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Abstract. Reinforcement learning typically utilizes environmental feedback rewards to train agents. However, re-
wards in real-world environments are often sparse, and in some cases, certain environments offer no rewards. The
majority of current methods struggle to achieve satisfactory performance in environments with sparse or nonex-
istent rewards. While shaped rewards effectively address sparse reward tasks, their applicability is restricted to
specific problems, and learning is also prone to local optima. We introduce a model-free method that addresses the
issue of sparse rewards in a general environment without relying on environmental rewards. Our approach employs
the minimum state transitions as a distance metric to substitute the environmental reward. Additionally, it intro-
duces a goal-distance gradient to facilitate policy improvement. Building upon the characteristics of our method,
we also present a bridge point planning strategy aimed at enhancing exploration efficiency and tackling more
complex tasks. Experimental results demonstrate that our method outperforms previous approaches in addressing
challenges such as sparse rewards and local optima in complex environments.
Keywords. Bridge point planning; Distance metric; Goal-distance gradient; Sparse rewards.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Reinforcement learning (RL) is widely employed to train agents, including robots, in per-
forming tasks through feedback rewards within an environment. For example, training an agent
to play FPS (First-person shooting) and Card-Based games [1, 2], to defeat a champion at the
game of Go [3], to overtake human scores in 49 Atari games [4], as well as learning control
manipulator arm to screw a cap onto a bottle [5] and build blocks [6]. Among the above tasks,
perhaps the most central idea of RL is value functions V (s) that represent overall feedback re-
wards in any state [7]. The agent is trained to optimize the value function, which encapsulates
knowledge of rewards, enabling it to learn how to perform a single task. However, in diverse
environments, agents often need to tackle multi-goal tasks where rewards are frequently sparse,
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such as addressing a variety of cooperative multi-agent problems [8]. How can we devise a
method capable of effectively handling multi-goal tasks within environments characterized by
sparse or nonexistent rewards?

We approach these challenges from a human-like perspective. In reality, when confronted
with intricate tasks, humans set goals and continually work towards them. Accordingly, we ex-
pect the agent to establish and attain novel goals throughout its self-supervised learning process.
To guarantee the agent’s ability to engage with the environment and acquire the knowledge nec-
essary for goal achievement during training, selecting a universal distance function becomes
imperative. General value functions Vg(s) [9] represents the rewards of any state s in achieving
a potential given goal g. In the general RL, the value function is represented by a function
approximator V (s,θ), such as a neural network with parameters θ . The function approxima-
tor learns the value associated with the observed state by leveraging the structural information
within the state space and extends this knowledge to unobserved values. Goals are typically
defined within the agent’s achievable scope, resulting in the goal space often sharing a similar
structure with the state space. Therefore, the idea of value function approximation can be ex-
tended to both states s and goals g by using the general value function approximator V (s,g,θ)
[10]. If the value function is related to the distance, such as the reward is to use the negative
Mahalanobis distance in the latent space [6], the smaller the distance, the bigger the reward. We
can also employ a generalized function approximation, denoted as D(s,g,θ), to represent the
distance function.

To address tasks within environments featuring sparse or absent rewards, we explore the
possibility of expressing rewards in terms of distances applicable across diverse environments.
However, training a function capable of precisely assessing the distance between states directly
from the raw signals provided by the environment proves to be a formidable challenge. For
example, in many visual tasks, the interpretations of the value function indicated by pixel-wise
Euclidean distance do not align with the interpretations of the value function in real-world states
[11, 10]. Therefore, we propose a solution to this challenge by employing the distance function
D(s,g), which represents the minimal number of transition steps between state s and goal g. In
each task, the agent is required to navigate through continuous action selection until it reaches a
new state and achieves the goal. Consequently, the distance function is proven to be effective in
training agents to successfully complete tasks in environments characterized by sparse or absent
rewards.

