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Abstract. Parallel genetic algorithms (PGAs) have been traditionally used to overcome the intense use of CPU and
memory that serial GAs show in complex problems. Non-parallel GAs can be classified into two classes: panmictic
and structured-population algorithms. The difference lies in whether any individual in the population can mate with
any other one or not. In this work, they are both considered as two reproductive loop types executed in the islands of
a parallel distributed GA. Our aim is to extend the existing studies from more conventional sequential islands to other
kinds of evolution. A key issue in such a coarse grain PGA is the migration policy, since it governs the exchange of
individuals among the islands. This paper investigates the influence of migration frequency and migrant selection in
a ring of islands running either steady-state, generational, or cellular GAs. A diversity analysis is also offered from an
entropy point of view. The study uses different problem types, namely easy, deceptive, multimodal, NP-Complete,
and epistatic search landscapes in order to provide a wide spectrum of problem difficulties to support the results.
Large isolation values and random selection of the migrants are demonstrated as providing a larger probability of
success and a smaller number of visited points. Also, interesting observations on the relative performance of the
different models are offered, as well as we point out the considerable benefits that can accrue from asynchronous
migration.
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Introduction

Complex optimization tasks need efficient algorithms.
Numerous complex learning and search problems are
being successfully addressed by evolutionary algorithms (EAs) and particularly by genetic algorithms
(GAs) [1]: function optimization, machine learning, combinatorial optimization, constraint satisfaction
problems, etc. [2–4]. An EA iteratively improves the
sub-optimal solutions contained in a population, thus
conducting a search that considers many points of the
search space at the same time. For this purpose, the
algorithm applies stochastic operators inspired by certain processes found in organic evolution: selection of
the fittest, crossover, mutation, etc.

Using a parallel platform to run a parallel GA has the
advantage of providing lower run time and enlarging
the available memory [5–7]. But, in addition, parallel
GAs have an appealing trait in that they often reduce
the computational effort to solve the same problem as
compared to sequential GAs, even when run in a single
processor [8].
This last characteristic makes a difference with respect to other search algorithms, in that PGAs are not
simple parallel versions of sequential algorithms. The
reason for this can be found in several of the most
striking characteristics of a PGA: (1) its decentralized search, which allows speciation (different subalgorithms evolve towards different solutions), (2) the
larger diversity levels (many search regions are sought

164

Alba and Troya

at the same time) (3) an intense exploration performed
by all the demes (sub-algorithms), and (4) exploitation
inside these demes, i.e., refining the better partial solutions found at any moment.
We will defer a survey of the different kinds of genetic algorithms analyzed in this paper until the next
section. For the moment, we will focus our attention
on a parallel distributed GA in which many communicating sub-algorithms (islands) cooperate to solve the
same problem. In this kind of GA the migration policy
(set of rules governing the communication among the
islands) biases the search.
Although no formal proof of superiority can be allocated to any migration policy for arbitrary problems
[9], some useful research has been conducted on this
matter. In this line we further consider a wide variety
of problems in order to test our working hypotheses on
some of the most well known application domains of
GAs. Also, we will check the observations on different
parameterizations to avoid biasing the results.
With regard to the migration policy in a distributed
GA, the initial work of Tanese [7] on a hypercube
(NCUBE/6), and the more recent results of Belding
[10] on a KSR2, provided valuable results. These works
state that a distributed algorithm can attain important
speedup values on problems such as a class of Walsh
polynomials and Royal Road functions, respectively.
See [5, 11] for additional background.
A relatively long isolated evolution has been a priori
suggested to provide good results in [7, 10] whenever
a small number of individuals are being migrated. The
sparse migration of a small number of strings has the
advantage of requiring a low overhead due to the sparse
communication among the islands when the distributed
GA is run on parallel hardware. Here, we carry out a
generalization of the mentioned works since they study
multiple parameters at a time, or only a single class
of problems is considered. In this work our goal is
to check these results on a wide variety of problems
and models of GAs in order to better understand the
importance of the migration policy.
Therefore, one of our main contributions is to extend the existing analyses to incorporate steady-state
and cellular island evolution modes [12, 13], since
Tanese and Belding only studied a distributed generational GA. Also, we will consider a wide variety of
problems across which the numerical behavior will be
studied, and finally, diversity and run time will be discussed to obtain a full picture of the implications of
using a given migration policy.

The paper is organized as follows. In Section 2 we
characterize parallel GAs and also the migration policy. Sections 3–7 study the influence of the migration
policy on easy, deceptive, multimodal, NP-Complete,
and epistatic problems, respectively. Afterwards, we
analyze the influence of the migration frequency on the
computation time (Section 8), and population diversity
(Section 9). Finally, the most important conclusions
are summarized in Section 10.

2.

A Brief Survey of Parallel Genetic Algorithms

In order to offer a brief review of the research with
parallel models of GAs we include some information
for non-GA researchers in this section. We briefly want
to show how coarse grain and fine grain PGAs (cgPGA
and fgPGA, respectively) are subclasses of the same
kind of parallel GA consisting in a set of communicating sub-algorithms. Although many surveys [2, 3] and
studies have suggested an opposite vision/use of these
models, they can be studied from a common point of
view [14] with potential advantages arising from a unified methodology, just as it is occurring with EAs in
general [15].

2.1.

Unified Review of Existing PGAs

Let us begin with a brief unifying survey of sequential
and parallel GAs. A sequential GA (Fig. 1) proceeds in
an iterative manner by generating new populations of
strings from the old ones. Every string is an encoded
(binary, real, ...) version of a tentative solution. An
evaluation function associates a fitness measure with
every string indicating its suitability as a solution to
the problem. The algorithm applies stochastic operators such as selection, crossover, and mutation, on an
initially random population in order to compute a new
generation of strings [4].
A sequential GA (Fig. 2(a)) applies the genetic operators to the whole population (panmixia). Two popular

Figure 1.

