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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 approach
— learning w/o modeling & estimating environment explicitly
— memory-efficient, online, . . .
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Focus of this part: classical Q-learning algorithm and beyond



Model-free RL

1. Basics of Q-learning

2. Synchronous Q-learning and variance reduction (simulator)

3. Asynchronous Q-learning (Markovian data)

4. Q-learning with lower confidence bounds (offline RL)

5. Q-learning with upper confidence bounds (online RL)



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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A detour: stochastic approximation

• Goal: solve
G (x) = E

[
g (x; ξ)

]
= 0

◦ ξ: randomness in problem

• What we can query: for any given input x, we receive a
random sample g(x; ξ) obeying E

[
g(x; ξ)

]
= G(x)
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Stochastic approximation (Robbins, Monro ’51)

Herbert Robbins Sutton Monro

stochastic approximation

xt+1 = xt − ηt g(xt; ξt) (1)

where g(xt; ξt) is unbiased estimate of G(xt), i.e.

E
[
g(xt; ξt)

]
= G(xt)

a stochastic algorithm for finding roots of G(x) := E[g(x; ξ)]
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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) + γmax
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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Model-free RL

1. Basics of Q-learning

2. Synchronous Q-learning and variance reduction (simulator)

3. Asynchronous Q-learning (Markovian data)

4. Q-learning with lower confidence bounds (offline RL)

5. Q-learning with upper confidence bounds (online RL)



A generative model / simulator

— Kearns, Singh ’99

In each iteration, collect an independent sample (s, a, s′) for each
(s, a)
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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) + γmax

a′
Qt(s′, a′)

}

synchronous: all state-action pairs are updated simultaneously
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Sample complexity of synchronous Q-learning

Theorem 1 (Li, Cai, Chen, Gu, Wei, Chi ’21)

For any 0 < ε ≤ 1, synchronous Q-learning yields ‖Q̂−Q?‖∞ ≤ ε
with high prob., with sample complexity (i.e., T |S||A|) at most

Õ

( |S||A|
(1− γ)4ε2

)

• 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 ’03 2
1

1−γ |S||A|
(1−γ)4ε2

Beck & Srikant ’12 |S|2|A|2
(1−γ)5ε2

Wainwright ’19 |S||A|
(1−γ)5ε2

Chen et al. ’20 |S||A|
(1−γ)5ε2
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All this requires sample size at least |S||A|
(1−γ)4ε2 . . .

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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paper sample complexity learning rate

Even-Dar & Mansour ’03 (tcover)
1

1≠“

(1≠“)4Á2 linear: 1
t

Even-Dar & Mansour ’03
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t1+3�
cover
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� 1
� +

�
tcover
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1≠� poly: 1
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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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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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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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Question
: Is Q-learning sub-optimal, or is it an analysis artifact?

Question: Is Q-learning sub-optimal, or is it an analysis artifact?



All this requires sample size at least |S||A|
(1−γ)4ε2 . . .
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|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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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!
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Question
: Is Q-learning sub-optimal, or is it an analysis artifact?

Question: Is Q-learning sub-optimal, or is it an analysis artifact?



A numerical example: |S||A|
(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

15/ 58



Q-learning is NOT minimax optimal

Theorem 2 (Li, Cai, Chen, Gu, Wei, Chi, 2021)
For any 0 < ε ≤ 1, there exist an MDP such that to achieve
‖Q̂−Q?‖∞ ≤ ε, synchronous Q-learning needs at least

Ω̃
( |S||A|

(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>

s = 1
<latexit sha1_base64="M12rUwvsKTCSWc8Hzyng+LaS4Og=">AAAB7HicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0lqQS9CwYvHCqYttKFstpt26WYTdidCKf0NXjwo4tUf5M1/47bNQVsfDDzem2FmXphKYdB1v53CxubW9k5xt7S3f3B4VD4+aZkk04z7LJGJ7oTUcCkU91Gg5J1UcxqHkrfD8d3cbz9xbUSiHnGS8iCmQyUiwShayTfklnj9csWtuguQdeLlpAI5mv3yV2+QsCzmCpmkxnQ9N8VgSjUKJvms1MsMTykb0yHvWqpozE0wXRw7IxdWGZAo0bYUkoX6e2JKY2MmcWg7Y4ojs+rNxf+8bobRTTAVKs2QK7ZcFGWSYELmn5OB0JyhnFhCmRb2VsJGVFOGNp+SDcFbfXmdtGpV76pae6hXGvU8jiKcwTlcggfX0IB7aIIPDAQ8wyu8Ocp5cd6dj2VrwclnTuEPnM8fefWNww==</latexit>
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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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(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 2 (Li, Cai, Chen, Gu, Wei, Chi, 2021)
For any 0 < ε ≤ 1, there exist an MDP such that to achieve
‖Q̂−Q?‖∞ ≤ ε, synchronous Q-learning needs at least

Ω̃
( |S||A|

(1− γ)4ε2

)
samples

• Tight algorithm-dependent lower bound
• Holds for both constant and rescaled linear learning rates
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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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(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 2 (Li, Cai, Chen, Gu, Wei, Chi, 2021)
For any 0 < ε ≤ 1, there exist an MDP such that to achieve
‖Q̂−Q?‖∞ ≤ ε, synchronous Q-learning needs at least

Ω̃
( |S||A|

(1− γ)4ε2

)
samples

• Tight algorithm-dependent lower bound
• Holds for both constant and rescaled linear learning rates
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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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(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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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)
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Improving sample complexity via variance reduction



A detour: finite-sum optimization

minimizex∈Rd F (x) := 1
n

n∑

i=1
fi(x)

• F (·): µ-strongly convex

• fi: convex and L-smooth (i.e., ∇fi is L-Lipschitz)

• κ := L/µ: condition number

19/ 58



Recall: SGD theory with fixed stepsizes

xt+1 = xt − ηt gt

• gt: an unbiased stochastic estimate of F (xt)
• E[‖gt‖22] ≤ σ2

g + cg‖∇F (xt)‖22

This SGD-type algorithm with ηt ≡ η obeys

E[F (xt)− F (x∗)] ≤ ηLσ2
g

2µ + (1− ηµ)t
(
F (x0)− F (x∗)

)
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Recall: SGD theory with fixed stepsizes

