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SAMPLE COMPLEXITY OF SAMPLE AVERAGE APPROXIMATION
FOR CONDITIONAL STOCHASTIC OPTIMIZATION⇤

YIFAN HU† , XIN CHEN† , AND NIAO HE†

Abstract. In this paper, we study a class of stochastic optimization problems, referred to as
the conditional stochastic optimization (CSO), in the form of minx2X E⇠f⇠(E⌘|⇠[g⌘(x, ⇠)]), which
finds a wide spectrum of applications including portfolio selection, reinforcement learning, robust
learning, and causal inference. Assuming availability of samples from the distribution P(⇠) and
samples from the conditional distribution P(⌘|⇠), we establish the sample complexity of the sample
average approximation (SAA) for CSO, under a variety of structural assumptions, such as Lipschitz
continuity, smoothness, and error bound conditions. We show that the total sample complexity
improves from O(d/✏4) to O(d/✏3) when assuming smoothness of the outer function, and further to
O(1/✏2) when the empirical function satisfies the quadratic growth condition. We also establish the
sample complexity of a modified SAA when ⇠ and ⌘ are independent. Several numerical experiments
further support our theoretical findings.
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1. Introduction. Decision-making in the presence of uncertainty has been a
fundamental and long-standing challenge in many fields of science and engineering.
In recent years, extensive research e↵orts have been devoted to the design and theory
of e�cient algorithms for solving the classical stochastic optimization (SO) in the
form of

(1.1) min
x2X

F (x) := E⇠[f(x, ⇠)],

ranging from convex to nonconvex objectives, from first-order to second-order meth-
ods, and from sublinear to linear convergent algorithms; see, e.g., [5] and references
therein for a comprehensive survey. Here X ✓ Rd is the decision set and f(x, ⇠) is
some cost function dependent on the random vector ⇠. In general, (1.1) cannot be
computed analytically or solved exactly, even when the underlying distribution of the
random vector ⇠ is known, and one has to resort to Monte Carlo sampling techniques.

An important Monte Carlo method—the sample average approximation (SAA),
also known as the empirical risk minimization in the machine learning community—
is widely used to solve (1.1), assuming availability of samples from the underlying
distribution. SAA works by solving the approximation of the original problem:

(1.2) min
x2X

F̂n(x) :=
1

n

nX

i=1

f(x, ⇠i),

where ⇠1, . . . , ⇠n are independent and identically distributed (i.i.d.) samples generated
from the distribution of ⇠. Note that F̂n(x) converges pointwise to F (x) with proba-
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2104 YIFAN HU, XIN CHEN, AND NIAO HE

bility 1 as n goes to infinity. Finite-sample convergence of SAA for SO has been well
established. The seminal work by [20] proved that for general Lipschitz continuous
objectives, SAA requires a sample complexity of O(d/✏2) to obtain an ✏-optimal so-
lution to the SO problem. The authors of [36] proved that for strongly convex and
Lipschitz continuous objectives, the sample complexity of SAA is O(1/✏). Detailed
results can be found in the books [38] and [35].

More generally, SAA is also a popular computational tool for solving multistage
stochastic programming (MSP) problems. In its general form, an MSP finds a se-
quence of decisions {xt}

T
t=0 that minimizes the nested expectation in the following

form:

(1.3) min
x02X0

f0(x0) + E⇠1


inf
x1

f1(x1, ⇠1) + E⇠2|⇠1

h
· · ·+ E⇠T |⇠1:T�1

⇥
inf
xT

fT (xT , ⇠T )
⇤i�

,

where T is the number of decision periods, ⇠1, . . . , ⇠T can be considered as a random
process, and the decision xt is a function of the history of the process up to time t.
Similarly, the SAA approach works by first generating a large scenario tree with condi-
tional sampling and then processing with stage-based or scenario-based decomposition
methods [31, 33, 34]. When extended to the multistage case, the finite-sample analy-
sis indicates that the total number of samples, or scenarios, to achieve an ✏-optimal
solution to the original problem (1.3) grows exponentially as the number of stages in-
creases [39, 38]. In particular, for general three-stage stochastic problems, the sample
complexity of SAA cannot be smaller than O(d2/✏4); this holds true even if the cost
functions in all stages are linear and the random vectors are stagewise independent
as discussed in [37].

In this paper, we study an intermediate class of problems, referred to as the
conditional stochastic optimization (CSO), that sits in between the classical SO and
the MSP. The problem of interest takes the following general form:

(1.4) min
x2X

F (x) := E⇠

h
f⇠
⇣
E⌘|⇠[g⌘(x, ⇠)]

⌘i
.

Here X is the domain of the decision variable x 2 Rd; f⇠(·) : Rk
! R is a con-

tinuous cost function dependent on the random vector ⇠; and g⌘(·, ⇠) : Rd
! Rk is

a vector-valued continuous cost function dependent on both random vectors ⇠ and
⌘. The inner expectation is with respect to ⌘ given ⇠, and the outer expectation is
with respect to ⇠. Similar to the classical SO, we do not assume any knowledge of
the underlying distribution of P(⇠) or the conditional distribution P(⌘|⇠). Instead,
we assume availability of samples from the distribution P(⇠) and samples from the
conditional distribution P(⌘|⇠) for any given ⇠.

CSO is more general than the classical SO as it captures dynamic randomness
and involves conditional expectation. It takes the SO as a special case when g⌘(x, ⇠)
is an identical function. On the other hand, it is less complicated than the MSP (in
particular the three-stage case with T = 3) as it seeks a static decision and is not
subject to nonanticipativity constraints.

The goal of this paper is to analyze the sample complexity of SAA for solving
CSO, which can be constructed as follows based on conditional sampling :

(1.5) min
x2X

F̂nm(x) :=
1

n

nX

i=1

f⇠i

✓
1

m

mX

j=1

g⌘ij (x, ⇠i)

◆
,

where {⇠i}ni=1 are i.i.d. samples generated from P(⇠) and {⌘ij}mj=1 are i.i.d. samples
generated from the conditional distribution P(⌘|⇠i) for a given outer sample ⇠i. We
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CONDITIONAL STOCHASTIC OPTIMIZATION 2105

would like to examine the total number of samples T = nm+n required for SAA (1.5)
to achieve an ✏-optimal solution to the original CSO problem (1.4).

We also consider a special case of the CSO problem (1.4) when the random vectors
⇠ and ⌘ are independent:

(1.6) min
x2X

F (x) := E⇠

h
f⇠
⇣
E⌘[g⌘(x, ⇠)]

⌘i
.

One could still approximate (1.6) by the SAA (1.5), mimicking the conditional sam-
pling scheme and using di↵erent samples {⌘i1, . . . , ⌘im} from the distribution of ⌘ for
each ⇠i. However, since the inner expectation is no longer a conditional expectation,
there is no necessity to estimate the inner expectation with di↵erent realizations of
⌘ for each ⇠i. Hence, an alternative way to approximate (1.6) is through a modified
SAA:

(1.7) min
x2X

F̂nm(x) :=
1

n

nX

i=1

f⇠i

✓
1

m

mX

j=1

g⌘j (x, ⇠i)

◆
,

where {⇠i}ni=1 are i.i.d. samples generated from the distribution of ⇠ and {⌘j}mj=1

are i.i.d. samples generated from the distribution of ⌘. As a result, the component
functions f⇠i(

1
m

Pm
j=1 g⌘j (x, ⇠i)), i = 1, . . . , n, become dependent since they share the

same {⌘j}mj=1, making it very di↵erent from (1.5). In this case, the total number
of samples becomes T = n + m. We refer to this sampling scheme as independent
sampling.

1.1. Motivating applications. Notably, CSO can be used to model a vari-
ety of applications, including portfolio selection [16], robust supervised learning [7],
reinforcement learning [7, 8], personalized medical treatment [45], and instrumental
variable regression [27]. We discuss some of these examples in detail below.

Robust supervised learning. Incorporation of priors on invariance and robustness
into the supervised learning procedures is crucial for computer vision and speech
recognition [28, 3]. Taking image classification as an example, we would like to build
a classifier that is both accurate and invariant to certain kinds of data transformation,
such as rotation and perturbation. Let ⇠1 = (a1, b1), . . . , ⇠n = (an, bn) be a set
of input data, where ai is the feature vector and bi is the label. A plausible way
to achieve such consistency is to consider the class of robust linear classifiers, say
f(x, x0, ⇠) = E⌘|⇠⇠µ(�(a))[x

T ⌘+x0] for given image data ⇠, by averaging the prediction
over all possible transformations �(a), and then finding the best fit by minimizing the
expected risk:

min
(x,x0)

E⇠=(a,b)

h
`
�
b,E⌘|⇠[⌘

Tx+ x0]
�i

+
⌫

2
kxk22.

Here `(·, ·) is some loss function, ⌫ > 0 is a regularization parameter, and µ(·) is a
given distribution (e.g., uniform) over the transformations. Clearly, such problems
belong to the category of CSO.

Reinforcement learning. Policy evaluation is a fundamental task in Markov de-
cision processes and reinforcement learning. Consider a discounted Markov decision
process characterized by the tuple M := (S,A, P, r, �), where S is a finite state space,
A is a finite action space, P (s, a, s0) represents the (unknown) state transition proba-
bility from state s to s0 given action a, r(s, a) : S ⇥A ! R is a reward function, and
� 2 (0, 1) is a discount factor. Given a stochastic policy ⇡(a|s), the goal of the policy
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2106 YIFAN HU, XIN CHEN, AND NIAO HE

evaluation is to estimate the value function V ⇡(s) := E
⇥P1

k=0 �
kr(sk, ak)

�� s0 = s
⇤

under the policy. It is well known that V ⇡(·) is a fixed point of the Bellman equa-
tion [1]

V ⇡(s) = Es0|a,s[r(s, a) + �V ⇡(s0)].

To estimate the value function V ⇡(s), one could resort to minimizing the mean squared
Bellman error [41, 7], namely

min
V (·):S!R

Es⇠µ(·),a⇠⇡(·|s)
⇥�
r(s, a)� Es0|a,s[V (s)� �V (s0)]

�2⇤
.

Here µ(·) is the stationary distribution. This minimization problem can be viewed
as a special case of CSO. Recently, [8] showed that finding the optimal policy can
also be formulated into an optimization problem in a similar form by exploiting the
smoothed Bellman optimality equation. Again, the resulting problem falls under the
category of CSO.

