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Abstract
In this paper, we propose a novel Branching Rein-
forcement Learning (Branching RL) model, and
investigate both Regret Minimization (RM) and
Reward-Free Exploration (RFE) metrics for this
model. Unlike standard RL where the trajectory
of each episode is a single H-step path, branching
RL allows an agent to take multiple base actions
in a state such that transitions branch out to multi-
ple successor states correspondingly, and thus it
generates a tree-structured trajectory. This model
finds important applications in hierarchical rec-
ommendation systems and online advertising. For
branching RL, we establish new Bellman equa-
tions and key lemmas, i.e., branching value differ-
ence lemma and branching law of total variance,
and also bound the total variance by only O(H2)
under an exponentially-large trajectory. For RM
and RFE metrics, we propose computationally ef-
ficient algorithms BranchVI and BranchRFE, re-
spectively, and derive nearly matching upper and
lower bounds. Our regret and sample complexity
results are polynomial in all problem parameters
despite exponentially-large trajectories.

1. Introduction
Reinforcement Learning (RL) (Burnetas & Katehakis, 1997;
Sutton & Barto, 2018) models a fundamental sequential
decision making problem, where an agent interacts with the
environment over time in order to maximize the obtained
rewards. Standard RL (Jaksch et al., 2010; Agrawal &
Jia, 2017; Azar et al., 2017; Jin et al., 2018; Zanette &
Brunskill, 2019) considers taking only a single action in a
state and formulates a single H-step path model. However,
in many real-world applications such as recommendation
systems (Fu et al., 2021) and online advertising (Kang et al.,
2020), we often need to select multiple options at a time, and
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each option can trigger a corresponding successor state. For
example, in category-based shopping recommendation (Fu
et al., 2021), the recommendation system often displays a
list of main categories at the first step, where each one has
a probability to be clicked. If a main category is clicked,
at the second step, the system further provides a list of
sub-categories according to the clicked main category. By
analogy, at the last step, the system provides a list of items
according to the chosen category path. In this process, users
can select (trigger) more than one category-item paths, e.g.,
one may buy IT accessories-printers-laser printers and IT
accessories-scanners-document scanners at once.

To handle such scenarios involving multiple actions and suc-
cessor states, we propose a novel Branching Reinforcement
Learning (Branching RL) framework, which is an episodic
tree-structured forward model. In each episode, an agent
starts from an initial state and takes a super action that con-
tains multiple base actions, where each base action in this
state has a probability to be triggered. For each state-base
action pair, if triggered successfully, the agent receives a
reward and transitions to a next state; Otherwise, if it is
not triggered, the agent receives zero reward and transitions
to an absorbing state associated with zero reward. Thus,
the transitions branch out to multiple successor states. At
the second step, for each branched-out state, the agent also
selects a super action that contains multiple base actions
with trigger probabilities. She only obtains rewards from the
triggered state-base action pairs, and each state-base action
pair transitions to a corresponding next state. Then, the
transitions at the second step branch out to more successor
states. By analogy, till the last step, she traverses an H-layer
tree-structured trajectory, and only collects rewards at the
triggered state-base action pairs.

Different from standard episodic RL (Azar et al., 2017; Jin
et al., 2018; Zanette & Brunskill, 2019) where each trajec-
tory is a single H-step path, the trajectory of branching RL
is an H-layer triggered tree with exponentially increasing
states and actions in each layer. This model allows an agent
to take multiple base actions at once and handle multiple suc-
cessor states. It can be applied to many hierarchical decision
making scenarios, such as category-based recommendation
systems (Fu et al., 2021) and online advertising (Kang et al.,
2020).
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Under the branching RL model, we investigate two popu-
lar metrics in the RL literature, i.e., Regret Minimization
(RM) and Reward-Free Exploration (RFE). In regret mini-
mization (Jaksch et al., 2010; Azar et al., 2017; Zanette &
Brunskill, 2019), the agent aims to minimize the gap be-
tween the obtained reward and the reward that can obtained
by always taking the optimal policy. In reward-free explo-
ration (Jin et al., 2020a; Kaufmann et al., 2021; Ménard
et al., 2021), the agent explores the unknown environment
(model) without observation of rewards, in order to esti-
mate the model accurately such that for any given reward
function, she can plan a near-optimal policy using the esti-
mated model. The performance in RFE is measured by the
number of episodes used during exploration (i.e., sample
complexity).

Our work faces several unique challenges: (i) Since branch-
ing RL is a tree-structured forward model which greatly
differs from standard RL, existing analytical tools for stan-
dard RL, e.g., Bellman equations, value difference lemma
and law of total variance, cannot be directly applied to our
problem. (ii) With exponentially-large trajectories, it is
challenging to analyze the total variance and derive tight
(polynomial) regret and sample complexity guarantees. (iii)
Since the number of possible super actions can be combi-
natorially large, how to design a computationally efficient
algorithm that avoids naive enumeration over all super ac-
tions is another challenge.

To tackle the above challenges, we establish novel analytical
tools, including branching Bellman equations, branching
value difference lemma and branching law of total vari-
ance, and bound the total variance by only O(H2) under
exponentially-large trajectories. We also propose compu-
tationally efficient algorithms for both RM and RFE met-
rics, and provide nearly matching upper and lower bounds,
which are polynomial in all problem parameters despite
exponentially-large trajectories.

To sum up, our contributions in this paper are as follows:

• We propose a novel Branching Reinforcement Learn-
ing (Branching RL) framework, which is an episodic
H-layer tree-structured forward model and finds im-
portant applications in hierarchical recommendation
systems and online advertising. Under branching RL,
we investigate two popular metrics, i.e., Regret Mini-
mization (RM) and Reward-Free Exploration (RFE).

• We establish new techniques for branching RL, includ-
ing branching Bellman equations, branching value dif-
ference lemma and branching law of total variance,
and bound the total variance by only O(H2) despite
exponentially-large trajectories.

• For both RM and RFE metrics, we design computation-

ally efficient algorithms BranchVI and BranchRFE,
respectively, and build near-optimal upper and lower
bounds, which are polynomial in all problem parame-
ters even with exponentially-large trajectories. When
our problem reduces to standard RL, our results match
the state-of-the-arts.

Due to space limit, we defer all proofs to Appendix.

2. Related Work
Below we review the literature of standard (episodic and
tabular) RL with regret minimization (RM) and reward-free
exploration (RFE) metrics.

Standard RL-RM. For the regret minimization (RM) met-
ric, Jaksch et al. (2010) propose an algorithm that adds
optimistic bonuses on transition probabilities, and achieves
a regret bound with a gap in factors H,S compared to the
lower bound (Jaksch et al., 2010; Osband & Van Roy, 2016).
Here H is the length of an episode, and S is the number of
states. Agrawal & Jia (2017) use posterior sampling and
obtain an improved regret bound. Azar et al. (2017) build
confidence intervals directly for value functions rather than
transition probabilities, and provide the first optimal regret.
Zanette & Brunskill (2019) design an algorithm based on
both optimistic and pessimistic value functions, and achieve
a tighter problem-dependent regret bounds without requiring
domain knowledge. The above works focus on model-based
RL algorithms. There are also other works (Jin et al., 2018;
Zhang et al., 2020) studying model-free algorithms based on
Q-learning with exploration bonus or advantage functions.

Standard RL-RFE. Jin et al. (2020a) introduce the reward-
free-exploration (RFE) metric and design an algorithm that
runs multiple instances of existing RM algorithm (Zanette
& Brunskill, 2019), and their sample complexity has a gap
to the lower bound (Jin et al., 2020a; Domingues et al.,
2021) in factors H,S. Kaufmann et al. (2021) propose an
algorithm which builds upper confidence bounds for the
estimation error of value functions, and improve the sam-
ple complexity of (Jin et al., 2020a). Ménard et al. (2021)
achieve a near-optimal sample complexity by applying an
empirical Bernstein inequality and upper bounding the over-
all estimation error.

There are huge differences between standard RL and our
branching RL. The exponentially-large trajectory of branch-
ing RL brings unique challenges in developing Bellman
equations and key lemmas, designing computationally effi-
cient algorithms and deriving optimal (polynomial) bounds.
Existing RL algorithms and analysis cannot be applied to
solve our challenges.
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3. Problem Formulation
In this section, we present the formal formulation of Branch-
ing Reinforcement Learning (Branching RL).

Branching Markov Decision Process (Branching MDP).
We consider an episodic branching MDP defined by a tuple
M = (S, Auniv,A,m,H, q, p, r). Here S = Sreg ∪ {s⊥}
is the state space with cardinality S. Sreg is the set of
regular states, and s⊥ is an ending state, which is an ab-
sorbing state with zero reward. Auniv is the set of base
actions, which represents the set of all feasible items in
recommendation. Let N := |Auniv| denote the number of
base actions. A super action A ⊂ Auniv consists of m
(m ≤ N ) base actions, which stands for a recommended
list. A is the collection of all feasible super actions and
can be combinatorially large. H is the length of an episode.
Throughout the paper, we call a super action an action for
short, call (s, a) ∈ S ×Auniv a state-base action pair, and
call (s, a) ∈ S \ {s⊥} ×Auniv a regular state-base action
pair.

q(s, a) is the trigger probability of state-base action pair
(s, a) ∈ S × Auniv. p(s′|s, a) is the probability of tran-
sitioning to state s′ on state-base action pair (s, a), for
any (s′, s, a) ∈ S × S × Auniv. r(s, a) ∈ [0, 1] is the
reward of pair (s, a) ∈ S ×Auniv. We assume that reward
function r is deterministic as many prior RL works (Azar
et al., 2017; Jin et al., 2018; Zhang et al., 2020), and our
work can generalize to stochastic rewards easily. Parame-
ters q, p, r are time-homogeneous, i.e., have the same def-
initions for different step h ∈ [H]. The ending state s⊥
has zero reward and always transitions back to itself, i.e.,
q(s⊥, a) = 0, p(s⊥|s⊥, a) = 1 and r(s⊥, a) = 0 for all
a ∈ Auniv. We define a policy π as a collection of H func-
tions {πh :S 7→A}h∈[H], and K as the number of episodes.

String-based Notations. As shown in Figure 1, in branch-
ing RL, the trajectory of each episode is an m-ary tree,
where there are H layers (steps), and each layer h ∈ [H]
has mh−1 states (nodes) and mh state-base action pairs
(edges). We use the following string-based notations to
denote a trajectory: Each tree node in layer h has a string
index ⟨i1, . . . , ih−1⟩, with the root node for layer 1 hav-
ing the empty string ∅, and i1, . . . , ih−1 ∈ {1, 2, . . . ,m}.
The m children of this node have indices that concatenate
ih ∈ [m] to the string, making it ⟨i1, . . . , ih−1, ih⟩, where
ih stands for that this node is the ih-th child of the node
⟨i1, . . . , ih−1⟩. Operator ⊕ is the concatenation operation
for strings, and i⊕h denotes the concatenation of h strings
⟨i⟩ for any i ∈ [m], h ∈ [H]. For any string σ, |σ| denotes
its length, and thus state sσ is at step |σ|+ 1.

Online Game. In each episode k ∈ [K], an agent selects a
policy πk at the beginning, and starts from an initial state s∅.
At step 1, she chooses an action A∅ = {a⟨1⟩, . . . , a⟨m⟩} ac-
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Figure 1. Illustrating example with m = 2 for branching RL.

cording to πk
1 . Each state-base action pair (s∅, a⟨i⟩) for

i ∈ [m] has probability q(s∅, a⟨i⟩) to be triggered. If
triggered successfully, the agent obtains reward r(s∅, a⟨i⟩)
and this state-base action pair transitions to a next state
s⟨i⟩ ∼ p(·|s∅, a⟨i⟩); Otherwise, if not triggered success-
fully, she obtains zero reward and this state-base action pair
transitions to the ending state s⊥. Hence, the transitions
at step 1 branch out to m successor states s⟨1⟩, . . . , s⟨m⟩.
At step 2, for each state s⟨i⟩ (i ∈ [m]), she chooses an
action A⟨i⟩ = {a⟨i,1⟩, . . . , a⟨i,m⟩} according to πk

2 . Then,
there are m2 state-base action pairs {(s⟨i⟩, a⟨i,j⟩)}i,j∈[m]

at step 2, and each of them is triggered with probability
q(s⟨i⟩, a⟨i,j⟩). If triggered successfully, the agent receives
reward r(s⟨i⟩, a⟨i,j⟩) and this pair transitions to a next state
s⟨i,j⟩ ∼ p(·|s⟨i⟩, a⟨i,j⟩); Otherwise, she receives zero re-
ward and this pair transitions to s⊥. Then, the transitions
at step 2 branch out to m2 successor states {s⟨i,j⟩}i,j∈[m].
The episode proceeds by analogy at the following steps
3, . . . ,H . In the trajectory tree, once the agent reaches s⊥
at some node, she obtains no reward throughout this branch
(This is so-called “ending state”).

Branching Value functions and Bellman Equations. For
any policy π, we define value function V π

h : S 7→ R, so that

V π
h (s) =Eq,p,π

[m⊕(H−h)∑
σ′=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

q(sσ⊕σ′ , aσ⊕σ′⊕ℓ)·

r(sσ⊕σ′ , aσ⊕σ′⊕ℓ)|sσ = s
]

(1)

gives the expected cumulative reward starting from
some state s at step h till the end of this branch, under
policy π. Here σ is the index string for an arbitrary state
at step h, and thus σ ∈ {1⊕(h−1), . . . ,m⊕(h−1)}.∑m⊕(H−h)

σ′=∅ denotes the summation over strings
σ′ = ∅, ⟨1⟩ , . . . , ⟨m⟩ , ⟨1, 1⟩ , . . . , ⟨m,m⟩ , . . . ,m⊕(H−h),
which effectively enumerates all tree nodes of H−h+1
layers. The expectation is taken with respect to the
trajectory, which is dependent on trigger distribution q,
transition distribution p and policy π.

Accordingly, we also define Q-value function Qπ
h : S×A 7→
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R, so that

Qπ
h(s,A) =Eq,p,π

[m⊕(H−h)∑
σ′=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

q(sσ⊕σ′ , aσ⊕σ′⊕ℓ)·

r(sσ⊕σ′ , aσ⊕σ′⊕ℓ)|sσ = s,Aσ = A
]

denotes the expected cumulative reward starting from some
state-action pair (s,A) at step h till the end of this branch,
under policy π. From the definitions of r, p, q for ending
state s⊥, we have V π

h (s⊥) = Qπ
h(s⊥, A) = 0 for any A ∈

A, h ∈ [H], π.

