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Reinforcement learning (RL)

In RL, an agent learns by interacting with an unknown environment
through trial-and-error to maximize long-term total reward.
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More successes of RL since AlphaGo

robotics

strategic games

chip designs

nuclear plant control

resource management

UAV and drones
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One more: RL for thinking models
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RL holds great promise in accelerating scientific,
engineering and societal discoveries.

How do we build the statistical and algorithmic foundations
of RL to help realizing its potential?
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In RL, agent(s) often learn by probing the environment

• unknown environment • delayed feedback
• explosion of dimensionality • nonconvexity
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Data efficiency

Data collection might be expensive, time-consuming, or high-stakes

clinical trials self-driving cars

Calls for design of sample-efficient RL algorithms!
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Computational efficiency

Running RL algorithms might take a long time . . .

• enormous state-action space
• nonconvexity

Calls for computationally efficient RL algorithms!
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Understanding efficiency of contemporary RL requires a modern suite
of non-asymptotic analysis
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Sample complexity issues that permeate
state-of-the-art RL theory
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• generative model / simulator
• online RL
• offline RL
• . . .
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Sample complexity issues that permeate
state-of-the-art RL theory
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A common sample complexity issue in
state-of-the-art RL theory

regret or other metrics

A fundamental lower bound (Domingues et al., 2021):

Regret(T ) �
�
H2SAT

Can we achieve minimal regret with low memory complexity?

huge burn-in cost!
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Sample complexity issues that permeate
state-of-the-art RL theory

A fundamental lower bound (Domingues et al., 2021):
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Sample complexity issues that permeate
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Part 1

1. Basics: Markov decision processes

2. RL w/ a generative model (simulator)
◦ model-based algorithms (a “plug-in” approach)
◦ model-free algorithms



Markov decision process (MDP)

• S = {1, . . . , S}: state space (containing S states)
• A = {1, . . . , A}: action space (containing A actions)

• r(s, a) ∈ [0, 1]: immediate reward
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Value function

Value of policy π: cumulative discounted reward

∀s ∈ S : V π(s) := E
[ ∞∑

t=0
γtr(st, at)

∣∣ s0 = s

]

• γ ∈ [0, 1): discount factor
◦ take γ → 1 to approximate long-horizon MDPs
◦ effective horizon: 1

1−γ
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Q-function (action-value function)

Q-function of policy π:

∀(s, a) ∈ S × A : Qπ(s, a) := E
[ ∞∑

t=0
γtrt

∣∣ s0 = s, a0 = a

]

• (��a0, s1, a1, s2, a2, · · · ): induced by policy π
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Optimal policy and optimal value

• optimal policy π⋆: maximizing value function maxπ V π

Theorem (Puterman’94)
For infinite horizon discounted MDP, there always exists a
deterministic policy π⋆, such that

V π⋆(s) ≥ V π(s), ∀s, and π.

• optimal value / Q function: V ⋆ := V π⋆ , Q⋆ := Qπ⋆

• A question to keep in mind: how to find optimal π⋆?
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Finite-horizon MDPs (nonstationary)

agent environment st at st+1 rt

1

agent environment st at st+1 rt

1

agent environment st at st+1 rt+1 reward state action

1

agent environment st at st+1 rt+1 reward next state action

1

agent environment st at st+1 rt+1 reward state action
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agent environment st at st+1 rt+1 reward state action

1

ah ⇠ ⇡h(·|sh)
<latexit sha1_base64="DdFTt2dtcVz0F7sjq43OG1U0e1A=">AAACAXicbVDLSsNAFJ3UV62vqBvBzWAR6qYkVdBlwY3LCvYBTQiTybQZOpMJMxOhxLrxV9y4UMStf+HOv3HaZqGtBy4czrmXe+8JU0aVdpxvq7Syura+Ud6sbG3v7O7Z+wcdJTKJSRsLJmQvRIowmpC2ppqRXioJ4iEj3XB0PfW790QqKpI7PU6Jz9EwoQOKkTZSYB+hIPYU5dBLaRDXPBwJ/aCC+Cywq07dmQEuE7cgVVCgFdhfXiRwxkmiMUNK9V0n1X6OpKaYkUnFyxRJER6hIekbmiBOlJ/PPpjAU6NEcCCkqUTDmfp7IkdcqTEPTSdHOlaL3lT8z+tnenDl5zRJM00SPF80yBjUAk7jgBGVBGs2NgRhSc2tEMdIIqxNaBUTgrv48jLpNOrueb1xe1FtNos4yuAYnIAacMElaIIb0AJtgMEjeAav4M16sl6sd+tj3lqyiplD8AfW5w/5mZaT</latexit>

sh+1 ⇠ Ph(·|sh, ah)
<latexit sha1_base64="z+jTMXf6j6iJlmyt4EolZLxRK9s=">AAACCnicbVDLSsNAFJ3UV62vqEs3o0WoKCWpgi5cFNy4rGAf0IQwmUyawZkkzEyEErt246+4caGIW7/AnX/jtM1CWw9cOJxzL/fe46eMSmVZ30ZpYXFpeaW8Wllb39jcMrd3OjLJBCZtnLBE9HwkCaMxaSuqGOmlgiDuM9L1767GfveeCEmT+FYNU+JyNIhpSDFSWvLMfenl0bE9go6kHLa8qObgIFEPUHrRCURedOSZVatuTQDniV2QKijQ8swvJ0hwxkmsMENS9m0rVW6OhKKYkVHFySRJEb5DA9LXNEacSDefvDKCh1oJYJgIXbGCE/X3RI64lEPu606OVCRnvbH4n9fPVHjh5jROM0ViPF0UZgyqBI5zgQEVBCs21ARhQfWtEEdIIKx0ehUdgj378jzpNOr2ab1xc1ZtXhZxlMEeOAA1YINz0ATXoAXaAINH8AxewZvxZLwY78bHtLVkFDO74A+Mzx/wGJke</latexit>

• H: horizon length
• S: state space with size S • A: action space with size A

• rh(sh, ah) ∈ [0, 1]: immediate reward in step h

• π = {πh}H
h=1: policy (or action selection rule)

• Ph(· | s, a): transition probabilities in step h

value function: V π
h (s) := E

[
H∑

t=h

rh(sh, ah)
∣∣ sh = s

]

