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ABSTRACT

The use of robotic systems has become increasingly vital in modern society, owing to their

superior precision, reliability, effectiveness, and flexibility in performing complex and demanding

tasks, such as search and rescue operations, autonomous driving, planetary and subterranean

exploration, human-robot collaboration, and homeland defense. With the integration of artificial

intelligence and machine learning, the potential applications for robotic systems are expanding even

further, enabling robots to perform tasks beyond their pre-programmed capabilities. As a result,

robotic systems are now ubiquitous in our daily lives, providing greater convenience and ease of

use, and offering new possibilities for innovation and growth.

Robot learning is critical for enabling intelligent robotic systems to operate successfully. By

incrementally learning from their experiences or interactions with their environment, robots can

improve their understanding of their surroundings and capabilities. However, in open-world

environments, operations are conducted in highly unstructured, dynamic, and uncertain

surroundings, posing significant challenges for robot learning. Accordingly, there is a need for

robot learning that enables lifelong adaptation allowing robots to adjust their capabilities to

continue to perform operations successfully and efficiently in open-world environments.

This dissertation focuses on addressing the challenges of robot lifelong operations in

open-world environments by developing robot learning methods that enable adaptation on the fly.

The research introduces regularized optimization-based and deep-learning methods that first make

the robot robust and later enable it to adapt to long-term autonomy challenges with multiple sensor

modalities. In addition, the dissertation proposes robot learning methods to adapt not only to

changes in its surroundings but also within itself, such as changes in its capabilities. The proposed

approaches have been successfully integrated into real-world robotic systems and demonstrate

efficient solutions to real-world autonomy challenges through demonstrations in real-world

operations.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

This dissertation focuses on developing robot learning methods that enable robots to adapt to

challenges posed by open-world environments. The motivation is to create highly intelligent robots

that can successfully complete field missions in complex and congested environments by

continuously improving and adapting their perception, localization, mapping, and navigation

abilities with minimal human intervention.

Mobile robots have the unparalleled potential to revolutionize a variety of applications,

including disaster response [1], subterranean and planetary exploration [2], homeland defense [3],

autonomous driving [4], and more. In order to be successful in these applications, robots must be

able to sense and operate with limited previous knowledge of the environment and with minimal

human interventions or external supporting infrastructure. In addition, operation in several of these

environments entails limited bandwidth, often making teleoperation impossible and fully

autonomous operations necessary. Essentially, robots operations should not be limited by the

environment. Therefore, mobile robots must possess a high level of perception and reasoning

capabilities, as well as the ability to make safe decisions while navigating in open-world

environments, in order to promise effective and efficient mission outcomes.

However, autonomous operations over an extended period of time are extremely challenging for

mobile robots, as they must adapt to unpredictable changes in lighting, weather, vegetation, and

other environmental conditions. As can be seen from Figure 1.1, this challenge is further

compounded in open-world environments, where robot perception, navigation, decision-making,

localization, and mapping are further complicated by the dynamic and uncertain nature of the

surroundings which cannot be modeled in advance. Additionally, these robots must not only adapt

to external changes but also be resilient to internal changes, such as wear and tear, sensor failure, or

changes in robot payload.
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Figure 1.1 Motivating scenarios of robot lifelong adaptation in unstructured environments. When
operating in these environments, mobile robots will encounter a complex combination of discrete or
continuous and gradual or sudden changes in the environment and the robot itself. In addition, these
environments have varying characteristics which cannot be modeled into the robot before
deployment. Autonomous robots must, therefore, successfully adapt their perception, behaviors,
and decision-making capabilities to achieve robust autonomy in such environments.

In this dissertation, I make a significant contribution to the field of computer science by

proposing novel methods for robot learning based on regularized optimization and deep learning.

These methods enable robots to learn and adapt in open-world environments, leading to successful

and efficient lifelong robot operations. Specifically, my proposed methods address two critical

challenges of robot lifelong adaptation: i) robot learning to adapt to external surroundings and ii)

learning self-adaptation through capability awareness. By developing and advancing the tools of

regularization techniques and deep learning, my proposed methods provide real-time adaptable and

scalable solutions for these challenges.

