Under review as a conference paper at ICLR 2026

STRATIFIED GRPQO: HANDLING STRUCTURAL HET-
EROGENEITY IN REINFORCEMENT LEARNING OF LLLM
SEARCH AGENTS

Anonymous authors
Paper under double-blind review

ABSTRACT

Large language model (LLM) agents increasingly rely on external tools such as
search engines to solve complex, multi-step problems, and reinforcement learn-
ing (RL) has become a key paradigm for training them. However, the trajectories
of search agents are structurally heterogeneous, where variations in the number,
placement, and outcomes of search calls lead to fundamentally different answer
directions and reward distributions. Standard policy gradient methods, which use
a single global baseline, suffer from what we identify and formalize as cross-
stratum bias—an “apples-to-oranges” comparison of heterogeneous trajectories.
This cross-stratum bias distorts credit assignment and hinders exploration of com-
plex, multi-step search strategies. To address this, we propose Stratified GRPO,
whose central component, Stratified Advantage Normalization (SAN), partitions
trajectories into homogeneous strata based on their structural properties and com-
putes advantages locally within each stratum. This ensures that trajectories are
evaluated only against their true peers. Our analysis proves that SAN eliminates
cross-stratum bias, yields conditionally unbiased unit-variance estimates inside
each stratum, and retains the global unbiasedness and unit-variance properties en-
joyed by standard normalization, resulting in a more pure and scale-stable learn-
ing signal. To improve practical stability under finite-sample regimes, we further
linearly blend SAN with the global estimator. Extensive experiments on diverse
single-hop and multi-hop question-answering benchmarks demonstrate that Strati-
fied GRPO consistently and substantially outperforms GRPO by up to 11.3 points,
achieving higher training rewards, greater training stability, and more effective
search policies. These results establish stratification as a principled remedy for
structural heterogeneity in RL for LLM search agents.

1 INTRODUCTION

Large Language Models (LLMs) (Achiam et al., 2023; DeepSeek-Al et al., 2025; Team, 2024) are
increasingly being enhanced with external tools, such as search engines, to create powerful agents
capable of tackling complex, multi-step tasks (Schick et al., 2023; Yao et al., 2023; Jin et al., 2025;
2024; Trivedi et al., 2023; Asai et al., 2023). Reinforcement learning (RL) has emerged as a powerful
paradigm for training these agents, enabling them to learn sophisticated multi-turn reasoning and
tool-use strategies directly from outcome-based rewards (Chen et al., 2025; Jin et al., 2025; Song
et al., 2025; Zheng et al., 2025).

A key, and often overlooked challenge for applying standard RL to search agents lies in the struc-
tural heterogeneity of agent trajectories. Unlike in conventional reinforcement learning with verifi-
able rewards (RLVR) settings, where trajectories are sampled from the policy model and follow a
relatively homogeneous pattern, the trajectories of search agents differ markedly in their structure
due to the number, placement, and outcomes of search invocations. For instance, a trajectory with
zero search calls is qualitatively different from one with multiple, as the retrieved information can
substantially alter subsequent generations and induce distinct behavior modes and, consequently,
different reward distributions. Standard policy gradient methods, which often rely on a single global
baseline to compute advantages, implicitly assume all trajectories are comparable. This creates a
flawed “apples-to-oranges” comparison. In this work, we identify and formalize this fundamental
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issue as cross-stratum bias. As we show, this structural flaw distorts credit assignment and hinders
exploration of complex multi-step search strategies, leading to suboptimal policies.

We propose Stratified GRPO to address this fundamental issue. Instead of using a single global
baseline, Stratified GRPO uses Stratified Advantage Normalization (SAN), a principled advantage
estimator designed for heterogeneous action spaces. The core idea is simple yet powerful: partition
trajectories into homogeneous strata, based on their structural properties (e.g., the number of search
calls), and then compute advantages within each stratum. By construction, SAN is free from cross-
stratum bias, ensuring that each trajectory is evaluated only against its true peers. Our theoretical
analysis formalizes the benefits of this approach. We show that SAN removes the cross-stratum
bias inherent in global baselines, ensuring fair credit assignment. We further prove that SAN is
conditionally unbiased and has unit variance within each stratum, acting as a pure and scale-stable
learning signal. Critically, we demonstrate that SAN achieves these superior conditional properties
while matching the global unbiasedness and unit variance of standard normalization methods. To
enhance practical stability in finite-sample regimes, we further introduce Blended Advantage that
robustly combines SAN with the global estimator.

We validate Stratified GRPO through comprehensive experiments on diverse single-hop and multi-
hop question-answering benchmarks. The results demonstrate the clear superiority of our method.
Stratified GRPO consistently outperforms the standard GRPO baseline, achieving a relative im-
provement of up to 11.3 points in average performance across all benchmarks. Furthermore, Strati-
fied GRPO also exhibits higher training rewards, greater training stability, and learns more effective
search policies than standard GRPO. These findings provide strong empirical evidence that our prin-
cipled approach successfully mitigates cross-stratum bias. Our main contributions are as follows:

* We identify and formalize cross-stratum bias, a fundamental challenge in policy gradient
methods for LLM search agents. We provide a theoretical decomposition that proves this
bias arises from using a global baseline across structurally heterogeneous agent trajectories.

* We propose Stratified GRPO, a principled RL algorithm that eliminates this cross-stratum
bias. Its core component, Stratified Advantage Normalization (SAN), partitions trajectories
into homogeneous strata and computes advantages locally, ensuring a fair and stable credit
assignment.

* We provide a rigorous theoretical analysis of SAN, proving that it eliminates cross-stratum
bias and is conditionally unbiased and has unit variance within each stratum. Crucially,
SAN achieves these superior conditional properties while preserving the global unbiased-
ness and unit variance of standard normalization, yielding a more pure and scale-stable
learning signal.

* We demonstrate through extensive experiments on diverse single-hop and multi-hop
question-answering benchmarks that Stratified GRPO substantially outperforms GRPO by
up to 11.3 points. Our method achieves higher training rewards, improves training stability,
and learns more effective search policies.

(Related Work in Appendix A)

2 METHODS

We study reinforcement learning (RL) for multi-turn search agents, in which trajectories from dif-
ferent strategies (e.g., varying search counts) are not directly comparable. We show that the struc-
tural heterogeneity of trajectories induces a cross-stratum bias whenever advantages are computed
with baselines that ignore the heterogeneity driver. We then introduce Stratified Advantage Nor-
malization (SAN), an estimator that partitions trajectories into homogeneous strata and normalizes
advantages therein, and analyze its statistical and structural properties.

2.1 RL FOR MULTI-TURN SEARCH AGENTS

Following Jin et al. (2025), we formulate the task of training a multi-turn search agent as a reinforce-
ment learning problem. The agent, parameterized by a policy pg, interacts with a search engine by
interleaving token generation with search queries. For a given prompt x ~ D, the agent generates
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a trajectory 7 ~ pg(- | =), which consists of a sequence of actions of generating tokens or issuing
searches. Upon completion, the trajectory receives a scalar reward R(7) that reflects the quality of
the final response. The objective is to maximize the expected reward:

max J(0) = Epd,ropy (r|2) [R(T)]. (1

This problem is usually optimized using policy gradient methods.

2.2 CROSS-STRATUM BIAS IN POLICY-GRADIENT BASELINES

In search agents, trajectory heterogeneity is significant: the number, content, and outcomes of tool
calls vary, resulting in strata with systematically different answer directions and reward distributions.
A global baseline is poorly suited because it implicitly assumes that all strategies are comparable.
Using a global baseline across this heterogeneous mixture induces a cross-stratum bias, forcing an
“apples-to-oranges” comparison. This flaw can be formalized by decomposing the global advantage.

Notation. Let B = {7y,...,7x} denote a batch of K trajectories sampled i.i.d. from py for
a fixed prompt x. The batch is partitioned into I non-empty strata By, ..., By_; according to a
predefined structure (e.g., search count), with |By| = ny. Each trajectory 7; has reward R;. Let
Rglobal = % Zfil R(7;) be the global mean reward of the batch, and define the stratum-specific

mean R, = n% > r.ep, - This gives rise to two natural advantage estimators:

Ag(m) = R; — Rglobal (global), As(n) = R; — Ry, (stratified, 7; € By,).

Advantage Bias and Variance Decomposition. The following result shows how the global ad-
vantage differs systematically from the stratified advantage.

