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ABSTRACT Cell-free massive MIMO (CF-mMIMO) emerges as a pivotal technology in the landscape
of beyond-5G and 6G wireless networks, addressing the ever-increasing demand for seamless connectivity
and unprecedented data throughput. This paper undertakes a comprehensive exploration of scalable user-
centric (UC) CF-mMIMO systems, focusing on critical aspects of downlink (DL) channel state information
(CSI) acquisition and its intricate interactions with both distributed and centralized precoding strategies.
The paper delves into the crucial role of DL CSI acquisition, particularly in scenarios of weak channel
hardening arising from sparse subsets of access points (APs) serving specific mobile stations (MS) in UC
strategies, and transmission over spatially correlated multiple keyhole Ricean fading channels. The main
contributions of this research work include in-depth analyses of different detection schemes under varying
precoding scenarios, offering valuable insights for practical deployment. The pivotal role of DL CSI
acquisition in optimizing the performance of UC CF-mMIMO networks is fully assessed, dismissing the
use of DL pilot-based detection approaches and advocating for either centralized precoding architectures
with statistical CSI-based decoding strategies at the MSs or distributed precoding schemes with DL blind
channel estimation-based decoders at the MSs.

INDEX TERMS Cell-free massive MIMO, user-centric, scalability, keyhole channels, downlink training,
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channel hardening.

. INTRODUCTION
A. CONTEXT AND PREVIOUS ART WORK

MERGING as one of the most promising wireless

networking technologies, cell-free massive MIMO (CF-
mMIMO) addresses the pervasive connectivity demands and
escalating data traffic needs in the realms of beyond-fifth
generation (5G) and sixth generation (6G) networks [1], [2].
In a CF-mMIMO network, a large number of access points
(APs), spread across a wide coverage area and typically
equipped with small antenna arrays, collaboratively serve
multiple mobile stations (MSs). The collective number of
antennas across all APs far exceeds the count of MSs
scheduled concurrently within the same time-frequency
resources. Consequently, CF-mMIMO systems can be con-
sidered as a synergistic combination of ultra-dense networks

(UDNSs), massive multiple-input multiple-output (MIMO),
and network MIMO, leveraging the advantages of each of
them to deliver ubiquitous connectivity with uniformly high
spectral and energy efficiencies (see, for instance, [3] and
references therein).

The acquisition of accurate channel state information (CSI)
is crucial in CF-mMIMO networks, as it enables the precoders
at the transmitter and the combiners at the receiver to
effectively adapt to the short-term time-frequency variations
in the propagation channels. In these scenarios, time division
duplex (TDD) operation is preferred for CSI acquisition
because it allows APs to obtain uplink (UL) CSI from UL
pilot transmissions by the MSs and leverage UL-downlink
(DL) channel reciprocity to use it also as a proper DL CSI.
This approach ensures that the required pilot resources are
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proportional to the number of MSs and independent of both
the number of APs and the number of antennas per AP.

To perform coherent detection and decoding of DL data,
MSs must use an estimate of the effective DL channel gain
and the variance of the effective noise (i.e., interference
plus thermal noise) in the detection/decoding algorithm. The
effective DL channel gain is a scalar, representing the inner
product of the precoding and the channel vectors, and it
undergoes short-term variations due to channel fading. A
common approach in the CF-mMIMO literature is to assume
that channel hardening occurs due to the large number of
antennas used [3], [4]. Channel hardening is observed when
the random realizations of the effective channel are close to
the mean value (i.e., the variance is small), resulting in a
consistent effective scalar channel across coherence blocks.
This allows the system to be operated as if APs and MSs were
communicating over a deterministic channel characterized by
the mean of the effective DL channel, a scalar based on
long-term statistics that can be safely assumed to be known
at the MSs [3], [4]. The number of APs and the number
of antennas per AP required to achieve channel hardening,
however, strongly depend on the propagation environment,
the precoder design, the user-centric (UC) policy used to
associate MSs and APs or even the DL power control strategy
implemented at the APs. In particular, results presented by
Chen and Bjornson in [5], where stochastic geometry tools
were used to model the deployment of APs across the coverage
area and uncorrelated Rayleigh fading was assumed, show
that whether or not the channel hardens as the number of APs
increases depends strongly on the propagation pathloss model.
These authors also show that in this particular scenario, and for
a given total number of antennas, hardening can be improved
by using multi-antenna APs rather than single-antenna APs.
Willhammer et al. in [6] experimentally show that channel
hardening occurs in massive MIMO scenarios. However, they
also show that the uncorrelated Rayleigh channel models
commonly assumed in theoretical studies tend to provide
overoptimistic performance metrics and do not accurately
model the channel hardening metrics observed in realistic
massive MIMO deployments. This discrepancy arises because
real environments do not provide as rich scattering as assumed
in the uncorrelated Rayleigh model, and line-of-sight (LOS)
propagation paths can also play an important role in this
particular context. In this regard, Alvarez-Polegre et al. in [7]
show that under a spatially correlated Ricean fading channel
and considering different precoding and combining strategies,
the dominant LOS component of the Ricean fading has a
positive impact both on the hardening of the channels as well
as on the DL achievable spectral efficiencies. Interestingly,
they also show that spatial antenna correlation degrades
the channel hardening and rate performance when using
a simple distributed conjugate beamforming (CB) precoder
but improves this performance metric when implementing a
centralized zero-forcing (ZF) precoding strategy. The use of
more sophisticated distributed precoding schemes to enhance
the channel hardening behavior has also been explored by
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Interdonato et al. in [8], Femenias et al. in [9] or Sutton et al.
in [10]. In particular, these authors show that appropriately
designing short-term normalized CB precoders, the channel
hardening can be boosted thus enabling the MSs to reliably
decode data relying on long-term statistical CSI.

In realistic scalable UC CF-mMIMO systems, the set of
APs serving a particular MS might be rather sparse, the
antennas at the APs might be correlated, there might be
some of the propagation links between a particular MS
and its serving APs that are in LOS and, moreover, there
might be MSs being subject to propagation through keyhole
channels [11], [12], [13]. In this situation, and based on the
conclusions drawn from the evaluation of the aforementioned
research work, channel hardening might be compromised.
Therefore, using decoding strategies based solely on the
availability of statistical CSI might not be appropriate. Under
these circumstances, particularly when using distributed
precoding schemes, a more effective approach to acquiring
accurate CSI involves the APs transmitting beamformed
DL pilots to help the MSs estimate the instantaneous
effective DL channel [8]. Transmitting precoded DL pilots
improves the quality of the CSI available at the MSs.
However, it also consumes time-frequency resources that
could otherwise be used to transmit DL payload data.
Therefore, there is a clear trade-off between the performance
improvement expected from the availability of instantaneous
CSI and the performance degradation associated with the
DL pilot transmission overhead. In [8], Interdonato et al.
demonstrate that allowing the MSs to estimate the effective
channel using DL pilots can significantly improve achievable
spectral efficiency, especially in scalable UC CF-mMIMO
deployments. A limitation of this work, however, is that
the conclusions are solely based on results obtained for
uncorrelated Rayleigh channels and assuming the use of
distributed CB-based precoders.

Another method for acquiring instantaneous CSI is the
blind channel estimation strategy. In this approach, the
effective DL channel gains are estimated using the received
DL payload data signals. Such an estimation method was
developed by Ngo and Larsson in [13] for single-cell massive
MIMO and was later generalized to a multi-cell massive
MIMO network by Pasangi et al. in [14], assuming uncor-
related Rayleigh fading channels and simple CB precoders.
In [15], Ghazanfari et al. proposed model-based and data-
driven approaches for DL multi-cell massive MIMO blind
channel estimation that accommodate spatially correlated
Rayleigh fading, arbitrary linear precoding schemes, and
generic pilot assignment strategies among MSs. Finally,
Souza et al. in [16], investigated the performance of the
blind estimation approach in UC CF-mMIMO networks
under spatially correlated channels and considering different
distributed precoding schemes, namely, the CB and the local
partial-MMSE (LP-MMSE). The blind channel estimation
approach has proven its capability to yield better estimates
compared to simply using the mean of the effective channel
gains, especially in scenarios with poor channel hardening

VOLUME 5, 2024



‘IEEES IEEE Open Journal of the
Comdoc communications Society

TABLE 1. Research gap analysis of the main bibliographical references.

DL Blind Keyhole Ricean Spatial CF-mMIMO  User-centric Advanced
estimation channel fading correlation precoders

Chen et al. [5] v
Willhammer et al. [6] v
Alvarez et al. [7] v v v v v
Interdonato et al. [8] v v v
Femenias et al. [9] v v v v
Sutton et al. [10] v v
Ngo et al. [13] v v v v
Pasangi et al. [14] v v
Ghazanfari et al. [15] v v v v
Souza et al. [16] v v v v v

conditions. Additionally, it can outperform the pilot-based
DL channel estimation approach by eliminating the necessity
for additional pilot overhead.

