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Abstract

Two timescale stochastic approximation (SA)
has been widely used in value-based reinforce-
ment learning algorithms. In the policy evalu-
ation setting, it can model the linear and non-
linear temporal difference learning with gradi-
ent correction (TDC) algorithms as linear SA
and nonlinear SA, respectively. In the policy
optimization setting, two timescale nonlin-
ear SA can also model the greedy gradient-Q
(Greedy-GQ) algorithm. In previous stud-
ies, the non-asymptotic analysis of linear
TDC and Greedy-GQ has been studied in
the Markovian setting, with diminishing or
accuracy-dependent stepsize. For the nonlin-
ear TDC algorithm, only the asymptotic con-
vergence has been established. In this paper,
we study the non-asymptotic convergence rate
of two timescale linear and nonlinear TDC
and Greedy-GQ under Markovian sampling
and with accuracy-independent constant step-
size. For linear TDC, we provide a novel
non-asymptotic analysis and show that it at-
tains an ε-accurate solution with the optimal
sample complexity of O(ε−1 log(1/ε)) under
a constant stepsize. For nonlinear TDC and
Greedy-GQ, we show that both algorithms at-
tain ε-accurate stationary solution with sam-
ple complexity O(ε−2). It is the first non-
asymptotic convergence result established for
nonlinear TDC under Markovian sampling
and our result for Greedy-GQ outperforms
the previous result orderwisely by a factor of
O(ε−1 log(1/ε)).
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1 Introduction

Two timescale stochastic approximation (SA) algo-
rithms have wide applications in reinforcement learn-
ing (RL) [Sutton and Barto, 2018]. Typically, two
timescale SA algorithms involve iterations of two
types of variables updated at different speeds, i.e.,
the stepsizes for two iterates are chosen differently
so that one iterate runs much faster than the other
[Borkar, 1997, Borkar, 2009]. Such algorithms are
widely used to solve both policy evaluation and policy
optimization problems in RL, in which the goal of pol-
icy evaluation is to estimate the expected total reward
(i.e. value function) of a target policy, and the goal of
policy optimization is to search for a policy with the
optimal expected total reward.

In the policy evaluation problem, temporal difference
(TD) learning [Sutton, 1988] is one of the most widely
used algorithms when a linear function class is uti-
lized to approximate the value function. However, in
the off-policy setting, in which the target policy to be
evaluated is different from the behavior policy that
generates samples, TD learning may diverge to infin-
ity. To overcome such an issue, [Sutton et al., 2009]
proposed the two timescale linear TD with gradi-
ent correction (TDC) algorithm, which has conver-
gence guarantee in the off-policy setting. The two
timescale linear TDC is a special case of two timescale
linear SA, whose asymptotic convergence has been
established in [Sutton et al., 2009, Borkar, 2009] and
[Yu, 2017, Tadic, 2004, Yaji and Bhatnagar, 2016] for
the i.i.d. and Markovian settings, respectively. The
non-asymptotic convergence rate of two timescale lin-
ear TDC/SA has also been studied. In the i.i.d. set-
ting, under diminishing stepsize, [Dalal et al., 2018b]
established the sample complexity of O(ε−1.5), and
an improved complexity of O(ε−1) was later es-
tablished in [Dalal et al., 2019]. In the Markovian
setting, [Xu et al., 2019] established the complexity
of O(ε−1.5 log2(1/ε)) under a diminishing stepsize,
and [Gupta et al., 2019] established the complexity of
O(ε−1−ζ log2(1/ε)) under a ε-dependent stepsize, where
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ζ can be an arbitrarily small positive constant. Re-
cently, [Kaledin et al., 2020] provides a tighter com-
plexity bound of O(ε−1) for two timescale linear SA
under a diminishing stepsize. Although having pro-
gressed significantly, existing convergence guarantee
were established either under a diminishing stepsize
or a drastically small ε-level stepsize, which yield very
slow convergence and are rarely used in practice.

• Thus, the first goal of this paper is to investigate
the two timescale linear TDC under a constant
stepsize (not ε-dependent), which is commonly
adopted in practice, and to provide the finite-sample
convergence guarantee for such a case. This neces-
sarily requires a new approach differently from the
existing ones.

When a nonlinear function is utilized to approximate
the value function, TD learning still suffers from the
divergence issue [Tsitsiklis and Van Roy, 1997]. To
address that, [Bhatnagar et al., 2009] proposed the
two timescale nonlinear TDC, which can be mod-
eled as a two timescale nonlinear SA. The asymp-
totic convergence of two timescale nonlinear SA has
been well established in [Borkar, 1997, Tadic, 2004,
Karmakar and Bhatnagar, 2018]. However, the non-
asymptotic convergence of two timescale nonlinear SA
has only been established in the i.i.d. setting under
some restrict assumptions such as global (local) stabil-
ity and local linearizion [Borkar and Pattathil, 2018,
Mokkadem and Pelletier, 2006]. So far, the non-
asymptotic convergence performance of two timescale
nonlinear TDC has not been studied under the general
Markovian sampling.

• The second goal of this paper is to provide the
first non-asymptotic convergence analysis for two
timescale nonlinear TDC with a constant step-
size, under Markovian sampling, and without re-
stricted assumptions.