Q-function: Qπ
h(s, a) := E

[
H∑

t=h

rh(sh, ah)
∣∣ sh = s, ah = a

]
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Finite-horizon MDPs (nonstationary)

agent environment st at st+1 rt

1
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1

agent environment st at st+1 rt+1 reward state action

1
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1
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rh = r(sh, ah)
<latexit sha1_base64="mRzbHoSk2dhZ8Ym1/rPM3v8WsYc=">AAAB+XicbVBNS8NAEJ34WetX1KOXxSJUkJJUQS9CwYvHCvYD2hA2202zdLMJu5tCCf0nXjwo4tV/4s1/47bNQVsfDDzem2FmXpByprTjfFtr6xubW9ulnfLu3v7BoX103FZJJgltkYQnshtgRTkTtKWZ5rSbSorjgNNOMLqf+Z0xlYol4klPUurFeChYyAjWRvJtW/oRukOyqvzoEvvRhW9XnJozB1olbkEqUKDp21/9QUKymApNOFaq5zqp9nIsNSOcTsv9TNEUkxEe0p6hAsdUefn88ik6N8oAhYk0JTSaq78nchwrNYkD0xljHallbyb+5/UyHd56ORNppqkgi0VhxpFO0CwGNGCSEs0nhmAimbkVkQhLTLQJq2xCcJdfXiXtes29qtUfryuNRhFHCU7hDKrgwg004AGa0AICY3iGV3izcuvFerc+Fq1rVjFzAn9gff4AmGqSVA==</latexit>

h = 1, 2 · · · , H
<latexit sha1_base64="uqAQBtZI5LZxwFXYodacCZ6zM4k=">AAAB9XicbVBNSwMxEJ31s9avqkcvwSJ4KGW3CnpQKHjpsYL9gHYt2TTbhmaTJckqZen/8OJBEa/+F2/+G9N2D9r6YODx3gwz84KYM21c99tZWV1b39jMbeW3d3b39gsHh00tE0Vog0guVTvAmnImaMMww2k7VhRHAaetYHQ79VuPVGkmxb0Zx9SP8ECwkBFsrPQwvPFKlS7pS6NLqNYrFN2yOwNaJl5GipCh3it8dfuSJBEVhnCsdcdzY+OnWBlGOJ3ku4mmMSYjPKAdSwWOqPbT2dUTdGqVPgqlsiUMmqm/J1IcaT2OAtsZYTPUi95U/M/rJCa88lMm4sRQQeaLwoQjI9E0AtRnihLDx5Zgopi9FZEhVpgYG1TehuAtvrxMmpWyd16u3F0Uq9dZHDk4hhM4Aw8uoQo1qEMDCCh4hld4c56cF+fd+Zi3rjjZzBH8gfP5A553kUU=</latexit>
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<latexit sha1_base64="z+jTMXf6j6iJlmyt4EolZLxRK9s=">AAACCnicbVDLSsNAFJ3UV62vqEs3o0WoKCWpgi5cFNy4rGAf0IQwmUyawZkkzEyEErt246+4caGIW7/AnX/jtM1CWw9cOJxzL/fe46eMSmVZ30ZpYXFpeaW8Wllb39jcMrd3OjLJBCZtnLBE9HwkCaMxaSuqGOmlgiDuM9L1767GfveeCEmT+FYNU+JyNIhpSDFSWvLMfenl0bE9go6kHLa8qObgIFEPUHrRCURedOSZVatuTQDniV2QKijQ8swvJ0hwxkmsMENS9m0rVW6OhKKYkVHFySRJEb5DA9LXNEacSDefvDKCh1oJYJgIXbGCE/X3RI64lEPu606OVCRnvbH4n9fPVHjh5jROM0ViPF0UZgyqBI5zgQEVBCs21ARhQfWtEEdIIKx0ehUdgj378jzpNOr2ab1xc1ZtXhZxlMEeOAA1YINz0ATXoAXaAINH8AxewZvxZLwY78bHtLVkFDO74A+Mzx/wGJke</latexit>
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Optimal policy and optimal value

• optimal policy π⋆: maximizing value function at all steps
• optimal value / Q function: V ⋆

h := V π⋆

h , Q⋆
h := Qπ⋆

h , ∀h

• Question: how to find optimal π⋆?
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Basic dynamic programming algorithms
when MDP specification is known



A simpler problem: policy evaluation
— given MDP M and policy π, how to compute V π, Qπ?

solution: Bellman’s consistency equation

V π(s) = E
a∼π(·|s)

[
Qπ(s, a)

]

Qπ(s, a) = r(s, a)︸ ︷︷ ︸
immediate reward

+ γ E
s′∼P (·|s,a)

[
V π(s′)︸ ︷︷ ︸

next state’s value

]

• one-step look-ahead
• P π: state-action transition matrix induced by π:

Qπ = r + γP πQπ =⇒ Qπ = (I − γP π)−1r

Richard Bellman
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Back to main question: how to find optimal policy π⋆?

solution: Bellman’s optimality principle
• Bellman operator:

T (Q)(s, a) := r(s, a)︸ ︷︷ ︸
immediate reward

+ γ E
s′∼P (·|s,a)

[
max
a′∈A

Q(s′, a′)
︸ ︷︷ ︸
next state’s value

]

◦ one-step look-ahead
◦ γ-contraction: ∥T (Q1) − T (Q2)∥∞ ≤ γ∥Q1 − Q2∥∞

• Bellman equation: Q⋆ is unique solution to

T (Q⋆) = Q⋆
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Two dynamic programming algorithms

Value iteration (VI)
For t = 0, 1, . . .

Q(t+1) = T (Q(t))
<latexit sha1_base64="rT7iLQvfD9IOq2lJQ2RoDn9TtCo=">AAAB/nicbVDLSsNAFL2pr1pfUXHlJliEuimJiLosunHZgn1AG8tkOmmHTiZhZiKUIeCvuHGhiFu/w51/4zTtQlsPXDicc+/cuSdIGJXKdb+twsrq2vpGcbO0tb2zu2fvH7RknApMmjhmsegESBJGOWkqqhjpJIKgKGCkHYxvp377kQhJY36vJgnxIzTkNKQYKSP17SPdyx/RAUtJ1njQFXWWZX277FbdHM4y8eakDHPU+/ZXbxDjNCJcYYak7HpuonyNhKKYkazUSyVJEB6jIekaylFEpK/zzZlzapSBE8bCFFdOrv6e0CiSchIFpjNCaiQXvan4n9dNVXjta8qTVBGOZ4vClDkqdqZZOAMqCFZsYgjCgpq/OniEBMLKJFYyIXiLJy+T1nnVu6y6jYty7WYeRxGO4QQq4MEV1OAO6tAEDBqe4RXerCfrxXq3PmatBWs+cwh/YH3+AMaHlgE=</latexit>

Q(t)

<latexit sha1_base64="4OzImxkacR2IGPi1SMp0pzJ55ow=">AAAB/nicbVDLSsNAFL2pr1pfUXHlJliEuimJiLosunHZgn1AG8tkOmmHTiZhZiKUIeCvuHGhiFu/w51/4zTtQlsPXDicc+/cuSdIGJXKdb+twsrq2vpGcbO0tb2zu2fvH7RknApMmjhmsegESBJGOWkqqhjpJIKgKGCkHYxvp377kQhJY36vJgnxIzTkNKQYKSP17SPdyx/RAUtJ1njQFfcsy/p22a26OZxl4s1JGeao9+2v3iDGaUS4wgxJ2fXcRPkaCUUxI1mpl0qSIDxGQ9I1lKOISF/nmzPn1CgDJ4yFKa6cXP09oVEk5SQKTGeE1EguelPxP6+bqvDa15QnqSIczxaFKXNU7EyzcAZUEKzYxBCEBTV/dfAICYSVSaxkQvAWT14mrfOqd1l1Gxfl2s08jiIcwwlUwIMrqMEd1KEJGDQ8wyu8WU/Wi/VufcxaC9Z85hD+wPr8AV6rlb0=</latexit>