B. MOTIVATION AND CONTRIBUTIONS

Summarizing the contributions of the aforementioned
research works and in order to highlight the research gaps
that are still left and which are intended to be fully addressed
in this research work, Table 1 presents the research gap anal-
ysis of the main bibliographical references on this topic. As
it can be observed, there is some previous art work dealing
with the issue of channel hardening only in the UL, some of
the bibliographical references have not considered the use
of DL blind estimators, only two references have addressed
propagation through keyhole scenarios, and Rice fading
and/or spatially correlated fading have only been adequately
treated in a few bibliographical references. Additionally,
not all of the aforementioned bibliographical references are
dedicated to the study of CF-mMIMO networks and even
fewer to the study of scalable UC CF-mMIMO networks. It
is also worth noting that most of these research works focus
on studying the impact of channel hardening in systems that
use low-complexity distributed precoders and do not evaluate
the impact that the use of advanced centralized precoders
might have on system performance. Hence, building on
the background knowledge provided by the aforementioned
earlier work and aiming at filling the gaps they have left,
especially in the context of UC CF-mMIMO networks, our
main goal in this paper is to provide solid answers to the
following open questions:

o Considering that the number of APs serving an MS may
be relatively small when implementing a scalable UC
strategy, can it be ensured that all MSs in the system will
experience sufficient channel hardening when relying
on statistical CSI?

« Given that distributed precoding schemes based on CB
tend to provide weak channel hardening metrics, partic-
ularly in scenarios involving multi-keyhole and spatially
correlated fading channels, can these limitations be
mitigated through the deployment of more advanced
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distributed precoders or even sophisticated centralized
precoding techniques?

o Blind channel estimation schemes have demonstrated
their ability to improve the DL performance of cellular
massive MIMO systems, especially in environments
with poor channel hardening. Can these schemes
also deliver substantial performance gains in UC CF-
mMIMO network deployments? Furthermore, how well
do they adapt to environments characterized by multi-
keyhole spatially correlated fading channels? Lastly,
do blind channel estimation schemes outperform the
traditional DL training-based methods?

« In the context considered in this paper, is it preferable
to deploy a UC CF-mMIMO network with a large
number of APs equipped with few antennas or fewer
APs equipped with a large number of antennas? Should
the same deployment strategy be followed regardless of
the precoding scheme used at the APs?

In an effort to answer these and many other questions, the
main contributions of this manuscript can be summarized as
follows:

« A multiple keyhole spatially correlated Ricean fading
channel model is introduced to examine the impact
of channel hardening on system performance across
diverse propagation conditions. The proposed model is
general enough to encompass arbitrary channel models,
ranging from purely spatially uncorrelated Rayleigh
fading to spatially correlated keyhole propagation envi-
ronments.

o Pilot-based UL and DL linear minimum mean square
error (MMSE) channel estimators have been designed to
operate under the generalized multiple keyhole spatially
correlated Ricean fading channel model proposed in
this work. To properly assess the performance provided
by the pilot-based DL linear MMSE channel estimator
under various system configurations, different scalable
linear precoders are considered including the distributed
CB and LP-MMSE precoders [3], as well as the central-
ized improved partial MMSE (IP-MMSE) precoder [17].
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Remarkably, analytical closed-form expressions for the
DL linear MMSE channel estimator are computed when
using CB-based precoding.

« Exploiting the asymptotic properties of the sample
average power of the received signal samples per frame,
a blind channel estimation scheme is also adapted to the
generalized multiple keyhole spatially correlated fading
channel model in UC CF-mMIMO environments, thus
avoiding the use of DL training pilots. Again, all the
terms in this estimator are computed in closed-form for
the CB precoder.

« Achievable spectral efficiency expressions are derived
for each of the DL decoding strategies under evaluation.
These expressions are applicable regardless of the
propagation conditions or the precoding strategy used
at the APs. Closed-form expressions for the achievable
spectral efficiencies are obtained when employing the
distributed CB precoder. These expressions are then
used to derive significant insights into the impact of
system parameters on network performance.

« Extensive numerical results are provided, suggesting
that performing channel estimation in the DL may
be completely unnecessary when centralized precoding
schemes are used, and that it can provide substantial
improvements in system performance when imple-
menting distributed precoders. Additionally, the results
indicate that blind channel estimation schemes offer
significantly superior performance compared to DL
pilot-based channel estimation schemes.

C. PAPER ORGANIZATION AND NOTATIONAL REMARKS
The remainder of this paper is organized as follows.
Section II describes the general system model including
the proposed multiple keyhole spatially correlated Ricean
fading channel characterizing the propagation between APs
and MSs, the UL training phase, the DL payload data
transmission phase and both the blind and pilot-based
DL channel estimation processes. The hardening ratio
and achievable spectral efficiency are fully evaluated in
Section III. Numerical results and discussions are set forth
in Section IV, while the conclusions are summarized in
Section V. For convenience, the most important acronyms
and related descriptions are reproduced in alphabetical order
in Table 2.

Notation: Vectors and matrices are denoted by lower-
and upper-case boldface symbols. The g-dimensional iden-
tity matrix is represented by I,. The operators X1,
X7, X* and X" denote the inverse, transpose, conjugate
and conjugate transpose (also known as Hermitian) of
matrix X, respectively. The expectation operator is denoted
by E{-}. Finally, CAN(m,R) denotes a circularly sym-
metric complex Gaussian vector distribution with mean
m and covariance R, and N (0,02) denotes a real val-
ued zero-mean Gaussian random variable with standard
deviation o.
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TABLE 2. List of main acronyms (in alphabetical order).

Acronym Description

5G Fifth generation

6G Sixth generation

AP Access point

BBD Blind-based detection

CB Conjugate beamforming
CF-mMIMO Cell-free massive MIMO
CPU Central processing unit

CSI Channel state information
DCC Dynamic cooperation clustering
DL Downlink

HBD Hardening-based detection
IP-MMSE Improved partial-lMMSE
LP-MMSE Local partial-MMSE

LOS Line-of-sight

MIMO Multiple-input multiple-output
MMSE Minimum mean square error
MS Mobile station

NLOS Non-line-of-sight

PBD Pilot-based detection

SINR Signal-to-interference-plus-noise ratio
TDD Time division duplex

ucC User-centric

UL Uplink

Il. SYSTEM MODEL

Let us consider a CF-mMIMO network where M APs, each
equipped with an array of N antennas, simultaneously serve
K single-antenna MSs in the same frequency band. The
APs, indexed by the set M = {1,..., M}, are randomly
distributed across a large geographical area, and are all
connected via fronthaul links to a central processing unit
(CPU) (or multiple interconnected CPUs). The MSs, indexed
by the set L = {1, ..., K}, are uniformly spread on the cov-
erage area of the network. Assuming a scalable user-centric
dynamic cooperation clustering (DCC) implementation of
the CF-mMIMO network, a MS k € I is served by a subset
M =A{mp1, ..., mpy,} S M of My <M APs [3].

As usually done in the context of massive MIMO
communications, a standard block-fading channel model is
considered where the channel response is assumed to be
constant in a time-frequency coherence block of size 7.
samples (or channel uses) and that varies independently
between successive coherence blocks. The CF-mMIMO
network operates using a TDD protocol, where the frames,
with a size of 7y samples, are assumed to fit within the
channel coherence block (i.e., 7y < 7). Depending on the DL
transmission strategy under consideration, the TDD frame is
organized as follows:

e No DL Pilot Transmission: In this case, the TDD frame
includes three phases, namely, the UL training phase,
the UL payload data transmission phase and the DL
payload data transmission phase, of sizes 1,,, 7, and
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74 samples, respectively, with 7y = 7, + @ + 74
During the UL training phase, the MSs transmit their
pilot sequences to the APs that estimate the propagation
channels corresponding to the MSs they serve. Atthe MSs,
two detection strategies can be implemented, namely, the
hardening-based detection (HBD) and the blind channel
estimation-based detection (BBD) schemes. The HBD
strategy assumes that a sufficient degree of channel
hardening holds for the CF-mMIMO scenario under
consideration, allowing the MSs to reliably decode the
DL payload data by relying exclusively on the knowledge
of statistical CSI. The BBD strategy, in contrast, does
not rely on channel hardening and, instead, the MSs
implement an explicit estimate of their instantaneous
effective DL channels. Since the APs do not transmit
DL pilots, the MSs must necessarily implement a blind
channel estimation process.

e DL Pilot Transmission: In this case, the TDD frame
includes an additional DL training phase, of size t,,
samples, in between the UL and DL payload data
transmission phases, with ty = 7, +7,+7,,+74. During
the DL training phase, the APs transmit precoded pilot
sequences to the MSs that, in this way, are able to
obtain pilot-based instantaneous CSI that can be used
to improve the quality of the detection process. In the
sequel, this will be denoted as the pilot-based detection
(PBD) strategy. It is important to note that, as the size
of the frame is fixed, the more samples are dedicated
to the transmission of DL pilots, the fewer samples can
be dedicated to the other phases of the TDD frame.
Thus, assuming that the introduction of the DL training
phase should not affect the sizes of the UL training and
payload data transmission phases, transmitting DL pilots
will unavoidably decrease the number of samples that
can be dedicated to the DL payload data transmission
phase and thus compromise the achievable spectral
efficiency metrics.