Since S , A and H are all finite, there exists a deterministic
optimal policy π∗ which has the optimal value V ∗

h (s) =
supπ V

π
h (s) for any s ∈ S and h ∈ [H]. Then, we can

establish the Bellman (optimality) equations as follows:


Qπ

h(s,A) =
∑
a∈A

q(s, a)
(
r(s, a) + p(·|s, a)⊤V π

h+1

)
V π
h (s) =Qπ

h(s, πh(s))

V π
H+1(s) =0, ∀s ∈ S,

Q∗
h(s,A) =

∑
a∈A

q(s, a)
(
r(s, a) + p(·|s, a)⊤V ∗

h+1

)
V ∗
h (s) =max

A∈A
Q∗

h(s,A)

V ∗
H+1(s) =0, ∀s ∈ S.

Under the framework of branching RL, we consider two
important RL settings, i.e., regret minimization (branching
RL-RM) and reward-free exploration (branching RL-RFE).

Regret Minimization (RM). In branching RL-RM, the
agent plays the branching RL game for K episodes, and the
goal is to minimize the following regret

Regret(K) =

K∑
k=1

(
V ∗
1 (s

k
∅)− V πk

1 (sk∅)
)
.

Reward-Free Exploration (RFE). Branching RL-RFE con-
sists of two phases, i.e., exploration and planning. (i) In the
exploration phase, given a fixed initial state s∅, the agent
plays the branching RL game without the observation of
reward function r, and estimates a trigger and transition
model (q̂, p̂). (ii) In the planning phase, the agent is given
reward function r, and computes the optimal policy π̂∗ un-
der her estimated model (q̂, p̂) with respect to r. Given an
accuracy parameter ε and a confidence parameter δ, she
needs to guarantee that for any given reward function r, the
policy π̂∗ with respect to r is ε-optimal, i.e.,

V π̂∗

1 (s∅; r) ≥ V π∗

1 (s∅; r)− ε,

with probability at least 1− δ. We measure the performance
by sample complexity, i.e., the number of episodes used in
the exploration phase to guarantee an ε-optimal policy for
any given r.

In order to ensure that the number of triggered state-base
action pairs will not increase exponentially and designing
sample efficient algorithms is possible in branching RL, we
introduce the following assumption.
Assumption 1 (Bounded Trigger Probability). For any
(s, a) ∈ S ×Auniv, we have q(s, a) ≤ 1

m .

To justify the necessity of Assumption 1, we provide a rigor-
ous lower bound to show that once relaxing the threshold of
trigger probability, any branching RL algorithm must suffer
an exponential regret.
Theorem 2. Suppose that for any (s, a) ∈ S × Auniv,
q(s, a) ≤ q̄ for some threshold parameter q̄ > 1

m .
Then, there exists an instance of branching RL with
H > 1, where the regret of any algorithm is bounded by
Ω(mq̄((mq̄)H−1−1)

mq̄−1

√
SNK).

We describe the intuition behind this lower bound, and defer
the full proof to Appendix C.2.2. Consider a branching
MDP, where at an early step the agent has to distinguish
the optimal action that has trigger probability q̄, from the
sub-optimal actions that have trigger probabilities only q̄−η.
Once the agent takes a sub-optimal action at the early step,
such trigger sub-optimality will impact exponentially many
states in the following steps, and she will suffer a regret
of mη ·

(
mq̄ +m2q̄2 + · · ·+mH−1q̄H−1

)
in this episode,

which is the sum of a geometric progression with common
ratio mq̄. If q̄ > 1

m , summing over all episodes, the total
regret is exponentially large with respect to H .

Besides this lower bound, Assumption 1 is also mild in prac-
tice, since in real-world applications such as recommenda-
tion systems (Fu et al., 2021) and online advertising (Kang
et al., 2020), it is often the case that users are only attracted
to and click on a few items in a recommended list. In addi-
tion, in multi-step (e.g., category-based) recommendation,
the interests of users usually converge to a single branch in
the end (in expectation).

When m = 1, our branching RL reduces to standard
episodic RL (Azar et al., 2017; Jin et al., 2018; Zanette
& Brunskill, 2019) with transition probability paug, such
that paug(s⊥|s, a) = 1 − q(s, a) and paug(s′|s, a) =
q(s, a)p(s′|s, a) for any s′ ̸= s⊥. In this case, our results
match the state-of-the-art results for standard RL in both
RM (Azar et al., 2017; Zanette & Brunskill, 2019) and
RFE (Ménard et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2021) settings.
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4. Properties of the Branching Markov
Decision Process

Before introducing our algorithms for branching RL, in this
section, we first investigate special structural properties of
branching MDP, which are critical to deriving tight (polyno-
mial) regret and sample complexity guarantees.

4.1. Branching Value Difference Lemma and Law of
Total Variance

Different from standard episodic MDP (Azar et al., 2017;
Zanette & Brunskill, 2019) where a trajectory is an H-step
path, the trajectory of branching MDP is an m-ary tree with
each node a state and each edge a state-base action pair.
Thus, many analytical tools in standard MDP, e.g., value
difference lemma (Dann et al., 2017) and law of total vari-
ance (Jin et al., 2018; Zanette & Brunskill, 2019), cannot
be directly applied to branching MDP. To handle this prob-
lem, we establish new fundamental techniques for branch-
ing MDP, including branching value difference lemma and
branching law of total variance.

First, we present a branching value difference lemma.

Lemma 3 (Branching Value Difference Lemma). For any
two branching MDPM′(S, Auniv,A,m,H, q′, p′, r) and
M′′(S, Auniv,A,m,H, q′′, p′′, r), the difference in values
under the same policy π satisfies that

V ′π
h (s)− V ′′π

h (s) =

m⊕(H−h)∑
σ′=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

Eq′′,p′′,π

[(
q′(sτ , aτ⊕ℓ)

−q′′(sτ , aτ⊕ℓ)
)
·r(sτ , aτ⊕ℓ) +

(
q′(sτ , aτ⊕ℓ)p

′(sτ , aτ⊕ℓ)

−q′′(sτ , aτ⊕ℓ)p
′′(sτ , aτ⊕ℓ)

)⊤
V ′π
|τ⊕ℓ|+1

∣∣sσ = s
]
,

where τ := σ ⊕ σ′.

Using Lemma 3 withM′ andM′′ being the optimistic and
true models, respectively, we can bound the difference be-
tween optimistic and true values by the deviations between
optimistic and true trigger and transition probabilities, in
expectation with respect to the true model.

Next, we provide a branching law of total variance, which
is critical to analyzing the estimation error of transition.

Lemma 4 (Branching Law of Total Variance). For any
policy π,

Eq,p,π

[m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

Varq,p
(
V π
|σ⊕ℓ|+1(sσ⊕ℓ)|sσ, aσ⊕ℓ

) ]

=Eq,p,π

[(m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

q(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)r(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)−V π
1 (s∅)

)2]
(2)

≤Eq,p,π

[(m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

1 {sσ ̸= s⊥}
)2]

. (3)

Here Varq,p
(
V π
|σ⊕ℓ|+1(sσ⊕ℓ)|sσ, aσ⊕ℓ

)
denotes the vari-

ance of value V π
|σ⊕ℓ|+1(sσ⊕ℓ) with respect to sσ⊕ℓ, which

depends on trigger probability q(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ) and transition
probability p(·|sσ, aσ⊕ℓ), conditioning on (sσ, aσ⊕ℓ).

Remark 1. Lemma 4 exhibits that under branching MDP,
the sum of conditional variances over all state-base action
pairs is equal to the overall variance considering the whole
trajectory, shown by Eq. (2). Furthermore, the overall vari-
ance can be bounded by the total number of regular (trig-
gered) states, revealed by Eq. (3).

From Lemma 4, we have that to bound the estimation error
of transition, which is related to the sum of conditional
variances, it suffices to bound the total number of triggered
states in a trajectory tree (discussed in the following).

4.2. The Number of Triggered States

In this subsection, we show that with Assumption 1 that
only constrains the first moment of trigger distribution, we
can bound both the first and second moments of the number
of triggered states in a trajectory tree.

Lemma 5 (The Number of Triggered States). For any policy
π,

Eq,p,π

[m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

1 {sσ ̸= s⊥}
]
≤ H, (4)

Eq,p,π

[(m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

1 {sσ ̸= s⊥}
)2]
≤ 3H2. (5)

Remark 2. Eq. (4) gives a universal upper bound of value
function as V π

h (s) ≤
[∑m⊕(H−1)

σ=∅ 1 {sσ ̸= s⊥}
]
≤ H for

any s ∈ S, h ∈ [H], π. Moreover, Eq. (5) provides a sharp
upper bound for overall variance, as well as the sum of
conditional variances of transition (by plugging Eq. (5) into
Lemma 4). To our best knowledge, this second moment
result is novel.

Lemma 5 shows that despite the exponentially increasing
nodes in branching MDP, its value and overall variance
(estimation error) will not explode. This critical property
enables us to avoid an exponentially-large regret or sample
complexity.

Novel Analysis for Triggered States. The analysis of
Lemma 5 is highly non-trivial. We first relax all regular
trigger probabilities to 1

m , and then investigate the number
of triggered states for each step individually. While we can



Branching Reinforcement Learning

show that the number of triggered states at each step is a
conditional Binomial random variable, the distribution of
their sum is too complex to express. This incurs a non-
trivial challenge on analyzing the second moment of the
total number of triggered states. To tackle this challenge, we
investigate the correlation of triggered states between any
two steps, by exploiting the structure of branching MDP.

Proof sketch. Under Assumption 1, to bound the total num-
ber of triggered (regular) states for any branching MDP and
policy π, it suffices to bound it under a relaxed modelM∗

with q(s, a) = q∗ := 1
m for all (s, a) ∈ S \ {s⊥} × Auniv.

Let ωh denote the number of triggered states at each step
h under M∗, and ω :=

∑H
h=1 ωh. Below we prove that

E[ω] ≤ H and E[ω2] ≤ 3H2.

For h = 1, ωh = 1 deterministically. For h ≥ 2,
ωh|ωh−1 ∼ Binomial(mωh−1, q

∗). According to the prop-
erties of Binomial distribution and q∗ := 1

m , for h ≥ 2,

E [ωh] = mq∗E [ωh−1] = 1,

E
[
(ωh)

2
]
=mq∗(1− q∗)E [ωh−1]+m2(q∗)2E

[
(ωh−1)

2
]

= (1− q∗) + E
[
(ωh−1)

2
]
≤ h.

Hence, we have that E[ω] =
∑H

h=1 E[ωh] = H , and

E[ω2] =

H∑
h=1

E[(ωh)
2] + 2

∑
1<i,j<H

E[ωiωj ]

≤H(H + 1)

2
+ 2

∑
1<i,j<H

E[ωiωj ]. (6)

Now, the challenge falls on how to bound E[ωiωj ] for any
1 < i, j < H . Let Wσ be a Bernoulli random variable
denoting whether state sσ is triggered for any index string
σ. Then, we can write E[ωiωj ] as

E
[( m⊕(i−1)∑

σ=1⊕(i−1)

Wσ

)
·
( m⊕(j−1)∑
σ′=1⊕(j−1)

Wσ′
)]

(a)
=mi−1E

[
W1⊕(i−1)

( m⊕(j−1)∑
σ′=1⊕(j−1)

Wσ′
)]

=mi−1E
[
W1⊕(i−1)

( m⊕(j−1)∑
σ′=1⊕(j−1)

σ′starts with 1⊕(i−1)

Wσ′ +

m⊕(j−1)∑
σ′=1⊕(j−1)

σ′does not start with 1⊕(i−1)

Wσ′
)]

(b)
≤mi−1

(
mj−i(q∗)i−1+j−i +mj−1(q∗)i−1+j−1

)
=2. (7)

Here (a) comes from the symmetry of trajectory tree. (b)
is due to that at step j, the children states of s1⊕(i−1) have

Algorithm 1 BranchVI

1: Input: confidence parameter δ, δ′ := 1
6δ, L :=

log(SNH(mH∨K)
δ′ ). Initialize V̄ k

h (s⊥) = V k
h(s⊥) =

0, ∀h ∈ [H], k.
2: for k = 1, 2, . . . do
3: for h = H,H − 1, . . . , 1 do
4: for s ∈ S \ {s⊥} do
5: for a ∈ Auniv do
6: q̂k(s, a)← Jk

sum(s,a)
nk(s,a)

. bk,q(s, a)←4
√

L
nk(s,a)

;

7: p̂k(s′|s, a)← Pk
sum(s

′|s,a)
Jk
sum(s,a)

, ∀s′ ∈ S;

8: bk,qpV (s, a) ← 4

√
Vars′(V̄ k

h+1(s
′))L

nk(s,a)
+

4

√
Es′

[
(V̄ k

h+1(s
′)−V k

h+1(s
′))

2
]
L

nk(s,a)
+ 36HL

nk(s,a)
;

9: fk
h (s, a) ← (q̂k(s, a) + bk,q(s, a))r(s, a) +
q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤V̄ k

h+1 + bk,qpV (s, a);
10: end for
11: V̄ k

h (s)←min{maxA∈A
∑

a∈Af
k
h (s, a), H};

12: πk
h(s)← argmaxA∈A

∑
a∈A fk

h (s, a);
13: V k

h(s) ← max{
∑

a∈πk
h(s)

((q̂k(s, a) −
bk,q(s, a))r(s, a)+ q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤V k

h+1−
bk,qpV (s, a)), 0};

14: end for
15: end for
16: Take policy πk and observe the trajectory;
17: end for

dependency on it and the other states are independent of it,
and E[WσWσ′ ] = Pr[Wσ = 1,Wσ′ = 1] for any σ, σ′. By
plugging Eq. (7) into Eq. (6), we have E[ω2] ≤ H(H+1)

2 +

4H(H−1)
2 ≤ 3H2. Thus, we obtain Lemma 5. □

5. Branching Reinforcement Learning with
Regret Minimization

In this section, we study branching RL-RM, and propose
an efficient algorithm BranchVI with a near-optimal re-
gret guarantee for large enough K. A lower bound is also
established to validate the optimality of BranchVI.

5.1. Algorithm BranchVI

The algorithm design for branching RL faces two unique
challenges: (i) Computation efficiency. Since the action
space A can be combinatorially large, it is inefficient to ex-
plicitly maintain Q function as in standard RL (Azar et al.,
2017; Zanette & Brunskill, 2019); (ii) Tight optimistic esti-
mator. Naively adapting standard RL algorithms (Azar et al.,
2017; Zanette & Brunskill, 2019) and adding optimistic
bonuses on trigger and transition probabilities, respectively,
will lead to a loose regret bound (see Appendix A for de-
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tails). To handle these challenges, BranchVI only maintains
the components of Q function, and uses a maximization ora-
cle to directly calculate V function. In addition, BranchVI
considers trigger and transition distributions as a whole and
adds a composite bonus.