Proposition 1 (Advantage Decomposition). For any trajectory T; € By, the global advantage de-
composes as

Ac(r) = As(mi) + (Rk — Rglobal) -
—_———

cross-stratum bias

(The proof follows directly from the definitions). This decomposition highlights a structural flaw:
the cross-stratum advantage bias is a deterministic offset applied uniformly within each stratum,
unfairly penalizing trajectories from low-reward strata while favoring those from high-reward strata.

Importantly, this offset is precisely the source of the excess variance of A¢.

Theorem 1 (Variance Reduction via Stratified Baselines). The empirical variances of the stratified
and global advantage estimators satisfy Var[Ag] < Var[Ag|. Moreover, the reduction is exactly
the variance induced by the cross-stratum bias:

-1
A . 1 -
Var[Ag] — Var[As] = - > i (Ri, — Rytobar) .
k=0

Equality holds if and only if all stratum means coincide, i.e. Ry = Ry = --- = Ry_1. Otherwise,
stratification strictly reduces variance.

(Proof in Appendix B.1). Together, Proposition 1 and Theorem 1 formalize the flaw of a global
baseline: the cross-stratum bias is precisely the term that inflates variance. Stratification corrects
this by ensuring comparisons are made only among homogeneous peers, yielding a strictly lower-
variance advantage estimator.

The principle in Theorem 1 applies to commonly-used policy gradient methods for LLMs that use
a baseline not conditioned on the stratum structure S. This includes REINFORCE with a global
baseline and RLOO (Ahmadian et al., 2024). For actor-critic methods such as PPO (Schulman
et al., 2017), similar effects may occur when the imperfectly learned critic does not condition on S,
effectively introducing a structural bias similar to that of a global baseline.
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2.3 STRATIFIED ADVANTAGE NORMALIZATION: DEFINITION AND THEORETICAL
GUARANTEES

Building on the principle of stratification, we propose Stratified Advantage Normalization (SAN),
an estimator that augments stratification with per-stratum normalization to create a stable, scale-
invariant learning signal.

Definition 1. For a given prompt x, partition the batch of trajectories into strata { By,(x)} based on
a chosen partitioning function (e.g., the search count for search agents). The SAN advantage for a
trajectory T; € By () is defined as

R(7i) — i (x)
or(z)+¢

where [iy,(x) and oy, (x) are the empirical mean and standard deviation of rewards in stratum By,(x),
€ > 0 is a small constant for numerical stability.

Asan(Ti) = ; 2

Advantage Invariance and Robustness. A key property of SAN is its robustness to the scale and
shift of rewards, a desirable feature formalized below.

Proposition 2 (Invariance to Positive Affine Reward Transforms). Suppose € = 0. The SAN advan-
tage Asan(T) is invariant under any positive affine transformation of the rewards, R' (1) = aR(7)+b
with a > 0. That is, Agn(T) = Asan(7).

(Proof in Appendix B.2). The invariance shown in Proposition 2 makes SAN robust to arbitrary
changes in reward scaling. While a small € > 0 slightly breaks this perfect invariance in practice, it
ensures numerical stability.

Variance Decomposition. In Theorem 1, we analyzed the variance reduction of the stratified esti-

mator, Ag, relative to the global estimator, Ag. We now extend this comparison to the fully stratified
and normalized advantage, Asan, providing an exact decomposition of the variance difference.

Theorem 2 (Variance Decomposition for Normalized Stratified Advantage). Let Asan(7;) be the

stratified and normalized advantage. It is related to the global one Ag by the following exact
decomposition:

I—
) 1
Var[Ag] Var ASAN K Z ’I'Lk global E ; ’Il}gO’k (1 W) .

Term A: Between-Stratum Variance Term B: Normalization Effect

(Proof in Appendix B.3). Theorem 2 formalizes how SAN improves over the global baseline. Term
A quantifies the between-stratum variance that arises from heterogeneous stratum means: by cen-
tering rewards within each stratum, SAN fully removes this structural bias (Proposition 1), ensuring
that gradient estimates are not artificially inflated by cross-stratum differences. Term B captures the
effect of per-stratum normalization. While it can be positive or negative, it primarily stabilizes the
scale of rewards within each stratum, producing a more consistent and numerically robust learning
signal. These finite-sample insights will be complemented by the large-sample conditional proper-
ties in Theorem 4.

The Gradient Bias Trade-off. While SAN eliminates the structural bias of a global baseline, its
expected gradient admits a particularly clean form. Specifically, it decomposes into a weighted sum
of the true within-stratum gradients, with weights determined by the stratum probabilities and scaled
by their inverse standard deviations. The following theorem formalizes this result.

Theorem 3 (Population SAN Expectation). Let S = S(7;0) be a discrete stratum assignment that
may depend on 0, and define the per-trajectory SAN advantage

R(7) — ps(0)
os(0)+¢e '

where pu(0) = Eg[R | S = k] and o, (6) > 0 are the stratum-wise mean and standard deviation,
and € > 0is a small regularizer. Then, under standard regularity conditions allowing differentiation

ASAN(T) =
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under the expectation,

pi(0)
Eg|A Vo lo ———V 0), 0) :=Pry(S = k), 3

o[Asan(T) Vo log pg(T Zak(9)+5 obk(0),  pr(0) o( ) A3)
i.e., the population SAN estimator exactly targets the weighted sum of within-stratum gradients, even
when the strata depend on 6.

(Proof in Appendix B.4). Given stratum k, p(0) := Eg[R(7) | S = k]. Its gradient with respect to
the policy parameters 6 is Vouy(0) = VoEo[R(7) | S = k]. Applying the score function identity
(or likelihood ratio trick) conditional on S = k gives:

Vo (0 VgZR Ypo(r | S =k) = ZR ) Veopo(r | S = k)

—ZR )po(T | S =k)Vologpy(r | S =k)
:]EQ[R(T)VQIngg(T|S:k)|S:k}

Subtracting the conditional mean inside the expectation does not change the result, because
Eg[Vologpg(r | S =k)|S = k] =0. Thus, we can write

Vour(0) = Eg[(R(T) — u(0)) Vo logpe(r | S = k) | S =k

This shows explicitly that Vgu () is exactly the true per-stratum policy gradient. Consequently,
the SAN estimator, which combines these per-stratum gradients weighted by px(60)/(ok(0) + €),
targets a weighted sum of the true per-stratum gradients, even when strata are §-dependent.

In summary, SAN is a principled estimator. Compared to unnormalized advantages, it strictly
reduces variance (Theorem 1), is robust due to its invariance properties (Proposition 2), and is
asymptotically unbiased: the population SAN gradient estimator exactly targets the weighted sum
of within-stratum gradients, even when the strata depend on 6 (Theorem 3). This combination of
variance reduction, robustness, and exact population-level alignment ensures that SAN provides a
reliable and well-behaved learning signal for policy gradient estimation.

To fully appreciate the importance of this principled design, we provide in the next section a rigorous
structural comparison against a simpler and more common alternative, Global Normalization (GN).

2.4 STRUCTURAL COMPARISON OF SAN AND GLOBAL NORMALIZATION

This section provides a rigorous structural comparison between Stratified Advantage Normalization
(SAN) and the simpler, more common Global Normalization (GN). We will demonstrate that GN, by
ignoring trajectory heterogeneity, suffers from a structural flaw that SAN is designed to correct. Our
analysis uses algebraic decomposition to pinpoint GN’s cross-stratum offset bias and conditional
statistics to prove SAN is a pure, scale-stable learning signal.

The Structural Flaw in Global Normalization. The global normalized (GN) advantage defined
in GRPO (Shao et al., 2024) et al. is
R(7i) — Rgiobal

Agn(m) ==
GN( Z) a—global +e

Similar to Section 2.2, a core issue with GN is that it forces an “apples-to-oranges” comparison. This
can be made precise by algebraically expressing the GN advantage in terms of the SAN advantage.

4)

Proposition 3 (Exact Advantage Decomposition). For any fixed batch partition { By (x)};_¢ and
any 7; € Bg(x),

ak‘ (33) +e€ .ak (1‘) - Rglobal(x)

Aon(r) = =2 TE pgun(m) + B 5
GN (T ) ngobal(x) +e SAN (T ) Uglobal(x) +e ( )
—_———
=a(x) =Ag(x)

(Proof in Appendix B.5). The decomposition in Proposition 3 reveals that the GN advantage equals
a rescaled SAN advantage plus a cross-stratum offset (A}), which is the ultimate source of its
systematic bias. This flaw carries over directly to the policy gradient.
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Gradient Bias from the Cross-Stratum Bias. The decomposition in Equation (5) carries over
directly to the gradient estimators. The GN gradient, ggn, decomposes into a SAN-like term and an
additional bias-inducing term:

gon(x) =+ > ar Asan(mi) Valogpe(ri | 2) + 7> Y ApVglogpe(r | z).

k T,€Byg k T,€Byg

Bias from Cross-Stratum Offset

(6)

The decomposition in Equation (6) reveals a structural flaw in the GN gradient, driven by the cross-
stratum offset A. This term couples reward differences across strata with the policy’s score vectors,
introducing a systematic bias that persists whenever strata are heterogeneous. This fundamentally
distorts the learning signal by forcing local credit assignment to depend on global statistics.

