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Abstract

We study Off-Policy Learning (OPL) of ranking policies, which enables us to learn
new ranking policies using only historical logged data. Ranking settings make
OPL remarkably challenging because their action spaces consist of permutations of
unique items, being extremely large. Existing methods, which primarily use either
policy- or regression-based approaches, suffer from high variance and bias respec-
tively. To circumvent these issues of existing methods, we propose a new OPL
method for ranking, named Ranking Policy Optimization via Top-k Policy Decom-
position (R-POD), which combines the policy- and regression-based approaches
in an effective fashion. Specifically, R-POD decomposes a ranking policy into a
first-stage policy for selecting fop-k actions and a second-stage policy for choosing
the bottom actions given the top-k actions. It then learns the first-stage policy via
the policy-based approach and the second-stage policy via the regression-based
approach. In particular, we propose a new policy gradient estimator to learn the
first-stage policy via the policy-based approach. This method can substantially
reduce variance, since it applies importance weighting only to the top-k actions.
We also demonstrate that our policy-gradient estimator for the first-stage policy is
unbiased under a conditional pairwise correctness condition, which only requires
that the expected reward differences of pairs of rankings sharing the same top-k ac-
tions can be estimated correctly. Comprehensive experiments illustrate that R-POD
provides substantial improvements in OPL for ranking where existing methods fail
due to large action spaces.

1 Introduction

Intelligent systems in the real-world, such as recommender systems, search engines, and news
applications, often present items (e.g., products, hotels, news) in the form of rankings. In these
systems, our goal is to learn new ranking policies to improve outcomes, using only historical logged
data. This learning task is known as Off-Policy Learning (OPL). OPL is highly relevant in many
practical applications involving automated decision-making regarding ranking interface [25} [14].
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The main approaches to OPL include policy-based and regression-based methods [25]. The policy-
based approach learns new policies by estimating the policy gradient, often through importance-
weighting [21} 4]. Although this approach can be based on unbiased policy gradients and learns
effective policies with sufficient logged data, it can be sample-inefficient particularly under large
action spaces [19, 24]. In ranking settings, in particular, where the action space corresponds to
all possible permutations of items, most policy gradient estimators collapse due to extremely high
variance [[12 27,26/ [19]. To mitigate the variance issue caused by importance weighting in ranking
setups, several methods introduce assumptions about user behavior such as independence [[14] and
cascade [18]. While these methods succeed in reducing variance, restrictive assumptions can lead
to large bias in policy gradient estimations [[13 12} [18]. On the other hand, the regression-based
approach, which learns the reward function and selects a ranking with the highest predicted reward,
can avoid variance issues but is known to suffer from high bias due to the difficulty of accurately
modeling the rewards of every unique ranking in the action space.

To address the bias and variance issues caused by ranking action spaces, we develop a novel OPL
algorithm for ranking called Ranking Policy Optimization via Top-k Policy Decomposition (R-POD).
The crux of R-POD is to decompose a ranking policy into a first-stage policy that chooses the best
top-k actions for each context and a second-stage policy that selects the best bottom actions given
the top-k actions. Leveraging this decomposition of a ranking policy, we learn the first-stage policy
through the policy-based approach with a novel policy gradient estimator, called the R-POD gradient
estimator. The R-POD gradient estimator includes importance weighting in the top-% action space to
account for the effect of top-k actions and a reward regression model to consider the effect of the
bottom actions. We demonstrate that the R-POD gradient estimator is unbiased under a conditional
pairwise correctness (CPC) condition, which only requires that the regression model accurately
preserves the relative expected reward differences of rankings sharing the same top-k actions. The
second-stage policy of R-POD is then learned by the regression-based approach. We show that the
second-stage policy can be based on a reward model that is used as a part of the R-POD gradient
estimator for the first stage-policy, since the CPC condition ensures that the second-stage policy
performs optimally in terms of choosing the bottom actions.

Compared to existing policy-based methods for ranking, our R-POD gradient estimator applies
importance weighting only to the top-£ actions, substantially reducing variance, as we theoretically
demonstrate. In addition, R-POD avoids introducing large bias to achieve substantial variance
reduction, as it does not introduce any assumptions about user behavior. Moreover, compared to
existing regression-based approaches, R-POD relaxes the modeling requirement regarding the reward
function. Specifically, it only needs to accurately learn the relative value differences between pairs of
unique rankings that have the same top-k actions, a condition that is generally milder than learning
the global expected rewards for every unique ranking. Comprehensive experiments on both synthetic
and real-world ranking data illustrate that our R-POD algorithm performs more effectively than
existing policy- and regression-based methods for a variety of experiment settings.

2 Preliminaries

In our formulation of OPL for ranking, x € X C R4 denotes a d,,-dimensional context vector (e.g.,
user demographics) drawn i.i.d. from an unknown distribution p(a). The finite set of discrete (unique)
actions is denoted as A, with a € A corresponding to an action like a single movie, song, news
article, or product. Let @ = (a1,aq,...,qa,...,ar) be a ranking action vector, where L denotes
the length of the ranking. The function 7 : X — A([], (A)) is referred to as a ranking policy,
with [ ], (A) indicating the set of L-permutations of A, i.e., the ranking action space. Furthermore,
r = (ry,r2,...,7,...,ry) represents a reward vector, sampled from an unknown conditional
distribution p(7|x, @), where r; is the reward observed at the [-th position. The effectiveness of a
policy 7 is measured through its value, which is defined as follows.

L
V(m) = Ep@)r(ale) lz az(Jz(fB,a)] ; (1)

=1

where q;(x, a) .= E [r{|x, a] represents the position-wise expected reward function. Here, «; is a non-
negative weight given to each position. This definition of policy value in Eq. (1)) can represent various
types of ranking metrics. For instance, when «; := 1/log, (I 4+ 1), it represents the discounted
cumulative gain (DCG).
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Figure 1: The R-POD algorithm leverages the concept of top-k policy decomposition in Eq. (6).

Let D == {(z?,a® r®)}7_ be the logged data we can use for performing OPL, which contains n
independent observations drawn from the logging policy mo as (z,a,r) ~px )7r0(a|as) (r|x,a). In
OPL of ranklng policies, using only D, we aim to optimize a ranking pohcy g, which is parameterized
by 6, to maximize the policy value as

0* = argmax V (my). 2)
0co

3 Limitations of Existing Methods

This section reviews existing approaches and their limitations in the ranking setup.