The procedure of BranchVI (Algorithm 1) is as follows. In
each episode k, we first calculate the empirical trigger and
transition probabilities q̂k, p̂k, a bonus for trigger probability
bk,q , and a composite bonus for trigger and transition prob-
abilities bk,qpV (Lines 1-1). Here nk(s, a), Jk

sum(s, a) and
P k
sum(s

′|s, a) denote the number of times (s, a) was visited,
the number of times (s, a) was successfully triggered, and
the number of times the agent transitioned to s′ from (s, a)
up to episode k, respectively. Then, we calculate a compo-
nent function fk

h (s, a), which represents the contribution to
value function from each (s, a) (Line 1).

We allow BranchVI to access a maximization oracle
which can efficiently calculate maxA∈A

∑
a∈A w(a) and

argmaxA∈A
∑

a∈A w(a) for any vector w ∈ RN (N :=
|Auniv|). Since the objective function

∑
a∈A w(a) is linear,

such oracle exists for many combinatorial decision classes,
e.g., all m-cardinality subsets and m-cardinality matchings.
By utilizing this oracle with fk

h (s, a), we can efficiently
calculate the optimistic value function V̄ k

h (s) and policy
πk
h, and further compute the pessimistic value function V k

h

(Lines 1-1). After figuring out V̄ k
h (s), V k

h, π
k
h(s) for all s, h,

we execute policy πk in episode k (Line 1).

Computation Efficiency. We remark that the computation
complexity of BranchVI is O(S2N), instead of expensive
O(S2|A|) as one may suffer by naively adapting standard
RL algorithms (Azar et al., 2017; Zanette & Brunskill, 2019).
This advantage is due to that BranchVI only maintains the
component function instead of the Q function, and utilizes
a maximization oracle to directly compute V function.

5.2. Regret Upper Bound for BranchVI

Now we provide the regret guarantee for BranchVI.
Theorem 6 (Regret Upper Bound). With probabil-
ity at least 1 − δ, for any episode K > 0,
the regret of algorithm BranchVI is bounded by
O(H

√
SNK log(SNH(mH∨K)

δ )). In particular, when
K ≥ mH , the regret is bounded by

O

(
H
√
SNK log

(
SNHK

δ

))
Remark 3. Theorem 6 shows that, despite the exponentially-
large trajectory of branching RL, BranchVI enjoys a regret
only polynomial in problem parameters. For large enough
K such that K ≥ mH , Theorem 6 matches the lower bound
(presented in Section 5.3) up to logarithmic factors. In
addition, when branching RL reduces to standard RL (i.e.,

m = 1), our result also matches the state-of-the-arts (Azar
et al., 2017; Zanette & Brunskill, 2019).

Branching Regret Analysis. In contrast to standard
RL (Azar et al., 2017; Zanette & Brunskill, 2019), we derive
a tree-structured regret analysis based on special structural
properties of branching RL in Section 4.

Using the branching value difference lemma (Lemma 3),
we can decompose the regret into the estimation error from
each regular state-base action pair as follows:

Regret(K) ≤
K∑

k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wk,σ,ℓ(s, a)·[ (
q̃k(s, a)− q(s, a)

)
r(s, a)︸ ︷︷ ︸

Term 1: Triggered reward

+
(
q̃k(s, a)p̃k(·|s, a)− q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)

)⊤
V̄ k
|σ⊕ℓ|+1︸ ︷︷ ︸

Term 2: Triggered transition optimism

+
(
q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)− q(s, a)p(·|s, a)

)⊤
V ∗
|σ⊕ℓ|+1︸ ︷︷ ︸

Term 3: Triggered transition estimation

+
(
q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)−q(s, a)p(·|s, a)

)⊤(
V̄ k
|σ⊕ℓ|+1−V

∗
|σ⊕ℓ|+1

)
︸ ︷︷ ︸

Term 4: Lower order term

]
.

Here wk,σ,ℓ(s, a) denotes the probability that (sσ, aσ⊕ℓ) =
(s, a) in episode k, and q̃k and p̃k represent optimistic trig-
ger and transition probabilities, respectively. In this de-
composition, we address the estimation error for triggered
reward (Term 1) and triggered transition (Terms 2, 3) sep-
arately, and consider trigger and transition probabilities as
a whole distribution (in Terms 2, 3). The dominant terms
are Terms 2, 3, which stand for the estimation error for trig-
gered transition and depend on the sum of conditional vari-
ances. Using branching law of total variance (Lemma 4) and
the second moment bound of triggered states (Lemma 5), we
can bound Terms 2, 3 by only O(H2) despite exponential
state-base action pairs.

We note that it is necessary to separately address triggered
reward and triggered transition, and consider trigger and
transition as a whole distribution in bonus design (Line 1)
and regret decomposition. A naive adaption of standard RL
algorithm (Zanette & Brunskill, 2019), which adds bonuses
on trigger and transition probabilities respectively, i.e., re-
placing Line 1 with fk

h (s, a) ←
(
q̂k(s, a) + bk,q(s, a)

)
·

(r(s, a)+ p̂k(·|s, a)⊤V̄ k
h+1+ bk,pV (s, a)), will suffer an ex-

tra factor
√
H in the regret bound. Please see Appendix A

for more discussion.

5.3. Regret Lower Bound

In this subsection, we provide a lower bound for branching
RL-RM which is polynomial in problem parameters and
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Algorithm 2 BranchRFE

1: Input: s∅, ε, δ, β(t, κ) := log(SN/κ) + S log(8e(t+
1)) for any t ∈ N and κ ∈ (0, 1). Initialize Bk

h(s⊥)=
0,∀h ∈ [H], k and Bk

H+1(s)=0,∀s∈S, k.
2: for k = 1, 2, . . . do
3: for h = H,H − 1, . . . , 1 do
4: for s ∈ S \ {s⊥} do
5: for a ∈ Auniv do
6: q̂k(s, a)← Jk

sum(s,a)
nk(s,a)

;

7: p̂k(s′|s, a)← Pk
sum(s

′|s,a)
Jk
sum(s,a)

, ∀s′ ∈ S;

8: gkh(s, a) ← 12H2 β(nk(s,a),δ)
nk(s,a)

+(
1 + 1

H

)
q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤Bk

h+1(s);
9: end for

10: πk
h(s)← argmaxA∈A

∑
a∈A gkh(s, a);

11: Bk
h(s)← min{maxA∈A

∑
a∈A gkh(s, a), H};

12: end for
13: end for
14: if 4e

√
Bk

1 (s∅) +Bk
1 (s∅) ≤ ε

2 , return (q̂k, p̂k);
15: else Take policy πk and observe the trajectory;
16: end for

demonstrates the optimality of BranchVI.

Theorem 7 (Regret Lower Bound). There exists an in-
stance of branching RL-RM, where any algorithm must have
Ω(H

√
SNK) regret.

Remark 4. Theorem 7 validates that the regret of BranchVI
(Theorem 6) is near-optimal for large enough K, and reveals
that, a polynomial regret is achievable and tight even with
exponentially-large trajectories in branching RL.

Branching Regret Lower Bound Analysis. Unlike
prior standard episodic RL works (Azar et al., 2017; Jin
et al., 2018) which directly adapt the diameter-based lower
bound (Jaksch et al., 2010) to the episodic setting, we derive
a new lower bound analysis for branching RL-RM. We con-
struct a hard instance, where an agent uniformly enters one
of Θ(S) “bandit states”, i.e., states with an optimal action
and sub-optimal actions, and hereafter always transitions
to a “homogeneous state”, i.e., a state with homogeneous
actions. Then, if the agent makes a mistake in a bandit state,
she will suffer Ω(H) regret in this episode. By bounding
the KL-divergence between this hard instance and uniform
instance, we can derive a desired lower bound.

6. Branching Reinforcement Learning with
Reward-free Exploration

In this section, we investigate branching RL-RFE, and de-
velop an efficient algorithm BranchRFE and nearly match-
ing upper and lower bounds of sample complexity.

6.1. Algorithm BranchRFE

In each episode, BranchRFE estimates the trigger and transi-
tion probabilities, and computes the estimation error Bk

h(s),
which stands for the cumulative variance of trigger and tran-
sition from step h to H . Once the total estimation error
Bk

1 (s∅) is shrunk below the required accuracy, BranchRFE
returns the estimated model (q̂k, p̂k). Given any reward
function r, the optimal policy π̂∗ under (q̂k, p̂k) with re-
spect to r is ε-optimal, i.e., V π̂∗

1 (s∅; r) ≥ V ∗
1 (s∅; r) − ε,

with probability at least 1− δ.

We describe BranchRFE (Algorithm 2) as follows: In each
episode k, for each step h, BranchRFE first estimates the
trigger and transition probabilities q̂k, p̂k (Lines 2,2), and
calculates the component estimation error gkh(s, a) for each
state-base action pair (Line 2). Then, similar to BranchVI,
we utilize a maximization oracle to efficiently find the ac-
tion with the maximum estimation error (the most necessary
action for exploration) to be πk

h(s), and assign such maxi-
mum error to Bk

h(s) (Lines 2,2). If the square root of total
estimation error

√
Bk

1 (s∅), which represents the standard
deviation of trigger and transition for whole trajectory, is
smaller than ε/2, BranchRFE stops and outputs the esti-
mated model (q̂k, p̂k) (Line 2); Otherwise, it continues to
explore according to the computed policy πk (Line 2).

The computation complexity of BranchRFE is also O(S2N)
instead of O(S2|A|), since it only computes the component
estimation error for state-base action pairs rather than enu-
merating super actions, and utilizes a maximization oracle
to calculate πk

h(s) and Bk
h(s).

6.2. Sample Complexity Upper Bound for BranchRFE

Now we present the sample complexity for BranchRFE. We
say an algorithm for branching RL-RFE is (δ, ε)-correct, if it
returns an estimated model (q̂, p̂) such that given any reward
function r, the optimal policy under (q̂, p̂) with respect to r
is ε-optimal with probability at least 1− δ.

Theorem 8 (Sample Complexity Upper Bound). For any
ε > 0 and δ ∈ (0, 1), algorithm BranchRFE is (δ, ε)-
correct. Moreover, with probability 1 − δ, the number of
episodes used in BranchRFE is bounded by

O

(
H2SN

ε2

(
log

(
SN

δ

)
+ S log

(
e ·mH

))
· C2

)
,

where C = log
((
log
(
SN
δ

)
+ S log

(
e ·mH

))
· HSN

ε

)
.

Remark 5. Theorem 6 exhibits that even with exponentially-
large trajectories in branching RL, BranchRFE only needs
polynomial episodes to ensure an ε-optimal policy for any
reward function. This sample complexity is optimal for
small enough δ within logarithmic factors (compared to the
lower bound presented in Section 6.3). In addition, when
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degenerating to standard RL (i.e., m = 1), our result also
matches the state-of-the-arts (Ménard et al., 2021; Zhang
et al., 2021).

Branching Sample Complexity Analysis. Unlike stan-
dard RL (Ménard et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2021) which
only bounds the estimation error in a single H-step path,
in branching RL we need to unfold and analyze the estima-
tion error for all state-base action pairs in a trajectory tree.
In our analysis, we utilize special structural properties of
branching MDP, e.g., branching law of total variance (Lem-
mas 4) and the second moment bound of triggered states
(Lemmas 5), to skillfully bound the total estimation error
throughout the trajectory tree. Despite exponentially-large
trajectories, we obtain sample complexity only polynomial
in problem parameters.

6.3. Sample Complexity Lower Bound

Theorem 9 (Sample Complexity Lower Bound). There
exists an instance of branching RL-RFE, where any (δ, ε)-
correct algorithm requires Ω(H

2SN
ε2 log δ−1) trajectories.

Remark 6. Theorem 9 demonstrates that BranchRFE (The-
orem 8) achieves a near-optimal sample complexity for
small enough δ, and also, a polynomial sample complexity
is achievable and sharp for branching RL-RFE.

7. Experiments
In this section, we conduct experiments for branching RL.
We set K = 5000, δ = 0.005, H = 6, m = 2, N ∈
{10, 15}, S = {s⊥, s1, . . . , s5}. A is the collection of all
m-cardinality subsets of Auniv = {a1, . . . , aN}, and thus
|A| =

(
N
m

)
∈ {45, 105}. The reward function r(s, a) = 1

for any (s, a) ∈ S×A. The trigger probability q(s, a) = 1
m

for any (s, a) ∈ S × {aN−1, aN}, and q(s, a) = 1
2m for

any (s, a) ∈ S × Auniv \ {aN−1, aN}. We set s1 as the
initial state for each episode. Under all actions a ∈ Auniv,
the transition probability q(s′|s1, a) = 0.5 for any s′ ∈
{s2, s3}, and q(s′|s, a) = 0.5 for any (s, s′) ∈ {s2, s3} ×
{s4, s5} or (s, s′) ∈ {s4, s5} × {s2, s3}. We perform 50
independent runs, and report the average regrets and running
times (in legends) across runs.

Since we study a new problem and there is no exist-
ing algorithm for branching RL, we compare our algo-
rithm BranchVI with two adaptations from standard RL,
i.e., Euler-Adaptation (Zanette & Brunskill, 2019) and
ε-Greedy (ε = 0.01). The former uses individual explo-
ration bonuses for trigger and transition, the latter uses ε-
greedy in exploration, and both of them explicitly maintain
Q-functions. As shown in Figure 2, BranchVI enjoys a
lower regret and a faster running time than the baselines,
which demonstrates the effectiveness of our exploration
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Figure 2. Experiments for branching RL.

strategy and the computation efficiency of our algorithm.

8. Conclusion and Future Work
In this paper, we formulate a novel branching RL model,
and consider both regret minimization and reward-free ex-
ploration metrics. Different from standard RL where each
episode is a single H-step path, branching RL is a tree-
structured forward model which allows multiple base ac-
tions in a state and multiple successor states. For branching
RL, we build novel fundamental analytical tools and care-
fully bound the overall variance. We design efficient algo-
rithms and provide near-optimal upper and lower bounds.

There are many interesting directions to explore. One direc-
tion is to improve the dependency on H in our regret upper
bound (Theorem 6) for small K and close the gap on factors
H,S between sample complexity upper and lower bounds
(Theorems 8,9). Another direction is to extend branching
RL from the tabular setting to function approximation, e.g.,
representing the value function in a linear form with respect
to the feature vectors of state-action pairs (Jin et al., 2020b;
Zhou et al., 2021).
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Appendix

A. Discussion for Algorithm BranchVI

We remark that it is necessary to separately address triggered reward and triggered transition, and consider trigger and
transition as a whole distribution in bonus design (Line 1 in Algorithm 1) and regret analysis (Eq. (13)). A counter example
is discussed below to support this statement.