Pseudocode of a sequential genetic algorithm.
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Figure 2. Two basic non-distributed models (sequential-panmictic and cellular) and a possible -merged!- parallel distributed implementation.
We call seqGA (a) to a traditionally sequential GA with a steady-state (ssGA) or generational (genGA) evolution. A cellular GA (cGA) uses a
given two dimensional spatial distribution for the individuals (b). Finally, a distributed GA (dGA) performs a parallel search (c) by using the
mentioned algorithms as the basic reproductive loops in each sub-algorithm (island).

panmictic versions exist: generational and steady-state
evolution modes [16]. A generational GA (genGA) creates one new population from the old one, while a
steady-state GA (ssGA) only generates one individual
(or a few) in each iteration.
In a cellular GA (cGA) [6, 17] the string population
is spatially structured with some topology, e.g., a 2D
toroidal grid. In a cGA, the interactions of a string with
its neighbors (e.g., north, south, east, west) are very
frequent. These interactions consist in getting a small
pool of (4 + 1 = 5) strings to apply the reproductive
plan on it (Fig. 2(b)).
A parallel GA is an algorithm of multiple component GAs, regardless of their population structure.
Each component (usually a sequential) sub-algorithm
includes an additional phase of communication with a
set of neighboring sub-algorithms. Different parallel
algorithms differ in the characteristics of the elementary GAs and in the communication details.
As an example, in distributed GAs (Fig. 2(c)) [7]
there exists a small number of islands performing a
separate GA, and periodically exchanging strings after a number of isolated steps (migration frequency).
Normally, the islands use a considerable population
size (À1), although some works like [7] consider a
wide range of population sizes (even as small as two
strings per island). Usually, the islands of a coarse
grain PGA apply a generational GA, although there
are many important exceptions in the literature (such
as GENITOR II [18]).

The source and the destination islands for a migrant
string are determined depending on the island topology. This topology can be a static ring, hypercube, etc.
[2], or a dynamic topology, in which target islands are
defined by an arbitrarily complex (time-varying) criterion (e.g., [19]) that is applied in every communication
step.
In the cGA model it is usual for every sub-algorithm
to wait synchronously for its neighbor structures (suitable for SIMD computers [6], and even implemented
in MIMD machines [20]). On the other hand, the distributed GA can either be implemented to have synchronous receptions (wait for incoming migrants) or
not, and it is suitable for MIMD computers, e.g., a cluster of workstations. This is an additional advantage of
distributed GAs, since clusters are readily available in
labs and departments. Therefore, the traditional distribution of sub-populations can be considered as a mechanism capable of enhancing the behavior of any kind
of basic GA.
Distributed generational GAs have attracted the
greatest attention [5, 7, 10, 11], while some distributed
algorithms running steady-state islands exist [13, 18].
However, distributed GAs with cellular islands are relatively new [13, 21, 22]. Here, by using a parallel
distributed GA with every island running a cGA we
want to obtain the search advantages of a structuredpopulation, as well as the physical-numerical benefits of a parallel distributed GA. Some related works
dealing with the migration policy and new models of
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evolution for distributed GAs can be found in [23] and
[24], respectively.
We should differentiate between the population
structure (panmictic or decentralized: distributed, cellular, ...), and its implementation (hardware type, synchronism, model-to-hardware mapping, ...). We propose a change in the nomenclature, calling coarse and
fine grain PGAs distributed and cellular GAs (dGA and
cGA) respectively, since the grain is usually intended to
refer to their computation/communication ratio, while
the actual differences can be also found in the way in
which they both structure their populations.
We assign the name dssGA to a parallel distributed
GA running a steady-state algorithm in every island
with sparse migrations among islands. Similarly, we
define a dcGA to be a distributed algorithm whose islands are executing a cGA, and a dgenGA an algorithm
in which the islands are performing a canonical genGA.
We implement all the distributed versions in an ATM
LAN by mapping each island to a different processor
(UltraSparc 1). The islands are configured in a unidirectional ring topology (easy and fast). We mainly
focus on the dssGA and dcGA models, and defer the
studies with dgenGA until the diversity section. We do
this because dgenGA is better known.
While a distributed GA has “large” sub-populations
(À1) a cGA has typically one single string in every subalgorithm. For a dGA the sub-algorithms are loosely
connected, while for a cGA they are tightly connected.
In addition, in a dGA there exist only a few subalgorithms, while in a cGA there is a large number
of them. See the structured-population cube in Fig. 3.
This view of PGAs as a continuum is directly supported in only a few implementations of PGA software

Figure 3.
them.

[21, 25]. However, it is very important since it offers
a unifying point of view: we can study the full set of
parallel implementations by considering different codings, operators, and communication details.
In fact, this is a natural vision of PGAs that is inspired
by the initial work of Holland [26], in which a granulated adaptive system is a set of grains with shared
structures. Every grain has its own reproductive plan
and internal/external representations for its structures
(see also [27]). To link our results and algorithms to
these works we will develop the survey and technique
descriptions with a more formal notation.
The outline of a general PGA is presented in Algorithm 1. It begins by randomly creating a population
P(t = 0) of µ structures −(strings), each one encoding
the p problem variables, usually as a vector over
B = {0, 1} (I = B p·lx ) or R(I = R p ). An evaluation
function 8 is needed to associate a quality real value
with every structure.
The stopping criterion ι of the reproductive loop is
to fulfill some condition. The solution is identified as
the best structure ever found.
The selection s2s operator makes copies of every
structure from P(t) to P 0 (t) attending to the fitness
values of the structures (some parameters 2s might
be required). The typical variation operators in GAs
are crossover (⊗), and mutation (m). They are both
stochastic techniques whose behavior is governed by
a set of parameters, e.g., application probabilities:
2c = { pc }-usually high- and 2m = { pm }-usually low-.
Finally, every iteration ends by selecting the µ new
individuals for the new population (replacement policy r). For this purpose the new pool P 000 (t) plus a set
Q are considered. The best structure usually survives