Q(0)

<latexit sha1_base64="pN71jMgwlpUXirPEUKZwBLRvYu8=">AAAB/nicbVDLSsNAFL2pr1pfUXHlJliEuimJiLosunHZgn1AG8tkOmmHTiZhZiKUIeCvuHGhiFu/w51/4zTtQlsPXDicc+/cuSdIGJXKdb+twsrq2vpGcbO0tb2zu2fvH7RknApMmjhmsegESBJGOWkqqhjpJIKgKGCkHYxvp377kQhJY36vJgnxIzTkNKQYKSP17SPdyx/RAUtJ1njQFe8sy/p22a26OZxl4s1JGeao9+2v3iDGaUS4wgxJ2fXcRPkaCUUxI1mpl0qSIDxGQ9I1lKOISF/nmzPn1CgDJ4yFKa6cXP09oVEk5SQKTGeE1EguelPxP6+bqvDa15QnqSIczxaFKXNU7EyzcAZUEKzYxBCEBTV/dfAICYSVSaxkQvAWT14mrfOqd1l1Gxfl2s08jiIcwwlUwIMrqMEd1KEJGDQ8wyu8WU/Wi/VufcxaC9Z85hD+wPr8AWAylb4=</latexit>

Q(1)

<latexit sha1_base64="MlzkVSJPX37LZqo/7hjDVKE1fe8=">AAAB8nicbVDLSsNAFL2pr1pfVZdugkVwVRIRdVl047JCX9CGMplO2qGTmTBzI5TQz3DjQhG3fo07/8ZJm4VWDwwczrmXOfeEieAGPe/LKa2tb2xulbcrO7t7+wfVw6OOUammrE2VULoXEsMEl6yNHAXrJZqROBSsG07vcr/7yLThSrZwlrAgJmPJI04JWqk/iAlOKBFZaz6s1ry6t4D7l/gFqUGB5rD6ORgpmsZMIhXEmL7vJRhkRCOngs0rg9SwhNApGbO+pZLEzATZIvLcPbPKyI2Utk+iu1B/bmQkNmYWh3Yyj2hWvVz8z+unGN0EGZdJikzS5UdRKlxUbn6/O+KaURQzSwjV3GZ16YRoQtG2VLEl+Ksn/yWdi7p/VfceLmuN26KOMpzAKZyDD9fQgHtoQhsoKHiCF3h10Hl23pz35WjJKXaO4Recj2+O05Fv</latexit>T

...

Q?

<latexit sha1_base64="MlzkVSJPX37LZqo/7hjDVKE1fe8=">AAAB8nicbVDLSsNAFL2pr1pfVZdugkVwVRIRdVl047JCX9CGMplO2qGTmTBzI5TQz3DjQhG3fo07/8ZJm4VWDwwczrmXOfeEieAGPe/LKa2tb2xulbcrO7t7+wfVw6OOUammrE2VULoXEsMEl6yNHAXrJZqROBSsG07vcr/7yLThSrZwlrAgJmPJI04JWqk/iAlOKBFZaz6s1ry6t4D7l/gFqUGB5rD6ORgpmsZMIhXEmL7vJRhkRCOngs0rg9SwhNApGbO+pZLEzATZIvLcPbPKyI2Utk+iu1B/bmQkNmYWh3Yyj2hWvVz8z+unGN0EGZdJikzS5UdRKlxUbn6/O+KaURQzSwjV3GZ16YRoQtG2VLEl+Ksn/yWdi7p/VfceLmuN26KOMpzAKZyDD9fQgHtoQhsoKHiCF3h10Hl23pz35WjJKXaO4Recj2+O05Fv</latexit>T

Policy iteration (PI)
For t = 0, 1, . . .

policy evaluation: Q(t) = Qπ(t)

policy improvement: π(t+1)(s) = argmax
a∈A

Q(t)(s, a)

evaluate

evaluate

gree
dy

gre
edy

⇡(0)

⇡(1)

⇡(2)
...

Q⇡(0)

Q⇡(1)

Q?

⇡?
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Iteration complexity

Theorem (Linear convergence of policy/value iteration)
∥∥Q(t) − Q⋆

∥∥
∞ ≤ γt

∥∥Q(0) − Q⋆
∥∥

∞

Implications: to achieve ∥Q(t) − Q⋆∥∞ ≤ ε, it takes no more than

1
1 − γ

log
(∥Q(0) − Q⋆∥∞

ε

)
iterations

Linear convergence at a dimension-free rate!
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When the model is unknown . . .

Need to learn optimal policy from samples w/o model specification
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When the model is unknown . . .

agent environment st at st+1 rt

1

agent environment st at st+1 rt

1

1

"2

|S||A|
1 � �

|S||A|
(1 � �)2

|S||A|
(1 � �)3

" =
1p

1 � �
" =

1

1 � �
" = 1

asymptotic analysis

finite-time & finite-sample asymptotic analysis 1989 1992 1994 2018

Suppose tmix = 1. Then Qu’s learning rate reads

⌘t =

1
µmin(1��)

t + max
n

1
µmin(1��) , tmix

o =
1

µmin(1 � �)t + 1
.

Take t = T0 = 1
µmin(1��)5"2 , then

⌘T0
=

1
1

(1��)4"2 + 1
⇡ (1 � �)4"2.

Then taking t = 2T0 yields

⌘2T0
=

1
2

(1��)4"2 + 1
⇡ 1

2
(1 � �)4"2.

In other words, within t = [T0, 2T0], the stepsize coincides with ours. And note
that T0 is our sample complexity. P

1

Need to learn optimal policy from samples w/o model specification
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Two approaches

Model-based approach (“plug-in”)
1. build an empirical estimate P̂ for P

2. planning based on the empirical P̂

Model-free approach
— learning w/o estimating the model explicitly
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Sampling mechanisms

1. RL w/ a generative model (a.k.a. simulator)
◦ can query arbitrary state-action pairs to draw samples

2. online RL
◦ execute MDP in real time to obtain sample trajectories

3. offline RL
◦ use pre-collected historical data

Question: how many samples are sufficient to
learn an ε-optimal policy︸ ︷︷ ︸

V π̂ ≥ V ⋆−ε

?
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Exploration vs exploitation

Exploration
Sample trajectory and behavior policy

(s, a) sÕ P (·|s, a) generative model

Observed: {st, at, rt}Œ
t=0¸ ˚˙ ˝

Markovian trajectory

generated by behavior policy fib

Goal: estimate optimal value function V ı based on sample trajectory

Key quantities of sample trajectory
• minimum state-action occupancy probability

µmin := min µfib(s, a)¸ ˚˙ ˝
stationary distribution• mixing time: tmix
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generative modelonline RLoffline RL

Varying levels of trade-offs between exploration and exploitation.
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Part 1

1. Basics: Markov decision processes

2. RL w/ a generative model (simulator)
◦ model-based algorithms (a “plug-in” approach)
◦ model-free algorithms



A generative model / simulator

— Kearns and Singh, 1999

• sampling: for each (s, a), collect N samples {(s, a, s′
(i))}1≤i≤N

• construct π̂ based on samples (in total SA × N)
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ℓ∞-sample complexity: how many samples are required to
learn an ε-optimal policy︸ ︷︷ ︸

∀s: V π̂(s) ≥ V ⋆(s)−ε

?