Moreover, in the policy optimization problem, Q-
learning [Watkins and Dayan, 1992] has been widely
used and has achieved significant success in prac-
tice. However, in the function approxima-
tion setting, Q-learning does not have conver-
gence guarantee [Baird, 1995] unless under some
restricted regularity assumptions [Melo et al., 2008,
Zou et al., 2019, Cai et al., 2019]. In corresponding
to this, [Maei and Sutton, 2010] proposed the Greedy-
GQ algorithm in the linear function approximation
setting, in which the algorithm is guaranteed to con-
verge to a locally optimal policy without restricted
assumptions. Similarly to nonlinear TDC algorithms,
Greedy-GQ also adopts a two timescale update scheme,
and is a special case of two timescale nonlinear SA.
Under single-sample update and Markovian sampling,

[Wang and Zou, 2020] provided the non-asymptotic
convergence rate of Greedy-GQ with diminishing step-
size, which achieves the complexity of O(ε−3 log(ε−1)).
However, such a rate does not attain the typical com-
plexity order of nonconvex optimization, and can be
potentially improved with a larger stepsize.

• The last focus of this paper is to provide an improved
non-asymptotic convergence rate for two timescale
Greedy-GQ under a constant stepsize.

1.1 Our Contributions

For two timescale linear TDC, we show that it achieves
the sample complexity of O(ε−1 log(ε−1)), which has
the optimal dependence on ε due to the lower bound
given in [Dalal et al., 2019]. Such a rate has been es-
tablished in [Kaledin et al., 2020], but only under a
diminishing stepsize, which is rarely used in practice
due to the slow empirical performance. In contrast,
our guarantee is established under a constant (not
ε-dependent) stepsize, which is commonly used in
practice. Our analysis approach leverages the mini-
batch sampling for each iteration to control the conver-
gence error, which is significantly different from that
in [Kaledin et al., 2020], and can be of independent
interest.

For two timescale nonlinear TDC, we establish the first
non-asymptotic convergence rate under Markovian
sampling. We show that the mini-batch two timescale
nonlinear TDC algorithm achieves the sample complex-
ity of O(ε−2).

For two timescale Greedy-GQ, we show that mini-batch
two timescale Greedy-GQ with a constant stepsize
and under Markovian sampling achieves the sample
complexity of O(ε−2). Our result orderwisely outper-
forms the previous result of Greedy-GQ with dimin-
ishing stepsize in [Wang and Zou, 2020] by a factor of
O(ε−1 log(1/ε)).

1.2 Related Work

Due to the vast amount of studies on SA and value-
based RL algorithms, we include here only the studies
that are highly related to our work.

Policy evaluation with linear function ap-
proximation. In the on-policy setting, TD
learning [Sutton, 1988] has been proposed to solve
the policy evaluation problem in the linear func-
tion approximation setting. The non-asymptotic
convergence rate of TD learning has been estab-
lished in [Dalal et al., 2018a] for the i.i.d. setting
and in [Bhandari et al., 2018, R. Srikant, 2019,
Hu and Syed, 2019] for the Markovian setting.
[Cai et al., 2019] explored the linearizable structure



Tengyu Xu, Yingbin Liang

of neural networks in the overparameterized regime,
and studied the non-asymptotic convergence rate
of TD learning with neural network approximation.
[Zou et al., 2019] studied the convergence rate of
SARSA with linear function approximation in the
Markovian setting, which can been viewed as a policy
evaluation with dynamic changing transition kernel.

In the off-policy setting, GTD, GTD2 and TDC
have been proposed to solve the divergence issue of
TD learning [Sutton et al., 2008, Sutton et al., 2009,
Maei, 2011]. The convergence rate of one timescale
GTD and GTD2 algorithms has been established in
[Liu et al., 2015] by converting the objective into a
convex-concave saddle problem in the i.i.d. setting,
and was further generalized to the Markovian setting
in [Wang et al., 2017]. For two timescale linear TDC,
in the i.i.d. setting, the non-asymptotic analysis was
provided in [Dalal et al., 2018b, Dalal et al., 2019]. In
the Markovian setting, the non-asymptotic convergence
rate was first established in [Xu et al., 2019] under di-
minishing stepsize and in [Gupta et al., 2019] under
constant stepsize. The result in [Xu et al., 2019] was
later improved by [Kaledin et al., 2020] to achieve the
optimal convergence rate.

Policy evaluation with nonlinear function ap-
proximation. Two timescale nonlinear TDC is pro-
posed by [Bhatnagar et al., 2009], in which a smooth
nonlinear function is utilized to approximate the value
function. Nonlinear TDC with i.i.d. samples is a spe-
cial case of two time-scale nonlinear SA with martin-
gale noise, whose asymptotic convergence has been
established in [Bhatnagar et al., 2009, Maei, 2011] by
using asymptotic convergence results in nonlinear SA
[Borkar, 1997, Borkar, 2009, Tadic, 2004]. Under the
global/local asymptotic stability assumptions or lo-
cal linearizion assumption, the non-asymptotic conver-
gence of two timescale nonlinear SA with martingale
noise has been studied in [Borkar and Pattathil, 2018].
Under certain stability assumptions, the asymptotic
convergence of two timescale nonlinear SA with
Markov noise was established in [Karmakar et al., 2016,
Karmakar and Bhatnagar, 2018]. A concurrent study
[Qiu et al., 2020] also investigated nonlinear TDC and
obtained the same sample complexity of O(ε−2) as our
result. However, [Qiu et al., 2019] only considered the
i.i.d. setting, whereas we considered the more general
Markovian setting.