The Structured-Population Genetic Algorithm Cube: cellular GAs (cGA) versus distributed GAs (dGA) and the continuum between
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Figure 4. Difference between steady-state and generational GAs. The intermediate region is occupied by the algorithms generating and
replacing only a given percentage of the population.

deterministically (elitism). Many panmictic variants
exist, but the two mentioned are especially popular [16]
(Fig. 4): the generational GA-genGA- (λ = µ, Q = ∅),
and the steady-state GA -ssGA- (λ = 1, Q = P(t)).
In a parallel GA there exist the mentioned elementary GAs (grains: 1i ) working on separate subpopulations P i (t) concurrently (11 k12 k . . . k1d ).
Each sub-algorithm includes an additional phase of
periodic communication with a set of neighboring subalgorithms located on some topology.
This communication usually consists in exchanging
a set of individuals or population statistics. All the subalgorithms perform the same reproductive plan. Otherwise the PGA is heterogeneous [14].

Throughout this paper we deal with MIMD implementations (Fig. 2(c)) of homogeneous dGAs in which
migrants are selected randomly, and the target island
replaces its worst string with the incoming one only
if it is better (except when other policy is mentioned
explicitly). The sub-algorithms are organized in a unidirectional ring.

2.2.

Migration Policy in a Parallel Distributed GA

To complete the working principles of these algorithms
we now describe their communication phase. The
migration policy determines the communication step

ALGORITHM 1: PARALLEL GENETIC ALGORITHM 1 par ::= 11 k12 k . . . k1d
1i : t := 0;
initialize: P(0) := {E
a1 (0), . . . , aEµ (0)} ∈ I µ ;
aµ (0))};
evaluate: P(0) : {8(E
a1 (0)), . . . , 8(E
while not ι(P(t)) do
//Reproductive Loop
select:
P 0 (t) := S2s (P(t));
recombine: P 00 (t) := ⊗2c (P 0 (t));
mutate:
P 000 (t) := m 2m (P 00 (t));
a1000 (0)), . . . , 8(E
aλ000 (0))};
evaluate:
P 000 (t) : {8(E
000
replace:
P(t + 1) := r2r (P (t) ∪ Q);
<communication step>
//Migration in a distributed GA
t := t + 1;
end while
In particular, the steady-state panmictic algorithm
we will analyze (Fig. 2(a)) generates one single individual in every iteration. It is inserted back into the
population only if it is better (greater fitness than) the
worst existing individual.
In all the cGAs we use (Fig. 2(b)) a NEWS neighborhood is defined (North-East-West-South in a toroidal
grid [17, 28]) in which overlapping demes of 5
strings (4 + 1) execute the same reproductive plan. In
every deme the new string computed after selection,
crossover, and mutation replaces the current one only
if it is better.

undertaken by the islands in a parallel distributed GA.
We define the migration policy as a tuple of five values:
M = (m, ζ, ω S , ω R , sync)

(1)

where:

r m: is the number of individuals undergoing migration, m ∈ {0, 1, . . . , ∞} (migration rate). Alternatively, it could be measured as a sub-population
percentage. This value is usually bound by the population size in practice, but, theoretically, nothing
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prevents sending many more (copies of) individuals
to one or more neighbor islands.
ζ : is the frequency of migration (in numbers of evaluations), ζ ∈ {0, 1, . . . , ∞}. With this definition, if
the distributed algorithm stops after e evaluations,
then any value of migration above this value (ζ > e)
means isolated evolution (just like using ζ = 0).
ω S : is the policy for selecting migrants. The topology and the migrated individuals are defined by this
operator: if two islands do not share any individual
they are said to be unconnected (thus defining the
topology). This operation takes two islands as arguments, and it also determines the set of shared individuals between any pair of islands in the distributed
GA. The migrant selection can be made according to
any of the selection operators available in the associated literature (proportional selection, tournament,
random, etc.). Also, we could choose between sending out a copy of the selected individual (we do so
in this paper) or the individual itself.
ω R : is the migration replacement policy, used for
integrating an incoming individual in the target subpopulation.
sync: is a flag indicating whether the algorithm is
performing regular blocking input/output communications from/to another islands, or whether individuals are integrated in the receiving population
whenever they arrive from its neighbors. These two
variants can be implemented on a parallel hardware
or by using a hand-made scheduler in a uniprocessor
machine (simulating the parallel operations).

We define the migration frequency in terms of the
number of evaluations made in the island, and not in
terms of the number of generations, since we are comparing models of different basic steps. A distributed
GA with d steady-state islands must take µ/d steps to
complete one generation, while the genGA and cGA
islands will compute a full new generation of µ individuals in every parallel iteration. Anyway, in all the cases
we will study the frequency of migrations in multiples
of the global population size: 1 · µ, 2 · µ, 4 · µ, . . . The
graphs in this paper show these multiples: 1, 2, 4, . . .
Hence, ζ depends on the population size, and has no
“general recipe” values. When the population is large
enough, values between 0 and 1 for ζ could be of some
help to complete the analysis.
Formally, a migration operator ω M is used in the
communication phase of a PGA 1 par , indicating how

the structures of one island are shared by another
island(s). The selection operator ω S (1i , 1 j ) determines the set of shared structures between neighboring
sub-algorithms 1i , 1 j :
ω M2 M (1 j ) = ω R ◦ ω S (1i , 1 j ) | ∀1i , 1 j ∈ 1par (2)
The number of migrants is the number of shared structures:
m = |ω S (1i , 1 j )|

