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Abstract
Continuous Action-space Interactive Reinforcement learning

(CAIR) is the first continuous action-space interactive reinforce-
ment learning algorithm that can out-preform state-of-the-art rein-
forcement learning algorithms early on in training. We test CAIR
in two simulated robotics environments with intuitive and easy to
design heuristic teachers.
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1 Introduction
Interactive Reinforcement Learning (IntRL) is an extension of

Reinforcement Learning (RL) that allows human or AI teachers
to provide learning agents with feedback on their actions. This
feedback allows the learning agent to both learn its task quicker
and adapt its behavior to the preferences of the teacher. We pro-
pose Continuous Action-space Interactive Reinforcement learning
(CAIR), the first continuous action-space IntRL algorithm that can
outperform state-of-the-art RL algorithms on high-dimensional
robot tasks. CAIR does this by learning both from a teacher and
environmental reward, allowing a teacher to generally guide the
agent towards the desired behavior, while the environmental re-
ward helps stabilize learning from potentially noisy binary feedback
on a high-dimensional action space. We present promising results
in two simulated robotics environments using intuitively designed
heuristic teachers that reflect easily understood aspects of the task.
In this way, we can approximate strategies that a human teacher
may have in mind when teaching a CAIR agent.

IntRL frameworks, such as TAMER [2, 10, 13] and COACH [3, 11],
have successfully accelerated agent learning, but their success has
largely been limited to tasks with discrete action spaces. This limi-
tation restricts both the type of tasks an IntRL agent can learn and
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Figure 1: Left: BipedalWalker-v3, Right: Robot Push Multi
the level of precision their behavior can achieve within those tasks
[7, 14]. Meanwhile, traditional RL has been increasingly focused on
continuous action-space environments with the development of al-
gorithms such as SAC, TD3 and HER [1, 6, 9]. While there has been
some work done on IntRL in continuous action-spaces, none of the
proposed approaches have been shown to compete with or surpass
current RL algorithms in non-trivial tasks [5, 12]. CAIR seeks to
bridge the gap between RL and IntRL, empowering people to teach
agents through feedback in continuous action-space settings.

2 Method
CAIR learns in continuous observation and action-space envi-

ronments. We model the environment as a standard MDP with:
transition 𝑇 : (𝑆,𝐴) → 𝑆 , reward 𝑅 : 𝑆 → 𝑟 , and policy 𝜋 : 𝑆 → 𝐴.
CAIR builds off of two prior learning paradigms Policy Shaping (PS)
and Soft Actor-Critic (SAC), to enable IntRL in continuous action
spaces. Policy Shaping, an IntRL algorithm, (PS) treats learning from
a teacher providing binary feedback (in the form of +1/-1, good/bad
signals) as separate from learning from the environmental reward
and maintains a parameter C that reflects how consistent the agent
believes the teacher’s feedback to be [8]. SAC is an off-policy model-
free actor-critic based RL algorithm that can learn in continuous
action spaces and finds optimal policies by leveraging a maximum
entropy approach. CAIR maintains two SAC networks, Teach and
Env, which learn from teacher feedback and environmental reward
respectively. CAIR then outputs the agents policy via sampling
from a weighted average from Teach and Env’s policy distributions
defined by:

Δ𝜋 =𝑚𝑎𝑥𝑖𝑚𝑢𝑚(𝑡𝑎𝑛ℎ(𝐾𝐿(⟨𝜇𝑡𝑒𝑎𝑐ℎ, 𝜎𝑒𝑛𝑣⟩, ⟨𝜇𝑒𝑛𝑣, 𝜎𝑒𝑛𝑣⟩)), 0)
Δ𝜋 =𝑚𝑖𝑛(Δ𝜋 , 𝜅)

𝜇𝐶𝐴𝐼𝑅 = Δ𝜋 ∗ 𝜇𝑡𝑒𝑎𝑐ℎ + (1 − Δ𝜋 ) ∗ 𝜇𝑒𝑛𝑣
𝜎𝐶𝐴𝐼𝑅 = 𝜎𝑒𝑛𝑣

𝑎𝐶𝐴𝐼𝑅 ∼ 𝑁𝑜𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑙 (𝜇𝐶𝐴𝐼𝑅, 𝜎𝐶𝐴𝐼𝑅)
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Figure 2: Comparison between CAIR, Deep TAMER, and state-of-the-art RL algorithms.

