
2.2 Osgood’s uniqueness theorem.

At the end of Section 1.2, we saw a situation in which it was possible to have infinitely many solutions to a
differential equation y0 = f (x,y) through a point (x0,y0). In that example,

(
y0 =

p
|y|

y(x0) = 0

there was the constant solution (y(x) = 0) but there were also negative solutions that could “reach zero in
finite time” and positive solutions that could “come from zero in the finite past”. These solutions could be
patched onto the zero solution, thus constructing infinitely many solutions to the initial value problem.

In the next result, we consider y0 = f (x,y) with initial condition y(x0) = y0. We give a condition on
f (x,y) which implies that there can be no more than one solution to the initial value problem. (It doesn’t
guarantee that such a solution exists, however.)

Theorem 3 (Osgood’s Uniqueness Theorem). Consider the initial value problem
(

y0 = f (x,y)

y(x0) = y0
.

Let D ⇢ R2 be an open set containing (x0,y0). Assume that for all (x,y1),(x,y2) 2 D ,

| f (x,y1)� f (x,y2)|  j(|y1 � y2|), (2.2.1)

for some continuous function j : [0,•) ! [0,•) such that j(u) > 0 for u > 0 and j(0) = 0 and
Z 1

0

du
j(u)

= +•. (2.2.2)

Then no more than one solution passes through (x0,y0).

Notice that here we do not assume that f is continuous in x, and so we cannot invoke Peano’s theorem to
know that a solution exists.

Example. (Lipschitz condition) The most common choice of j is j(u) = Ku for K > 0, i.e.

| f (x,y1)� f (x,y2)|  K|y1 � y2|.

This means that f is Lipschitz in the second variable y for any fixed x. Notice that
Z 1

0

du
u

= lim
e#0

lnu
���
1

e
= +•,

and so if f (x,y) is Lipschitz in y then Osgood’s Uniqueness theorem ensures the uniqueness of solutions,
should they exist. If |

∂ f
∂y | is bounded on the domain D by a constant K then the Lipschitz condition in y is

guaranteed by the Mean Value Theorem. For example,

dy
dx

= x2 + y2
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will have a unique solution passing through any point (x0,y0). The existence follows from Peano’s theorem.

Note that j(u) =
p

u satisfies the requirements of continuity, u > 0 =) j(u) > 0, and j(0) = 0
but doesn’t satisfy (2.2.2). Indeed, with this choice of j , the ODE y0 = f (x,y) =

p
|y| satisfies the first

requirement (2.2.1) of Osgood’s Uniqueness theorem — and so we see that the key property for uniqueness
will be (2.2.2).

Satisfying (2.2.1) means that f is a “modulus of continuity” (in y) for f . In general, f : D ⇢ Rn
! Rk

is uniformly continuous on D if and only if f has a modulus of continuity on D . When we think of the e �d
definition of continuity at a point x, we have that d depends on e and on x. What a modulus of continuity
does is it allows you to run this in reverse: given a d > 0, it gives you e (which depends on d ) so that
|x� x0| < d implies | f (x)� f (x0)| < e(d ).

Proof of Osgood’s Uniqueness Theorem. We shall proceed by contradiction. Suppose there are two distinct
solutions, y1(x) and y2(x) on (a,b ) 3 x0 with y1(x0) = y2(x0) = y0. We introduce their difference z(x) :=
y1(x)� y2(x) and consider the initial value problem z solves:

(
dz
dx = f (x,y1(x))� f (x,y2(x))

z(x0) = 0
.

By the assumption (2.2.1),

| f (x,y1(x))� f (x,y2(x))|  j(|y1(x)� y2(x)|)

and, therefore,

z(x) 6= 0 =)

dz
dx

= f (x,y1(x))� f (x,y2(x))  j(|z(x)|) < 2j(|z(x)|). (2.2.3)

Our strategy will be to use a “comparison argument” in which we introduce a well-chosen ODE and compare
the solution of that ODE to z(t).

Because the solutions y1(x) and y2(x) are not identical, they must differ at some point x1 2 (a,b ).
We’ll first assume that x1 > x0 and that y1(x1) > y2(x1) and hence z(x1) > 0. Let v(x) be the solution of the
initial value problem (

dv
dx = 2j(v)

v(x1) = z(x1) =: z1 > 0
. (2.2.4)

The ODE is separable and so we can solve it, determining v(x) implicitly:

F(v(x)) =
Z z1

v(x)

dv
j(v)

=
Z x1

x
2dx = 2(x1 � x) where F(v) :=

Z z1

v

du
j(u)

. (2.2.5)

(Pause and think carefully about this! Is this function x ! v(x) well defined? Given x and x1, the right-hand
side is fixed. But could there be two different numbers v1 and v2 so that

R z1
vi

1/j(v) dv = 2(x1 � x)?) This
solution is defined in an interval containing x1; we now argue that it can be extended to be defined for all
x < x1.