Minimax lower bound

Theorem (minimax lower bound; Azar et al., 2013)
For all ε ∈ [0, 1

1−γ ), there exists some MDP such that the total
number of samples need to be at least

Ω̃
( |S||A|

(1 − γ)3ε2

)

to achieve V ⋆ − V π̂ ≤ ε, where π̂ is the output of any RL algorithm.

• holds for both finding the optimal Q-function and the optimal
policy over the entire range of ε

• much smaller than the model dimension |S|2|A|
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An incomplete list of works

• Kearns and Singh, 1999
• Kakade, 2003
• Kearns et al., 2002
• Azar et al., 2013
• Sidford et al., 2018a, 2018b
• Wang, 2019
• Agarwal et al., 2019
• Wainwright, 2019a, 2019b
• Pananjady and Wainwright, 2019
• Yang and Wang, 2019
• Khamaru et al., 2020
• Mou et al., 2020
• Cui and Yang, 2021
• . . .

36/ 66



Model estimation

Sampling: for each (s, a),
collect N ind. samples
{(s, a, s′

(i))}1≤i≤N

Empirical estimates:

P̂ (s′|s, a) = 1
N

N∑

i=1
1{s′

(i) = s′}
︸ ︷︷ ︸

empirical frequency
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Empirical MDP + planning

— Azar et al., 2013, Agarwal et al., 2019

Find policy︸ ︷︷ ︸
using, e.g., policy iteration

based on the empirical MDP︸ ︷︷ ︸
(P̂ , r)

(empirical maximizer)

38/ 66



Challenges in the sample-starved regime

truth: P ∈ RSA×S empirical estimate:
P̂

• Can’t recover P faithfully if sample size ≪ S2A!

• Can we trust our policy estimate when reliable model estimation
is infeasible?
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ℓ∞-based sample complexity

Theorem (Agarwal, Kakade, Yang ’19)
For any 0 < ε ≤ 1√

1−γ
, the optimal policy π̂⋆ of empirical MDP

achieves
∥V π̂⋆ − V ⋆∥∞ ≤ ε

with high prob., with sample complexity at most

Õ

(
SA

(1 − γ)3ε2

)

• matches minimax lower bound: Ω̃( SA
(1−γ)3ε2 ) when ε ≤ 1√

1−γ

(equivalently, when sample size exceeds SA
(1−γ)2 ) Azar et al., 2013
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Agarwal et al., 2019 still requires a burn-in sample size ≳ SA
(1−γ)2

Question: is it possible to break this sample size barrier?
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Perturbed model-based approach (Li et al. ’24)

— Li, Wei, Chi, Chen, 2024

Find policy based on empirical MDP w/ slightly perturbed rewards
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Optimal ℓ∞-based sample complexity

Theorem (Li, Wei, Chi, Chen ’20; OR ’24)
For any 0 < ε ≤ 1

1−γ , the optimal policy π̂⋆
p of perturbed empirical

MDP achieves
∥V π̂⋆

p − V ⋆∥∞ ≤ ε

with high prob., with sample complexity at most

Õ

(
SA

(1 − γ)3ε2

)

• matches minimax lower bound: Ω̃( SA
(1−γ)3ε2 ) Azar et al., 2013

• full ε-range: ε ∈ (
0, 1

1−γ ] −→ no burn-in cost
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Prior art for asynchronous Q-learning

Question: how many samples are needed to ensure Î ‚Q≠QıÎŒ Æ Á?

paper sample complexity learning rate

Even-Dar & Mansour ’03 (tcover)
1

1≠“

(1≠“)4Á2 linear: 1
t

Even-Dar & Mansour ’03
!

t1+3Ê
cover

(1≠“)4Á2

" 1
Ê +

!
tcover
1≠“

" 1
1≠Ê poly: 1

tÊ , Ê œ ( 1
2 , 1)

Beck & Srikant ’12 t3cover|S||A|
(1≠“)5Á2 constant

Qu & Wierman ’20 tmix
µ2

min(1≠“)5Á2 rescaled linear

paper sample complexity learning rate

Even-Dar & Mansour ’03 (tmix|S||A|)
1

1≠“

(1≠“)4Á2 linear: 1
t

Even-Dar & Mansour ’03 (tmix|S||A|)4.29
(1≠“)5Á2 poly: 1

tÊ , Ê œ ( 1
2 , 1)

Beck & Srikant ’12 t3mix|S|
3|A|3

(1≠“)5Á2 constant

Qu & Wierman ’20 tmix|S|2|A|2
(1≠“)5Á2 rescaled linear

if we take µmin ® 1
|S||A| , tcover ® tmix

µmin

All prior results require a sample size of at least tmix|S|2|A|2!
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Model based RL is minimax optimal under generative models
and does NOT suffer from a sample size barrier



Part 1

1. Basics: Markov decision processes

2. RL w/ a generative model (simulator)
◦ model-based algorithms (a “plug-in” approach)
◦ model-free algorithms



Model-based vs. model-free RL

Model-based approach (“plug-in”)
1. build empirical estimate P̂ for P

2. planning based on empirical P̂

Model-free / value-based approach
— learning w/o modeling & estimating environment explicitly
— memory-efficient, online, . . .

46/ 66



Focus of this part: classical Q-learning algorithm and its variants



A starting point: Bellman optimality principle

Bellman operator

T (Q)(s, a) := r(s, a)︸ ︷︷ ︸
immediate reward

+ γ E
s′∼P (·|s,a)

[
max
a′∈A

Q(s′, a′)
︸ ︷︷ ︸
next state’s value

]

• one-step look-ahead

Bellman equation: Q⋆ is unique solution to

T (Q⋆) = Q⋆

• takeaway message: it suffices to solve the
Bellman equation

• challenge: how to solve it using stochastic
samples?

Richard Bellman
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Q-learning: a stochastic approximation algorithm

Chris Watkins Peter Dayan

Stochastic approximation︸ ︷︷ ︸
Robbins & Monro, 1951

for solving the Bellman equation

T (Q) − Q = 0
where

T (Q)(s, a) := r(s, a)︸ ︷︷ ︸
immediate reward

+ γ E
s′∼P (·|s,a)

[
max
a′∈A

Q(s′, a′)
︸ ︷︷ ︸
next state’s value

]
.
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Q-learning: a stochastic approximation algorithm

Chris Watkins Peter Dayan

Stochastic approximation for solving Bellman equation T (Q) − Q = 0

Qt+1(s, a) = Qt(s, a) + ηt
(Tt(Qt)(s, a) − Qt(s, a)

)
︸ ︷︷ ︸

sample transition (s,a,s′)

, t ≥ 0

Tt(Q)(s, a) = r(s, a) + γ max
a′

Q(s′, a′)

T (Q)(s, a) = r(s, a) + γ E
s′∼P (·|s,a)

[
max

a′
Q(s′, a′)

]
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A generative model / simulator

— Kearns, Singh, 1999

Each iteration, draw an independent sample (s, a, s′) for given (s, a)

51/ 66



Synchronous Q-learning

Chris Watkins Peter Dayan

for t = 0, 1, . . . , T

for each (s, a) ∈ S × A
draw a sample (s, a, s′), run

Qt+1(s, a) = (1 − ηt)Qt(s, a) + ηt

{
r(s, a) + γ max

a′
Qt(s′, a′)

}

synchronous: all state-action pairs are updated simultaneously

• total sample size: TSA
52/ 66



Sample complexity of synchronous Q-learning

Theorem (Li, Cai, Chen, Wei, Chi ’21, OR’24)

For any 0 < ε ≤ 1, synchronous Q-learning yields ∥Q̂ − Q⋆∥∞ ≤ ε
with high prob. and E[∥Q̂ − Q⋆∥∞] ≤ ε, with sample size at most





Õ
(

SA
(1−γ)4ε2

)
if A ≥ 2

(?)

