fixed and the number of subintervals is varied.
In this work, five nodes (three LG points plus two boundary points)
are chosen for each subinterval and the width of each subinterval is
constrained to be equal. Figure 1 depicts the distribution of nodes and
collocation points for both the global and local approaches using a
total of 20 discretization points. The LG points are denser near the
endpoints than in the middle, as the nonuniformity in the LG points

Fig. 1 Distribution of nodes and collocation points for both the global

and local approaches (N � 20).
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improves the accuracy of numerical quadratures and polynomial
approximations across the interval [3]. Also note that, in a local
approach, two nodes coincide at each segment interface, meaning
there are S � 1 fewer unique nodes than there are in a global
approach. However, the results will show that the differences in
accuracy and efficiency are significant even when comparing the
number of unique nodes for each approach.

All examples were solved using the TOMLAB version [23] of the
sparse NLP solver SNOPT [24] using default tolerances and
comparable initial guesses for both the local and global approaches.
A Pentium 4, 3.2 GHz desktop computer was used for all
computations and any documented computation times are in
reference to this machine.

A. Example 1: Modified Hicks–Ray Reactor Problem

Consider theHicks–Ray reactor problem [18]where it is desired to
minimize the quadratic cost functional

Z
10

0

fa1�C�t� � �C�2 � a2�T�t� � �T�2 � a3�U�t� � �U�2g dt (13)

subject to the nonlinear dynamic constraints

_C�t� � 1 � C�t�
�

� k10C�t�e�t=T�t� (14)

_T�t� �
yf � T�t�

�
� k10C�t�e�t=T�t� (15)

� ��T�t� � yc�U�t� (16)

and the initial conditions

C�0� � 0:1367 T�0� � 0:7293 (17)

The two states are denoted byC�t� andT�t�, the control is denoted by
U�t�, and all other parameters are constants. This problem has no
analytic solution, however, this analysis will compare the NLP
solutions to a highly accurate extremal solution of the Hamiltonian
boundary-value problem (HBVP) associatedwith Eqs. (13–17). This
HBVP solution was found using the MATLAB boundary-value
problem solver BVP4C [25]. It is noted that the traditional form of
this example includes the (active) path constraint U�t� 
 0.
However, due to the increased difficulty in accurately solving a path-
constrained HBVP and the fact that this is simply an illustrative
example, the path constraint was omitted for this analysis.

The comparison of the Hicks–Ray reactor solution using the GPM
as both a global and a local collocation method is shown in Fig. 2.
The “error” in this figure represents the maximum absolute error
between the NLP state and the “exact” HBVP state across the entire
discretized trajectory for a given number of nodes n. For the global
approach (top figure), the error decreases spectrally [3] as n
increases, leveling off just below the feasibility tolerance of 10�6 at
21 nodes. This rapid convergence is typical for pseudospectral

methods and is one of the primary motivations for using a global
approach on smooth problems. As for the local approach, Fig. 2 also
shows the error in the state as the number of segments was increased
(bottom figure). The errors in the state using local collocation
converge at a much slower rate than seen in the global approach.
Notice that the data shown for the global approach end at 30 nodes,
whereas the data for the local approach extend to 125 nodes (25
segments). For comparison, at 30 nodes, the global method has an
accuracy better than 10�6, whereas the local method produces
an accuracy of �10�3. In practice, it is common to desire a certain
accuracy rather than stop at an arbitrary number of nodes. In this
light, the data show that an accuracy of 10�5 can be obtained at 16
nodes in the global approach, whereas it takes more than 125 total
nodes in the local approach.