A. CHANNEL MODEL
The propagation channel between the kth MS and the mth
AP is denoted by the N-dimensional complex-valued vector
B € CV*1 In order to examine the impact of channel
hardening on system performance across diverse propagation
conditions, a model called generalized multiple keyhole
spatially correlated Ricean fading channel is proposed. A
schematic representation of some examples of the gen-
eralized multiple keyhole channel model is presented in
Fig. 1. Within the framework of this propagation model, the
aforementioned channel vector can be characterized as

Nk

Bk =) CokiClmki& k- @)

j=1
where N, is the number of effective keyholes around MS k
as observed by AP m, ¢ is the deterministic complex gain
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FIGURE 1. Schematic representation of some examples of the generalized multiple
keyhole channel model: pure Ricean fading channel between MS u and AP /, pure
Rayleigh fading channel between MS u and AP m, single keyhole Ricean fading
channel between MS p and AP m, single-keyhole Rayleigh fading channels between
MSs p and k and APs / and m, respectively, and finally, double-keyhole Ricean fading
channel between MS k and AP /.

of the ]th keyhole which is assumed to be normalized such
that Z |cmk] = 1, apy; denotes the random channel gain
between MS k and the jth keyhole, and g,,,; is the random
channel vector between the jth keyhole and the mth AP. The
channel gains between a MS and its associated keyholes are
independent and distributed as oj ~ CA(0, 1). The channel
vectors between a keyhole and the corresponding APs are
modeled as spatially correlated Ricean fading channels with

Rk P D)+ | — 2
Pi— _— ia s —_— i
8mkj Kot + 1ka] Pmks Vmk Kot + 1qu/

where K is the so-called Ricean K-factor, ym ~
CN (0, Buk) is the random channel gain of the LOS compo-
nent of the Ricean channel, with S, denoting the average
channel propagation gain, a(@mk, Umx) is used to denote the
array response vector at the azimuth and elevation angles @,k
and ¥, of the LOS propagation channel between the kth MS
and the mth AP, with |la(@mk, 9mk)|*> = N, and finally, the
non-line-of-sight (NLOS) component is modeled as g,,,;; ~
CN (0, Cp), with Cpe € CV*N denoting the corresponding
positive semi-definite spatial correlation matrix and holding
tr(Cpux) = N Bink-

The jth Ricean component of Ay is distributed as g,,,,; ~
CN(0, Gp), with

Kk
.BmkAmk +

G, . =
mk = mk+1

1
—Cu, 3
Kmk"‘l mk ( )

where A,x = a(@mi, Vmk) @@k, Sm)). The multiple
keyhole spatially correlated Ricean fading channel, modeled
as the sum of products of Gaussian random variables, is
a zero-mean random vector whose positive semi-definite
spatial correlation matrix can be obtained in closed form as
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R = E{ i, )

Nmk Nk
H
=30 cnichuyEfome |Elgelh |
j=1j=1
Nk 5
= o = G @
j=1

B. UL TRAINING PHASE

During the UL training phase, MSs transmit pilot sequences
of 7,, symbols to enable the APs performing channel
estimation. Note that, in this case, the number of available
orthogonal pilot sequences is equal to 7. The pilot sequence
allocated to MS k is denoted by ¢,x and is drawn from
a set of 7, orthonormal sequences (i.e., ||(puk||2 = 1 and
(pfkgou, =0 for all @,; # @,1). The N x 1, received signal
matrix at the mth AP during the UL training phase can be
expressed as

Y, = Z v/ TpuPpuhmk(pgk + Np, )

kelkC

where P, is the transmit power per pilot symbol at the MSs,
and Ny, is an N x 7, matrix of independent and identically
distributed (iid) additive noise samples with each entry
distributed as CN (0, auz). If needed,' sufficient statistics to
estimate h,,; can be obtained by projecting Y, onto ¢} as

Ymk = Ym(P;k = rPuPI’u Z B +Nm(P;k, ©)

1€Puk

where P, is the set of MSs sharing the same UL pilot
sequence that has been allocated to MS &k, including itself.
The linear MMSE estimate of h,,; can be obtained as [18]

A -1
hmk = ]E{hmkygk}OE{ymkka}) Ymk

Y tPuPpuRmk‘I’r;llym/f’ (7
where

V= Ely, o) = Z Tp, Pp, Rt + 021y (®)
1€Pyx

Note that the linear MMSE channel estimates are zero-
mean random vectors whose positive semi-definite spatial
correlation matrices can be obtained as

Rukc = tp, Py, RV ) Rk )

Furthermore, even though the channel estimation vectors
hyk = hpx — hyy are not statistically independent of the
corresponding linear MMSE channel estimates, they are

uncorrelated and, hence, h,,; is a zero-mean random vector
whose positive semi-definite spatial correlation matrix is

(10)

N

Rmk = Ry — Ryt

INote that the mth AP will only estimate the channel of MS &k if it
participates in the combining and/or precoding of signals received from
and/or transmitted to this particular MS.

5108

Denoting by D,, the set of MSs served by the mth AP, and
assuming that each of the MSs in D,, uses a different pilot
sequence (this is a condition typically enforced by the DCC
algorithm), the computational complexity for UL channel
estimation at AP m is equal to |Dy|(Nzp, + N?) complex
multiplications per coherence block [3, Sec. 4.2].

C. DL PAYLOAD DATA TRANSMISSION PHASE

Let sy = [sx(1) ... s1(t2)]" be the vector of symbols intended
for MS k in a generic TDD frame, where it is assumed that
E{sisi’} = I,, and that E{s;si’} = 0, for all [ # k. Using
this definition, the signal vector transmitted by the mth AP
in the rth symbol period of the DL payload data transmission

phase, with # € {1, ..., t4}, can be expressed as
() =Y wusi(0), (11)
lEKm
with
Eflzn01?) = Y E{iwul?} <Po. (12)

5,

where /C,, denotes the set of MSs being served by the mth
AP, and P; is the DL transmit power available at the APs.
Let us define hrqx = [h,fll1 P .h;w} k]T as the collective
channel between MS k and the set of APs serving MS [, and
w = [wz,;“ l...wgwll]r as the NM;-dimensional precoding
vector used to transmit data to MS I. Using these definitions,
the received DL signal at MS k in the tth symbol period can
be expressed as

Yak® =Y hiyzn(®) + nai(t)
meM
=Y ausi(t) + nax (1), (13)
le
where
a = hiy Wi (14)

is the effective precoded channel between MS k and the set
of APs serving MS I, and ngi(t) ~ CN (0, O’a%).

Even though the proposed framework is general enough to
encompass any DL precoding scheme, three scalable linear
precoders will be considered in the following subsections:
the distributed CB precoder (also known as the maximal ratio
transmission (MRT) precoder) [4], the distributed LP-MMSE
precoder [3], and the centralized IP-MMSE precoder [17].
The selection of these precoders is not arbitrary. The CB
precoder aims to maximize the fraction of transmitted power
effectively conveyed from a particular AP to the desired MS,
but it ignores the interference that the AP might cause to
other MSs in the network. Despite providing modest spectral
efficiencies, this precoder has the advantage of reducing the
fronthaul signaling load while also entailing much lower
computational complexity. Moreover, most of the analytical
expressions involved in both the channel estimation process
and the determination of the achievable spectral efficiency
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can be computed in closed form, providing valuable insight
into the behavior of the system under different scenarios.
The centralized IP-MMSE precoder strikes a proper balance
between achieving a strong received signal and suppressing
interference, aiming to maximize the signal-to-interference-
plus-noise ratio (SINR) based on the channel estimates
and statistics available at the set of APs jointly serving a
particular MS. This scalable centralized precoder provides
spectral efficiencies very close to those achievable using
the optimal non-scalable MMSE precoder. However, unlike
the CB precoder, it does not allow the computation of the
achievable spectral efficiency in closed form and can only
be analyzed using numerical results obtained through Monte
Carlo methods. In contrast to the centralized IP-MMSE
scheme, the LP-MMSE precoder implemented at a specific
AP utilizes solely the channel estimates and statistics asso-
ciated with the MSs served by that AP. As anticipated, this
precoder presents a trade-off between performance metrics
and computational complexities as those demonstrated by
the CB and IP-MMSE precoders. As with the IP-MMSE,
its performance assessment must rely on Monte Carlo
simulations. Recognizing that the list of scalable precoding
methods that could be evaluated in the proposed user-centric
CF-mMIMO scenario is extensive, including options like
the local-partial regularized zero forcing (LP-RZF) or the
partial regularized zero-forcing (P-RZF) precoders [3], the
selected precoders (i.e., CB, LP-MMSE, and IP-MMSE)
were chosen because they represent a range of performance
and complexity levels that sufficiently illustrate the key trade-
offs that might be confronted in CF-mMIMO networks.

The number of complex multiplications per coherence
block required to compute the precoding vector used to
convey payload data to a particular MS, including the
computation of the channel estimates, is summarized in [3,
Table 5.1]. Note that the computational complexity asso-
ciated with the IP-MMSE precoder is the same as that
associated with the P-MMSE precoder.

1) CENTRALIZED IP-MMSE PRECODING

In centralized DL operation, the precoding vector computed
at the CPU to transmit DL payload data to MS k capitalizes
on the UL-DL duality theorem [3] and can be expressed as
Wi
Wk = /DPdk —2,
E{lwll*}

(15)

where pgy is the transmit power allocated to MS k, and wy
is the combining vector applied to MS k in the UL payload
data transmission phase.