E[F (xt)− F (x∗)] ≤ ηLσ2
g

2µ + (1− ηµ)t
(
F (x0)− F (x∗)

)

• vanilla SGD: gt = ∇fit(xt)
◦ issue: σ2

g is non-negligible even when xt = x∗

• question: it is possible to design gt with reduced variability σ2
g?
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A simple idea

Imagine we take some vt with E[vt] = 0 and set

gt = ∇fit(xt)− vt

— so gt is still an unbiased estimate of ∇F (xt)

question: how to reduce variability (i.e. E[‖gt‖22] < E[‖∇fit(xt)‖22])?

answer: find some zero-mean vt that is positively correlated with
∇fit(xt) (i.e. 〈vt,∇fit(xt)〉 > 0) (why?)
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Reducing variance via gradient aggregation

If the current iterate is not too far away from previous iterates, then
historical gradient info might be useful in producing such a vt to
reduce variance

main idea of variance reduction: aggregate previous gradient info
to help improve the convergence rate
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Stochastic variance reduced gradient (SVRG)

— Johnson, Zhang ’13

key idea: if we have access to a history point xold and ∇F (xold),
then

∇fit(xt)−∇fit(xold)︸ ︷︷ ︸
→0 if xt≈xold

+ ∇F (xold)︸ ︷︷ ︸
→0 if xold≈x∗

with it ∼ Unif(1, · · · , n)

• is an unbiased estimate of ∇F (xt)
• converges to 0︸ ︷︷ ︸

variability is reduced!

if xt ≈ xold ≈ x∗
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Stochastic variance reduced gradient (SVRG)

• operate in epochs
• in the sth epoch

◦ very beginning: take a snapshot xold
s of the current iterate, and

compute the batch gradient ∇F (xold
s )

◦ inner loop: use the snapshot point to help reduce variance

xt+1
s = xts − η

{
∇fit(xts)−∇fit(xold

s ) +∇F (xold
s )
}

a hybrid approach: batch gradient is computed only once per epoch

25/ 58



Remark

• constant stepsize η
• each epoch contains 2m+ n gradient computations

◦ the batch gradient is computed only once every m iterations
◦ the average per-iteration cost of SVRG is comparable to that of

SGD if m & n

• linear convergence

• total computational cost:

(m+ n)︸ ︷︷ ︸
number of grad computation per epoch

log 1
ε � (

n+ κ
)

log 1
ε︸ ︷︷ ︸

if m�max{n, κ}
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Back to Q-learning . . .

— inspired by Johnson & Zhang ’13

Variance-reduced Q-learning updates (Wainwright ’19)

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) + γmax
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 ’13

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

28/ 58



Sample complexity of variance-reduced Q-learning

Theorem 3 (Wainwright ’19)
For any 0 < ε ≤ 1, sample complexity for variance-reduced
synchronous Q-learning to yield ‖Q̂−Q?‖∞ ≤ ε is at most

Õ

( |S||A|
(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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Model-free RL

1. Basics of Q-learning

2. Synchronous Q-learning and variance reduction (simulator)

3. Asynchronous Q-learning (Markovian data)

4. Q-learning with lower confidence bounds (offline RL)

5. Q-learning with upper confidence bounds (online RL)



Markovian samples and behavior policy

Observed: {st, at, rt}t≥0︸ ︷︷ ︸
stationary Markovian trajectory

generated by behavior policy πb

Goal: learn optimal value V ? and Q? based on sample trajectory

Key quantities of sample trajectory
• minimum state-action occupancy probability (uniform coverage)

µmin := min µπb(s, a)︸ ︷︷ ︸
stationary distribution• mixing time: tmix
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Q-learning on Markovian samples

Chris Watkins Peter Dayan

Qt+1(st, at) = (1− ηt)Qt(st, at) + ηtTt(Qt)(st, at)︸ ︷︷ ︸
only update (st,at)-th entry

, t ≥ 0

Tt(Q)(st, at) = r(st, at) + γmax
a′

Q(st+1, a
′)
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Q-learning on Markovian samples

• asynchronous: only a single entry is updated each iteration

◦ resembles Markov-chain coordinate descent

• off-policy: target policy π? 6= behavior policy πb
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A highly incomplete list of works
• Watkins, Dayan ’92
• Tsitsiklis ’94
• Jaakkola, Jordan, Singh ’94
• Szepesvári ’98
• Borkar, Meyn ’00
• Even-Dar, Mansour ’03
• Beck, Srikant ’12
• Chi, Zhu, Bubeck, Jordan ’18
• Lee, He ’18
• Chen, Zhang, Doan, Maguluri, Clarke ’19
• Du, Lee, Mahajan, Wang ’20
• Chen, Maguluri, Shakkottai, Shanmugam ’20
• Qu, Wierman ’20
• Devraj, Meyn ’20
• Weng, Gupta, He, Ying, Srikant ’20
• Li, Wei, Chi, Gu, Chen ’20
• Li, Cai, Chen, Gu, Wei, Chi ’21
• Chen, Maguluri, Shakkottai, Shanmugam ’21
• ...

34/ 58



Sample complexity of asynchronous Q-learning

Theorem 4 (Li, Cai, Chen, Gu, Wei, Chi ’21)
For any 0 < ε ≤ 1

1−γ , sample complexity of async Q-learning to yield
‖Q̂−Q?‖∞ ≤ ε is at most (up to log factor)

1
µmin(1− γ)4ε2 + tmix

µmin(1− γ)

• learning rates:
constant & rescaled linear

other papers sample complexity

Even-Dar et al. ’03 (tcover)
1

1−γ
(1−γ)4ε2

Even-Dar et al. ’03
(

t1+3ω
cover

(1−γ)4ε2

) 1
ω +

(
tcover
1−γ
) 1

1−ω , ω ∈ ( 1
2 , 1)

Beck & Srikant ’12 t3cover|S||A|
(1−γ)5ε2

Qu & Wierman ’20 tmix
µ2

min(1−γ)5ε2

Li et al. ’20 1
µmin(1−γ)5ε2 + tmix

µmin(1−γ)

Chen et al. ’21 1
µ3

min(1−γ)5ε2 + other-term(tmix)
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Linear dependency on 1/µmin
agent at ⇠ ⇡(·|st) environment st at st+1 ⇠ P (·|st, at) rt =

r(st, at) reward next state action a0 which action a to take?