In this paper, our primary contribution lies in presenting a comprehensive approach capa-
ble of addressing diverse tasks within environments marked by sparse or nonexistent rewards.
To achieve impactful training outcomes, we adapt the conventional framework of standard RL
algorithms. We deviate from the action-value function and instead introduce a gradient-based
method to enhance policies using distance information. Despite the typical application of Re-
ward shaping [12, 13] rendering learning susceptible to local optimization, our approach em-
powers agents to attain optimal objectives. Moreover, our technique integrates the bridge point
theory from SoRB [14], enhancing our method’s ability to acquire valuable experiences even in
unforeseen tasks.

While there exist numerous RL methods for solving problems within environments, current
approaches typically rely on substantial data and specific task-oriented training. However, when
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the environment changes, the previously acquired models may become obsolete. The true ad-
vancement of RL lies in its application to real-world environments rather than confining it to
simulations. To achieve this, our agents must be trained to analyze problems rather than merely
relying on past experiences. Our approach introduces a concept for agents to engage in problem
analysis, enabling them to break down complex tasks into simpler components.

2. BACKGROUND

2.1. Reinforcement Learning. Reinforcement Learning (RL) involves the interaction of a
controlling agent with the environment to maximize rewards. We formulate this problem as
a Markov decision process (MDP), where in the MDP is defined by a set of state space S , a set
of action space A , a reward function r : S ×A →R, an initial state distribution characterized
by density p(s1), and transition probabilities p(st+1|st ,at). The agent’s actions are governed
by a policy πθ parameterized by θ . The policy’s objective is to determine the parameters θ

that maximize the expected cumulative future rewards from the initial state. This objective is
denoted as the performance objective J(π) = E[Rγ |π], where R represents the cumulative re-
ward and γ is the discount factor. The anticipated total of future rewards is referred to as the
return: Rγ

t = Σ∞
k=tγ

k−tr(sk,ak), where 0 < γ < 1. We can express the performance objective as
an expectation:

J(πθ ) =
∫

S
ρ

π(s)
∫

A
πθ (s,a)r(s,a)dads

= Es∼ρπ ,a∼πθ
[r(s,a)].

(2.1)

Value functions are defined to be the expected sum of future rewards: V π(s) = E[Rγ |S = s;π]
and Qπ(s,a) = E[Rγ |S = s,A = a;π]. These satisfies the following equation called the Bellman
equation,

V (st) = Es∼ρ(·|s,a),a∼πθ
[r(st ,at)+ γV (st+1)],

Q(st ,at) = Es∼ρ(·|s,a),a∼πθ
[r(st ,at)+ γmax

a∈A
Q(st+1,at+1)].

(2.2)

The actor-critic is a widely used architecture based on the policy gradient theorem [7, 15, 16].
The actor-critic consists of two eponymous components. An actor adjusts the parameters θ of
the stochastic policy πθ (s). Instead of the unknown true action-value function Qπ(s,a), an
action-value function Qω(s,a) is used, with parameter vector ω . A critic estimates the action-
value function Qω(s,a) ≈ Qπ(s,a) using an appropriate policy evaluation algorithm such as
temporal-difference learning.

2.2. Deep Deterministic Policy Gradient. Deep Deterministic Policy Gradients (DDPG) [17]
is an off-policy actor-critic algorithm designed for handling continuous action spaces. DDPG
comprises two key components: the actor and the critic. The actor primarily assumes the role of
generating a deterministic policy denoted as µ , while the critic’s role revolves around approxi-
mating the action-value function Q to facilitate the actor’s policy learning process. In contrast
to conventional stochastic policy gradients, DDPG employs a deterministic policy gradient. A
widely utilized technique, generalised policy iteration [7], underpins the majority of model-
free RL algorithms. Temporal-difference learning [15, 18, 19] and Monte-Carlo evaluation
are commonly employed to estimate the action-value function Qµ(s,a). The policy improve-
ment process involves a greedy maximization of the estimated action-value function, denoted
as µk+1 = argmax