Relying on the large-scale CSI available at the CPU, the
IP-MMSE combiner can be designed as [17]

Wk = Duk % s

where p,r < P, is the UL transmit power allocated to MS
k, with P,, denoting the transmit power available at the MSs,

(16)

VOLUME 5, 2024

and
~ ~H -
=) Pul(ththkl + RMkl)
1Sy

+ Z pulR./\/lkl + O-I,%IM/(N:
¢Sy

A7)

with Sk denoting the set of MSs that are served by partially
the same network nodes as MS Kk, that is, Sy = {LM; N
M # @), hag = [il:?kll"'il’{lkMkl]T denoting the MMSE
estimate of the channel between MS [ and the set of APs
serving MS k, Raq,; = blockdiag(Rmkll,...,RmkMkl), and
R p 4,1 = blockdiag (R, 1, - - - ,RmkMkl).

Inspired by the approach proposed by Nikbakht et al.
in [19] and Chen et al. in [20], a scalable distributed
UL fractional power control strategy was described by
Demir et al. in [3, Sec. 7.2.1], where

(Zme/\/{k 'Bmk)u
maxjes, (ZmEMI ﬂml)u ’

Duk = Py (18)

with the exponent v € [—1, 1] operating as a knob to modify
the power control behavior, from a max-min fairness power
allocation strategy to a sum-rate maximization approach.

In the DL, the power pgr allocated to the kth MS
is distributed among the channels of the different APs
according to the normalized precoding vector described
in (15). Although other scalable power allocation strategies
can be found in the literature on CF-mMIMO (see, for
example, [21], [22]), one of the proposals that has gained
more acceptance in this research area is the one proposed
by Demir et al. in [3, Sec. 7.2.2], where

Pa(X e, Bunk) o™
v o l—k"

Maxy' e M ZIEIC,,,/ (Zme/\/ll ﬂml) @)

Pdk = (19)

This proposal was inspired by the heuristic UL fractional
power control strategy in (18) and incorporates, on the one
hand, the power constraints at the APs and, on the other
hand, the scaling parameters defined as

— 2
o B’}

= L (20)
meMy E{|[wil*}

which prevent the transmit powers from being allocated in
an overly conservative manner. The exponent 0 < x < 1
reshapes the ratio of power allocation between different MSs.

2) LOCAL TRANSMIT PRECODING

Assuming a distributed DL operation, a local transmit
precoder can be implemented at each of the APs in the
network. Assuming that AP m serves MS k (i.e., k € KC;,), the
corresponding precoding vector can be generically expressed
as

Wik

ka = '\/pdmk—a
VE{IWuell*}

ey
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where pg,,, denotes the DL transmit power allocated by
the mth AP to MS k, and w,; is a vector pointing out
the direction of the precoder. As suggested by Demir et al.
in [3], two scalable versions of the local transmit precoder
are worth considering. The first one, defined by

A

Wk = Ay, R, (22)

with

~ ~H -
A= pus(lnih + Roa) + 03Iy, (23)

el

is called the LP-MMSE precoder. The second one, known
as the CB precoder, is defined by

A

ka = hmlo (24)

thus holding that E{Wl?} = tr(IAimk). Again, a fractional
DL power allocation is considered for the distributed
operation [3], [8], [19], where

w

W]fke’c

, otherwise,

with the exponent @ € [ — 1, 1] dictating the power control
behavior, similar to v in the centralized scenario.

D. DL BLIND CHANNEL ESTIMATION

Following the steps of the DL blind channel estimation
technique proposed by Ngo and Larsson in [13] for a
cellular massive MIMO scenario, when implementing the
BBD strategy, the sample average power of the received
signal y,(f) during the DL payload data transmission phase
of a generic TDD frame can be computed as

1 &
Er=— lyax®I*.

When t, is large, the application of the law of large numbers
allows the sample average & to be approximated as”

(26)

§c~ lawl + ok + of. @7
with
or = Y Eflaul?}. 28)
lelC
£k

The variables o, for all k € K, solely depend on large-
scale CSI that remains almost invariant over many coherence
blocks and can be straightforwardly computed at the MSs [4].
Therefore, taking into account that, with high probability,
the real part of ay is much larger than the corresponding
imaginary part (i.e., the phase of ay is approximately equal

2It is worth noting that, with high probability |ak1|2 < |akk|2, for all
| # k and, hence, the approximation is still valid even for small values
of 7.
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to zero) when M;N is large, an estimate of ay can be
obtained as [15]

2 .
~bbd —or—o5,if &, >0
b — {\/ék ok — 0y, if &5 > O

(29)
E{ak}, otherwise,

where akbd has been set equal to E{ay;} when the argument
of the square root is larger than 0. To ensure that the square
root in (29) provides a real number, the value of the switching
point 64 between the two cases must hold that 6 > Qk+a§
Note that the estimate abbd obtained in (29) is correlated
with all the symbols in s and as shown in [13, Sec. V],
this complicates the computation of an achievable spectral
efficiency for this particular detection strategy. To address
this issue, when computing the achievable spectral efficiency
provided by the BBD scheme (see Section II-B2), the channel
estimate that will be assumed to be used when detecting the
tth DL payload data symbol at MS k will be obtained as

athd ~ gtbd () — {\/Ek(t) — ok = 0a, i §() > Ok 5

E{aw}, otherwise,

where

() =

Z|ydk

l_l
' #t

€1y

This guarantees that abbd ~ E}C’d (#) is uncorrelated with s (?).
Note that the computatlonal complexity associated with
the blind-based channel estimation (measured in terms of
complex multiplications) may be considered negligible, as it
only increases linearly with 7.
Theorem 1: For the distributed CB case, the APs (or the
CPU) can compute the variables E{ai} and oj in closed

form as
Elaw) = ,/pdmktr mk (32)
meMy
and
Pd A
=)y i (Rmkle)
le]C meM,; tr(le)
1%k
2
Pdmi D -1
+ ) e ( Ry Ry,
1ePyi |meM, tr(le)
I£k
Pdmi

>

Amk
1€Py meM; tr(R )
14k

X|:tr<Rmkle<lelkmk> lelR )
+'[I'(I}mklelel)tr<ﬁmklelle)i|:|’ (33)

VOLUME 5, 2024



,[EEES IEEE Open Journal of the
Comdoc' communications Society

respectively, where

(34)

Nk
4
Amk = Z}kaj| .
J=1
Proof: See Appendix B. |

E. DL TRAINING PHASE IN THE PBD CASE

When implementing the PBD strategy, DL pilot sequences
of 7,, symbols are beamformed to the MSs by using the
same precoding filters that will be employed during the DL
payload data transmission phase. Let us denote the DL pilot
sequence allocated to MS k by ¢@gk. As in the UL, these
pilot sequences are assumed to be drawn from a set of 7,
orthonormal sequences (i.e., ||(pdk||2 =1 and @ 9, = 0 for
all ¢4, # @4i). Under these assumptions, the N x 7, ; signal
matrix transmitted by the mth AP during the DL training
phase can be expressed as

m = /Tpq Z Wml(Ple-

ek

(35)

Equivalently, the N7, ,-dimensional vector of samples trans-
mitted by the mth AP during the DL training phase can be
written as

X, = vec(Xy,) = NS Z VCC(”’ml(I’le)

el

= /' Tpq Z (‘Pdl ®IN)Wmh

ek,

(36)

and the average power spent by the mth AP to transmit the
DL pilots can be obtained as

E{lal?}

=T ) D, E[”’Zl(‘sz‘Pdﬂ ®IN)Wml’}- (37

el el

The average transmit power must be constrained to ensure
that E{||x,,||2} < Tp,Pd, and achieving this is quite difficult
in a general setting where UL and/or DL pilot sequences
are allocated arbitrarily. To address this issue, the DL pilot
assignment is constrained such that, for any pair of MSs [
and /' in Ky, with [ # [/, it holds ¢/ @4y = 0. Note that this
is tantamount to assume that a given AP can only serve up
to 7,, MSs, and all of them are allocated orthogonal pilot
sequences. Interestingly, this constraint is already imposed by
the classical UL pilot allocation and DCC strategy proposed
by Demir et al. in, and it can be readily extended to the DL
scenario, as will be shown in the following subsections. In

3Even though this algorithm is fully detailed in [3, Sec. 4.4], it is worth
noting that it iteratively assigns pilots to the MSs by always selecting,
in a greedy manner, the one that results in the least pilot contamination.
This approach prevents worst-case scenarios where closely spaced MSs are
assigned the same pilot. After the pilot sequences have been allocated,
cluster formation is implemented by allowing each AP to serve exactly 1p,
MSs. For each pilot, the AP serves the MS with the strongest channel gain
among the subset of MSs assigned to that pilot.
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this particular case, (37) simplifies to

Eflcnl} =55y Y E{Iwal?},

e

(38)

which is equivalent to constraint (12).
The 7,,-dimensional row vector received at the kth MS
during the DL training phase is given by

pk— Z h Xm+n
meM

(39)

where n,; ~ CN (0, szlfp - Sufficient statistics to estimate
the effective precoded DL channel ax; can be obtained by
projecting the received signal vector onto the pilot sequence
" as follows

Z thXm(odk* + ;lpk
meM

= Vg Z th Z Wml(Dle(ﬂdk* +;lpk

meM elCy

= T4 Z ay + fpk,

1€Pak

N T *
Ipk = Ypk@uk™ =

(40)

where Py is the set of MSs sharing the same DL pilot
sequence as MS k, including itself, and 71, = ngupdk*.