s0 a0 s1 a1 s2 a2 s3 a3 s4 a4 s5 a5 r0 r1 r2 r3 r4 r5

V ⇡(s0) Q⇡(s0, a0)
"
⇡b(·|s0) ⇡b(·|s1) ⇡b(·|s2) ⇡b(·|s3) ⇡b(·|s4) ⇡b(·|s5)
⇡?(·|s0) ⇡?(·|s1) ⇡?(·|s2) ⇡?(·|s3) ⇡?(·|s4) ⇡?(·|s5)

samples (experience) model optimal value function policy (i.e. P 2 R|S||A|⇥|S|)
S A bQ(s, a)

Chris Watkins Peter Dayan
(s0, a0) (s1, a1) (s2, a2) (s3, a3) update planning (policy iteration, Q-value iteration, · · · |S||A|
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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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Prior art: async Q-learning

Li et al. ’20 ’21

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
! t

1+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

if we take µmin ® 1
|S||A|

, tcover ® tmix
µmin

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

36/ 41

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

µmin

36/ 58



Effect of mixing time on sample complexity

1
µmin(1− γ)4ε2 + tmix

µmin(1− γ)

• reflects cost taken to reach steady state

• one-time expense (almost independent of ε)
— it becomes amortized as algorithm runs

• can be improved with the aid of variance reduction (Li et al. ’20)

— prior art: tmix
µ2

min(1−γ)5ε2 (Qu & Wierman ’20)
37/ 58



Model-free RL

1. Basics of Q-learning

2. Synchronous Q-learning and variance reduction (simulator)

3. Asynchronous Q-learning (Markovian data)

4. Q-learning with lower confidence bounds (offline RL)

5. Q-learning with upper confidence bounds (online RL)



Recap: offline RL / batch RL

Historical dataset D =
{
(s(i), a(i), s′(i))

}
: N independent copies of

s ∼ ρb, a ∼ πb(· | s), s′ ∼ P (· | s, a)

for some state distribution ρb and behavior policy πb

Single-policy concentrability

C? := max
s,a

dπ
?(s, a)

dπb(s, a)
≥ 1

where dπ: occupancy distribution under π

• captures distributional shift
• allows for partial coverage
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<latexit sha1_base64="3Dko6JGAMj+mmDNO5z4Revw0ypo=">AAAB7HicbVBNS8NAEJ34WetX1aOXxSJ4KkkV9Fj04rGCaQttKJvtpl262YTdiVBCf4MXD4p49Qd589+4bXPQ1gcDj/dmmJkXplIYdN1vZ219Y3Nru7RT3t3bPzisHB23TJJpxn2WyER3Qmq4FIr7KFDyTqo5jUPJ2+H4bua3n7g2IlGPOEl5ENOhEpFgFK3k91LRr/crVbfmzkFWiVeQKhRo9itfvUHCspgrZJIa0/XcFIOcahRM8mm5lxmeUjamQ961VNGYmyCfHzsl51YZkCjRthSSufp7IqexMZM4tJ0xxZFZ9mbif143w+gmyIVKM+SKLRZFmSSYkNnnZCA0ZygnllCmhb2VsBHVlKHNp2xD8JZfXiWtes27rNUfrqqN2yKOEpzCGVyAB9fQgHtogg8MBDzDK7w5ynlx3p2PReuaU8ycwB84nz95eY52</latexit>

⇡?
<latexit sha1_base64="iqr6wuLcMtqjcfhh1eGDtJOJmBA=">AAAB8HicdVDLSsNAFJ34rPVVdelmsAiuQpKGtu6KblxWsA9pYplMJ+3QmUmYmQil9CvcuFDErZ/jzr9x0lZQ0QMXDufcy733RCmjSjvOh7Wyura+sVnYKm7v7O7tlw4O2yrJJCYtnLBEdiOkCKOCtDTVjHRTSRCPGOlE48vc79wTqWgibvQkJSFHQ0FjipE20m2Q0rtAaST7pbJjn9ernl+Fju04Nddzc+LV/IoPXaPkKIMlmv3SezBIcMaJ0JghpXquk+pwiqSmmJFZMcgUSREeoyHpGSoQJyqczg+ewVOjDGCcSFNCw7n6fWKKuFITHplOjvRI/fZy8S+vl+m4Hk6pSDNNBF4sijMGdQLz7+GASoI1mxiCsKTmVohHSCKsTUZFE8LXp/B/0vZst2J71365cbGMowCOwQk4Ay6ogQa4Ak3QAhhw8ACewLMlrUfrxXpdtK5Yy5kj8APW2ydT6ZDD</latexit>

C? < 1
<latexit sha1_base64="OkNkM06J2op6/zU9FLP9Q6tlTww=">AAAB+HicdVBdSwJBFJ21L7MPrR57GZKgJ9ldRQ16kHzp0SA/QE1mx1kdnJ1dZu4GJv6SXnoootd+Sm/9m2bVoKIOXDiccy/33uNFgmuw7Q8rtba+sbmV3s7s7O7tZ3MHhy0dxoqyJg1FqDoe0UxwyZrAQbBOpBgJPMHa3qSe+O07pjQP5Q1MI9YPyEhyn1MCRhrksvXbngai8EWPSx+mg1zeLpxXy26pjO2CbVcc10mIWykVS9gxSoI8WqExyL33hiGNAyaBCqJ117Ej6M+IAk4Fm2d6sWYRoRMyYl1DJQmY7s8Wh8/xqVGG2A+VKQl4oX6fmJFA62ngmc6AwFj/9hLxL68bg1/tz7iMYmCSLhf5scAQ4iQFPOSKURBTQwhV3NyK6ZgoQsFklTEhfH2K/yctt+AUC+51KV+7XMWRRsfoBJ0hB1VQDV2hBmoiimL0gJ7Qs3VvPVov1uuyNWWtZo7QD1hvn7CWkyA=</latexit>

uniform coverage over entire space (su�ciently explored)

partial coverage (inadequately explored)

D

1

uniform coverage over entire space (su�ciently explored)

partial coverage (inadequately explored)

D
samples cover all (s, a) & all policies historical dataset

1

39/ 58



Recap: offline RL / batch RL

Historical dataset D =
{
(s(i), a(i), s′(i))

