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ABSTRACT

Reinforcement Learning from Human Feedback (RLHF) facilitates the alignment of large lan-
guage models with human preferences. A critical component of RLHF is the reward model,
which is trained on preference data and outputs a scalar reward for given text. However, the
collection of high-quality preference data still lacks thorough investigation. Recent studies
indicate that preference data is collected either by AI or humans, where chosen and rejected in-
stances are identified between pairwise responses. We question whether this process effectively
filters out noise and ensures sufficient diversity in the collected data. To address these concerns,
we propose a comprehensive framework for preference data collection, decomposing the pro-
cess into four incremental steps: Prompt Collection, Response Generation, Response Filtering,
and Human Labeling. This framework ensures the collection of high-quality preferences while
reducing reliance on human labor. We conducted comprehensive experiments using the data
collected at different stages, demonstrating the effectiveness of the proposed framework.

1 INTRODUCTION

Reinforcement Learning from Human Feedback (RLHF) Ziegler et al. (2019) has demonstrated significant po-
tential in aligning Large Language Models (LLMs) with human preferences Ouyang et al. (2022); Touvron et al.
(2023); Rafailov et al. (2024). In RLHF, a reward model (RM) is typically used to output rewards for a given
prompt and response, further guiding the reinforcement learning process. The RM generally relies on collected
preference data for training, enabling it to distinguish between chosen and rejected responses Wang et al. (2024a).

Recent years have seen increasing discussions on constructing and improving RMs. Several attempts involving
the design of model architectures or learning criteria have been developed Artetxe et al. (2022); Zhang et al.
(2024); Wang et al. (2024b), while studies on how to construct high-quality data have been relatively overlooked.
As revealed in Wang et al. (2024a), the preference data used for RM training—whether off-the-shelf or collected
by AI or humans—often contains noise and may not be suitable for RM training. To obtain preference data
suitable for RM training, it is important to investigate how to properly construct the preference data procedure.

In this paper, we present the first comprehensive study on collecting high-quality preference data for RM training.
Specifically, we decompose the preference data collection process into four sub-steps: Prompt Collection, which
collects challenging prompts that the base model struggles to handle; Response Generation, which produces di-
verse responses to enhance the model’s generalization; Response Filtering, which removes noisy response pairs;
and Human Labeling, which further review the preference among the pairs. Finally, the RM is trained on the
data reviewed by human labelers. The proposed framework represents a preliminary attempt to thoroughly inves-
tigate preference data collection for RMs. Compared to relying solely on AI or human annotation, this framework
effectively aligns the collected data with human preferences while significantly reducing the amount of human
labor required. We conducted experiments on preference data collected at different stages, demonstrating that
performance improves as the quality of the preference data increases.

2 METHODOLOGY

We present the proposed framework in this section. As illustrated in Figure 1(a), the framework comprises five
hierarchical steps, with the first four dedicated to preference data collection. Our main contributions focus on
the first three steps, while the fourth is primarily carried out by human labelers. In the following sections, we
introduce the proposed framework step by step.
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Figure 1: The overview of the proposed framework and the collection strategy of prompts.

2.1 THE PROPOSED FRAMEWORK

We present the details of the first three steps in this subsection.

Step 1: Prompt Collection. This step aims to collect a sufficient number of challenging prompts, which will be
used to generate responses for RM training. The model trained after the RLHF stage should preserve the overall
capabilities of the SFT model while also being capable of handling prompts that are difficult for the SFT model.
To achieve this, two critical principles should be upheld. First, the prompts should exhibit diversity to avoid the
barrel effect, i.e., where the RM scores accurately in one domain while being less precise in another. Second, the
prompts should be difficult for the SFT model to handle.