Given Y,k, the linear MMSE estimate of the effective
precoded channel between MS k and the set of APs in My
can be obtained as

Apb _E cov{am, ypi} . Bl 41
{a} + —var{}pk} (Vpi {¥p}). @D
where
E{Spk} = Vg Y, Elau), (42a)
1€Pak
cov{am, ypr} = ]E{akk}v’;k} - E{akk}E[f’Zk}, (42b)
Eiakk)v’;k] NG Z akkakl (42¢)
1€Pyk
var(J,r} = ]E{|)v’pk|2] - |E{5’pk}|2’ (42d)
and
Bl = X 3 Blath . 0

1€Pai I'€Pyx

As in the BBD case, the pilot-based DL channel estimation
has negligible computational complexity, involving only
a small number of complex multiplications per coher-
ence interval that depend linearly on 7,,. These complex
multiplications are necessary for projecting the received
signal vector onto the pilot sequence and for calculating the
covariances and variances of scalar random variables, which
must then be multiplied by the projected received signal
sample.

Theorem 2: For the distributed CB case, the APs (or the
CPU) can compute the linear MMSE channel estimate ap bd
in closed form by using E{ai;} as obtained in (32),
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TPdpdml
tr(Rm[)

=2 2

[ePy meM;

E {5} tr(RuiRuiyl ) (43)

with Py = Par N Puk,
TpaPdmiPdmi

tr(femk) tr(i{m;)

[ (R Rt R

+Amk |:tr(Rmk mkRmk ml)
+tr (Rmk> mkR ) } ]

Tp gPdm kPdmi
tr(km/k)tr(km)
X tr<km’ ) (RmkRmkle)

with My = My N M, and

Efawdp*} = D Y

lePy me My

DD

1ePr m' e My meM,

(44)

t[?dpdml’pdml
tr(l}ml/)tr(fi’ml)
X|:tr<Rmkle’R RmkRmkle)
N 2
Ak I:tr(Rmkle/ <Rr;]iRmk> Rr;llR"”Z>

+tr(iemkRm,,R;,i)tr(iemkR;,lle)H

=2 2 X

[€P I €Pr meMyy

ngpdm’l/pdml
tr(i(m/l/>tr(i{m1)
Xtr(km/kR /1/R71 )tr(R,;;lekmk)

T Z TpaPdmi

1€Pak mEM] tr le)
lg,Puk

LIDIDINDD

lePrlePrm' e My m'eM;

Zpabdml (Rmkle) +o2. (45)

Proof: See Appendix B. |

lll. PERFORMANCE ANALYSIS

A. HARDENING RATIO

The channel hardening property of cell-free massive MIMO
systems is essential when a generic MS k attempts to
detect its desired signal solely based on the statistics of the
effective channel gain ay; (i.e., using the HBD strategy).
With sufficient channel hardening, the effective channel gain
axx converges to its mean value, allowing MS k to reliably
utilize E{ay} as the true effective channel gain for detection.
However, in scenarios with weak channel hardening, relying
on E{ay} for signal detection can significantly compromise
system performance. The robustness of channel hardening
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can be quantified using the channel hardening ratio, which
is defined, for a specific MS k, as [23]

_ varlaw) _ Eflal’} 46)

E{aw}®  [E{aw}l®
Note that a perfect channel hardening occurs whenever
var{ay} = 0 and, hence, HR; = 0.

Theorem 3: For the distributed CB case, the hardening
ratio of the effective precoded channel between MS k and
the set of APs in My can be computed in closed form by
using E{ax} as obtained in (32), and

var{ay} = Z Pdmi

meMy tr(R )[tr<RmkRmk>
S (Rl o) + (o)) | 47)

Proof: See Appendix B. |
The parameter X, defined in (34), is bounded by

1 Nink 2 Nink
2 2
N _Z|cmk,»| < Z|cmk,- : (48)
j=1 Jj=1
where, as stated by Sutton et al. in [10], the lower

bound follows from the application of the Cauchy-Schwarz
inequality, and the upper bound is based on the fact that
|cmkj|2 < 1. Now, taking into account that Zjvz’”{‘ |kaj|2 =1,
it holds that

NLmk < Amk < L.
The upper bound corresponds to the scenario in which
the propagation channel between MS k and the mth AP
is characterized by a single keyhole. The lower bound,
in contrast, is attained when |cmkj|2 = 1/Nyy for all j €
{1,..., Nux}. These results lead to the following insights
with respect to the DL hardening ratio for the distributed
CB case:

o First, the worst-case scenario arises when an MS
receives signals from all its serving APs through single-
keyhole channels. This specific condition leads to the
weakest channel hardening situation (i.e., the largest
hardening ratio).

« Second, for a given number of keyholes, the optimal
scenario is a channel between a particular AP and a
MS characterized by equal keyhole gains, as it leads to
the strongest hardening ratio condition (i.e., the lowest
hardening ratio).

o Third, as the number of keyholes through which an MS
receives signals tends to infinity (i.e., as N,y — 00), the
propagation channel approximates a pure Ricean fading
channel. In this case, the parameter A,y tends to zero,
minimizing the hardening ratio and creating the best-
case scenario for specific channel parameters, including
the Ricean K-factor and the spatial correlation matrix
of the NLOS component.

(49)
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o Finally, using similar arguments as those employed
in [7], it can be demonstrated that: (i) the presence of a
dominant LOS component in the wireless link between a
given MS and the corresponding APs enhances channel
hardening, (ii) spatial correlation among the antennas
at the APs results in weaker channel hardening metrics
compared to a scenario with uncorrelated antennas, and
(iii) the pure cell-free scheme, where all APs serve
all MSs, represents the best-case scenario for channel
hardening compared to any scalable UC strategy.

B. SPECTRAL EFFICIENCY
1) HBD STRATEGY

Assuming that MS k has only access to the average CSI
E{ak}, a deterministic number that can be easily obtained in
practice without the need to transmit DL pilots, an achievable
spectral efficiency of MS k can be obtained as [3, Th. 6.1]

pbd — T 10g2(1 + SINRkhbd), (50)
i
where the DL effective SINR can be expressed as
E 2
SINR M — IE{a}| 1)

Sexc Ellawl?} — [Efad? + 02

Theorem 4: For the distributed CB precoding case, the
achievable spectral efficiency 7;" can be expressed in
closed form by using E{ay} as defined in (32) and

ZE{|ak1|2} = Z Z Mtr(Rmkﬁml)

lelC meM, tr(le)

lelC
2
pPd ~ _
+Y Y dml tr(RmkleRmD
[€P,y |meM; tr(le)
+ Z Pdmi _Ldml_,
1€Pux meM; tr(R )
2
x [tr (Rmkle (Rt o) R,;;le>
+tr (RmkleR,;]i)tr (kmkR,Zleml) ] i| )
(52)
in (51).
Proof: See Appendix B. |

By employing arguments akin to those articulated in the
section focused on the assessment of channel hardening and
leveraging Theorem 4, significant insights concerning the
spectral efficiency dynamics when employing a distributed
CB precoder and the HBD strategy can be gleaned:

« First, the self-interference term resulting from the chan-
nel estimation error experienced by a particular MS k
contains components that are multiplied by A,;. As this
parameter is maximized when the MS receives signals
through single-keyhole channels, this condition leads to
the worst-case situation in terms of achievable spectral
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efficiency. In other words, the spectral efficiency that an
HBD-based CF-mMIMO network might offer to an MS
experiencing single-keyhole channel propagation can be
seriously compromised.

o Second, the parameter A, decreases as the number
of effective keyholes characterizing the propagation
channel MS k and AP m increases. Moreover, for a
given number of keyholes, A, is minimized when all
of them have exactly the same gain. Consequently,
the achievable spectral efficiency experienced by a
particular MS increases with the number of surrounding
keyholes, specially when they have similar gains.

o For an infinite number of keyholes, the propagation
channels behave as pure Ricean fading channels. In
this case, the parameter A, equals zero, causing the
corresponding components in the self-interference term
to vanish. As a result, the achievable spectral efficiency
increases.

2) BBD AND PBD STRATEGIES

The received DL signal at MS k, expressed in (13), can be
rewritten as

Yar(t) = aes(t) + ngi (1), (53)
where
fak(t) =Y ausi(t) + nax(®). (54)
ek
Ik

Note that, when implementing the PBD strategy, si(f) is
independent of a,g,':d and of ay, ngx(t) has zero mean, and
sk() and 74, (1), when conditioned on dyy, are uncorrelated
since

Efralaf’| = Blse* a1y’ |
= E{ajs* Ol =0 (59)

Hence, the achievable spectral efficiency can be obtained
using [18, eq. (2.46)] as

P = %Ello&(l + SINRkpbd> } (56)
with
[ facit’]
E%Mmmﬁﬂ—mwmww+ﬁ
(57)

SINR PP —

where the outer expectation in (56) is obtained with respect
to &zzd.