}
: N independent copies of

s ∼ ρb, a ∼ πb(· | s), s′ ∼ P (· | s, a)

for some state distribution ρb and behavior policy πb

Single-policy concentrability

C? := max
s,a

dπ
?(s, a)

dπb(s, a)
≥ 1

where dπ: occupancy distribution under π

• captures distributional shift
• allows for partial coverage

⇡1
<latexit sha1_base64="HOtT/knFpXQvJu3D0VmkGYGdmzo=">AAAB7HicbVBNS8NAEJ34WetX1aOXxSJ4KkkV9Fj04rGCaQttKJvtpF262YTdjVBCf4MXD4p49Qd589+4bXPQ1gcDj/dmmJkXpoJr47rfztr6xubWdmmnvLu3f3BYOTpu6SRTDH2WiER1QqpRcIm+4UZgJ1VI41BgOxzfzfz2EyrNE/loJikGMR1KHnFGjZX8Xsr7Xr9SdWvuHGSVeAWpQoFmv/LVGyQsi1EaJqjWXc9NTZBTZTgTOC33Mo0pZWM6xK6lksaog3x+7JScW2VAokTZkobM1d8TOY21nsSh7YypGellbyb+53UzE90EOZdpZlCyxaIoE8QkZPY5GXCFzIiJJZQpbm8lbEQVZcbmU7YheMsvr5JWveZd1uoPV9XGbRFHCU7hDC7Ag2towD00wQcGHJ7hFd4c6bw4787HonXNKWZO4A+czx939Y51</latexit>

⇡2
<latexit sha1_base64="3Dko6JGAMj+mmDNO5z4Revw0ypo=">AAAB7HicbVBNS8NAEJ34WetX1aOXxSJ4KkkV9Fj04rGCaQttKJvtpl262YTdiVBCf4MXD4p49Qd589+4bXPQ1gcDj/dmmJkXplIYdN1vZ219Y3Nru7RT3t3bPzisHB23TJJpxn2WyER3Qmq4FIr7KFDyTqo5jUPJ2+H4bua3n7g2IlGPOEl5ENOhEpFgFK3k91LRr/crVbfmzkFWiVeQKhRo9itfvUHCspgrZJIa0/XcFIOcahRM8mm5lxmeUjamQ961VNGYmyCfHzsl51YZkCjRthSSufp7IqexMZM4tJ0xxZFZ9mbif143w+gmyIVKM+SKLRZFmSSYkNnnZCA0ZygnllCmhb2VsBHVlKHNp2xD8JZfXiWtes27rNUfrqqN2yKOEpzCGVyAB9fQgHtogg8MBDzDK7w5ynlx3p2PReuaU8ycwB84nz95eY52</latexit>

⇡?
<latexit sha1_base64="iqr6wuLcMtqjcfhh1eGDtJOJmBA=">AAAB8HicdVDLSsNAFJ34rPVVdelmsAiuQpKGtu6KblxWsA9pYplMJ+3QmUmYmQil9CvcuFDErZ/jzr9x0lZQ0QMXDufcy733RCmjSjvOh7Wyura+sVnYKm7v7O7tlw4O2yrJJCYtnLBEdiOkCKOCtDTVjHRTSRCPGOlE48vc79wTqWgibvQkJSFHQ0FjipE20m2Q0rtAaST7pbJjn9ernl+Fju04Nddzc+LV/IoPXaPkKIMlmv3SezBIcMaJ0JghpXquk+pwiqSmmJFZMcgUSREeoyHpGSoQJyqczg+ewVOjDGCcSFNCw7n6fWKKuFITHplOjvRI/fZy8S+vl+m4Hk6pSDNNBF4sijMGdQLz7+GASoI1mxiCsKTmVohHSCKsTUZFE8LXp/B/0vZst2J71365cbGMowCOwQk4Ay6ogQa4Ak3QAhhw8ACewLMlrUfrxXpdtK5Yy5kj8APW2ydT6ZDD</latexit>
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<latexit sha1_base64="OkNkM06J2op6/zU9FLP9Q6tlTww=">AAAB+HicdVBdSwJBFJ21L7MPrR57GZKgJ9ldRQ16kHzp0SA/QE1mx1kdnJ1dZu4GJv6SXnoootd+Sm/9m2bVoKIOXDiccy/33uNFgmuw7Q8rtba+sbmV3s7s7O7tZ3MHhy0dxoqyJg1FqDoe0UxwyZrAQbBOpBgJPMHa3qSe+O07pjQP5Q1MI9YPyEhyn1MCRhrksvXbngai8EWPSx+mg1zeLpxXy26pjO2CbVcc10mIWykVS9gxSoI8WqExyL33hiGNAyaBCqJ117Ej6M+IAk4Fm2d6sWYRoRMyYl1DJQmY7s8Wh8/xqVGG2A+VKQl4oX6fmJFA62ngmc6AwFj/9hLxL68bg1/tz7iMYmCSLhf5scAQ4iQFPOSKURBTQwhV3NyK6ZgoQsFklTEhfH2K/yctt+AUC+51KV+7XMWRRsfoBJ0hB1VQDV2hBmoiimL0gJ7Qs3VvPVov1uuyNWWtZo7QD1hvn7CWkyA=</latexit>

uniform coverage over entire space (su�ciently explored)

partial coverage (inadequately explored)

D

1

uniform coverage over entire space (su�ciently explored)

partial coverage (inadequately explored)

D
samples cover all (s, a) & all policies historical dataset

1

39/ 58



How to design offline model-free algorithms
with optimal sample efficiency?

Q-learning LCB-Q LCB-Q-Advantage

1

Q-learning LCB-Q LCB-Q-Advantage

1

Q-learning LCB-Q LCB-Q-Advantage

1

variance reduction pessimism principle (low confidence bounds)
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Q-Learning LCB-Q LCB-Q-Advantage

UCB exploration variance reduction early-settled variance
reductionUCB exploration variance reduction early-settled variance

reduction

LCB
penalty

Our algorithms
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LCB-Q: Q-learning with LCB penalty

— Shi et al. ’22, Yan et al. ’22

Qt+1(st, at)← (1− ηt)Qt(st, at) + ηtTt (Qt) (st, at)︸ ︷︷ ︸
classical Q-learning

− ηt bt(st, at)︸ ︷︷ ︸
LCB penalty

• bt(s, a): Hoeffding-style confidence bound
• pessimism in the face of uncertainty

sample size: Õ
(

SC?