Policy optimization with linear function ap-
proximation. Q-learning [Watkins and Dayan, 1992]
is one of the most widely used value-based pol-
icy optimization algorithms. The asymptotic and
non-asymptotic convergence have been established
for Q-learning with linear function approximation in
[Melo et al., 2008] and [Zou et al., 2019], respectively,

under certain regularity assumption. Under a simi-
lar regularity assumption, [Cai et al., 2019] established
the convergence rate of Q-Learning in the neural net-
work approximation setting. However, without reg-
ularity assumptions, Q-Learning does not have con-
vergence guarantee in the function approximation
setting. [Maei et al., 2010] proposed two timescale
Greedy-GQ to solve the divergence issue of Q-Learning
with linear function approximation, and the asymp-
totic convergence of Greedy-GQ was also established
therein. Recently, [Wang and Zou, 2020] studied the
non-asymptotic convergence rate of Greedy-GQ under
diminishing stepsize in the Markovian setting. In this
paper, we provide an orderwisely better convergence
rate than that in [Wang and Zou, 2020].

2 Markov Decision Process

Consider a Markov decision process (MDP) denoted
(S,A,P, r, γ). Here, S ⊂ Rd is a state space, A is
an action set, P = P(s′|s, a) is the transition kernel,
r(s, a, s′) is the reward function bounded by rmax, and
γ ∈ (0, 1) is the discount factor. A stationary policy
π maps a state s ∈ S to a probability distribution
π(·|s) over the action space A. At time-step t, sup-
pose the process is in some state st ∈ S. Then an
action at ∈ A is taken based on the distribution π(·|st),
the system transitions to a next state st+1 ∈ S gov-
erned by the transition kernel P(·|st, at), and a reward
rt = r(st, at, st+1) is received. We assume the asso-
ciated Markov chain p(s′|s) =

∑
a∈A p(s

′|s, a)π(a|s)
is ergodic, and let µπ be the induced stationary dis-
tribution of this MDP, i.e.,

∑
s p(s

′|s)µπ(s) = µπ(s′).
The state value function for policy π is defined as:
V π (s) = E[

∑∞
t=0 γ

tr(st, at, st+1)|s0 = s, π], and the
state-action value function is defined as: Qπ(s, a) =
E[
∑∞
t=0 γ

tr(st, at, st+1)|s0 = s, a0 = a, π]. It is known
that V π(s) is the unique fixed point of the Bellman oper-
ator Tπ, i.e., V π(s) = TπV π(s) := rπ(s)+γEs′|sV π(s′),
where rπ(s) = Ea,s′|sr(s, a, s′) is the expected re-
ward of the Markov chain induced by the policy π.
We take the following standard assumption for the
MDP in this paper, which has also been adopted in
previous works [Bhandari et al., 2018, Zou et al., 2019,
R. Srikant, 2019, Xu et al., 2019, Xu et al., 2020b].
Assumption 1 (Geometric ergodicity). There exist
constants κ > 0 and ρ ∈ (0, 1) such that

sup
s∈S

dTV (P(st|s0 = s), µπb(st)) ≤ κρt,∀t ≥ 0,

where P(st|s0 = s) is the distribution of st conditioned
on s0 = s and dTV (P,Q) denotes the total-variation
distance between the probability measures P and Q.

Assumption 1 holds for any time-homogeneous
Markov chain with finite state space and any
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uniformly ergodic Markov chain with general
state space [Bhandari et al., 2018, Zou et al., 2019,
Xu et al., 2019].

3 Two Timescale TDC with Linear
Function Approximation

In this section we first introduce the two timescale
linear TDC algorithm to solve the policy evaluation
problem, and then present our convergence rate result.

3.1 Algorithm

When S is large or infinite, a linear function v̂(s, θ) =
φ(s)>θ is often used to approximate the value function
V π(s), where φ(s) ∈ Rd is a fixed feature vector for
state s and θ ∈ Rd is a parameter vector. We can
also write the linear approximation in the vector form
as v̂(θ) = Φθ, where Φ is the |S| × d feature matrix.
Without loss of generality, we assume that the feature
vector ‖φ(s)‖2 ≤ 1 for all s ∈ S and the columns of
the feature matrix Φ are linearly independent. Here
we consider policy evaluation problem in the off-policy
setting. Namely, a sample path {(st, at, st+1)}t≥0 is
generated by the Markov chain according to a behavior
policy πb, but our goal is to obtain the value function
of a target policy π, which is different from πb.

