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ABSTRACT
We propose a novel Bayesian formulation for the reconstruction from compressed measurements. We demonstrate
that high-sparsity enforcing priors based on l p -norms, with
0 < p ≤ 1, can be used within a Bayesian framework by
majorization-minimization methods. By employing a fully
Bayesian analysis of the compressed sensing system and
a variational Bayesian analysis for inference, the proposed
framework provides model parameter estimates along with
the unknown signal, as well as the uncertainties of these estimates. We also show that some existing methods can be
derived as special cases of the proposed framework. Experimental results demonstrate the high performance of the proposed algorithm in comparison with commonly used methods for compressed sensing recovery.
1. INTRODUCTION
Compressed sensing (CS) proposes new techniques to acquire signals from a reduced number of samples. The theory of CS indicates that, if a signal is compressible in some
basis, i.e., most of the energy of the coefficients in that basis is concentrated in relatively few coefficients, then highaccuracy recovery is possible even with fewer samples than
the dimension of the signal [1]. Thus, the traditional sensing and compression phases of signal acquisition are merged
into a single phase. The traditional decoding is replaced by
recovery algorithms making use of the compressibility assumption.
During the last years, many recovery algorithms for compressed sensing problem have been proposed. A main class
of algorithms is based on l1 minimization via linear programming [1, 2, 3]. Another alternative is minimizing l0 norms, either approximated by smooth functions (e.g., [4]),
or directly utilized by iterative hard-thresholding methods
[5]. Also, greedy methods have been widely proposed [6, 7],
which approximate the signal by incrementally selecting the
bases best describing the part not yet represented. These
methods are computationally more efficient than global optimization methods, but generally at the expense of a decreased reconstruction accuracy. Finally, minimization of
non-convex l p -norms (0 ≤ p < 1) has been shown to provide
a potentially better recovery than l1 norms [8]. These algorithms are known as iteratively re-weighted least squares
(IRLS) methods. Early work on IRLS methods utilized l p
norms with p > 1 [9, 10], and extensions to non-convex optiThis work has been partially supported by the Spanish research programme Consolider Ingenio 2010: MIPRCV (CSD2007-00018) and the
Ministerio de Educacion y Ciencia under contract TIN2007-65533.
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mization frameworks were proposed in [11, 12, 13]. A similar re-weighting approach is utilized for l1 -norms in [14].
A main issue of these methods is that the physical meaning of the model parameters is generally obscure. Recently,
several algorithms have been developed within the Bayesian
framework [15, 16, 17], with the advantage of systematic
modeling of the unknown signal along with the model parameters, which results in fully-automated algorithms simultaneously estimating all required parameters. However, analytical difficulties within Bayesian inference limit the class
of sparsity priors to Gaussian-based priors [16]. Those methods utilizing a more general class of sparsity priors generally
resort to sampling algorithms for inference [18], which are
generally computationally less efficient.
In this paper, we propose a novel Bayesian framework for CS recovery using non-convex l p -norms. With
a majorization-minimization approach, we demonstrate that
Bayesian inference can be performed without resorting to
sampling approaches. Specifically, we employ a variational
Bayesian inference which provides distribution estimates of
the unknowns, and therefore allows the calculation of the
uncertainties of the estimates. The proposed algorithm simultaneously optimally estimates the unknown signal along
with all needed parameters. We also show that existing IRLS
methods are special cases of the proposed formulation. Finally, we demonstrate with experimental results that our algorithm compares favorably to commonly used CS recovery
algorithms.
2. BAYESIAN MODELING
The CS acquisition system can be modeled as
y = Φx + n,

(1)

where x is a N × 1 sparse vector, y is the M × 1 observation vector, n is the M × 1 independent, Gaussian, zero-mean
noise vector with variance equal to β −1 , and Φ is the M × N
measurement matrix, with M < N. A general form of the
reconstruction problem is given by
x̂ = argmin{ky − Φxk22 + τkxk pp },