Uplift modeling. Uplift modeling aims at estimating individual treatment e↵ects,
and it has been widely studied in causal inference literature and used for personalized
medicine treatment and targeted marketing [18, 45]. In an individual uplift model,
the goal is to estimate the e↵ect of a treatment on an individual with feature vector x,
which could be represented by u(x) := E[y|x, t = 1] � E[y|x, t = �1]. Here t 2 {±1}
represents whether a treatment has been given to an individual, and y 2 Y ✓ R
represents the outcome. In practice, obtaining joint labels (y, t) can be di�cult,
whereas obtaining one label (either t or y) of the individual is relatively easier. The
authors of [45] considered an individual uplift model that assumes availability of
only one label from the joint labels and estimates the unknown label with p(y|x) =P

t={±1} p(y|x, t)p(t|x). They showed that the individual uplift u(x) is equivalent to
the optimal solution to the following least-squares problem:

min
u2L2(p)

Ex⇠p(x)

⇥
(Ew|x[w] · u(x)� 2Ez|x[z])

2
⇤
,

where L2(p) = {f : X ! R| Ex⇠p(x)[f(x)
2] < 1} is a function space, and w and z are

two auxiliary random variables whose conditional densities are given by p (z = z0|x) =
1
2p (y = z0|x)+

1
2p (y = �z0|x), p (w = w0|x) =

1
2p (t = w0|x)+

1
2p (t = �w0|x). If we

further restrict u(·) to a finite dimensional parameterization, then the above problem
becomes a special case of CSO.

For these applications, there are many settings in which samples can be generated
according to our assumptions. For instance, in robust supervised learning and uplift
modeling, there are multiple samples from P(⌘|⇠) available for any given ⇠.

1.2. Related work. A closely related class of problems, called stochastic com-
position optimization, has been extensively studied in the literature; see, e.g., [46, 32,
12, 42], to name just a few. This class of problems takes the following form:

(1.8) min
x2X

f � g(x) := E⇠

h
f⇠
⇣
E⌘[g⌘(x)]

⌘i
,

where f(u) := E⇠[f⇠(u)], and g(x) := E⌘[g⌘(x)]. Although the two problems, (1.8)
and (1.4), share some similarities in that both objectives are represented by nested
expectations, they are fundamentally di↵erent in two aspects: (i) the inner random-
ness ⌘ in (1.4) is conditionally dependent on the outer randomness ⇠, while the inner
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CONDITIONAL STOCHASTIC OPTIMIZATION 2107

expectation in (1.8) is taken over the marginal distribution of ⌘; (ii) the inner random
function g⌘(x, ⇠) in (1.4) depends on both ⇠ and ⌘. As a result, unlike (1.8), the CSO
problem (1.4) cannot be formulated as a composition of two deterministic functions
due to the dependence between the inner and outer functions. Another key distinction
from (1.8) is that we assume availability of samples from the distributions P(⇠) and
P(⌘|⇠), rather than samples from the joint distribution P(⇠, ⌘). These two distinctions
further lead to a drastic di↵erence in the SAA construction and the sample complexity
analysis of these two types of problems, as we will show in the rest of the paper.

When solving either (1.8) or (1.4), most of the existing work is devoted to de-
veloping stochastic oracle-based algorithms and their convergence analysis for solving
these problems. Related work includes two-timescale [32, 46, 42, 43] and single-
timescale [13] stochastic approximation algorithms for solving the problem (1.8),
variance-reduced algorithms for solving the SAA counterpart of (1.8) [22, 17, 40], and
a primal-dual functional stochastic approximation algorithm for solving the problem
(1.4) [7]. These methods usually require convexity of the objective in order to obtain
an ✏-optimal solution. Our work di↵ers from the works listed above in that we mainly
focus on establishing the sample complexity of SAA itself rather than designing e�-
cient algorithms to solve the resulting SAA.

We point out that our paper is in the same vein as a series of papers [20, 39, 37,
30, 12, 9, 2, 23], centered at the sample average approximation approach for stochastic
programs. In particular, [9] derived a central limit theorem result for the SAA of the
stochastic composition optimization problem (1.8), and [12, 29] established the rate
of convergence. Despite these developments, the study of the basic SAA approach
and its finite-sample complexity analysis remains unexplored for solving the general
CSO problem (1.4) and even the special case (1.6). We aim to close this gap in this
paper.

1.3. Contributions. In this paper, we formally analyze the sample complexity
of the corresponding SAA approach for solving CSO. Our contributions are summa-
rized as follows and in Table 1.1.
(a) We establish the first sample complexity results of the SAA in (1.5) for the CSO

problem (1.4) under several structural assumptions:
(i) Both f⇠ and g⌘ are Lipschitz continuous.
(ii) In addition to (i), f⇠ is Lipschitz smooth.
(iii) In addition to (i), the empirical function satisfies the Hölderian error bound

condition.
(iv) In addition to (i), f⇠ is Lipschitz smooth, and the empirical function satisfies

the Hölderian error bound condition.
None of these assumptions require convexity1 of the underlying objective function.
Note that the Hölderian error bound condition [4], which includes the quadratic
growth (QG) condition [19] as a special case, is a much weaker assumption than
strong convexity and holds for many nonconvex problems in machine learning ap-
plications [6]. We show that, for general Lipschitz continuous problems, the sample
complexity of SAA improves from O(d/✏4) to O(d/✏3) when assuming smoothness;
for problems satisfying the QG condition, the sample complexity of SAA improves
from O(1/✏3) to O(1/✏2) when assuming smoothness. This is very di↵erent from
the classical results on the SO and the MSP, where Lipschitz smoothness plays
no essential role in the sample complexity [20, 37]. Our results are built on the

1However, when solving the SAA problem itself, convexity conditions are often necessary for
obtaining a global minimizer.
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2108 YIFAN HU, XIN CHEN, AND NIAO HE

Table 1.1
Sample complexity of SAA methods.

Problem
Assumptions Sample complexity

f⇠(·) F̂n or F̂nm Conditional Independent

SO [20] - - O(d/✏2) -

SO [36] - strongly convex O(1/✏) -

MSP (T = 3) [37] - - O(d2/✏4) O(d2/✏4)

CSO - - O(d/✏4)
O(d/✏2)

CSO smooth - O(d/✏3)

CSO - quadratic growth O(1/✏3)
O(d/✏2)

CSO smooth quadratic growth O(1/✏2)

F̂n or F̂nm = empirical objective; ✏ = accuracy; d = dimension;

Conditional = conditional sampling; Independent = independent sampling

traditional large deviation theory and stability arguments, while leveraging sev-
eral bias-variance decomposition techniques, in order to fully exploit the specific
structure of CSO and other structural assumptions.

(b) We analyze the sample complexity of the modified SAA in (1.7) for the special case
(1.6), where ⇠ and ⌘ are independent. We show that the total sample complexity of
the modified SAA is O(d/✏2) for the general Lipschitz continuous problems. The
existence of the QG condition only improves the complexity of the outer samples
from O(d/✏2) to O(1/✏), yet the overall complexity is dominated by the complexity
of the inner samples, which is O(d/✏2). Our complexity result matches with the
asymptotic rate established in [9], even without assuming smoothness of outer and
inner functions, and is unimprovable.

(c) We conduct some simulations of the SAA approach on several examples, including
the logistic regression, least absolute value (LAV) regression, and its smoothed
counterpart, under some modifications. Our simulation results indicate that solv-
ing the nonsmooth LAV regression requires more samples than solving its smooth
counterpart to achieve the same accuracy. We also observe that when the variance
of the inner randomness is relatively large, for a fixed budget T , setting n = O(

p
T )

samples seems to perform best for logistic regression, which matches with our the-
ory. Although both conditional sampling and independent sampling schemes can
be applied to solving the special case (1.6), with nearly matching sample complex-
ity in situation (iv) (see the last row in Table 1.1), our simulations show that using
the independent sampling scheme exhibits better performance in practice.

1.4. Paper organization. The remainder of this paper is organized as follows.
In section 2, we introduce some notation and preliminaries. In section 3, we give the
basic assumptions and analyze the mean squared error (MSE) of the Monte Carlo
estimation. In section 4, we present the main results on the sample complexity of
SAA for CSO under di↵erent structural assumptions. In section 5, we provide results
for the special case when ⇠ and ⌘ are independent. Numerical results are given in
section 6.

2. Preliminaries. For convenience, we collect here some notation that will be
used throughout the paper. We also introduce some mathematical tools and proposi-
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CONDITIONAL STOCHASTIC OPTIMIZATION 2109

tions that are necessary for future discussion. For simplicity, we restrict our attention
to the l2-norm, denoted as || · ||2. Similar results on sample complexity with respect
to di↵erent norms can be obtained with minor modification of the analysis.

Let X ✓ Rd be the decision set. We say X has a finite diameterDX if ||x1�x2||2 

DX 8x1, x2 2 X . For � 2 (0, 1), {xl}
Q
l=1 is said to be a �-net of X if xl 2 X 8l =

1, . . . , Q, and the following holds: 8x 2 X , 9l(x) 2 {1, . . . , Q} such that ||x�xl(x)||2 

�. If X has a finite diameter DX , for any � 2 (0, 1), there exists a �-net of X , and the
size of the �-net is bounded, Q  O((DX /�)d) [38].

A function f : X ! R is said to be L-Lipschitz continuous if there exists a
constant L > 0 such that |f(x1) � f(x2)|  L||x1 � x2||2 8x1, x2 2 X . The function
f : X ! R is said to be S-Lipschitz smooth if it is continuously di↵erentiable and
its gradient is S-Lipschitz continuous. This also implies that 8x1, x2 2 X : |f(x1) �
f(x2) �rf(x2)>(x1 � x2)| 

S
2 ||x1 � x2||

2
2. If a continuously di↵erentiable function

f : X ! R satisfies that 8x1, x2 2 X , f(x1)�f(x2)�rf(x2)>(x1�x2) �
µ
2 ||x1�x2||

2
2,

then f is called µ-strongly convex when µ > 0, convex when µ = 0, and µ-weakly
convex when µ < 0.

Definition 2.1 (Hölderian error bound condition). Let f : X ! R be a function
with compact domain X and the optimal solution set X ⇤ is nonempty. f(·) satisfies
the (µ, �)-Hölderian error bound condition if there exist � � 0 and µ > 0 such that

8x 2 X , f(x)�min
x2X

f(x) � µ inf
z2X⇤

||x� z||1+�
2 .

In particular, when � = 1, we say f satisfies the quadratic growth (QG) condition.

The Hölderian error bound condition is also known as the  Lojasiewicz inequal-
ity [4]. When � = 1, the condition implies a quadratic growth of the function value
near any local minima. The QG condition is a weaker assumption than strong con-
vexity and does not need to be convex. When f(·) is convex, the QG condition is also
referred to as optimal strong convexity [24] and semistrong convexity [14].

Cramér’s large deviation theorem will be frequently used, so we list it as a lemma
below based on the result in [20]. We extend the result to random vectors and provide
the proof in Appendix A.

Lemma 2.1. Let X1, . . . , Xn be i.i.d. samples of zero-mean random variable X
with finite variance �2. For any ✏ > 0, it holds that

P
✓
1

n

nX

i=1

Xi � ✏

◆
 exp(�nI(✏)),

where I(✏) := supt2R{t✏ � logM(t)} is the rate function of random variable X, and
M(t) := EetX is the moment generating function of X. For any � > 0, there exists

✏1 > 0, for any ✏ 2 (0, ✏1), I(✏) �
✏2

(2+�)�2 . If X is a zero-mean sub-Gaussian, then

P( 1n
Pn

i=1 Xi � ✏)  exp(� n✏2

2�2 ) 8✏ > 0.
If X is a zero-mean random vector in Rk such that EkXk

2
2 = �2 < 1, then for

any � > 0, there exists ✏1 > 0, for any ✏ 2 (0, ✏1),

P
✓����

1

n

nX

i=1

Xi

����
2

� ✏

◆
 2k exp

✓
�

n✏2

(2 + �)�2

◆
.