Õ
(

S
(1−γ)3ε2

)
if A = 1 (TD learning)

• Covers both constant and rescaled linear learning rates:

ηt ≡ 1
1 + c1(1−γ)T

log2 T

or ηt = 1
1 + c2(1−γ)t

log2 T

other papers sample complexity

Even-Dar & Mansour, 2003 2
1

1−γ SA
(1−γ)4ε2

Beck, Srikant, 2012 S2A2
(1−γ)5ε2

Wainwright, 2019 SA
(1−γ)5ε2

Chen, Maguluri, Shakkottai, Shanmugam, 2020 SA
(1−γ)5ε2
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All this requires sample size at least SA
(1−γ)4ε2 (A ≥ 2) . . .
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(log scale)
• Sharpened sample complexity for sync Q-learning: |S||A|

(1≠“)4Á2

• Demonstrates that vanilla Q-learning is NOT minimax optimal

— minimax lower bound: |S||A|
(1≠“)3Á2 (Azar et al ’13)

10/ 11

Takeaway message

Prior art for asynchronous Q-learning

Question: how many samples are needed to ensure Î ‚Q≠QıÎŒ Æ Á?

paper sample complexity learning rate

Even-Dar & Mansour ’03 (tcover)
1

1≠“

(1≠“)4Á2 linear: 1
t

Even-Dar & Mansour ’03
�

t1+3�
cover

(1≠“)4Á2

� 1
� +

�
tcover
1≠“

� 1
1≠� poly: 1

t� , � � ( 1
2 , 1)

Beck & Srikant ’12 t3cover|S||A|
(1≠“)5Á2 constant

Qu & Wierman ’20 tmix
µ2

min(1≠“)5Á2 rescaled linear

paper sample complexity learning rate

Even-Dar & Mansour ’03 (tmix|S||A|)
1

1≠“

(1≠“)4Á2 linear: 1
t

Even-Dar & Mansour ’03 (tmix|S||A|)4.29
(1≠“)5Á2 poly: 1

t� , � � ( 1
2 , 1)

Beck & Srikant ’12 t3mix|S|
3|A|3

(1≠“)5Á2 constant

Qu & Wierman ’20 tmix|S|2|A|2
(1≠“)5Á2 rescaled linear

if we take µmin � 1
|S||A| , tcover � tmix

µmin

All prior results require a sample size of at least tmix|S|2|A|2!

19/ 28

Prior art for asynchronous Q-learning

Question: how many samples are needed to ensure Î ‚Q≠QıÎŒ Æ Á?

paper sample complexity learning rate

Even-Dar & Mansour ’03 (tcover)
1

1≠“

(1≠“)4Á2 linear: 1
t

Even-Dar & Mansour ’03
�

t1+3�
cover

(1≠“)4Á2

� 1
� +

�
tcover
1≠“

� 1
1≠� poly: 1

t� , � � ( 1
2 , 1)

Beck & Srikant ’12 t3cover|S||A|
(1≠“)5Á2 constant

Qu & Wierman ’20 tmix
µ2

min(1≠“)5Á2 rescaled linear

paper sample complexity learning rate

Even-Dar & Mansour ’03 (tmix|S||A|)
1

1≠“

(1≠“)4Á2 linear: 1
t

Even-Dar & Mansour ’03 (tmix|S||A|)4.29
(1≠“)5Á2 poly: 1

t� , � � ( 1
2 , 1)

Beck & Srikant ’12 t3mix|S|
3|A|3

(1≠“)5Á2 constant

Qu & Wierman ’20 tmix|S|2|A|2
(1≠“)5Á2 rescaled linear

if we take µmin � 1
|S||A| , tcover � tmix

µmin

All prior results require a sample size of at least tmix|S|2|A|2!

19/ 28

1

1 � �
<latexit sha1_base64="ruHvB5gQNVKHpwmJqWeG9qWN6Jk=">AAAB+3icbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/Yj16WSyCF0sigh6LXjxWsB/QlLLZbtqlu5uwuxFLyF/x4kERr/4Rb/4bt20O2vpg4PHeDDPzwoQzbTzv2ymtrW9sbpW3Kzu7e/sH7mG1reNUEdoiMY9VN8SaciZpyzDDaTdRFIuQ0044uZ35nUeqNIvlg5kmtC/wSLKIEWysNHCrQaQwyfw888+DERYC5wO35tW9OdAq8QtSgwLNgfsVDGOSCioN4Vjrnu8lpp9hZRjhNK8EqaYJJhM8oj1LJRZU97P57Tk6tcoQRbGyJQ2aq78nMiy0norQdgpsxnrZm4n/eb3URNf9jMkkNVSSxaIo5cjEaBYEGjJFieFTSzBRzN6KyBjbMIyNq2JD8JdfXiXti7rv1f37y1rjpoijDMdwAmfgwxU04A6a0AICT/AMr/Dm5M6L8+58LFpLTjFzBH/gfP4As0GUNQ==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="Q3VqNnYydzM7FG6EJTAv+YLsM5s=">AAACIHicjVBNSwMxFMzWr1q/1nr0EiyCF8uuCHosevGoYFuhXcrbNNuGJtklyYpl2b/iwYt/xYuI3vTXmLZ70NaDA4FhZh4vb8KEM20879MpLS2vrK6V1ysbm1vbO+5utaXjVBHaJDGP1V0ImnImadMww+ldoiiIkNN2OLqc+O17qjSL5a0ZJzQQMJAsYgSMlXputRspIJmfZ/5xdwBCQN5za17dmwIvEr8gNVTgf/Ge+9HtxyQVVBrCQeuO7yUmyEAZRjjNK91U0wTICAa0Y6kEQXWQTQ/M8aFV+jiKlX3S4Kn6cyIDofVYhDYpwAz1vDcR//I6qYnOg4zJJDVUktmiKOXYxHjSFu4zRYnhY0uAKGb/iskQbGPGdlqxp/vzhy6S1knd9+r+zWmtcVF0Vkb76AAdIR+doQa6QteoiQh6QI/oGb06T86L8+a8z6Ilp5jZQ7/gfH0DDKKbrg==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="Q3VqNnYydzM7FG6EJTAv+YLsM5s=">AAACIHicjVBNSwMxFMzWr1q/1nr0EiyCF8uuCHosevGoYFuhXcrbNNuGJtklyYpl2b/iwYt/xYuI3vTXmLZ70NaDA4FhZh4vb8KEM20879MpLS2vrK6V1ysbm1vbO+5utaXjVBHaJDGP1V0ImnImadMww+ldoiiIkNN2OLqc+O17qjSL5a0ZJzQQMJAsYgSMlXputRspIJmfZ/5xdwBCQN5za17dmwIvEr8gNVTgf/Ge+9HtxyQVVBrCQeuO7yUmyEAZRjjNK91U0wTICAa0Y6kEQXWQTQ/M8aFV+jiKlX3S4Kn6cyIDofVYhDYpwAz1vDcR//I6qYnOg4zJJDVUktmiKOXYxHjSFu4zRYnhY0uAKGb/iskQbGPGdlqxp/vzhy6S1knd9+r+zWmtcVF0Vkb76AAdIR+doQa6QteoiQh6QI/oGb06T86L8+a8z6Ilp5jZQ7/gfH0DDKKbrg==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="Q3VqNnYydzM7FG6EJTAv+YLsM5s=">AAACIHicjVBNSwMxFMzWr1q/1nr0EiyCF8uuCHosevGoYFuhXcrbNNuGJtklyYpl2b/iwYt/xYuI3vTXmLZ70NaDA4FhZh4vb8KEM20879MpLS2vrK6V1ysbm1vbO+5utaXjVBHaJDGP1V0ImnImadMww+ldoiiIkNN2OLqc+O17qjSL5a0ZJzQQMJAsYgSMlXputRspIJmfZ/5xdwBCQN5za17dmwIvEr8gNVTgf/Ge+9HtxyQVVBrCQeuO7yUmyEAZRjjNK91U0wTICAa0Y6kEQXWQTQ/M8aFV+jiKlX3S4Kn6cyIDofVYhDYpwAz1vDcR//I6qYnOg4zJJDVUktmiKOXYxHjSFu4zRYnhY0uAKGb/iskQbGPGdlqxp/vzhy6S1knd9+r+zWmtcVF0Vkb76AAdIR+doQa6QteoiQh6QI/oGb06T86L8+a8z6Ilp5jZQ7/gfH0DDKKbrg==</latexit>