(2)

x

where p is generally chosen to be within the interval [0, 2].
We utilize a hierarchical Bayesian framework to model the
components of the compressed acquisition system in (1). We
first define the joint distribution p(x, α, β , y) of all unknown
and observed quantities, which we factorize as
p(x, α, β , y) = p(y|x, β ) p(x|α) p(α) p(β ).
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(3)

In the first stage, the observation noise is modeled using the conditional distribution p(y|x, β ) and the unknown
signal x is modeled by a sparsity prior p(x|α). These distributions depend on model parameters β and α, called hyperparameters, which are modeled in the second stage through
hyperpriors p(α) and p(β ).

with a0α , a0β the shape parameters and b0α , b0β the scale parameters, respectively. In this work, these parameters are assigned small values (e.g., 10−3 ) to obtain vague hyperpriors
which make the hyperparameter estimates to rely more on
the observations than on prior knowledge. The means and
variances of α and β are given respectively by
aα
aα
.
, Var[α] =
bα
(bα )2
aβ
aβ
Mean[β ] = <β > =
.
, Var[β ] =
bβ
(bβ )2

2.1 Observation and signal model

Mean[α] = <α> =

We model the conditional probability p(y|x, β ) as


N
β
2
2
p(y|x, β ) ∝ β exp − ky − Φxk2 .
2

(4)

The signal is assumed to be sparse, which is modeled using
a Generalized Gaussian prior given by
"
#
1
p
exp −α ∑ |xi | ,
(5)
p(x|α) ∝
Zx (α)
i

0

exp[−αu p ]du =

1
p

Z ∞

exp[−αv]v

1−p
p

1

dv ∝ α − p ,

0
N

with u p = v, which results in Zx (α) = cα − p , with c a constant. The final form of the sparsity prior is given by
"
#
N

p(x|α) = c α p exp −α ∑ |xi | p .

(6)

(10)

Combining the distributions at both stages of the hierarchical model defined in (4), (5) and (7)-(8), we obtain the joint
distribution in (3).
3. INFERENCE PROCEDURE
The Bayesian inference is based on the posterior distribution

with Zx (α) the partition function normalizing the distribution. The partition function Zx (α) can be calculated using
Z ∞

(9)

p(α, β , x|y) =

p(α, β , x, y)
.
p(y)

(11)

However, approximation methods are needed because p(y)
cannot be computed.
In this work, we incorporate
a variational Bayesian approach for the inference (as
in [19, 20, 21]), which approximates the posterior distribution p(α, β , x|y) by an analytically tractable distribution
q(α, β , x), found by minimizing the Kullback-Leibler (KL)
divergence between the posterior distribution and its approximation, given by

i

Note that this probability distribution uses a single hyperparameter α for all signal coefficients, whereas existing
Bayesian methods generally employ independent distributions on each signal coefficient [15, 16, 17], where each distribution is modeled using a separate hyperparameter. However, as will be shown in Sec. 3, we introduce an additional
variable which will separately enforce adaptivity for each coefficient. Note also that a maximum a posteriori (MAP) formulation with the distributions in (4) and (5) results in the
same inverse problem shown in (2), using τ = αβ .
2.2 Model for hyperparameters
In order to simplify the inference procedure, in Bayesian
models, hyperprior distributions are generally chosen to be
conjugate distributions, i.e., they have the same form as the
product of the conditional distribution and the priors. Therefore, we utilize conjugate Gamma hyperpriors on both hyperparameters α and β . In addition to being conjugate, the
Gamma distribution includes the uniform distribution as a
limiting case, in which case the hyperparameters are estimated only depending on the observations. The distributions
p(α) and p(β ) are then expressed as
0

p(α) = Γ(α|a0α , b0α ) =



(b0α )aα a0α −1
α
exp −αb0α ,
Γ(a0α )
a0β

p(β ) = Γ(β |a0β , b0β ) =

(b0β )

Γ(a0β )