Cross-Stratum Bias Hurts Exploration. Because Ay, in Equation (5) has the sign of (fix(z) —
Rglobal), the GN estimator systematically downweights strata whose mean reward lies below the
global mean. As a result, GN may under-sample such strata even when they contain unexplored
high-reward modes. This structural bias can therefore hinder exploration, consistent with our em-
pirical findings in Figure 1 that GRPO cannot effectively explore policies that use more than one

search call. Removing the offset is thus beneficial for promoting exploration.

Analysis as a Signal Carrier. To understand this more clearly, we analyze the conditional proper-
ties of the two estimators. An ideal “signal carrier” should be unbiased and have a consistent scale
within each stratum, ensuring fair credit assignment. The following theorem formalizes why SAN
provides a more reliable learning signal.

Theorem 4 (Conditional Properties of SAN and GN Advantages). Let € = 0, and let the population
reward statistics for a given prompt x and stratum k be defined as:

pr () = E[R(T) | k, 2], oi(x) = Var(R(r) | k,z);
w(z) :=E[R(T) | z], o?(z) := Var(R(7) | ).

In the large-sample limit, the stratified (SAN) and global (GN) normalized advantages exhibit the
following conditional properties for any stratum k:

1) Conditional Expectation (Bias). The SAN advantage is unbiased within each stratum, whereas
the GN advantage carries a systematic bias proportional to the cross-stratum mean difference:

E[Asan | k,2] =0,  E[Agy | k2] = “’“(”2(;)“(””)

2) Conditional Variance. The SAN advantage provides a consistent unit variance, whereas the GN
advantage’s variance scales with the ratio of stratum-to-global variance:

2
Var(Agan | k,z) =1, Var(Acy | k, z) = Uk(:c)'

Consequently, SAN acts as a pure and scale-stable signal carrier, while GN introduces a cross-
stratum bias and inconsistent scaling whenever reward heterogeneity is present.

(Proof in Appendix B.6). Theorem 4 shows SAN’s structural advantage: it enforces zero-mean,
unit-variance signals within each stratum, ensuring fair credit assignment relative to peers. GN, by
contrast, introduces a spurious offset (nonzero conditional mean) and distorts scaling across strata.

Having established their conditional properties, we now analyze the global (marginal) moments of
the two estimators.

Theorem 5 (Global Moments of SAN and GN). Let e = 0. Fix a prompt x and let S € {0, ..., —
1} denote the stratum index with mixing weights p,(x) = P(S = k | x). Write the population
reward moments as in Theorem 4.

ur(z) = E[R | S=k, 2], oi(z) = Var(R | S=k,z); u(x) =E[R|x], 0*(x) = Var(R | x).
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Consider the large-sample (population) SAN and GN advantages:

R — ps(x) PR L )
— GN = —— -
os(x) o(x)

Then, (a) Global Means: E[Asax | z] =0, E[Agn | 2] = 0.

(b) Global Variances: Var(Asan | ) = Var(Agn | ) = 1.

Asan =

(Proof in Appendix B.7). This theorem shows that despite their different mechanisms: SAN nor-
malizing locally within strata and GN normalizing globally, both idealized estimators are globally
unbiased (mean zero) and achieve the exact same unit variance in the idealized case where € = 0.

The comparison of moments in Theorems 4 and 5 is summarized in Appendix C. Theorems 4 and 5
reveal a crucial distinction between the global (overall) and conditional (within-stratum) properties
of the idealized SAN and GN estimators. Globally, the two estimators appear equivalent: Theorem
5 shows that both are unbiased (mean zero) and, in the ideal case where £ = 0, have the exact same
unit variance. However, this global equivalence masks a fundamental structural difference at the
conditional level, which is what truly governs the learning dynamics. Theorem 4 establishes that
SAN is conditionally pure: it delivers a zero-mean, unit-variance signal within every single stratum.
In stark contrast, GN is conditionally biased and has inconsistent scaling, meaning its mean and
variance fluctuate from one stratum to another.

3 BLENDED ADVANTAGE FOR FINITE-SAMPLE STABILITY

From Theorem 4, SAN yields a pure, scale-stable learning signal: it is conditionally unbiased within
each stratum and has unit conditional variance. In contrast, GN reintroduces a cross-stratum offset
and inconsistent scaling (Theorem 4), but couples information across strata (Proposition 3). In
the finite sample regime, SAN may face a practical challenge when some strata contain very few
trajectories, which may cause noisy advantage estimates. To address this, we employ a convex
combination of SAN and GN that preserves SAN’s local purity while borrowing GN’s global signal
to stabilize small strata.

Definition 2 (Blended Advantage). For T € By (x), define
Ablend(T) = (XASAN(T) + (1—04) AGN(T), (S [0,1]. (7

The endpoints recover known estimators: o = 1 yields SAN, and o = 0 yields GN. Incorporating
the blended advantage into SAN gives our practical method, Stratified GRPO (Algorithm 1).

4 EXPERIMENTS

We evaluate Stratified GRPO on seven diverse question-answering benchmarks, confirming that
it significantly outperforms a wide range of strong baselines, particularly on multi-hop QA tasks.
Further analysis reveals that compared to standard GRPO, our method also achieves superior training
stability and learns a more effective multi-step search policy.

4.1 EXPERIMENTAL SETUP

Models and Training. We conduct experiments on the Qwen-2.5-3B Base and Instruct models
(Yang et al., 2024). For retrieval, we use the 2018 Wikipedia dump (Karpukhin et al., 2020) as the
knowledge source and ES (Wang et al., 2022) as the retriever, fetching the top-3 passages per query.
Following the setup in Jin et al. (2025), we construct our training set by merging the training splits
of Natural Questions (NQ) (Kwiatkowski et al., 2019) and HotpotQA (Yang et al., 2018). We use
Exact Match (EM) as the training reward. Additional experiment details are in Appendix D.

Evaluation Benchmarks. We evaluate performance on seven diverse question-answering
datasets. These include three single-hop QA benchmarks: NQ (Kwiatkowski et al., 2019), Triv-
1aQA (Joshi et al., 2017), and PopQA (Mallen et al., 2023); and four multi-hop QA benchmarks:
HotpotQA (Yang et al., 2018), 2WikiMultiHopQA (Ho et al., 2020), MuSiQue (Trivedi et al., 2022),
and Bamboogle (Press et al., 2023). Consistent with standard practice (Yu et al., 2024; Jin et al.,
2025), EM is used as the evaluation metric.
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Table 1: Experiment results on seven QA benchmarks. Bold denotes best results.

Single-Hop QA Multi-Hop QA
Methods NQ TriviaQA PopQA  HotpotQA 2Wiki Musique Bamboogle Avg.
Non-RL Baselines
Direct Generation  10.6 28.8 10.8 14.9 24.4 2.0 24 13.4
SFT 24.9 29.2 10.4 18.6 24.8 44 11.2 17.6
RAG 34.8 54.4 38.7 25.5 22.6 4.7 8.0 27.0
Search-ol 23.8 47.2 26.2 22.1 21.8 54 32.0 25.5
IRCoT 11.1 31.2 20.0 16.4 17.1 6.7 24.0 18.1
Owen2.5-3B-Base
Search-R1 40.6 58.7 43.5 28.4 27.3 4.9 8.8 30.3
R1 22.6 45.5 17.3 20.1 26.8 5.5 22.4 22.9
ReSearch 427 59.7 43.0 30.5 27.2 7.4 12.8 31.9
GRPO 45.2 61.2 43.8 32.6 29.7 7.8 12.9 33.3
Stratified GRPO 459 61.4 43.0 40.8 39.9 17.7 4.7 41.6
Owen2.5-3B-Instruct
Search-R1 34.1 54.5 37.8 324 31.9 10.3 26.4 32.5
R1 21.0 449 17.1 20.8 27.5 6.0 19.2 224
ReSearch 36.5 57.1 39.5 35.1 27.2 9.5 26.6 33.1
GRPO 334 52.9 36.7 26.5 274 6.4 21.0 29.2
Stratified GRPO 44.5 60.9 44.3 41.0 37.3 16.9 38.7 40.5

Baselines. We compare Stratified GRPO against a comprehensive set of non-RL and RL. methods.
Non-RL methods include Direct Generation, Supervised Fine-Tuning (SFT), RAG (Lewis et al.,
2020), Search-ol (Li et al., 2025), and IRCoT (Trivedi et al., 2023). RL Methods includes Search-
R1 (Jin et al., 2025), RL without search (R1) (DeepSeek-Al et al., 2025), ReSearch (Chen et al.,
2025), and GRPO (Shao et al., 2024). Most baseline results are cited from Jin et al. (2025) since
their experiment setting is consistent with ours.