We will also use the simple fact that for any random variables Y and Z, if random
variable W  X := Y + Z, then for any ✏ > 0, P(W > ✏)  P(X > ✏)  P(Y >
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✏
2 ) + P(Z > ✏

2 ). Lastly, throughout the paper, we call x✏ 2 X an ✏-optimal solution
to the problem minx2X F (x) if F (x✏)�minx2X F (x)  ✏.

3. Mean squared error of SAA estimator for CSO. In this section, we
make the basic assumptions and analyze the MSE of the Monte Carlo estimate of the
function value f(x) at a given point.

3.1. Problem formulation and assumptions. Recall the problem (1.4),

min
x2X

F (x) := E⇠

h
f⇠
⇣
E⌘|⇠[g⌘(x, ⇠)]

⌘i
,

where f⇠(·) : Rk
! R, g⌘(·, ⇠) : Rd

! Rk are random functions. Recall its SAA
counterpart (1.5):

min
x2X

F̂nm(x) :=
1

n

nX

i=1

f⇠i

✓
1

m

mX

j=1

g⌘ij (x, ⇠i)

◆
.

We denote x⇤ and x̂nm the optimal solutions to the CSO and the SAA problems, re-
spectively. We are interested in estimating the probability of x̂nm being an ✏-optimal
solution to the CSO problem, namely P (F (x̂nm)� F (x⇤)  ✏), for an arbitrary accu-
racy ✏ > 0.

Throughout the paper, we assume availability of i.i.d. samples generated from
distribution P(⇠) and conditional distribution P(⌘ | ⇠) for any given ⇠, and we make
the following basic assumptions.

Assumption 3.1. We assume the following:
(a) The decision set X ✓ Rd has a finite diameter DX > 0.
(b) f⇠(·) is Lf -Lipschitz continuous and g⌘(·, ⇠) is Lg-Lipschitz continuous for

any given ⇠ and ⌘.
(c) For all x 2 X , f(x, ⇠) is Borel measurable in ⇠ and g⌘(x, ⇠) is Borel measur-

able in ⌘ for all ⇠.
(d) �2

f := maxx2X V⇠

�
f⇠(E⌘|⇠[g⌘(x, ⇠)])

�
< 1.

(e) �2
g := maxx2X ,⇠ E⌘|⇠||g⌘(x, ⇠)� E⌘|⇠g⌘(x, ⇠)||

2
2 < 1.

(f) |f⇠(·)|  Mf , kg⌘(·, ⇠)k2  Mg for any ⇠ and ⌘.

The assumption (f) on the boundedness of function values is implied by assump-
tions (a) and (b). The assumptions (d) and (e) on boundedness of variances are
commonly used for sample complexity analysis in the literature. The assumptions (b)
and (c) together suggest that the functions f⇠ and g⌘(x, ⇠) are Carathéodory func-
tions [21]. Although the parameters Lf , Lg, �f , and �g could depend on dimensions
d and k, we treat these parameters as given constants throughout the paper.

3.2. Mean squared error of SAA objective. In this subsection, we analyze
the MSE of the estimator F̂nm(x), i.e., the SAA objective (or the empirical objective),
for estimating the true objective function F (x), at a given x. The MSE can be
decomposed into the sum of squared bias and variance of the estimator:

(3.1) MSE(F̂nm(x)) := E|F̂nm(x)� F (x)|2 = (EF̂nm(x)� F (x))2 + V(F̂nm(x)).

We have the following lemmas on bounding the bias and variance.

Lemma 3.1. Let {⌘j}mj=1 be conditional samples from P (⌘|⇠) given ⇠ ⇠ P (⇠).
Under Assumption 3.1, for any fixed x 2 X that is independent of ⇠ and {⌘j}mj=1, it
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holds that

(3.2)

����E{⇠,{⌘j}m
j=1}


f⇠

✓
1

m

mX

j=1

g⌘j (x, ⇠)

◆
� f⇠

�
E⌘|⇠g⌘(x, ⇠)

������ 
Lf�g
p
m

.

If, additionally, f⇠(·) is S-Lipschitz smooth, we have

(3.3)

����E{⇠,{⌘j}m
j=1}


f⇠

✓
1

m

mX

j=1

g⌘j (x, ⇠)

◆
� f⇠

�
E⌘|⇠g⌘(x, ⇠)

������ 
S�2

g

2m
.

Proof. Define Xj := g⌘j (x, ⇠)�E⌘|⇠g⌘(x, ⇠) and X̄ :=
Pm

j=1 Xj/m. It follows that

E{⌘j}m
j=1|⇠[X̄] = 0 by definition, and that E{⌘j}m

j=1|⇠[kX̄k
2
2]  �2

g/m by Assumption

3.1(d). E{⌘j}m
j=1|⇠rf⇠

�
E⌘|⇠g⌘(x, ⇠)

�>� 1
m

Pm
j=1 Xj(x)

�
= 0 since x is independent of

{⌘j}mj=1. The results then follow directly by invoking the Lipschitz continuity or the
Lipschitz smoothness and taking expectations.

Lemma 3.2. Under Assumption 3.1, it holds that V(F̂nm(x)) 
�2
f

n + 4MfLf�g

n
p
m

.

Proof. We first introduce F̂n(x) := 1
n

Pn
i=1 f⇠i

�
E⌘|⇠i [g⌘(x, ⇠i)]

�
. It follows from

the independence among {⇠i}ni=1 that V(F̂n(x)) 
�2
f

n . By definition we have

V
⇣
F̂nm(x)

⌘
� V

⇣
F̂n(x)

⌘

=
1

n

h
E(F̂1m(x)2)� (EF̂1m(x))2

i
�

1

n

h
E(F̂1(x)

2)� (EF̂1(x))
2
i

=
1

n

h
E(F̂1m(x)2)� E(F̂1(x)

2)
i
+

1

n

h
(EF̂1(x))

2
� (EF̂1m(x))2

i
,

where F̂1m(x) := f⇠1
�

1
m

Pm
j=1 g⌘1j (x, ⇠1)

�
and F̂1(x) := f⇠1

�
E⌘|⇠1g⌘(x, ⇠1)

�
. From As-

sumption 3.1(b) and Lemma 3.1, we have E(F̂1m(x)2)�E(F̂1(x)2)  2MfE|F̂1m(x)�

F̂1(x)|  2MfLf�g/
p
m. In addition, (EF̂1(x))2 � (EF̂1m(x))2  2MfLf�g/

p
m.

Hence, we obtain the desired result.

The following result on the MSE follows naturally by (3.1).

Theorem 3.1. Under Assumption 3.1, we have

(3.4) MSE(F̂nm(x)) 
L2
f�

2
g

m
+

1

n

✓
�2
f +

4MfLf�g
p
m

◆
.

If, additionally, f⇠(·) is S-Lipschitz smooth, the MSE is further bounded by

(3.5) MSE(F̂nm(x)) 
S2�4

g

4m2
+

1

n

✓
�2
f +

4MfLf�g
p
m

◆
.

Unlike the classical stochastic optimization, the SAA objective of CSO is no longer
unbiased. The estimation error of the SAA objective therefore comes from both bias
and variance. A key observation from Theorem 3.1 is that Lipschitz smoothness of
f⇠(·) is essential to reduce the bias and can be potentially exploited to improve the
sample complexity of SAA.

We point out that in [15], the authors also consider the estimation problem of the
expected value of a nonlinear function on a conditional expectation, i.e., E[f(E[⇣|⇠])].
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Their setting is slightly di↵erent from ours as they restrict f to be one-dimensional
and assume f contains a finite number of discontinuous or nondi↵erential points and
is thrice di↵erentiable with finite derivatives on all continuous points. They provide
an asymptotic bound O(1/m2 + 1/n) of the MSE for their nested estimator based
on Taylor expansion. Here we focus on a general continuous outer function f⇠(·) and
show that Lipschitz smoothness of f⇠(·) is su�cient to achieve a similar error bound
with finite samples.

Remark 3.1. When the outer function f⇠(·) is linear, F̂nm(x) is an unbiased esti-
mator of F (x). By setting S = 0 in (3.5) and applying a similar analysis, we have

MSE(F̂nm(x)) = V(F̂nm(x)) 
1

n

✓
L2
f�

2
g

m
+ �2

f

◆
.

Note that in this special case, the error of F̂nm(x) is dominated by the number of
outer samples used, which is quite di↵erent from the general case.

4. Sample complexity of SAA for conditional stochastic optimization.
In this section, we analyze the number of samples required for the solution to the
SAA (1.5) to be ✏-optimal of the CSO problem (1.4), with high probability.

We consider two general cases: (i) when the objective is Lipschitz continuous and
(ii) when the empirical objective satisfies the Hölderian error bound condition. In
the former case, we establish a uniform convergence analysis based on concentration
inequalities to bound P(F (x̂nm) � F (x⇤) � ✏), and in the latter case, we provide a
stability analysis. In both cases, we further take into account two scenarios, with and
without the Lipschitz smoothness assumption of the outer function f⇠(·).

4.1. Sample complexity for general Lipschitz continuous functions. We
first consider the case when the objective is Lipschitz continuous and prove the uniform
convergence.

Theorem 4.1 (uniform convergence). Under Assumption 3.1, for any � > 0,
there exists ✏1 > 0 such that for ✏ 2 (0, ✏1), when m � L2

f�
2
g/✏

2, we have

P
✓
sup
x2X

|F̂nm(x)�F (x)|>✏

◆
O(1)

✓
4LfLgDX

✏

◆d

exp

✓
�

n✏2

16(2 + �)(�2
f + 4MfLf�g)

◆
.

(4.1)

If, additionally, f⇠(·) is S-Lipschitz smooth, then (4.1) holds as long as m � 2S�2
g/✏.

Proof. We construct a �-net to get rid of the supreme over x and use a concentra-
tion inequality to bound the probability. First, we pick a �-net {xl}

Q
l=1 on the decision

set X , such that LfLg� = ✏/4; thus Q  O(1)( 4LgLfDX
✏ )

d
. Note that {xl}

Q
l=1 has

no randomness. By definition of the �-net, we have 8x 2 X , 9 l(x) 2 {1, 2, . . . , Q},
s.t. ||x�xl(x)||2  � = ✏/4LfLg. Invoking Lipschitz continuity of f⇠ and g⌘, we obtain

|F̂nm(x)� F̂nm(xl(x))| 
✏

4
, |F (x)� F (xl(x))| 

✏

4
.