Firstly, the policy-based approach aims to learn the policy parameter 6 via iterative gradient ascent,
0111 < 0, + nVoV (mg), where

VoV (m9) = Ep@)ms(ala) KZ aq(z,a ) Vg 10g7fa(a|ﬂ3)] 3)

is called the policy gradient (we can derive it via the log-derivative trick, i.e., Vomg = m9 Vg log mp).
The problem here is that we do not know the true policy gradient VyV (my) since we do not know the
true reward functions {q;(z, a)}~_ ;. Therefore, it needs to estimate the policy gradient with only
available logged data D. A standard approach to do it is to apply inverse propensity scoring (IPS) as
~ 1 &
Vo Vi D) = = (@) (@) @ q® 4

oVirs(mo; D) n; w(z,a ZOM (', a"), “
where w(x, a) == mp(alx)/mo(alz) is called the rankmg—level importance weight, which is defined
as the ratio of probabilities that a unique ranking a is chosen under two different policies. We also
use sg(x,a) = Vylog mg(a|x) to denote the policy score function in Eq. {@). It is widely known
that the IPS gradient estimator given above is unbiased under the full support condition.
Condition 3.1. (Full Support) The logging policy mg is said to have full support if mo(a|x) > 0 for
alla € A(J[;(A)) andx € X.

Unfortunately, in ranking situations, the full support condition is often hard to guarantee due to a
large number of unique rankings [27]], potentially resulting in substantial bias for the IPS gradient
estimator [23, 7} 126]].

To deal with the variance issue of IPS, we can possibly apply the Doubly Robust (DR) estimator [35]]
which uses a reward estimator f(x,a) ~ Zle a;q(x, @) as a control variate. However, DR still
suffers from extremely high variance due to the use of ranking-level importance weighting.

To address the high variance caused by ranking-level importance weighting, some methods introduce
assumptions about user behavior [14} [18}[12]]. For instance, under a cascade assumption, which posits
that users interact with items one by one from the top position, a policy gradient estimator can be
defined as follows [18]].

(%) .
7r x DG
VoViips(m9; D) = ZZ of l‘ 0417"1 v, log w9 (a §}|m( ), (5)

=1 1=1 mo(a



where 7(a,|x) = Ea/eHL(A) n(a’|z)I[{a}., = ai,;}. This RIPS gradient estimator is unbiased
under the cascade assumption and significantly reduces variance compared to IPS and DR. However,
the RIPS gradient estimator can exhibit high bias due to mismatches between actual user behavior
and its underlying assumption [13].

Secondly, the regression-based approach estimates the reward function as ¢;(x, a) ~ ¢q;(x, a), VI
using conventional supervised machine learning methods. It then converts the estimated reward
functions {g;(x, @)}, into a ranking policy, for example, by applying the argmax operator as below.

m(alx) = 1 (a =argmaxgcm, (1) ZzL:1 aigi(z,a’))
0 (otherwise)

Regarding the variance, this approach is superior to the policy-based approach as it does not involve
importance weighting. However, it can suffer from high bias due to the difficulty of accurately
regressing the expected rewards for every unique ranking, i.e., Va € IIy,(.A), based only on partial
feedback in the logged data D.

As discussed above, classic approaches to OPL are considered ineffective in the ranking setup, which
is prevalent in the real-world. To achieve more efficient OPL of ranking policies, the following
develops a novel algorithm for ranking that circumvents the variance issue of the policy-based
approach and the bias issue of the regression-based approach simultaneously.

4 The “R-POD” Algorithm

This section introduces a novel OPL method called R-POD that addresses the issues of bias and
variance in ranking situations. The core concept of our proposed method involves decomposing a
ranking policy into two components: a first-stage policy and a second-stage policy, as follows.

e D

The Top-k Policy Decomposition:

mou M a] @) = mp*(ark | @) - 73 N (Argr:r | T, G1), (6)
where @y, .k, = (Aky, Qky 41, 5 Qky—1, Ok, ). As depicted in Figure the first-stage policy

is a segment of the overall policy responsible for selecting the top-k actions (a;.). Conversely,
the second-stage policy is a segment to choose the bottom actions (ax+1.1), conditional on
the top-k actions already sampled by the first-stage policy.

Intuitively, higher-ranked items are considered more crucial for producing effective rankings. Hence,
we consider optimizing the first-stage policy using a method with low bias, and then the second-stage
policy using a method with low variance to control the overall variance of the algorithm. With this
idea in mind, our R-POD algorithm for ranking learns an overall policy in two separate stages. In the
first stage, it optimizes a first-stage policy through the policy-based approach within the top-k action
space. By applying importance weighting exclusively to the top-k action space, which is considerably
smaller than the entire ranking space, we can learn the first-stage policy with significantly reduced
variance, despite using the policy-based approach. In the second stage, we optimize the second-stage
policy through the regression-based approach. By applying the regression model only to the remaining
action space, conditional on a set of top-k actions, we can learn the second-stage policy with smaller
bias than the conventional regression-based approach while taking advantage of its low variance. In
the following, we describe how to learn first- and second-stage policies in order to improve the value
of the overall policy.

4.1 Optimizing the First-stage Policy 7}’

We first consider optimizing the first-stage policy m}*!, parameterized by 6, via the policy-based
approach given a second-stage policy ﬂi”d. We consider learning the first-stage policy under a pre-
trained second-stage policy because the overall policy is dependent both on the first- and second-stage
policies, and the optimal first-stage policy becomes different given a different second-stage policy, as
we will describe below.



Given that our ultimate goal is training a better overall policy, we should train the first-stage policy so
that the overall policy is improved. Hence, given a second-stage policy 7r2”d we aim to update the
first-stage policy parameter 6 as

Opy1 < 0 + nVaV(ﬂgvgmu) -
The following derives the policy gradient for the overall policy regarding the first-stage policy
parameter, i.e., VoV( Overall)

Proposition 4.1. (The overall policy gradient) The policy gradient for the overall policy regarding
the first-stage policy parameter, i.e., VoV (7 0””“”) is given as follows.