4.2 MAIN RESULTS

The experiment results, summarized in Table 1, demonstrate that Stratified GRPO consistently out-
performs all baseline methods across seven QA benchmarks. On average, our method improves upon
GRPO by up to 11.3 points and surpasses the best-performing baseline by up to 8.3 points. The ad-
vantage is particularly pronounced on multi-hop benchmarks, where Stratified GRPO achieves an
average performance gain of up to 14.5 points over the strongest baseline. We attribute this success
to our method’s ability to eliminate systematic cross-stratum bias, enabling more effective learning
from trajectories with varying search counts.

Notably, the consistent outperformance of Stratified GRPO over the PPO-based Search-R1 empir-
ically suggests that the challenge of cross-stratum bias should also hold true for PPO. While our
analysis focuses on the explicit bias in policy gradient’s global baseline, this issue likely manifests
in algorithms like PPO through the difficulty of training an accurate value function for structurally
diverse trajectories. Our results, therefore, indicate that a principled handling of trajectory structure
is a key factor in robustly training effective search agents.

4.3 ANALYSIS

In this section, we conduct an ablation study to isolate the contributions of Stratified GRPO’s com-
ponents. We also empirically analyze its training dynamics in comparison to GRPO.

Ablation Studies. We perform an ablation study to analyze the contribution of each component of
our proposed method. As shown in Table 2, each component provides a clear benefit. SAN alone
yields significant gains over the baseline GRPO. The subsequent addition of advantage blending
further enhances performance, establishing the effectiveness of the full Stratified GRPO algorithm,
which consistently outperforms the other variants, especially on complex multi-hop QA tasks.
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Table 2: Ablation study analyzing the components of Stratified GRPO, comparing the baseline
GRPO, GRPO with SAN, and our full Stratified GRPO.

Single-Hop QA Multi-Hop QA
Model Variants NQ TriviaQA PopQA  HotpotQA 2wiki Musique Bamboogle Avg.
Owen2.5-3B-Base
GRPO 45.2 61.2 43.8 32.6 29.7 7.8 12.9 33.3
w/ SAN 43.7 59.3 41.1 36.6 38.4 12.6 25.0 36.7
Stratified GRPO  45.9 61.4 43.0 40.8 39.9 17.7 42.7 41.6
Owen2.5-3B-Instruct
GRPO 334 529 36.7 26.5 274 6.4 21.0 29.2
w/ SAN 425 60.1 44.2 39.4 41.0 16.0 36.3 39.9
Stratified GRPO  44.5 60.9 44.3 41.0 37.3 16.9 38.7 40.5
Qwen 2.5 3B Base Qwen 2.5 3B Instruct Qwen 2.5 3B Base Qwen 2.5 3B Instruct
0.5 0.5 3.0 3.0
g 0.4 0.4 225 25
3 820 2.0
0.3 0.3 5
o 1.5 1.5
:é 0.2 0.2 &'3 o o
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Figure 1: Training dynamics of Stratified GRPO and GRPO. The left plots show training rewards,
and the right plots show the number of search calls per question over training steps.

Improved Reward and Training Stability. Figure 1 (left) illustrates the training reward curves.
For the base model, Stratified GRPO consistently achieves higher rewards than the standard GRPO
baseline. More notably, when applied to the instruct model, standard GRPO suffers from training
collapse—a known instability issue also documented by prior works (Jin et al., 2025). In contrast,
Stratified GRPO maintains a stable and monotonically increasing reward signal, demonstrating its
superior stability and learning efficiency.

Learning an Effective Search Policy. A crucial ability for search agents is learning to identify
knowledge gaps and issue search queries accordingly. We analyze this by tracking the average num-
ber of search calls per question during training (Figure 1, right). Stratified GRPO successfully learns
a policy that converges to approximately 2.5 search calls, indicating it has learned to perform itera-
tive searches. Conversely, the baseline GRPO stagnates at around one search call for the base model
and causes training collapse for the instruct model. This is because GRPO’s cross-stratum bias pre-
vents it from exploring potentially better search policies. This result demonstrates that Stratified
GRPO learns a more effective search policy, which directly translates to its superior performance on
multi-hop benchmarks that require sequential information retrieval, as shown in Table 1.

5 CONCLUSION

In this work, we identify and formalize cross-stratum bias, a key obstacle for training LLM search
agents with RL. It arises from improperly comparing structurally heterogeneous trajectories using
a global baseline. It causes distorted credit assignment and hampers exploration. To address this,
we introduce Stratified GRPO, a principled algorithm that partitions trajectories into homogeneous
strata and computes advantages locally. Our analysis proves this method eliminates cross-stratum
bias and achieves conditional unbiasedness and unit variance within each stratum, while retaining
these properties globally. Extensive experiments on diverse question-answering benchmarks demon-
strate that Stratified GRPO substantially outperforms GRPO by up to 11.3 points, achieving higher
rewards, greater training stability, and more effective search strategies. These results establish strat-
ification as a principled remedy for structural heterogeneity in RL for LLM search agents.



Under review as a conference paper at ICLR 2026

REFERENCES

Josh Achiam, Steven Adler, Sandhini Agarwal, Lama Ahmad, Ilge Akkaya, Florencia Leoni Ale-
man, Diogo Almeida, Janko Altenschmidt, Sam Altman, Shyamal Anadkat, et al. GPT-4 technical
report. arXiv preprint arXiv:2303.08774, 2023.

Arash Ahmadian, Chris Cremer, Matthias Gallé, Marzieh Fadaee, Julia Kreutzer, Olivier Pietquin,
Ahmet Ustiin, and Sara Hooker. Back to basics: Revisiting REINFORCE-style optimization for
learning from human feedback in LLMs. In Lun-Wei Ku, Andre Martins, and Vivek Srikumar
(eds.), Proceedings of the 62nd Annual Meeting of the Association for Computational Linguistics
(Volume 1: Long Papers), pp. 12248-12267, 2024.

Akari Asai, Zeqiu Wu, Yizhong Wang, Avirup Sil, and Hannaneh Hajishirzi. Self-RAG: Learning
to retrieve, generate, and critique through self-reflection. In The Twelfth International Conference
on Learning Representations, 2023.

Mingyang Chen, Tianpeng Li, Haoze Sun, Yijie Zhou, Chenzheng Zhu, Haofen Wang, Jeff Z Pan,
Wen Zhang, Huajun Chen, Fan Yang, et al. Research: Learning to reason with search for LLMs
via reinforcement learning. arXiv preprint arXiv:2503.19470, 2025.