Hence, for any x 2 X ,

|F̂nm(x)� F (x)|

 |F̂nm(x)� F̂nm(xl(x))|+ |F̂nm(xl(x))� F (xl(x))|+ |F (xl(x))� F (x)|


✏

2
+ |F̂nm(xl(x))� F (xl(x))| 

✏

2
+ max

l2{1,2,··· ,Q}
|F̂nm(xl)� F (xl)|.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

10
/2

7/
21

 to
 1

95
.1

76
.1

13
.1

79
 R

ed
is

tri
bu

tio
n 

su
bj

ec
t t

o 
SI

A
M

 li
ce

ns
e 

or
 c

op
yr

ig
ht

; s
ee

 h
ttp

s:
//e

pu
bs

.si
am

.o
rg

/p
ag

e/
te

rm
s



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Copyright © by SIAM. Unauthorized reproduction of this article is prohibited. 

CONDITIONAL STOCHASTIC OPTIMIZATION 2113

It follows that

(4.2)

P
✓
sup
x2X

|F̂nm(x)� F (x)| > ✏

◆
P
✓

max
l2{1,2,··· ,Q}

|F̂nm(xl)� F (xl)| >
✏

2

◆



QX

l=1

P
✓
|F̂nm(xl)� F (xl)| >

✏

2

◆
.

Define Zi(l) := f⇠i(
1
m

Pm
j=1 g⌘ij (xl, ⇠i))� F (xl); then Z1(l), Z2(l), . . . , Zn(l) are i.i.d.

random variables. Denote their expectation as EZ(l). Then Zi(l) � EZ(l) is a zero-
mean random variable.

If maxl EZ(l)  ✏/4, by Lemma 2.1, we have

(4.3)

P
✓
F̂nm(xl)� F (xl) >

✏

2

◆
 P

✓
F̂nm(xl)� F (xl) >

✏

4
+ EZ(l)

◆

=P
✓
1

n

nX

i=1

[Zi(l)� EZ(l)] >
✏

4

◆
 exp

✓
�

n✏2

16(� + 2)V(Z(l))

◆
.

Similarly, we could show that if maxl EZ(l) � �✏/4,

(4.4) P
✓
F (xl)� F̂nm(xl) >

✏

2

◆
 exp

✓
�

n✏2

16(� + 2)V(Z(l))

◆
.

Based on Lemma 3.1, we have, for Lipschitz continuous f⇠(·), |EZ(l)|  Lf�g/
p
m

8l = 1, . . . , Q; for Lipschitz smooth f⇠(·), |EZ(l)|  S�2
g/2m 8l = 1, . . . , Q. Thus,

maxl EZ(l)  ✏/4 is satisfied when m is su�ciently large. By analysis of Lemma 3.2,
we know that V(Z(l))  �2

f + 4MfLf�g/
p
m  �2

f + 4MfLf�g. Plugging this into

(4.2) with Q  O(1)( 4LgLfDX
✏ )

d
, we obtain the desired result.

Since F̂nm(x̂nm)� F̂nm(x⇤)  0, we have

P (F (x̂nm)� F (x⇤) � ✏)

= P
⇣
[F (x̂nm)� F̂nm(x̂nm)] + [F̂nm(x̂nm)� F̂nm(x⇤)] + [F̂nm(x⇤)� F (x⇤)] � ✏

⌘

 P
⇣
F (x̂nm)� F̂nm(x̂nm) � ✏/2

⌘
+ P

⇣
F̂nm(x⇤)� F (x⇤) � ✏/2

⌘
.

(4.5)

Invoking Theorem 4.1, we immediately have the following result.

Corollary 4.1 (SAA under general Lipschitz continuous condition). Under
Assumption 3.1, for any � > 0, there exists ✏1 > 0 such that for ✏ 2 (0, ✏1), when
m � L2

f�
2
g/✏

2,
(4.6)

P
✓
F (x̂nm)�F (x⇤) > ✏

◆
 O(1)

✓
8LfLgDX

✏

◆d

exp

✓
�

n✏2

64(2 + �)(�2
f + 4MfLf�g)

◆
.

If, additionally, f⇠(·) is S-Lipschitz smooth, then ( 4.6) holds as long as m � 2S�2
g/✏.

This further implies the following sample complexity result.
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Corollary 4.2. With probability at least 1�↵, the solution to the SAA problem
is ✏-optimal to the original CSO problem if the sample sizes n and m satisfy that

n � O(1)
�2
f + 4MfLf�g

✏2


d log

✓
8LfLgDX

✏

◆
+ log

✓
1

↵

◆�
,

m �

(
L2

f�
2
g

✏2 , under Assumption 3.1,
2S�2

g

✏ , f⇠(·) is also Lipschitz smooth.

Ignoring the log factors, under Assumption 3.1, the total sample complexity of SAA
for achieving an ✏-optimal solution is T = mn+ n = O(d/✏4); when f⇠(·) is Lipschitz
smooth, the total sample complexity reduces to T = mn+ n = O(d/✏3).

The above result indicates that in general, the sample complexity of the SAA for
the CSO problem is O(d/✏4) when assuming only Lipschitz continuity of the functions
f⇠ and g⌘. The sample complexity drops to O(d/✏3) assuming additionally Lipschitz
smoothness of the outer function f⇠. Notice that the complexity depends only linearly
on the dimension of the decision set. This is quite di↵erent from three-stage stochastic
optimization. In [37], for three-stage stochastic programming, the authors showed
the sample sizes for estimating the second and the third stages need to be at least
O(d/✏2), leading to a total of O(d2/✏4) samples, to guarantee uniform convergence
even for stagewise independent random variables.

Remark 4.1. In the special case when the outer function f⇠(·) is linear, by a similar
analysis, one could show that for any fixedm, n � O(d(L2

f�
2
g/m+�2

f )/✏
�2) guarantees

that the optimal solution of F̂nm(x) is ✏-optimal to F (x) with high probability. In this
case, it makes sense to simply set m = 1, and the total sample complexity becomes
O(d/✏2).

4.2. Sample complexity under error bound conditions. In this subsection,
we consider the case when the empirical function satisfies the Hölderian error bound
condition, which includes the QG condition and strong convexity as special cases.
The Hölderian error bound condition has been widely studied recently in the context
of (stochastic) oracle-based algorithm for faster convergence; see, e.g., [19, 11, 44]
and references therein. To the best of our knowledge, very few papers have exploited
the Hölderian error bound condition for the SAA approach and analyzed the sam-
ple complexity under such a condition. We show that the CSO problem under the
Hölderian error bound condition yields smaller orders of sample complexity for the
SAA approach. We make the following two assumptions throughout this subsection.

Assumption 4.1. The empirical function F̂nm(x) satisfies the (µ, �)-Hölderian
error bound condition with µ > 0, � � 0; i.e., it holds that

8x 2 X , F̂nm(x)�min
x2X

F̂nm(x) � µ inf
z2X⇤

nm

||x� z||1+�
2 ,

where n,m are any positive integers, and X
⇤
nm is the optimal solution set of the em-

pirical objective function F̂nm(x) over X .

Assumption 4.2. The empirical function F̂nm has a unique minimizer x̂nm on
X for any n and m.

An interesting special case of Assumption 4.1 is the quadratic growth (QG) condi-
tion when � = 1. The QG condition is actually satisfied by a wide spectrum of objec-
tives, such as strongly convex functions, general strongly convex functions composed
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with piecewise linear functions, and general piecewise convex quadratic functions.
There are also many other specific examples arising in machine learning applications
that satisfy the QG condition, including logistic loss composed with linear functions
and neural networks with linear activation functions; see [6, 19] and references therein.
Another interesting case is the polyhedral error bound condition when � = 0, which is
known to hold true for many piecewise linear loss functions [4]. For both cases, these
functions are not necessarily strongly convex or convex. Relevant problems with SAA
objective F̂nm satisfying the QG condition are discussed in Appendix D.

Assumption 4.2 could be restrictive and less straightforward to verify. In gen-
eral, for a nonstrictly convex empirical objective function, the optimal solution is not
necessarily unique. Yet, it is not exclusive to strictly convex functions. We illustrate
one such example below. Finally, we point out that when F̂nm(x) is strongly convex,
for example, l2 regularized convex empirical objective, the above assumptions hold
naturally. In the following, we give some examples when F̂nm(x) satisfies the QG
condition.

Example 1. Consider the following one-dimensional function:

F (x) = E⇠

⇥
(E⌘|⇠[⌘]x)

2 + 3 sin2(E⌘|⇠[⌘]x)
⇤
,

where ⇠ and ⌘ can be any random vectors that satisfy ⌘|⇠ �
p
µ with probability 1.

Denote ⌘̄i =
1
m

Pm
j=1 ⌘ij ; the empirical function is given by

F̂nm(x) =
1

n

nX

i=1

⌘̄2i x
2 +

3

n

nX

i=1

sin2(⌘̄ix).

It can be easily verified that F̂nm(x) satisfies the QG condition with parameter µ > 0.
Moreover, the empirical function F̂nm(x) has a unique minimizer x⇤ = 0 for any m,n.

Example 2. Consider the robust logistic regression problem with the objective

(4.7) F (x) = E⇠=(a,b)[log(1 + exp(�bE⌘|⇠[⌘]
Tx))],

where a 2 Rd is a random feature vector and b 2 {1,�1} is the label; ⌘ = a +
N (0,�2Id) is a perturbed noisy observation of the input feature vector a. The empir-
ical objective function F̂nm(x) is given by

(4.8) F̂nm(x) =
1

n

nX

i=1

log

✓
1 + exp

✓
� bi

1

m

mX

j=1

⌘>ijx

◆◆
.

F̂nm(x) satisfies the QG condition on any compact convex set in Appendix D. Note
that the minimizer of a general empirical objective function is not necessarily always
unique. However, the Hessian of F̂nm(x) shows that F̂nm(x) is strictly convex if
1
m

Pm
j=1 ⌘

>
ij 6= 0 for all i, which is satisfied with high probability. Thus, F̂nm(x) has a

unique minimizer with high probability.
Next, we present our main result on the sample complexity of SAA.

Theorem 4.2 (SAA under error bound condition). Under Assumptions 3.1, 4.1,
and 4.2, for any ✏ > 0, we have

(4.9) P(F (x̂nm)� F (x⇤) � ✏) 
1

✏

✓
LfLg

✓
2LfLg

µn

◆1/�

+
2Lf�g
p
m

◆
.
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If, additionally, f⇠(·) is S-Lipschitz smooth, then we further have

(4.10) P(F (x̂nm)� F (x⇤) � ✏) 
1

✏

✓
LfLg

✓
2LfLg

µn

◆1/�

+
S�2

g

m

◆
.

Di↵erently from the previous section, we use a stability argument to exploit the
error bound condition. As shown in Lemma 3.1, the empirical function is a biased
estimator of the original function due to the composition of f⇠(·) and g⌘(·, ⇠). Intro-
ducing a perturbed set of samples could reduce some dependence in randomness. We
define a bias term which will be used later in the proof:

(4.11) �(m) :=

(Lf�gp
m

, f⇠(·) is Lf -Lipschitz continuous,
S�2

g

2m , f⇠(·) is additionally S-Lipschitz smooth.

Below we provide the detailed proof of Theorem 4.2.