1.1 Background

The background for this dissertation is presented in this section, including open-world

environments, robot learning, and robot lifelong adaptation.
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1.1.1 Open-World Environments

An open-world environment in robotics refers to real-world physical spaces that are

unpredictable and unstructured, where there is no known set of rules [5, 6]. A robot in such an

environment must navigate and interact in a flexible and adaptable way, perceiving and

understanding the environment, making decisions based on its objective, and adjusting its behaviors

accordingly. The robot must also handle unexpected situations, obstacles, and changes in the

environment. In essence, the world the robot operates in is open because it contains objects that are

not described in its internal representation [7].

Robot operation in open-world environments presents three main challenges: long-term

variability, unstructured surroundings, and changes within the robot. Long-term variability refers to

changes in lighting conditions, weather, vegetation, and other visual appearances that occur over

weeks, months, or even years. For example, autonomous driving may encounter significant changes

in weather, illumination, and vegetation conditions during different seasons. The challenges

associated with unstructured surroundings include the uncertain and complex nature of the

environment, where mobile robots encounter a combination of gradual or sudden changes in both

the environment and the robot itself. These environments have varying characteristics that cannot

be modeled before deployment. Changes within the robot arise from its extended operation in

open-world environments, where it experiences wear and tear, varying payload, and perceptual

changes like sensor failure or obscuration. These challenges often occur in multiple combinations

and adversely affect robot operations. In robot perception, for example, these challenges may lead

to uncertainty in the robot’s understanding of the environment.

In summary, open-world environments present a unique set of challenges for robotics, requiring

robots to be able to intelligently perceive, navigate, interact with objects, respond to unexpected

events, and also operate robustly in the face of unexpected events, such as sensor failures or

changes in the environment in a way that is safe and effective.
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1.1.2 Robot Learning

Robot learning is the process of enabling robots to acquire new knowledge, skills, and abilities

through experience and interaction with the environment, without being explicitly programmed to

do so [8]. It is an interdisciplinary field at the intersection of robotics, artificial intelligence,

machine learning, control theory, and cognitive science. Traditionally, robots have been limited to

performing specific tasks in controlled environments, such as factory assembly lines. However, this

limits the use case of robots both in terms of tasks and environments. Robot learning enables robots

to overcome these limitations by learning from their experiences and adapting to new situations.

This requires developing algorithms and techniques for perceiving the environment, reasoning

about actions, and learning from feedback.

Over years, several different approaches have been proposed under robot learning and all of

these approaches generally fall under the machine learning algorithms of supervised robot learning,

unsupervised robot learning, and reinforcement learning. In supervised robot learning, a robot is

trained on a set of labeled examples to learn how to perform a specific task [9, 10]. The robot learns

a mapping from input data to output data to make predictions using neural networks, tools from

statistics, or other methods. In unsupervised robot learning, the robot is not provided any labeled

examples, rather it learns by discovering patterns and structures in the input data [11, 12]. This

approach of robot learning is useful when there exists limited knowledge of the environment in

which the robot is operating. Finally, reinforcement learning involves learning through trial and

error and feedback in the form of reward or penalties [13, 14]. Specifically, the robot learns to

maximize its rewards over time. These approaches have been used alone or in combination to

enable robots to learn and generalize to various environments.

However, despite the significant advancements that have been made in robot learning, there are

many open challenges that are yet to be addressed. These challenges include developing algorithms

that can learn from sparse and noisy data, dealing with uncertainty and ambiguity in open-world

environments, and generalizing to unseen and dynamic environments while ensuring the safety and

reliability of the robot.
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1.1.3 Robot Lifelong Adaptation

While learning in robots involves the process of developing their decision-making models by

experience over time, adaptation in robots is their ability to adjust their decision-making abilities on

the fly to deal more successfully with a new situation [15]. Adapting to change and novelty is

crucial for robots to achieve lifelong operations. Without adaptation, robots will inevitably fail in

completing missions and could harm themselves. Lifelong adaptation would enable robots to

operate autonomously in open-world environments by continuously changing their perception and

behavior models in response to changing conditions.

Early research on robot adaptation focused on high-level behavior-based methods. For instance,

[16, 17] used case-based reasoning methods for robot behavioral adaptation in evolving

environments. Other methods included online system parametric identification [18], dynamics

programming for adaptation [19, 20], and the selection of pre-determined solutions from a library

of well-performing ones [21] for controlling complex robots. However, these early methods require

significant domain expertise, and most of them rely on the internal states of the robot, failing to

learn from high-dimensional sensory data to better understand the environment.