DeepSeek-Al, Daya Guo, Dejian Yang, Haowei Zhang, Junxiao Song, Ruoyu Zhang, Runxin Xu,
Qihao Zhu, Shirong Ma, Peiyi Wang, Xiao Bi, Xiaokang Zhang, Xingkai Yu, Yu Wu, Z. F. Wu,
Zhibin Gou, Zhihong Shao, Zhuoshu Li, Ziyi Gao, Aixin Liu, Bing Xue, Bingxuan Wang, Bochao
Wu, Bei Feng, Chengda Lu, Chenggang Zhao, Chengqi Deng, Chenyu Zhang, Chong Ruan,
Damai Dai, Deli Chen, Dongjie Ji, Erhang Li, Fangyun Lin, Fucong Dai, Fuli Luo, Guangbo Hao,
Guanting Chen, Guowei Li, H. Zhang, Han Bao, Hanwei Xu, Haocheng Wang, Honghui Ding,
Huajian Xin, Huazuo Gao, Hui Qu, Hui Li, Jianzhong Guo, Jiashi Li, Jiawei Wang, Jingchang
Chen, Jingyang Yuan, Junjie Qiu, Junlong Li, J. L. Cai, Jiaqi Ni, Jian Liang, Jin Chen, Kai
Dong, Kai Hu, Kaige Gao, Kang Guan, Kexin Huang, Kuai Yu, Lean Wang, Lecong Zhang,
Liang Zhao, Litong Wang, Liyue Zhang, Lei Xu, Leyi Xia, Mingchuan Zhang, Minghua Zhang,
Minghui Tang, Meng Li, Miaojun Wang, Mingming Li, Ning Tian, Panpan Huang, Peng Zhang,
Qiancheng Wang, Qinyu Chen, Qiushi Du, Ruiqi Ge, Ruisong Zhang, Ruizhe Pan, Runji Wang,
R. J. Chen, R. L. Jin, Ruyi Chen, Shanghao Lu, Shangyan Zhou, Shanhuang Chen, Shengfeng
Ye, Shiyu Wang, Shuiping Yu, Shunfeng Zhou, Shuting Pan, S. S. Li, Shuang Zhou, Shaoqing
Wu, Shengfeng Ye, Tao Yun, Tian Pei, Tianyu Sun, T. Wang, Wangding Zeng, Wanjia Zhao, Wen
Liu, Wenfeng Liang, Wenjun Gao, Wenqin Yu, Wentao Zhang, W. L. Xiao, Wei An, Xiaodong
Liu, Xiaohan Wang, Xiaokang Chen, Xiaotao Nie, Xin Cheng, Xin Liu, Xin Xie, Xingchao Liu,
Xinyu Yang, Xinyuan Li, Xuecheng Su, Xuheng Lin, X. Q. Li, Xiangyue Jin, Xiaojin Shen, Xi-
aosha Chen, Xiaowen Sun, Xiaoxiang Wang, Xinnan Song, Xinyi Zhou, Xianzu Wang, Xinxia
Shan, Y. K. Li, Y. Q. Wang, Y. X. Wei, Yang Zhang, Yanhong Xu, Yao Li, Yao Zhao, Yaofeng
Sun, Yaohui Wang, Yi Yu, Yichao Zhang, Yifan Shi, Yiliang Xiong, Ying He, Yishi Piao, Yisong
Wang, Yixuan Tan, Yiyang Ma, Yiyuan Liu, Yongqgiang Guo, Yuan Ou, Yuduan Wang, Yue Gong,
Yuheng Zou, Yujia He, Yunfan Xiong, Yuxiang Luo, Yuxiang You, Yuxuan Liu, Yuyang Zhou,
Y. X. Zhu, Yanhong Xu, Yanping Huang, Yaohui Li, Yi Zheng, Yuchen Zhu, Yunxian Ma, Ying
Tang, Yukun Zha, Yuting Yan, Z. Z. Ren, Zehui Ren, Zhangli Sha, Zhe Fu, Zhean Xu, Zhenda
Xie, Zhengyan Zhang, Zhewen Hao, Zhicheng Ma, Zhigang Yan, Zhiyu Wu, Zihui Gu, Zijia Zhu,
Zijun Liu, Zilin Li, Ziwei Xie, Ziyang Song, Zizheng Pan, Zhen Huang, Zhipeng Xu, Zhongyu
Zhang, and Zhen Zhang. DeepSeek-R1: Incentivizing reasoning capability in LLMs via rein-
forcement learning, 2025. URL https://arxiv.org/abs/2501.12948.

Xanh Ho, Anh-Khoa Duong Nguyen, Saku Sugawara, and Akiko Aizawa. Constructing a multi-
hop QA dataset for comprehensive evaluation of reasoning steps. In Proceedings of the 28th
International Conference on Computational Linguistics, pp. 6609-6625, December 2020.

Bowen Jin, Jinsung Yoon, Jiawei Han, and Sercan O Arik. Long-context LLMs meet RAG: Over-
coming challenges for long inputs in RAG. In The Thirteenth International Conference on Learn-
ing Representations, 2024.

Bowen Jin, Hansi Zeng, Zhenrui Yue, Jinsung Yoon, Sercan O Arik, Dong Wang, Hamed Za-
mani, and Jiawei Han. Search-rl: Training LLMs to reason and leverage search engines with
reinforcement learning. In Second Conference on Language Modeling, 2025. URL https:
//openreview.net/forum?id=Rwhi9lideu.

10


https://arxiv.org/abs/2501.12948
https://openreview.net/forum?id=Rwhi91ideu
https://openreview.net/forum?id=Rwhi91ideu

Under review as a conference paper at ICLR 2026

Mandar Joshi, Eunsol Choi, Daniel Weld, and Luke Zettlemoyer. TriviaQA: A large scale distantly
supervised challenge dataset for reading comprehension. In Proceedings of the 55th Annual Meet-
ing of the Association for Computational Linguistics (Volume 1: Long Papers), pp. 1601-1611,
2017.

Leslie Pack Kaelbling, Michael L Littman, and Andrew W Moore. Reinforcement learning: A
survey. Journal of Artificial Intelligence Research, 4:237-285, 1996.

Vladimir Karpukhin, Barlas Oguz, Sewon Min, Patrick SH Lewis, Ledell Wu, Sergey Edunov, Dangqi
Chen, and Wen-tau Yih. Dense passage retrieval for open-domain question answering. In EMNLP
(1), pp. 6769-6781, 2020.

Tom Kwiatkowski, Jennimaria Palomaki, Olivia Redfield, Michael Collins, Ankur Parikh, Chris
Alberti, Danielle Epstein, Illia Polosukhin, Jacob Devlin, Kenton Lee, et al. Natural questions: a
benchmark for question answering research. Transactions of the Association for Computational
Linguistics, 7:453-466, 2019.

Patrick Lewis, Ethan Perez, Aleksandra Piktus, Fabio Petroni, Vladimir Karpukhin, Naman Goyal,
Heinrich Kiittler, Mike Lewis, Wen-tau Yih, Tim Rocktédschel, et al. Retrieval-augmented gener-
ation for knowledge-intensive NLP tasks. Advances in Neural Information Processing Systems,
33:9459-9474, 2020.

Xiaoxi Li, Guanting Dong, Jiajie Jin, Yuyao Zhang, Yujia Zhou, Yutao Zhu, Peitian Zhang, and
Zhicheng Dou. Search-ol: Agentic search-enhanced large reasoning models. arXiv preprint
arXiv:2501.05366, 2025.

Alex Mallen, Akari Asai, Victor Zhong, Rajarshi Das, Daniel Khashabi, and Hannaneh Hajishirzi.
When not to trust language models: Investigating effectiveness of parametric and non-parametric
memories. In Proceedings of the 61st Annual Meeting of the Association for Computational
Linguistics (Volume 1: Long Papers), pp. 9802-9822, 2023.

Long Ouyang, Jeffrey Wu, Xu Jiang, Diogo Almeida, Carroll Wainwright, Pamela Mishkin, Chong
Zhang, Sandhini Agarwal, Katarina Slama, Alex Ray, et al. Training language models to follow
instructions with human feedback. Advances in Neural Information Processing Systems, 35:
2773027744, 2022.

Ofir Press, Muru Zhang, Sewon Min, Ludwig Schmidt, Noah Smith, and Mike Lewis. Measuring
and narrowing the compositionality gap in language models. In Findings of the Association for
Computational Linguistics: EMNLP 2023, pp. 5687-5711, 2023.

Rafael Rafailov, Archit Sharma, Eric Mitchell, Stefano Ermon, Christopher D Manning, and Chelsea
Finn. Direct preference optimization: Your language model is secretly a reward model. Advances
in Neural Information Processing Systems, 36, 2023.

Timo Schick, Jane Dwivedi-Yu, Roberto Dessi, Roberta Raileanu, Maria Lomeli, Eric Hambro,
Luke Zettlemoyer, Nicola Cancedda, and Thomas Scialom. Toolformer: Language models can
teach themselves to use tools. In Thirty-seventh Conference on Neural Information Processing
Systems, 2023. URL https://openreview.net/forum?id=Yacmpz84TH.

John Schulman, Filip Wolski, Prafulla Dhariwal, Alec Radford, and Oleg Klimov. Proximal policy
optimization algorithms, 2017. URL https://arxiv.org/abs/1707.06347.

Zhihong Shao, Peiyi Wang, Qihao Zhu, Runxin Xu, Junxiao Song, Xiao Bi, Haowei Zhang,
Mingchuan Zhang, Y. K. Li, Y. Wu, and Daya Guo. DeepseekMath: Pushing the limits of math-
ematical reasoning in open language models. arXiv preprint arXiv:2402.03300, 2024. URL
https://arxiv.org/abs/2402.03300.

Guangming Sheng, Chi Zhang, Zilingfeng Ye, Xibin Wu, Wang Zhang, Ru Zhang, Yanghua Peng,
Haibin Lin, and Chuan Wu. HybridFlow: A flexible and efficient RLHF framework. In Pro-
ceedings of the Twentieth European Conference on Computer Systems, EuroSys °25, 2025. URL
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/3689031.3696075.