a
Qµk

(s,a).
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2.3. Hindsight Experience Replay. Dealing with tasks that encompass multiple distinct goals
and sparse rewards has consistently posed a significant challenge in the field of RL. Addressing
the issue of sparse rewards typically involves the implementation of an additional informa-
tive reward function, guiding the agent towards achieving the desired goals, e.g. rg(s,g) =
−‖s−g‖2. While shaped rewards can indeed address certain issues, applying them to more
complex problems remains challenging. From an intuitive perspective, tasks with multiple goals
necessitate a larger number of training samples and more efficient use of samples compared to
single-goal tasks. Hindsight Experience Replay (HER) [20] introduces a technique for effec-
tively learning from samples in a sparse reward environment. HER not only enhances sample
efficiency but also enables learning from sparse reward signals. The approach is founded on
training universal policies [21], which accept both the current state and the goal state as in-
puts. In any trajectory s0,s1,s2, ......,st , ...,g, the core concept of HER is to store the transition
(st ,at ,st+1,g∗) in the replay buffer. Here, g∗ is associated not only with the original goal g but
also with a subset of other goals.

3. GOAL DISTANCE GRADIENT

To implement the utilization of distance instead of rewards in RL, the following two points
must be taken into account. First, in order to replace rewards with distance, the reward function
V (s) and action-value function Q(s,a) need to be substituted with the distance function D(s,g).
How the distance function should be defined and estimated requires consideration. Can the
previous method for evaluating the action-value function also estimate the distance function?
Secondly, in the absence of an action-value function, how can we leverage the distance function
to enhance the policy? The distance function D(s,g) might not offer an effective gradient for
policy improvement. In the subsequent sections, we delve into the estimation of the distance
function in Section 3.1, and present the Goal Distance Gradient method in Section 3.2.

3.1. Estimate the Distance Function by TD. The distance function D(s,g) is employed to
represent the minimal number of transitions required from state s to reach the goal g. In contrast
to the value function V (s), the distance function exhibits clear directionality, specifically s→
g. However, in reality, the value function V (s;g′) also encodes a goal g′ that can yield the
maximum cumulative reward upon achievement. If we set the immediate reward obtained at
each step to 1, D(s,g) and V (s,g) become equivalent. This implies that each step signifies a
transfer, reflecting how many transfers have been executed from s to g or how much reward has
been accumulated. In such scenarios, we can employ temporal-difference learning techniques
for estimating the distance function, such as Sarsa update [7], utilized by the critic in the on-
policy deterministic actor-critic algorithm,

δt = rt + γQ(st+1,at+1)−Q(st ,at) (3.1)

and Q-learning update is used by critic to estimate the action-value function in the off-policy
deterministic actor-critic algorithm,

δt = rt + γQ(st+1,µ(st+1))−Q(st ,at). (3.2)

Therefore, we only need to replace the reward rt with the distance dt , and then we can eval-
uate the distance function without considering off-policy or on-policy. We can define dt as the
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number of transfers of st → st+1,

δt = dt +D(st+1,g)−D(st ,g). (3.3)

However, a significant issue remains unresolved: dt always maintains a positive value. As
iterations continue, there’s a risk that the distance function could gradually inflate, consistently
veering away from accurate estimation. To rectify this, it becomes crucial to establish a constant
reference transition value, serving as the distance baseline between identical states. We denote
sg is the state after reaching the goal g, and the number of transfers dsg is 0,

D(st ,g) = dt +D(st+1,g)dt ,

D(sg,g) = 0.
(3.4)

The count of transfers is registered as 0 solely when the agent remains within its current state
without any transitions. In essence, this implies that the distance between identical states s is
stipulated as D(s,s) = 0. Consequently, the challenge of guiding the agent to proximity with
the goal g starting from the initial state s is analogous to minimizing the function D(s,g) to
approach 0.