2nd
VoV (mgus ) = Ep(a)rlet (arklz) [q ¢ (%alzk)Se(%al:k)} ; ®)

2nd
where "¢ (x,a1) =E 20 (g ann) {Zle gz, a)} denotes the value of top-k actions

1€t(

under 71'3)”‘1 and sg(x,ay1.) = Vologmy®(a1.x|x) is the policy score function of the first-stage

policy. See Appendix|[C.1|for the proof.

Proposition 4. 1| suggests that if the first-stage policy can choose the top-% actions that are evaluated

highly according to the function q“im (z,a1.r), we can improve the effectiveness of the overall

policy. An interesting observation here is that the top-k actions that the first-stage policy should

choose are different given different second-stage policies as implied by the fact that the function
2nd

q"® (x,a.) is dependent on wi"d. This is indeed the reason why we are considering training the

first-stage policy given a second-stage policy.

As discussed, the true VoV (m "”em”) would lead to an improved overall policy, however we do not

know the ground-truth policy gradient due to the inability to know q’rind (x,ai.k), so we have to
estimate it using logged data to train the first-stage policy. To achieve this, we propose a new policy
gradient estimator, called the R-POD gradient estimator, defined as follows.

1< i ; i
VGVRPOD( gv(;rall D) nZ{ () a (Za r w(z) (l))> Sa(w(z)7ag:)k)

i=1
A_2nd . .
+ Ertst(ay,]a) [f” (w(z),a1:k)89($(l),a1:k)} }7 ©)
where w(x, ay.;) = :éig:i}:g = % 'E“l ’C_ai S’r?é;g“:}z% is the top-k importance weight.
o : rH{al,, =a T a’|x

Specifically, the first term of Eq. (9) estimates the value of top-k actions a;., via importance
weighting and the second term deals with the value of bottom actions (aj1.1,) via the regression

model f (z, a). Since the top-k importance weight considers only the difference in probabilities of
choosing the top-k actions between policies, it is expected to have much lower variance than existing
gradient estimators such as IPS, DR, and RIPS. Additionally, it does not introduce any assumption on
user behavior such as independence [14] or cascade [18], so it does not produce large bias regarding
the violation of such assumptions when reducing variance. Note that we will discuss how we should

optimize the regression model f (z, a) based on the analysis of the R-POD estimator provided below.
As a theoretical analysis, we first characterize the bias of the R-POD gradient estimator under the

full “top-k” support condition, which is less restrictive than the full support condition needed for the
unbiasedness of IPS.

Condition 4.1. (Full top-k support) The logging policy my is said to have full top-k support if
mo(ark|x) > 0foralla € [[,(A)andx € X.

Theorem 4.1. (Bias of the R-POD gradient estimator) If Condition is true, the R-POD gradient
estimator has the following bias for some given regression model f(x,a).

Bias(VoVapon (rg" ! D))

2nd
=Eriet(z,00.) [ > 5" anrpl®, k)" (Brr.sl@, c1p)
a<bai=birr=cik

x (Ag(z, a,b) — Af(%a,b))(”(b"”’cl‘k) - ”e(alw’clz’“»so(aclzk)}7 (10)

mo(blx,c1x)  molalx,cip)




where a,b € [, (A). Ay(x,a,b) = q(x,a) — q(x,b) represents the difference of the expected
rewards between a pair of rankings a and b given x, which we call the relative value difference of

rankings. Af(a:, a,b) = f(x,a) — f(x,b) is a relative value of rankings between a and b given x
estimated by the regression model f (z,a).

The most important factor in Eq. is Ay(w,a,b) — As(w, a,b), which implies that when a

regression model f(x, a) accurately preserves the relative value differences of rankings containing
the same top-k actions, the bias of the R-POD gradient estimator becomes small. Intuitively, the
R-POD gradient estimator already unbiasedly estimates the value of top-k actions via its top-k
importance weighting, and thus it is sufficient for the regression model to identify only relative
value differences of rankings given the same top-k actions to make the gradient estimator unbiased.
Moreover, Theorem [4.1] implies that the R-POD gradient estimator becomes unbiased under the
following condition.

Condition 4.2. (Conditional Pairwise Correctness;, CPC) A regression model f (z,a) satisfies
conditional pairwise correctmess if Ay(z,a,b) = Ay(z,a,b) forallz € X and a,b € [ (A) s.t.
ai:p = bl:k~

Corollary 4.1. Under Conditions and the R-POD gradient estimator is unbiased, i.e.,
ED[VHVRPOD(W(?})(;TG”; )] = VoV (mgusmh).

Thus, the R-POD gradient estimator can be unbiased under a condition where the regression model
satisfies conditional pairwise correctness, which is less restrictive than aiming for correctly estimating
the global reward functions {¢;(x, )}/, like implicitly assumed for the regression-based approach.

The above bias analysis also implies that we should ideally optimize the regression model f (z,a) so
that it preserves the relative value differences to minimize the bias of the resulting gradient estimator.
Next, the following calculates the variance of R-POD to show its relation with the accuracy of the
regression model f(z, a).

Proposition 4.2. (Variance of the R-POD gradient estimator) Under Conditions and the
variance of the R-POD gradient estimator is given by

~(a . 2
nVD(VQVF({QOD(ng)grall§ )) = Ep(a:)ﬂ'o(a\m) |:(w(w7 al:k)séj)(wv al:k)) 0'2(537 a):|

+ Ep) [Vﬂo(am {w(:c,alzk.)Aq f(a:,a)séj)(ac,al:k)ﬂ

2nd 1
V@) [Erpottarsim |07 (@ a10)s (@,a14)] ], (D)

where A ¢(z,a) = q(z,a) - f(x, a) is the estimation error of f(x, a) against the global expected

reward function q(x, a), 0?(x,a) == V[(Zle ayry)|x, al is the conditional variance of the rewards,

and s(gj) (z, ai.x) is the j-th dimension of the score function.