11


https://openreview.net/forum?id=Yacmpz84TH
https://arxiv.org/abs/1707.06347
https://arxiv.org/abs/2402.03300
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/3689031.3696075

Under review as a conference paper at ICLR 2026

Huatong Song, Jinhao Jiang, Yingqian Min, Jie Chen, Zhipeng Chen, Wayne Xin Zhao, Lei Fang,
and Ji-Rong Wen. RI-Searcher: Incentivizing the search capability in LLMs via reinforcement
learning. arXiv preprint arXiv:2503.05592, 2025.

Richard S. Sutton and Andrew G. Barto. Reinforcement Learning: An Introduction. The MIT Press,
second edition, 2018.

Richard S Sutton, Andrew G Barto, et al. Reinforcement learning. Journal of Cognitive Neuro-
science, 11(1):126-134, 1999.

Gemini Team. Gemini 1.5: Unlocking multimodal understanding across millions of tokens of con-
text. arXiv preprint arXiv:2403.05530, 2024.

Harsh Trivedi, Niranjan Balasubramanian, Tushar Khot, and Ashish Sabharwal. Musique: Multihop
questions via single-hop question composition. Transactions of the Association for Computational
Linguistics, 10:539-554, 2022.

Harsh Trivedi, Niranjan Balasubramanian, Tushar Khot, and Ashish Sabharwal. Interleaving re-
trieval with chain-of-thought reasoning for knowledge-intensive multi-step questions. In Pro-
ceedings of the 61st Annual Meeting of the Association for Computational Linguistics (Volume 1:
Long Papers), pp. 10014-10037, 2023.

Liang Wang, Nan Yang, Xiaolong Huang, Binxing Jiao, Linjun Yang, Daxin Jiang, Rangan Ma-
jumder, and Furu Wei. Text embeddings by weakly-supervised contrastive pre-training. arXiv
preprint arXiv:2212.03533, 2022.

Ronald J. Williams. Simple statistical gradient-following algorithms for connectionist reinforcement
learning. Machine Learning, 8(3-4):229-256, 1992.

An Yang, Baosong Yang, Beichen Zhang, Binyuan Hui, Bo Zheng, Bowen Yu, Chengyuan Li,
Dayiheng Liu, Fei Huang, Haoran Wei, et al. Qwen2. 5 technical report. arXiv preprint
arXiv:2412.15115, 2024.

Zhilin Yang, Peng Qi, Saizheng Zhang, Yoshua Bengio, William Cohen, Ruslan Salakhutdinov,
and Christopher D. Manning. HotpotQA: A dataset for diverse, explainable multi-hop question
answering. In Proceedings of the 2018 Conference on Empirical Methods in Natural Language
Processing, pp. 2369-2380, 2018.

Shunyu Yao, Jeffrey Zhao, Dian Yu, Nan Du, Izhak Shafran, Karthik Narasimhan, and Yuan Cao.
React: Synergizing reasoning and acting in language models. In International Conference on
Learning Representations (ICLR), 2023.

Qiying Yu, Zheng Zhang, Ruofei Zhu, Yufeng Yuan, Xiaochen Zuo, Yu Yue, Tiantian Fan, Gaochong
Liu, Lingjun Liu, Xin Liu, et al. DAPO: An open-source LLM reinforcement learning system at
scale. arXiv preprint arXiv:2503.14476, 2025.

Yue Yu, Wei Ping, Zihan Liu, Boxin Wang, Jiaxuan You, Chao Zhang, Mohammad Shoeybi, and
Bryan Catanzaro. RankRAG: Unifying context ranking with retrieval-augmented generation in
LLMs. Advances in Neural Information Processing Systems, 37:121156—-121184, 2024.

Wayne Xin Zhao, Kun Zhou, Junyi Li, Tianyi Tang, Xiaolei Wang, Yupeng Hou, Yingqian Min,
Beichen Zhang, Junjie Zhang, Zican Dong, et al. A survey of large language models. arXiv
preprint arXiv:2303.18223, 1(2), 2023.

Yuxiang Zheng, Dayuan Fu, Xiangkun Hu, Xiaojie Cai, Lyumanshan Ye, Pengrui Lu, and Pengfei
Liu. DeepResearcher: Scaling deep research via reinforcement learning in real-world environ-
ments. arXiv preprint arXiv:2504.03160, 2025.

Mingkang Zhu, Xi Chen, Zhongdao Wang, Bei Yu, Hengshuang Zhao, and Jiaya Jia. TGDPO:
Harnessing token-level reward guidance for enhancing direct preference optimization. In Forty-
second International Conference on Machine Learning, 2025. URL https://openreview.
net/forum?id=TKHWvyzR1t.

12


https://openreview.net/forum?id=TKHWvyzR1t
https://openreview.net/forum?id=TKHWvyzR1t

Under review as a conference paper at ICLR 2026

Algorithm 1: Stratified GRPO
Require: Policy py, batch B = {71, ..., 7k } with rewards { R;}, blending « € [0, 1], stabilizer
e>0.
1: Compute global stats: Rgobal ¢ 7 >_; R ;

Tglobal < \/ + 2 (Ri — Rgloba1)?.

2: For all 4, set Agn(7;) < (R; — Rglobal)/(aglobal +e).
3: Partition indices into per-prompt, per-stratum groups I (x) (e.g., by search count).
4: for each prompt = do

5:  for each stratum k with index set I (x) do
6

7

8

mee L@l i e B Gne /e, (B — B
for i € Ij(x) do ~
: ASAN(Tz‘)<_(Ri —Rk)/(/d\k-i-E).
9: Ablend(Ti)FaASAN(Ti) + (1 — Oé) AGN(Ti)~

10: end for
11:  end for
12: end for

13: Return gradient estimate gpleng < % Zfil Ablend (73) Vo log pe(7; | ).

A RELATED WORK

A.1 REINFORCEMENT LEARNING FOR LARGE LANGUAGE MODELS

Reinforcement learning (RL) (Kaelbling et al., 1996; Sutton et al., 1999) has become a central com-
ponent in post-training large language models (LLMs). The most widely adopted paradigm is Rein-
forcement Learning from Human Feedback (RLHF), which learns a reward model from human pref-
erences and then optimizes a policy with RL algorithms, most often Proximal Policy Optimization
(PPO) (Ouyang et al., 2022; Schulman et al., 2017). Although effective, RLHF can be computation-
ally expensive and brittle due to reward model training and distribution shift. To reduce the cost and
instability of explicit reward modeling, direct alignment methods like DPO optimize preference data
without training a separate reward model (Rafailov et al., 2023; Zhu et al., 2025). A complemen-
tary line of work targets reasoning by exploiting verifiable outcomes using Reinforcement Learning
with Verifiable Rewards (RLVR) (DeepSeek-Al et al., 2025; Shao et al., 2024; Ahmadian et al.,
2024; Yu et al., 2025). A prominent approach is Group Relative Policy Optimization (GRPO) (Shao
et al., 2024), which removes PPO’s dependency on a learned value function by using group-based
baselines, and RLOO (Ahmadian et al., 2024) revisits REINFORCE (Williams, 1992) with simpli-
fications tailored to LLM training. However, most of these advances target general conversational
capabilities. By contrast, the systematic study of RL algorithms for LLM agents, especially search
agents that interleave generation with search over external information and require long-horizon rea-
soning, remains underexplored. Our work addresses this gap by providing a systematic analysis of
the LLM search agent setting and proposing RL algorithms tailored to its unique challenges.

A.2 LARGE LANGUAGE MODEL SEARCH AGENTS

Large language models (LLMs) (Achiam et al., 2023; Team, 2024; Zhao et al., 2023) exhibit strong
reasoning capabilities (DeepSeek-Al et al., 2025). Building on this capacity, recent work has devel-
oped agentic workflows that equip LLMs with external tools for complex problem solving (Schick
et al., 2023). A prominent instantiation is the LLM search agent, which treats a search engine as a
callable tool at inference time (Schick et al., 2023): the model iteratively proposes queries, retrieves
evidence, and updates its reasoning based on retrieved documents (Trivedi et al., 2023). Two main
approaches have emerged. One line of work uses carefully designed prompts to instruct LLMs to
interleave reasoning and retrieval (Trivedi et al., 2023; Yao et al., 2023). Another line curates trajec-
tories that mix reasoning with search and then applies supervised fine-tuning (Schick et al., 2023;
Asai et al., 2023). More recently, several studies (Chen et al., 2025; Jin et al., 2025; Song et al.,
2025; Zheng et al., 2025) show that complex search-and-reasoning behaviors can be acquired di-
rectly from outcome-based rewards using RL algorithms such as PPO or GRPO. However, these RL

13



Under review as a conference paper at ICLR 2026

applications typically adopt general-purpose algorithms without addressing the specific intricacies
of the search agent setting. Our work identifies and formalizes cross-stratum bias as a fundamental
challenge for LLM search agents, arising from the heterogeneous nature of agent trajectories that
use different search strategies. To overcome this, we propose Stratified GRPO, a principled algo-
rithm designed to eliminate this bias and improve learning more effective search policies for LLM
search agents.