(3)

and the probability of application of the migration operator is
1
ζ >0
(4)
PM =
ζ
Some work is available on the convenience of using asynchronous communications [13, 20, 29]. This
can be achieved by inserting an individual whenever
it arrives, thus avoiding blocking every ζ steps, i.e.,
emissions and receptions of migrants are managed in
separate portions of the source code. The set of parameters 2 M controlling the migration operator ω M is
the migration policy M. We will label synchronous results with an s, and asynchronous ones with an a in the
forthcoming graphs.
The reproductive cycle of a parallel distributed GA
is then a composition of an island reproductive cycle
and a migration operator:
ωd = ω M ◦ ωisland

(5)

In practice, many useful combinations of these techniques are possible, and this is why we set some parameters. We will use a unidirectional ring of islands
since it is very easy to implement, and the migration
takes place in a constant time (see an interesting discussion on this and other topologies in [30]) which is good
for the scalability of the algorithm. Migration rate is
set to m = 1 while migration frequency will be modified in the experiments, since a correlation between the
two seems to exist [10]. The replacement technique in
all the experiments eliminates the worst string in the
target island only if the incoming one is better, as in
[8, 31, 32]. Other works use a random replacement [7]
that sometimes allows fitness decrements for escaping
from local optima. However, complex problems usually force to preserve at least the best k strings in every
island (k-elitism), since losing the best strings cannot
be afforded.

Influence of the Migration Policy in Parallel Distributed GAs

In the following four sections we will study the impact of migrant selection and migration frequency on
search spaces with different characteristics. In particular, the number of evaluations to obtain a solution, the
percentage of hits in the set of independent executions,
and the run time will be analyzed.
3.

Results with a Traditional Easy Problem

We begin by analyzing the influence of some of the migration parameters in the generalized sphere problem.
This is a non-epistatic problem in which the sum of
the separated fitness contributions of the variables are
maximized (see Eq. (6)).
f (xi |i=1..n ) =

n
X

xi2

xi ∈ [−5.12, 5.12]

(6)

i=1

We use an instance of n = 16 variables encoded in 32
bits each (SPH16-32, l = 512 bits) instead of the usual
n = 3 problem. Since we are maximizing, the problem
has 216 possible solutions. Other authors usually minimize this function (there exists a single optimum in 0).
Our version is slightly more difficult since solutions
of different genotype could show similar fitnesses, and
the algorithm is likely to change many times from one
search region to another during one run, thus requiring
a longer evolution.
We use 512/n proc individuals for the tests, applying
fitness proportional selection, double point crossover
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( pc = 1.0), and bit-flip mutation ( pm = 1/l). In the distributed algorithms we send a copy of one random individual to the neighbor population in the ring. Figure 5
plots the average curves (100 runs) of the total number
of evaluations for dssGA and dcGA. We study the effects of synchronization (s: sync, a: async) and the migration frequency (the numeric values associated with
the s or a labels in Fig. 5). The stopping condition is
to locate an optimum for this problem.
Three interesting observations can be made from
studying Fig. 5. First, a high coupling (ζ = 1) reduces
the total effort to locate a solution. This occurs because
the panmictic-like evolution of a group of highly coupled islands leads itself to solving this easy problem.
The contrary usually holds for more complex problems,
as we will see in the next sections.
Second, the larger the number of islands (and processors), the smaller the evaluation effort needed to find a
solution (especially for dssGA, see Fig. 5 (left)). This
effect is due to the combined work of the ring topology [30], the separate parallel exploration of different
zones of the search space provided by the distributed
search, and the aggressive exploitation typical of the
dssGA model.
Finally, it can also be seen that synchronous and
asynchronous versions perform (numerically) very
similarly for dssGA and dcGA at any migration frequency. The slight differences are due to the physical
parallel checking of the termination condition, and to
the fast fitness evaluation of this objective function.

Figure 5. Total number of evaluations versus the number of processors when using dssGA (left) and dcGA (right) for solving SPH16-32. We
show the results for three migration frequencies 1, 2, 4 and for synchronous -s- and asynchronous -a- versions.
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Results with a Deceptive Problem

Deceptive problems are specifically designed to make
GAs converge to wrong regions of the search space.
These problems are constructed to decorrelate the relationship between the fitness of a string and its genotype
(contents).
Since the algorithm works on the genotype, but, at
the same time, it is guided by the fitness of the strings
(computed after the phenotype), this kind of functions tends to mislead the GA. One of these deceptive
problems is the massively multimodal deceptive problem (MMDP) [33] in which a binary string encodes k
6-bit sub-problems (see Fig. 6). The optimum fitness
is k. Every sub-problem contributes with a partial fitness depending on its number of 1’s (unitation). There
exist 22k optima from which only 2k are global optima.
The literature addresses instances for k = 1, . . . , 5,
while we will use a considerably more difficult instance
of k = 15 (strings of l = 90 bits).

Figure 6.

We study the influence of the migration frequency
ζ (0.25, . . . , 32.0), and the migrant selection in the ring
ω S : should we send the best or a random string? We
plot the number of hits (out of 50 runs) on dssGA and
dcGA in Fig. 7 (left). We analyze a configuration of 8
islands with 32 individuals each for all the algorithms
(every island in dcGA uses a grid of 2 × 16 = 32 individuals). We use proportional selection, two point
crossover with pc = 1.0, and bit flip mutation with
pm = 0.01.
The results indicate that it is better to migrate a
random string since migration of the best string often generates super-individuals which induce premature convergence in the target population. For larger
sub-populations this could be a minor problem, but
population sizes like ours (in the range [100..500]) are
the most frequently used in EAs. A second observation
is that loosely coupled islands (ζ = 16 or 32) provide
better efficacy, since high isolation promotes hyperplane exploitation in islands, and exploration occurs

Tabulated (left) and graphic (right) sub-problem contributions for MMDP (k = 1).