β

a0β −1

h
i
exp −β b0β ,

CKL (q(α, β , x) k p(α, β , x|y))


Z Z Z
q(α, β , x)
=
q(α, β , x) log
dαdβ dx
p(α, β , x|y)


Z Z Z
q(α, β , x)
=
q(α, β , x) log
dαdβ dx + const.
p(α, β , x, y)
(12)
The KL divergence is always non negative and equal to zero
only when q(α, β , x) = p(α, β , x|y). It is generally assumed
that the distribution q(α, β , x) can be factorized. In this work
we use the following factorization
q(α, β , x) = q(α) q(β ) q(x)

(13)

Unfortunately, the KL divergence in (12) cannot be calculated with the sparsity prior in (6). Therefore, we resort to
a majorization-minimization approach, where we search a
bound of the prior which can be used for further Bayesian
analysis. Let us consider the weighted arithmetic and geometric mean inequality given by
p

p

a 2 b1− 2 ≤

p
p
a + (1 − )b ,
2
2

(14)

(7)

with 0 ≤ p ≤ 2, and nonnegative numbers a and b. Assuming
p
b > 0, p > 0 and dividing both sides by b1− 2 we obtain

(8)

2−p
p a+ p b
a ≤
.
2 b1−p/2
p
2
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(15)

Let us also define the following functional
"
!#
vi
(xi )2 + 2−p
N
α
p
p
M(α, x, v) = c α p exp −
,
2 ∑
(vi )1−p/2
i
(16)
where v ∈ (R+ )N is a vector with components vi , and c is
the constant in (6). Using (15) with a = (xi )2 and b = vi in
M(α, x, v), and comparing it with the prior in (6), it is clear
that
p(x|α) ≥ M(α, x, v) .

q(α) q(β ) q(x). Convergence is guaranteed since the upper
bound of the KL divergence in (20) is convex.
We next proceed to give the explicit forms of each q(·)
distribution. In what follows, the means of the distributions
will be denoted by < · > = Eq(θ ) [·], when the corresponding distribution is clear from the context. The distribution
q(x) is calculated from (22) as a N-dimensional multivariate Gaussian distribution N (x|<x>, Σx ), whose mean and
covariance are given by
<x> = Σx <β > Φt y,

(17)

Since the bounding functional M(α, x, v) has a quadratic
form, Bayesian inference can analytically be carried out by
majorizing the prior p(x|α) by this functional. Using (17), a
lower bound of the joint probability distribution in (3) can be
found, that is,

Σx = <β > Φ Φ + p <α> W
with

CKL (q(α, β , x) k p(α, β , x|y))
≤ CKL (q(α, β , x) k F(α, β , x, v)) + const.

(19)

Note that, since
CKL (q(α, β , x) k p(α, β , x|y))
≤ min CKL (q(α, β , x) k F(α, β , x, v)) + const,
v

(20)

the upper bound CKL (q(α, β , x) k F(α, β , x, v)) can be made
tighter by minimizing it iteratively with respect to both
q(α, β , x) and v, which results in a decreasing sequence of
upper bounds, and also in closer approximations of the signal
prior p(x|α) by the bounding functional M(α, x, v).
Based on this, we replace the minimization of the KL
divergence in (12) by its upper bound given in (19). Note,
however, that (19) cannot be analytically minimized with respect to all q(·) distributions and the vector v at the same
time, and so an alternating minimization procedure has to be
employed as follows. Let us denote by Θ = {x, α, β } the set
of all unknowns, and by Θθ the set Θ with θ removed. Then,
for each unknown θ ∈ Θ, the posterior q(θ ) can be computed
by holding q(Θθ ) constant and solving



p/2−1
W = diag vi
, i = 1, ..., N.

vi = argmin

(21)

1−p/2

,

vi = <xi2 >, i = 1, ..., N.