If one naively adapts standard RL algorithms (Azar et al., 2017; Zanette & Brunskill, 2019), she/he may directly add bonuses
on trigger and transition probabilities, respectively, without separating triggered reward and triggered transition. In this case,
fk
h (s, a) (Line 1) becomes:

fk
h (s, a)←

(
q̂k(s, a) + bk,q(s, a)

) (
r(s, a) + p̂k(·|s, a)⊤V̄ k

h+1 + bk,pV (s, a)
)

Then, in regret decomposition, we will obtain

Regret(K)
(a)
≈ O(1)

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)
[
bk,q(s, a)

(
r(s, a) + p(·|s, a)⊤V̄ k

|σ⊕ℓ|+1︸ ︷︷ ︸
Term Λ

)
+ bk,pV̄ (s, a)q(s, a)

]
,

where (a) omits second order terms. Since Term Λ already reaches Θ(h) order, further summing over all episodes k and
steps h, we will suffer an extra

√
H factor in the final result.

One can see from this counter example that, our bonus design and analysis, which separately handle triggered reward and
triggered transition and consider trigger and transition as a whole distribution, are sharp and enable a near-optimal regret.

B. Proofs for Properties of Branching MDP
In this section, we present the proofs for structural properties of branching MDP, including branching value difference
lemma (Lemma 3), branching law of total variance (Lemma 4) and the upper bounds of the number of triggered states
(Lemma 5).

B.1. Proof of Lemma 3

Proof of Lemma 3. This proof adapts the analysis of Lemma E.15 in (Dann et al., 2017) to branching RL. According to
branching Bellman equations,

V ′π
h (sσ)− V ′′π

h (sσ)

(a)
=

m∑
ℓ=1

(
q′(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)r(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)− q′′(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)r(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)

+ q′(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)p
′(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)

⊤V ′π
h+1 − q′′(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)p

′′(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)
⊤V ′′π

h+1

)
=

m∑
ℓ=1

(
q′(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)r(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)− q′′(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)r(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)

+ (q′(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)p
′(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)− q′′(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)p

′′(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ))
⊤
V ′π
h+1

+ q′′(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)p
′′(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)

⊤ (V ′π
h+1 − V ′′π

h+1

) )
=

m∑
ℓ=1

(
q′(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)r(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)− q′′(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)r(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)

+ (q′(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)p
′(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)− q′′(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)p

′′(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ))
⊤
V ′π
h+1

)
+

m∑
ℓ=1

Eq′′,p′′,π

[
V ′π
h+1(sσ⊕ℓ)− V ′′π

h+1(sσ⊕ℓ)|sh = s
]

=

m∑
σ′=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

Eq′′,p′′,π

[
q′(sσ⊕σ′ , aσ⊕σ′⊕ℓ)r(stℓ, aσ⊕σ′⊕ℓ)− q′′(stℓ, aσ⊕σ′⊕ℓ)r(stℓ, aσ⊕σ′⊕ℓ)
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+ (q′(stℓ, aσ⊕σ′⊕ℓ)p
′(stℓ, aσ⊕σ′⊕ℓ)− q′′(stℓ, aσ⊕σ′⊕ℓ)p

′′(stℓ, aσ⊕σ′⊕ℓ))
⊤
V ′π
h+1

]
+

m⊕2∑
σ′=1⊕2

Eq′′,p′′,π

[
V ′π
h+2,ℓ(sσ′)− V ′′π

h+2,ℓ(sσ′)|sh
]

=

m⊕(H−h)∑
σ′=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

Eq′′,p′′,π

[
q′(sσ⊕σ′ , aσ⊕σ′⊕ℓ)r(sσ⊕σ′ , aσ⊕σ′⊕ℓ)− q′′(sσ⊕σ′ , aσ⊕σ′⊕ℓ)r(sσ⊕σ′ , aσ⊕σ′⊕ℓ)

+ (q′(sσ⊕σ′ , aσ⊕σ′⊕ℓ)p
′(sσ⊕σ′ , aσ⊕σ′⊕ℓ)− q′′(sσ⊕σ′ , aσ⊕σ′⊕ℓ)p

′′(sσ⊕σ′ , aσ⊕σ′⊕ℓ))
⊤
V ′π
|σ⊕σ′⊕ℓ|+1

]

B.2. Proof of Lemma 4

Proof of Lemma 4. First, we prove the equality. This proof adapts the analysis of standard law of total variance in (Jin et al.,
2018; Zanette & Brunskill, 2019) to branching RL.

Eq,p,π

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

Varsσ⊕ℓ∼q,p

(
V π
|σ⊕ℓ|+1(sσ⊕ℓ)|sσ, aσ⊕ℓ

)
=Eq,p,π

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

(
V π
|σ⊕ℓ|+1(sσ⊕ℓ)− q(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)p(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)

⊤V π
|σ⊕ℓ|+1

)2
=Eq,p,π

[
m⊕(H−1)∑

σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

(
q(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)r(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ) + V π

|σ⊕ℓ|+1(sσ⊕ℓ)

−
(
q(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)r(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ) + q(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)p(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)

⊤V π
|σ⊕ℓ|+1

))2]

(a)
=Eq,p,π

[(
m⊕(H−1)∑

σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

(
q(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)r(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ) + V π

|σ⊕ℓ|+1(sσ⊕ℓ)

−
(
q(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)r(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ) + q(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)p(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)

⊤V π
|σ⊕ℓ|+1

)))2]

(b)
=Eq,p,π

(m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

q(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)r(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ) +

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

V π
|σ⊕ℓ|+1(sσ⊕ℓ)−

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

V π
|σ|+1(sσ)

)2


=Eq,p,π


m⊕(H−1)∑

σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

q(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)r(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)− V π
1 (s∅)

2


Here (a) comes from the Markov property and that conditioning on the filtration of step h, the triggers
and transitions of state-base action pairs at step h + 1 are independent. (b) is due to that V π

|σ|+1(sσ) =∑m
ℓ=1

(
q(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)r(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ) + q(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)p(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)

⊤V π
|σ⊕ℓ|+1

)
and we can merge the m terms of state-base ac-

tion value into V π
|σ|+1(sσ).

Now, we prove the inequality.

Eq,p,π


m⊕(H−1)∑

σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

q(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)r(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)− V π
1 (s∅)

2




Branching Reinforcement Learning

≤Eq,p,π


m⊕(H−1)∑

σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

q(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)

2


=E


m⊕(H−1)∑

σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

(
q(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)1 {sσ ̸= s⊥}+ q(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)1 {sσ = s⊥}

)2


(a)
≤E


m⊕(H−1)∑

σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

1

m
1 {sσ ̸= s⊥}

2


=E


m⊕(H−1)∑

σ=∅

1 {sσ ̸= s⊥}

2


where (a) is due to Assumption 1 and q(s⊥, a) = 0 for any a ∈ Auniv.

B.3. Proof of Lemma 5

Proof of Lemma 5. Under Assumption 1, to bound the total number of triggered (regular) states for any branching MDP
and policy π, it suffices to bound it under a relaxed modelM∗ with q(s, a) = q∗ := 1

m for all (s, a) ∈ S \ {s⊥} ×Auniv.
Let ωh denote the number of triggered states at each step h underM∗, and ω :=

∑H
h=1 ωh. Below we prove that E[ω] ≤ H

and E[ω2] ≤ 3H2.

For h = 1, ωh = 1 deterministically. For h ≥ 2, ωh|ωh−1 ∼ Binomial(mωh−1, q
∗). According to the properties of

Binomial distribution and q∗ := 1
m , for h ≥ 2,

E [ωh] = mq∗E [ωh−1] = 1,

E
[
(ωh)

2
]
=mq∗(1− q∗)E [ωh−1] +m2(q∗)2E

[
(ωh−1)

2
]

= (1− q∗) + E
[
(ωh−1)

2
]
≤ h.

Hence, we have that E[ω] =
∑H

h=1 E[ωh] = H , and

E[ω2] =

H∑
h=1

E[(ωh)
2] + 2

∑
1<i,j<H

E[ωiωj ]

≤H(H + 1)

2
+ 2

∑
1<i,j<H

E[ωiωj ]. (8)

Now, the challenge falls on how to bound E[ωiωj ] for any 1 < i, j < H . Let Wσ be a Bernoulli random variable denoting
whether state sσ is triggered for any index string σ. Then, we can write E[ωiωj ] as

E
[( m⊕(i−1)∑

σ=1⊕(i−1)

Wσ

)
·
( m⊕(j−1)∑
σ′=1⊕(j−1)

Wσ′
)]

(a)
=mi−1E

[
W1⊕(i−1)

( m⊕(j−1)∑
σ′=1⊕(j−1)

Wσ′
)]

=mi−1E
[
W1⊕(i−1)

( m⊕(j−1)∑
σ′=1⊕(j−1)

σ′starts with 1⊕(i−1)

Wσ′ +

m⊕(j−1)∑
σ′=1⊕(j−1)

σ′does not start with 1⊕(i−1)

Wσ′
)]

(b)
≤mi−1

(
mj−i(q∗)i−1+j−i +mj−1(q∗)i−1+j−1

)
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=2. (9)Here (a) comes from the symmetry of trajectory tree. (b) is due to that at step j, the children states of s1⊕(i−1) have
dependency on it and the other states are independent of it, and E[WσWσ′ ] = Pr[Wσ = 1,Wσ′ = 1] for any σ, σ′. By
plugging Eq. (9) into Eq. (8), we have E[ω2] ≤ H(H+1)

2 + 4H(H−1)
2 ≤ 3H2. Thus, we obtain Lemma 5.

C. Proofs for Branching RL with Regret Minimization
In this section, we prove the regret upper bound for algorithm BranchVI (Theorem 6) and the regret lower bounds for
Branching RL-RM in cases with Assumption 1 (Theorem 7) and without Assumption 1 (Theorem 2).

We first introduce some notations. Let Bernoulli random variable Xkσℓ(s, a) denote whether (s, a) was visited at indices σ

and σ ⊕ ℓ, respectively, in episode k, and wkσℓ(s, a) := Pr[Xkσℓ(s, a)]. Let Xk(s, a) :=
∑m⊕(H−1)

σ=∅
∑m

ℓ=1 Xkσℓ(s, a) de-

note the number of times that (s, a) was visited in episode k, and wk(s, a) := E[Xk(s, a)] =
∑m⊕(H−1)

σ=∅
∑m

ℓ=1 wkσℓ(s, a).

Let nk
σℓ(s, a) :=

∑
k′<k Xk′σℓ(s, a) denote the cumulative number of times that (s, a) was visited at indices σ and σ ⊕ ℓ,

respectively, up to episode k. Let nk(s, a) :=
∑

k′<k

∑m⊕(H−1)

σ=∅
∑m

ℓ=1 Xkσℓ(s, a) denote the cumulative number of times
that (s, a) was visited up to episode k.

In the following proofs, we make the convention that when m = 1, mH+1−m
m−1 := H . Then, we have Xk(s, a) ≤

m+m2 + · · ·+mH = mH+1−m
m−1 for any m ≥ 1.

C.1. Proof of Regret Upper Bound

C.1.1. CONCENTRATION

In the following, we present several important concentration lemmas and define concentration events.
Lemma 10 (Concentration of Trigger).

Pr

∣∣q̂k(s, a)− q(s, a)
∣∣ ≤ 4

√√√√ log
(

SNH(mH∨K)
δ′

)
nk(s, a)

, ∀(s, a) ∈ S \ {s⊥} ×Auniv,∀k ∈ [K]

 ≥ 1− 2δ′

Proof of Lemma 10. Since nk(s, a) ≤ mH+1−m
m−1 K, using the Hoeffding inequality with a union bound over (s, a) and

nk(s, a), we have

Pr

∣∣q̂k(s, a)− q(s, a)
∣∣ ≤ 2

√√√√ log
(

SN
δ′ ·

mH+1−m
m−1 K

)
nk(s, a)

, ∀(s, a) ∈ S \ {s⊥} ×Auniv,∀k ∈ [K]

 ≥ 1− 2δ′

If mH+1−m
m−1 ≤ K, then we have

log

(
SN

δ′
· m

H+1 −m

m− 1
K

)
≤ 2 log

(
SNHK

δ′

)

If mH+1−m
m−1 ≥ K, then using mH+1−m

m−1 ≤ Hm2H , we have

log

(
SN

δ′
· m

H+1 −m

m− 1
K

)
≤2 log

(
SNHm2H

δ′

)
≤4 log

(
SNHmH

δ′

)
Combining the above two cases, we have

log

(
SN

δ′
· m

H+1 −m

m− 1
K

)
≤4 log

(
SNH(mH ∨K)

δ′

)
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Therefore, we have

Pr

∣∣q̂k(s, a)− q(s, a)
∣∣ ≤ 4

√√√√ log
(

SNH(mH∨K)
δ′

)
nk(s, a)

, ∀(s, a) ∈ S \ {s⊥} ×Auniv,∀k ∈ [K]

 ≥ 1− 2δ′

Lemma 11 (Concentration of Triggered Transition).

Pr

[ ∣∣∣(q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)− q(s, a)p(·|s, a)
)⊤

V ∗
h+1

∣∣∣ ≤ 4

√√√√Vars′∼q,p

(
V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)
log
(

SNH(mH∨K)
δ′

)
nk(s, a)

+
4H log

(
SNH(mH∨K)

δ′

)
nk(s, a)

, ∀(s, a) ∈ S \ {s⊥} ×Auniv,∀k ∈ [K]

]
≥ 1− 2δ′

Proof of Lemma 11. Using the similar analytical procedure as Lemma 10 and the Bernstein’s inequality, we can obtain this
lemma.

Lemma 12 (Concentration of Variance).

