
IL-flOw: Imitation Learning from Observation using
Normalizing Flows

Wei-Di Chang, Juan Camilo Gamboa Higuera, Scott Fujimoto, David Meger, Gregory Dudek
McGill University

Contact: wei-di.chang@mail.mcgill.ca

Abstract

We present an algorithm for Inverse Reinforcement Learning (IRL) from expert
state observations only. Our approach decouples reward modelling from policy
learning, unlike state-of-the-art adversarial methods which require updating the
reward model during policy search and are known to be unstable and difficult to
optimize. Our method, IL-flOw, recovers the expert policy by modelling state-state
transitions, by generating rewards using deep density estimators trained on the
demonstration trajectories, avoiding the instability issues of adversarial methods.
We demonstrate that using the state transition log-probability density as a reward
signal for forward reinforcement learning translates to matching the trajectory
distribution of the expert demonstrations, and experimentally show good recovery
of the true reward signal as well as state of the art results for imitation from
observation on locomotion and robotic continuous control tasks.

1 Introduction

Imitation learning (IL) is an effective class of algorithms for designing and optimizing controllers
for robot systems. While recent advances in Reinforcement Learning have shown it is capable of
producing agents that learn robot controllers from scratch, IL remains a more practical alternative for
cases where it is easier to specify robot behaviours through examples than through rewards. We take
an approach similar to existing work [1, 2] on learning from demonstrations (LfD). We use expert
data to build a reward model to be maximized with existing RL algorithms. Unlike LfD, where an
expert demonstrates which actions to perform at some robot states, we focus on the case where action
supervision is not available: the agent only gets access to a dataset of state/observations sequences – a
setting known as Imitation Learning from Observations (ILfO). While LfD usually requires providing
demonstrations by teleoperation of the robot, ILfO aims to utilize streams of state and observational
data, much like a human can learn to do a task by watching other people.

We formulate the problem of learning from observations as a distribution matching problem: we want
to find the policy parameters that result in observation sequences that are similar to those in a dataset
of expert demonstrations. This is similar to recent work [2, 3, 4] that uses adversarial optimization.
Our approach differs in that we fit a density model on expert observation sequences, which we then
use to produce rewards for policy search with RL optimizers, decoupling the policy optimization from
the reward learning processes. To the best of our knowledge the closest approaches to ours are [5]
where they also use neural density estimators although for occupancy measure estimation and address
state-action imitation instead of state-only. Their formulation requires a discounted infinite horizon
agent however, as opposed to our undiscounted finite horizon RL optimization. And [6], which also
addresses the lack of smoothness of the KL-divergence objectives, by opting to minimize Wasserstein
distance however instead of noise-expanded distributions, although unlike ours their reward signal is
non-stationary. Our imitation signal is non-adversarial, stationary and reusable for downstream tasks.
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2 Background

We formulate our task by an MDP (S;A;P; r; p0) where S is the state space, A is the action space,
P : S � A � S ! [0; 1] is the transition dynamics, r : S � A ! R is the reward function,
p0 : S ! [0; 1] is the initial state distribution. We define a policy � : S � A ! [0; 1]. The
probability of a trajectory � = fs0:T ; a0:T g of T + 1 states and actions when following the policy �
is given by: p�(s0:T ; a0:T ) = p0(s0)

QT�1
t=0 p(st+1jst; at)�(atjst). If we are interested in state-only

trajectories, then we must consider transitions over states, with the effects of the policy integrated
out: p�(st+1jst) =

R
p(st+1jst; a)�(ajst)da. It follows that the two quantities of interest are the

probability of a trajectory over states

given a policy � : p�(s0:T�1) = p0(s0)
QT�1
t=0 p�(st+1jst); (1)

and given an expert E : pE(s0:T�1) = p0(s0)
QT�1
t=0 pE(st+1jst); (2)

where state imitation learning from observations occurs by distribution fitting p� to match pE .

3 IL-flOw
In this section we derive IL-flOw, an Imitation Learning from Observation algorithm that implements
trajectory matching by maximizing the log probability of the expert transitions. We begin by
reformulating the reverse KL objective as an expression over individual transitions. This suggests a
straightforward approach in which we use an approximation of the log probability of expert transitions
as a reward signal alongside entropy maximization. Secondly, we present our noise regularization
approach for density estimation of expert transitions using normalizing flows.

3.1 Imitation Learning via a Trajectory Matching Objective
Given our objective is matching the distribution of trajectories p� induced by our current policy �,
and the distribution pE by some expert E, in this section we reformulate the reverse KL (RKL) 1

divergence such that it is more amenable for use in a reinforcement learning context.