To find a parameter θ∗ ∈ Rd with Eµπb v̂(s, θ∗) =
EµπbT

π v̂(s, θ∗). The linear TDC algorithm
[Sutton et al., 2009] updates the parameter by
minimizing the mean-square projected Bellman error
(MSPBE) objective, defined as

J(θ) = Eµπb [v̂(s, θ)−ΠTπ v̂(s, θ)]2,

where Π is the orthogonal projection operation onto the
function space V̂ = {v̂(θ) | θ ∈ Rd and v̂(·, θ) = φ(·)>θ}.
When the columns of the feature matrix Φ are linearly
independent, [Sutton et al., 2009] shows that J(θ) is
strongly convex and has θ∗ = −A−1b as its global min-
imum, i.e., J(θ∗) = 0, where A = Eµπb [(γEπ[φ(s′)|s]−
φ(s))φ(s)] and b = Eµπb [Eπ[r(s, a, s′)|s]φ(s)]. A con-
venient way to find θ∗ is to minimize the MSPBE
objective function J(θ) using the gradient descent
method: θt+1 = θt − α

2∇J(θt), where α > 0 is
the stepsize and the gradient ∇J(θ) was derived by
[Bhatnagar et al., 2009] as follows:

− 1

2
∇J(θ)

= Eµπb [Eπ[δ(θ)|s]φ(s)]− γEµπb [Eπ[φ(s′)|s]φ(s)>]w(θ),

(1)

where δ(θ) = r(s, a, s′) + γv̂(s′, θ) − v̂(s, θ)
is the temporal difference error, w(θ) :=

Eµπb [φ(s)φ(s)>]−1Eµπb [Eπ[δ(θ)|s]φ(s)]. In prac-
tice, stochastic gradient descent (SGD) method is
usually adopted to perform the update in eq. (1)
approximately. However, directly sampling is not
applicable to w(θ). To solve such an issue, an auxiliary
parameter wt can be introduced to estimate the vector
w(θt), i.e., wt ≈ w(θt), by solving a linear SA with the
following corresponding ODE:

ẇ = −Eµπb [φ(s)φ(s)>]w + Eµπb [Eπ[δ(θ)|s]φ(s)].

Given wt, the parameter θt can then be updated with
a stochastic approximation of ∇J(θt) obtained via di-
rectly sampling:

θt+1 = θt + α
1

|Bt|
∑
j∈Bt

g(θt, wt, xj), (2)

where Bt is the mini-batch sampled from the
MDP, g(θt, wt, xj) = ρ(sj , aj)(δj(θt)φ(sj) −
γφ(sj+1)φ(sj)

>wt), ρ(s, a) = π(a|s)/πb(a|s) is
the importance weighting factor with ρmax being
its maximum value, and xj denotes the sample
(sj , aj , sj+1).

Algorithm 1 is an online algorithm based on a single
sample path. Algorithm 1 adopts a two timescale
update scheme, in which parameters θt and wt are
updated simultaneously but with different stepsizes.
Specifically, the main parameter θt iterates at a slow
timescale with a smaller stepsize, and the auxiliary
parameter wt iterates at a fast timescale with a larger
stepsize. By doing so, wt can be close to w(θt) asymp-
totically, so that θt is updated approximately in the
direction of −∇J(θ). Algorithm 1 utilizes an accuracy-
independent constant stepsize, i.e., α, β = O(1) for
both the updates of θt and wt, and a mini-batch of
samples {(sj , aj , sj+1)}it≤j≤it+M−1 are taken sequen-
tially from the trajectory at each iteration to perform
the update. As we will show later, linear TDC in this
setting is guaranteed to converge to the global optimal
with an arbitrary accuracy level.

Algorithm 1 Two Timescale Linear TDC

1: Input: batch size M , learning rate α and β
2: Sampling: A trajectory {sj , aj}j≥0 is sampled by

following the behaviour policy πb
3: Initialization: θ0 and w0

4: for t = 0, · · · , T − 1 do
5: it = tM
6: wt+1 = wt + β 1

M

∑it+M−1
j=it

(−φ(sj)φ(sj)
>wt +

ρ(sj , aj)δj(θt)φ(sj))

7: θt+1 = θt+α 1
M

∑it+M−1
j=it

ρ(sj , aj)(δj(θt)φ(sj)−
γφ(sj+1)φ(sj)

>wt)
8: end for
9: Output: θT
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3.2 Convergence Analysis

We define matrix C = −Eµπb [φ(s)φ(s)>]. Let λ1 =∣∣λmax(A>C−1A)
∣∣, λ2 = |λmax(C)| and Rθ = ‖θ∗‖2.

The following theorem provides the convergence rate
and sample complexity of Algorithm 1.
Theorem 1. Suppose Assumption 1 hold.
Consider Algorithm 1 of two timescale lin-
ear TDC update. Let the stepsize α ≤
min

{
1

8λ1
, λ1λ2

12 ,
√
λ2β

4
√

6ρmax

λ2

√
λ2β

16ρ2max
, λ1λ2β

64ρ2max
,
λ1λ

2
2β

768

}
,

β ≤ min
{

1
8λ2

, λ2

4

}
and the batch size M ≥

128
(
ρ2

max + 1
λ2
2

)
1+(κ−1)ρ

1−ρ max
{

1, 8β+8λ2β
2

λ1λ2α
, 8+12λ1α

λ1

}
.