Proposition .2] suggests that, in terms of variance minimization, we should optimize the regression
model in a way that minimizes [A_ ¢(x, )| compared to minimizing |Ay(x, a,b) — As(x, a,b)|
for the bias. Based on the theoretical observations, an ideal strategy to optimize the regression

model f (z,a) would be a two-step procedure to directly optimize the bias and variance of the
R-POD gradient estimator in each step. Specifically, the first step focuses on minimizing the bias by

optimizing a pairwise regression function hg4(x, @) towards accurately estimating the relative reward
differences |Aq(x, a,b) — A;(x, a, b)|, which needs pairwise logged data. The second step then

aims for variance minimization via minimizing |A g f(:c, a)|. More details of the ideal procedure of
two-step regression can be found in Appendix

However, we do not expect this ideal two-step procedure to be always feasible in practice due to its
need of pairwise logged data and implementation costs. Even if it is impractical, we can still employ
a conventional regression to estimate the expected absolute reward to construct the regression model.

This can be done by optimizing a parameterized function f, : X x I (A) — R via:

min Sty (r, o)), (12)

(x,a,7)€D



and f¢,(:137 a) is used in Eq. (9). ¢ is a loss function to measure the accuracy of fs(x, @), which can

be defined, for example, as (s (7, fy(x,a)) = (X, cwr — folz, a))Q. Even with this practical
and simple procedure, the R-POD gradient estimator retains advantages over existing policy gradient
estimators by its significant variance reduction. The following section empirically demonstrates that
R-POD performs more effectively than existing approaches with this practical regression procedure.

4.2 Optimizing the Second-stage Policy wi”d

The objective of the second-stage policy ﬂznd is to identify the bottom actions to optimize the value

given the top-k actions chosen by the first-stage policy 74%¢. Specifically, the second-stage policy
should rank the bottom actions that yield the highest value among rankings containing the same

top-k actions. From the regression procedure mentioned earlier, we have already obtained f¢ (z,a)
to estimate the reward function via the regression-based approach. This allows us to define the

second-stage policy based on f¢(a:, a), for example, as follows.

1 (a=arg ES )

¢ /

2nd .7 L=l f¢(x7a' ))
7y (aki1.LlT, @) = . h 13

o (ksiiLl, ) {O (otherwise) (3
When the regression model satisfies the CPC condition, the above second-stage policy is optimal
because CPC ensures a regression model to accurately estimate the relative value of rankings that
share the same top-k actions. This is a more relaxed modeling requirement compared to the existing
regression-based approach.

4.3 The Overall R-POD Algorithm

The overall process of the R-POD algorithm is conducted as follows. First, we construct the regression
model f4(x, a), for example, via performing Eq. (I2). We then formulate the second-stage policy

wﬁ"d based on the regressor f¢(x, a) as in Eq. (T3). We are also based on f¢(w, a) and optimize the

first-stage policy 74" via iterative gradient ascent using the R-POD gradient estimator in Eq. (9).

Once we obtain first- and second-stage policies via the R-POD algorithm, for an incoming context = in
the inference phase, we first sample top-k actions from the 1st-stage policy as a1.x ~ 74 (a1.x | ).
We then apply the 2nd-stage policy to rank the bottom actions given the top-k actions as ayy1.x ~
Wﬁ"d(akH: L | @, a1.x). This procedure is equivalent to sampling a ranking from the joint distribution

induced by 7;* and 73", i.e., a ~ 3% (a | ®).

5 Empirical Evaluation

We first evaluate R-POD on synthetic data to identify the situations where R-POD enables more
effective OPL than the baseline methods. We then assess the applicability of R-POD in real-world
situations using public datasets. Note that our experiment code will be available upon publication.

5.1 Synthetic Data

To generate synthetic datasets, we randomly sample 5-dimensional contexts from the standard normal
distribution. Then, for each context-ranking pair, we first synthesize the position-wise expected
reward function for [-th position in a ranking as

q(z,a):=qx,a) + F(x,a), (14)

where §;(x, a;) depends only on the corresponding position-wise action a;, while F'(x, a) depends
on the whole ranking action a. Specifically, the former term is defined as §;(x, a;) := 0:{[ x + by,
where 0, is a parameter vector sampled from the standard normal distribution and by, is a bias term
defined for action a;. F(x,a) =}, ,; W(am, a)I{X; < A} is called the interaction term, where
W(am,, a;) indicates the effect of action a,, on the reward of action ;. X; is a random variable
sampled from the standard uniform distribution, and A\ € [0,1] is a parameter that controls the
probability of a position-wise reward affected from other actions within the same ranking. We then
sample the reward r; from a normal distribution with mean ¢;(z, @) and standard deviation o = 0.5.
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Figure 2: Comparing the test policy values (normalized by R-POD (tuning)) of the OPL methods,
with varying (a) training data sizes, (b) numbers of actions, and (c) probabilities affected from each
action.

Table 1: Comparison of the OPL methods on MSLR-WEB30K regarding DCG@5. fy(z,a) in the
logging policy uses either constant value (uniform), random forest regression, or ridge regression.
Values outside and inside the parenthesis are the mean and the standard deviation based on 5 random
seeds, respectively.

MSLR-WEB30K Logging Policy

OPL methods uniform random forest ridge
Reg-based 0.506 (0.083) 0.516 (0.064) 0.501 (0.064)
IPS-PG 0.456 (0.015)  0.500 (0.011)  0.506 (0.011)
RIPS-PG 0.495 (0.014) 0.514(0.014) 0.517 (0.015)
DR-PG 0.490 (0.015) 0.514 (0.011)  0.517 (0.033)
R-POD (tuning, 10% estimation error)  0.522 (0.033)  0.528 (0.021)  0.527 (0.014)
R-POD (tuning, 5% estimation error) 0.528 (0.039) 0.535(0.039) 0.530 (0.019)
R-POD (best) 0.531 (0.042) 0.539 (0.040) 0.532 (0.020)

We define the logging policy that produces the logged data based on the Plackett-Luce model [20]] as
follows.

exp(fo(x, ar))la; ¢ a.—1]
H Za reA\ar_1 exp(fo(x,a’))

Hﬂ'o ailx) =

where fo(x,a;) = Hjl x + b, .- We sample both éal and l;al from the standard uniform distribution.

mo(alx) = (15)

Compared Methods. We compare R-POD with IPS-PG, DR-PG, RIPS-PG, and Regression-based
approach (Reg-based). To determine the hyperparameter k£ for R-POD, we perform grid-search in
range k € [0, L] based on the policy value estimated by IPS. R-POD with data-driven tuning of % is
denoted as “R-POD (tuning)” in our experiment results. We also report the results of “R-POD (best)”,
which uses the hyperparameter £ with the best ground-truth policy value among the possible values
of k and provides the best achievable value as a reference.