(26)

It is clear that W in (25) is a weighting matrix, similar to that
used in IRLS algorithm [12], which together with xi2 provides
an estimate of k x k pp . However, in [12] the elements of W
are chosen as (<xi >2 ) p/2−1 , whereas in this work they are
equal to (<xi2 >) p/2−1 , which is calculated from
2
<xi2 > = (Eq(x) [xi ])2 + Eq(x) [ xi − Eq(x) [xi ] ]
= <xi >2 + (Σx )ii ,

(27)

where (Σx )ii denotes the ith diagonal element of the matrix
Σx , and it is the variance of the coefficient xi . The first term
is equivalent to the one used in IRLS algorithms, and the
second term incorporates the uncertainty of the estimate x in
the reweighting procedure. Using this information results in
significant improvement in the reconstruction performance
compared to the IRLS methods. Additionally, the estimated
variances can be utilized for designing adaptive measurement
systems as in [16].
Finally, from (22), the distributions q(α) and q(β ) are
found as Gamma distributions given by
"
!#
q(α) ∝ α N/p+aα −1 exp −α

p/2

∑ vi

+ b0α

,

(28)

i

q(β ) ∝ β

N/2+a0β −1

"
exp −β

!#

Eq(x) ky − Φxk22
0
+ bβ
.
2
(29)

The means of these distributions are given by
<α> = Eq(α) [α] =

Z

log F(α, β , x, v)q(Θθ )dΘθ .

Applying this general solution to each unknown in an alternating fashion results in an iterative procedure, which converges to the best approximation of the true posterior distribution p(x, α, β |y) by distributions of the form q(α, β , x) =

(25)

vi

where
Eq(Θθ ) [ log F(α, β , x, v)] =

(24)

which results in the following update

q(θ )

The standard solution of variational Bayesian analysis [21,
19] can then be used for (21), which results in

q(θ ) = const × exp Eq(Θθ ) [ log F(α, β , x, v)] ,
(22)

<xi2 > + 2−p
p vi

vi

0

q(θ ) = argmin CKL (q(Θθ )q(θ ) k F(α, β , x, v)).

−1

The components vi of the vector v can be calculated using

p(α, β , x, y) ≥ p(α) p(β ) M(α, x, v) p(y|x, β )
= F(α, β , x, v),
(18)
which leads to the following upper bound of the KL divergence in (12)

(23)

t

N/p + a0α
p/2

∑i vi

+ b0β

,

(30)

and
<β > = Eq(β ) [β ] =
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N/2 + a0β


,
Eq(x) ky − Φxk22 /2 + b0β

(31)

The denominator in (31) is calculated using
Eq(x) [ky − Φxk22 ] = ky − Φ<x>k22 + trace(Σx Φt Φ). (32)
In summary, the algorithm iterates between (23), (25), (30)
and (31) until convergence. The estimate <x> in (23) can
be calculated by standard methods, such as Gaussian elimination. However, explicit calculation of the matrix Σx is
needed in (27) and (32). This is computationally very intense, since Σx is of size N × N. To increase efficiency and
decrease numerical errors, we first calculate the incomplete
T
Cholesky factorization Σ−1
x ≈ LL and approximate Σx by

−1
LLT
.
To conclude this section, we investigate the special case
of noiseless CS measurements (y = Φx). From (23) and
(24), we see that when β → ∞, the estimate of x is given by
−1
<x> = W−1 Φt ΦW−1 Φt
y.
(33)
Let us further assume that the distribution q(x) is a degenerate distribution, that is, a distribution which takes the value
<x> with probability one and the rest with probability zero.
Then, <xi2 > = <xi >2 , and therefore

W = diag |<xi >| p−2 .
(34)

(a)

(b)

The estimate in (33) combined with (34) coincides with the
IRLS algorithm [11], thus [11] is a special case of the proposed method. Moreover, by including an appropriate regularization in (34), [12] can also be shown to be a special case
of the proposed method.
4. EXPERIMENTS

Figure 1: Reconstruction errors obtained by the proposed
method with varying the number of measurements M for pvalues 0.01, 0.1, 0.3, 0.05, 0.7 and 1. The measurements are
noiseless in (a) and Gaussian noise with standard deviation
0.03 is added to the measurements.