As already mentioned in Section II-D, the constraints
in (55) do not hold for the BBD case when using the channel
estimate obtained in (29). Just for the purpose of calculating
an achievable spectral efficiency, the aforementioned issue
can be addressed by approximating abbd with a,'z,'(’d(t) and

substituting ak,'j with aPd(#) in (55)-(57) (see [13, Sec. V]
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for more details) to obtain nkbbd and SINRkbbd. Note that in
this case, for the sake of conciseness and with a slight abuse
of notation, we will continue using analytical expressions
written in terms of &z}gd instead of explicitly employing
aa().

Since the random variables {ay;} are not Gaussian dis-
tributed, their estimates {&Zlbd}, where xbd is a token used
to denote either the BBD (i.e., xbd = bbd) or the PBD (i.e.,
xbd = pbd) strategies, and corresponding estimation errors
are uncorrelated, but not independent. This makes computing
the expectations in SINR;”®® and SINR;P* challenging,
if at all possible, in closed form. As suggested by Ngo
and Larsson in [13], however, these expectations can be
numerically computed by first using Bayes’ theorem and

then the Riemann integration rule in such a way that

T4
W= > Aupg (i) loga (14 SINR™ ()., (58)
i

with
Efag x|
SINRkde(xl‘) — |2 {akk|xl}| - .
> ek EllaulIxi} — [E{awlxi}|* + o
(59)
and
Elawlx} ~ Yy Pt 05) (60a)
Ak |Xi; ~ YiByy——
F P@z}gd(xz)
P|akl|2,;1z}3d (Zns X7) ’ (60b)

Ellaulin} ~ Y wa,
n

where Ay, ij and A, denote the sizes of the ith, jth
and nth intervals of the partitions used in the corresponding
Riemann integration processes. Moreover, the probability
density function p&ﬁ:d(x,-), as well as the joint density
functions Py (yj, x;) and Play 2 a0 (yj, x;) can be obtained
using standard numerical computing tools.

Db (xi)

3) PERFECT DL CSI

For benchmarking purposes, let us also consider the idealistic
scenario where perfect CSI is available at the MSs. In
this ideal case, the useful term in (13) is apsi(f) and,
consequently, the achievable spectral efficiency of MS k can
be expressed as [3]

2
ﬁkldealz t—dIE log, | 1+ || 61)

T Siekclanl? + o2
12K

IV. NUMERICAL RESULTS

Following the common practice in the literature on CF-
mMIMO networking (see, for instance, [3] and references
therein), APs and MSs are uniformly distributed within
a square coverage area with a side length of D meters.
Additionally, to emulate the effects of a large network
deployment without edges, a wrap-around topology is used
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TABLE 3. Summary of default simulation parameters.

Parameter Value
Side of the square coverage area: D 1000 m
Number of APs: M 80 APs
Number of antennas at the APs: NV 2 antennas
Number of MSs: K 20 MSs
Noise variance: o}, = 03 -94 dBm
Available average power at the AP: Py 200 mW
Available average power at the MS: P, 100 mW
Power control coefficients: v, k, @ -0.5, 0.5, 0.5

Frame length: 7 200 samples

Training phase length: 7p = 7p, 15 samples
LOS reference distance: dg 20 m
Pathloss parameters: o, 3, 0y

- Case LOS, 10m < d,;, < 150m 34,22,3
- Case LOS, d,,,;, > 150m -5.17, 4,3
- Case NLOS 30, 3.67, 4
Shadow fading decorrelation distance: dgcorr 9m
Shadow fading correlation among APs: 0.5
Ricean K-factor distribution: pp, ox 9 dB, 5 dB
Keyhole probability: pxy 0.3
Number of keyholes: Ny 2 keyholes
Angular standard deviations (ASDs) 15°

where all APs and MSs experience equivalent interference
conditions.

The probability of a MS being in a keyhole scenario is
set to a fixed value denoted as pky, and the number of
keyholes characterizing the propagation channels of MSs in
such a situation are set to a constant value N,z = Ngy, with
|cmkj|2 = 1/Nxu. The links between the mth AP and the N,
keyholes, which characterize the environment surrounding
the kth MS, are classified as either LOS or NLOS, with the
LOS probability determined by [24]

d
pLos ([dmk) = min(l, ﬂ + <1 — ﬂ)e_zy‘;lg>, (62)
ik i

where dy and d,,; denote a reference distance and the
distance between AP m and MS k, respectively. The Ricean
K-factor is set to Kz = 0 for NLOS propagation links. For
LOS propagation links it is characterized as 101log;o(Kyuk) ~
N (ur, o?). The propagation gain of the link between the
mth AP and the kth MS can be expressed as

Bt = 10(aF10810810(dni)+10nk) /10 63)

with e ~ N(O, a)%) denoting the shadow fading
component, whose spatial correlation model is described
in [4, (54)-(55)]. The parameters «, 8 and o, vary depending
on whether the link is in LOS or NLOS conditions.

Each AP is assumed to be equipped with a N-antenna
uniform linear array (ULA) located on the xy-plane and
with half wavelength antenna spacing. The generic analytical
expression for the antenna array response vector at the
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FIGURE 2. CDFs of the DL hardening ratio achieved when using CB, LP-MMSE or
IP-MMSE precoding (M = 80 APs, K = 20 MSs, N = 2 antennas per AP).

azimuth and elevation angles ¢ and ¥ can then be expressed
as

a(w 9) = [1ejﬂ sin ¢ cos ¥ ) “ejn(Nfl)sinwcosﬁ:I' (64)

Moreover, considering the Gaussian local scattering model
described in [3, Sec. 2.6], where the scattering components
are distributed around the nominal azimuth and elevation
angles according to a Gaussian distribution, the components
of the spatial correlation matrix Cp,x can be computed
using [3, egs. (2.18)-(2.19)].

Default parameters used to set-up the simulation scenarios
under evaluation are summarized in Table 2 and are inspired
by prior research works on this topic (see, for instance, [3],
[4], [24], [25] and references therein). Remarkably, it has
been assumed that in the HBD, BBD and Ideal cases, T, =
15 samples, 7, = [(tr—71p,)/2] and Ty = 77— 1), — 7. In the
PBD case, in contrast, it has been assumed that 7, =Ty =
15 samples, 7, = [(tr—1p,) /2] and ©g = T — Ty, — Tp ;— Tu-
Moreover, the DCC scheme described in [3, Sec. 4.4] is used
to allocate the available training sequences to MSs.

Figure 2 shows the CDF of the channel hardening
coefficient averaged across the MSs in the network (solid
lines), using the CB, LP-MMSE, and IP-MMSE precoders,
and assuming the default system parameters provided in
Table 3. Furthermore, it also presents the CDFs of the
average channel hardening coefficient for MSs either not
subject to propagation through keyhole channels (dashed
lines) or subject to propagation through keyhole channels
(dotted lines). A key observation from these graphs is
that the centralized IP-MMSE precoder offers significantly
better channel hardening coefficients (much closer to zero)
compared to distributed precoding schemes. Additionally,
among the distributed schemes, the LP-MMSE precoder
performs notably better than the CB precoder. These
performance differences can be quite large, with the median
channel hardening coefficient being 6.1-10~° for IP-MMSE,
2.6 - 1073 for LP-MMSE, and 3.8 - 107! for CB. These
results suggest that DL channel estimation at the MSs may
be completely unnecessary in systems using centralized
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FIGURE 3. CDFs of the achievable spectral efficiency per MS for the different
channel estimation and precoding strategies evaluated in this work (M = 80 APs,
K =20 MSs, N = 2 antennas per AP).

precoding and could yield substantial improvements in
systems using distributed precoding schemes, particularly
with CB precoding. As expected, MSs subject to propagation
through keyholes experience significantly worse channel
hardening coefficients compared to those that do not.

In Fig. 3, well-known results within the realm of CF-
mMIMO systems are clearly visible. Firstly, centralized
precoding offers significantly better achievable spectral
efficiency metrics than distributed precoding. Secondly,
among the distributed precoders, the CB scheme provides
achievable spectral efficiencies that are considerably lower
than those provided by the LP-MMSE precoder. However,
these are not the most interesting findings that can be
drawn from the analysis of the graphs presented in this
figure. The most interesting results lie in the fact that
different precoding schemes exhibit very different channel
hardening coefficients, as seen in Fig. 2, and consequently,
their impact on the behavior of the various detection
schemes that are analyzed in this paper will also be quite
different. Firstly, it can be observed that since the system
based on IP-MMSE exhibits very good channel hardening
coefficients (very close to zero), the HBD scheme, which is
based on the assumption that massive MIMO-based systems
exhibit channel hardening, delivers performance metrics
very close to that of the ideal system. The BBD scheme
provides slightly better performance (almost imperceptible
in the figure) than the HBD scheme. However, this slight
performance gain does not seem to justify the increased
complexity associated with the blind channel estimation
process. The PBD-based scheme, although it provides an
accurate channel estimation, does so at the cost of reducing
the number of coherence block samples dedicated to data
transmission. Therefore, the performance improvement due
to better channel estimation does not compensate for the
performance losses due to the decrease in the value of the
ratio 74/ty.