Pr

[ ∣∣∣∣√Vars′∼q̂,p̂

(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)
)
−
√

Vars′∼q,p

(
V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)∣∣∣∣ ≤√Es′∼q̂,p̂

[(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)2]

+ 8H

√√√√ log
(

SNH(mH∨K)
δ′

)
nk(s, a)

, ∀(s, a) ∈ S \ {s⊥} ×Auniv,∀k ∈ [K]

]
≥ 1− 2δ′ (10)

Proof of Lemma 12. Using the similar analytical procedure as Lemma 10 and Proposition 2 (in particular, Eq. (53)) in
(Zanette & Brunskill, 2019), we can obtain

Pr

[ ∣∣∣∣√Vars′∼q̂,p̂

(
V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)
−
√

Vars′∼q,p

(
V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)∣∣∣∣ ≤ 8H

√√√√ log
(

SNH(mH∨K)
δ′

)
nk(s, a)

,

∀(s, a) ∈ S \ {s⊥} ×Auniv,∀k ∈ [K]

]
≥ 1− 2δ′ (11)

With probability 1− 2δ′, for any (s, a) ∈ S \ {s⊥} ×Auniv and k ∈ [K], we have∣∣∣∣√Vars′∼q̂,p̂

(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)
)
−
√

Vars′∼q,p

(
V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)∣∣∣∣

≤
∣∣∣∣√Vars′∼q̂,p̂

(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)
)
−
√

Vars′∼q̂,p̂

(
V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)∣∣∣∣

+

∣∣∣∣√Vars′∼q̂,p̂

(
V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)
−
√

Vars′∼q,p

(
V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)∣∣∣∣

(a)

≤
√

Vars′∼q̂,p̂

(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)
+ 8H

√√√√ log
(

SNH(mH∨K)
δ′

)
nk(s, a)

≤
√
Es′∼q̂,p̂

[(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)2]

+ 8H

√√√√ log
(

SNH(mH∨K)
δ′

)
nk(s, a)

where (a) uses Proposition 2 (in particular, Eqs. (52)) in (Zanette & Brunskill, 2019) and Eq. (11).
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To summarize the concentration lemmas used, we define the following concentration events:

Etri :=

∣∣q̂k(s, a)− q(s, a)
∣∣ ≤ 4

√√√√ log
(

SNH(mH∨K)
δ′

)
nk(s, a)

, ∀(s, a) ∈ S \ {s⊥} ×Auniv,∀k ∈ [K]



Etrans :=

[ ∣∣∣(q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)− q(s, a)p(·|s, a)
)⊤

V ∗
h+1

∣∣∣ ≤ 4

√√√√Vars′∼q,p

(
V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)
log
(

SNH(mH∨K)
δ′

)
nk(s, a)

+ 4
H log

(
SNH(mH∨K)

δ′

)
nk(s, a)

, ∀(s, a) ∈ S \ {s⊥} ×Auniv,∀k ∈ [K]

]

Evar :=

[ ∣∣∣∣√Vars′∼q̂,p̂

(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)
)
−
√

Vars′∼q,p

(
V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)∣∣∣∣ ≤√Es′∼q̂,p̂

[
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V ∗
h+1(s

′)
]2

+ 8H

√√√√ log
(

SNH(mH∨K)
δ′

)
nk(s, a)

, ∀(s, a) ∈ S \ {s⊥} ×Auniv,∀k ∈ [K]

]
E :=Etri ∩ Etrans ∩ Evar

Lemma 13. Letting δ′ := δ
6 , the concentration event E satisfies that

Pr [E ] ≥ 1− 6δ′ = 1− δ

Proof of Lemma 13. We can obtain this lemma by combining Lemmas 10-12.

C.1.2. VISITATION

Below we present an important bound on visitation, which will be used in the proof of Theorem 6.

Lemma 14 (Regret Bound of Visitation). Suppose that the concentration event E holds. Then, it holds that

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

nk(s, a)
≤ SN log (KH)

Proof of Lemma 14.

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

nk(s, a)
=

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

E(sσ,aσ⊕ℓ)∼πk

[
1

nk(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)
· 1 {sσ ̸= s⊥}

]

=

K∑
k=1

EXk∼πk

 ∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

Xk(s, a)
1

nk(s, a)


=EXk∼πk

 ∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

K∑
k=1

Xk(s, a)
1

nk(s, a)


=EXk∼πk

 ∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

K∑
k=1

Xk(s, a)
1∑

k′<k Xk′(s, a)


≤EXk∼πk

 ∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

log

(
K∑

k=1

Xk(s, a)

)
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(a)
≤

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

log

(
EXk∼πk

[
K∑

k=1

Xk(s, a)

])
(b)
≤SN log (KH) ,

where (a) uses Jensen’s inequality, and (b) is due to that for a fixed (s, a) such that s ̸= s⊥, E[Xk(s, a)] ≤
E[
∑m⊕(H−1)

σ=∅ 1 {sσ ̸= s⊥}] ≤ H , since a single base action cannot be chosen twice in a state.

C.1.3. OPTIMISM AND PESSIMISM

Next, we prove the optimism and pessimism of the constructed value functions in algorithm BranchVI, and bound the gap
between optimistic and pessimistic value functions. Recall that L := log

(
SNH(mH∨K)

δ′

)
.

Lemma 15 (Optimism). Suppose that the concentration event E holds. Then,

V k
h(s) ≤ V ∗

h (s) ≤ V̄ k
h (s), ∀s ∈ S, h ∈ [H], k ∈ [K]

Proof of Lemma 15. We prove this lemma by induction. Since V k
H+1(s) = V ∗

H+1(s) = V̄ k
H+1(s) = 0,∀s ∈ S, it suffices

to prove that if V k
h+1(s) ≤ V ∗

h (s) ≤ V̄ k
h+1(s),∀s ∈ S, then V k

h(s) ≤ V ∗
h (s) ≤ V̄ k

h (s),∀s ∈ S.

First, we prove the optimistic direction, i.e., V̄ k
h (s) ≥ V ∗

h (s), ∀s ∈ S. In the following, we prove Q̄πk

h (s,A) ≥ Q∗
h(s,A)

for any s ∈ S and A ∈ A. If Q̄πk

h (s,A) = H , then Q̄πk

h (s,A) = H ≥ Q∗
h(s,A) trivially holds. Otherwise,

Q̄πk

h (s,A) ≥
∑
a∈A

((
q̂k(s, a) + bqk(s, a)

)
r(s, a) + q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤V̄ k

h+1 + bqpVk (s, a)
)

=
∑
a∈A

((
q̂k(s, a) + 4

√
L

nk(s, a)

)
r(s, a) + q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤V̄ k

h+1 + 4

√
Vars′∼q̂,p̂

(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)
)
L

nk(s, a)

+ 4

√√√√√Es′∼q̂,p̂

[(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2]

L

nk(s, a)
+

36HL

nk(s, a)

)

≥
∑
a∈A

(
q(s, a)r(s, a) + q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤V̄ k

h+1 + 4

√
L

nk(s, a)

(√
Vars′∼q̂,p̂

(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)
)

+

√
Es′∼q̂,p̂

[(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2]

+ 8H

√
L

nk(s, a)

)
+

4HL

nk(s, a)

)
(a)
≥
∑
a∈A

q(s, a)r(s, a) + q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤V ∗
h+1 + 4

√
Vars′∼q,p

(
V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)
L

nk(s, a)
+

4HL

nk(s, a)


(b)
≥
∑
a∈A

(
q(s, a)r(s, a) + q(s, a)p(·|s, a)⊤V ∗

h+1

)
=Q∗

h(s,A),

where (a) is due to the induction hypothesis and Lemma 12, and (b) comes from Lemma 11.

Then, we have

V̄ k
h (s) = Q̄k

h(s, π
k(s)) ≥ Q̄k

h(s, π
∗(s)) ≥ Q∗

h(s, π
∗(s)) = V ∗

h (s)
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Now, we prove the pessimistic direction, i.e., V k
h(s) ≤ V ∗

h (s), ∀s ∈ S. If V k
h(s) = 0, then V k

h(s) = 0 ≤ V ∗
h (s) trivially

holds. Otherwise,

V k
h(s) =

∑
a∈A

((
q̂k(s, a)− bqk(s, a)

)
r(s, a) + q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤V k

h+1 − bqpVk (s, a)
)

=
∑

a∈πk(s)

((
q̂k(s, a)− 4

√
L

nk(s, a)

)
r(s, a) + q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤V k

h+1 − 4

√
Vars′∼q̂,p̂

(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)
)
L

nk(s, a)

− 4

√√√√√Es′∼q̂,p̂

[(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2]

L

nk(s, a)
− 36HL

nk(s, a)

)

≤
∑

a∈πk(s)

(
q(s, a)r(s, a) + q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤V k

h+1 − 4

√
L

nk(s, a)

(√
Vars′∼q̂,p̂

(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)
)

+

√
Es′∼q̂,p̂

[(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2]

+ 8H

√
L

nk(s, a)

)
− 4HL

nk(s, a)

)

≤
∑

a∈πk(s)

q(s, a)r(s, a) + q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤V ∗
h+1 − 4

√
Vars′∼q,p

(
V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)
L

nk(s, a)
− 4HL

nk(s, a)


≤

∑
a∈πk(s)

(
q(s, a)r(s, a) + q(s, a)p(·|s, a)⊤V ∗

h+1

)
=Q∗

h(s, π
k(s))

≤Q∗
h(s, π

∗(s))

=V ∗
h (s)

Lemma 16 (Gap between Optimism and Pessimism). Suppose that the concentration event E holds. Then, it holds that

V̄ πk

h (s) ≤
m⊕(H−h)∑

σ′=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

E

[
170HL

√
S

nk(sσ⊕σ′ , aσ⊕σ′⊕ℓ)
· 1 {sσ⊕σ′ ̸= s⊥}

∣∣∣sσ = s, πk

]
.

In particular,

V̄ πk

1 (s)− V πk

1 (s) ≤
m⊕(H−1)∑

σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

E

[
170HL

√
S

nk(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)
· 1 {sσ ̸= s⊥}

∣∣∣s∅ = s, πk

]

Proof of Lemma 16. According to the construction of optimistic and pessimistic value functions, we have
V̄ πk

h (s) ≤
∑
a∈A

((
q̂k(s, a) + bqk(s, a)

)
r(s, a) + q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤V̄ k

h+1 + bqpVk (s, a)
)

V πk

h (s) ≥
∑
a∈A

((
q̂k(s, a)− bqk(s, a)

)
r(s, a) + q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤V k

h+1 − bqpVk (s, a)
) (12)

Then,

V̄ πk

h (s)− V πk

h (s) ≤
∑
a∈A

(
2bqk(s, a)r(s, a) + q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤

(
V̄ k
h+1 − V k

h+1

)
+ 2bqpVk (s, a)

)
≤
∑
a∈A

(
2bqk(s, a)r(s, a) + 2bqpVk (s, a) + q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤

(
V̄ k
h+1 − V k

h+1

))
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≤
∑
a∈A

(
8

√
L

nk(s, a)
r(s, a) + 8

√
Vars′∼q̂,p̂

(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)
)
L

nk(s, a)

+ 8

√√√√√Es′∼q̂,p̂

[(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2]

L

nk(s, a)
+

72HL

nk(s, a)
+q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤

(
V̄ k
h+1 − V k

h+1

))

≤
∑
a∈A

(
8

√
L

nk(s, a)
r(s, a) + 8

√
Vars′∼q,p

(
V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)
L

nk(s, a)

+ 16

√√√√√Es′∼q̂,p̂

[(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2]

L

nk(s, a)
+

136HL

nk(s, a)
+ q(s, a)p(·|s, a)⊤

(
V̄ k
h+1 − V k

h+1

)
+
(
q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)− q(s, a)p(·|s, a)

)⊤ (
V̄ k
h+1 − V k

h+1

))

≤
∑
a∈A

(
8

√
L

nk(s, a)
r(s, a) + 8

√
Vars′∼q,p

(
V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)
L

nk(s, a)

+ 16

√√√√√Es′∼q̂,p̂

[(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2]

L

nk(s, a)
+

136HL

nk(s, a)
+ q(s, a)p(·|s, a)⊤

(
V̄ k
h+1 − V k

h+1

)
+ ∥q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)− q(s, a)p(·|s, a)∥1∥V̄ k

h+1 − V k
h+1∥∞

)

≤
∑
a∈A

(
8

√
L

nk(s, a)
r(s, a) + 8

√
Vars′∼q,p

(
V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)
L

nk(s, a)

+ 16

√√√√√Es′∼q̂,p̂

[(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2]

L

nk(s, a)
+

136HL

nk(s, a)
+ q(s, a)p(·|s, a)⊤

(
V̄ k
h+1 − V k

h+1

)
+H

√
2SL

nk(s, a)

)

≤
∑
a∈A

(
170HL

√
S

nk(s, a)
+ q(s, a)p(·|s, a)⊤

(
V̄ k
h+1 − V k

h+1

))

≤
m⊕(H−h)∑

σ′=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

E

[
170HL

√
S

nk(sσ⊕σ′ , aσ⊕σ′⊕ℓ)
· 1 {sσ⊕σ′ ̸= s⊥}

∣∣∣sσ = s, πk

]
Thus,

V̄ πk

1 (s)− V πk

1 (s) ≤
m⊕(H−1)∑

σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

E

[
170HL

√
S

nk(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)
· 1 {sσ ̸= s⊥}

∣∣∣s∅ = s, πk

]

Lemma 17 (Cumulative Gap between Optimism and Pessimism). Suppose that the concentration event E holds. Then, it
holds that

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)
∑
s′

q(s, a)p(s′|s, a)
(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2
≤ 28900mH4L3S3N2
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Proof of Lemma 17.

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)
∑

s′ ̸=s⊥

q(s, a)p(s′|s, a)
(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2

=

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

∑
s′ ̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)q(s, a)p(s
′|s, a)

(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2

=

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

∑
s′ ̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s
′, s, a)

(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2

=

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
s′ ̸=s⊥

w̃kσℓ(s
′)
(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2

=

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

Esσ⊕ℓ∼πk

[(
V̄ k
h+1(sσ⊕ℓ)− V k

h+1(sσ⊕ℓ)
)2]

≤
K∑

k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

Esσ∼πk

[(
V̄ k
h (sσ)− V k

h(sσ)
)2]

=

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

Esσ∼πk

[((
V̄ k
h (sσ)− V k

h(sσ)
)
· 1 {sσ ̸= s⊥}

)2]

(a)
≤

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

Esσ∼πk


1 {sσ ̸= s⊥} ·

m⊕(H−h)∑
σ′=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

E

[
170HL

√
S

nk(sσ⊕σ′ , aσ⊕σ′⊕ℓ)
· 1 {sσ⊕σ′ ̸= s⊥}

∣∣∣sσ, πk

]2


≤28900H2L2
K∑

k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

Esσ∼πk


1 {sσ ̸= s⊥} · E

 ∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

Xk(s, a)

√
S

nk(s, a)

2


=28900H2L2
K∑

k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

Esσ∼πk

(1 {sσ ̸= s⊥})2 ·

E

 ∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

Xk(s, a)

√
S

nk(s, a)

2


=28900H2L2
K∑

k=1

E

 ∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

Xk(s, a)

√
S

nk(s, a)

2
m⊕(H−1)∑

σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

Esσ∼πk

[
(1 {sσ ̸= s⊥})2

]

≤28900H3L2
K∑

k=1

E

 ∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

Xk(s, a)

2

S

nk(s, a)

(b)
≤28900mH4L2

K∑
k=1

E

 ∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

Xk(s, a)

 S

nk(s, a)

=28900mH4L2SE

 ∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

K∑
k=1

Xk(s, a)
1

nk(s, a)


(c)
≤28900mH4L3S2N

where (a) uses Lemma 16, (b) is due to E
[∑

(s,a),s̸=s⊥
Xk(s, a)

]
≤ mE[

∑m⊕(H−1)

σ=∅ 1 {sσ ̸= s⊥}] ≤ mH and (c) comes
from Lemma 14.
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C.1.4. PROOF OF THEOREM 6

Now we prove the regret upper bound (Theorem 6) for algorithm BranchVI.

Proof of Theorem 6. Suppose that the concentration event E holds.

