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Abstract
What makes humans so good at solving seem-
ingly complex video games? Unlike computers,
humans bring in a great deal of prior knowledge
about the world, enabling efficient decision mak-
ing. This paper investigates the role of human
priors for solving video games. Given a sample
game, we conduct a series of ablation studies to
quantify the importance of various priors on hu-
man performance. We do this by modifying the
video game environment to systematically mask
different types of visual information that could
be used by humans as priors. We find that re-
moval of some prior knowledge causes a dras-
tic degradation in the speed with which human
players solve the game, e.g. from 2 minutes to
over 20 minutes. Furthermore, our results indi-
cate that general priors, such as the importance
of objects and visual consistency, are critical for
efficient game-play. Videos and the game manip-
ulations are available at https://rach0012.
github.io/humanRL_website/.

1. Introduction
While deep Reinforcement Learning (RL) methods have
shown impressive performance on a variety of video
games (Mnih et al., 2015), they remain woefully inefficient
compared to human players, taking millions of action inputs
to solve even the simplest Atari games. Much research is
currently focused on improving sample efficiency of RL
algorithms (Gu et al., 2016; Oh et al., 2017). However, there
is an orthogonal issue that is often overlooked: RL agents
attack each problem tabula rasa, whereas humans come
in with a wealth of prior knowledge about the world, from
physics to semantics to affordances.

Consider the following motivating example: you are tasked
with playing an unfamiliar computer game shown in Fig-
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Figure 1. Motivating example. (a) A simple platformer game. (b)
The same game modified by re-rendering the textures. Despite the
two games being structurally the same, humans took twice as long
to finish the second game. In comparison, the performance of an
RL agent was approximately the same for the two games.

ure 1(a). No manual or instructions are provided; you don’t
even know which game sprite is controlled by you. Indeed,
the only feedback you are ever given is “terminal”, i.e. once
you successfully finish the game. Would you be able to
finish this game? How long would it take? We recruited
forty human subjects to play this game and found that sub-
jects finished it quite easily, taking just under 1 minute of
game-play or 3000 action inputs. This is not overly sur-
prising as one could easily guess that the game’s goal is to
move the robot sprite towards the princess by stepping on
the brick-like objects and using ladders to reach the higher
platforms while avoiding the angry pink and the fire objects.

Now consider a second scenario in which this same game is
re-rendered with new textures, getting rid of semantic and
affordance (Gibson, 2014) cues, as shown in Figure 1(b).
How would human performance change? We recruited
another forty subjects to play this game and found that, on
average, it took the players more than twice the time (2
minutes) and action inputs ( 6500) to complete the game.
The second game is clearly much harder for humans, likely
because it is now more difficult to guess the game structure
and goal, as well as to spot obstacles.

For comparison, we can also examine how modern RL al-
gorithms perform on these games. This is not so simple, as
most standard RL approaches expect very dense rewards
(e.g. continuously updated game-score (Mnih et al., 2015)),
whereas we provide only a terminal reward, to mimic how
most humans play video games. In such sparse reward
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scenarios, standard methods like A3C (Mnih et al., 2016)
are too sample-inefficient and were too slow to finish the
games. Hence, we used a curiosity-based RL algorithm
specifically tailored to sparse-reward settings (Pathak et al.,
2017), which was able to solve both games. Unlike humans,
RL did not show much difference between the two games,
taking about 4 million action inputs to solve each one. This
should not be surprising. Since the RL agent did not have
any prior knowledge about the world, both these games
carried roughly the same amount of information from the
perspective of the agent.

This simple experiment highlights the importance of prior
knowledge that humans draw upon to quickly solve tasks
given to them, as was also pointed out by several earlier stud-
ies (Doshi-Velez & Ghahramani, 2011; Lake et al., 2016;
Tsividis et al., 2017; Wasser, 2010). Developmental psy-
chologists have also been investigating the prior knowledge
that children draw upon in learning about the world (Carey,
2009; Spelke & Kinzler, 2007). However, these studies have
not explicitly quantified the relative importance of the vari-
ous priors for problem-solving. Some studies have looked
into incorporating priors in RL agents via object represen-
tations (Diuk et al., 2008; Kansky et al., 2017) or language
grounding (Narasimhan et al., 2017), but progress will be
constrained until the field develops a better understanding
of the kinds of prior knowledge humans employ.