Results  Figure [ compares the value of policies learned by each OPL method over 100 simulations
with different random seeds. Each figure in Figure [2] compares the policy learning effectiveness
with varying data sizes, numbers of unique actions, and the probabilities of the position-wise reward
function (¢;(x, a;)) affected by the whole ranking (F'(x, a)), where the default parameters are n =
=5, L = 3,and A = 1.0, respectively.

First, Figure[2a] which varies the training data size n from 250 to 2000, shows that R-POD (tuning)
performs consistently better than the baseline methods across various data sizes. The advantage
of R-POD over the baselines becomes particularly large when the data size is small, suggesting



that R-POD effectively achieves a substantial reduction in variance regarding the policy gradient
estimation to enable a more data-efficient OPL for ranking policies. It would also be interesting to see
that R-POD (tuning) performs competitively compared to R-POD (best), particularly when the data
size is large, even though R-POD (best) always performs even better than R-POD (tuning) leveraging
its unfair access to the ground-truth policy value to identify the optimal value of k.

Next, when varying the numbers of unique actions |.4| from 4 to 8 (this varies the number of unique
rankings from 24 to 336) in Figure we observe that R-POD outperforms the baseline methods in
all situations. This suggests that R-POD can perform satisfactory even when the number of candidate
rankings grows.

Finally, Figure [2c|demonstrates that RIPS-PG degrades in performance with larger violations of the
cascade assumption (larger \), because RIPS-PG completely ignores the interactions from actions
placed in lower positions in the ranking by assuming the cascade user behavior. In contrast, it is
much more robust to the violations of the cascade model than RIPS-PG because R-POD considers
the effect of lower positions using its regression model. R-POD also performs consistently better
than IPS-PG and DR-PG, which are unbiased irrespective of A, but have extremely high variance.

5.2 Real-World Data

We then conduct real-world experiments on the learning-to-rank datasets, namely the Microsoft
Learning to Rank Challenge dataset (MSLR-WEB30K) [22]. MSLR-WEB30K has 124 documents
per query on average, and we randomly sample 100 documents per query.

This dataset contains 5-level relevance scores rel(xz,a) € {0,...,4} for all of their query(x)-
document(a) pairs and we define the position-wise expected reward function of the form: ¢;(x, a) =
rel(x,a;)/4 + na, Where 1,, is a noise parameter sampled separately for each a; from a normal
distribution whose mean is 0 and standard deviation is 0.05. Then, we sample the position-wise
reward from a normal distribution with mean ¢;(x, @) and standard deviation o = 0.05. We use the
Plackett-Luce logging policy defined in Eq. (T3), the same logging policy as used in the synthetic
experiment. However, in the real-world experiment, fy(x, a) in the logging policy definition is either
a constant value (uniform) or a regression model (either random forest regression or ridge regression),
which is trained with 10 % of the training data. Note that we set L = 5. R-POD (tuning) tunes its
hyperparameter k by a noise-added ground-truth policy value where the noise (or estimation error) is
sampled from a uniform distribution of range (—Amax, Amax ), and |Apax| is either 5% or 10% of the
ground-truth policy value V' (7g), varying the accuracy of the tuning of its hyperparameter k.

Results Table[I|reports the results with varying logging policies, including uniform, random forest,
svr, and ridge on MSLR-WEB30K. The results demonstrate that R-POD works better than the
baseline methods across varying logging policies. Specifically, we observe that R-POD outperforms
the policy-based methods (RIPS-PG, IPS-PG, and DR-PG) by a large margin, even when tuning the
hyperparameter k with 10% estimation error, resulting from effectively reducing variance without
inducing a significant bias. Moreover, comparing R-POD with Reg-based, we observe that Reg-based
underperforms R-POD by a large margin when the regression is inaccurate. This result suggests that
R-POD is more robust to the regression error than Reg-based, which is consistent with our theoretical
analysis. We can also see that R-POD (best) is always the best, which suggests the even higher
potential of R-POD (best) on the real-world dataset with a better procedure to tune its hyperparameter.

6 Conclusion

This work studies off-policy learning (OPL) for ranking policies. Existing methods often fail due
to substantial bias and variance. To facilitate more effective OPL for ranking, we develop a novel
algorithm called R-POD. R-POD optimizes the first-stage policy, responsible for selecting the
top-k actions in a ranking, through a new policy gradient estimator. This estimator is unbiased
under conditional pairwise correctness and exhibits lower variance compared to existing gradient
estimators. The second-stage policy, responsible for selecting the bottom actions, is learned via a
reward regression. This component of our algorithm is considered more robust to reward modeling
errors than traditional regression-based methods. Empirical evaluations demonstrate the effectiveness
of R-POD in optimizing ranking policies, particularly in challenging situations such as with small
sample sizes and large action spaces.
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A Related Work

This section summarizes notable related works.

A.1 General Off-Policy Evaluation

Off-policy evaluation (OPE), which aims to estimate the performance of a counterfactual policy using
historical data, has widely been acknowledged as a safe, ethical, and cost-effective alternative for
online A/B tests [25]], and has attracted a lot of interest in both contextual bandits [5, (6, (11} [35] and
reinforcement learning [[10,16}[33]]. There are three standard OPE methods to estimate the policy value
with context-action-reward tuples and two advanced estimators that leverage the action embeddings
for efficient OPE. First, Direct Method (DM) [1]] learns the expected reward function via conventional
machine learning methods and then estimates the value of new policies with the estimated rewards.
DM has low variance, and enables accurate estimation when the regression model learns the expected
reward function ¢(z, a) accurately across context-action pairs. However, DM suffers from high
bias due to model misspecification and covariate shift [6}[34]]. Second, Inverse Propensity Scoring
(IPS) [29] applies importance weighting to the observed rewards to estimate the value of new policies.
IPS is unbiased under the common support condition (7(a|z) > 0 — mg(alz) > 0 V(z,a) € X x A).
However, the common support condition is frequently violated in large action spaces, and IPS incurs
bias under deficient support [23? ]. In contrast, satisfying the common support condition causes
severe variance because the logging policy mo(a|x) should allocate a small probability for every
context-action pair, leading to large importance weights. There are several techniques to reduce the
scale of the importance weight, such as clipping [31,130]] and self-normalization [32]. However, these
methods can still suffer from high variance and introduce high bias in the estimation. Third, Doubly
Robust (DR) [5] combines DM and IPS in a way to reduce variance while being unbiased. DR uses the
regression-based estimations as its baseline and applies importance weighting only to the difference
between the reward r and the estimated reward (z, a). By doing so, DR can reduce the variance
of IPS under a reasonable assumption about the regression (|¢(z, a) — §(z, a)| < |g(z, a)|), while
being unbiased under the same common support condition as IPS. However, it has been demonstrated
that the variance reduction is limited and DR suffers from high variance when the action space is
very large [26]]. This is because DR uses the same importance weights as IPS.