Proof. Recall that x⇤ and x̂nm are the minimizers of F (x) and F̂nm(x), respec-
tively. It is clear that x⇤ has no randomness, and x̂nm is a function of {⇠i}ni=1, {⌘ij}

m
j=1.

We decompose the error F (x̂nm)�F (x⇤) into three terms and analyze each term be-
low:

F (x̂nm)�F (x⇤)=F (x̂nm)�F̂nm(x̂nm)| {z }
:=E1

+ F̂nm(x̂nm)�F̂nm(x⇤)| {z }
:=E2

+ F̂nm(x⇤)�F (x⇤)| {z }
:=E3

.

First, we use a stability argument and Lemma 3.1 to bound EE1 = E[F (x̂nm) �
F̂nm(x̂nm)]. Define

(4.12) F̂ (k)
nm(x) :=

1

n

nX

i 6=k

f⇠i

✓
1

m

mX

j=1

g⌘ij (x, ⇠i)

◆
+

1

n
f⇠0k

✓
1

m

mX

j=1

g⌘0
kj
(x, ⇠0k)

◆

as the empirical function by replacing the kth outer sample ⇠k with another i.i.d. outer
sample ⇠0k, and replacing the corresponding inner samples {⌘kj}mj=1 with {⌘0kj}

m
j=1,

which are sampled from the conditional distribution of P(⌘|⇠0k) for a given sample ⇠0k.

Denote x̂(k)
nm := argminx2X F̂ (k)

nm(x). We decompose EE1 = E[F (x̂nm) � F̂nm(x̂nm)]
into three terms:

EE1 =E

1

n

nX

k=1

F (x̂nm)�
1

n

nX

k=1

f⇠k

✓
E⌘|⇠kg⌘(x̂

(k)
nm, ⇠k)

◆�

+E

1

n

nX

k=1

f⇠k

✓
E⌘|⇠kg⌘(x̂

(k)
nm, ⇠k)

◆
�

1

n

nX

k=1

f⇠k

✓
1

m

mX

j=1

g⌘kj (x̂
(k)
nm, ⇠k)

◆�

+E

1

n

nX

k=1

f⇠k

✓
1

m

mX

j=1

g⌘kj (x̂
(k)
nm, ⇠k)

◆
� F̂nm(x̂nm)

�
.

(4.13)

Note that E[F (x̂nm)] = E[F (x̂(k)
nm)] since ⇠k and ⇠0k are i.i.d., which implies that x̂nm

and x̂(k)
nm follow an identical distribution. Since x̂(k)

nm is independent of ⇠k, E[F (x̂(k)
nm)] =

E[f⇠k(E⌘|⇠kg(x̂
(k)
nm, ⇠k))] for any k. Then the first term in (4.13) is 0. As x̂(k)

nm is
independent of {⌘kj}mj=1, the second term in (4.13) could be bounded by Lemma 3.1,
and it holds that

(4.14) E

f⇠k

✓
E⌘|⇠kg⌘(x̂

(k)
nm, ⇠k)

◆
� f⇠k

✓
1

m

mX

j=1

g⌘kj (x̂
(k)
nm, ⇠k)

◆�
 �(m).
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Next, we upper bound the third term in (4.13). By definition, we have
(4.15)
F̂nm(x̂(k)

nm)� F̂nm(x̂nm) =F̂ (k)
nm(x̂(k)

nm)� F̂ (k)
nm(x̂nm)

+
1

n
f⇠k

✓
1

m

mX

j=1

g⌘kj (x̂
(k)
nm, ⇠k)

◆
�

1

n
f⇠k

✓
1

m

mX

j=1

g⌘kj (x̂nm, ⇠k)

◆

+
1

n
f⇠0k

✓
1

m

mX

j=1

g⌘0
kj
(x̂nm, ⇠0k)

◆
�

1

n
f⇠0k

✓
1

m

mX

j=1

g⌘0
kj
(x̂(k)

nm, ⇠0k)

◆
.

By Lipschitz continuity of f⇠ and g⌘ and that F̂ (k)
nm(x̂(k)

nm) � F̂ (k)
nm(x̂nm)  0, it holds

that

(4.16) F̂nm(x̂(k)
nm)� F̂nm(x̂nm) 

2

n
LfLg||x̂

(k)
nm � x̂nm||2.

Since x̂nm is the unique minimizer of F̂nm(x), and F̂nm(x) satisfies the QG condition
with parameter µ, we have

(4.17) F̂nm(x̂(k)
nm)� F̂nm(x̂nm) � µ||x̂(k)

nm � x̂nm||
1+�
2 .

Combining with (4.16), we obtain

(4.18) ||x̂(k)
nm � x̂nm||2 

✓
2LfLg

µn

◆1/�

.

By Lipschitz continuity of f⇠(·) and g⌘(·, ⇠) and definition of F̂nm(x̂nm), we obtain

E

1

n

nX

k=1

f⇠k

✓
1

m

mX

j=1

g⌘kj (x̂
(k)
nm, ⇠k)

◆
� F̂nm(x̂nm)

�
 LfLg

✓
2LfLg

µn

◆1/�

.(4.19)

Combining (4.13), (4.19), and (4.14), we obtain

(4.20) EE1  LfLg

✓
2LfLg

µn

◆1/�

+ �(m).

Second, by optimality of x̂nm of F̂nm, we have

(4.21) EE2 = E[F̂nm(x̂nm)� F̂nm(x⇤)]  0.

Next, we bound EE3. Define F̂n(x) := 1
n

Pn
i=1 f⇠i

�
E⌘|⇠i [g⌘(x, ⇠i)]

�
. Notice that

x⇤ is independent of {⌘ij}mj=1 for any i = {1, . . . , n} and E[F̂n(x⇤) � F (x⇤)] = 0. By
Lemma 3.1, it holds that

(4.22) EE3 = E[F̂nm(x⇤)� F̂n(x)] + E[F̂n(x)� F (x)]  �(m).

Combining (4.20), (4.21), and (4.22) with the Markov inequality, we obtain the desired
result.

The sample complexity of SAA under the Hölderian error bound condition follows
directly.
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Corollary 4.3. Under Assumptions 4.1 and 4.2, with probability at least 1�↵,
the solution to the SAA problem is ✏-optimal to the original CSO problem if the sample
sizes n and m satisfy that

n �
(2LfLg)�+1

µ(↵✏)�
, m �

(
16L2

f�
2
g

↵2✏2 , under Assumption 3.1,
2S�2

g

↵✏ , f⇠(·) is also Lipschitz smooth.

Hence, the total sample complexity of SAA for achieving an ✏-optimal solution is at
most T = mn + n = O(1/✏�+2); when f⇠(·) is Lipschitz smooth, the total sample
complexity reduces to T = mn+ n = O(1/✏�+1).

In particular, when the empirical function is strongly convex or satisfies the QG
condition, i.e., Assumption 4.1 with � = 1, this leads to the total sample complexity of
O(1/✏3) for the Lipschitz continuous case and O(1/✏2) for the Lipschitz smooth case,
respectively. From the above corollary, the error bound condition only a↵ects the
sample complexity of the outer samples, and the sample size decreases as � decreases.
As � gets closer to zero, the sample complexity will essentially be dominated by the
inner sample size.

A key di↵erence between the results in Theorems 4.1 and 4.2 lies in the dependence
on the problem dimension d and confidence level ↵. While the sample complexity
under the Hölderian error bound condition is dimension-free, the dependence on the
confidence level 1�↵ grows from O(log(1/↵)) to O(1/↵�). This is similar to classical
results on SO for strongly convex objectives [36]. Theorem 4.2 could also be used to
derive a dimension-free sample complexity of l2 regularized SAA for a general convex
CSO problem. See Appendix E for more details.

5. Sample complexity of SAA for CSO with independent random vari-
ables. In this section, we consider the special case of CSO when the random variables
⇠ and ⌘ are independent. The objective then simplifies to

(5.1) min
x2X

F (x) := E⇠[f⇠(E⌘[g⌘(x, ⇠)])].

This is similar to yet slightly more general than (1.8), the compositional objective
considered in [43, 42]. Note that the inner cost function we consider here is dependent
on both ⇠ and ⌘ and thus cannot be written as a composition of two deterministic
functions.

The sample complexity of SAA under the conditional sampling setting achieved in
section 4 applies to this setting since it can be viewed as a special case of the former.
However, since the inner expectation is no longer a conditional expectation, we now
consider an alternative modified SAA, using the independent sampling scheme, in
which we use the same set of samples to estimate the inner expectation. The procedure
of the independent sampling scheme for solving (5.1) works as follows: first generate
n i.i.d. samples {⇠i}ni=1 from the distribution of ⇠ and m i.i.d. samples {⌘j}mj=1 from
the distribution of ⌘, and then solve the following approximation problem:

(5.2) min
x2X

F̂nm(x) :=
1

n

nX

i=1

f⇠i

✓
1

m

mX

j=1

g⌘j (x, ⇠i)

◆
.

As a result, the total sample complexity becomes T = m + n. Recently, in [9],
a central limit theorem result for the SAA (5.2) with m = n was established. The
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authors show that for Lipschitz smooth functions f⇠(·) and g⌘(·, ⇠) = g⌘(·), the SAA
estimator converges in distribution as follows:

p
m

✓
min
x2X

F̂mm(x)�min
x2X

F (x)

◆
! Z(W ),

where W (·) = (W1(·),W2(·)) is a zero-mean Brownian process with certain covariance
functions, and Z(·) is a function that depends on the first-order information. This
result only yields an asymptotic convergence rate of order O(1/

p
m) for the SAA with

m = n. Below, we will provide a finite-sample analysis for SAA and establish refined
sample complexity results based on concentration inequality techniques.

In the SAA problem (5.2), the component functions f⇠i
�

1
m

Pm
j=1 g⌘j (x, ⇠i)

�
share

the same random vectors {⌘j}mj=1 and are dependent. This is distinct from the SAA
(1.5) considered in the previous section. Because of this key di↵erence, the previous
analysis will no longer apply to this modified SAA. We will resort to a di↵erent
analysis for deriving the sample complexity. Similarly, we consider two structural
assumptions, when the empirical objective is only known to be Lipschitz continuous
and when the empirical objective also satisfies the error bound condition.

5.1. Sample complexity for Lipschitz continuous problems. We first con-
sider the case when the objective is Lipschitz continuous. We make the same basic
assumptions on the Lipschitz continuity of f⇠(·) and g⌘(·, ⇠) and boundedness of vari-
ances as described in Assumption 3.1. Our main result is summarized below.

Theorem 5.1. Under the independent sampling scheme and Assumption 3.1, for
any � > 0, there exists an ✏1 > 0 such that for any ✏ 2 (0, ✏1), it holds that
(5.3)

P
✓
sup
x2X

|F̂nm(x)� F (x)| > ✏

◆

O(1)

✓
4LfLgDX

✏

◆d✓
exp

✓
�

n✏2

16(� + 2)�2
f

◆
+ nk exp

✓
�

m✏2

16(� + 2)L2
f�

2
g

◆◆
.

Here, d is the dimension of the decision set, and k is the dimension of the range of
function g.