Following the two principles, we develop a comprehensive strategy illustrated in Figure 1(b). We randomly
sample a sufficient number of prompts from different categories to form the prompt pool X = {x0, x1, . . . , xN},
thereby fulfilling the first requirement. For the latter requirement, our core premise is that if the quality of the
response inferred by the SFT model is close to that of strong LLM models, e.g., GPT-4, for the same prompt, it
indicates that the SFT model can effectively resolve this prompt, eliminating the need for further fine-tuning in
RLHF stage. We achieve this with the assistance of an off-the-shelf proxy RM, r⋆. Specifically, we first let the
SFT model and the GPT-4 model generate two responses for each prompt in X , resulting in yG and yS . Then,
we use r⋆ to score the (prompt, response) pairs as follows:

∆(yG,yS) =

{
r⋆(x, yG)− r⋆(x, yS) ≤ ϵ, dropx

r⋆(x, yG)− r⋆(x, yS) > ϵ, keepx
(1)

ϵ denotes the preset threshold difference between yG and yS . Equation 1 indicates that we only keep the prompts
if the corresponding response generated by the SFT model significantly lags behind those of well-performing
models. We denote the refined prompt set as X∗.

Step 2: Response Generation. RM training accepts a prompt x and two preference responses (y+, y−) as input.
Analogous to Step 1, the quality and diversity of the responses need to be ensured. We tackle the two requirements
by employing several strong LLMs, e.g., the open-source Qwen 2.5 Yang et al. (2024) and the Llama 3.1 Dubey
et al. (2024) series models, as well as the GPT-4 API, to generate responses for each prompt x. Assuming we
obtain k responses using different LLMs, these responses form the candidates pool, Yx = {y1, y2, . . . , yk}. Then,
we use the proxy RM r∗ to score each response and obtain the score for each response. After that, we select
two samples from Yx with a certain degree of difference as a preference pair. In this way, we have preliminarily
completed the construction of the preference training data, obtaining the training candidate set D.

Step 3: Response Filtering. The training instance collected in Step 2 is formed as a triad (x, y+, y−). Ideally,
y+ should exhibit a certain degree of superiority over y−, meaning that (x, y+, y−) should not be too easy or
too hard for learning. However, such a condition cannot always be fulfilled. The proxy RM r∗ is fine-tuned on
fixed preference data, which inevitably exhibits a data distribution shift compared to the constructed preference
dataset D, causing bias in scoring Skalse et al. (2022).

Therefore, we further refine D by prompting GPT-4 to help filter out disqualified samples. Specifically, we first
design different scoring criteria for prompts belonging to different categories. Within each criterion, each sample
is evaluated on five levels, where 1 represents the worst and 5 represents the best. Then, we employ GPT-4 to
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score each sample in D, obtaining the score pairs as (x, y+, r+) and (x, y−, r−). Based on these scores, we
consider that two kinds of samples should be discarded, as shown in Table 1. First, responses with identical
scores, as such pairs cannot provide any discriminative knowledge during RM training. Second, responses that
exhibit extreme distinctness, for example, pairs where r+ is scored 5 and r− is scored 1. We consider that the
RM possesses the ability to distinguish samples with significant divergence, thus eliminating the need for further
assessment by the annotators. We denote the preference data after Step 3 as D̃.

< r+, r− > 1 2 3 4 5

1 1-1 1-2 1-3 1-4 1-5
2 2-1 2-2 2-3 2-4 2-5
3 3-1 3-2 3-3 3-4 3-5
4 4-1 4-2 4-3 4-4 4-5
5 5-1 5-2 5-3 5-4 5-5

Table 1: The filtering matrix. The scoring pairs high-
lighted in green are preserved, while those in grey are
discarded.
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Figure 2: The data funnel illustrates the loss rate at
each step. The ultimate data retention is roughly 18%.

2.2 DATA FUNNEL

In Step 4, we let the annotators further review D̃ obtained from Step 3. For each training sample (x, y+, y−),
the annotators evaluate the preference between y+ and y− given x. The samples that do not align with the
preference order in Step 3 will be discarded. We denote the ultimate dataset after Step 4 as D∗, which will be
used for RM training. The proposed framework progressively filters out the disqualified samples in a hierarchical
manner. Figure 2 illustrates the data filtering funnel according to the practical collection process. Assuming that
the number of prompt pools is N , Step 1 filters out 10% of easy prompts, with 90% of the prompts reserved. In
Step 3, the filtering rate is comparatively large, with only 36% reserved. Finally, after human labeling, around
18% of samples are kept for RM training.