In this work, we systematically quantify the importance of
different types of priors humans bring to bear while solving
one particular kind of problem – video games. We chose
video games as the task for our investigation because it is
relatively easy to methodically change the game to include
or mask different kinds of knowledge and run large-scale
human studies. Furthermore, video games, such as ATARI,
are a popular choice in the reinforcement learning com-
munity. The paper consists of a series of ablation studies
on a specially-designed game environment, systematically
masking out various types of visual information that could
be used by humans as priors. The full game (unlike the
motivating example above) was designed to be sufficiently
complex and difficult for humans to easily measure changes
in performance between different testing conditions.

We find that removal of some prior knowledge causes a
drastic degradation in the performance of human players
from 2 minutes to over 20 minutes. Another key finding of
our work is that while specific knowledge, such as “ladders
are to be climbed”, “keys are used to open doors”, “jumping
on spikes is dangerous”, is important for humans to quickly
solve games, more general priors about the importance of
objects and visual consistency are even more critical.

2. Method
To investigate the aspects of visual information that enable
humans to efficiently solve video games, we designed a
browser-based platform game consisting of an agent sprite,
platforms, ladders, angry pink object that kills the agent,
spikes that are dangerous to jump on, a key, and a door (see
Figure 2 (a)). The agent sprite can be moved with the help
of arrow keys. A terminal reward of +1 is provided when
the agent reaches the door after having to taken the key,
thereby terminating the game. The game is reset whenever
the agent touches the enemy, jumps on the spike, or falls
below the lowest platform. We made this game to resemble
the exploration problems faced in the classic ATARI game of
Montezuma’s Revenge that has proven to be very challenging
for deep reinforcement learning techniques (Bellemare et al.,
2016; Mnih et al., 2015). Unlike the motivating example,
this game is too large-scale to be solved by RL agents, but
provides the complexity we need to run a wide range of
human experiments.

We created different versions of the video game by re-
rendering various entities such as ladders, enemies, keys,
platforms etc. using alternate textures (Figure 2). These
textures were chosen to mask various forms of prior knowl-
edge that are described in the experiments section. We also
changed various physical properties of the game, such as
the effect of gravity, and the way the agent interacts with
its environment. Note that all the games were exactly the
same in their underlying structure and reward, as well as
the shortest path to reach the goal, thereby ensuring that
the change in human performance (if any) is only due to
masking of the priors.

We quantified human performance on each version of the
game by recruiting 120 participants from Amazon Mechani-
cal Turk. Each participant was instructed to finish the game
as quickly as possible using the arrow keys as controls, but
no information about the goals or the reward structure of
the game was communicated. Each participant was paid
$1 for successfully completing the game. The maximum
time allowed for playing the game was set to 30 minutes.
For each participant, we recorded the (x; y) position of the
player at every step of the game, the total time taken by the
participant to finish the game and the total number of deaths
before finishing the game. We used this data to quantify the
performance of each participant. Note that each participant
was only allowed to complete a game once, and could not
participate again (i.e. different 120 participants played each
version of the game).



Investigating Human Priors for Playing Video Games

Figure 2. Various game manipulations. (a) Original version of the game. (b) Game with masked objects to ablate semantics prior. (c)
Game with reversed associations as an alternate way to ablate semantics prior. (d) Game with masked objects and distractor objects
to ablate the concept of object. (e) Game with background textures to ablate affordance prior. (f) Game with background textures and
different colors for all platforms to ablate similarity prior. (g) Game with modified ladder to hinder participant’s prior about ladder
interactions. (h) Rotated game to change participant’s prior about gravity. Readers are encouraged to play all these games online2.

3. Quantifying the importance of object
priors

The original game (available to play at this link) is shown
in Figure 2(a). A single glance at this game is enough to
inform human players that the agent sprite has to reach the
key to open the door while avoiding the dangerous objects
like spikes and angry pink slime. Unsurprisingly, humans
quickly solve this game. Figure 3(a) shows that the average
time taken to complete the game is 1:8 minutes (blue bar)
and the average number of deaths (3:3, orange bar) and
unique game states visited (3011, yellow bar) are all quite
small.

3.1. Semantics

To study the importance of prior knowledge about object
semantics, we rendered objects and ladders with blocks of
uniform color as shown in Figure 2(b). This game can be
played at this link. In this version, the visual appearance
of objects conveys no information about their semantics.
Results in Figure 3(b) show that human players take more
than twice the time (4:3 minutes), have higher number of
deaths (11:1), and explore significantly larger number of
states (7205) as compared to the original game (p-value:
p < 0:01). This clearly demonstrates that masking seman-
tics hurts human performance.