Then we have

E[‖θT − θ∗‖22] ≤
(

1− min{λ1α, λ2β}
8

)T
∆0 +

A1

M
, (3)

where ∆0 = ‖w0 − w∗(θ0)‖22 + ‖θ0 − θ∗‖22, where A1

is a constant defined in eq. (30) in Appendix A. Fur-
thermore, let M ≥ 2A1

ε and T ≥ 8
min{λ1α,λ2β} ln

(
2∆0

ε

)
.

The total sample complexity for Algorithm 1 to achieve
an ε-accurate optimal solution θ∗, i.e., E[‖θT − θ∗‖22] ≤
ε, is given by

TM = Θ

(
1

ε
log

(
1

ε

))
.

Theorem 1 shows that the convergence error of Algo-
rithm 1 consists of two terms: the first term is the tran-
sient error decreasing at an exponential rate, and the
second term is the variance error that diminishes as the
batch sizeM increases. This is in contrast to the single-
sample TDC under constant stepsizes, which suffers
from the variance and bias errors with order O(β2/α)
[Gupta et al., 2019]. Thus, ε-level small stepsizes α
and β are required in single-sample TDC to reduce the
variance error to achieve the required ε-accurate opti-
mal solution, which can slow down the practical conver-
gence speed significantly. In contrast, mini-batch TDC
can attain high accuracy with a large constant (not
ε-level) stepsize. Our result of O(ε−1 log(1/ε)) achieves
the optimal complexity order due to the lower bound
given in [Dalal et al., 2019]. In contrast to the same
sample complexity established in [Kaledin et al., 2020],
which is applicable only under a diminishing stepsize,
our result given in Theorem 1 is applicable under the
constant stepsize, which is practically preferred due to
the much better performance.

We next provide a sketch of the proof for Theorem 1.

Proof Sketch of Theorem 1. The proof of Theo-
rem 1 consists of the following three steps. At t-
th step, we call ‖θt − θ∗‖22 as the training error and
‖wt − w(θt)‖22 as the tracking error.

Step 1: We establish the following induction relation-
ships for the tracking error:

E
[
‖wt+1 − w(θt+1)‖22

]
≤ (1−Θ(λ2β) + Θ(α2/β))E

[
‖wt − w(θt)‖22

]
+ Θ(α2/β + λ1α)E[‖θt − θ∗‖22] + Θ(1/M). (4)

Step 2: We then establish the induction relationships
for the training error:

E
[
‖θt+1 − θ∗‖22

]
≤ (1−Θ(λ1α) + Θ(α2))E

[
‖θt − θ∗‖22

]
+ Θ(α+ α2)E

[
‖wt − w(θt)‖22

]
+ Θ(1/M). (5)

Step 3: Combing eq. (4) and eq. (5) and letting the
stepsize α and β and batch size M satisfy the require-
ment specified in Theorem 1, we establish the induction
relationship of ∆t = E[‖θt − θ∗‖22] + E[‖wt − w(θt)‖22]
as follows:

∆t+1 ≤ (1−Θ(min{λ1α, λ2β})) ∆t + Θ(1/M). (6)

Applying eq. (6) recursively from t = T − 1 to 0 yields
the desired convergence result.

4 Two Timescale TDC with Nonlinear
Function Approximation

In this section we first introduce the nonlinear two
timescale TDC algorithm to solve the policy evalu-
ation problem, then we provide our non-asymptotic
convergence rate result.

4.1 Algorithm

In this section we consider policy evaluation prob-
lem with nonlinear function approximation, in which
a parameterized smooth nonlinear function v̂(s, θ)
is used to approximate the value function V π(s).
[Bhatnagar et al., 2009] proposed an algorithm to find
a parameter for the approximator v̂(s, θ), named nonlin-
ear TDC. The nonlinear TDC updates the parameter
by minimizing the following mean-square projected
Bellman error objective defined as:

J(θ) = Eµπ [v̂(s, θ)−ΠθT
π v̂(s, θ)]2, (7)

where Πθ is the orthogonal projection operation into
the function space V̄ = {V̄ (s, ζ) | ζ ∈ Rd and v̄(s, ζ) =
φθ(s)

>ζ with (φθ(s))i = ∇θi v̂(s, θ)}. In general, since
J(θ) defined in eq. (7) is nonconvex with respect to
the parameter θ, finding the global minimum of J(θ)
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is NP-hard. However, we can still apply gradient de-
scent method to find a local optimum (i.e., first-order
stationary point) of J(θ), via updating the parameter
θ iteratively as θt+1 = θt − αt

2 ∇J(θt), where αt > 0
is the stepsize and the gradient ∇J(θ) was derived by
[Bhatnagar et al., 2009] as follows:

− 1

2
∇J(θ)

= E[δ(θ)φθ(s)]− γE[φθ(s
′)φθ(s)

>]w(θ)− h(θ, w(θ)),
(8)

where δ(θ) = r(s, a, s′) + γv̂(s′, θ)− v̂(s, θ) is the tem-
poral difference and

w(θ) := E[φθ(s)φθ(s)
>]−1E[δ(θ)φθ(s)],

h(θ, u) := E[(δ(θ)− φθ(s)>u)∇2
θVθ(s)u].