For any k ∈ [K] and (s, a) ∈ S \ {s⊥} × Auniv, let q̃k(s, a) := q̂k(s, a) + bqk(s, a), q̃k(s, a)p̃k(·|s, a)⊤V̄ k
h+1 :=

q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤V̄ k
h+1 + bqpVk (s, a).

Step 1: Regret decomposition. Using Lemma 3, we can decompose Regret(K) as follows:

Regret(K) =

K∑
k=1

(
V ∗
1 (s)− V πk

1 (s)
)

=
K∑

k=1

(
V̄ k
1 (s)− V πk

1 (s)
)

=

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

E
[ (

q̃k(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)− q(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)
)
r(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)

+
(
q̃k(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)p̃

k(·|sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)− q(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)p(·|sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)
)⊤

V̄ k
h+1

]
=

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)·[(
q̃k(s, a)− q(s, a)

)
r(s, a) +

(
q̃k(s, a)p̃k(·|s, a)− q(s, a)p(·|s, a)

)⊤
V̄ k
h+1

]
=

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)
[ (

q̃k(s, a)− q(s, a)
)
r(s, a)︸ ︷︷ ︸

Term 1

+
(
q̃k(s, a)p̃k(·|s, a)− q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)

)⊤
V̄ k
h+1︸ ︷︷ ︸

Term 2

+
(
q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)− q(s, a)p(·|s, a)

)⊤
V ∗
h+1︸ ︷︷ ︸

Term 3

+
(
q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)− q(s, a)p(·|s, a)

)⊤ (
V̄ k
h+1 − V ∗

h+1

)︸ ︷︷ ︸
Term 4

]
(13)

Step 2: Bound the bonus term for triggered rewards – Term 1.

Term 1 =

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)
((
q̃k(s, a)− q(s, a)

)
r(s, a)

)

=

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

((
q̂k(s, a) + 4

√
L

nk(s, a)
− q(s, a)

)
r(s, a)

)

=8

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

√
L

nk(s, a)
r(s, a)

≤8
√
L

√√√√√ K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

nk(s, a)

√√√√√ K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)r2(s, a)
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≤8L

√√√√SN

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

E
[
1
{
skσℓ ̸= s⊥

}]
(a)

≤8L
√
mSNHK, (14)

where (a) uses Lemma 5.

Step 3: Bound the bonus term for triggered future values – Term 2.

Term 2 =

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)
(
q̃k(s, a)p̃k(·|s, a)− q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)

)⊤
V̄ k
h+1

=

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

(
4

√
Vars′∼q̂,p̂

(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)
)
L

nk(s, a)
+ 4

√√√√√Es′∼q̂,p̂

[(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2]

L

nk(s, a)

+
36HL

nk(s, a)

)

(a)
≤

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

(
4

√
Vars′∼q,p

(
V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)
L

nk(s, a)
+ 8

√√√√√Es′∼q̂,p̂

[(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2]

L

nk(s, a)

+
68HL

nk(s, a)

)

=4

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

√
Vars′∼q,p

(
V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)
L

nk(s, a)
+ 68HL

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

nk(s, a)

+ 8

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

√√√√√Es′∼q̂,p̂

[(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2]

L

nk(s, a)

≤4
√
L

√√√√√ K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

nk(s, a)

√√√√√ K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)Vars′∼q,p

(
V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)

+ 68HL

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

nk(s, a)

+ 8

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

√√√√√Es′∼q̂,p̂

[(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2]

L

nk(s, a)

(b)

≤4L

√√√√SN

K∑
k=1

Eπk

[
H∑

h=1

mh∑
ℓ=1

Vars′∼q,p

(
V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)]

+ 68SNHL2

+ 8

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

√√√√√Es′∼q̂,p̂

[(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2]

L

nk(s, a)
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(c)

≤4L
√
3SNKH2 + 68SNHL2 + 8

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

√√√√√Es′∼q̂,p̂

[(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2]

L

nk(s, a)︸ ︷︷ ︸
Term 2.1

,

(15)

where (a) uses Lemma 12, (b) comes from Lemma 14 and (c) is due to Lemma 4.

Then, we bound Term 2.1 as follows:

Term 2.1 (16)

=

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

√√√√√Es′∼q̂,p̂

[(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2]

L

nk(s, a)

≤
√
L

√√√√√ K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

nk(s, a)
·

√√√√√ K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤
(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2

≤
√
L

√√√√√ K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

nk(s, a)
·

(√√√√√ K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)q(s, a)p(·|s, a)⊤
(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2
+

√√√√√ K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a) (q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)− q(s, a)p(·|s, a))⊤
(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2)

≤
√
L

√√√√√ K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

nk(s, a)
·

(√√√√√ K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)q(s, a)p(·|s, a)⊤
(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2
+

√√√√√ K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

∣∣∣∣(q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)− q(s, a)p(·|s, a))⊤
(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2∣∣∣∣
)

≤
√
L

√√√√√ K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

nk(s, a)
·

(√√√√√ K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)q(s, a)p(·|s, a)⊤
(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2
+
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√
H

√√√√√ K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)
∣∣∣(q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)− q(s, a)p(·|s, a))⊤

(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)∣∣∣)

(a)
≤
√
L
√
SNL

(√
28900mH4L3S2N +

√
H

√
170S2NH2L2

√
mL

)
≤184SNH2L2

√
mSL (17)

where (a) comes from Lemmas 14,17 and Eq. (20) (the upper bound of Term 4).

Plugging Eq. (17) into Eq. (15), we obtain

Term 2 =4L
√
3SNKH2+68SNHL2+8

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

√√√√√Es′∼q̂,p̂

[(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2]

L

nk(s, a)︸ ︷︷ ︸
Term 2.1

≤8HL
√
SNK + 68SNHL2 + 1472SNH2L2

√
mSL

≤8HL
√
SNK + 1540SNH2L2

√
mSL (18)

Step 4: Bound the estimate deviation term for triggered future values – Term 3.

Term 3 =

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)
(
q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)− q(s, a)p(·|s, a)

)⊤
V ∗
h+1

≤
K∑

k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

4

√
Vars′∼q,p

(
V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)
L

nk(s, a)
+

4HL

nk(s, a)


≤4
√
L

√√√√√ K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

nk(s, a)

√√√√√ K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)Vars′∼q,p

(
V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)

+ 4HL

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

nk(s, a)

≤4L

√√√√SN

K∑
k=1

Eπk

[
H∑

h=1

mh∑
ℓ=1

Vars′∼q,p

(
V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)]

+ 4SNHL2

(a)
≤4L
√
3SNKH2 + 4SNHL2

≤8HL
√
SNK + 4SNHL2, (19)

where (a) comes from Lemma 4.

Step 5: Bound the second order term. – Term 4.

Term 4 =

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)
(
q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)− q(s, a)p(·|s, a)

)⊤ (
V̄ k
h+1 − V ∗

h+1

)

=

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)
∑
s′

(
q̂k(s, a)p̂k(s′|s, a)− q(s, a)p(s′|s, a)

) (
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)

≤
K∑

k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)
∑
s′

∣∣q̂k(s, a)p̂k(s′|s, a)− q(s, a)p(s′|s, a)
∣∣ · (V̄ k

h+1(s
′)− V ∗

h+1(s
′)
)
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≤
K∑

k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)·

∑
s′

(√
q(s, a)p(s′|s, a) (1− q(s, a)p(s′|s, a))L

nk(s, a)
+

L

nk(s, a)

)(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)

≤
K∑

k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)
∑
s′

√
q(s, a)p(s′|s, a)L

nk(s, a)

(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)

+

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)
∑
s′

HL

nk(s, a)

≤
K∑

k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

√
SL ·

∑
s′

q(s, a)p(s′|s, a)
nk(s, a)

(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2

+

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)
SHL

nk(s, a)

≤
√
SL

√√√√√ K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

nk(s, a)
·

√√√√√√√
K∑

k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)
∑
s′

q(s, a)p(s′|s, a)
(
V̄ k
h+1(s

′)− V k
h+1(s

′)
)2

︸ ︷︷ ︸
Term 4.1

+ SHL

K∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)

nk(s, a)

(a)
≤
√
SL
√
SNL

√
28900mH4L3S2N + S2NHL2

≤170S2NH2L2
√
mL (20)

where (a) is due to Lemmas 14,17.

Finally, we combine the upper bounds of Term 1, Term 2, Term 3, Term 4 and the minimal regret contribution to bound the
total regret.

Plugging Eqs. (14),(18),(19) and (20) into Eq. (13), we have

Regret(K)

≤
K∑

k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

wkσℓ(s, a)
[ (

q̃k(s, a)− q(s, a)
)
r(s, a)︸ ︷︷ ︸

Term 1

+
(
q̃k(s, a)p̃k(·|s, a)− q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)

)⊤
V̄ k
h+1︸ ︷︷ ︸

Term 2

+
(
q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)− q(s, a)p(·|s, a)

)⊤
V ∗
h+1︸ ︷︷ ︸

Term 3

+
(
q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)− q(s, a)p(·|s, a)

)⊤ (
V̄ k
h+1 − V ∗

h+1

)︸ ︷︷ ︸
Term 4

]
≤8L
√
mSNHK + 8HL

√
SNK + 1540SNH2L2

√
mSL+ 8HL

√
SNK + 4SNHL2

+ 170S2NH2L2
√
mL

=O
(
HL
√
SNK

)
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Step ℎ = 1

Step ℎ = 2

Step ℎ = 3

Step ℎ = 4

��

��� ��

�� �� �� ��

For bandit state �� (� ∈ [S − 3]),
• Optimal action: ��(��), trigger w.p. � + η

• Suboptimal action: � ≠ ��(��), trigger w.p. �

For states ��, ��, ��, actions are homogeneous.

�� �� �� ���� �� �� ��

Take optimal action ��(��)

or suboptimal action A ≠ �� (��)

Here �, �′ ∈ [� − 3]

Figure 3. The constructed instance with m = 2 in regret lower bound analysis.

C.2. Regret Lower Bound

In this subsection, we prove the regret lower bounds for branching RL-RM in cases with Assumption 1 (Theorem 7) and
without Assumption 1 (Theorem 2).

C.2.1. PROOF OF THEOREM 7

Proof of Theorem 7. As shown in Figure 3, consider a random instance as follows: There are N base actions, i.e.,
Auniv = {a1, . . . , aN}, and d := N

m super actions, i.e., A1 = {a1, . . . , am}, A2 = {am+1, . . . , a2m}, . . . , Ad =
{am(d−1)+1, . . . , amd}. The action set is A = {A1, . . . , Ad}. The state set is S = {s⊥, s1, s2, x1, . . . , xS−3}.

The trigger probabilities are as follows: q(s1, a) = q(s2, a) = α+ η and q(s⊥, a) = 0 for any a ∈ Auniv.

The transition distributions are as follows: s1 is the initial state. p(xi|s1, a) = 1
S−3 for any a ∈ Auniv. p(s2|xi, a) = 1 for

any a ∈ Auniv, i ∈ [S − 3]. p(s2|s2, a) = 1 and p(s⊥|s⊥, a) = 1 for any a ∈ Auniv.

The reward function is only dependent on the current state. r(s, a) = 1 for any s ∈ S \ {s⊥}, a ∈ Auniv, and r(s⊥, a) = 0
for any a ∈ Auniv.

The randomness of this instance is as follows: for each xi ∈ {x1, . . . , xS−3}, we uniformly choose an action Aj(xi) from
A1, . . . , Ad as the optimal action. Let q(xi, a) = α + η for all a ∈ Aj(xi), and q(xi, a) = α for all a /∈ Aj(xi). Let
α+ η = 1

m .

In words, in each episode, at step 1, an agent starts from state s1 and takes an action that contains m base actions, where
each base action has trigger probability α+η. For each state-base action pair at step 1, if triggered successfully, it transitions
to xi ∈ {x1, . . . , xS−3} with probability 1

S−3 ; Otherwise, if triggered successfully, it transitions to ending state s⊥. At step
1, in a bandit state xi, the agent takes an action A ∈ A that contains m base actions, where each base action has trigger
probability α+ η if A = Aj(xi), and has trigger probability only α if A ̸= Aj(xi). At step 2, for each state-base action
pair, if triggered successfully, it transitions to s2; Otherwise, it transitions to s⊥. At step 3, starting from state s2, the agent
takes an action where each contained base action has trigger probability α+ η. For each state-base action pair at step 3, if
triggered successfully, it still transitions back to s2; Otherwise, it transitions to s⊥. The following steps 4, . . . ,H are similar
to step 3, where the agent starts from s2 and transitions back to s2 or transitions to s⊥.

The optimal policy π∗ is to take action Aj(xi) at state xi, and we have

E[Rewardπ∗ ] = E

[
K∑

k=1

V ∗
1 (s1)

]
= K

(
m(α+ η) +m2(α+ η)2 + · · ·+mH(α+ η)H

)
= HK (21)

Fix an algorithm A. Let πk denote the policy taken by A in episode k. For each xi ∈ {x1, . . . , xS−3}, let Txi,Aj(xi) :=∑K
k=1 1

{
πk(xi) = Aj(xi)

}
denote the number of episodes where A chooses Aj(xi) in state xi. Then, the number of

episodes where A chooses suboptimal actions in state xi is K − Txi,Aj(xi).

E[RewardA] =E

[
K∑

k=1

V πk

1 (s1)

]
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=Km(α+ η) +
1

(S − 3)d

S−3∑
i=1

d∑
j=1

E
[
Txi,Aj(xi)

(
m2(α+ η)2 + · · ·+mH(α+ η)H

)
+
(
K − Txi,Aj(xi)

) (
m2(α+ η)α+m3(α+ η)α(α+ η) + · · ·+mH(α+ η)α(α+ η)H−2

) ]
=Km(α+ η) +

1

(S − 3)d

S−3∑
i=1

d∑
j=1

E
[
Txi,Aj(xi)

(
m2(α+ η)2 + · · ·+mH(α+ η)H

)
+
(
K − Txi,Aj(xi)

) (
m2(α+ η)α+m3(α+ η)2α+ · · ·+mH(α+ η)H−1α

) ]
(22)

Subtracting Eq. (22) by Eq. (21), we have

E[RegretA] =E[Rewardπ∗ ]− E[RewardA]

=E

[
K∑

k=1

(
V ∗
1 (s1)− V πk

1 (s1)
)]

=
1

(S − 3)d

S−3∑
i=1

d∑
j=1

E
[(
K − Txi,Aj(xi)

)(
m(α+ η)mη +m2(α+ η)2mη + · · ·+mH−1(α+ η)H−1mη

)]

=
1

(S − 3)d

S−3∑
i=1

d∑
j=1

E
[ (

K − Txi,Aj(xi)

)
(H − 1)mη

]

=mη(H − 1)

K − 1

(S − 3)d

S−3∑
i=1

d∑
j=1

E
[
Txi,Aj(xi)

] (23)

Let EAj(xi)[·] denote the expectation operator under the instance IAj(xi) where the optimal action of state xi is Aj(xi).