Proof. First, we pick a �-net {xl}
Q
l=1 on the decision set X , such that LfLg� =

✏/4. Using an argument similar to that in the proof of Theorem 4.1, we obtain

(5.4)

P
✓
sup
x2X

|F̂nm(x)� F (x)| > ✏

◆


QX

l=1

P
✓
|F̂nm(xl)� F (xl)| >

✏

2

◆



QX

l=1

P
✓
|F̂nm(xl)� F̂n(xl)| >

✏

4

◆
+

QX

l=1

P
✓
|F̂n(xl)� F (xl)| >

✏

4

◆
.

By Lipschitz continuity of f⇠(x) and Lemma 2.1, we have
(5.5)

P
✓
|F̂nm(xl)� F̂n(xl)| �

✏

4

◆


nX

i=1

P
✓
||
1

m

mX

j=1

g⌘j (xl, ⇠i)� E⌘g⌘(xl, ⇠i)||2 �
✏

4Lf

◆

2nk exp

✓
�

m✏2

16(� + 2)L2
f�

2
g

◆
.
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By Lemma 2.1, we obtain

(5.6) P
✓
|F̂n(xl)� F (xl)| �

✏

4

◆
 2 exp

✓
�

n✏2

16(� + 2)�2
f

◆
.

Combining this with the fact that Q  O(1)( 4LgLfDX
✏ )

d
, we obtain the desired result.

Invoking the relation in (4.5), the above theorem implies the following.

Corollary 5.1. Under Assumption 3.1, with probability at least 1 � ↵, the so-
lution to the modified SAA problem (5.2) is ✏-optimal to the original problem (5.1) if
the sample sizes n and m satisfy

n �
O(1)�2

f

✏2


d log

✓
8LfLgDX

✏

◆
+ log

✓
1

↵

◆�
,

m �
O(1)L2

f�
2
g

✏2


d log

✓
8LfLgDX

✏

◆
+ log

✓
1

↵

◆
+ log (nk)

�
.

Ignoring the log factors, under Assumption 3.1, the total sample complexity of the
modified SAA for achieving an ✏-optimal solution is T = m+ n = O(d/✏2).

Note that this sample complexity is significantly smaller than that for the general
CSO. The O(d/✏2) sample complexity also matches the lower bounds on sample com-
plexity of SAA for classical SO with Lipschitz continuous objectives [25]; therefore,
this result is unimprovable without further assumptions.

5.2. Sample complexity under error bound conditions. We now consider
the case when the empirical objective satisfies Assumptions 4.1 and 4.2; i.e., the empir-
ical objective F̂nm(x) satisfies the error bound condition and has a unique minimizer
for any integers n,m. Our main result is summarized as follows.

Theorem 5.2. Under Assumptions 3.1, 4.1, and 4.2, for any ✏ > 0 and � > 0,
we have

(5.7)

P(F (x̂nm)� F (x⇤) � ✏)


1

✏

✓
LfLg

✓
2LfLg

µn

◆1/�

+O(1)
LfMg

p
d log(DX /�)
p
m

+
Lf�g
p
m

+ 2�LfLg

◆
.

The solution to the modified SAA problem (5.2) is ✏-optimal to the problem (5.1) with
probability at least 1� ↵, if � = ✏↵

12LfLg
, and the sample sizes n and m satisfy that

(5.8)

n �
(2LfLg)�+1

µ(↵✏)�
, m � max

(✓
12Lf�g

↵✏

◆2

,O(1)

✓
6LfMg

↵✏

◆2

d log

✓
12DXLfLg

↵✏

◆)
.

Similar to Theorem 4.2, the outer sample size is independent of dimension and
decreases as � decreases. As � gets closer to zero, the sample complexity will essentially
be dominated by the inner sample size. In particular, when the empirical function
satisfies the QG condition or is strongly convex, i.e., Assumption 4.1 holds with � = 1,
the outer sample size is reduced from O(d/✏2) in the Lipschitz continuous case to
O(1/✏). Yet, the total sample complexity remains O(d/✏2).

For a CSO problem with independent random vectors (5.1), both SAA approaches,
through conditional sampling, or independent sampling, can be applied to solve the
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CONDITIONAL STOCHASTIC OPTIMIZATION 2121

problem. Comparing Theorem 4.2 and Theorem 5.2, when smoothness and the qua-
dratic growth condition are satisfied, the sample complexities of these two SAA ap-
proaches achieve the same order O(1/✏2), except for an extra O(d) factor for the
independent sampling. Interestingly, for a given small dimension d and the same sam-
ple budget T , the independent sampling might outperform the conditional sampling
scheme since the constant factor in the sample complexity of conditional sampling
is much larger. The numerical experiment on our testing cases in the next section
further supports the finding.

In contrast to the sample complexity established in section 4 for the conditional
sampling setting, a notable di↵erence here is that the Lipschitz smoothness condition
does not necessarily help reduce the sample complexity. This result aligns with the
central limit theorem established in [9]. One of the reasons arises from the inter-
dependence among the component functions in the modified SAA objective, leading
to extra variance. Because of that, the analysis requires sophisticated arguments to
handle the dependence and is much more involved. We defer the proof to Appendix B.

Remark 5.1. Although the overall O(1/✏2) sample complexity cannot be further
improved in general, it is worth pointing out that, for some interesting specific in-
stances, the modified SAA could achieve lower sample complexity than what is de-
scribed from theory. We illustrate this with the following example.

Example 3. For � > 0, consider the following problem:

min
x2X

F (x) := H(E⌘[x+ ⌘], �) + (E⌘[x+ ⌘])2,

where ⌘ ⇠ N (0,�2
⌘) and H(·, �) is the Huber function, i.e.,

(5.9) H(x, �) =

8
><

>:

|x|�
1

2
� for |x| > �,

1

2�
x2 for |x|  �.

Note that here f⇠(x) := f(x) = H(x, �) + x2 is deterministic, and g⌘(x, ⇠) = x + ⌘.
When � > 0, f(x) is 1/�-Lipschitz smooth. When � ! 0, f(x) ! |x| + x2, which
is no longer di↵erentiable. In this example, x⇤ = argminx2X F (x) = �E⌘; F ⇤ =

minx2X F (x) = 0. The empirical objective becomes F̂m(x) = H(x+ ⌘̄, �) + (x+ ⌘̄)2,
where ⌘̄ = 1

m

Pm
j=1 ⌘j . Thus, x̂m = argminx2X F̂m(x) = �⌘̄. We show that the error

of SAA satisfies

(5.10) 0  EF (x̂m)�F (x⇤)�

✓
�2
⌘

2�m
erf

✓s
�2m

2�2
⌘

◆
+

�2
⌘

m

◆


r
�2
⌘

2⇡m
exp

✓
�

m�2

2�2
⌘

◆
,

where erf(x) := 2p
⇡

R x
0 exp(�x2)dx. As a result, when � ! 0,

(5.11) lim
�!0

EF (x̂m)� F (x⇤) =

r
�2
⌘

2⇡m
+

�2
⌘

m
.

For completeness, we provide detailed derivation in Appendix C. This example shows
that the SAA error improves from O(1/

p
m) to O(1/m) as the objective transitions

from nonsmooth to smooth. When � ! 0, the function becomes non-Lipschitz dif-
ferentiable and the O(1/

p
m) bound for this setting is indeed tight. It remains an

interesting open problem to identify su�cient conditions for achieving theoretically
better sample complexity under the independent sampling scheme.
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2122 YIFAN HU, XIN CHEN, AND NIAO HE

(a) �
2
⌘/�

2

⇠ = 0.1 (b) �
2
⌘/�

2

⇠ = 10 (c) �
2
⌘/�

2

⇠ = 100

Fig. 6.1. Logistic regression; conditional sampling; dimension d = 10.

6. Numerical experiments. In this section, we conduct numerical experiments
based on two applications, logistic regression and robust regression, to demonstrate
the performance of SAA for solving CSO problems. For a fixed sample budget T , we
adopt di↵erent sample allocation strategies for (m,n) and compute the corresponding
accuracy of the SAA estimators. We repeat 30 runs for each sample allocation and
report the average performance. The SAA problems are solved by CVXPY 1.0.9 [10].

6.1. Robust logistic regression. We consider the robust logistic regression
problem in Example 2. The problem is formulated in (4.7) and its SAA counterpart
is of the form (4.8) with domain X = {x|x 2 Rd, kxk2  100}.

Note that from Example 2, f is Lipschitz smooth, and F̂nm(x) satisfies QG condi-
tion on any compact convex set and with high probability has a unique minimizer for
large n. Theorem 4.2 implies that the theoretical optimal sample allocation strategy
is n = O(1/

p
T ) and m = O(1/

p
T ).

In the experiment, we set d = 10 and the samples of ⇠ = (a, b) and ⌘ are generated
as follows: ai ⇠ N (0,�2

⇠Id), bi = {±1} according to the sign of aTi x
⇤, and ⌘ij ⇠

N (ai,�2
⌘Id). We set �2

⇠ = 1 and consider three cases for �⌘: �2
⌘ = {0.1, 10, 100},

corresponding to low, medium, and high variances from inner randomness. For a
given sample budget T ranging from 103 to 106, four di↵erent sample allocation
strategies are considered, i.e., n = [T 1/4], n = [T 1/3], n = [T 1/2], and n = [T 2/3]. We
then compute the average estimation error F (x̂nm)�F ⇤ over 30 runs and its standard
deviation. The results are summarized in Figure 6.1, where the x-axis denotes the
sample budget T , and the y-axis shows the estimation error. Each curve represents a
sampling scheme, showing the average error and upper confidence bound.

The trend from Figure 6.1(a)–(c) shows that when the inner variance is relatively
large, setting n = O(T 1/2) consistently outperforms the other sampling strategies,
which matches our analysis. The error bar suggests that a larger number of outer
samples results in a smaller deviation of the estimation accuracy.

6.2. Robust regression. We now examine the robust regression problem, where
the objective is no longer Lipschitz di↵erentiable. The problem is as follows:

(6.1) min
x2X

F (x) = E⇠=(a,b)|E⌘|⇠⌘
>x� b|,

where a 2 Rd is a random feature vector, b 2 R is the label, ⌘ = a + N (0,�2
⌘Id) is

a perturbed noisy observation of the input feature vector a, and the domain is X =
{x|x 2 Rd, kxk2  100}. For comparison purposes, we also consider the smoothed
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CONDITIONAL STOCHASTIC OPTIMIZATION 2123

version of this problem based on the Huber function:

min
x2X

F �(x) = E⇠=(a,b)H
�
E⌘ | ⇠⌘

>x� b, �
�
,

where � > 0 is the smoothness parameter. The empirical functions for these two
objectives are given by

F̂nm(x) =
1

n

nX

i=1

����
1

m

mX

i=1

⌘>ijx� bi

����, F̂ �
nm(x) =

1

n

nX

i=1

H

✓
1

m

mX

i=1

⌘>ijx� bi, �

◆
.

Theorems 4.1 and 4.2 indicate that Lipschitz smoothness of outer function f⇠(x) helps
reduce the inner sample size required to achieve the same level of accuracy. For a given
budget T , the theoretical optimal sample allocation strategy for these two problems
is n = O(T 1/2) and n = O(T 2/3), respectively.