Figure 7. Influence of the migration frequency and migrant selection in MMDP15 with dssGA and dcGA. Success percentage (left) and number
of evaluations (right), out of 50 independent runs. The stopping criterion is to obtain a solution or to achieve 400000 evaluations.

Influence of the Migration Policy in Parallel Distributed GAs

171

Figure 8. Influence of the migration frequency and migrant selection in RAS20-8 with dssGA and dcGA. Success percentage (left) and number
of evaluations (right), out of 50 independent runs. The stopping criterion is to obtain a solution or to achieve 400000 evaluations.

after migrations (punctuated equilibria working principle [34]).
The third observation is that dcGA yields better results than the dssGA in all these experiments with
equivalent configurations. In the next section we will
often find the same result. We think that this is due to
the good exploration capabilities of a cGA, since this
algorithm will show to maintain high diversity throughout the search in all the tested problems. Some results
support this hypothesis, since ssGA is better for problems where the exploitation component of the algorithm is the main feature needed to locate a solution,
e.g., where local tuning is essential (see an example
when training a neural network in Section 7).
As a final remark, we have to mention that the results in Fig. 7 (also in Fig. 8) for migration frequencies
below 2.0 are wrapped to 400000 evaluations to clarify
the graph. All the percentages and values are reported
for algorithms reaching a solution of the same quality
(this holds throughout the article). In Figs. 7 and 8
we stop the algorithm after performing 400000 evaluations without finding the optimum for frequencies of
2.0 and below. Whether or not these frequent migrations would have led to an optimum, the conclusion
is that they performed considerably worse than sparse
migrations. For the evaluation effort in Figs. 7 and 8
we average all the runs, considering that unsuccessful
ones need 400000 evaluations.
5.

Results with a Multimodal Problem

In this section we study the effects of migrant selection
and migration frequency on a problem with a large
search space and a very large number of local optima

that can easily lead to non-optimal solutions. The generalized Rastrigin function (Eq. (7)) is a non-epistatic
function representing a typical test for EAs [35]. We
use an instance of n = 20 variables, each one encoded
in 8 bits (RAS20-8, l = 160 bits).
Ras(xi |i=1...n ) = 10 · n +

n
X

xi2 − 10 · cos(2 · π xi )

i=1

xi ∈ [−5.12, 5.12] (7)
We use 8 islands of 22 individuals (grids of 2 ×
11 = 22 individuals in every island of dcGA), proportional selection, two point crossover with pc = 1.0,
and bit-flip mutation with pm = 0.01. We have only
changed the population size with respect to the previous section since we are tackling a different problem,
and also in order to check whether the achieved observations hold for more reduced populations than the
ones tested for the preceding problem.
The results in Fig. 8 confirm the benefits of migrating a random string in that greater efficacy is achieved
with moderate effort. Although the numeric effort is
very similar for dssGA and dcGA, the number of hits
for dcGA is clearly superior. Also, a tight coupling
(ζ < 16) is definitely bad for dssGA, although dcGA is
capable of a larger number of successful runs even for
high interconnection. The experiments with RAS20-8
also corroborate ζ = 32 as a very good migration gap.
6.

Results with an NP-Complete Problem

In this section we deal with an optimization task known
as the subset sum problem [36]. We have selected
this problem because it is an example of the very
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Figure 9. Average number of evaluations with 1, 2, and 8 processors in solving SSS128 with dssGA (left hand of the graph) and dcGA (right
hand of the graph). We analyze the results with migration frequencies 1, 16 and 32.

interesting NP-Complete problem class. It consists in
finding a subset of values V ⊆ W from a set of integers W = {ω1 , ω2 , . . . , ωn }, such that the subset sum
approaches a constant C without exceeding it. We use
instances of n = 128 (SSS128, l = 128 bits) in which
the integers ωi are generated in the range [0..104 ] instead of [0..103 ] in order to obtain a harder problem,
as explained in [36].
In order to formulate this as a maximization
probP
lem we compute the sum p(E
x ) = in= 1 xi · ωi for a
tentative solution xE, and then use the fitness function:
f (E
x ) = a · P(E
x ) + (1 − a) · max[C − 0.1 · P(E
x ), 0]
(8)
where a = 1 when xE is admissible, i.e., when C −
P(E
x ) ≥ 0, and a = 0 otherwise. Solutions exceeding
the constant C are penalized.
The experiments (Fig. 9) plot dssGA and dcGA over
n proc = 1, 2, 8 processors for three values of the migration frequency (1, 16, 32) and a random selection of
migrants.
We performed 100 independent runs and used
512/n proc individuals. The dcGA uses either 2 islands
with a 2 × 128 grid, or 8 islands with a 2 × 32 grid.
We always apply proportional selection, two point
crossover with pc = 1.0, and bit-flip mutation with
pm = 1/l.
When a random string migrates with migration gap
1, the number of visited points is bad (large) for 2 and
8 processors, even precluding finding a solution. We
plot the percentage of success on the top of the bars
only for frequency ζ = 1.