3.2. Gradients of Distance Policies. The Policy Gradient algorithm is commonly applied in
continuous action spaces to enhance policies through global maximization at each step. In de-
terministic policy algorithms, an uncomplicated and effective approach to policy improvement
involves leveraging the gradient of the action-value function Q(s,a), as opposed to pursuing
global maximization. For every state s, the policy parameters θ are updated using the negative
gradient 5θ Q(s,µθ (s)), resulting in µθ (s) producing the action a∗ that maximizes Q(s,a∗).
Nonetheless, the distance function D(s,g) is unable to furnish a gradient for updating the pa-
rameters θ of µθ in a manner analogous to the action-value function Q(s,a). Consequently, we
introduce a novel policy enhancement approach grounded in the gradient of goal distance.

We define deterministic policy a = π(s;θ) and a deterministic model s′ = f (s,a). The
form of the deterministic Bellman equation for the action-value function is Q(s,a) = r(s,a)+
γQ( f (s,a),µ( f (s,a))). So, the relationship between action-value function Q(s,a) and value
function V (s) is as follows:

Q(s,a) = r(s,a)+ γV (s′)

= r(s,a)+ γV ( f (s,a)).
(3.5)

Use value function V (s) instead of action-value function Q(s,a) for policy improvement:

µ(s) = argmax
a∈A

Q(s,a)

= argmax
a∈A

(r(s,a)+ γV ( f (s,a)))

≈ argmax
a∈A

V ( f (s,a)).

(3.6)

While the value function itself cannot provide a gradient for policy improvement, the policy
is indirectly improved through its relationship with the action-value function. The form of the
Distance Bellman equation is D(s,g) = d +D′(s′,g), where d refers to the distance or number
of transitions. The agent’s goal is to obtain a policy that minimizes the distance between the
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next state and the goal. Reference Equation 3.5 and 3.6, there are the following formulas:

D(s,g) = d +D(s′,g)

= d +D( f (s,a),g)

= d +D( f (s,µ(s,g)),g)

(3.7)

and
µ(s,g) = argmin

a∈A
D(s′,g)

= argmin
a∈A

D( f (s,a),g)
(3.8)

So, the policy improvement method is to use the gradient 5θ D( f (s,µθ (s,g)),g) to minimize
the distance function D(s,g). The improved policy µ∗(s,g) can output an action a that makes
the distance D(s′,g) from next state s′ to the goal g sufficiently small. When D(s′,g) is close
enough to 0, agent can achieve the goal g.

3.3. Algorithms. We summarize the reinforcement learning algorithm for the Goal Distance
Gradient (GDG) in Algorithm 1. Our main idea is to enable the agent to perceive the distance of
the entire environment, which involves estimating the number of transitions required to reach
different states. By setting a random goal, we estimate the number of agent transitions from
different states to the goal using the temporal-difference method. We then train the agent using
a distance function to move in the direction of decreasing the number of transitions, thereby
guiding it to reach the goal. At the start of each episode, we assess whether to discover a
bridge point that can link the starting point to the goal, thus shortening the distance between
them, based on a predefined probability. Then, we employ a straightforward exploration policy
to gather sufficient samples for training, which are stored in the replay buffer. Ultimately, we
train our policy model using samples randomly drawn from the replay buffer and refine the
model’s parameters through fine-tuning. We outline the procedure for identifying bridge points
in Algorithm 2. In numerous complex tasks, acquiring valuable experiences for learning can
be challenging due to inadequate exploration. To ensure comprehensive exploration and gather
a richer set of valuable experiences, we must not confine ourselves to the experiences we have
already acquired. Hence, it is imperative to break free from this conundrum of thought and
actively seek novel insights that remain undiscovered. Even after the agent has acquired a
policy to reach the goal from the starting point, we mustn’t relinquish the pursuit of potential
improvements in our policy. Leveraging the estimated distance function, we explore whether
there exist states that could potentially reduce the distance from the starting point to the goal
beyond what is currently known. The existence of such a distinct state indicates the presence
of superior policies for the agent to acquire. This state can be designated as a provisional goal,
leading us to accumulate experiences that can enhance the policy further. The bridge point
serves as a representation of this provisional goal, effectively connecting the starting point and
the ultimate goal. In Section 4.2, we elaborate extensively on the application of the bridge point
within our method.