In our experiment, we set d = 20. Samples of ⇠ = (a, b) and ⌘ are generated as
follows: ai ⇠ N (0,�2

⇠Id), bi = a>i x
⇤, ⌘ij ⇠ N (ai,�2

⌘Id). As in the previous experi-
ment, we measure the average error and upper confidence bound for both problems
with sample budget T ranging from 103 to 106 under four di↵erent sample alloca-
tion strategies over 30 runs. We also consider two sets of smoothness parameters,
� 2 {0.1, 10}. The results are summarized in Figure 6.2.

(a) �
2
⌘/�

2

⇠ = 0.1, absolute value (b) �
2
⌘/�

2

⇠ = 10, absolute value (c) �
2
⌘/�

2

⇠ = 100, absolute value

(d) �
2
⌘/�

2

⇠ = 0.1, Huber, � = 0.1 (e) �
2
⌘/�

2

⇠ = 10, Huber, � = 0.1 (f) �
2
⌘/�

2

⇠ = 100, Huber, � = 0.1

(g) �
2
⌘/�

2

⇠ = 0.1, Huber, � = 10 (h) �
2
⌘/�

2

⇠ = 10, Huber, � = 10 (i) �
2
⌘/�

2

⇠ = 100, Huber, � = 10

Fig. 6.2. Error of SAA for absolute value loss and Huber loss; dimension d = 20.
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2124 YIFAN HU, XIN CHEN, AND NIAO HE

(a) d = 10, T = 104, x-axis: varying batch n (b) Various d, x-axis: varying total samples T

Fig. 6.3. Comparison of conditional sampling and independent sampling schemes.

Figure 6.2 (a)–(c) shows that setting n = O(
p
T ) indeed yields almost the best

accuracy for absolute value loss minimization, which again matches our analysis. The
overall performance of SAA for the original and that of the smoothed problems be-
haves quite similarly in this case, yet solving the smoothed problem yields much better
accuracy under the same budget. This also supports our theoretical findings that the
sample complexity is lower for smooth problems.

6.3. Comparison of conditional sampling and independent sampling.
In this experiment, we consider a modified logistic regression example that falls into
the special case with independent inner and outer randomness:

min
x2X

F (x) = E⇠=(a,b) log(1 + exp(�b(E⌘⌘ + a)>x)),

where a ⇠ N (0,�2
⇠Id) 2 Rd is a random feature vector, b 2 {±1}, and ⌘ ⇠ N (0,�2

⌘Id)

is the noise. The empirical function of the two sampling schemes F̂nm(x) is of the
form

F̂nm(x) =
1

n

nX

i=1

log

✓
1 + exp

✓
� bi

✓
1

m

mX

j=1

⌘ij + ai

◆>
x

◆◆
.

When employing the independent sampling scheme, we generate {⌘1j}mj=1 and let
⌘ij = ⌘1j for all i > 1.

For both sampling schemes, the optimal allocation for n is on the order of O(
p
T ),

and m is set to m = T/n or m = T �n. In the experiment, d = {10, 100}, �2
⇠ = 1, and

�2
⌘ = 10, and the samples are generated accordingly. For any given sample budget T ,

we compare the performance of the two sampling schemes under di↵erent choices of
outer sample n varying from 0 to 10000.

Figure 6.3(a) illustrates the comparison when d = 10 and T = 10000. The bell
shape in Figure 6.3(a) reflects a clear bias-variance tradeo↵ for di↵erent n and m.

In Figure 6.3(b), we report the best performance (by choosing the best n) of
these two sampling schemes with d 2 {10, 100} and T ranging from 1000 to 50000.
Figure 6.3(b) shows that the independent sampling scheme always achieves a smaller
error for the logistic regression problem. The gap between the two schemes decreases
as the dimension increases, which also matches our analysis.

7. Conclusion. In this paper, we introduce the class of conditional stochastic
optimization problems and provide sample complexity analysis of sample average ap-
proximation under di↵erent structural assumptions. Our results show that the overall
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CONDITIONAL STOCHASTIC OPTIMIZATION 2125

sample complexity can be significantly reduced under the Lipschitz smoothness condi-
tion, which is very di↵erent from the theory of classical SO and multistage stochastic
programming. By exploiting error bound conditions, the sample complexity could
be further reduced. To the best of our knowledge, these are the first nonasymptotic
sample complexity results established in the context of conditional stochastic opti-
mization. For future work, we will investigate stochastic approximation algorithms
for solving this family of problems and establish their sample complexities.

Appendix A. Proof of propositions.

A.1. Proof of Lemma 2.1.

Proof. The proof of the one-dimensional random variable case was given in [20]
using the Cherno↵ bound. Based on that, we consider the case when X is a zero-mean
random vector in Rk. Denote Xi = (X1

i , X
2
i , . . . , X

k
i )

> for i = 1, . . . , n, �2
j = V(Xj),

zj =
Pk

j=1 �2
j

�2
j

, and Ij(·) the rate function of the jth coordinate of the random vector

X. We have

P(||X̄||2 � ✏) = P
✓ kX

j=1

(X̄j
� EXj)2 � ✏2

◆


kX

j=1

P
✓
(X̄j)2 �

✏2

zj

◆

=
kX

j=1

P
✓
|X̄j

| �
✏

p
zj

◆


kX

j=1

exp

✓
� nmin

⇢
Ij

✓
✏

p
zj

◆
; Ij

✓
�

✏
p
zj

◆�◆
.

(A.1)

By Lemma 2.1 and by definition, we get

P(||X̄||2 � ✏)  2
kX

j=1

exp

✓
�

n✏2

(� + 2)zj�2
j

◆
= 2k exp

✓
�

n✏2

(� + 2)
Pk

j=1 �
2
j

◆
.

Using the fact that
Pk

j=1 �
2
j  E||X||

2
2, we obtain the desired result.

Appendix B. Proof of Theorem 5.2.
Convergence analysis. We follow a decomposition similar to the one we followed in

proving Theorem 4.2 and use the same notations, like F̂ (k)
nm(x) and x̂(k)

nm, the perturbed
empirical function and its minimizer, except that we replace all the ⌘kj with ⌘j for
k = 1, . . . , n and replace the conditional expectation E⌘ | ⇠ with E⌘. Unfortunately,
one will immediately notice that Lemma 3.1 is no longer applicable for bounding the
second term in (4.13):

E

1

n

nX

k=1

f⇠k

✓
E⌘g⌘(x̂

(k)
nm, ⇠k)

◆
�

1

n

nX

k=1

f⇠k

✓
1

m

mX

j=1

g⌘j (x̂
(k)
nm, ⇠k)

◆�
.

Because the minimizer x̂(k)
nm depends on {⌘j}mj=1, Lemma 3.1 is not applicable. Below

we provide the detailed proof of Theorem 5.2.

Proof. Define E1 := F (x̂nm)� F̂nm(x̂nm) and

F̂ (k)
nm(x) :=

1

n

nX

i 6=k

f⇠i

✓
1

m

mX

j=1

g⌘j (x, ⇠i)

◆
+

1

n
f⇠0k

✓
1

m

mX

j=1

g⌘j (x, ⇠
0
k)

◆
,
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2126 YIFAN HU, XIN CHEN, AND NIAO HE

the empirical function, by replacing the outer sample ⇠k with an i.i.d. sample ⇠0k.

Denote x̂(k)
nm = argminx2X F̂ (k)

nm(x). Then, EE1 could be written as

EE1 =E

F (x̂nm)�

1

n

nX

k=1

f⇠k

✓
E⌘g⌘(x̂

(k)
nm, ⇠k)

◆�

+E

1

n

nX

k=1

f⇠k

✓
E⌘g⌘(x̂

(k)
nm, ⇠k)

◆
�

1

n

nX

k=1

f⇠k

✓
1

m

mX

j=1

g⌘j (x̂
(k)
nm, ⇠k)

◆�

+E

1

n

nX

k=1

f⇠k

✓
1

m

mX

j=1

g⌘j (x̂
(k)
nm, ⇠k)

◆
� F̂nm(x̂nm)

�
.

(B.1)

Since ⇠k and ⇠0k are i.i.d., x̂nm and x̂(k)
nm follow identical distribution. Then

EF (x̂nm) = EF (x̂(k)
nm). As x̂(k)

nm is independent of ⇠k, by definition of F (x), we know

EF (x̂(k)
nm) = Ef⇠k(E⌘g⌘(x̂

(k)
nm, ⇠k)) for any k = 1, . . . , n. As a result, the first term is 0.

To analyze the second term, denote

Hk(x) := f⇠k

✓
E⌘g⌘(x, ⇠k)

◆
� f⇠k

✓
1

m

mX

j=1

g⌘j (x, ⇠k)

◆
.

We pick a �-net {xl}
Q
l=1 for the decision set X , such that for any x 2 X , there exist

l0 2 {1, . . . , Q}, kx� xl0k  �. Then it holds for any s > 0 that

exp
⇣
sEHk(x̂

(k)
nm)

⌘
 exp

✓
sE max

l=1,...,Q
Hk(xl) + 2s�LfLg

◆

E exp

✓
s max
l=1,...,Q

Hk(xl) + 2s�LfLg

◆
= E max

l=1,...,Q
exp (sHk(xl) + 2s�LfLg)

E
QX

l=1

exp (sHk(xl) + 2s�LfLg) =
QX

l=1

E exp (sHk(xl) + 2s�LfLg) .

(B.2)

The first inequality holds as x̂(k)
nm is independent of ⇠k, and f⇠(·) and g⌘(·, ⇠) are

Lipschitz continuous, which implies

Hk(x̂
(k)
nm)  sup

x2X
Hk(x)  max

l=1,...,Q
Hk(xl) + 2�LfLg.

The second inequality holds by Jensen’s inequality. Next we show that Hk(xl) �
EHk(xl) is a sub-Gaussian random variable for any given ⇠k. Since Hk(xl) is a func-
tion of {⌘j}mj=1, denote Hk(xl) := H̃(⌘1, . . . , ⌘m). Then for any p 2 [m], and given
⌘1, . . . , ⌘p�1, ⌘p+1, . . . , ⌘m, we have

sup
⌘0
p

H̃(⌘1, . . . , ⌘p�1, ⌘
0
p, ⌘p+1, . . . , ⌘m)� inf

⌘00
p

H̃(⌘1, . . . , ⌘p�1, ⌘
00
p , ⌘p+1, . . . , ⌘m)

= sup
⌘0
p,⌘

00
p

E⇠kf⇠k

✓
1

m

mX

j 6=p

g⌘j (x, ⇠k)+
1

m
g⌘00

p
(x, ⇠k)

◆
�f⇠k

✓
1

m

mX

j 6=p

g⌘j (x, ⇠k)+
1

m
g⌘0

p
(x, ⇠k)

◆

 sup
⌘0
p,⌘

00
p

E⇠k

Lf

m

����g⌘00
p
(x, ⇠k)� g⌘0

p
(x, ⇠k)

����


2MgLf

m
,
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whereMg is the upper bound of g⌘(·, ⇠) on X . This implies thatHk(xl) = H̃(⌘1, . . . , ⌘m)

has bounded di↵erence 2MgLf

m . By McDiarmid’s inequality [26], for any r > 0,

P(Hk(xl)� EHk(xl) � r)  2 exp

✓
�

r2m

2M2
gL

2
g

◆
.