|S||A|

(1�
�)

4 �2

<latexit sha1_base64="lPnFN4OWaCFB2yI6g650iGCas40="></latexit><latexit sha1_base64="jBV6ajkAXPR/l5Jk4a1Mg0t6rlk="></latexit><latexit sha1_base64="jBV6ajkAXPR/l5Jk4a1Mg0t6rlk="></latexit><latexit sha1_base64="jBV6ajkAXPR/l5Jk4a1Mg0t6rlk="></latexit>

|S|
|A|

(1
� �

)5
�
2

<latexit sha1_base64="P8K7+fhcLAEhKvYuSV27PEh0dew="></latexit><latexit sha1_base64="4OKtFpiNhixucIYUB4CQVcyaJOQ="></latexit><latexit sha1_base64="4OKtFpiNhixucIYUB4CQVcyaJOQ="></latexit><latexit sha1_base64="4OKtFpiNhixucIYUB4CQVcyaJOQ="></latexit>

|S||A|

(1 � �)3�
2

<latexit sha1_base64="+Yj8whj4tDrIRk5Ea0Xt/1rK+ig="></latexit><latexit sha1_base64="mTb2MStTG8JcVpxnofeLihZnD4g="></latexit><latexit sha1_base64="mTb2MStTG8JcVpxnofeLihZnD4g="></latexit><latexit sha1_base64="mTb2MStTG8JcVpxnofeLihZnD4g="></latexit>

(log scale)
• Sharpened sample complexity for sync Q-learning: |S||A|

(1≠“)4Á2

• Demonstrates that vanilla Q-learning is NOT minimax optimal

— minimax lower bound: |S||A|
(1≠“)3Á2 (Azar et al ’13)
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Question: Is Q-learning sub-optimal, or is it an analysis artifact?



All this requires sample size at least SA
(1−γ)4ε2 (A ≥ 2) . . .

Prior art for asynchronous Q-learning

Question: how many samples are needed to ensure Î ‚Q≠QıÎŒ Æ Á?
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All prior results require a sample size of at least tmix|S|2|A|2!
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Takeaway message

Prior art for asynchronous Q-learning

Question: how many samples are needed to ensure Î ‚Q≠QıÎŒ Æ Á?
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All prior results require a sample size of at least tmix|S|2|A|2!
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(log scale)
• Sharpened sample complexity for sync Q-learning: |S||A|

(1≠“)4Á2

• Demonstrates that vanilla Q-learning is NOT minimax optimal

— minimax lower bound: |S||A|
(1≠“)3Á2 (Azar et al ’13)
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Question: Is Q-learning sub-optimal, or is it an analysis artifact?



A numerical example: SA
(1−γ)4ε2 samples seem necessary . . .

— observed in Wainwright ’19

p = 4γ − 1
3γ

r(0, 1) = 0, r(1, 1) = r(1, 2) = 1

55/ 66



Q-learning is NOT minimax optimal

Theorem (Li, Cai, Chen, Wei, Chi ’21, OR’24)
For any 0 < ε ≤ 1, there exists an MDP with A ≥ 2 such that to
achieve ∥Q̂ − Q⋆∥∞ ≤ ε, synchronous Q-learning needs at least

Ω̃
(

SA

(1 − γ)4ε2

)
samples

• Tight algorithm-dependent lower bound
• Holds for both constant and rescaled linear learning rates
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Prior art for asynchronous Q-learning

Question: how many samples are needed to ensure Î ‚Q≠QıÎŒ Æ Á?

paper sample complexity learning rate

Even-Dar & Mansour ’03 (tcover)
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t
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!
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" 1
Ê +
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1≠“

" 1
1≠Ê poly: 1

tÊ , Ê œ ( 1
2 , 1)

Beck & Srikant ’12 t3cover|S||A|
(1≠“)5Á2 constant

Qu & Wierman ’20 tmix
µ2

min(1≠“)5Á2 rescaled linear

paper sample complexity learning rate

Even-Dar & Mansour ’03 (tmix|S||A|)
1

1≠“

(1≠“)4Á2 linear: 1
t

Even-Dar & Mansour ’03 (tmix|S||A|)4.29
(1≠“)5Á2 poly: 1
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3|A|3

(1≠“)5Á2 constant

Qu & Wierman ’20 tmix|S|2|A|2
(1≠“)5Á2 rescaled linear

if we take µmin ® 1
|S||A| , tcover ® tmix

µmin

All prior results require a sample size of at least tmix|S|2|A|2!
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(log scale)
• Sharpened sample complexity for sync Q-learning: |S||A|

(1≠“)4Á2

• Demonstrates that vanilla Q-learning is NOT minimax optimal

— minimax lower bound: |S||A|
(1≠“)3Á2 (Azar et al ’13)
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Q-learning is NOT minimax optimal

Theorem (Li, Cai, Chen, Wei, Chi ’21, OR’24)
For any 0 < ε ≤ 1, there exists an MDP with A ≥ 2 such that to
achieve ∥Q̂ − Q⋆∥∞ ≤ ε, synchronous Q-learning needs at least