We know j is continuous and positive on (0,•) hence F(z1) = 0. By the assumption (2.2.2), F(v) "

+• as v # 0 and so F : (0,z1] ! [0,•). Because F0(v) = �1/j(v) < 0, F is an invertible function with
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F�1 : [0,•) ! (0,z1]. The graph of F is below. (Note: the graph is drawn to be concave up; this would
happen if j is a nondecreasing function. But we didn’t assume this about j and so, in principle, the graph
of F could have different convexity.)

z1

F(v)

v

x0 x1

(x1,z1)
z(x)

v(x)
?
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By definition, v(x) = F�1(2(x1 �x)). The domain of F�1 is [0,•) and so v(x) is defined for all x  x1.
Furthermore, v is an increasing, positive function on (�•,x1] and v(x) decreases to 0 as x decreases to �•.
See the graph of v in the figure below. (Again, we don’t know that v is concave up unless we know that j
is nondecreasing. So the graph of v could have different concavity.) The fact that v(x) is strictly positive on
(�•,x1) (cannot “come from zero in the finite past”) will be key in the argument that follows.
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?
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We now compare the two solutions z(x) and v(x). By (2.2.3), we know that at any point where the
graphs of v and z coincide we must have

z(x̃) = v(x̃) > 0 =) z0(x̃) < v0(x̃).

This means that at any point (x̃,z(x̃) where the graphs meet the graph of z must be above the graph of v
immediately to the left of x̃ and the graph of z must be below the graph of v immediately to the right of x̃.
Specifically, there’s some e so that the graphs behave as claimed on (x̃ � e, x̃ + e). (Pause and think about
this. Would this be true if all we knew was “z(x̃) = v(x̃) > 0 =) z0(x̃)  v0(x̃”?)) It follows that the graphs
of v and z cannot meet twice in (a,x1].

By construction, z(x1) = v(x1) and so x1 is a point at which the graphs meet and so the graph of z is
above the graph of v immediately to the left of x1. On the other hand, z(x0) = 0 while v is strictly positive
on (�•,x1]. This means the graphs of z and v must cross at some point x2 between x0 and x1. (Specifically,
x2 := inf{x < x1|z(x) > v(x)}; the continuity of z and v implies that z(x2) = v(x2). If such an x2 existed, it’d
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be marked by the question mark in the figure.) But such an x2 cannot exist because the graphs of z and v
cannot meet twice in (a,x1].

This contradiction implies that there cannot be a point x1 2 (a,b ) with x1 > x0 where y1(x1) > y2(x1).
Minor modifications of the above argument show that there cannot be a point x1 2 (a,b ) with x1 > x0 where
y1(x1) < y2(x1). And that there cannnot be a point in x1 2 (a,b ) with x1 < x0 where y1(x1) 6= y2(x1). (Make
sure you understand how the argument would be modified for these three cases!) Therefore y1(x) = y2(x)
for all x 2 (a,b ), as desired.

This proof relies on a comparison argument in which not-well-understood solution can be controlled
in some way using a well-understood solution of a somehow-related problem. It’s a classical argument that
shows up in ODEs and in some PDEs.

We studied v0 = 2j(v). In fact, the key things we needed were 2 > 1 (so that we get the strict inequality
z0(x̃) < v0(x̃) whenever z(x̃) = v(x̃)) and that 2 > 0 (so that v(x) # 0 as x # �•).

It was key that v(x) > 0 on (�•,x1]. If it were possible for v to reach zero then this might happen
at some point in (x0,x1) in which case the graph of z could happily stay above the graph of v while still
satisfying z(x0) = 0.

If the function j were also assumed to be nondecreasing then one can prove the theorem in a completely
different manner. See, for example, pages 12-13 of “Uniqueness and Nonuniqueness Criteria for Ordinary
Differential Equations” by R.P.Agarwal and V.Lakshmikanthan. (Turn the page!) Note that the function j
from our statement of the theorem could be used to create a nondecreasing function j via

j(u) := sup
ũ2[0,u]

j(ũ)

but would the necessary requirement
R 1

0 1/j(u) du = • still be true?

Exercise. We constructed v using that v0 = j(v) is a separable equation. Can we extend v to all of R? If we
can’t, what additional assumption on j would allow us to?

Exercise. What is the interval (a,b )? If y1 has maximal interval of existence (a1,b1) and y2 has maximal
interval of existence (a2,b2), does it follow that (a,b ) = (a1,b1)\(a2,b2)? Or could it be a proper subset?

Exercise. Suppose that j(0) = 0, j(u) > 0 for u > 0 and j 0(0) exists. Show that j satisfies the condition
of Osgood’s theorem, Z c

0

du
j(u)

= •.
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