Migration frequencies of 16 and 32 provided much
better numeric efficiency and 100% efficacy in all the
experiments. Also, better resistance of dcGA to bad
migration frequencies (ζ = 1) for a small number of
large islands and of dssGA for a larger number of small
islands is detected. For example, for migration frequency ζ = 1, when using 2 processors, dssGA had
57% success while dcGA had 100% and it needed a
smaller number of evaluations. On the other hand, when
using 8 processors, dssGA had a 74% success rate while
dcGA had 47%–39% for sync-async versions, respectively (always with ζ = 1).
These results can be explained as follows. The frequent migration has a larger impact on dssGA when
few populations are being used, since its numerical behavior is more similar to that of a panmictic ssGA: it
has more difficulties in solving a complex problem if a
panmictic-like evolution is used. On the other hand, the
negative impact of higher migration frequency is more
important for dcGA as the total grid is split into smaller
sized islands: two islands of 2 × 128 = 256 individuals had better resistance to frequency ζ = 1 than eight
islands of 2 × 32 = 64 individuals each. The reason
is that structuring the population is clearly worthwhile
only for medium/large population sizes.

7.

Results with an Epistatic Problem

Epistasis is a fundamental concept in problem complexity [37]. It defines the degree of parameter interdependency present in a problem. Real-life and difficult
domains are epistatic. A clear example of an epistatic
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problem can be found in training a neural network
(NN), since the correlation among the weights is very
high [32].
We use a PGA for learning the set of weights that
make a multilayer perceptron classify a set of patterns
correctly [38]. This is an example of integration of
technologies in the field of computational intelligence
that has provided valuable results in escaping from
local optima, since the weight search space is multimodal. In addition, other different applications are
possible, such as using GAs for selecting the most representative pattern subset from a large pattern set in
order to reduce the training time of a neural network.
In this paper we only deal with training a NN by genetic
means.
The first NN we consider computes the parity of
4 binary inputs [39] and it uses three layers of 44-1 neurons. The neurons have a binary activation
function. Every string contains l = 4 · 4 + 4 · 1 + 4 +
1 = 25 real-encoded variables (weights plus biases).
The fitness function computes the absolute error between the expected and the actual output over the 16
training patterns. The result is subtracted from the maximum possible error to have a maximization function.
The second NN is trained to predict the level of urban
traffic in a road [40]. The perceptron has three layers
of 3-30-1 neurons with a sigmoid activation function.
For this problem we present results by encoding each
weight as a real number or in a gene of 8 bits. This
yields strings of l = 151 real values or l = 1208 bit
length, respectively. Every function evaluation computes the error along a set of 41 patterns.
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The sigmoid neurons (continuous neuron outputs),
and the pattern set make this problem hard for a canonical GA without using any specialized operator and/or
representation. Also, the long length of the strings is
an additional problem for the medium-size populations
we want to use.
For all these experiments we averaged the results
over 100 independent runs and use 512/n proc individuals (dcGA uses 8 islands of 2×32 strings), proportional
and random selection for every pair of parents, uniform
crossover [41] with pc = 1.0, and additive float mutation with pm = 0.01. All the algorithms have to show
the same final solution quality (a mean error below
10−3 ), and this is used as the termination criterion.
The numeric results in Fig. 10 (left) indicate that
ζ = 16 and ζ = 32 are the best isolation times for the
“parity4” NN (just like for the previous problems).
Concerning the “traffic” network (Fig. 10 (right)), all
the isolation times studied needed very similar numbers
of evaluations. This occurs because the main difficulty
with this network is in refining the final values of the
genomes, a widely known weak characteristic of GAs
when no specialized operators are used. Almost all
the search time is spent in refining the weights in the
strings of the algorithm. Also notice that the number
of evaluations that the different models need to solve
these problems (∼106 ) is really large when compared
to other problems.
On average, dcGA has the advantage when solving the “parity4” NN (Fig. 10 (left)). However, the
contrary is true for the traffic NN (Fig. 10 (right)),
with the exception of the slightly greater numerical

Figure 10. Number of evaluations training “parity4” (left) and “traffic” (right) with several different migration frequencies (1-16-32 and
1-16-32-128-0). We plot results with 1 and 8 processors for “parity4”, and 8 processors for “traffic”. Besides that, for the “traffic” NN training
problem we compare the number of evaluations needed to solve the problem when the weights are encoded in floating point numbers versus a
binary representation for them.
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effort of synchronous dcGAs using migration frequencies ζ = 16 and ζ = 32.
This supports the hypothesis of the larger exploration/exploitation canonical characteristics of dcGA/
dssGA, respectively. This means that, since the
“parity4” NN has only a few different fitness values, it
requires high hyper-plane diversity and recombination
(exploration) to find a solution since the fitness values do not provide much information to the algorithm.
This necessity of exploration is easily achieved thanks
to the local work in every neighborhood of the cGA
and dcGA. On the other hand, for the “traffic” problem, all the algorithms quickly found the region of the
solution when a distributed model is being used, but
they need a very large number of evaluations to tune
the real-values included in the strings, since the fitness
landscape is continuous. This latter is best achieved in
the ssGA and dssGA models since their selection pressure is much stronger than that of the cGA and dcGA
versions.
One of the main problems found in other similar
works [32] is the loss of diversity. We have no such
problems thanks to our floating-point representation,
relatively high mutation (no random search is introduced since a bad string never replaces a better one in all
the models tested), and good diversity (see Section 9).
The analysis of the binary encoding will be discussed
in the next section in the light of results on run time.

8.