The proposed detection schemes behave radically dif-
ferently when the CB precoding scheme is used. In this
case, since the channel hardening coefficients are high (i.e.,
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work.

channel hardening is very weak), the HBD scheme provides
achievable spectral efficiencies that are far from what an
ideal scheme (i.e., a genie-based scheme) would offer. This
fact makes the implementation of detection schemes based
on effective channel estimation, both the BBD and PBD
schemes, worthwhile. It is interesting to note, however, that
the PBD scheme provides lower performance than the BBD
scheme. In other words, the blind estimation, although it
provides a lower quality channel estimation, compensates
for this because it does not use samples from the coherence
interval to transmit pilot sequences.

Focusing now on the performance of the different
detection schemes when using an LP-MMSE precoder,
we observe, as expected, that its behavior falls between
that of the CB and IP-MMSE schemes. Specifically, the
performance of the HBD scheme tends to that of the
ideal scheme but still leaves a considerable margin for
improvement. This margin for improvement, as in the case
of the CB precoder, is considerably exploited by the BBD
scheme. The PBD scheme, as in the case of the IP-MMSE
precoder, is unable to compensate for the losses due to the
decrease in the ratio 74/7f.
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The general conclusions that can be drawn from the results
presented in Figs. 2 and 3 are: i) the centralized IP-MMSE
precoder provides almost perfect channel hardening and,
therefore, the use of the HBD scheme offers nearly ideal
performance, making the use of detection schemes based
on the estimation of the effective channel unnecessary, ii)
the distributed precoding schemes, especially CB, do not
provide sufficient channel hardening and, therefore, the use
of detection schemes based on the estimation of the effective
channel might be justified, and iii) the PBD scheme provides
worse performance metrics than the BBD scheme and, in
scenarios using MMSE precoders, whether distributed or
centralized, it performs even worse than the HBD scheme.
However, these results were obtained assuming a scenario
characterized by default system parameters provided in
Table 3. Next, results will be presented aiming at evaluating
the impact the variations in some of these parameters might
have on the aforementioned conclusions.

Figure 4 presents results that allow for evaluating the impact
the variation of some of the parameters characterizing the
multiple keyhole spatially correlated Ricean fading channel
might have on the average hardening ratio and the average
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FIGURE 5. Impact of M and N on the average hardening ratio and spectral efficiency per MS for the different channel estimation and precoding strategies evaluated in this

work.

achievable spectral efficiency per MS. Specifically, Figs. 4(a)
and 4(c) show that an increase in the number of keyholes
translates into an improvement in both metrics, and that this
improvement is relatively more significant when using the
CB precoder compared to the LP-MMSE and especially the
IP-MMSE precoders. A very similar effect can be observed
in Figures 4(b) and 4(d) as the probability that an MS is
subject to propagation channels through keyholes decreases.*
However, the most important takeaway from these results
is that, even under the worst propagation conditions (i.e.,
channels with a single keyhole or scenarios with a very
high probability of propagation through keyholes), the BBD
scheme offers no significant advantage over HBD when using
centralized precoding, and the use of PBD is counterproductive.
Another interesting conclusion is that even under the best
propagation conditions (i.e., propagation through pure Ricean
fading channels), CB precoding and even LP-MMSE do not
guarantee channel hardening levels high enough to make the
use of the BBD scheme unjustifiable.

4Note that the numerical results obtained for Nk = oo coincide with
those obtained when pxy = 0.
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In Fig. 5, the impact of variations in network infrastructure
(i.e., the number of APs and/or the number of antennas
per AP) on the average hardening ratio and the average
achievable spectral efficiency per MS is evaluated. It is well
known that, in a massive MIMO system, increasing the
number of antennas serving the MSs translates to an increase
in channel hardening. This fact is clearly demonstrated in
the results presented in Figs. 5(a) and 5(b), where M €
{60, 80, 100} and N € {1, 2, 4}, respectively. However, these
results reveal an even more interesting fact: the LP-MMSE
and IP-MMSE precoders are capable of better leveraging the
increase in the number of APs and, especially, the increase in
the number of antennas per AP. Actually, the improvement
in the hardening ratio is significantly greater when these
precoders are used, which also results in markedly different
behaviors of the various proposed detection schemes. The
case that stands out the most is the behavior of the LP-
MMSE precoder as the number of antennas per AP is varied.
For single-antenna APs, the level of channel hardening
is quite moderate, and both the PBD and BBD schemes
provide better spectral efficiencies than the HBD scheme.
However, for APs equipped with N = 4 antennas, there is

5117



FEMENIAS AND RIERA-PALOU: UNVEILING NEW FRONTIERS OF DOWNLINK TRAINING

B K - 15
I K = 20
0K =25 3

Average Hardening Ratio

=0

IP-MMSE

CB LP-MMSE

(a) Impact of K on the average hardening ratio

)

-
N
o

100

Average sum SE (bit/s/Hz
@
S

(b) Impact of K on the average sum spectral efficiency

FIGURE 6. Impact of K on the average hardening ratio and sum spectral efficiency
for the different channel estimation and precoding strategies evaluated in this work.

a considerable improvement in channel hardening, and the
performance metrics of the HBD scheme far surpass those of
the PBD scheme, and approach those of the BBD scheme up
to the point where implementing this detection scheme would
become rather unjustifiable. Moreover, the performance of
this precoder comes so close to that of the centralized IP-
MMSE that it could eventually make it difficult to justify
the increased complexity typically associated with such
precoders.

In a CF-mMIMO network, varying the number of MSs
while keeping the total number of antennas in the network
fixed should produce similar effects to those observed when
varying the number of antennas in the network while keeping
the number of MSs fixed, as shown in the results presented
in Fig. 5. This can be easily verified by evaluating the results
in Fig. 6, where different network loads with K = 15, 20,
or 25 MSs have been evaluated in a CF-mMIMO network
with M = 80 APs, each equipped with N = 2 antennas.
As the number of MSs increases, the average number of
APs serving each of the MSs decreases, resulting in weaker
hardening ratio metrics. However, increasing the network
load is associated with a higher level of multiuser diversity.
Thus, even though the spectral efficiency per MS decreases,
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the global spectral efficiency of the network (i.e., the sum
of spectral efficiencies achieved by all MSs in the network),
as shown in Fig. 6(b), increases. The most noteworthy result
from Fig. 6, however, is that the LP-MMSE and IP-MMSE
precoders are more affected by the variation of K, similar
to what happened with the variations of M and N.

Despite the quality of channel estimations based on pilot
transmission in the DL, in all the scenarios analyzed in
the previous figures, the performance of the PBD scheme
has consistently been inferior to that of the BBD scheme
and, in most cases, especially when using MMSE-based
precoders, even inferior to that provided by the HBD scheme.
Thus, it seems pertinent to ask whether there is indeed
any scenario where pilot-based channel estimation could be
justified over the blind-based channel estimation. Given that
the fundamental issue with the PBD scheme lies in the fact
that the availability of pilot-based channel estimates does not
compensate for the reduction of the quotient 74/7r, Fig. 7
presents results obtained as the value of 17 is increased while
keeping the value of 7, fixed, hence ensuring z;/77 — 1/2.
Obviously, this would only be possible in scenarios with a
very large coherence interval (i.e., scenarios with very low
levels of temporal and/or frequency selectivity). What we
can observe in this figure is that, indeed, as the value of
7y increases, the spectral efficiency of the schemes based
on PBD approaches that of the schemes based on BBD.
However, even in the case where 7y = 1600 samples, it
does not surpass it. Therefore, an important conclusion to be
drawn from these results is that, in CF-mMIMO systems with
single-antenna MSs, blind channel estimation is considerably
more advisable than pilot-based channel estimation.

V. CONCLUSION

In the context of beyond-5G and 6G wireless networks,
CF-mMIMO has established itself as a pivotal architecture,
effectively meeting the escalating needs for seamless con-
nectivity and high data throughput. In this research work
an in-depth investigation has been conducted into scalable
UC CF-mMIMO systems, emphasizing the importance of
DL CSI acquisition (either instantaneous or statistical) and
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its complex interplay with the implementation of both dis-
tributed and centralized precoding techniques. The analysis
presented in this paper particularly focuses on the critical role
of DL CSI acquisition in scenarios characterized by weak
channel hardening, which can result from sparse subsets
of APs serving specific MSs under UC strategies, and
the transmission over spatially correlated multiple keyhole
Ricean fading channels.

Answering the set of questions that were posed in
Section I-B, our research has revealed that even though the
number of APs serving an MS can be relatively small when
implementing a scalable UC CF-mMIMO network, the MSs
experience sufficient channel hardening when relying on
statistical CSI if powerful centralized precoders are imple-
mented at the APs, even when transmitting in single-keyhole
spatially correlated fading scenarios. The channel hardening
metrics are much weaker when using distributed precoding
schemes, especially when relying on CB. Specifically, the
centralized IP-MMSE precoding scheme demonstrates near-
perfect channel hardening, effectively eliminating the need
for detection schemes based on instantaneous effective
channel estimation in favor of those based on statistical
CSL In the realm of distributed precoding strategies, the
LP-MMSE scheme clearly outperforms the conventional CB
precoding, showcasing its superior capability in these con-
texts. However, distributed precoding schemes, particularly
the CB strategy, fail to provide adequate channel hardening,
thereby justifying the use of detection schemes based on
instantaneous effective channel estimation.