(1−γ)5ε2
)

=⇒ sub-optimal by a factor of 1
(1−γ)2

Issue: large variability in stochastic update rules
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Q-learning with LCB and variance reduction
— Shi et al. ’22, Yan et al. ’22

Qt+1(st, at)← (1− ηt)Qt(st, at)− ηt bt(st, at)︸ ︷︷ ︸
LCB penalty

+ ηt

(
Tt(Qt)− Tt(Q)︸ ︷︷ ︸

advantage

+ T̂ (Q)︸ ︷︷ ︸
reference

)
(st, at)

• incorporates variance reduction into LCB-Q
agent at ⇠ ⇡(·|st) environment st at st+1 ⇠ P (·|st, at) rt =

r(st, at) reward next state action a0 which action a to take?

s0 a0 s1 a1 s2 a2 s3 a3 s4 a4 s5 a5 r0 r1 r2 r3 r4 r5

V ⇡(s0) Q⇡(s0, a0)
"
⇡b(·|s0) ⇡b(·|s1) ⇡b(·|s2) ⇡b(·|s3) ⇡b(·|s4) ⇡b(·|s5)
⇡?(·|s0) ⇡?(·|s1) ⇡?(·|s2) ⇡?(·|s3) ⇡?(·|s4) ⇡?(·|s5)

samples (experience) model optimal value function policy (i.e. P 2 R|S||A|⇥|S|)
S A bQ(s, a)

Chris Watkins Peter Dayan
(s0, a0) (s1, a1) (s2, a2) (s3, a3) update Q variance-reduced Q-learning

| {z }

1

agent at ⇠ ⇡(·|st) environment st at st+1 ⇠ P (·|st, at) rt =
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| {z }

1
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| {z }

1

…
epochm = 1

<latexit sha1_base64="gzegWs7o8dVUcQpBLVvXw3hlo7c=">AAAB6nicbVDLSgNBEOyNrxhfUY9eBoPgKexGQS9CwIvHiOYByRJmJ7PJkHksM7NCWPIJXjwo4tUv8ubfOEn2oIkFDUVVN91dUcKZsb7/7RXW1jc2t4rbpZ3dvf2D8uFRy6hUE9okiivdibChnEnatMxy2kk0xSLitB2Nb2d++4lqw5R8tJOEhgIPJYsZwdZJD+Im6JcrftWfA62SICcVyNHol796A0VSQaUlHBvTDfzEhhnWlhFOp6VeamiCyRgPaddRiQU1YTY/dYrOnDJAsdKupEVz9fdEhoUxExG5ToHtyCx7M/E/r5va+DrMmExSSyVZLIpTjqxCs7/RgGlKLJ84golm7lZERlhjYl06JRdCsPzyKmnVqsFFtXZ/Wan7eRxFOIFTOIcArqAOd9CAJhAYwjO8wpvHvRfv3ftYtBa8fOYY/sD7/AHDGY1l</latexit>

epoch m = 2
<latexit sha1_base64="YoeOMrpYxx2Z/kBSljaTANxNOKI=">AAAB6nicbVBNSwMxEJ3Ur1q/qh69BIvgqexWQS9CwYvHivYD2qVk02wbmmSXJCuUpT/BiwdFvPqLvPlvTNs9aOuDgcd7M8zMCxPBjfW8b1RYW9/Y3Cpul3Z29/YPyodHLROnmrImjUWsOyExTHDFmpZbwTqJZkSGgrXD8e3Mbz8xbXisHu0kYYEkQ8UjTol10oO8qfXLFa/qzYFXiZ+TCuRo9MtfvUFMU8mUpYIY0/W9xAYZ0ZZTwaalXmpYQuiYDFnXUUUkM0E2P3WKz5wywFGsXSmL5+rviYxIYyYydJ2S2JFZ9mbif143tdF1kHGVpJYpulgUpQLbGM/+xgOuGbVi4gihmrtbMR0RTah16ZRcCP7yy6ukVav6F9Xa/WWl7uVxFOEETuEcfLiCOtxBA5pAYQjP8ApvSKAX9I4+Fq0FlM8cwx+gzx/EnY1m</latexit>

epoch m = 3
<latexit sha1_base64="xNgkITrJrfBuEr1mT6WLYQ77k80=">AAAB6nicbVBNSwMxEJ3Ur1q/qh69BIvgqey2gl6EghePFW0ttEvJptk2NMkuSVYoS3+CFw+KePUXefPfmLZ70NYHA4/3ZpiZFyaCG+t536iwtr6xuVXcLu3s7u0flA+P2iZONWUtGotYd0JimOCKtSy3gnUSzYgMBXsMxzcz//GJacNj9WAnCQskGSoecUqsk+7ldb1frnhVbw68SvycVCBHs1/+6g1imkqmLBXEmK7vJTbIiLacCjYt9VLDEkLHZMi6jioimQmy+alTfOaUAY5i7UpZPFd/T2REGjORoeuUxI7MsjcT//O6qY2ugoyrJLVM0cWiKBXYxnj2Nx5wzagVE0cI1dzdiumIaEKtS6fkQvCXX14l7VrVr1drdxeVhpfHUYQTOIVz8OESGnALTWgBhSE8wyu8IYFe0Dv6WLQWUD5zDH+APn8AxiGNZw==</latexit>

…

Theorem 5 (Yan, Li, Chen, Fan ’22, Shi, Li, Wei, Chen, Chi ’22)

For ε ∈ (0, 1− γ], LCB-Q-Advantage achieves V ?(ρ)− V π̂(ρ) ≤ ε
with optimal sample complexity Õ

(
SC?

(1−γ)3ε2
)
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Q-learning with LCB and variance reduction
— Shi et al. ’22, Yan et al. ’22
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…

Theorem 5 (Yan, Li, Chen, Fan ’22, Shi, Li, Wei, Chen, Chi ’22)

For ε ∈ (0, 1− γ], LCB-Q-Advantage achieves V ?(ρ)− V π̂(ρ) ≤ ε
with optimal sample complexity Õ

(
SC?

(1−γ)3ε2
)
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Q-learning with LCB and variance reduction
— Shi et al. ’22, Yan et al. ’22
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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!