A natural question is how do humans make use of semantic
information? One hypothesis is that knowledge of seman-

tics enables humans to infer the latent reward structure of
the game. If this indeed is the case, then in the original
game, where the key and the door are both visible, players
should first visit the key and then go to the door, while in
the version of the game without semantics, players should
not exhibit such bias. We found that in the original game,
nearly all participants reached the key first, while in the ver-
sion with masked semantics only 42 out of 120 participants
reached the key before the door (see Figure 4(a)). Moreover,
human players took significantly longer to reach the door
after taking the key as compared to the original game (see
Figure 4(b)). This result provides further evidence that in
the absence of semantics, humans are unable to infer the re-
ward structure and consequently significantly increase their
exploration. To rule out the possibility that increase in time
is simply due to the fact players take longer to finish the
game without semantics, the time to reach the door after
taking the key was normalized by the total amount of time
spent by the player to complete the game.

To further quantify the importance of semantics, instead
of simply masking, we manipulated the semantic prior by
swapping the semantics between different entities. As seen
on Figure 4(c), we replaced the pink enemy and spikes
by coins and ice-cream objects respectively which have a
positive connotation; the ladder by fire, the key and the door
by spikes and enemies which have negative connotations

2Different game manipulations can be played at
https://rach0012.github.io/humanRL_website/
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Figure 3. Quantifying the influence of various object priors. The blue bar shows average time taken by humans (in minutes), orange
bar shows the average number of deaths, and yellow bar shows the number of unique states visited by players to solve the various games.
For visualization purposes, the number of deaths is divided by 2, and the number of states is divided by 1000 respectively.

(see game link). As shown in Figure 3(c), the participants
took longer to solve this game (6:1 minutes, p < 0:01). The
average number of deaths (13:7) was also significantly more
and the participants explored more states (9400) compared
to the original version (p < 0:01 for both). Interestingly,
the participants also took longer compared to the masked
semantics version (p < 0:05) implying that when we reverse
semantic information, humans find the game even tougher.

3.2. Objects as Sub-goals for Exploration

While blocks of uniform color in the game shown in Fig-
ure 2(b) convey no semantics, they are distinct from the
background and seem to attract human attention. It is possi-
ble that humans infer these distinct entities (or objects) as
sub-goals, which results in more efficient exploration than
random search. That is, there is something special about
objects that draws human attention compared to any random
piece of texture. To test this, we modified the game to cover
each space on the platform with a block of different color
to hide where the objects are (see Figure 2(d), game link).
Most colored blocks are placebos and do not correspond to
any object and the actual objects have the same color and
form as in the previous version of the game with masked
semantics (i.e., Figure 2(b)). If the prior knowledge that
visibly distinct entities are interesting to explore is critical,
this game manipulation should lead to a significant drop in
human performance.

Results in Figure 3(d) show that masking the concept of
objects leads to drastic deterioration in performance. The
average time taken by human players to solve the game is
nearly four times longer (7:7 minutes), the number of deaths
is nearly six times greater (20:2), and humans explore four
times as many game states (12; 232) as compared to the orig-
inal game. When compared to the game version in which
only semantic information was removed (Figure 3(b)), the

time taken, number of deaths and number of states are all
significantly greater (p < 0:01). When only semantics are
removed, after encountering one object, human players be-
come aware of what possible locations might be interesting
to explore next. However, when concept of objects is also
masked, it is unclear what to explore next. This effect can
be seen by the increase in normalized time taken to reach
the door from the key as compared to the game where only
semantics are masked (Figure 4(b)). All these results sug-
gest that concept of objects i.e. knowing that visibly distinct
entities are interesting and can be used as sub-goals for ex-
ploration, is a critical prior and perhaps more important than
knowledge of semantics.

3.3. Affordances

Until now, we manipulated objects in ways that made infer-
ring the underlying reward structure of the game non-trivial.
However, in these games it was obvious for humans that plat-
forms can support agent sprites, ladders could be climbed
to reach different platforms (even when the ladders were
colored in uniform red in games shown in Figure 2(b,c),
the connectivity pattern revealed where the ladders were)
and black parts of the game constitute free space. Here,
the platforms and ladders afford the actions of walking and
climbing (Gibson, 2014), irrespective of their appearance.
In the next set of experiments, we manipulated the game to
mask the affordance prior.