3 EXPERIMENT

3.1 SETUPS

We employ two SFT models built upon Llama2-13B and Llama2-70B for RM training. The preliminary prompts
are collected from two sources: available open-source preference data (mainly collected from Dong et al. (2024))
and self-constructed prompts by AI or humans, each accounting for about 300,000 samples. We sample roughly
150,000 prompts from the above 600,000 samples as the initial prompt pool, then proceed with the proposed
preference data collection procedure. Specifically, we train two RMs based on the data collected in Step 3 and
Step 4, respectively. Approximately 54,000 preference data are collected in Step 3, and around 30,000 preference
data are used in Step 4.

We save the checkpoint of the last iteration for evaluation. The RMs are evaluated from two aspects: accuracy on
preference benchmarks and the BoN results. The preference benchmarks are twofold. On one hand, we evaluate
the RMs on benchmarks used in Touvron et al. (2023); Bai et al. (2023), including Anthropic Helpfulness Bai
et al. (2022), OpenAI Summarize Stiennon et al. (2020), OpenAI WebGPT Nakano et al. (2021), and Stanford
SHP Ethayarajh et al. (2022). On the other hand, we evaluate the RMs on RewardBench Lambert et al. (2024),
which contains 4 categories.

3.2 RESULTS

Results on preference benchmarks. We report the results on preference benchmarks in Table 2. The results for
both the 13B-size and 70B-size RMs validate the improvement from step 3 to step 4, indicating that refinement
of preference data can indeed boost performance. Despite the scale of preference data used in step 3 being almost
twice that used in step 4, we observe that the refinement of data quality is beneficial.

Results of BoN experiments. In addition, we evaluate the RMs with the BoN policy. BoN is an inference-time
sampling strategy that aims to select the answer with the highest reward from n candidates. The prompts are
from AlignBench Liu et al. (2023). The gains obtained by BoN are approximated by log(N) − N−1

N Beirami
et al. (2024). For each prompt in AlignBench, we use Llama2-13B SFT model to generate n answers and choose
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Table 2: The results on preference benchmarks.

RMs Open Preference Datasets RewardBench Avg
Anthropic

Helpful
OpenAI
Summ.

Stanford
SHP WebGPT Chat Chat

Hard Reasoning Safety

13B Step3 68.7 68.2 67.2 65.9 89.7 61.2 75.8 88.2 73.1
Step4 69.6 68.6 68.1 66.7 89.1 68.2 91.8 79.9 75.3

70B Step3 69.9 68.7 71.5 71.4 86.9 63.2 87.5 79.1 74.8
Step4 71.4 71.4 72.1 70.8 88.8 65.6 87.7 76.8 75.6

the best answer from the answer set based on the RM score. The value of n is chosen from {5, 10, 20, 50}. We
then calculate the win rate for the RM trained on preference data collected in Step 3 against Step 4, and plot the
results in Figure 3. The results validate that the RMs consistently help select better answers than the SFT model
for both the 13B and 70B models, further verifying the enhancement in performance with the refinement of data.
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Figure 3: The win rates of the RM trained with preference data in Step 4 against Step 3.

4 CONCLUSION

In this work, we propose a systematic framework for preference data collection tailored to RM training. By de-
composing the collection pipeline into distinct sub-steps, our approach facilitates the acquisition of high-quality
preference data while minimizing human annotation effort. We empirically validate the framework through eval-
uations on preference data benchmarks and downstream policy learning tasks, showing notable improvements in
data quality. As an initial exploration, we believe this framework addresses critical gaps in existing practices and
contributes a solution to the broader LLM community.
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