Recently, reinforcement learning has been used successfully in robot behavior adaptation tasks

by maximizing rewards during task execution in simulated environments [22–25]. However, this

trial-and-error approach is not feasible in real-world scenarios, and the sim-to-real challenge

remains a significant bottleneck to implementing simulation-learned models in real-world

environments. Other approaches to robot learning for adaptation include transfer learning, online

learning, and active learning. Transfer learning involves training the robot on one task and

transferring the knowledge to a new, related task [26, 27]. Online learning allows the robot to learn

a model of the task in real-time through interaction with the environment [28, 29]. However, online

learning can be slow, and catastrophic forgetting can occur [30]. Active learning involves the robot

actively selecting the most informative data to learn from [31, 32]. Despite the advances, the

challenge of adapting robot perception and behavior models on the fly with changes in both

environment and changes within the robot has not been well addressed.
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Figure 1.2 Overview of the research proposed in this dissertation.

1.2 Objective

The objective of this Ph.D. dissertation is to enhance the lifelong adaptation capabilities of

robots in order to autonomously and efficiently tackle the challenges of lifelong operation in

open-world environments. This dissertation aims to provide practical and effective machine

learning-based methods for perception and behavior generation. The research conducted in this

dissertation is at the intersection of real-world robotics, regularized optimization, and deep learning,

as illustrated in Figure 1.2. Furthermore, The dissertation addresses the challenges of deploying

robots in open-world environments by developing robot learning methods that can adapt to changes

in both the external surroundings and the robot itself.

1.3 Main Contributions

The main contributions of this dissertation can be divided into two groups. First, I develop

methods that enhance lifelong operations in robots via learning adaptation to external

environmental changes. Second, one step ahead, I develop learning methods for lifelong operations

in robots by learning to adapt not only to environmental changes but also to changes within the

robot itself by developing capability awareness. I summarize the main novelties of the proposed

robot learning methods for lifelong adaptation in open-world environments as follows:
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1.3.1 Robot Learning for Lifelong Adaptation to External Environments

• In Chapter 2, I introduce the Fusion of Multisensory Perception (FOMP) approach, which is a

novel method for identifying and integrating multimodal data from heterogeneous sensors in

different views [9]. The purpose of this approach is to solve the problem of place recognition

in long-term autonomy, specifically from omnidirectional multisensory observations.

• In Chapter 3, I introduce a novel, human inspired approach called RObot Perceptual

Adaptation (ROPA) that enables robots to calibrate their multisensory perception, enabling

them to adapt to short- and long-term changes in their environment [10].

• In Chapter 4, I introduce the Terrain Representation and Apprenticeship Learning (TRAL)

approach, which tackles the problem of robot adaptation to unstructured terrains by

simultaneously learning terrain representations and learning from demonstrations within a

unified regularized optimization framework [6].

• In Chapter 5, I introduce the novel Negotiation for Adaptation over Unstructured Terrain

Surfaces (NAUTS) approach for robot adaptation by negotiation for navigating in

unstructured terrains. The NAUTS approach allows ground robots to adapt their navigation

policies using a negotiation process, enabling them to effectively traverse challenging

environments [33].

1.3.2 Learning Capability Awareness for Lifelong Adaptation in open-world Environments

• In Chapter 6, I introduce a novel human-inspired approach to learning capability-aware

perceptual adaptation, which allows the robot to adjust to perceptual challenges of sensor

failure, and obscuration and successfully navigate in unstructured off-road environments

through the learning of a modality invariant trajectory representation in a self-supervised

fashion.

• In Chapter 7, I introduce a novel approach for generating consistent behavior in ground

robots, enabling their actual behavior to more accurately match expected behaviors while
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adapting to a variety of unstructured off-road terrain. The approach is based on regularized

optimization techniques and presents a significant advancement in the field of robotics, as it

addresses a critical need for robots to exhibit consistent behavior while adapting to the

various challenges posed by unstructured terrains [34].

• In Chapter 8, a novel approach for generating consistent controls to navigate over

unstructured off-road terrains while also being aware of the robots’ own navigational

capabilities including varying payload, traction, etc.