Although the global method outperforms the local method in
accuracy, one must also consider the computational efficiency
between the two approaches. First, it is noted that, for the same
number of nodes, the global method results in a much more dense
constraint Jacobian as compared with the local method because the
collocation equations are a function of the state and control across the
entire interval in the globalmethod.However, as seen fromFig. 2, if a
certain accuracy is required, as is often the case, the local approach
requires many more collocation points as compared with the global
approach. This results in amuch larger, albeit sparser, Jacobian in the
local approach. Table 1 summarizes the performance of eachmethod
for a desired accuracy. For instance, Table 1 shows that, for an
accuracy of 10�4, the local method requires significantly more
computational effort as compared with the global approach, both in
terms of CPU time andmajor iterations of the NLP solver. This result
is not intuitive, as onemight expect the sparse NLP solver SNOPT to
perform faster on the large, sparse approach. For this example, the
extremely high accuracy of global polynomials outweighs the

Fig. 2 Convergence of Hicks–Ray problem via both global and local

approaches as a function of the number of nodes n.

Table 1 Computational expense for global and local approach

Global approach

Accuracy Nodes required Nonzeros Jacobian density, % CPU time, s Major iterations Minor iterations
1e � 3 10 248 46 1.343 29 45
1e � 4 12 348 44 1.234 31 55
1e � 5 16 596 41 5.047 113 144
1e � 6 21 996 40 6.531 115 171

Local approach

Accuracy Nodes required Nonzeros Jacobian density, % CPU time, s Major iterations Minor iterations
1e � 3 35 512 6.6 8.890 43 100
1e � 4 80 1178 2.8 49.86 56 174
1e � 5 165 2436 1.4 148.3 44 285
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relatively inexpensive computations of the local approach in terms of
computational efficiency.

B. Example 2: Double Integrator

In this problem, it is desired to minimize the cost functional

J� tf (18)

subject to the dynamic constraints

_x 1�t� � x2�t� _x2�t� � u�t� (19)

the boundary conditions

x1�0� � x10; x2�0� � x20 x1�tf� � 0; x2�tf� � 0

(20)

and the inequality control constraint

ju�t�j � 1 (21)

The key difference between this example and the previous example is
that, for many initial conditions, the optimal control for this problem
is “bang–bang,” i.e., it switches from either its maximum value to its
minimum value (or vice versa) at a time tb (where 0< tb < tf).
Because of the discontinuity in the optimal control, it would appear at
first glance that a global approximation would be much less accurate
than a local approximation. However, the two methods are
surprisingly comparable in their solution accuracy for this problem.

Assume that no a priori knowledge of the discontinuity exists,
meaning the switching time is unknown. For the initial conditions of
Eq. (22), the optimal switch time of the control is tb 	 4:2361, which
is designed to lie on the interior of a segment in the local approach, as
opposed to on a segment boundary.

x10 � 3; x20 � 2 (22)

Figure 3 shows the state error (x1 and x2) for both the global and local
GPM solutions. The error shown here is the absolute difference
between the NLP solution and exact analytic solution at each node.
Naturally, the largest state error occurs at the switch time, and is
strikingly similar for both approaches. The local approach is more
accurate away from the discontinuity, but this is largely due to the
fact that the smooth portions of the state trajectory can be
approximated exactly with low-order polynomials. In general, this
will not be true and the errors will be larger for the local approach in
these cases. Lastly, it is noted that if a priori knowledge of the switch
time does exist, a global approach can be broken into two segments.
This technique has been used successfully several times using the
GPM [14,15,22] or other pseudospectral methods [26–29].

V. Conclusions

A comparison between a global and a local implementation of an
orthogonal collocation method for solving optimal control problems
has been made. The purpose of the comparison was to determine the
accuracy and computational efficiency of each approach. The
method chosen for this comparison was the recently developed
Gauss pseudospectral method. Employing the GPM as a local
method, the number of collocation points within each segment was
held fixed at a small number (e.g., three collocation points) while the
number of segments was varied. In global collocation form, a single
segment was used across the entire interval and the number of
collocation points was varied. Analysis of the examples in this paper
suggests that for smooth problems, global collocation is significantly
more accurate than local collocation for a given number of total
collocation points. For nonsmooth problems, the accuracies of global
and local collocation methods were found to be comparable.
Furthermore it was found that, for a desired accuracy, the global
approach was computationally more efficient for smooth problems.
This work supports these claims by illustrating two example
problems.
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