Let Exi,unif[·] denote the expectation operator under the instance where all actions A ∈ A at state xi have the same trigger
probability, i.e., q(xi, a) = α for any a ∈ Auniv, and other distribution settings are the same as IAj(xi).

Note that the KL-divergence between the above two instances is m · KL (Bernoulli(α)||Bernoulli(α+ η)) ≤ m ·
η2

(α+η)(1−(α+η)) ≤ m · η2

c1
with (α + η)(1 − (α + η)) ≥ c1 for some absolute positive constant c1. After a pull of

(xi, Aj(xi)), we receive an observation of such difference between the two instances.

Using Lemma A.1 in (Auer et al., 2002), we have

EAj(xi)

[
Txi,Aj(xi)

]
≤Exi,unif

[
Txi,Aj(xi)

]
+

K

2

√
1

2
· 1

S − 3
Exi,unif

[
Txi,Aj(xi)

]
·mKL (Bernoulli(α)||Bernoulli(α+ η))

(a)
≤Exi,unif

[
Txi,Aj(xi)

]
+

K

2

√
m

2c1(S − 3)
Exi,unif

[
Txi,Aj(xi)

]
η2

=Exi,unif

[
Txi,Aj(xi)

]
+

Kη

2

√
m

2c1(S − 3)
Exi,unif

[
Txi,Aj(xi)

]
Since

∑d
j=1 Exi,unif

[
Txi,Aj(xi)

]
=
∑d

j=1

∑K
k=1 Exi,unif

[
πk(Aj(xi)|xi)

]
= K, we have

d∑
j=1

EAj(xi)

[
Txi,Aj(xi)

]
≤

d∑
j=1

Exi,unif

[
Txi,Aj(xi)

]
+

Kη

2

d∑
j=1

√
m

2c1(S − 3)
Exi,unif

[
Txi,Aj(xi)

]

≤
d∑

j=1

Exi,unif

[
Txi,Aj(xi)

]
+

Kη

2

√√√√ dm

2c1(S − 3)

d∑
j=1

Exi,unif

[
Txi,Aj(xi)

]
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=K +
Kη

2

√
dmK

2c1(S − 3)

and thus

1

(S − 3)d

S−1∑
i=1

d∑
j=1

EAj(xi)

[
Txi,Aj(xi)

]
≤1

d

(
K +

Kη

2

√
dmK

2c1(S − 3)

)

=K

(
1

d
+

η

2

√
mK

2c1d(S − 3)

)
(24)

Plugging Eq. (24) into Eq. (23), we obtain

E[RegretA] ≥mη(H − 1)

K − 1

(S − 3)d

S−3∑
i=1

d∑
j=1

E
[
Txi,Aj(xi)

]
≥mη(H − 1)K

(
1− 1

d
− η

2

√
mK

2c1d(S − 3)

)
(25)

Let η = c2

√
d(S−3)
mK for some small enough constant c2, we have

E[RegretA] =Ω
(
(H − 1)

√
(S − 3)dmK

)
=Ω

(
H
√
SNK

)

C.2.2. PROOF OF THEOREM 2

Proof of Theorem 2. This proof uses the same instance and analytical procedure as the proof of Theorem 7, except that we
set α+ η = q̄ for some trigger probability threshold q̄ > 1

m .

Then, Eq. (23) becomes

E[RegretA] =E[Rewardπ∗ ]− E[RewardA]

=E

[
K∑

k=1

(
V ∗
1 (s1)− V πk

1 (s1)
)]

=
1

(S − 3)d

S−3∑
i=1

d∑
j=1

E
[(
K − Txi,Aj(xi)

)(
mq̄ ·mη +m2q̄2 ·mη + · · ·+mH−1q̄H−1 ·mη

)]

=
1

(S − 3)d

S−3∑
i=1

d∑
j=1

E
[ (

K − Txi,Aj(xi)

) mq̄
(
(mq̄)H−1 − 1

)
mq̄ − 1

·mη
]

=
mq̄
(
(mq̄)H−1 − 1

)
mq̄ − 1

·mη

K − 1

(S − 3)d

S−3∑
i=1

d∑
j=1

E
[
Txi,Aj(xi)

] (26)

and Eq (25) becomes

E[RegretA] ≥
mq̄
(
(mq̄)H−1 − 1

)
mq̄ − 1

·mη

K − 1

(S − 3)d

S−3∑
i=1

d∑
j=1

E
[
Txi,Aj(xi)

] (27)
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≥
mq̄
(
(mq̄)H−1 − 1

)
mq̄ − 1

·mηK

(
1− 1

d
− η

2

√
mK

2c1d(S − 3)

)
(28)

Let η = c2

√
d(S−3)
mK for some small enough constant c2, we have

E[RegretA] =Ω

(
mq̄
(
(mq̄)H−1 − 1

)
mq̄ − 1

√
(S − 3)dmK

)

=Ω

(
mq̄
(
(mq̄)H−1 − 1

)
mq̄ − 1

√
SNK

)

Therefore, when relaxing the trigger probability threshold in Assumption 1 to some q̄ > 1
m , any algorithm for branching

RL-RM must suffer an exponential regret.

D. Proofs for Branching RL with Reward-Free Exploration
In this section, we prove sample complexity upper and lower bounds (Theorems 8,9) for branching RL-RFE.

D.1. Proof for Sample Complexity Upper Bound

D.1.1. AUGMENTED TRANSITION DISTRIBUTION

First, we introduce an augmented transition distribution paug(·|s, a) and connect it with trigger distribution q(s, a) and
transition distribution p(·|s, a).

For any (s, a) ∈ S ×Auniv, let paug(·|s, a) denote the augmented transition distribution on S, which satisfies that

paug(s⊥|s, a) = 1− q(s, a),

paug(s′|s, a) = q(s, a)p(s′|s, a), ∀s′ ∈ S \ {s⊥}.

For any episode k, we can also define the empirical augmented transition distribution as

p̂aug,k(s⊥|s, a) = 1− q̂k(s, a),

p̂aug,k(s′|s, a) = q̂k(s, a)p̂k(s′|s, a), ∀s′ ∈ S \ {s⊥}.

Lemma 18. For any function f(·) defined on S such that f(s⊥) = 0 (e.g., f can be the value function V π
h (·), ∀h ∈ [H], π),

it holds that

paug(·|s, a)⊤f = q(s, a)p(·|s, a)⊤f, (29)

p̂aug,k(·|s, a)⊤Vh+1 = q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤f. (30)

Proof of Lemma 18. We prove Eq. (29) as follows:

paug(·|s, a)⊤f =
∑
s′∈S

paug(s′|s, a)f(s′)

=
∑

s′∈S\{s⊥}

q(s, a)p(s′|s, a)f(s′)

= q(s, a)p(·|s, a)⊤f

Eq. (30) can be proved in a similar manner.
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D.1.2. CONCENTRATION

In the following, we introduce a concentration lemma.

Lemma 19 (KL-divergence Based Concentration of Triggered Transition). Defining event

G :=

{
KL
(
p̂aug,k(·|s, a)∥paug(·|s, a)

)
≤

log
(
SN
δ′

)
+ S log

(
8e(nk(s, a) + 1)

)
nk(s, a)

, ∀(s, a) ∈ S ×Auniv,∀k

}
,

it holds that

Pr [G] ≥ 1− δ.

Proof of Lemma 19. Using Theorem 3 and Lemma 3 in (Ménard et al., 2021), we can obtain this lemma.

D.1.3. KL DIVERGENCE-BASED TECHNICAL TOOLS

Below, we present several useful KL divergence-based technical tools.

Lemma 20 (Lemma 10 in (Ménard et al., 2021)). Let p1 and p2 be two distributions on S such that KL(p1, p2) ≤ α. Let f
be a function defined on S such that for any s ∈ S, 0 ≤ f(s) ≤ b. Then,

|p1f − p2f | ≤
√

2Varp2
(f)α+

2

3
bα

Lemma 21 (Lemma 11 in (Ménard et al., 2021)). Let p1 and p2 be two distributions on S such that KL(p1, p2) ≤ α. Let f
be a function defined on S such that for any s ∈ S, 0 ≤ f(s) ≤ b. Then,

Varp2
(f) ≤ 2Varp1

(f) + 4b2α

Varp1
(f) ≤ 2Varp2

(f) + 4b2α

Lemma 22 (Lemma 12 in (Ménard et al., 2021)). Let p1 and p2 be two distributions on S such that KL(p1, p2) ≤ α. Let
f, g be two functions defined on S such that for any s ∈ S, 0 ≤ f(s), g(s) ≤ b. Then,

Varp1
(f) ≤2Varp1

(g) + 2bp1|f − g|
Varp2(f) ≤Varp1(f) + 3b2α∥p1 − p2∥1

D.1.4. ESTIMATION ERROR

Next, we state an important lemma on estimation error.

Lemma 23 (Estimation Error). Suppose that the concentration event G holds. Then, for any episode k, policy π and reward
function r, ∣∣∣V̂ k,π

1 (s; r)− V π
1 (s; r)

∣∣∣ ≤ 4e
√
Bk

1 (s) +Bk
1 (s).

Proof of Lemma 23. For any t ∈ N, κ ∈ (0, 1), let β(t, κ) := log(SN/κ) + S log(8e(t + 1)). Then, for any π, r and
(s,A) ∈ S \ {s⊥} × A,∣∣∣Q̂k,π

h (s,A; r)−Qπ
h(s,A; r)

∣∣∣
=
∑
a∈A

∣∣∣(q̂k(s, a)− q(s, a)
)
r(s, a) + q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤V̂ k,π

h+1 − q(s, a)p(·|s, a)⊤V π
h+1

∣∣∣
≤
∑
a∈A

( ∣∣q̂k(s, a)− q(s, a)
∣∣ r(s, a) + ∣∣q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)− q(s, a)p(·|s, a)

∣∣⊤ V π
h+1

+ q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤
∣∣∣V̂ k,π

h+1 − V π
h+1

∣∣∣ )
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(a)
≤
∑
a∈A

(
2

√
β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
r(s, a) +

√
2Vars′∼q,p

(
V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)
β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
+

2

3
H

β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)

+ q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤
∣∣∣V̂ k,π

h+1 − V π
h+1

∣∣∣)
(b)
≤
∑
a∈A

(
2

√
β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
r(s, a) +

√
4Vars′∼q̂,p̂

(
V ∗
h+1(s

′)
)
β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
+ 8H2

(
β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)

)2

+
2

3
H

β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
+ q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤

∣∣∣V̂ k,π
h+1 − V π

h+1

∣∣∣)
(c)
≤
∑
a∈A

(
2

√
β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
r(s, a)

+

√
8Vars′(V̂

k,π
h+1(s

′))β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
+8Hq̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤

∣∣∣V π
h+1−V̂

k,π
h+1

∣∣∣β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
+8H2

(
β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)

)2
+

2

3
H

β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
+ q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤

∣∣∣V̂ k,π
h+1 − V π

h+1

∣∣∣)

(d)
≤
∑
a∈A

(
2

√
β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
r(s, a) +

√√√√8Vars′∼q̂,p̂

(
V̂ k,π
h+1(s

′)
)
β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
+

√
8H2

(
β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)

)2

+

√
1

H
q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤

∣∣∣V π
h+1 − V̂ k,π

h+1

∣∣∣ 8H2
β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
+

2

3
H

β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)

+ q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤
∣∣∣V̂ k,π

h+1 − V π
h+1

∣∣∣)

(e)
≤
∑
a∈A

(
2

√
β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
r(s, a) +

√√√√8Vars′∼q̂,p̂

(
V̂ k,π
h+1(s

′)
)
β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)

+
1

H
q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤

∣∣∣V π
h+1 − V̂ k,π

h+1

∣∣∣+ 12H2 β(n
k(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
+ q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤

∣∣∣V̂ k,π
h+1 − V π

h+1

∣∣∣)

=
∑
a∈A

(
2

√
β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
r(s, a) +

√√√√8Vars′∼q̂,p̂

(
V̂ k,π
h+1(s

′)
)
β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
+ 12H2 β(n

k(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)

+

(
1 +

1

H

)
q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤

∣∣∣V̂ k,π
h+1 − V π

h+1

∣∣∣),
Here (a)(b)(c) use Lemmas 20,21,22, respectively. (d) is due to that

√
x+ y + z ≤

√
x +
√
y +
√
z for x, y, z ≥ 0. (e)

comes from that
√
xy ≤ x+ y for x, y ≥ 0.

Then, unfolding
∣∣∣Q̂k,π

1 (s, a; r)−Qπ
1 (s, a; r)

∣∣∣, we have

∣∣∣Q̂k,π
1 (s,A; r)−Qπ

1 (s,A; r)
∣∣∣

≤
m⊕(H−1)∑

σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

(
1 +

1

H

)h−1

Eq̂,p̂,π

[(
2

√
β(nk(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ), δ′)

nk(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)
r(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)
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+

√√√√8Vars′∼q̂,p̂

(
V̂ k,π
h+1(s

′)
)
β(nk(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ), δ′)

nk(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)
+ 12H2 β(n

k(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ), δ
′)

nk(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)

)
· 1 {sσ ̸= s⊥}

]

≤e
m⊕(H−1)∑

σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

ŵk,π
σℓ (s, a)

5

√√√√Vars′∼q̂,p̂

(
V̂ k,π
h+1(s

′)
)

H2

H2β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
+ 12H2 β(n

k(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)



≤5e

√√√√√m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

ŵk,π
σℓ (s, a)

Vars′∼q̂,p̂

(
V̂ k,π
h+1(s

′)
)

H2

√√√√√H2

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

ŵk,π
σℓ (s, a)

β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)

+ 12eH2
m⊕(H−1)∑

σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

ŵk,π
σℓ (s, a)

β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)

=5e

√√√√√ 1

H2
Eq̂,p̂,π

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

Vars′∼q̂,p̂

(
V̂ k,π
h+1(s

′)
)
√√√√√H2

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

ŵk,π
σℓ (s, a)

β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)

+ 12eH2
m⊕(H−1)∑

σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

ŵk,π
σℓ (s, a)

β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)

(a)
=10e

√√√√√H2

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

ŵk,π
σℓ (s, a)

β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
+ 12eH2

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

ŵk,π
σℓ (s, a)

β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
,

(31)

where (a) uses branching law of total variance (Lemma 4), which also holds for the estimated model (q̂k, p̂k) if adding a clip
operation q̂k(s, a)← min{q̂k(s, a), 1

m} in algorithm BranchRFE to guarantee q̂k ≤ 1
m .