B PROOFS OF THEORETICAL RESULTS

B.1 PROOF OF THEOREM 1

Proof. By construction, both advantage estimators are centered, meaning their sample mean over
the batch B is zero:

1 K 1 K 1 -1 -
?ZAG(T,-) =0, ?ZAS(T,-) = ?Z > (R — Ry) =0. (8)
=1 i=1

k=0 T1;EBy
The variance of the global advantage estimator is the total sample variance of the rewards:

K
A 1 _
Var[Ag] = - > (Ri — Rgiobar)*-

i=1

We decompose this total variance by partitioning the sum by stratum and adding and subtracting the
stratum mean Ry, within the squared term:

~

—1

~ 1 _ _ _
Var[Ag] = E ((RZ - Rk) + (Rk - Rglobal))2
k=0 T1;EB}
— i S (R; R )2
- K i k
k=0 T;€By

+
=[ =
MH

Z (Ri — Ry)(Rk — Rglobal)
€ By,

i
»—AC:

1

+ Z (Ri — Rglobar)*-
0 7, €EBy

=

k=

The cross-term in the above equation vanishes because, for each stratum %, the inner sum
> rep, (i — Ri) = 0 by the definition of ;. The above expression thus simplifies to the well-
known variance decomposition formula:

Var[Ag] = Z Z R; — Ry)? an Ry, — Rgiobal)® - )

]i) 07, €EBg

Within-Stratum Variance Between-Stratum Variance

The first term in Equation (9) is precisely the definition of Var[Ag], since

Var Z —A )

where Ag is the sample mean of the stratified advantages over the entire batch. As established in

Equation (8), this mean is zero (AS = 0). Therefore, the variance simplifies to the mean squared
value:

Var[Ag] = —
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To evaluate this sum, we partition it according to the strata { By }1_¢

Var AS Z Z

k 0 1;€By

Finally, we substitute the definition of the stratified advantage, fls(n) = R; — Ry, for trajectories
within each stratum By.:

Var[Ag] = Z Z R; — Ry)?

k 0T7,€By,

This expression is identical to the first term in the variance decomposition identity (Equation (9)),
thus proving the assertion.

The second term in Equation (9), the between-stratum variance, is a weighted sum of squares and is
therefore non-negative. This yields the inequality:

I-1
Var[Ag] = Var[Ag] + — Z nk(Ri, — Rgonal)® > Var[Ag]. (10)
K=

Equality holds if and only if the between-stratum variance component is zero. This requires every
term in the sum to be zero, which means R = Rglobal for all k. This condition is met only when
all stratum means coincide. Otherwise, the between-stratum variance is strictly positive, and the
inequality is strict. O

Remark 1. Equation (9) is the finite-sample form of the classical within—between variance de-
composition in ANOVA. It shows that replacing the global baseline with stratum-specific baselines
always weakly reduces the variance of advantage estimates, and strictly reduces it whenever the
strata have heterogeneous reward means.

B.2 PROOF OF PROPOSITION 2

Proof. Let a stratum for a given prompt « be denoted by By (x), containing ny(x) trajectories with

rewards {Ry, ..., Ry, (z) }. The empirical mean and standard deviation are
nk(x)
T 2) ; R;
and
R Y
o) = e (@) ; (R — ()

Without loss of generality, suppose that n,, > 2, and o (x) > 0.

Consider the affine transformation R, = aR; + b for a > 0. We first compute the new empirical
mean [} (x) and standard deviation &} () for the transformed rewards.

The new mean is:

ng(z) ng () n ()
wy(x )Z(aRi—&-b):a ZR +b=aug(z) +0.
i=1 () =
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The new variance is:

ny(x)
@) = s D (= @)

((aR; +b) — (afig(z) + b))

I
S
o
—~| =
&
i
-

1 n(x) )
- (a(R: - ie(=)))
()
1 ng(x)
= (s D (@) | = 2@ul))
i=1
Since a > 0, the new standard deviation is 7, (z) = /a?(0%(2))? = aok(z).

Finally, we compute the new advantage Ag,\ for an arbitrary trajectory 7; € By(x):

Agan(Ti) = 7]?/ ak;)(a:)
_ (R +b) — (afin(s) +b)
aok(x)
_ a(Rs = ()
aaf(x)
= Rla_kézc)(x) = Asan(Ti).

This shows that the advantage computed from the transformed rewards is identical to the original,
completing the proof. O

B.3 PROOF OF THEOREM 2

Proof. We prove the identity by introducing the variance of the intermediate stratified estimator,

Var[/lg], and decomposing the total difference into two parts. The total difference can be written as
a telescoping sum:

Var[Ag] — Var[Asan] = (Var[Ag] — Var[Ag]) + (Var[As] — Var[Agan])- (11)
By Theorem 1,
Var[/lg} Var Ag an global) .

Moreover, by direct expansion, the empirical variance of the stratified advantage is

2

MN

Var[Ag] = % Z nLog, Var[Asan] = T + BE
k

Then we can compute their difference:

A 1
Var[Ag] — Var[Asan] = Z”kak K Z (ok _|_ £)2 anok < (o) +¢)? ) '

k=0 k()

Substituting the two expressions into Equation (11) can get the final result. O

B.4 PROOF OF THEOREM 3

Proving Theorem 3 relies on the following two lemmas:

16



Under review as a conference paper at ICLR 2026

Lemma 1 (Conditional expectation of the score function). Ler B C {7} be a fixed stratum and fix
the context x. Assume py(7 | x) is differentiable in 0, and that differentiation may be interchanged
with summation/integration. Define

Z(0;x) =Pro(r € B|z) = Z po(T | &) (or the corresponding integral in the continuous case).
TEB
(12)
If Z(0;x) > 0, then
E[Vglogpe(T | z) | T € B,x] = VglogPryo(r € B | ).

In particular, this conditional expectation equals zero if and only if Pro(T € B | x) is constant in 0.

Proof. By definition, the conditional distribution restricted to B is

po(7 | @)
,TE€ B) = , € B.
po(r |7 ) Z(0;x) ’
Hence, using pVlogp = Vp and assuming we can exchange differentiation and summa-

tion/integration,

E[Vologpy(r | 2) |7 € B,z] = > po(r | z,7 € B) Vglogpy(T | )
TeEB

1
= m ZP@(T | z) Vo logpo(7 | z)
T TEB

1
= 7060 TEZBVQPQ(T | )
~ VoZ(0;x)
- Z(6:x)
= Vylog Z(6; x),

where the sum can be replaced by an integral if 7 is continuous. This proves the stated identity. The
final claim about vanishing follows immediately. O

Remark 2. The identity above does not imply the conditional expectation is zero unless Pro(T €
B | x) is independent of 0. If the stratum B depends on 0 (i.e., B = B(0)), differentiating Pry (7 €
B(9) | x) introduces additional terms due to the moving support; the above proof assumes B is
fixed.

Lemma 2 (Conditional Advantage—Score Identity). For any stratum k, the following identity holds:
Eo [(R(7) — ux(0)) Vologpe( | S = k) | S = k] = Vour(0), (13)

where 111, (0) == Eg[R(7) | S = k] is the mean reward in stratum k.

Proof. This identity is a standard result from policy gradient theory, derived by applying the
log-derivative trick to the gradient of an expectation and introducing the stratum mean pu(6) as
a variance-reducing baseline. For detailed derivations, see the original REINFORCE paper by
Williams (1992) and the textbook treatment in Sutton & Barto (2018). L]
Next, we give a proof of Theorem 3:

Proof. We prove the identity by first applying the law of total expectation to decompose the total
expectation over the strata k:

Eo[Asan(T) Vg logpe(7)] = ZEO [Asan(T) Vo log po(7) 15—]
p

:Zpk(e)Eg[ASAN(T)VQIngQ(T)|S=k:|. (14)
k
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Now, we analyze the conditional expectation for a single stratum k. The key is to decompose the
score function using the chain rule of probability, pg(7) = pe(7 | S = k) pi(0). Taking the log-
gradient gives the identity:

Viologpe(r) = Vologpe(t | S = k) + Vg logpi(0).
Substituting this into the conditional expectation allows us to split it into two terms by linearity:

]Eg {ASAN( ) V@ logpg | S = k}

=Ty [ASAN(T) Vologpe(t | S =k) | S = kz} +Ey [ASAN(T> Vo logpi(6) ‘ S = k} .