To mitigate the above variance issues, Marginalized IPS (MIPS) [26]] leverages auxiliary informa-
tion called action embeddings. MIPS applies importance weighting only to embeddings. MIPS
significantly reduces variance, as the embedding space becomes smaller than the original action
space. Moreover, MIPS remains unbiased under the no direct effect assumption, which assumes that
embeddings fully mediate every possible effect of the actions on the rewards. However, this estimator
may have a nonnegligible bias when two actions that have the same embedding have dissimilar
rewards [27]].

Off-policy evaluation estimator based on the Conjunct Effect Model (OffCEM) [27] aims to remove
the no direct assumption of MIPS by introducing the conjunct effect model (CEM), which decomposes
the expected reward function into cluster effects and residual effects. Based on this decomposition,
OffCEM estimates the cluster and residual effect in different ways as follows.

n

Voncrm(w; D, ) = = >~ {w(as, 6(rs,a0))(ri — fles,a0)) + flaim) )
=1

where w(z, ¢) = ZZ;\@HH{{&(;&):;}};(("J@ is the cluster importance weight. OffCEM deals with
€a ?

the cluster effects through the cluster importance weight and the residual effects by the regression
model. OffCEM is unbiased under the local correctness assumption, which only requires that the
regression model preserves the relative expected reward differences between actions in the same
cluster. OffCEM can achieve lower variance, as the cluster importance weight becomes small like
MIPS. Moreover, OffCEM outperforms MIPS since Off CEM deals with the residual effects ignored
by MIPS. Thus, OffCEM provides substantial improvements for OPE in large action spaces.

Based on the OffCEM’s concept, our proposed gradient estimator deals with the effects of top-k
actions via importance weighting and the effects of the bottom actions via a reward regression model.
By doing so, our proposed gradient estimator can achieve low MSE in ranking settings.
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A.2 Off-Policy Evaluation for Ranking Policies

In ranking settings, the action spaces consist of permutations of unique items, thus we encounter
severe variance problems caused by large action spaces. To deal with the bias and variance issues
of DM, IPS, and DR, existing estimators have tried to reduce variance by leveraging sub-rewards
and some assumptions on user behavior in examining rankings based on click models [8, 13]]. For
instance, Independent Inverse Propensity Scoring (IIPS) [14] assumes that users interact with items
independently across positions. IIPS applies the position-wise importance weights to the observed
position-wise rewards. Therefore, IIPS reduces variance substantially. However, when the indepen-
dent assumption does not hold, this estimator introduces high bias, as empirically demonstrated in
[18 [12]. Similarly, Reward interaction Inverse Propensity Scoring (RIPS) [[18]] is based on another
assumption called the cascade assumption, which assumes that users interact with items in a ranking
sequentially from the top position. RIPS is unbiased under the cascade assumption, which is weaker
and more reasonable than IIPS, while also reducing the variance compared to IPS. However, this
estimator still incurs considerable bias by ignoring the interactions from lower positions. Cascade-DR
[12] is also based on the cascade assumption, which introduces a baseline estimator as a control vari-
ate similar to DR. Cascade-DR can further reduce variance compared to RIPS. The estimators above
put a single assumption about user behavior for every user to deal with the variance issue in ranking
settings. However, in practice, user behavior is diverse among users [2, 36]. To conduct effective
estimations under diverse user behavior, Adaptive IPS (AIPS) [13] generalizes the idea of importance
weighting based on the user behavior, by considering adaptive importance weight depending on
each user (x). AIPS puts different user behavior assumptions for different users adaptively to deal
with diverse user behavior. Under diverse user behavior, AIPS provides substantial improvements
compared to other estimators, such as IIPS and RIPS. Unlike these estimators that rely on some
user behavior assumption, [37] views ranking settings as episodic RL settings by considering a click
model as a Markov Decision Process (MDP). This method enables us to leverage some estimators
from offline RL.

Our proposed OPL method depends on the intuitive idea that the effects of higher-ranked items largely
dominate the expected reward of a ranking. Although this idea is similar to the cascade assumption,
our proposed gradient estimator includes a reward regression model to consider the effect of the
bottom actions, ignored by the cascade assumption. By doing so, our proposed gradient estimator
provides substantial improvements in OPL without incurring extra bias under any user behavior.

A.3 Off-Policy Learning

Off-policy learning (OPL) for contextual bandits enables us to learn a new policy only using the
logged data. In OPL, two main approaches are the regression- and the policy-based approaches. The
regression-based approach learns the expected reward function via a familiar supervised learning
method and then chooses the highest predicted reward. A drawback of this approach is bias due to
the difficulty of accurately learning the expected rewards. In contrast, the policy-based approach
optimizes a new policy 7y, parameterized by 6, via iterative gradient ascent as 6;+1 < 0, +nV oV (7y).
However, we do not know the true policy gradient VoV (7 ) (= Ep(2)r (aj2) [¢(2, a) Vg log ma(alz)]),
so we need to estimate it from the historical logged data. A typical way to do so is to apply importance
weighting as follows.