Ω̃
(

SA

(1 − γ)4ε2

)
samples

• Tight algorithm-dependent lower bound
• Holds for both constant and rescaled linear learning rates

s = 0
<latexit sha1_base64="U6WXQblKGh85jddFNvqN2w7OFQo=">AAAB7HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0lqQS9CwYvHCqYttKFstpt26WYTdidCKf0NXjwo4tUf5M1/47bNQVsfDDzem2FmXphKYdB1v53CxubW9k5xt7S3f3B4VD4+aZkk04z7LJGJ7oTUcCkU91Gg5J1UcxqHkrfD8d3cbz9xbUSiHnGS8iCmQyUiwShayTfklrj9csWtuguQdeLlpAI5mv3yV2+QsCzmCpmkxnQ9N8VgSjUKJvms1MsMTykb0yHvWqpozE0wXRw7IxdWGZAo0bYUkoX6e2JKY2MmcWg7Y4ojs+rNxf+8bobRTTAVKs2QK7ZcFGWSYELmn5OB0JyhnFhCmRb2VsJGVFOGNp+SDcFbfXmdtGpV76pae6hXGvU8jiKcwTlcggfX0IB7aIIPDAQ8wyu8Ocp5cd6dj2VrwclnTuEPnM8feHGNwg==</latexit>
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<latexit sha1_base64="M12rUwvsKTCSWc8Hzyng+LaS4Og=">AAAB7HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0lqQS9CwYvHCqYttKFstpt26WYTdidCKf0NXjwo4tUf5M1/47bNQVsfDDzem2FmXphKYdB1v53CxubW9k5xt7S3f3B4VD4+aZkk04z7LJGJ7oTUcCkU91Gg5J1UcxqHkrfD8d3cbz9xbUSiHnGS8iCmQyUiwShayTfklnj9csWtuguQdeLlpAI5mv3yV2+QsCzmCpmkxnQ9N8VgSjUKJvms1MsMTykb0yHvWqpozE0wXRw7IxdWGZAo0bYUkoX6e2JKY2MmcWg7Y4ojs+rNxf+8bobRTTAVKs2QK7ZcFGWSYELmn5OB0JyhnFhCmRb2VsJGVFOGNp+SDcFbfXmdtGpV76pae6hXGvU8jiKcwTlcggfX0IB7aIIPDAQ8wyu8Ocp5cd6dj2VrwclnTuEPnM8fefWNww==</latexit>
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<latexit sha1_base64="TQ6SpB9YKWeCJGb5mUhHbb62RcU=">AAAB6HicbVBNS8NAEJ34WetX1aOXxSJ4Kkkt6LHgxWML9gPaUDbbSbt2swm7G6GE/gIvHhTx6k/y5r9x2+agrQ8GHu/NMDMvSATXxnW/nY3Nre2d3cJecf/g8Oi4dHLa1nGqGLZYLGLVDahGwSW2DDcCu4lCGgUCO8Hkbu53nlBpHssHM03Qj+hI8pAzaqzUTAalsltxFyDrxMtJGXI0BqWv/jBmaYTSMEG17nluYvyMKsOZwFmxn2pMKJvQEfYslTRC7WeLQ2fk0ipDEsbKljRkof6eyGik9TQKbGdEzVivenPxP6+XmvDWz7hMUoOSLReFqSAmJvOvyZArZEZMLaFMcXsrYWOqKDM2m6INwVt9eZ20qxXvulJt1sr1Wh5HAc7hAq7Agxuowz00oAUMEJ7hFd6cR+fFeXc+lq0bTj5zBn/gfP4A1zGM6g==</latexit>
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<latexit sha1_base64="d4o3Ms3ALdTBru/8lcKmrFKMgQE=">AAAB6HicbVBNS8NAEJ34WetX1aOXxSJ4Kkkt6LHgxWML9gPaUDbbSbt2swm7G6GE/gIvHhTx6k/y5r9x2+agrQ8GHu/NMDMvSATXxnW/nY3Nre2d3cJecf/g8Oi4dHLa1nGqGLZYLGLVDahGwSW2DDcCu4lCGgUCO8Hkbu53nlBpHssHM03Qj+hI8pAzaqzU9AalsltxFyDrxMtJGXI0BqWv/jBmaYTSMEG17nluYvyMKsOZwFmxn2pMKJvQEfYslTRC7WeLQ2fk0ipDEsbKljRkof6eyGik9TQKbGdEzVivenPxP6+XmvDWz7hMUoOSLReFqSAmJvOvyZArZEZMLaFMcXsrYWOqKDM2m6INwVt9eZ20qxXvulJt1sr1Wh5HAc7hAq7Agxuowz00oAUMEJ7hFd6cR+fFeXc+lq0bTj5zBn/gfP4Ad7WMqw==</latexit>
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Prior art for asynchronous Q-learning

Question: how many samples are needed to ensure Î ‚Q≠QıÎŒ Æ Á?

paper sample complexity learning rate

Even-Dar & Mansour ’03 (tcover)
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Ê +

!
tcover
1≠“

" 1
1≠Ê poly: 1

tÊ , Ê œ ( 1
2 , 1)

Beck & Srikant ’12 t3cover|S||A|
(1≠“)5Á2 constant

Qu & Wierman ’20 tmix
µ2

min(1≠“)5Á2 rescaled linear

paper sample complexity learning rate

Even-Dar & Mansour ’03 (tmix|S||A|)
1

1≠“

(1≠“)4Á2 linear: 1
t

Even-Dar & Mansour ’03 (tmix|S||A|)4.29
(1≠“)5Á2 poly: 1

tÊ , Ê œ ( 1
2 , 1)