In this section we present numerical comparison of our
method with some of the state-of-the-art algorithms for CS
recovery. We generate sparse vectors x of size N = 256 with
20 nonzero coefficients, which are drawn from a zero-mean
Gaussian distribution of variance 1. The M ×N measurement
matrices Φ are also generated from a zero-mean Gaussian
distribution with variance 1, and their columns are scaled to
have unit 2-norms. Other choices of both the signal and measurement matrix gave similar results.
In the proposed algorithm, the LS-solution (Φt Φ)−1 Φt y
is used as the initial estimate of x , and the iterations are
stopped when the Euclidean divergence from the estimate
to the previous iteration is less than 10−6 . Finally, the reconstruction error is calculated as kx̂ − xk2 /kxk2 , where
x̂ and x are the estimated and true coefficient vectors, respectively. For all methods and experiments, the number
of samples M varies from 60 to 120 in steps of 10, and results were averaged over 100 executions of each method. We
study both noiseless and noisy observations, using zero-mean
white gaussian noise of standard deviation 0.03.
We first study the effect of the variable p on the reconstruction performance of our algorithm, denoted by BCS-lp
in the following. Figure 1 shows error rate comparisons between six selected p-values for both noiseless and noisy observations. It is clear that smaller values of p result in lower
reconstruction errors for both cases. Note also that the performance increase is logarithmic when decreasing p, so values close to p = 0.01 results in similar performance.
Fig. 2 compares the proposed algorithm, using both
noiseless and noisy measurements, with respect to a selection of existing CS reconstruction algorithms, namely,

BCS [16] and BCS-Laplace [22] (both greedy algorithms);
BP [2] and GPSR [3] (global optimization methods minimizing l1 -norm), the IRLS method [12] (minimizing a nonconvex norm and using an optimal regularization strategy as
described in [12]) and iterative hard thresholding (IHT) [5]
(minimizing l0 norm). For all algorithms, their MATLAB
implementations in the corresponding websites are used, and
the required algorithm parameters are set according to their
default setups. We chose p = 0 for IRLS as it provided the
best comparative results.
It can be observed from Fig. 2 that (a) in the case of
noiseless measurements, BCS-lp outperforms other methods
in terms of reconstruction error and it achieves perfect reconstruction with fewer number of measurements; and (b)
when noise is present, BCS-lp provides the smallest reconstruction error for small number of measurements, but other
algorithms are better for higher values. We believe that this
is mostly due to numerical errors arising when solving the
linear system in (23). Note that a similar behavior can also
be observed with IRLS. The performance of GPSR is expected to increase with manually tuning its parameters. An
additional advantage of our method is that it does not require
parameter-tuning. An interesting observation from Fig. 2(a)
is that the reconstruction performance is improved as more
heavy-tailed distributions are utilized as sparsity priors.
5. CONCLUSIONS
We have developed a Bayesian framework utilizing nonconvex sparsity priors for compressed sensing reconstruction, through a majorization-minimization approach. By
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(a)

(b)
Figure 2: Comparison between a number of CS reconstruction algorithms with varying number of measurements M
with (a) noiseless and (b) noisy measurements.
using variational Bayesian analysis, the reconstruction algorithm developed from this framework simultaneously estimates all unknowns and provides distribution estimates,
which account for the estimation uncertainties and can be
used to ensure the accuracy of the estimation process. We
have shown that the proposed formulation is a generalized
version of some existing methods, such as reweighted least
squares and sparse Bayesian methods, and therefore it can
provide potential directions for improvement. Experimental
results demonstrate that using non-convex priors our method
achieves higher reconstruction accuracy, and also that the unknown signal can be recovered with fewer measurements.
We have shown that our method is competitive compared to
state-of-the-art methods in terms of reconstruction error.
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