First, consider the RKL between trajectory distributions:

DKL (p�jjpE) = �Es0:T�1�p�

"
T�1X
t=0

log pE(st+1jst)

#
+ Es0:T�1�p�

"
T�1X
t=0

log p�(st+1jst)

#
(3)

The first term is the likelihood of policy samples under the expert distribution. The second term
corresponds to the entropy of the state-sequence distribution induced by the policy. Note that, by the
law of iterated expectations, the second term can be written as the expectation of the per-timestep
transition entropies (full derivation in Appendix B)

H(p�) = �Es0:T�1�p�

"
T�1X
t=0

log p�(st+1jst)

#
= Es0:T�1�p�

"
T�1X
t=0

H (p�(�jst))

#
: (4)

If we assume the dynamics are deterministic and invertible2, we can simplify the expression further
by using the change of variables formula3 to express the state sequence entropy in terms of the policy
(full derivation in Appendix B)

H (p�(�jst)) = �
Z
p�(st+1jst) log p�(st+1jst)dst+1 � H (�(�jst)) : (5)

While the assumption of invertible dynamics is restrictive, our experiments show that it is a useful
approximation for robotics tasks. Minimizing the KL divergence objective above is equivalent to
maximizing the following objective:

J(�) +H(p�) � E��p�(�)

"
T�1X
t=0

log pE(st+1jst) +

T�1X
t=0

H(�(�jst))

#
: (6)

1Following convention in imitation learning, the reverse KL is defined as DKL (p�jjpE)
2Given a pair of states st; st+1 we can uniquely determine the action at that produced it
3jp(x)dxj = jp(y)dyj if y = f(x) and f is invertible

2



This objective can be optimized with RL algorithms by setting rewards to rt = log pE(st+1jst)
and maximizing the undiscounted return, while penalizing the negative entropy of the policy. This
suggests a practical algorithm where we can use a finite horizon variant of Soft Actor-Critic [7],
which maximizes a reward signal alongside the entropy of the policy.

3.2 Noise Conditioned Normalizing Flows
Our approach requires fitting a model of pE(st+1jst), using a dataset of demonstrations DE . We
use a normalizing flow model to fit pE , a very powerful and expressive type of density estimator.
While well-suited for our purpose, these models are known to overfit with little data, leading to poor
out of distribution generalization [8, 9]. Since we aim to use this density model as a reward model
for an RL optimizer, we also want it to be suitable for policy optimization. This means producing
reasonably low probabilities for observations that are far from the expert data and likely encountered
during policy optimization, while resulting in a smooth optimization landscape. Given that DE only
covers a subset of all possible behaviours that could be encountered during optimization, we have
little control on the predicted log-probability density for non-expert behaviour. This results in a noisy,
and possibly biased signal for policy optimization outside the support of the training dataset4.

To address the issues above, we fit a set of noise conditioned distributions, ~pE(st+1jst; h) where
h � Uniform [0; hmax] represents the noise level – the magnitude of zero-mean noise added to the
training data. At training time, we draw a noise level h and two zero-mean noise samples5 εs and εs′

for each expert transition (sE ; s
′
E). We set s̃E  sE +hεs and s̃′E  s′E +hεs′ and fit our model

to maximize log p(s̃′E js̃E ; h). At test time, with h = 0 we recover the noise-free fitted distribution
~pE , while with h = hmax we get a distribution closer in shape to the distribution of the additive
noise, as it then dominates over pE . Any intermediate value for h smoothly interpolates between the
two. Since the sampled noise is zero-mean, transitions close to the dataset DE will have the highest
log-probability, irrespective of the noise level, providing a signal with tunable smoothness that is
useful for policy search. In Appendix 3 we show an example of varying the noise level h. Noise
regularization for density estimators has been studied in [15], and noise-conditioned normalizing
flows have previously been applied to 3D data [16]. Previous work restricts the noise level to h � 0
at test time however, while we actively use the set of noise levels h 2 [hmin; hmax] to control the
smoothness of our optimization objective, giving the agent a usable signal at all times during policy
optimization.

In the results below, we chose to use Neural Spline Flows [17] for density estimation and Soft Actor-
Critic [7] as the policy optimizer, but our objective and approach are applicable to any combination
of a density estimator and optimizer.

3.3 Soft Actor-Critic in time-limited MDPs and adaptive noise conditioning

Operating in a finite horizon setting, we augment the state with a time-to-horizon variable tH ,
representing the number of timesteps to go in an episode, therefore making the actor and critic
networks both time-aware. We also augment the action by one additional dimension representing the
noise level h at which to sample our density function, thus letting the agent interact with the entirety
of the log probability reward signal. We know however that the highest log density is achieved by the
training dataset, at the noise-free level hmin = 0. The agent should learn to choose a low value of h
when close to the expert, while as we move away from the expert support the appropriate value of h
smoothly increases, expanding the support of the density function.

4 Experiments and Results
We collect n = 150 demonstration trajectories on three Mujoco [18] simulated environments: Hopper-
v2, Walker2d-v2, and HalfCheetah-v2, using a SAC expert trained for 1M timestep, using n random
seeds. To evaluate the performance with varying amounts of demonstrations, we use a subset of 40,
20 or 10 trajectories (respectively (40; 20; 10) � 103 data points) as the training dataset Dexpert for
the density estimator. We compare IL-flOw to the three variants of the f-IRL [4] algorithm, as well as
a state only version of MaxEnt IRL [1], using the implementations provided by [4]. MaxEnt IRL

4This same issue is encountered in GAN training [10, 11] and prompted solutions such as label smoothing
[12], and Wasserstein critics [13]; too sharp a learning signal leads to poor training signals for the generator. It is
also discussed in [14] in the context of probability distillation.

5e.g. Normal or Cauchy distributed
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