One way to mask affordances is to fill free space with ran-
dom textures, which are visually similar to textures used
for rendering ladders and platforms (see Figure 2(e), game
link). Note that in this game manipulation, objects and
their semantics are clearly observable. When tasked to play
this game, as shown in Figure 3(e), humans require sig-
nificantly more time (4:7 minutes), die more often (10:7),
and visit more states (7031) compared to the original game

https://boiling-retreat-4.herokuapp.com/experiment
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https://fierce-sierra-47669.herokuapp.com/experiment
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Figure 4.Change in behavior upon ablation of various priors. (a) Graph comparing number of participants that reached the key before
the door in the original version, game without semantics, and game without object prior. (b) Amount of time taken by participants to reach
the door once they obtained the key. (c) Average number of steps taken by participants to reach various vertical levels in original version,
game without affordance, and game without similarity.

(p < 0:01). On the other hand, there is no signi�cant differ-
ence in performance compared to the game without seman-
tics, i.e., Figure 2(b), implying that the affordance prior is
as important as the semantics prior in our setup.

3.4. Things that look similar, behave similarly

In the previous game, although we masked affordance infor-
mation, once the player realizes that it is possible to stand
on a particular texture and climb a speci�c texture, it is easy
to use color/texture similarity to identify other platforms
and ladders in the game. Similarly, in the game with masked
semantics (Figure 2(b)), visual similarity can be used to
identify other enemies and spikes. These considerations
suggest that a general prior of the form that things that look
the same act the same might help humans ef�ciently explore
environments where semantics or affordances are hidden.

We tested this hypothesis by modifying the masked affor-
dance game in a way that none of the platforms and ladders
had the same visual texture (Figure 2(f), game link). Such
rendering prevented human players from using the similarity
prior. Figure 3(f)) shows that performance of humans was
signi�cantly worse in comparison to the original game (Fig-
ure 2(a)), the game with masked semantics (Figure 2(b)) and
the game with masked affordances (Figure 2(e)) (p < 0:01).
When compared to the game with no object information
(Figure 2(d)), the time to complete the game (7:6 minutes)
and the number of states explored by players were similar
(11; 715), but the number of deaths (14:8) was signi�cantly
lower (p < 0:01). These results suggest that visual simi-
larity is the second most important prior used by humans
in gameplay after the knowledge of directing exploration
towards objects.

In order to gain insight into how this prior knowledge affects
humans, we investigated the exploration pattern of human
players. In the game when all information is visible we
expected that the progress of humans would be uniform
in time. In the case when affordances are removed, the

human players would initially take some time to �gure out
what visual pattern corresponds to what entity and then
quickly make progress in the game. Finally, in the case when
the similarity prior is removed, we would expect human
players to be unable to generalize any knowledge across
the game and to take large amounts of time exploring the
environment even towards the end. We investigated if this
indeed was true by computing the time taken by each player
to reach different vertical distances in the game for the �rst
time. Note that the door is on the top of the game, so the
moving up corresponds to getting closer to solving the game.
The results of this analysis are shown in Figure 4(c). The
horizontal-axis shows the height reached by the player and
the vertical-axis show the average time taken by the players.
As the �gure shows, the results con�rm our hypothesis.

3.5. How to interact with objects

Until now we have analyzed the prior knowledge used by hu-
mans to interpret the visual structure in the game. However,
this interpretation is only useful if the player understands
what to do with the interpretation. Humans seem to possess
knowledge about how to interact with different objects. For
example, monsters can be avoided by jumping over them,
ladders can be climbed by pressing the up key repeatedly
etc. RL agents do not possess such priors and must learn
how to interact with objects by mere trial and error.

As an initial step towards studying the importance of this
prior, we created a version of the game in which the ladders
couldn't be climbed by simply pressing the up key. Instead,
the ladders were zigzag in nature and in order to climb
the ladder players had to press the up key, followed by
alternating presses between right and left key. Note that the
ladders in this version looked like normal ladders, so players
couldn't infer ladder interaction by simply looking at them
(see Figure 2(g), game link). As shown in Figure 3(g),
changing ladder interaction increases the time taken (3:6
minutes), number of deaths (6), and states explored (5942)
when compared to the original game (p < 0:01).
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