4. EXPERIMENTS

Our experiments were devised to tackle and provide insights into the following inquiries: 1)
Is the goal-distance gradient effective in enhancing policy performance. 2) How does the GDG
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Algorithm 1 Goal Distance Gradient(GDG)

1: Initialize critic network D(s,g), actor µ(s,g) and f (s,a) with weights θ D, θ µ , and θ f

2: Initialize target network D′ with weight θ D′ ← θ D

3: Initialize replay buffer R and soft replace rate τ

4: Initialize bridge point search exploit rate ε

5: for episode = 1,M do
6: Sample a goal g and an initial state s0
7: if random(0,1)< ε then
8: Search a bridge point
9: end if

10: for t = 0,T −1 do
11: Get an action at = µ(st ,g)+ noise
12: Execute at and observe a new state st+1
13: Store the transition(st ,at ,st+1,g,d) in R
14: end for
15: for i = 0,T −1 do
16: Sample a random minibatch from Ri
17: Set xi = di +D′(si+1,gi) and yi = f (si,ai)
18: Update network by minimizing the loss:

LD =
1
N ∑

i
(xi−D(si,gi))

2

L f =
1
N ∑

i
(yi− si+1)

2

19: Update the actor policy:

Oθ µ J ≈ 1
N ∑

i
Oθ µ D( f (s,µ(s,g)),g)|si,gi

20: Update the target networks:

θ
D′ ← τθ

D +(1− τ)θ D′

21: end for
22: end for

method, incorporating bridge planning, perform in intricate tasks. 3) To what extent does the
presence of local optima impact the performance of GDG in single-goal tasks.

4.1. Can goal-distance gradients improve policy? DDPG (Deep Deterministic Policy Gra-
dient) [17] stands as a classic algorithm within the realm of deterministic policy reinforcement
learning techniques. At its core, DDPG aims to determine an action that, upon execution, can
lead to a state yielding the highest possible reward. The crux of our algorithm lies in identifying
an action that facilitates the swiftest attainment of the goal. In scenarios where each step incurs
a reward of -1 and reaching the goal yields a reward of 0, the value function within DDPG
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Algorithm 2 Search a bridge point
1: while Bridge point not found do
2: bridge← Search()
3: dsg = D(start,goal)
4: dsb = D(start,bridge)
5: dbg = D(bridge,goal)
6: if dsg > dsb +dbg then
7: Stop searching
8: else if Number of searches exceeded then
9: Stop searching

10: else
11: Continue searching
12: end if
13: end while

corresponds in essence to the distance function in our approach, both carrying a similar inter-
pretation. If we consider the combination of the start state s and the goal state g as a single state,
then we have D(s,g) =−V (s‖g). In this context, the only distinction between our approach and
DDPG is the method for finding an optimal action.

To eliminate the influence of external factors, we have chosen to work within the environment
of the 7-DOF Fetch robotics arm [20], where the distance between the starting point and the
destination can be accurately computed. The states of the initial and goal points are represented
using coordinates in Euclidean space, allowing for direct calculation of the Euclidean distance.

In this experiment, we consider the distance from the binary representation of the state s to
the goal state g as the form d(s,g) = ‖s−g‖2. Therefore, we can directly use the expressions
D(s,g) = d(s,g) and V (s‖g) = −d(s,g) to represent the distance function in our method and
the value function in DDPG. Hence, we can bypass the distance evaluation step and proceed
directly to the policy improvement phase. In theory, our approach should yield performance
comparable to that of DDPG in this experiment. Fig.1 clearly demonstrates that both methods
can easily complete this task, with consistent convergence effects and final results between the
two approaches. This indicates the feasibility and effectiveness of our method.