Influence of the Migration Frequency
on Run Time

Since the migration policy influences the number of
visited points, it also modifies the search time, usually reducing it [7, 10]. For the tests in this section
we are using the same problems and parameters as for
the numerical results in the last two sections. We measure the total execution time in seconds in all the time
graphs (computation plus communications). The time
has been measured in a cluster of SUN UltraSparc 1
workstations running Solaris v2.5 and linked by an
ATM LAN. Again, in all cases, the termination criterion is to find a solution to the problem studied.
Figure 11 shows the results when solving SPH16-32
with dssGA (a) and dcGA (b). Superlinear speedups
are obtained for all the models since the parallel algorithms are much faster than the sequential ones: ssGA
and cGA. Notice in the table of Fig. 11(c) how an
ssGA needs 548.44 seconds to find a solution, while
a distributed synchronous dssGA with 8 islands and a

migration frequency of ζ = 1 locates a solution in only
2.84 seconds. Asynchronous versions are especially
consistent, whereas the speedup of the synchronous
versions is more dependent on the migration frequency.
For the SPH16-32 problem, the speedup of the dcGA
models is comparatively better than the speedup of the
dssGA models.
In Fig. 12 we plot similar reductions in the run time
when using distributed versions of ssGA and cGA for
the subset sum problem. There is a clear general trend
to decrease the search time as the number of processors increases. However, having a large isolation step
is fundamental (Fig. 12 plots three values of isolation:
1, 16 and 32); in some cases a tight coupling (ζ = 1)
could prevent the algorithm from presenting linear
speedup. In all these cases the asynchronous algorithms
outperformed their synchronous versions, as suggested
for other parallel models and problems [19, 29].
Long binary representations for complex problems
like training an artificial neural network (Fig. 13) need a
larger computation time as is also shown in [42]. However, they usually ease the search in that performing
binary exchanges among strings is more easily managed than crossing over real numbers in the algorithm
with a traditional uniform crossover. Besides this, consider the lower number of evaluations in Fig. 10 (right)
needed by the binary (discretized) representation used
in dssGA.
There exist many ways in which we could have
improved the results shown, namely (1) reducing the
crossover probability, (2) using a different crossover
operator (in fact, uniform crossover is not theoretically
well suited to such a highly epistatic problem), or (3)
even changing the encoding. However, we do not want
to make these choices in order to avoid biasing the results just to obtain “pretty” performance graphs.
High coupling induces excessive synchronization
and larger execution times in almost all the experiments. Conclusions are somewhat different for dssGA
and dcGA, since the grain of their basic step is different: a concatenation of µ steps in dssGA is slightly
slower than a single step in dcGA. This effect is almost
unnoticeable in runs requiring a few hundred thousand
evaluations, but it provokes a noticeable difference in
the run time when long executions are needed (millions
of distributed evaluations). Although it is of interest,
this result can not be generalized since it depends on
whether the population needs to be sorted or not in every step, the time to compute fitness, etc. For example,
using ranking in a panmictic GA of 512 individuals
is rather slower than using it in a cellular GA of 512
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Figure 11. Speedup solving SPH16-32 with dssGA (a) and dcGA (b). The execution times for the synchronous versions (c) show that large
differences can appear when comparing ssGA/cGA with dssGA/dcGA with any of the tested migration frequencies: 1, 2 and 4, and for any
number of processors (from 1 to 8).

Figure 12. Average execution time in solving SSS128 with dssGA
and dcGA (1, 2, and 8 processors) with migration frequencies 1, 16
and 32.

individuals, since in the last case the rank is locally and
quickly applied to small groups of 5 strings.
In Fig. 14 (right) we can appreciate that linear and
even super-linear speedup values can be attained in
practice when the stopping criterion is to obtain a solution of the same quality even for complex problems.
This requirement has been imposed lately in various
works [29, 30] for ensuring correctness and fairness
in the speedup and time studies comparing sequential and parallel GAs. Super-linear speedups are relatively frequent in these stochastic parallel algorithms
[5, 10].
Some of the speedup values are surprisingly large,
despite comparing algorithms that find a solution of
the same quality. The basic reason is that we are comparing the performance of one population (structured
or not) against a distributed population partitioned in
a distributed island GA. These two algorithms behave
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9.

Figure 13. Average execution time in training “traffic” with 8 processors with dssGA and dcGA. Floating-point and binary representations are shown in the graph, and many migration frequencies have
been tested (1-16-32-128-0).

differently, thus explaining our results, as well as many
other results found in this field.
The natural step after having used the “correct”
stopping criterion for a fair comparison is to present
speedup values of the same dssGA/dcGA running over
1, 2, ... processors. This would have worked out more
reasonable speedup curves. This idea is an ongoing
line of research for the authors, and preliminary results
show almost linear speedup values, i.e., a traditional
result in parallel algorithms when the parallelization
scheme is good (but still with sparse moderate superlinear speedup lines).

Influence of Migration Frequency on Diversity

A key issue in distributed GAs is that structuring their
population induces speciation [7, 10]. This means that
different islands can evolve to different solutions. In
general, a PGA is a widely used method to sustain
diversity [2, 3, 43], thus giving the algorithm more
chances to explore new promising zones, and to improve schema processing [19]. But for the same number of individuals as a sequential GA, the distributed
islands can show quick convergence due to a reduction
in diversity (see Fig. 15).
Figure 15 shows the mean population entropy H (see
Eq. (9), in which P0i is the proportion of 0’s at position
i : 1..l, and P1i is the number of 1’s) of a population
of 512/n proc individuals when solving the generalized
sphere problem (see Section 3). Every line is the average of 20 independent runs to provide meaningful
results.
l
¡ i
¢
1 X
P · log2 P0i + P1i · log2 P1i
H[P(t)] = − ·
l i=1 0

(9)
Figure 15(a) plots decreasing diversity curves as the
algorithm proceeds for two cellular GAs, one generational, and one steady-state GA. We plot two separate grid cGA shapes (almost square 22 × 23, and thin
4 × 128) since the shape seems to be related to the selection pressure, diversity, and exploration capabilities
of the cGA [12, 28].