Where 𝜅 is a hyper-parameter between 0 and 1 that reflects the
maximum amount of trust the agent will put into the teachers policy
at any given time (similar to C in PS [8]).

We test CAIR in two simulated robotics environments (Figure. 1).
Robot Push Multi (RPM) is a sparse reward environment wherein
the robot will receive a reward of 0 whilst the ball is at one of the
four goals in the corners and a reward of -1 otherwise. Bipedal
Walker (BW) is a dense reward environment, reward given to the
agent is based on distance traveled, if the agent has crashed, and a
slight negative reward for applying torque to its joints.

We developed heuristic teachers to provide feedback to CAIR
that are meant both to be easy to design and reflect human percep-
tible/understandable properties of the task. For brevity, we present
only the best performing heuristic teachers here. For RPM, we used
a "push" heuristic teacher, which gives good feedback for pushing
the ball and negative feedback otherwise. This heuristic is both intu-
itive and could be a teaching strategy adopted by a human teacher.
For BW we used a "seeable" teacher. "Seeable" refers to fact that a
human observer may not be able to tell when the walker is going
forward or falling in very short time-scales. The seeable teacher
provides positive feedback when the agent is moving forward at
a human perceptible speed, has not fallen, and has one leg off the
ground. Again, this heuristic teacher uses a strategy that a human
could similarly approximate.

3 Experiments
We compared CAIR to both current RL algorithms and the IntRL

algorithm DQN-TAMER. Results can be found in Figure. 2. For
RPM, we compared CAIR against both single agent RL algorithms,
as well as a multi-agent parallelized version of HER which has 6
concurrent learners (Figure. 2, b). Nevertheless, CAIR preforms
much better than other approaches (reaching a 50% success rate
in about 25 minutes). To compare with DQN-TAMER we had to
discretize the environment’s action space (Figure. 2, a). We also
trained a "perfect oracle," a fully trained RL agent with an optimal
policy that provides positive feedback if the learner’s actions match
its own. While perfect oracles do not reflect how humans actually
teach robots [4], it provides the best possible scenario for the DQN-
TAMER agent. "TAMER Superhuman" is a perfect oracle which
provides feedback at every time step (note: this involves critiquing
each individual robot action which is not possible for a person

without significantly slowing down the robot). We can see that
DQN-TAMER, even in the best case, gets out-preformed by CAIR as
time goes on since CAIR acting in a continuous action-space does
not have precision limitations. Also, note that DQN-TAMER when
using an intuitive heuristic teacher "P+G," which is the same as the
push heuristic but also provides positive feedback when the ball is
at the goal, struggles to learn a policy much better than random.

In BW (Figure. 2, c), CAIR shows great learning improvement
particularly early on in training, but is eventually out-preformed
by some algorithms. We suspect that this is because the seeable
teacher’s feedback strategy is very effective in getting the agent
to start walking, however since it does not adapt over time it will
eventually give almost exclusively positive feedback once the agent
is consistently moving forward. Though a primary drawback of
using easy to define heuristic teachers is that they do not adapt
over time as a human teacher would, the early gains of using CAIR
are still very promising. And since CAIR learns from the teacher
and the environment separately, CAIR can learn an optimal policy
if a teacher stops engaging with the agent.

4 Discussion and Conclusion
While CAIR demonstrates great improvements in simulation,

CAIR must be tested on a real robot. Furthermore, though the
development of heuristic teachers as a way of evaluating IntRL
algorithms is itself a contribution, CAIR must be tested with hu-
man teachers. When testing with human teachers, we plan on also
introducing a new method for providing binary feedback called
toggle feedback. Toggle feedback provides positive feedback until
told otherwise and similarly for negative feedback. This allows a
human teacher to provide dense feedback without the strain of
having to constantly press a button or repeat an utterance.

In conclusion, we proposed CAIR, the first IntRL algorithm that
can achieve state of the art performance in continuous action-space
tasks. We presented results in two robotics environments using easy
to define heuristic teachers. We plan on continuing to work with
CAIR and investigate continuous action-space IntRL algorithms to
keep people in the learning loop.
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