4.2. Application of bridge point in GDG. These experiments will demonstrate the impor-
tance of accurate distance estimates for the success of our method. In their work, Eysenbach
et al. [14] define dsg(s,g) as the expected number of steps required to reach state s from state
g under the optimal policy. However, it’s worth noting that this method may not be suitable
for all environments. In real-world environments, it’s often not possible to estimate the optimal
distance from state s to state g in advance. Therefore, we attempt to utilize our distance function
D(s,g) instead of dsg(s,g) in SoRB to estimate the distance from s to g ahead of time. So as to
help search bridge point to establish the connection between the start s and the goal g to better
complete the task.

In training, agents often struggle to navigate around obstacles and reach the goal. As depicted
in Figure 2-a, they tend to move directly toward the goal and often collide with obstacles in

‖ denotes concatenation
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FIGURE 1. Success rates for GDG and DDPG in the 7-DOF fetch robotics arm
to reach the goal.

environments like FourRooms. The challenge intensifies when the obstacles are wider, as the
agent must deliberately avoid the apparent goal location before reaching it. This concept can be
perplexing for agents as they need to understand why they should steer clear of the goal before
closing in on it. Introducing the notion of a ’bridge point’ denoted as pb offers a solution. A
bridge point serves as a connection between the start and the goal, resembling an intermediate
checkpoint. Instead of the agent’s primary objective being to reach the final goal, it now involves
reaching the bridge point pb before proceeding to the actual goal. This approach simplifies the
task for the agent, breaking it down into two consecutive sub-tasks. Figure 2-b illustrates the
discovery of a bridge point B that the agent can reach, while Figure 2-c demonstrates that B is
also reachable from the goal. Figure 2-d showcases how, with the assistance of bridge point B,
the agent can successfully complete the journey from the start to the goal. However, in more
complex scenarios, additional bridge points may be required to establish a complete connection
between the start and the ultimate goal.

FIGURE 2. Bridge point establishes the connection between the start and the
goal: (a)No bridge points connect the start and the goal, (b)Find a bridge point
that can connect to the start, (c)Find a bridge point that can connect to the goal,
(d)With the help of the bridge point, the path from the start to the goal was found.

4.3. Performance comparison in complex environments. Now, we are testing the perfor-
mance of our method in a more complex environment, as illustrated in Figure 5. We have em-
ployed similar techniques to create an environment that simulates city streets, featuring more
obstacles, winding paths, and a larger overall area. In this environment, in contrast to the sim-
ple FourRooms map, the maximum distance (in terms of steps) between the start and the goal
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has increased from 120 to 240, and agents are required to navigate around more obstacles. We
have observed that this task poses a significant challenge for the agent, requiring it to maneu-
ver around multiple obstacles to reach the goal. In the FourRooms environment, the agent
can typically reach the goal by bypassing a maximum of two obstacles. However, in the city
environment, agents may need to bypass as many as nine obstacles to reach the farthest goal.

In this experiment, we intended to make a comparison with the SoRB algorithm [14]. How-
ever, the SoRB algorithm relies on distances obtained directly from the environment in advance,
while our method learns the distance from the environment later in the process. As a result, a
direct comparison between our method and SoRB in this experiment is not feasible. Hence, we
conducted evaluations on five methods: Goal-Distance Gradient, Goal-Distance Gradient with
Bridging Planning, Deep Deterministic Policy Gradients (DDPG) [17], Hindsight Experience
Replay (HER) [20], and a stochastic method. We ensured that each method was assessed using
the same goal sampling distribution for a fair comparison.