Similarly to linear TDC studied in Section 3, in order
to estimate the gradient in eq. (8), an auxiliary param-
eter wt can be used to estimate the vector w(θt), i.e.,
wt ≈ w(θt), by solving a linear SA with the following
corresponding ODE:

ẇ = −E[φθ(s)φθ(s)
>]w + E[δ(θ)φθ(s)]. (9)

Given wt, the parameter θt can then be updated with
a stochastic approximation of ∇J(θt) obtained via di-
rectly sampling:

θt+1 = θt + αt
1

|Bt|
∑
j∈Bt

g(θt, wt, xj), (10)

where Bt is the minibatch sampled from the
MDP, xj denotes the sample (sj , aj , sj+1)
and we define g(θt, wt, xj) = δj(θt)φθt(sj) −
γφθt(sj+1)φθt(sj)

>wt − hj(θt, wt), where
hj(θt, wt) = (δj(θt) − φθt(sj)

>wt)∇2
θVθt(sj)wt.

The nonlinear TDC algorithm is shown in Algorithm 2.
Similarly to Algorithm 1, here we also use a mini-batch
of samples for each update.

Algorithm 2 Two Time-scale Nonlinear TDC

1: Input batch size M , learning rate α and β
2: Sampling: A trajectory {sj , aj}j≥0 is sampled by

following the policy π
3: Initialization: θ0 and w0

4: for t = 0, 1, ..., T − 1 do
5: it = tM
6: wt+1 = wt+β

1
M

∑it+M−1
j=it

(−φθt(sj)φθt(sj)>wt+
δj(θt)φθt(sj))

7: θt+1 = θt + α 1
M

∑it+M−1
j=it

(δj(θt)φθt(sj) −
γφθt(sj+1)φθt(sj)

>wt − hj(θt, wt))
8: end for

Output: θ̃T̂ with T̂ chosen uniformly from {1, · · · , T}

4.2 Convergence Analysis

Our analysis of Algorithm 2 will be based on the fol-
lowing assumptions.
Assumption 2 (Bounded feature). For any state s ∈
S and any vector θ ∈ Rd, we have ‖φθ(s)‖2 ≤ Cφ,
|V (s, θ)| ≤ Cv and

∥∥∇2
θV (s, θ)

∥∥
F
≤ Dv, where Cφ, Cv

and Dv are positive constants.
Assumption 3 (Smoothness). For any
state s ∈ S and any vector θ, θ′ ∈ Rd,
we have |V (s, θ)− V (s, θ′)| ≤ Lv ‖θ − θ′‖2,
‖φθ(s)− φθ′(s)‖2 ≤ Lφ ‖θ − θ′‖2, and∥∥∇2

θV (s, θ)−∇2
θV (s, θ′)

∥∥
2
≤ Lh ‖θ − θ′‖2, where

Lv, Lφ, and Lh are positive constants.
Assumption 4 (Non-singularity). For any vector θ ∈
Rd, we have eig{E[φθ(s)φθ(s)

>]} ≥ λv, where λv is a
positive constant.
Assumption 5 (Lipschitz gradient). For any vec-
tor θ, θ′ and w,w′ ∈ Rd, and any sample x,
we have ‖∇J(θ)−∇J(θ′)‖2 ≤ LJ ‖θ − θ′‖2, and
‖g(θ, w, x)− g(θ, w′, x)‖2 ≤ Le ‖w − w′‖2 where LJ
and Le are positive constants.

Assumptions 2-5 are equivalent to the assumptions
adopted in the original nonlinear TDC analysis
[Bhatnagar et al., 2009], and can be satisfied by ap-
propriately choosing the approximation function class
v̂(s, θ). The following theorem characterizes the con-
verge rate and sample complexity of Algorithm 2.
Theorem 2. Consider the two timescale nonlinear
TDC algorithm in Algorithm 2. Suppose Assumptions
1-5 hold. Let the stepsize β ≤ min{ λv

8C4
φ
, 8
λv
} and α ≤

min{ 1
2LJ

, λvβ

8
√

2LwLe
,
LJλ

2
vβ

2

384L2
wL

2
e
}. We have

E
[∥∥∇J(θT̂ )

∥∥2

2

]
≤ 8(J(θ0)− E[J(θT )])

αT
+
B1 ‖w0 − w(θ0)‖22

T
+
B2

M
,

where B1 and B2 are constants defined in Appendix B
in eq. (48). Furthermore, let M ≥ 2B2

ε and T ≥
2
ε

[
8J(θ0)
α +B1 ‖w0 − w(θ0)‖22

]
. The total sample com-

plexity for Algorithm 2 to achieve an ε-accurate sta-
tionary point, i.e., E

[ ∥∥∇J(θT̂ )
∥∥2

2

]
≤ ε, is given by

TM = Θ

(
1

ε2

)
.

Theorem 2 shows that the convergence error of Algo-
rithm 2 consists of three terms: the first two terms are
the transient error decreasing at a sublinear rate as T
increases, and the third term contains the variance and
bias errors that diminish as the batch size M increases.
We next provide a sketch of the proof for Theorem 2.
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Proof Sketch of Theorem 2. The proof of Theo-
rem 2 consists of the following four steps.

Step 1: We first provide Lemma 4 to show that w(θ)
is Lw-Lipschitz:

‖w(θ)− w(θ′)‖2 ≤ Lw ‖θ − θ
′‖2 , for all θ, θ′ ∈ Rd.