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+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!

19/ 28

SC ?1�
�

SC ?

(1�
�) 3

SC ?

(1�
�) 5

"
=

1�
�

1

La
gr

an
gia

n

Xi
e e

t a
l.

Sh
i e

t a
l.

Ra
sh

idi
ne

jad
et

al.
Ya

n e
t a

l.

sta
nd

ar
d

fo
rm

pr
ob

lem
(n

ot
ne

ce
ssa

rily
co

nv
ex

)

mi
nim

ize
f 0

(x
)

su
bje

ct
to

f i
(x

) Æ
0,

i
=

1,
. .
. ,
m

h i
(x

) =
0,

i
=

1,
. .
. ,
p

va
ria

ble
x

œ
R
n , d

om
ain
D,

op
tim

al
va

lue
p

ı

La
gr

an
gia

n:
L

: R
n
◊

R
m

◊
R
p
æ

R,
wi

th
do

m(
L
) =
D

◊
R
m

◊
R
p ,

L
(x
,⁄
, ‹

) =
f 0

(x
) +

mÿ
i=

1
⁄ i
f i
(x

) +
pÿ

i=
1

‹ i
h i

(x
)

Du
ali

ty

6-
2

La
gr

an
gia

n

Xi
e e

t a
l.

Sh
i e

t a
l.

Ra
sh

idi
ne

jad
et

al.
Ya

n e
t a

l.

sta
nd

ar
d

fo
rm

pr
ob

lem
(n

ot
ne

ce
ssa

rily
co

nv
ex

)

mi
nim

ize
f 0

(x
)

su
bje

ct
to

f i
(x

) Æ
0,

i
=

1,
. .
. ,
m

h i
(x

) =
0,

i
=

1,
. .
. ,
p

va
ria

ble
x

œ
R
n , d

om
ain
D,

op
tim

al
va

lue
p

ı

La
gr

an
gia

n:
L

: R
n
◊

R
m

◊
R
p
æ

R,
wi

th
do

m(
L
) =
D

◊
R
m

◊
R
p ,

L
(x
,⁄
, ‹

) =
f 0

(x
) +

mÿ
i=

1
⁄ i
f i
(x

) +
pÿ

i=
1

‹ i
h i

(x
)

Du
ali

ty

6-
2Lagrangian

Xie et al. Shi et al.

Rashidinejad et al. Yan et al.

standard form problem (not necessarily convex)

minimize f0(x)
subject to fi(x) Æ 0, i = 1, . . . ,m

hi(x) = 0, i = 1, . . . , p

variable x œ Rn, domain D, optimal value pı

Lagrangian: L : Rn ◊ Rm ◊ Rp æ R, with dom(L) = D ◊ Rm ◊ Rp,

L(x,⁄, ‹) = f0(x) +
mÿ

i=1
⁄ifi(x) +

pÿ

i=1
‹ihi(x)
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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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First model-free analysis

Model-free RL matches the minimax-optimal sample complexity for
model-based ones!

— in a much larger range of the accuracy level

“Pessimistic Q-learning for o�ine reinforcement learning: Towards optimal sample
complexity,” Shi, L., Li, G., Wei, Y., Chen, Y., Chi, Y, arXiv:2202.13890, 2022.
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hi(x) = 0, i = 1, . . . , p
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First model-free analysis

Model-free RL matches the minimax-optimal sample complexity for
model-based ones!

— in a much larger range of the accuracy level

“Pessimistic Q-learning for o�ine reinforcement learning: Towards optimal sample
complexity,” Shi, L., Li, G., Wei, Y., Chen, Y., Chi, Y, arXiv:2202.13890, 2022.

Model-free offline RL attains sample optimality too!
— with some burn-in cost though . . .



Model-free RL

1. Basics of Q-learning

2. Synchronous Q-learning and variance reduction (simulator)

3. Asynchronous Q-learning (Markovian data)

4. Q-learning with lower confidence bounds (offline RL)

5. Q-learning with upper confidence bounds (online RL)



Finite-horizon MDPs

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

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>

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}Hh=1: policy (or action selection rule)
• Ph(· | s, a): transition probabilities in step h

value function: V πh (s) := E

[
H∑

t=h
rh(sh, ah)

∣∣ sh = s

]

Q-function: Qπh(s, a) := E

[
H∑

t=h
rh(sh, ah)

∣∣ sh = s, ah = a

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

value function: V πh (s) := E

[
H∑

t=h
rh(sh, ah)

∣∣ sh = s

]

Q-function: Qπh(s, a) := E

[
H∑

t=h
rh(sh, ah)

∣∣ sh = s, ah = a

]

45/ 58



Online RL: interacting with real environments

Sequentially execute MDP for K episodes, each consisting of H steps

— sample size: T = KH

... ... ...
⌧1 = {s1

h, a1
h, r1

h}H
h=1
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Online RL: interacting with real environments

Sequentially execute MDP for K episodes, each consisting of H steps

— sample size: T = KH
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Online RL: interacting with real environments

Sequentially execute MDP for K episodes, each consisting of H steps

— sample size: T = KH

... ... ...
⌧1 = {s1

h, a1
h, r1

h}H
h=1

<latexit sha1_base64="fZnK+apgLdnxAhuWh/AAlJL8XlU=">AAACD3icbVDLSsNAFJ3UV62vqEs3g0VxISWpgt0UCm66rGAf0KRhMp20QycPZiZCCfkDN/6KGxeKuHXrzr9xkmahrQfmcjjnXu7c40aMCmkY31ppbX1jc6u8XdnZ3ds/0A+PeiKMOSZdHLKQD1wkCKMB6UoqGRlEnCDfZaTvzm4zv/9AuKBhcC/nEbF9NAmoRzGSSnL0c0ui2DFhE1qJcKYj8xLllWfVSp1k2jTTUdvRq0bNyAFXiVmQKijQcfQvaxzi2CeBxAwJMTSNSNoJ4pJiRtKKFQsSITxDEzJUNEA+EXaS35PCM6WMoRdy9QIJc/X3RIJ8Iea+qzp9JKdi2cvE/7xhLL2GndAgiiUJ8GKRFzMoQ5iFA8eUEyzZXBGEOVV/hXiKOMJSRVhRIZjLJ6+SXr1mXtXqd9fVVqOIowxOwCm4ACa4AS3QBh3QBRg8gmfwCt60J+1Fe9c+Fq0lrZg5Bn+gff4AY9Wa9w==</latexit>