Term 1: Conditional Score Part Term 2: Marginal Score Part

We analyze each term separately.

Term 2 (Marginal Score Part). The term Vg log py(#) depends only on the stratum index k and
the parameter 6, so it is a constant with respect to the expectation conditional on S = k. We can
therefore factor it out:

Eg ASAN(T) Vg logpk(ﬁ) | S = k:| = (V@ logpk(e)) ']EG[ASAN(T) | S = k]
Eo[R(1) — px(0) | S = K]

= (Vo logpi(9)) - () T e
— (Vo log pe(6)) - ‘W o,

Thus, the second term vanishes exactly. This is the crucial step where the structural part of the
gradient is eliminated.

Term 1 (Conditional Score Part). For this term, we substitute the definition of Agan(7), noting
that conditional on S = k, ug(f) becomes the constant pi(0):

Eg |:ASAN(7') VQ logpg(r | S = ]{3) | S = k]
_ . | B = (0) _ _
=Ey {%(GH&Vglogpg(T|S—k)‘S—k]
1
= oy e B[ (B — (@) Vologpo(r | 5 =) | 5 = K]

The remaining expectation is precisely the Conditional Advantage—Score Identity (Lemma 2), which
equals Vi (6). Therefore, the first term equals:

m Vour(0).

Conclusion. Substituting the results for Term 1 and Term 2 back into the original sum over strata,
we obtain the final result:

Eo[Asan(7) Vo log pa(r Zpk ( 9)+6Vé)uk ) Z pk = Vour(0).
This completes the proof. O
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B.5 PROOF OF PROPOSITION 3

Proof. The proof follows from direct algebraic manipulation. We start from the right-hand side
(RHS) and substitute the definitions of ay(x), Asan(7;), and Ay (x):

RHS = ay () - Asan(7i) + Ag(x)
_ ( or(x) +¢ ) ) (R(Ti) - ﬁk(x)> + (ﬁk(:c) - Rgloba1($)> (by definition)

Oglobal(T) + € or(x) +e Oglobal(T) + €

R(Tl) - :ak? (.’L‘) //J\/k (.T) - Rglobal(x) -
= = + —= cancel (o (x) + &
Uglobal(x) +e€ Uglobal(x) +e€ ( ( k( ) ))

_ (R(n) — ﬁk(f)) + (i (z) — Rglobal (2)) (combine terms)
Uglobal(x) +e

_ R(7;) — Rgiobal ()
8global('r) +e

(cancel fig(x))
= Agn(m). (definition of Agy) O

B.6 PROOF OF THEOREM 4
Proof. The proof proceeds by direct calculation of the conditional expectation and variance for each
estimator in the large-sample limit. All quantities are conditioned on a fixed prompt x.

First, we prove the results for Agan. The SAN advantage for a trajectory 7 in stratum k is defined
as Agan(7) = %}:"k (ignoring ¢ for clarity in the limit). By the linearity of expectation,

R(7) — pe kﬂf}

Ok

E[ASAN(T) ‘ kz,x] =E |:

— - (BIR() | 2] )
= i(ﬂk — ) = 0.
Ok

This shows that SAN is an unbiased signal carrier within each stratum. Next, by the properties of
variance, Var(cX + d) = ¢? Var(X),

R(T) — p

Ok

Var(Agan(7) | k,x) = Var (

o
This shows that SAN provides a consistently scaled (unit variance) carrier in every stratum.
Second, we prove the results for Agn. The GN advantage is defined as Agn(7) = Rr)—pr g,

g

E[Agn(7) | ky2] = E [R(T()I_“ ’ k:at]

= ~(BIR() | k2]~ 1)
M — H

g
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This is generally non-zero whenever stratum means differ (1, # 1), which confirms that GN is a
biased carrier within the stratum. This non-zero expectation represents a spurious signal. Next,

Var(Agx(7) | k,2) = Var <R(T)“ kx)

o
1
=3 Var(R(1) — p | k, )

1 o?
= ﬁVar(R(T) | kyx) = 0—’;.

This shows that the variance of the GN carrier is not consistent across strata; it depends on the ratio
of the stratum’s variance to the global variance.

The analysis of the conditional statistics reveals the structural superiority of SAN. Within any given
stratum, SAN provides a zero-mean, unit-variance signal carrier, which serves as a pure and con-
sistent baseline for the policy gradient calculation. GN, in contrast, introduces a spurious signal (a
non-zero mean) and has an inconsistent variance, making it a biased and less reliable signal carrier.
This completes the proof. O

B.7 PROOF OF THEOREM 5

Proof. For (a), applying the law of total expectation,
R x
E[Asan | 7] Zpk {Mk( ) ‘Sk,x]

_ Zpk ]E [R — pw(x) | S=Fk, ]

= 0.
E[R | x| — u(x
B | o] = EURLe] = n(@)
o(x)
For (b), by the law of total variance,
Var(Asan | «) = E[Var(Agan | S, z)] + Var(E[Asan | S, z]) .

We now analyze each of the two terms in the right-hand side separately.
From Theorem 4, we know that the idealized SAN advantage is conditionally unbiased in every
stratum:

E[Asan | S =k,2] =0, forall strata k.
Since the conditional expectation is a constant (zero) regardless of the stratum .S, its variance is zero:

Var(E[Asan | S, x]) = Var(0) = 0.

Next, we evaluate the first term, which is the expected variance within strata. We start with the inner
term, the variance conditional on a specific stratum k:

Var(4san | S = k,z) = Var (R—Mx)

o (x)
1 Var(R k)
~ oi(x) ’
_oplx) _
= U,%(J‘) =1.

Now, we take the expectation of this quantity over the random stratum .S. This is equivalent to a
weighted average over all strata, where the weights are the probabilities py (z) := P(S =k | ):

E[Var(Asax | S, )] Zpk - Var(Asan | S =k, )

=S o) 2D _ S ) =
R T

??‘NJ

N
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Finally, we add the two components back together:

Var(Asan | «) = E[Var(4sax | S, z)] + Var(E[Agan | S,z]) =1+0=1.

For GN, since Agn = (R — p(x))/o(z),

Var(Agy | x) = Var(R | z) = o (x) =1 O

o?(x) o?(x)

C COMPARISON OF LOCAL VS. GLOBAL MOMENTS OF SAN AND GN
ADVANTAGES

Table 3: Local (conditional on stratum S=k) vs. global (marginal over S) moments of SAN and
GN advantages. Here 02 = Var(R | S=k,z) and 02 = Var(R | z). Fore = 0, SAN achieves joint
standardization (local & global), whereas GN only standardizes globally.

Local (given S=k) Global (marginal over S)

SAN mean 0 0

SAN variance 1 1

GN mean BE—ft 0
2

GN variance Tk 1

D EXPERIMENT DETAILS

D.1 TRAINING SETTINGS

We train our models on 8 GPUs using a global batch size of 256 and a mini-batch size of 256.
The maximum sequence length is set to 4096 tokens, with maximum response length and retrieved
content length of 500 tokens in each interaction turn. For rollout sampling, we use a temperature of
1.0 and a top-p value of 1.0. We use a learning rate of 1e-6 with a warm-up ratio of 0.1. Training is
conducted for 200 steps. We use a KL divergence coefficient 5 of 0.001 and a clipping ratio ¢ of 0.2.
For both GRPO and Stratified GRPO, we sample 8 responses per prompt. Stratified GRPO uses «
of 0.8 for Qwen 2.5 3B Instruct and 0.6 for Qwen 2.5 3B Base. The number of maximum interaction
turns is set to 4, and we retrieve the top 3 passages for each search call. Our implementation is based
on the Verl framework (Sheng et al., 2025).

E LLM USAGE DISCLOSURE

We utilized a large language model (LLM) as a writing assistant to enhance the clarity, grammar,
and readability of this manuscript. The LLM’s role was limited to tasks such as rewording sentences,
refining technical descriptions, and formatting tables into IgX. All scientific content—including
the conceptual framework, analysis, experiments, and conclusions—was developed exclusively by
the human authors. The authors have meticulously reviewed all LLM-generated suggestions and
bear full responsibility for the scientific integrity and final content of this work.
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