This property is crucial for the convergence analysis
of two time-scale nonlinear TDC. It indicates that
if θt changes slowly, then w(θt) also changes slowly.
This allows our finite time analysis to be over a slowly
changing linear SA with corresponding ODE defined
in eq. (9), guaranteeing that ‖wt − w(θt)‖22 is small in
an amortized sense.

Step 2: We then establish the induction relationships
for the tracking error ‖wt − w(θt)‖22:

E
[
‖wt+1 − w(θt+1)‖22

]
≤ (1−Θ(λvβ))E

[
‖wt − w(θt)‖22

]
+ Θ(α2/β)E

[
‖∇J(θt)‖22

]
+ Θ(1/M). (11)

Step 3: We then establish the induction relationships
for the gradient norm ‖∇J(θt)‖22:(

Θ(α)−Θ(α2)
)
E
[
‖∇J(θt)‖22

]
≤ E[J(θt)]− E[J(θt+1)]

+ Θ(α+ α2)E
[
‖wt − w(θt)‖22

]
+ Θ(1/M). (12)

Step 4: Applying eq. (11) and eq. (12) recursively
from t = T − 1 to 0 and combing those two results
together yield

(
Θ(α)−Θ(α2)−Θ(α3)

) T−1∑
t=0

E
[
‖∇J(θt)‖22

]
≤ J(θ0)− E[J(θT )]

+ Θ((α+ α2)/β) ‖w0 − w(θ0)‖22 + Θ(1/M).

Letting the stepsize α and β and the batch size M
satisfies the requirement specified in Theorem 2, we
can then obtain the desired convergence result.

5 Policy Optimization: Greedy-GQ
Algorithm

In this section, we will provide the non-asymptotic
convergence result of Greedy-GQ [Maei et al., 2010],
which is also a two timescale nonlinear SA algorithm.

Greedy-GQ was proposed in [Maei et al., 2010] to solve
the divergence issue of Q-Learning in the linear function

approximation setting. In Greedy-GQ, the goal of the
agent is to learn an optimal policy for the MDP with
respect to the total expected discounted reward. In the
linear function approximation setting, a linear function
Q̂(s, a, θ) = φ(s, a)>θ is used to approximate the state-
action value function Q(s, a), where φ(s, a) ∈ Rd is
a fixed feature vector for state-action pair (s, a) and
θ ∈ Rd is a parameter vector. Without loss of generality,
we assume that the feature vector ‖φ(s, a)‖2 ≤ 1 for all
(s, a) ∈ S × A and the columns of the feature matrix
Φ are linearly independent. In this setting, we hope to
find a solution θ that satisfies

ΠTπθQ̂(s, a, θ) = Q̂(s, a, θ), for all (s, a) ∈ S ×A,
(13)

where πθ is the soft-max greedy policy with respect to
the state-action value function Q̂(s, a, θ), i.e., πθ(a|s) =

exp(τQ̂(s,a,θ))∑
a′∈A exp(τQ̂(s,a′,θ))

, where τ > 0 is the temperature
parameter, and Tπθ denotes the Bellman operator with
policy πθ. Similarly to the TDC algorithms, Gready-
GQ searches a parameter that satisfies eq. (13) by min-
imizing a projected Bellman error objective function
defined as:

J(θ) = Eµπb [Q̂(s, a, θ)−ΠTπθQ̂(s, a, θ)]2, (14)

where δ(θ) = r(s, a, s′) + γQ̂(s′, b, θ) − Q̂(s, a, θ) is
the temporal difference error, with a ∼ πθ(·|s) and
b ∼ πθ(·|s′). Since J(θ) is nonconvex and smooth ev-
erywhere, we can apply gradient descent method to
find a local optimal (stationary point) of the objective
J(θ) via applying the update θt+1 = θt − α

2∇J(θt)
iteratively, in which

1

2
∇J(θt)

= −Eµπb [Eπθ [δ(θ)|s, a]φ(s, a)]

+ γEµπb [Eπθ [φ(s′, b)|s, a]φ(s, a)>]w(θ)

where

w(θ) = Eµπb [φ(s, a)φ(s, a)>]−1Eµπb [Eπθ [δ(θ)|s, a]φ(s, a)].

Similarly to the nonlinear TDC algorithms in sec-
tion 4, here an auxiliary parameter wt is adopted to
estimate the vector w(θt) by solving a linear SA with
the following corresponding ODE:

ẇ = −Eµπb [φ(s, a)φ(s, a)>]w + Eµπb [Eπθ [δ(θ)|s, a]φ(s, a)].

Then, θt can be updated via direct sampling

θt+1 = θt + αt
1

|Bt|
∑
j∈Bt

g(θt, wt, xj),

where ρθ(s, a) = πθ(a|s)/πb(a|s) is the impor-
tance weighting factor bounded by ρmax and we de-
fine g(θt, wt, xj) = ρθt(sj+1, aj+1)(δj(θt)φ(sj , aj) −
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γφ(sj+1, aj+1)φ(sj , aj)
>wt). The two timescale

Greedy-GQ algorithm is shown below.