⌧2 = {s2
h, a2

h, r2
h}H

h=1
<latexit sha1_base64="TObFViamZJ4aGf6EicSPLPgg4OA=">AAACD3icbVDLSsNAFJ3UV62vqks3g0VxISWJgt0UCm66rGAf0KRhMp00QyeTMDMRSugfuPFX3LhQxK1bd/6N0zYLbT0wl8M593LnHj9hVCrT/DYKa+sbm1vF7dLO7t7+QfnwqCPjVGDSxjGLRc9HkjDKSVtRxUgvEQRFPiNdf3w787sPREga83s1SYgboRGnAcVIackrnzsKpZ4N69DJpBcO7Es0r2JWnamXhXVrOmh65YpZNeeAq8TKSQXkaHnlL2cY4zQiXGGGpOxbZqLcDAlFMSPTkpNKkiA8RiPS15SjiEg3m98zhWdaGcIgFvpxBefq74kMRVJOIl93RkiFctmbif95/VQFNTejPEkV4XixKEgZVDGchQOHVBCs2EQThAXVf4U4RAJhpSMs6RCs5ZNXSceuWldV++660qjlcRTBCTgFF8ACN6ABmqAF2gCDR/AMXsGb8WS8GO/Gx6K1YOQzx+APjM8fajWa+w==</latexit>

⌧K = {sK
h , aK

h , rK
h }H

h=1
<latexit sha1_base64="hELCjZODuUFghtqVvcZyHIAqPcM=">AAACD3icbVDLSsNAFJ3UV62vqEs3g0VxISWpgt0UCm4K3VSwD2jSMJlOmqGTBzMToYT8gRt/xY0LRdy6deffOG2z0NYDczmccy937nFjRoU0jG+tsLa+sblV3C7t7O7tH+iHR10RJRyTDo5YxPsuEoTRkHQklYz0Y05Q4DLScye3M7/3QLigUXgvpzGxAzQOqUcxkkpy9HNLosRpwTq0UuH4w9Ylmlc+q1bmpH7dzIZNRy8bFWMOuErMnJRBjrajf1mjCCcBCSVmSIiBacTSThGXFDOSlaxEkBjhCRqTgaIhCoiw0/k9GTxTygh6EVcvlHCu/p5IUSDENHBVZ4CkL5a9mfifN0ikV7NTGsaJJCFeLPISBmUEZ+HAEeUESzZVBGFO1V8h9hFHWKoISyoEc/nkVdKtVsyrSvXuutyo5XEUwQk4BRfABDegAZqgDToAg0fwDF7Bm/akvWjv2seitaDlM8fgD7TPHwmkm18=</latexit>
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Online RL: interacting with real environments

Sequentially execute MDP for K episodes, each consisting of H steps
— sample size: T = KH

... ... ...
⌧1 = {s1

h, a1
h, r1

h}H
h=1

<latexit sha1_base64="fZnK+apgLdnxAhuWh/AAlJL8XlU=">AAACD3icbVDLSsNAFJ3UV62vqEs3g0VxISWpgt0UCm66rGAf0KRhMp20QycPZiZCCfkDN/6KGxeKuHXrzr9xkmahrQfmcjjnXu7c40aMCmkY31ppbX1jc6u8XdnZ3ds/0A+PeiKMOSZdHLKQD1wkCKMB6UoqGRlEnCDfZaTvzm4zv/9AuKBhcC/nEbF9NAmoRzGSSnL0c0ui2DFhE1qJcKYj8xLllWfVSp1k2jTTUdvRq0bNyAFXiVmQKijQcfQvaxzi2CeBxAwJMTSNSNoJ4pJiRtKKFQsSITxDEzJUNEA+EXaS35PCM6WMoRdy9QIJc/X3RIJ8Iea+qzp9JKdi2cvE/7xhLL2GndAgiiUJ8GKRFzMoQ5iFA8eUEyzZXBGEOVV/hXiKOMJSRVhRIZjLJ6+SXr1mXtXqd9fVVqOIowxOwCm4ACa4AS3QBh3QBRg8gmfwCt60J+1Fe9c+Fq0lrZg5Bn+gff4AY9Wa9w==</latexit>

⌧2 = {s2
h, a2

h, r2
h}H

h=1
<latexit sha1_base64="TObFViamZJ4aGf6EicSPLPgg4OA=">AAACD3icbVDLSsNAFJ3UV62vqks3g0VxISWJgt0UCm66rGAf0KRhMp00QyeTMDMRSugfuPFX3LhQxK1bd/6N0zYLbT0wl8M593LnHj9hVCrT/DYKa+sbm1vF7dLO7t7+QfnwqCPjVGDSxjGLRc9HkjDKSVtRxUgvEQRFPiNdf3w787sPREga83s1SYgboRGnAcVIackrnzsKpZ4N69DJpBcO7Es0r2JWnamXhXVrOmh65YpZNeeAq8TKSQXkaHnlL2cY4zQiXGGGpOxbZqLcDAlFMSPTkpNKkiA8RiPS15SjiEg3m98zhWdaGcIgFvpxBefq74kMRVJOIl93RkiFctmbif95/VQFNTejPEkV4XixKEgZVDGchQOHVBCs2EQThAXVf4U4RAJhpSMs6RCs5ZNXSceuWldV++660qjlcRTBCTgFF8ACN6ABmqAF2gCDR/AMXsGb8WS8GO/Gx6K1YOQzx+APjM8fajWa+w==</latexit>

⌧K = {sK
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h , rK
h }H

h=1
<latexit sha1_base64="hELCjZODuUFghtqVvcZyHIAqPcM=">AAACD3icbVDLSsNAFJ3UV62vqEs3g0VxISWpgt0UCm4K3VSwD2jSMJlOmqGTBzMToYT8gRt/xY0LRdy6deffOG2z0NYDczmccy937nFjRoU0jG+tsLa+sblV3C7t7O7tH+iHR10RJRyTDo5YxPsuEoTRkHQklYz0Y05Q4DLScye3M7/3QLigUXgvpzGxAzQOqUcxkkpy9HNLosRpwTq0UuH4w9Ylmlc+q1bmpH7dzIZNRy8bFWMOuErMnJRBjrajf1mjCCcBCSVmSIiBacTSThGXFDOSlaxEkBjhCRqTgaIhCoiw0/k9GTxTygh6EVcvlHCu/p5IUSDENHBVZ4CkL5a9mfifN0ikV7NTGsaJJCFeLPISBmUEZ+HAEeUESzZVBGFO1V8h9hFHWKoISyoEc/nkVdKtVsyrSvXuutyo5XEUwQk4BRfABDegAZqgDToAg0fwDF7Bm/akvWjv2seitaDlM8fgD7TPHwmkm18=</latexit>
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Regret: gap between learned policy & optimal policy
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Performance metric: given initial states {sk1}Kk=1︸ ︷︷ ︸
chosen by nature/adversary

, define

Regret(T ) :=
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k=1

(
V ?

