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Markov Decision Process
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Solving MDPs
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Policy Evaluation
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Solving MDPs via Dynamic Programming
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Iterative Policy Evaluation
86 CHAPTER 4. DYNAMIC PROGRAMMING

Input ⇡, the policy to be evaluated
Initialize an array V (s) = 0, for all s 2 S+

Repeat
� 0
For each s 2 S:

v  V (s)
V (s) 

P
a
⇡(a|s)

P
s0,r p(s0

, r|s, a)
⇥
r + �V (s0)

⇤

� max(�, |v � V (s)|)
until � < ✓ (a small positive number)
Output V ⇡ v⇡

Figure 4.1: Iterative policy evaluation.

Another implementation point concerns the termination of the algorithm.
Formally, iterative policy evaluation converges only in the limit, but in practice
it must be halted short of this. A typical stopping condition for iterative policy
evaluation is to test the quantity maxs2S |vk+1(s)�vk(s)| after each sweep and
stop when it is su�ciently small. Figure 4.1 gives a complete algorithm for
iterative policy evaluation with this stopping criterion.

Example 4.1 Consider the 4⇥4 gridworld shown below.

actions

r  =  !1

on all transitions

1 2 3

4 5 6 7

8 9 10 11

12 13 14

R

The nonterminal states are S = {1, 2, . . . , 14}. There are four actions pos-
sible in each state, A = {up, down, right, left}, which deterministically
cause the corresponding state transitions, except that actions that would take
the agent o↵ the grid in fact leave the state unchanged. Thus, for instance,
p(6|5, right) = 1, p(10|5, right) = 0, and p(7|7, right) = 1. This is an undis-
counted, episodic task. The reward is �1 on all transitions until the terminal
state is reached. The terminal state is shaded in the figure (although it is
shown in two places, it is formally one state). The expected reward function is
thus r(s, a, s

0) = �1 for all states s, s
0 and actions a. Suppose the agent follows

the equiprobable random policy (all actions equally likely). The left side of
Figure 4.2 shows the sequence of value functions {vk} computed by iterative
policy evaluation. The final estimate is in fact v⇡, which in this case gives for
each state the negation of the expected number of steps from that state until

R. S. Sutton and A. G. Barto: Reinforcement Learning: An Introduction



Policy improvement theorem

Given the value function for any policy    :

It can always be greedified to obtain a better policy:

where better means:

with equality only if both policies are optimal

q⇡(s, a) for all s, a

⇡0(s) = argmax
a

q⇡(s, a)

q⇡0(s, a) � q⇡(s, a) for all s, a

⇡

(     is not unique)⇡0
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The dance of policy and value (Policy Iteration)

Any policy evaluates to a unique value 
function (soon we will see how to learn it) 

which can be greedified to produce a 
better policy

That in turn evaluates to a value function 

which can in turn be greedified…

Each policy is strictly better than the 
previous, until eventually both are optimal

There are no local optima 

The dance converges in a finite number of 
steps, usually very few
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Policy Iteration

92 CHAPTER 4. DYNAMIC PROGRAMMING

1. Initialization
V (s) 2 R and ⇡(s) 2 A(s) arbitrarily for all s 2 S

2. Policy Evaluation
Repeat

� 0
For each s 2 S:

v  V (s)
V (s) 

P
s0,r p(s0

, r|s, ⇡(s))
⇥
r + �V (s0)

⇤

� max(�, |v � V (s)|)
until � < ✓ (a small positive number)

3. Policy Improvement
policy-stable true

For each s 2 S:
a ⇡(s)
⇡(s) arg maxa

P
s0,r p(s0

, r|s, a)
⇥
r + �V (s0)

⇤

If a 6= ⇡(s), then policy-stable false

If policy-stable, then stop and return V and ⇡; else go to 2

Figure 4.3: Policy iteration (using iterative policy evaluation) for v⇤. This
algorithm has a subtle bug, in that it may never terminate if the policy con-
tinually switches between two or more policies that are equally good. The bug
can be fixed by adding additional flags, but it makes the pseudocode so ugly
that it is not worth it. :-)

R. S. Sutton and A. G. Barto: Reinforcement Learning: An Introduction
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Policy Iteration

 policy evaluation policy improvement
“greedification”

4.3. POLICY ITERATION 91

selected in the new greedy policy. Any apportioning scheme is allowed as long
as all submaximal actions are given zero probability.

The last row of Figure 4.2 shows an example of policy improvement for
stochastic policies. Here the original policy, ⇡, is the equiprobable random
policy, and the new policy, ⇡

0, is greedy with respect to v⇡. The value function
v⇡ is shown in the bottom-left diagram and the set of possible ⇡

0 is shown in
the bottom-right diagram. The states with multiple arrows in the ⇡

0 diagram
are those in which several actions achieve the maximum in (4.9); any appor-
tionment of probability among these actions is permitted. The value function
of any such policy, v⇡0(s), can be seen by inspection to be either �1, �2, or �3
at all states, s 2 S, whereas v⇡(s) is at most �14. Thus, v⇡0(s) � v⇡(s), for all
s 2 S, illustrating policy improvement. Although in this case the new policy
⇡

0 happens to be optimal, in general only an improvement is guaranteed.