~ 1 &
VoVips(mg; D) = - w(zs, ai)rise(zs, a;i),
i=1
where w(z,a) = :ﬁggl‘ig is the (vanilla) importance weight and sq(z,a) = Vg log mp(alz) is the

policy score function. This policy gradient estimator is unbiased under the full support condition
(mo(alxz) > O forall a € A,z € X). In large action spaces, it struggles with two critical issues. First,
the requirement is often violated, resulting in introducing substantial bias in gradient estimations[23|
7. Second, the vanilla importance weight takes a large value when the requirement is satisfied. This
leads to serious variance. To tackle the variance issues in large action spaces, some OPL methods
utilize some regularization techniques [9, |17, [15]]. These methods could avoid the variance issues by
imposing penalties on the difference between an optimized policy and the logging policy. However, it
might not improve the policy value, as a policy is likely to be close to the logging policy.

To deal with the limitations of existing approaches in large action spaces, a novel two-stage OPL
algorithm called Policy Optimization via Two-Stage Policy Decomposition (POTEC) [28] leverages
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the Conjunct Effect Model (CEM) from [27]. POTEC decomposes a policy into a first-stage policy
and a second-stage policy as follows.

Wg};(;rall(au.) - Z WéSt (c|x)wind(a|$7 C),
ceC

where ¢ € C denotes an action cluster. The first-stage policy 74! chooses a promising cluster and

then the second-stage policy wi"d chooses a best action within the cluster selected by the first-stage
policy. The POTEC algorithm optimizes the first-stage policy via the policy-based approach and
the second-stage policy via the regression-based approach. The POTEC gradient estimator for the

first-stage policy is defined as:

N 1 ~ ~ 2nd
VeVrorec (mg% D) = = Z {w(u’% ca;)(ri — f(@isa;i))so(2is Ca;) + Egpor {f”’ (24, 0)59(%0)} } ;

n-
=1

n

mp°" (clz)

mo(c|z)
The POTEC gradient estimator applies importance weight over the action cluster space, which is
much smaller than the original action space, so it provides a substantial reduction of variance rather
than conventional gradient estimators. Moreover, it is unbiased under the same local correctness
condition as Off CEM. The second-stage policy, on the other hand, should select the optimal actions
within a cluster selected by the first-stage policy. The second-stage policy is optimized based on
the regression model. To summarize, the POTEC algorithm applies a policy-based approach to the
first-stage policy to select promising clusters with low bias and variance using the cluster importance
weight. It then optimizes the second-stage policy via a regression-based approach with low variance
to identify the best actions within a cluster chosen by the first-stage policy.

where w(z, c) =

is the cluster importance weight and f”i"d (z,c) = Eﬂind(amc) [f(x, a)} .

Our OPL algorithm is inspired by the POTEC algorithm in terms of using both policy-based ap-
proaches and regression-based approaches. However, there are clear differences in that the proposed
R-POD algorithm decomposes a ranking policy by leveraging the unique structure inherent to rank-
ings, while the POTEC algorithm considers cluster spaces. Moreover, POTEC should optimize
clustering methods to conduct effective OPL. In contrast, what R-POD has to do is just choose
hyperparameter k. This suggests that we can control the bias and variance of R-POD easily. Thus,
our algorithm makes the most of ranking situations to deal with challenging OPL for ranking policies.

B Optimizing the regression model via a two-step procedure

We can optimize the regression model via a two-step procedure not the one-step procedure in Eq[I2}
We show how to optimize and use the two-step procedure in the R-POD algorithm.

B.1 Two-step Procedure

Proposition 4.2| suggests that, in terms of variance minimization, we should optimize the regression
model in a way that minimizes [A :(x, a)| compared to minimizing |Ay(x, a,b) — Az(x, a,b)|
for the bias. Therefore, based on the theoretical observations, we should ideally optimize the
regression model via the following two-step procedure in order to optimize the bias and variance of
the R-POD gradient estimator.

1. Bias Minimization Step: Optimize a pairwise regression function f%, parameterized by ¢, to
estimate the relative value differences of ranking sharing the same top-k actions.

min Z Uy (rq — 7o, he(x,a) — he(x, b)) (16)
(®,@,b,70,76)€Dpair
2. Variance Minimization Step: Optimize §,,, parameterized by w, to minimize Aq, f(a:, a) given
f = 0w+ hg.
min Z Ly (r,gw(m,a) + iL¢(w,a)> (17)

w
(x,a,r)€D
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Algorithm 1 The R-POD Algorithm (w/ two-step procedure to optimize the regression model)

Require: logged data D, logging policy 7y, hyperparameter k.
Ensure: first-stage policy 74% (a1, | ) and second-stage policy wind(akH:L |, ai.x)
1: Perform pairwise regression and obtain h(, @) as in Eq. (T6), which works as the second-stage
policy as in Eq. and also as a part of the regression model to help train the first-stage policy
2: Regress the reward residual from pairwise regression and obtain g, (x, @;1.x+1) as in Eq. (T7)
3: Perform policy-based learning of the first-stage policy based on the R-POD gradient estimator in
Eq. (O) and the regression model fw,(ﬁ(w, a) = gu(x,a1.641) + fAL¢(w, a)

lh, Ly : R x R — R are some appropriate loss functions such as squared loss. Note that D,,q;,. is a
dataset augmented for performing pairwise regression to minimize the bias of the R-POD gradient
estimator, which is defined as

Tg,a,7q), (Xp,b,1y) €D
Dyair := {(:1:7(17()7 Ta;To) | g}: Tq :)xi731;k :b)bl:k } (18)

As suggested in our analysis, ﬁ¢(w, a) characterizes the bias of the R-POD gradient estimator, so the
first step focuses on minimizing its bias by optimizing it towards accurately estimating the relative
reward differences. The second step then aims for variance minimization by optimizing §,,. Since
the bias of the R-POD gradient estimator does not depend on the top-% actions (as in Theorem 4. 1),
the second step minimizes its variance without affecting its bias. After performing the two-step
regression procedure, we can construct a regression model as fw’(i,(w, a) = gu(xz,a1.) + ﬁ¢(m, a)
that is to be used as a part of the R-POD gradient estimator.

Note that we do not expect that the two-step procedure described above is always feasible and
practical due to its need for pairwise data and implementation costs. If the two-step procedure is
impractical due to a lack of sufficient pairwise data, we can employ a regression for the expected
absolute reward in Eq. (12).