This implies that Hk(xl)�EHk(xl) is a sub-Gaussian random variable with zero mean
and variance proxy 2M2

gL
2
f/m for any given ⇠k. By definition it yields

E exp (s [Hk(xl)� EHk(xl)])  exp

✓
2M2

gL
2
fs

2

m

◆
.

Since xl is independent of random vectors {⌘j}mj=1, by Lemma 3.1, we know EHk(xl) 
Lf�gp

m
. This further implies

E exp(sHk(xl))  exp

✓
2M2

gL
2
fs

2

m
+

sLf�g
p
m

◆
.

With (B.2), we have

exp
⇣
sEHk(x̂

(k)
nm)

⌘
 Q exp

 
2M2

gL
2
fs

2

m
+

sLf�g
p
m

+ 2s�LfLg

!
.

Taking the logarithm, dividing s on each side, and minimizing over s yields

EHk(x̂
(k)
nm)  2

s
2 log(Q)L2

fM
2
g

m
+

Lf�g
p
m

+ 2�LfLg.

Since Q  O(1)(DX /�)d, we have

EHk(x̂
(k)
nm)  O(1)

LfMg
p
m

s

d log

✓
DX
�

◆
+

Lf�g
p
m

+ 2�LfLg.(B.3)

For the third term in (B.1), by following the similar steps from (4.15) to (4.18),
we obtain

E

1

n

nX

k=1

f⇠k

✓
1

m

mX

j=1

g⌘j (x̂
(k)
nm, ⇠k)

◆
� F̂nm(x̂nm)

�
 LfLg

✓
2LfLg

µn

◆1/�

.(B.4)

Combining with (B.1), (B.3), and (B.4), we have
(B.5)

EE1  LfLg

✓
2LfLg

µn

◆1/�

+O(1)
LfMg
p
m

s

d log

✓
12DXLfLg

↵✏

◆
+

Lf�g
p
m

+ 2�LfLg.

Similarly to the steps from (4.21) and (4.22), by optimality of x̂nm of F̂nm and Lemma
3.1, we obtain

(B.6) E[F̂nm(x̂nm)� F̂nm(x⇤)]  0; E[F̂nm(x⇤)� F (x⇤)] 
Lf�g
p
m

.

Finally, combining (B.5) and (B.6) with the Markov inequality, we obtain (5.7).
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Let

LfLg

✓
2LfLg

µn✏�

◆1/�


↵

2
; O(1)

LfMg
p
m✏2

s

d log

✓
DX
�

◆


↵

6
;

2Lf�g
p
m✏2


↵

6
.

We obtain the desired sample complexity (5.8).

Appendix C. Example of Huber loss minimization. To show (5.10),

denote Y = E⌘ � ⌘̄; then Y ⇠ N (0,
�2
⌘

m ). Then the error of SAA is

EF (x̂m)� F (x⇤) = EH(E⌘ � ⌘̄, �) + E(⌘̄ � E⌘)2

=

Z �

0

1

�
y2p(y)dy + 2

Z +1

�

✓
y �

1

2
�

◆
p(y)dy + EY 2,

(C.1)

where p(y) =
p
m

p
2⇡�2

⌘

exp
�
�

my2

2�2
⌘

�
is the PDF of Y , and EY 2 =

�2
⌘

m . Denote erf(x) :=

2p
⇡

R x
0 exp(�x2)dx, y1 := y

q
m
2�2

⌘
. The first term in (C.1) is

Z �

0

1

�
y2p(y)dy =

2�2
⌘

m�
p
⇡

Z �
q

m
2�2

⌘

0
y21 exp(�y21)dy1

=
�2
⌘

2�m
erf

✓s
�2m

2�2
⌘

◆
�

r
�2
⌘

2⇡m
exp

✓
�

�2m

2�2
⌘

◆
.

We use the fact that

Z z

0
x2 exp(�x2)dx =

1

4

p
⇡erf(z)�

1

2
exp(�z2)z.

The second term in (C.1) is bounded by

r
�2
⌘

2⇡m
exp

✓
�
m�2

2�2
⌘

◆
=

Z +1

�
yp(y)dy  2

Z +1

�

✓
y�

1

2
�

◆
p(y)dy  2

Z +1

�
yp(y)dy.

Combining them together, we have (5.10). For a given � > 0, erf
�q�2m

2�2
⌘

�
! 1 as

m ! 1. By (5.10), we have

EF (x̂nm)� F (x⇤) = O

✓
1

m

◆
.

When � ! 0, (C.1) becomes

lim
�!0

EF (x̂m)� F (x⇤) = lim
�!0

Z �

0

1

�
y2p(y)dy + 2

Z +1

�

✓
y �

1

2
�

◆
p(y)dy +

�2
⌘

m

=

r
�2
⌘

2⇡m
+

�2
⌘

m
= O

✓
1

p
m

◆
.
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Appendix D. Empirical objectives satisfying quadratic growth condi-
tion.

Strongly convex function composed with linear function. The empirical objective
function is F̂nm(x) = 1

n

Pn
i=1 f⇠i(Aix), where f⇠(·) is µ-strongly convex, Aix :=

1
m

Pm
j=1 g⌘ij (x, ⇠i), and the average of linear inner function g⌘ij (x, ⇠i) := A⌘ijx. To

show that F̂nm(x) satisfies the QG condition, denote ui = Aiy, vi = Aix. Since f⇠(·)
is strongly convex,

f⇠i(ui)� f⇠i(vi)�rf⇠i(vi)
>(ui � vi) �

µ

2
||ui � vi||

2
2.

Taking the average over n such inequalities, we obtain

1

n

nX

i=1

f⇠i(ui)� f⇠i(vi)�rf⇠i(vi)
>(ui � vi) �

1

n

nX

i=1

µ

2
||ui � vi||

2
2.

Replacing ui and vi with Aiy and Aix, we have

1

n

nX

i=1

f⇠i(Aiy)� f⇠i(Aix)�rf⇠i(Aix)
>Ai(y � x) �

1

n

nX

i=1

µ

2
(y � x)>A>

i Ai(y � x).

Since rF̂nm(x)> = 1
n

Pn
i=1(A

>
i rf⇠i(Aix))> = 1

n

Pn
i=1 rf⇠i(Aix)>Ai, we get

F̂nm(y)� F̂nm(x)�rF̂nm(x)>(y�x) �
1

n

nX

i=1

µ

2
||Ai(y�x)||22 �

µ

2
||
1

n

nX

i=1

Ai(y�x)||22.

Let z be a point in X
⇤; we have

F̂nm(x)� F̂nm(z) �
µ

2
||
1

n

nX

i=1

Ai(x� z)||22 �
µ✓( 1n

Pn
i=1 Ai)

2
||x� z||22

� min
z2X⇤

µ✓( 1n
Pn

i=1 Ai)

2
||x� z||22.

(D.1)

Here ✓(A) is the smallest nonzero singular of A. Thus F̂nm(x) satisfies the quadratic
growth (QG) condition for any n and m. A special case is when n = m = 1, i.e., a
strongly convex objective composed with a linear function satisfies the QG condition.

Some strictly convex functions composed with linear function on a compact set.
Consider Example 2, the logistic regression problem with the objective

F (x) = E⇠=(a,b) log(1 + exp(�bE⌘|⇠[⌘]
Tx)),

where a 2 Rd is a random feature vector and b 2 {1,�1} is the label, and ⌘ =
a + N (0,�2Id) is a perturbed noisy observation of the input feature vector a. Its
empirical objective function F̂nm(x) is given by

F̂nm(x) =
1

n

nX

i=1

log

✓
1 + exp

✓
� bi

1

m

mX

j=1

⌘>ijx

◆◆
,

where E⌘ij = ai. Here f⇠i(u) = log
�
1 + exp(biu)

�
. F̂nm(x) = 1/n

Pn
i=1 f(ui), where

f(u) = log
�
1 + exp(u)

�
is strictly convex, and ui =

1
m

Pm
j=1 ⌘

>
ijx is bounded for any
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x 2 X and realization ⌘ij . It is easy to verify that on any compact set, f(u) is strongly
convex. The strong convexity parameter is related to the compact set. With (D.1),
F̂nm(x) satisfies the QG condition.

Note that the result is not necessarily true for all strictly convex functions. For
instance, ||x||42 is strictly convex, but ||Ax||42 does not satisfy the QG condition on any
compact set containing x = 0.

Appendix E. Other results on regularized SAA. Theorem 4.2 discusses
the sample complexity of SAA for strongly convex and QG condition cases. We show
that the result obtained in Theorem 4.2 can be used to obtain dimension-free sample
complexity for general convex objective by adding l2-regularization.

Lemma E.1 ([36]). Consider a stochastic convex optimization problem,

min
x2X

G(x),

where G(x) is the expectation over some convex random function. Suppose that the
decision set X 2 Rd has bounded diameter DX . Denote Gµ(x) := G(x) + µ

2 ||x||
2
2,

where µ > 0 is a strongly convex parameter. Denote Ĝ(x) as the SAA counterpart of
G(x), x⇤

2 argminx2X G(x), x̂ 2 argminx2X Ĝ(x), x⇤
µ = argminx2X Gµ(x), and x̂u

the minimizer of SAA of the regularized objective, namely x̂u = argminx2X Ĝµ(x) :=

Ĝ(x) + µ
2 ||x||

2
2. If E[Gµ(x̂µ)�Gµ(x⇤

µ)]  �(µ), then

E[G(x̂µ)�G(x⇤)]  �(µ) +
µ

2
D2

X .

Remark E.1. This theorem shows that the minimum point x̂µ to a l2-regularized

empirical function Ĝµ could be a good solution to the original convex function G(x)
as long as one selects µ properly. Note that x̂µ might not be a minimum point of

the empirical function Ĝ(x). In the CSO case, according to Theorem 4.2, if F (x) is
convex, the expected error of the SAA method for minx2X F (x) + µ

2 ||x||
2
2 is bounded

by �(µ) =
4L2

fL
2
g

µn + 2�(m). Then, EF (x̂nm) � F (x⇤) 
4L2

fL
2
g

µn + µ
2D

2
X + 2�(m).

Minimizing over µ, and by the Markov inequality, we obtain

P(F (x̂nm)� F (x⇤) � ✏) 
2
p
2LfLgDX
p
n✏2

+
2�(m)

✏
.

We notice that the outer sample size, n = O(1/✏2), is dimension-free, while in Theorem
4.1, n = O(d/✏2) depends linearly on dimension; the inner sample size m is not
a↵ected. For high-dimensional problems, adding regularization is sometimes more
favorable as it lowers the sample complexity by d and also helps boost the convergence
when solving the SAA.
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