Algorithm 3 Two Timescale Greedy-GQ

1: Input: batch size M , learning rate α and β
2: Sampling: A trajectory {sj , aj}j≥0 is sampled by

following the behaviour policy πb
3: Initialization: θ0 and w0

4: for t = 0, · · · , T − 1 do
5: it = tM
6: wt+1 = wt+β 1

M

∑it+M−1
j=it

(−φ(sj , aj)φ(sj , aj)
>wt+

ρθj (sj , aj)δj(θt)φ(sj , aj))

7: θt+1 = θt+α
1
M

∑it+M−1
j=it

ρθt(sj+1, aj+1)(δj(θt)φ(sj)−
γφ(sj+1, aj+1)φ(sj , aj)

>wt)

8: end for
Output: θ̃T̂ with T̂ chosen uniformly from {1, · · · , T}

By slightly abusing notations in Section 4, we make
the follow standard assumptions.

Assumption 6 (Non-singularity). We have
(maxθ∈Rd

∣∣λmax{A>θ C−1Aθ}
∣∣)−1 = λ1 and

|λmax{C}| = λ2, where Aθ = Eµπb [(γEπθ [φ(s′)|s] −
φ(s))φ(s)>] and C = −Eµπb [φ(s)φ(s)>] and λ1 and λ2

are positive constants.

Assumption 7 (Bounded importance factor). For any
state-action pair (s, a) ∈ S × A and any θ ∈ Rd, we
have ρθ(s, a) ≤ ρmax, where ρmax is a positive constant.

Note that Assumption 7 can be satisfied when the
behaviour policy is non-degenerated for all states.
Moreover, we make the following Lipschitz property
of the gradient ∇J(θ), which has been verified in
[Wang and Zou, 2020] in a similar setting.

Lemma 1. Suppose Assumption 1 and Assumption 6
hold, for any θ, θ′ ∈ Rd, we have ‖∇J(θ)−∇J(θ′)‖2 ≤
LJ ‖θ − θ′‖2, where LJ is a positive constant.

Note that the Greedy-GQ algorithm in Algorithm 3
and nonlinear TDC algorithm in Algorithm 2 share
similar structures. Both objectives are nonconvex and
both algorithms adopt a two timescale update scheme,
in which the fast timescale iteration corresponds to a
linear SA and the slow time-scale iteration corresponds
to a nonlinear SA. Thus, the analysis of two time-scale
nonlinear TDC in Section 4 can be extended to study
the convergence rate of Greedy-GQ algorithm. The
following theorem characterizes the convergence rate
and sample complexity of Algorithm 3.

Theorem 3. Consider the two timescale Greedy-GQ
algorithm in Algorithm 3. Suppose Assumptions 1,
6 and 7 hold. Let the stepsize β ≤ min{λ2

4 ,
8
λ2
}

and α ≤ min{ 1
8LJ

, λ2

√
λ2

8
√

2ρmax
β,

LJλ
3
2

5312ρ2maxλ
2
1
β2}, and batch

size M ≥ 1+(κ−1)ρ
1−ρ max{128

(
ρ2

max + 1
λ2
2

)
[1+

λ2
2β

4α2 ( 2β
λ2

+

2β2)],
β2λ3

2(ρmax+1)4

ρ2maxα
2 }. We have

E
[∥∥∇J(θT̂ )

∥∥2

2

]
≤ 8(J(θ0)− E[J(θT )])

αT
+

192ρ2
max

λ2β

‖w0 − w∗(θ0)‖22
T

+
32C1[1 + (κ− 1)ρ]

M(1− ρ)
,

where C1 is a positive constant defined in eq. (60) in
Appendix C. Furthermore, let M ≥ 64C2[1+(κ−1)ρ]

(1−ρ)ε and

T ≥ 2
ε

[
8J(θ0)
α +

192ρ2max‖w0−w(θ0)‖22
λ2β

]
. The total sample

complexity for Algorithm 2 to achieve an ε-accurate
stationary point, i.e., E

[ ∥∥∇J(θT̂ )
∥∥2

2

]
≤ ε, is given by

TM = Θ

(
1

ε2

)
.

Similarly to Theorem 2, in Theorem 3 we show that
Algorithm 3 converges to an ε-accurate stationary
point with sample complexity O(ε−2). Note that
[Wang and Zou, 2020] studied the convergence rate of
two timescale Greedy-GQ with diminishing stepsize,
which achieves the complexity of O(ε−3 log(1/ε)). The-
orem 3 for two timescale Greedy-GQ with constant step-
size outperforms the result in [Wang and Zou, 2020] by
a factor of O(ε−1 log(1/ε)), indicating that the constant
stepsize can significantly improve the convergence rate
of two timescale Greedy-GQ algorithm.

6 Conclusion

In this paper, we study the convergence rate for two
timescale linear and nonlinear TDC and Greedy-GQ un-
der Markovian sampling and constant stepsize. Specifi-
cally, we show that the complexity result of linear TDC
orderwisely achieves the optimal convergence rate under
a constant stepsize. Our result for nonlinear TDC is the
first under Markovian sampling. Moreover, our sample
complexity result of Greedy-GQ outperforms the previ-
ous result orderwisely. For future work, it is interesting
to apply more advance optimization techniques, e.g.,
acceleration, variance reduction, to further improve
the convergence performance of the value-based RL
algorithms studied in this paper.
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