During the training of the aforementioned methods, each method was tested 200 times for
every 20,000 training episodes, and the average success rate of the results was computed. As
shown in Figure 3, it can be observed that the success rate of DDPG and HER remains rela-
tively stable at around 0.2 in the later stages of training, showing limited further improvement.
Although my method also experiences a plateau in success rate during late training, it gener-
ally maintains a level around 0.5. In contrast, the success rate of GDG with bridging planning
exhibits fluctuation, ultimately reaching and sustaining around 0.8.

FIGURE 3. Comparison of our method with DDGP and HER in the city envi-
ronment over time with an average success rate.

In this environment, we calculated the average success rates for each method across six dif-
ferent distance-based tasks. For each distance, we randomly generated 100 start and goal points,
recording whether each attempt was successful. For each distance task, success was defined as
reaching the goal within 500 steps, while failure was recorded otherwise. We conducted each
experiment with five different random seeds. As depicted in Figure 4, we represent the average
results of the five experiments as solid lines and use shaded areas to indicate the upper and lower
bounds of these results. It is evident that GDG with bridging planning maintains a relatively
high success rate at longer distances, whereas other methods are primarily effective for shorter
distances.
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FIGURE 4. Learning curves: Testing is conducted every 5 timesteps. Each test
employs the policy obtained from 100 task executions, with each task consisting
of 50 distinct goals. We repeat this process five times using different random
seeds and calculate the average success rate based on these repetitions.

Figure 5 below shows the navigation results of our method at different distances between the
start and the goal in the city environment. From the agent’s path, it almost chooses a shortest
distance to complete the task and achieve the goal as soon as possible.

FIGURE 5. Performance of our method in the city environment at different dis-
tances, displayed from left to right: 90, 120, 150, and 180.

4.4. Is GDG vulnerable to local optima if there is only one goal? We employed a standard
map with obstacles, as depicted in Figure 6, to assess the impact of local optima on both our
method and the general algorithm. In this environment, a region close to the goal serves as a
local optimal solution but cannot reach the actual desired goal. The optimal path, however, must
extend far beyond this local optimal region and receive more negative feedback before reaching
the intended goal. Using distance as an evaluation metric can potentially lead the agent into the
local optimal region due to its proximity to the goal. It typically takes a maximum of 10 steps to
reach the local optimal area from the start, whereas more than 80 steps are required to reach the
desired goal. We evaluated four methods: DDPG [17] with the distance function as a negative
reward, DDPG with sparse rewards, GDG, and GDG with bridging planning.

At the same exploration rate, our experiments demonstrate that GDG and GDG with bridging
planning can successfully avoid getting trapped in the local optimal area and reach the goal,
while the other two methods fail to complete the task. The performance of GDG and GDG with
bridging planning remains consistent throughout this experiment. Analyzing the distance curve
on the right in Figure 6 reveals that during the initial training phase, all methods except DDPG
become stuck in the local optimal area. However, as training progresses, GDG and GDG with
bridging planning actively seek ways to escape this trap and eventually discover the correct



12 K. JIANG, X. QIN

FIGURE 6. Left: Environment with a single goal. Right: Agent’s final distance
from the goal under four training methods.

path to the goal. DDPG with distance-based rewards also falls into the local optimal area after
training but remains stuck there, unable to reach the target. In contrast, DDPG, which only
receives rewards upon reaching the goal, continually explores, and its minimum distance from
the goal remains within the local optimal area.

5. CONCLUSIONS

In this paper, we presented a general method for addressing sparse reward and non-reward
tasks through distance evaluation. Additionally, we proposed a gradient algorithm based on
goal-distance to answer how distance evaluation can enhance policy improvement. In scenarios
where the actual distance cannot be precomputed, distance estimation assists bridge planning
to enhance the exploration rate. Experimental results demonstrate that our method outperforms
previous algorithms in complex sparse reward tasks and mitigates the impact of local optima on
learning effectiveness. As future work, we aspire for agents to autonomously set their explo-
ration goals in unfamiliar environments and tackle intricate problems, akin to identifying bridge
points.
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