Beck & Srikant ’12 t3mix|S|
3|A|3

(1≠“)5Á2 constant

Qu & Wierman ’20 tmix|S|2|A|2
(1≠“)5Á2 rescaled linear

if we take µmin ® 1
|S||A| , tcover ® tmix

µmin

All prior results require a sample size of at least tmix|S|2|A|2!
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<latexit sha1_base64="ruHvB5gQNVKHpwmJqWeG9qWN6Jk=">AAAB+3icbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/Yj16WSyCF0sigh6LXjxWsB/QlLLZbtqlu5uwuxFLyF/x4kERr/4Rb/4bt20O2vpg4PHeDDPzwoQzbTzv2ymtrW9sbpW3Kzu7e/sH7mG1reNUEdoiMY9VN8SaciZpyzDDaTdRFIuQ0044uZ35nUeqNIvlg5kmtC/wSLKIEWysNHCrQaQwyfw888+DERYC5wO35tW9OdAq8QtSgwLNgfsVDGOSCioN4Vjrnu8lpp9hZRjhNK8EqaYJJhM8oj1LJRZU97P57Tk6tcoQRbGyJQ2aq78nMiy0norQdgpsxnrZm4n/eb3URNf9jMkkNVSSxaIo5cjEaBYEGjJFieFTSzBRzN6KyBjbMIyNq2JD8JdfXiXti7rv1f37y1rjpoijDMdwAmfgwxU04A6a0AICT/AMr/Dm5M6L8+58LFpLTjFzBH/gfP4As0GUNQ==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="Q3VqNnYydzM7FG6EJTAv+YLsM5s=">AAACIHicjVBNSwMxFMzWr1q/1nr0EiyCF8uuCHosevGoYFuhXcrbNNuGJtklyYpl2b/iwYt/xYuI3vTXmLZ70NaDA4FhZh4vb8KEM20879MpLS2vrK6V1ysbm1vbO+5utaXjVBHaJDGP1V0ImnImadMww+ldoiiIkNN2OLqc+O17qjSL5a0ZJzQQMJAsYgSMlXputRspIJmfZ/5xdwBCQN5za17dmwIvEr8gNVTgf/Ge+9HtxyQVVBrCQeuO7yUmyEAZRjjNK91U0wTICAa0Y6kEQXWQTQ/M8aFV+jiKlX3S4Kn6cyIDofVYhDYpwAz1vDcR//I6qYnOg4zJJDVUktmiKOXYxHjSFu4zRYnhY0uAKGb/iskQbGPGdlqxp/vzhy6S1knd9+r+zWmtcVF0Vkb76AAdIR+doQa6QteoiQh6QI/oGb06T86L8+a8z6Ilp5jZQ7/gfH0DDKKbrg==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="Q3VqNnYydzM7FG6EJTAv+YLsM5s=">AAACIHicjVBNSwMxFMzWr1q/1nr0EiyCF8uuCHosevGoYFuhXcrbNNuGJtklyYpl2b/iwYt/xYuI3vTXmLZ70NaDA4FhZh4vb8KEM20879MpLS2vrK6V1ysbm1vbO+5utaXjVBHaJDGP1V0ImnImadMww+ldoiiIkNN2OLqc+O17qjSL5a0ZJzQQMJAsYgSMlXputRspIJmfZ/5xdwBCQN5za17dmwIvEr8gNVTgf/Ge+9HtxyQVVBrCQeuO7yUmyEAZRjjNK91U0wTICAa0Y6kEQXWQTQ/M8aFV+jiKlX3S4Kn6cyIDofVYhDYpwAz1vDcR//I6qYnOg4zJJDVUktmiKOXYxHjSFu4zRYnhY0uAKGb/iskQbGPGdlqxp/vzhy6S1knd9+r+zWmtcVF0Vkb76AAdIR+doQa6QteoiQh6QI/oGb06T86L8+a8z6Ilp5jZQ7/gfH0DDKKbrg==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="Q3VqNnYydzM7FG6EJTAv+YLsM5s=">AAACIHicjVBNSwMxFMzWr1q/1nr0EiyCF8uuCHosevGoYFuhXcrbNNuGJtklyYpl2b/iwYt/xYuI3vTXmLZ70NaDA4FhZh4vb8KEM20879MpLS2vrK6V1ysbm1vbO+5utaXjVBHaJDGP1V0ImnImadMww+ldoiiIkNN2OLqc+O17qjSL5a0ZJzQQMJAsYgSMlXputRspIJmfZ/5xdwBCQN5za17dmwIvEr8gNVTgf/Ge+9HtxyQVVBrCQeuO7yUmyEAZRjjNK91U0wTICAa0Y6kEQXWQTQ/M8aFV+jiKlX3S4Kn6cyIDofVYhDYpwAz1vDcR//I6qYnOg4zJJDVUktmiKOXYxHjSFu4zRYnhY0uAKGb/iskQbGPGdlqxp/vzhy6S1knd9+r+zWmtcVF0Vkb76AAdIR+doQa6QteoiQh6QI/oGb06T86L8+a8z6Ilp5jZQ7/gfH0DDKKbrg==</latexit>
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(1≠“)3Á2 (Azar et al ’13)
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Q-learning is NOT minimax optimal

Theorem (Li, Cai, Chen, Wei, Chi ’21, OR’24)
For any 0 < ε ≤ 1, there exists an MDP with A ≥ 2 such that to
achieve ∥Q̂ − Q⋆∥∞ ≤ ε, synchronous Q-learning needs at least

Ω̃
(

SA

(1 − γ)4ε2

)
samples

• Tight algorithm-dependent lower bound
• Holds for both constant and rescaled linear learning rates
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Prior art for asynchronous Q-learning

Question: how many samples are needed to ensure Î ‚Q≠QıÎŒ Æ Á?

paper sample complexity learning rate
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Beck & Srikant ’12 t3cover|S||A|
(1≠“)5Á2 constant

Qu & Wierman ’20 tmix
µ2

min(1≠“)5Á2 rescaled linear

paper sample complexity learning rate

Even-Dar & Mansour ’03 (tmix|S||A|)
1

1≠“

(1≠“)4Á2 linear: 1
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3|A|3

(1≠“)5Á2 constant

Qu & Wierman ’20 tmix|S|2|A|2
(1≠“)5Á2 rescaled linear

if we take µmin ® 1
|S||A| , tcover ® tmix

µmin

All prior results require a sample size of at least tmix|S|2|A|2!
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All prior results require a sample size of at least tmix|S|2|A|2!
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• Sharpened sample complexity for sync Q-learning: |S||A|
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• Demonstrates that vanilla Q-learning is NOT minimax optimal

— minimax lower bound: |S||A|
(1≠“)3Á2 (Azar et al ’13)
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Why is Q-learning sub-optimal?

Over-estimation of Q-functions (Thrun & Schwartz ’93; Hasselt ’10)

• maxa∈A E[X(a)] tends to be
over-estimated (high positive
bias) when E[X(a)] is replaced
by its empirical estimates using a
small sample size

• often gets worse with a large
number of actions (Hasselt, Guez,
Silver ’15)

A provable improvement: Q-learning with variance reduction
(Wainwright 2019)
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Improving sample complexity via variance reduction

— a powerful idea from finite-sum stochastic optimization



Variance-reduced Q-learning updates (Wainwright, 2019)
— inspired by SVRG (Johnson & Zhang, 2013)

Qt(s, a) = (1 − η)Qt−1(s, a) + η
(
Tt(Qt−1) −Tt(Q) + T̃ (Q)︸ ︷︷ ︸

use Q to help reduce variability

)
(s, a)

• Q: some reference Q-estimate
• T̃ : empirical Bellman operator (using a batch of samples)

Tt(Q)(s, a) = r(s, a) + γ max
a′

Q(s′, a′)

T̃ (Q)(s, a) = r(s, a) + γ E
s′∼P̃ (·|s,a)

[
max

a′
Q(s′, a′)

]
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An epoch-based stochastic algorithm

— inspired by Johnson & Zhang, 2013

for each epoch
1. update Q and T̃ (Q) (which stay fixed in the rest of the epoch)
2. run variance-reduced Q-learning updates iteratively
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Sample complexity of variance-reduced Q-learning

Theorem (Wainwright ’19)
For any 0 < ε ≤ 1, sample complexity for variance-reduced
synchronous Q-learning to yield ∥Q̂ − Q⋆∥∞ ≤ ε is at most

Õ

(
SA

(1 − γ)3ε2

)

• allows for more aggressive learning rates

• minimax-optimal for 0 < ε ≤ 1
◦ remains suboptimal if 1 < ε < 1

1−γ
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