4.3 Policy Iteration

Once a policy, ⇡, has been improved using v⇡ to yield a better policy, ⇡
0, we can

then compute v⇡0 and improve it again to yield an even better ⇡
00. We can thus

obtain a sequence of monotonically improving policies and value functions:

⇡0
E�! v⇡0

I�! ⇡1
E�! v⇡1

I�! ⇡2
E�! · · · I�! ⇡⇤

E�! v⇤,

where
E�! denotes a policy evaluation and

I�! denotes a policy improvement .
Each policy is guaranteed to be a strict improvement over the previous one
(unless it is already optimal). Because a finite MDP has only a finite number
of policies, this process must converge to an optimal policy and optimal value
function in a finite number of iterations.

This way of finding an optimal policy is called policy iteration. A complete
algorithm is given in Figure 4.3. Note that each policy evaluation, itself an
iterative computation, is started with the value function for the previous policy.
This typically results in a great increase in the speed of convergence of policy
evaluation (presumably because the value function changes little from one
policy to the next).

Policy iteration often converges in surprisingly few iterations. This is illus-
trated by the example in Figure 4.2. The bottom-left diagram shows the value
function for the equiprobable random policy, and the bottom-right diagram
shows a greedy policy for this value function. The policy improvement theo-
rem assures us that these policies are better than the original random policy.
In this case, however, these policies are not just better, but optimal, proceed-
ing to the terminal states in the minimum number of steps. In this example,
policy iteration would find the optimal policy after just one iteration.
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Value Iteration

Recall the full policy-evaluation backup:

Here is the full value-iteration backup:

v0 ! v1 ! · · · ! vk ! vk+1 ! · · · ! v⇡

v⇡(s) =
X

a

⇡(a|s)
X

s0,r

p(s0, r|s, a)
h
r + �v⇡(s

0)
i

vk+1(s) =
X

a

⇡(a|s)
X

s0,r

p(s0, r|s, a)
h
r + �vk(s

0)
i

8s 2 S

v⇡(s) = E⇡[Gt | St = s] = E⇡

" 1X

k=0

�kRt+k+1

����� St = s

#

v⇡(s) = E⇡

⇥
Rt+1 + �Rt+2 + �2Rt+3 + · · ·

�� St=s
⇤

= E⇡[Rt+1 + �v⇡(St+1) | St=s] (1)

=
X

a

⇡(a|s)
X

s0,r

p(s0, r|s, a)
h
r + �v⇡(s

0)
i
, (2)

v⇤(s) = max
a

q⇡⇤(s, a)

= max
a

E[Rt+1 + �v⇤(St+1) | St=s,At=a] (3)

= max
a

X

s0,r

p(s0, r|s, a)
⇥
r + �v⇤(s

0)
⇤
. (4)

i
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X
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s0,r
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a
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a
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X
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Generalized Policy Iteration

Generalized Policy Iteration  (GPI):  
any interaction of policy evaluation and policy improvement, 
independent of their granularity.

A geometric metaphor for
convergence of GPI: 

evaluation

improvement

⇡  greedy(V )

V⇡

V  v⇡

v⇤⇡⇤

R. S. Sutton and A. G. Barto: Reinforcement Learning: An Introduction
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Value Iteration
96 CHAPTER 4. DYNAMIC PROGRAMMING

Initialize array V arbitrarily (e.g., V (s) = 0 for all s 2 S+)

Repeat
� 0
For each s 2 S:

v  V (s)
V (s) maxa

P
s0,r p(s0

, r|s, a)
⇥
r + �V (s0)

⇤

� max(�, |v � V (s)|)
until � < ✓ (a small positive number)

Output a deterministic policy, ⇡, such that
⇡(s) = arg maxa

P
s0,r p(s0

, r|s, a)
⇥
r + �V (s0)

⇤

Figure 4.5: Value iteration.

by only a small amount in a sweep. Figure 4.5 gives a complete value iteration
algorithm with this kind of termination condition.

Value iteration e↵ectively combines, in each of its sweeps, one sweep of
policy evaluation and one sweep of policy improvement. Faster convergence is
often achieved by interposing multiple policy evaluation sweeps between each
policy improvement sweep. In general, the entire class of truncated policy
iteration algorithms can be thought of as sequences of sweeps, some of which
use policy evaluation backups and some of which use value iteration backups.
Since the max operation in (4.10) is the only di↵erence between these backups,
this just means that the max operation is added to some sweeps of policy
evaluation. All of these algorithms converge to an optimal policy for discounted
finite MDPs.

Example 4.3: Gambler’s Problem A gambler has the opportunity to
make bets on the outcomes of a sequence of coin flips. If the coin comes up
heads, he wins as many dollars as he has staked on that flip; if it is tails, he
loses his stake. The game ends when the gambler wins by reaching his goal
of $100, or loses by running out of money. On each flip, the gambler must
decide what portion of his capital to stake, in integer numbers of dollars. This
problem can be formulated as an undiscounted, episodic, finite MDP. The
state is the gambler’s capital, s 2 {1, 2, . . . , 99} and the actions are stakes,
a 2 {0, 1, . . . , min(s, 100 � s)}. The reward is zero on all transitions except
those on which the gambler reaches his goal, when it is +1. The state-value
function then gives the probability of winning from each state. A policy is a
mapping from levels of capital to stakes. The optimal policy maximizes the
probability of reaching the goal. Let ph denote the probability of the coin

R. S. Sutton and A. G. Barto: Reinforcement Learning: An Introduction
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