Figure 14. Average execution time in training “parity4” with 1 and 8 processors (left), and speedup with 8 processors (right) with dssGA and
dcGA. Three migration frequencies have been analyzed: 1, 16 and 32.
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Figure 15. Population mean entropy (in bits) in solving SPH16-32 with non-distributed (a) and distributed models: frequency 1 (b) and 32 (c).
We use 512/n proc individuals, proportional selection, two point crossover with pc = 1.0, and bit-flip mutation with probability pm = 1/l.

178

Alba and Troya

The distributed versions (Fig. 15(b)) show severe
entropy drops since the 512 string population is partitioned into 8 islands of 64 strings each. However, the
migration frequency has a major impact on the overall quantity of information processed by the algorithm.
For a migration frequency of 32 (Fig. 15(c)) the entropy is much higher than for 1 (Fig. 15(b)). Note,

for example, the small diversity peaks for dssGA in
Fig. 15(c) when migration occurs: loosely coupled islands favor diversity.
The SPH16-32 problem is easy and diversity is
quickly lost after a solution is found. For more difficult problems like the subset sum it is normal to have
a spectrum of higher diversity. If we compare Fig. 16(a)

Figure 16. Population mean entropy (in bits) in solving SSS128 with non-distributed (a) and distributed synchronous models with frequency 32
(b). Reducing the number of individuals from 512/n proc (first row) to 256/n proc also reduces the diversity for non-distributed (c) and distributed
models of equal frequency (d). When using 512 individuals again, a high coupling with frequency 1 (e) reduces diversity, while executing the
asynchronous versions with frequency 32 (as in b) does not alter the entropy spectrum (f).
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and (b) we will notice how diversity considerably decreases for dssGA and dgenGA with 8 islands, while
dcGA maintains a very high diversity (consider the numeric labels of the Y axis in Fig. 16(a)). Even dssGA
provides a surprisingly high level of diversity. This
explains its successful application to this and other domains [12, 31, 32], although it should converge much
faster than the other models from a theoretical point of
view.
In Fig. 16(c) and (d) we plot the effects of reducing
the global population from 512 (first row) to 256 for
the non-distributed and distributed models. Of course,
diversity decreases quicker, although dcGA still maintains large the allele diversity. This is due to its lower decentralized selection pressure [28] when compared to
the other models. This characteristic makes them very
suitable for problems where local search is added into
the GA or for non-stationary objective functions, since
local search often provokes global diversity decrements, and since dynamically changing functions need
to preserve diversity to quickly adapt the population to
find the new optimal value.
Figure 16(e) plots a serious reduction in diversity
for dcGA when the migration frequency is modified
from ζ = 32 (loosely coupled) to ζ = 1 (highly coupled). The diversity in dssGA and dgenGA is not reduced, because, while dcGA effectively finds a solution
and propagates it quickly, dssGA and dgenGA keep
wandering along the search space without working out
a solution (thus presenting high diversity but useless
search).
Finally, in Fig. 16(f) we can see that executing parallel asynchronous versions of the synchronous algorithms in Fig. 16(b) does not change the diversity
spectrum. In fact, the synchronous and asynchronous
versions are running the same algorithm on a cluster of workstations of the same type. This provokes
differences mainly in the execution time (not in the
numerical behavior), since small time derivations are
compensated on average, with the added advantage that
asynchronous islands are faster since they do not wait
for each other at every migration step.
10.

Conclusions

In this paper we have confirmed the importance of the
migration policy in parallel distributed genetic algorithms, not only for the traditional model of island evolution (a generational GA), but also for steady-state and
cellular nodal GAs. PGAs almost always outperformed
sequential GAs. They provided shorter execution times
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and visited a smaller number of points for equivalent
parameterizations. However, frequent island interactions can lead to parallel distributed GAs which perform worse than the non-distributed ones, making migration policy an important design factor.
The importance of using considerable isolation times
among the islands and the benefits of running asynchronous versions are supported by our results, and
indirectly by other works [23, 29]. Migration of a random string prevents the “conquest” effect in the target
island for small or medium sized sub-populations.
Using problem-knowledge operators could lead to
different results. However, the canonical revision of
these techniques is important for their future extensions
and combinations with other techniques by providing
baselines for comparisons.
We have obtained preliminary results with similar
GAs in other domains like TSP and numerical optimization problems that support the benefits of using
large isolation steps. “Considerable isolation” has been
quantified in this paper as a factor (16 and 32) of the entire population size. These values have been computed
to provoke many migrations during the search. If the
search uses populations as large as 104 individuals our
results are thought to hold since the search would need a
similarly very large number of evaluations. Very large
populations needing a small number of evaluations to
find a solution (e.g., of the same magnitude) need a
detailed and special study.
Although large isolation gaps and random emigrants
cannot be theoretically proven to be the best choices
for an arbitrary problem, the heterogeneity of our test
suite and their considerable complexity provide strong
empirical support to this hypothesis.
Diversity is usually related to exploration and probability of success in the literature. The distributed
models can be tuned to provide any desired level of
diversity. In particular, the dcGA model is very flexible since the grid shape (or the neighborhood) can be
changed to modify selection pressure. This source of
flexibility (changing the shape of the 2D grid) is only
present in a cGA. The selection operator used in all the
tested algorithms is another different (complementary)
source of exploitation, that can be used to provide an
additional level of selection pressure. This observation
does not restrict the ability of these or other algorithms
to change their selection pressure. It only states the additional source of flexibility coming from using cGA
or dcGA.
The impact of the migration policy is still an open
question depending on the island reproductive plan and
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its relationship to the fitness landscape: do parallel
distributed GAs do better with high coupling for easy
problems, and are ssGA/cGA more appropriate for exploitation/exploration, respectively? In the light of our
heterogeneous (but limited) test suite, and with the
same conditions and operators for these two models,
the answer in both cases is “yes”, although we recognize that more research is needed on this matter.
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