B.2 Optimizing the Second-stage Policy W;”d
The objective of the second-stage policy wi”d is to identify the bottom actions to optimize the value

given the top-k actions chosen by the first-stage policy 7;%¢. Specifically, the second-stage policy
should rank the bottom actions that yield the highest value among rankings containing the same top-k
actions. Fortunately, from the two-step regression procedure mentioned earlier, we have already
obtained ﬁ¢ aiming to preserve the relative value difference of rankings. This allows us to readily

define the second-stage policy based on the pairwise regressor fw, as follows.

1 (a=argmaxy.qr _q,, he(x,a’))

19
0 (otherwise) (19)

73" (aps1:L] @, a1) = {

The second-stage policy is constructed solely based on pairwise regressor h. Although optimized by
the regression-based approach, it only needs to learn the relative value difference of rankings, which
is easier than precisely learning the global reward function. Thus, the second-stage policy of our
method is expected to produce lower bias compared to regression-based approaches.

B.3 The Overall R-POD Algorithm

The overall process of the R-POD algorithm is given in Algorithm[I] First, we construct the regression
model f,, 4 through two-step regression in Eq. (I6) and Eq. (I7). We then formulate the second-

stage policy wznd based on the pairwise regressor fl¢ (as in Eq. (19)). We are then be based on

fw,¢(:l:, a) = gy(x,a1.641) + fw(m, a) to optimize the first-stage policy 75’ via iterative gradient

ascent using the R-POD gradient estimator in Eq. (9).
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Figure 3: The R-POD algorithm mixes policy- and regression-based approaches via its hyperparameter
k. When k = L, R-POD is reduced to the policy-based approach, while it is reduced to the regression-
based approach with & = 0.

B.4 The Role of Hyperparameter % in R-POD

The hyperparameter k plays a crucial role in deciding the effectiveness of the R-POD algorithm.
When £ is large, the bias of the gradient estimator for the first-stage policy is expected to be small.
This is because decreasing the number of bottom actions given the top-% actions makes CPC milder.
In the extreme case where k = L, the R-POD gradient estimator becomes unbiased irrespective
of the accuracy of the regression model because CPC requires nothing. In contrast, the variance
of the R-POD gradient estimator may increase because a larger number of top-k actions leads to
higher variance in the top-k importance weight. Conversely, when k is small, the variance of the
R-POD gradient estimator decreases while its bias increases. It should be noted that when k£ = L, the
first-stage policy becomes identical to the overall policy and thus the R-POD algorithm is reduced
to the policy-based approach. In contrast, when k£ = 0, the second-stage policy becomes identical
to the overall policy and thus R-POD is reduced to the regression-based approach. Therefore, an
intriguing interpretation of the hyperparameter k is that it determines the mixture ratio of the policy-
and regression-based approaches in R-POD as described in Figure 3]

C Omitted Proofs

Here, we provide the derivations and proofs that are omitted in the main text.

C.1 Derivation of Eq. (8)

Proof. We derive the overall policy gradient in Eq. (8).

VQV( o’uer’all) VyE p(@)T owmll(a | ) lz Oll(]l €T a]

L
= VeEp(m)ﬂgst(al:k|:c)7r3)nd(ak+1:L x,a1.1) [Z alQl(m7a)]
=1

L

= Voo [ Y. Y. 7" (ark| )7 (artrs | T, a1k) Y v, a)

Q1. Ak41:L =1

= Ep@) Z Z Vors*t(ary | ) 7r¢ Yapir.L | @, arp Zalqlaza

111 k Qk+1:L

L
=Epa) Z > wit @k | @) Velog mp™ (@ | @) 70" (akirr | @, a14) Y cugi(e, @)

A1k Qk4+1:L =1
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Volog T (a1, | ) = so(x,a1.p). O

C.2 Derivation of Eq. (T0)

Proof. We derive the bias of R-POD in Eq. (10).
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where Aq,f(w7 a’) = Elel alQl(w; a‘) - f(a:, a). We use qﬂ—¢ (2137 a’l:k) =
L
E 3" (akt1r | @ a1k) [EZ:I alQZ(wa a‘):| and

2nd

" (x,a1p) = Er2nd(ayir, |2 ar) [f(ac, a)} in Eq. (2I). We use Lemma B.1 of [26] and then
get the following.
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where weuse A +(x,a) — A #(z,b) = Ay(x,a,b) — As(x,a,b). O

C.3 Derivation of Proposition[d.2]

Proof. We derive the variance of R-POD under Condition[#.T|and Condition[4.2]by applying the law
of total variance several times.
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where we use the conditional pairwise correctness condition as g(, a1.;) = ¢(x,a) — f(x,a) in
Eq. 22). sé] )(z, a;.;) is the j-th dimension of the score function. O
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D Ablation Study about Hyperparameter Selection of R-POD

We study how the hyperparameter selection strategy affects the performance of R-POD. Specifically,
we compare R-POD (tuning, OPE) and R-POD (tuning, estimation error). R-POD (tuning, OPE)
selects the hyperparameter & by the policy value estimated by an unbiased OPE estimator, particularly
the IPS estimator. In contrast, R-POD (tuning, estimation error) selects the hyperparameter k by
a noise-added ground-truth policy value, where the noise (or estimation error) is sampled from a
uniform distribution of range (—Amax, Amax ), Where |Apax| is 10% ~ 90% of the ground-truth policy
value. For other configurations, we set n = 1000, |A| =5, L = 3, A = 1.0, and 7 = 1.0.

Figure ] shows that R-POD (tuning, estimation error) performs worse as it produces a larger bias
with increasing Apax. R-POD (tuning, estimation error) outperforms R-POD(tuning, OPE) when the
estimation error is small, and becomes competitive when A, is around 50% of the ground-truth
policy value. This result suggests that there is room for improvement in terms of hyperparameter k
selection. Still, R-POD (tuning estimation error) outperforms the baseline estimators across varying
estimation errors and performs almost identically to the best-performing existing baseline (IPS-PG,
DR-PG) only when A, is more than 0.8. This result indicates R-POD’s robustness against the
estimation error in the MSE estimation and the choice of hyperparameter k.

=% Reg-based =@= IPS-PG RIPS-PG == DR-PG  ={= R-POD (tuning, OPE) == R-POD (tuning, estimation error)  =fll= R-POD (best)
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Figure 4: Comparing the policy value (normalized by R-POD (tuning, OPE)) of the OPL methods,
with varying estimation errors in the hyperparameter selection process.
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