Blind channel estimation schemes, which have already
demonstrated their ability to improve the DL performance
of cellular massive MIMO systems, can also provide
significant performance improvements in UC CF-mMIMO
network deployments, properly adapting to multi-keyhole
spatially correlated fading channels and outperforming the
DL training-based schemes. In fact, our findings indicate
that, among the instantaneous DL effective channel estima-
tion strategies, pilot-based decoding schemes consistently
underperform relative to blind-based decoding approaches.
This is primarily because the improved channel estimation
quality they offer does not compensate for the spectral
efficiency losses associated with the DL pilot transmission
overhead. Hence, in UC CF-mMIMO systems using dis-
tributed precoding to convey payload data to single-antenna
MSs, the implementation of DL decoding schemes based
on blind channel estimation is considerably more advisable
than those relying on pilot-based channel estimation.

Increasing the number of APs in the network or the
number of antennas per AP always helps improve the
performance metrics of the system. Using APs equipped with
a large number of antennas, however, is especially beneficial
when implementing interference-aware precoding schemes
such as the distributed LP-MMSE or the centralized IP-
MMSE.

The aforementioned insights underscore the critical impor-
tance of selecting appropriate precoding and decoding
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strategies to optimize channel hardening and overall network
efficiency in UC CF-mMIMO systems, especially when
transmitting in scenarios with weak channel hardening
conditions.

APPENDIX A
USEFUL RESULTS

Lemma I: Given a complex Gaussian random vector x ~
CNy(0,Iy) and two arbitrary matrices A € CM*V and B €
CN*N | the first moments of the complex quadratic form
Q = x""Ax and the complex quartic form Q, = x"Axx"Bx
can be obtained as

E{Q} = tr(A) (A.1)

and

E{Q>} = tr(AB) + tr(A) tr(B). (A.2)

Proof: Let us define x; as the ith component of vector
v and a;; and b;; as the (i, j)th components of the matrices
A and B, respectively. Using these definitions, the complex
quadratic form can be expressed as

N N
J— .o * .
Q= E E agx;x;.

i=1 j=I

(A.3)

Hence, the first moment of Q can be expressed as

N

N N
E(Q}= Y > aj{xix} =D ai=t(4). (A4

i=1 j=1 i=1
Analogously, the first moment of O can be expressed as

N N N N

E{Q>} = Z Z Z Z aiibgB{xixixexf}.  (A5)
i=1 j=1 g=1I=1
Taking into account that
2’ l :] = = l
Lj=i l=q qg#i
k. K _
E{xix]qul} =V 1i=i g=j j#i (A.6)
0, otherwise,
we obtain
N N N N N
E{Q>} =2 Z a;ibii + Z Z aiibgg + Z Z a;jbj;
i=1 i=1 g=1 i=1 j=1
qFi J#
N N N N
=D ai ) by + ) ) aibi
=1 g=1 i=1 j=1
= tr(A) tr(B) + tr(AB). (A7)
|

Lemma 2: Given a multiple keyhole spatially correlated
Ricean fading channel h,;, as described in (1), and two
arbitrary matrices A € CN*N and B € CM*V, then
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E{nfi AR} = wRua), (A8)
and
E{thAhmkh,’Zthmk = O+ 1)
X [r Ry AV (RyicB) + tr(RufARB)].  (A9)

. 12— . I
Proof: Using g,;; = Rm/k gmj n (), with g,
CNn(0,Iy), and relying on the fact that o, and Qpij, AS
well as g,,;; and g,,;, are uncorrelated for all i # j, it holds
that

Nk
_ 2 2
E|hfn’kAhmk] - Z|cmki|2]E{nginnI,{ ARV gﬁki]. (A.10)
i=1
Now, using vaz'"lk |cmk,~|2 = 1 and applying (A.1), result (A.8)
follows.
Analogously, the expectation in (A.9) can be expressed as

E{hgkAhmkhnghmk}

Nk Nk Nk Nk

= DD ChriCmkiChgCmki

i=1 j=1 g=1 I=1

X

J
E{O‘;ki“mkj“;quamkl }
XE{ggki‘Kgmkngqugmkl } . (A.11)
with A = RZ,{ZAR;/,CZ and B = RZ,{ZBR;/ICZ. As the random
variables oy, for i € {1,..., Ny}, are iid as o ~
CN(0, 1), the result presented in (A.6) also holds when
substituting x; with oy,;;. Hence,

B (Al B}
Nink
=2 Z|kai|4]E{§Im{kiA§mki§ZkiB§mki}
i=1
Nink Nk
2 (-0 <
+ D lemiil> Y |cmig] E{ngiAgmki]
i=1 g=1
qFi
xE {Elnikqﬁgmkq }
Nink Nk 2
+Y el Z|kaj| E{EZMA B.S_’mki}- (A.12)
i=1 j=1
J#
Now, using (A.1) and (A.2), grouping terms and taking into
account that Zfi’”l" lemiil> = 1 and Zf’z’”{‘ lemiil* = Ami, it is
easy to demonstrate that result (A.9) holds. [ |
Lemma 3: Given a multiple keyhole spatially correlated
Ricean fading channel h,,;, as described iAn (1), the corre-
sponding linear MMSE channel estimate h,,, as described
in (7), and two arbitrary matrices A € CV*N and B € CV*V,
then

E{nttAh | = Blhahu ] = a(Rud), a13)
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and
H ~ ~H
E {1l A Bl |
= ok + l)tr(ﬁmkA)tr(ieka)
it (Rt ARk Rk B)

+tr(RmkAieka). (A.14)

Proof: Using the definitions of y,, and IAzmk presented
in (6) and (7), respectively, and applying result (A.8) yields

E{thAilmk} = Y, TPuPPuE{thARmk‘I’r;Ilymk}
= TFMPI’ME{thARMk‘I’r;;hmk}

= IPuPPutI.(ARmk‘I’,;]iRmk). (A.15)

Now, using the definition of ﬁmk in (9), result (A.13) follows.
Let us define A,x = AR, ¥, and By = W, RuB.
Using these definitions and those of y,,; and h,; we have
that
o o.r pH
E{hmkAhmkhkahmk
= TPLlPPuE{thAmkmeZkBmkth}
2
= (tpuP Pu) IE:ihancAmkhmkthBmkhmk}

2
+(tp,Pp,) Z E{herkAmkleBmkhmk}
1€Pyk
1k

+fpuPpu631E{thAkamkhmk . (A.16)

The expectations on the right hand side (RHS) of this equa-
tion can be solved in closed form by applying results (A.8)
and (A.9) yielding

A~ AH
E {1l Al B |
2
= (1, Pp,)” Comi + D[trRyukApk R B i)
"f'tr(RmkAmk)tr(Rkamk)]
2
+(tp,Pp,) Z tr(RynkA miRmi B k)
lepuk
Ik

+7p,, Pp O Rk Ak Bk}

e (A.17)
Finally, grouping terms and taking into account the defini-
tions of W, and R, the result (A.14) straightforwardly

follows. u

APPENDIX B
PROOF OF THEOREMS IN SECTION Il
For the distributed CB case, we have that

E{ay} = ]E{h’j/llkwl] = Z Eithwml}
meM;
_ Pdm, I
- m§/t, tr(l?an)]E{thhml]
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m H —17
_ Zme/\/ll ,trl();{,,,l,)E{hmkleRmkth}’ l € Py
% I ¢ Puk
DPdm D -1
_ e [ w(RuiRuik,.;). 1€ P
O’ l ¢ PMIO
(B.1)

where in the last equality we have used (A.1). Note that this
result directly leads to (43). Moreover, upon setting / = k,
result (32) follows, which is also used in Theorems 2 to 4.

Let us now proceed to analyze the term [E{a;yaj;} for the
case in which a distributed CB precoder is used, as follows

Elaway} = E{hi]/t,,kwl’wﬁh/\/lzk}

— Z Z Pdw'1Pdml

m'e My meM,; tl‘(Rm/l/)tr (le)

~  ~H
xE{hZ/khm/l/hm,hmk .

(B.2)

The calculation of E{hg,kitmq/ﬁzlhmk} can be split in two
different cases:

1) Case m' # m: In this case, the channel responses and
channel estimates corresponding to AP m are uncorrelated
with those corresponding to AP m’ and hence,

~ ~H ~ ~H
ol A e ol e ol
E{ Rl Ry Ryl
_ ~H
=1 XE{huR i Rk} 1 1 € Pk

0, otherwise
tr(ﬁm/kRm/[/Rn;,lk)

= Xtr(erlllekmk), LI € Pu (B.3)
0, otherwise,

where, in the last equality, result (A.13) has been applied.
2) Case m' = m: In this case we have that

ol X,
B R Ryt Rt Rt} 1,1 € P
=\ E{hE iy i} 1 =1 ¢ Pu

0, otherwise

ok + 1)tr(ie,,,kle/R,;,1)tr(ie,,,kR,;;le)

A Air <RmkRmp (R;;kmk)zR;;Rm,>

0 ( Rk Ro R R Rt ) 1.1 € P

tI'<Rmkkml)» =1 & Puk
0, otherwise,

(B4)

where, in the last equality, results (A.14) and (A.8) have
been applied.
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Substituting the results obtained in the previous two cases
into (B.2), expressions (33), (44), (45), (47), and (52) can
be straightforwardly derived.
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