1 (sk1)− V πk

1 (sk1)
)

47/ 58



Regret: gap between learned policy & optimal policy
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Performance metric: given initial states {sk1}Kk=1︸ ︷︷ ︸
chosen by nature/adversary

, define

Regret(T ) :=
K∑

k=1

(
V ?

1 (sk1)− V πk

1 (sk1)
)
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Regret: gap between learned policy & optimal policy
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Lower bound
(Domingues et al. ’21)

Regret(T ) &
√
H2SAT

Existing algorithms
• UCB-VI: Azar et al. ’17
• UBEV: Dann et al. ’17
• UCB-Q-Hoeffding: Jin et al. ’18
• UCB-Q-Bernstein: Jin et al. ’18
• UCB2-Q-Bernstein: Bai et al. ’19
• EULER: Zanette et al. ’19
• UCB-Q-Advantage: Zhang et al. ’20
• UCB-M-Q: Menard et al. ’21
• Q-EarlySettled-Advantage: Li et

al. ’21
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Q-learning with UCB exploration (Jin et al., 2018)

Qh(sh, ah)← (1− ηk)Qh(sh, ah) + ηkTk (Qh+1) (sh, ah)︸ ︷︷ ︸
classical Q-learning

+ ηk bh(sh, ah)︸ ︷︷ ︸
exploration bonus

• bh(s, a): upper confidence bound; encourage exploration
— optimism in the face of uncertainty

• inspired by UCB bandit algorithm (Lai, Robbins ’85)

Regret(T ) .
√
H3SAT =⇒ sub-optimal by a factor of

√
H

Issue: large variability in stochastic update rules
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Q-learning with UCB and variance reduction

— Zhang et al. ’20

Incorporates variance reduction into UCB-Q:

Qh(sh, ah)← (1− ηk)Qh(sh, ah) + ηk bh(sh, ah)︸ ︷︷ ︸
UCB bonus

+ ηk

(
Tk(Qh+1)− Tk(Qh+1)︸ ︷︷ ︸

advantage

+ T̂ (Qh+1)︸ ︷︷ ︸
reference

)
(sh, ah)

• employ variance reduction to help acclerate convergence

UCB-Q-Advantage is asymptotically regret-optimal

Issue: high burn-in cost O(S6A4H28)
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UCB-Q with variance reduction and early settlement

One additional key idea: early settlement of the reference as soon as
it reaches a reasonable quality

Theorem 6 (Li, Shi, Chen, Gu, Chi ’21)
With high prob., Q-EarlySettled-Advantage achieves

Regret(T ) ≤ Õ(
√
H2SAT +H6SA

)

• regret-optimal with near-minimal burn-in cost︸ ︷︷ ︸
SApoly(H)

in S and A

• memory-efficient O(SAH)
• computationally efficient: runtime O(T )
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Comparisons of regret-optimal algorithms

S6A4H28
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UCB-Q with variance reduction and early settlement

One more key idea: early settlement of the reference as soon as
it reaches a reasonable quality (e.g., V h Æ V ı

h + 1)

Theorem 5 (Li, Shi, Chen, Gu, Chi, 2021)
With high prob., Q-EarlySettled-Advantage achieves

Regret(T ) Æ ÂO
!Ô
H2SAT +H6SA

"

with a memory complexity of O(SAH)

• regret-optimal with near-minimal burn-in cost O(SApoly(H))
• memory-e�cient O(SAH)
• computationally e�cient: runtime O(T )
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Summary of this part
agent at ⇠ ⇡(·|st) environment st at st+1 ⇠ P (·|st, at) rt =

r(st, at) reward next state action a0 which action a to take?

s0 a0 s1 a1 s2 a2 s3 a3 s4 a4 s5 a5 r0 r1 r2 r3 r4 r5

V ⇡(s0) Q⇡(s0, a0)
"
⇡b(·|s0) ⇡b(·|s1) ⇡b(·|s2) ⇡b(·|s3) ⇡b(·|s4) ⇡b(·|s5)
⇡?(·|s0) ⇡?(·|s1) ⇡?(·|s2) ⇡?(·|s3) ⇡?(·|s4) ⇡?(·|s5)

samples (experience) model optimal value function policy (i.e. P 2 R|S||A|⇥|S|)
S A bQ(s, a)

Chris Watkins Peter Dayan
(s0, a0) (s1, a1) (s2, a2) (s3, a3) update planning (policy iteration, Q-value iteration, · · · |S||A|

| {z }

1

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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Prior art: async Q-learning

Li et al. ’20 ’21

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
! t

1+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

if we take µmin ® 1
|S||A|

, tcover ® tmix
µmin

All prior results require sample size of at least tmix|S|
2 |A|2 !
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UCB-Q with variance reduction and early settlement

One more key idea: early settlement of the reference as soon as
it reaches a reasonable quality (e.g., V h Æ V ı

h + 1)

Theorem 5 (Li, Shi, Chen, Gu, Chi, 2021)
With high prob., Q-EarlySettled-Advantage achieves

Regret(T ) Æ ÂO
!Ô
H2SAT +H6SA

"

with a memory complexity of O(SAH)

• regret-optimal with near-minimal burn-in cost O(SApoly(H))
• memory-e�cient O(SAH)
• computationally e�cient: runtime O(T )
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Model-free RL can achieve memory efficiency,
computational efficiency, and sample efficiency at once!

— with some burn-in cost though
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