Define

Bk,π
h (s,A) :=min

{∑
a∈A

(
12H2 β(n

k(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
+

(
1 +

1

H

)
q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤Bk,π

h+1

)
, H

}
Bk,π

h (s) :=Bk,π
h (s, π(s)).

Bk
h(s,A) :=min

{∑
a∈A

(
12H2 β(n

k(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
+

(
1 +

1

H

)
q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤Bk

h(s)

)
, H

}
Bk

h(s) :=max
A∈A

Bk
h(s,A)

In the following, we show ∣∣∣Q̂k,π
1 (s,A; r)−Qπ

1 (s,A; r)
∣∣∣ ≤ 4e

√
Bk,π

1 (s,A) +Bk,π
1 (s,A) (32)

If Bk,π
1 (s,A) = H , Eq. (32) holds trivially. Otherwise, unfolding Bk,π

1 (s,A), we have

Bk,π
1 (s,A) = 12eH2

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

∑
(s,a),s ̸=s⊥

ŵk,π
σℓ (s, a)

β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
,

and using Eq. (31), we obtain∣∣∣Q̂k,π
1 (s,A; r)−Qπ

1 (s,A; r)
∣∣∣ ≤ 4e

√
Bk,π

1 (s,A) +Bk,π
1 (s,A).
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Thus, by the definitions of Bk
h(s,A) and Bk

h(s), we have∣∣∣V̂ k,π
1 (s; r)− V π

1 (s; r)
∣∣∣ ≤ 4e

√
Bk,π

1 (s) +Bk,π
1 (s) ≤ 4e

√
Bk

1 (s) +Bk
1 (s).

D.1.5. PROOF OF THEOREM 8

Now, we prove the sample complexity upper bound for algorithm BranchRFE (Theorem 8).

Proof of Theorem 8. First, we prove the correctness.

Let K denote the number of episodes that algorithm BranchRFE costs. According to the stopping rule (Line 2 in Algo-
rithm BranchRFE) and Lemma 23, when algorithm BranchRFE stops in episode K, we have that for any π, r,∣∣∣V̂ K,π

1 (s1; r)− V π
1 (s1; r)

∣∣∣ ≤ 4e
√
BK

1 (s) +BK
1 (s) ≤ ε

2

Then, we have that for any r,

V ∗
1 (s1; r)− V π̂∗

1 (s1; r) =V ∗
1 (s1; r)− V̂ K,π∗

1 (s1; r) + V̂ K,π∗

1 (s1; r)− V̂ K,π̂∗

1 (s1; r) + V̂ K,π̂∗

1 (s1; r)− V π̂∗

1 (s1; r)

≤
∣∣∣V ∗

1 (s1; r)− V̂ K,π∗

1 (s1; r)
∣∣∣+ ∣∣∣V̂ K,π̂∗

1 (s1; r)− V π̂∗

1 (s1; r)
∣∣∣

≤ε

2
+

ε

2
=ε

Now, we prove the sample complexity.

Bk
h(s,A) ≤

∑
a∈A

(
12H2 β(n

k(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
+

(
1 +

1

H

)
q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)⊤Bk

h+1

)

=
∑
a∈A

(
12H2 β(n

k(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
+

(
1 +

1

H

)
q(s, a)p(·|s, a)⊤Bk

h+1

+

(
1 +

1

H

)(
q̂k(s, a)p̂k(·|s, a)− q(s, a)p(·|s, a)

)⊤
Bk

h+1

)
(a)
≤
∑
a∈A

(
12H2 β(n

k(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
+

(
1 +

1

H

)
q(s, a)p(·|s, a)⊤Bk

h+1

+

(
1 +

1

H

)(√
2Vars′∼q,p

(
Bk

h+1(s
′)
) β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
+

2

3
H

β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)

))

≤
∑
a∈A

(
12H2 β(n

k(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
+

(
1 +

1

H

)
q(s, a)p(·|s, a)⊤Bk

h+1

+

(
1 +

1

H

)(√
2Hq(s, a)p(·|s, a)⊤Bk

h+1

β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
+

2

3
H

β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)

))

=
∑
a∈A

(
12H2 β(n

k(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
+

(
1 +

1

H

)
q(s, a)p(·|s, a)⊤Bk

h+1

+

(
1 +

1

H

)(√
1

H
q(s, a)p(·|s, a)⊤Bk

h+12H
2
β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
+

2

3
H

β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)

))
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≤
∑
a∈A

(
12H2 β(n

k(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
+

(
1 +

1

H

)
q(s, a)p(·|s, a)⊤Bk

h+1

+

(
1 +

1

H

)(
1

H
q(s, a)p(·|s, a)⊤Bk

h+1 + 2H2 β(n
k(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
+

2

3
H

β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)

))

≤
∑
a∈A

(
12H2 β(n

k(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
+

(
1 +

1

H

)
q(s, a)p(·|s, a)⊤Bk

h+1 +
2

H
q(s, a)p(·|s, a)⊤Bk

h+1

+ 6H2 β(n
k(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)

)

=
∑
a∈A

(
18H2 β(n

k(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)
+

(
1 +

3

H

)
q(s, a)p(·|s, a)⊤Bk

h+1

)
,

where (a) uses Lemma 20.

Then, unfolding Bk
1 (s) = Bk

1 (s, π
k(s)) and summing over k = 1, . . . ,K − 1, we have

K−1∑
k=1

Bk
1 (s) ≤

K−1∑
k=1

m⊕(H−1)∑
σ=∅

m∑
ℓ=1

Eq,p,πk

[
18e3H2 β(n

k(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ), δ
′)

nk(sσ, aσ⊕ℓ)
· 1 {sσ ̸= s⊥}

]

=18e3H2Eq,p,πk

K−1∑
k=1

∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

Xk(s, a)
β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)


≤18e3H2Eq,p,πk

 ∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

K−1∑
k=1

Xk(s, a)
β(nk(s, a), δ′)

nk(s, a)


≤18e3H2 · β

(
(K − 1)

mH+1 −m

m− 1
, δ′
)
Eq,p,πk

 ∑
(s,a),s̸=s⊥

log
(
nK−1(s, a)

)
≤18e3H2 · β

(
(K − 1)

mH+1 −m

m− 1
, δ′
) ∑

(s,a),s̸=s⊥

log
(
Eq,p,πk

[
nK−1(s, a)

])
≤18e3H2SN · β

(
(K − 1)

mH+1 −m

m− 1
, δ′
)
log (H(K − 1))

(a)
≤18e3H2SN ·

(
log

(
SN

δ′

)
+ S log

(
8eHmH+1(K − 1)

))
log (H(K − 1)) , (33)

where (a) comes from β(t, κ) := log(SN/κ) + S log(8e(t+ 1)) and mH+1−m
m−1 ≤ HmH+1.

According to the stopping rule, we have ε ≤ 4e
√

Bk
1 (s) + Bk

1 (s) for k = 1, . . . ,K − 1. Then, summing over k =
1, . . . ,K − 1 for both sides, we obtain

(K − 1)ε ≤4e
K−1∑
k=1

√
Bk

1 (s) +

K−1∑
k=1

Bk
1 (s)

≤4e

√√√√(K − 1)

K−1∑
k=1

Bk
1 (s) +

K−1∑
k=1

Bk
1 (s)

and thus

(K − 1) ≤4e

ε

√√√√(K − 1)

K−1∑
k=1

Bk
1 (s) +

1

ε

K−1∑
k=1

Bk
1 (s)
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≤4e

ε

√
(K − 1) · 18e3H2SN ·

(
log

(
SN

δ′

)
+ S log (8eHmH+1(K − 1))

)
log (H(K − 1))

+
18e3H2SN

ε
·
(
log

(
SN

δ′

)
+ S log

(
8eHmH+1(K − 1)

))
log (H(K − 1))

≤4e
√
18e3H2SN

ε

√
(K − 1) · log

(
SN

δ′

)
log (H(K − 1)) + S log (8emH+1) log2 (H(K − 1))

+
18e3H2SN

ε
·
(
log

(
SN

δ′

)
log (H(K − 1)) + S log

(
8emH+1

)
log2 (H(K − 1))

)

Using Lemma 13 in (Ménard et al., 2021) with τ = K − 1, C = 4e
√
18e3H2SN

ε , A = log
(
SN
δ′

)
, α = H , B = E =

S log
(
8emH+1

)
and D = 18e3H2SN

ε , we obtain

K − 1 =Õ
(
C2(A+B)C2

1

)
=O

(
H2SN

ε2

(
log

(
SN

δ

)
+ S log

(
e ·mH

))
C2

1

)
,

where C1 = log(α(A+ E)(C +D)).

Thus, we have

K = O

(
H2SN

ε2

(
log

(
SN

δ

)
+ S log

(
e ·mH

))
C2

1

)
,

where

C1 = log

((
log

(
SN

δ

)
+ S log

(
e ·mH

))
· HSN

ε

)
.

D.2. Sample Complexity Lower Bound

In this subsection, we prove the sample complexity lower bound (Theorem 9) for branching RL-RFE.

Proof of Theorem 9. This lower bound analysis follows the proof procedure of Theorem 2 in (Dann & Brunskill, 2015).

We consider the same instance as the proof of regret minimization lower bound in Section C.2.

The optimal policy π∗ is to take action Aj(xi) at state xi, and we have

V ∗
1 (s1) = m(α+ η) +m2(α+ η)2 + · · ·+mH(α+ η)H = H (34)

Fix a policy π. For each i ∈ [S− 3], let Gi := {π(xi) = Aj(xi)} denotes the event that policy π chooses the optimal action
Aj(xi) in state xi. Then, we have

V π
1 (s1) =m(α+ η) +

1

(S − 3)

S−3∑
i=1

E
[
1 {Gi}

(
m2(α+ η)2 + · · ·+mH(α+ η)H

)
+ (1− 1 {Gi})

(
m2(α+ η)α+m3(α+ η)α(α+ η) + · · ·+mH(α+ η)α(α+ η)H−2

) ]
=m(α+ η) +

1

(S − 3)

S−3∑
i=1

E
[
1 {Gi}

(
m2(α+ η)2 + · · ·+mH(α+ η)H

)
+ (1− 1 {Gi})

(
m2(α+ η)α+m3(α+ η)2α+ · · ·+mH(α+ η)H−1α

) ]
(35)
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Subtracting Eq. (35) by Eq. (34), we have

V ∗
1 (s1)− V π

1 (s1) =
1

(S − 3)

S−3∑
i=1

E
[
(1− 1 {Gi})

(
m(α+ η)mη +m2(α+ η)2mη + · · ·+mH−1(α+ η)H−1mη

) ]
=

1

(S − 3)

S−3∑
i=1

E
[
(1− 1 {Gi})mη(H − 1)

]
=mη(H − 1)

(
1− 1

(S − 3)

S−3∑
i=1

E
[
1 {Gi}

])
The following analysis follows the proof procedure of Theorem 2 in (Dann & Brunskill, 2015). For π to be ε-optimal, we
need

Pr

[
mη(H − 1)

(
1− 1

(S − 3)

S−3∑
i=1

E
[
1 {Gi}

])
≤ ε

]
≥ 1− δ

Let η = 8e2ε
cm(H−1) , where c is an absolute constant that we specify later. Then, we have

Pr

[
1

(S − 3)

S−3∑
i=1

E [1 {Gi}] ≤ 1− c

8e4

]
≥ 1− δ

Using Markov’s inequality, we have

1− δ ≤ Pr

[
1

(S − 3)

S−3∑
i=1

E [1 {Gi}] ≤ 1− c

8e4

]
≤ 1

(S − 3)
(
1− c

8e4

) S−3∑
i=1

Pr [Gi]

Since all Gi (i ∈ [S − 3]) are independent of each other, there exist {δi}i∈[S−3] such that Pr
[
Ḡi

]
≤ δi and

1

(S − 3)
(
1− c

8e4

) S−3∑
i=1

(1− δi) ≥ 1− δ,

which is equivalent to

S−3∑
i=1

δi ≤ (S − 3)
(
1 + δ

(
1− c

8e4

)
−
(
1− c

8e4

))
.

Let ε be small enough such that η = 8e2ε
cm(H−1) ≤

1
4 , and let δ to be small enough δ ≤ c

8e4 . Since all Gi are independent, we
can use Theorem 1 in (Mannor & Tsitsiklis, 2004) to obtain

δi ≤
1

c

(
1 + δ

(
1− c

8e4

)
−
(
1− c

8e4

))
≤1

c

(
1 + δ −

(
1− c

8e4

))
=
δ

c
+

1

8e4

≤ 2

8e4

Let ni denote the number of observations on state xi. The KL-divergence of the trigger distribution on state xi between our
constructed instance and the uniform instance is m · KL (Bernoulli(α)||Bernoulli(α+ η)) ≤ m · η2

(α+η)(1−(α+η)) =

O(mη2) with (α+ η)(1− (α+ η)) ≥ c1 for some absolute positive constant c1. Then, to ensure Pr
[
Ḡi

]
≤ δi, we need

E [ni] ≥
c1d

mη2
log

(
c2
δi

)
· 1
{
cδi ≤

(
1 + δ −

(
1− c

8e4

))}
, (36)
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where c1 and c2 are appropriate absolute constant, e.g., c1 = 400 and c2 = 4.

In the following, we compute the worst bound over all δ1, . . . , δS−3 to ensure that
∑S−3

i=1 δi ≤ (S −
3)
(
1 + δ

(
1− c

8e4

)
−
(
1− c

8e4

))
.

min
δ1,...,δS−3

S−3∑
i=1

log

(
1

δi

)
· 1
{
cδi ≤

(
1 + δ −

(
1− c

8e4

))}
s.t.

S−3∑
i=1

δi ≤ (S − 3)
(
1 + δ

(
1− c

8e4

)
−
(
1− c

8e4

))
(37)

Using Lemma D.1 in (Dann & Brunskill, 2015), the optimal solution of this optimization is δ1 = · · · = δS−3 = z, if
c (1− log z) ≤ 1 with z = 1 + δ

(
1− c

8e4

)
−
(
1− c

8e4

)
.

Since z ≥ 1 −
(
1− c

8e4

)
= c

8e4 and c (1− log z) is decreasing wi respect to z, we can obtain a sufficient condition for
c (1− log z) ≤ 1 as

c
(
1− log

( c

8e4

))
≤ 1

Let c = 1
10 , which satisfies this condition. Thus, δ1 = · · · = δS−3 = z is the optimal solution to Eq. (37).

Since in each episode, we only observe a single state xi, the number of required episodes is at least

K ≥
S−3∑
i=1

E [ni]

≥c1d(S − 3)

mη2
log

(
c2

1 + δ
(
1− c

8e4

)
−
(
1− c

8e4

))

≥c1c
2d(S − 3)m(H − 1)2

64e4ε2
log

(
c2

δ
(
1− c

8e4

)
+ c

8e4

)

=Ω

(
SNH2

ε2
log

(
1

δ

))