1.4 Structure of the Dissertation

This dissertation is structured as follows. Chapter 1 introduces this dissertation proposal,

including a brief explanation of the background, the objective of this dissertation, and the main

contributions. Chapter 2 introduces a representation learning approach that allows robots to

perform robust long-term place recognition via enhancing loop-closure detection and achieve

lifelong operations. Chapter 3 presents the Robot Perceptual Adaptation (ROPA) method. Chapter

4 and 5 describe two different approaches for achieving all-terrain traversal capability via behavior

adaptation. Chapter 6 introduces an adversarial learning method that develops capability awareness

in perception. Chapter 7 and 8 introduce methods that enhance terrain navigation via developing

capability awareness. Finally, Chapter 9 concludes this dissertation. The chapters in this

dissertation are modified from accepted or submitted papers and are noted with the conference,

journal, and manuscript author. The dissertation author is the first author of all included chapters.
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CHAPTER 2

OMNIDIRECTIONAL MULTISENSORY PERCEPTION FUSION FOR LONG-TERM PLACE

RECOGNITION

This chapter is modified from a conference paper published at the 2018 International

Conference on Robotics and Automation (ICRA)1. This work was funded in part by the Army

Research Office (ARO) grant W911NF-17-1-0447.

Sriram Siva2, and Hao Zhang3.

2.1 Abstract

Over the recent years, long-term place recognition has attracted an increasing attention to detect

loops for large-scale Simultaneous Localization and Mapping (SLAM) in loopy environments

during long-term autonomy. Almost all existing methods are designed to work with traditional

cameras with a limited field of view. Recent advances in omnidirectional sensors offer a robot an

opportunity to perceive the entire surrounding environment. However, no work has existed thus far

to research how omnidirectional sensors can help long-term place recognition, especially when

multiple types of omnidirectional sensory data are available. In this chapter, we propose a novel

approach to integrate observations obtained from multiple sensors from different viewing angles in

the omnidirectional observation in order to perform multi-directional place recognition in long-term

autonomy. Our approach also answers two new questions when omnidirectional multisensory data

is available for place recognition, including whether it is possible to recognize a place with

long-term appearance variations when robots approach it from various directions, and whether

observations from various viewing angles are the same informative. To evaluate our approach and

hypothesis, we have collected the first large-scale dataset that consists of omnidirectional
1©2018 IEEE. Reprinted with permissions from Sriram Siva, and Hao Zhang. ”Omnidirectional Multisensory Perception
Fusion for Long-Term Place Recognition”, in IEEE International Conference on Robotics and Automation (ICRA),
2018.

2Primary Researcher and Author, Graduate Student, Colorado School of Mines
3Associate Professor, Colorado School of Mines
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multisensory (intensity and depth) data collected in urban and suburban environments across a year.

Experimental results have shown that our approach is able to achieve multi-directional long-term

place recognition, and identifies the most discriminative viewing angles from the omnidirectional

observation.

2.2 Introduction

Place recognition (or loop closure detection) is an essential component of Simultaneous

Localization and Mapping (SLAM), which has been actively studied to achieve SLAM in a loopy

environment over the past decades. Recently, place recognition in long-term autonomy has attracted

significant attention. Beyond traditional challenges including perceptual aliasing and vision-related

issues, long-term place recognition introduces a new, significant challenge – long-term appearance

changes [35, 36]. For example, the same outdoor place on a sunny summer noon and during snowy

winter evening can look very different. It is recognized [37] that the ability to address long-term

appearance variations is essential for robots to perform SLAM during lifelong operations.

Given the importance of long-term place recognition, several representations and matching

techniques were proposed mainly to deal with the long-term appearance variation. Both global

[38–40] and local [41, 42] features were studied by existing approaches to represent the scene of a

place, with an observation that representations based upon global features often perform better [43].

Place matching techniques based on individual frames [44, 45] or frame sequences [35, 46, 47]

were also implemented. However, previous long-term visual place recognition methods assumed

that observations are acquired from traditional cameras with a limited field of view. Also, all

existing methods perform uni-directional place recognition, assuming that a robot goes back to a

previously visited place facing the same direction.

In this work, we investigate the problem of long-term place recognition based on

omnidirectional perception that allows a robot to perceive its whole surrounding environment. In

particular, we are interested in answering two new technical questions, which have not been

addressed in the existing research yet. The questions include: (1) when an omnidirectional
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observation is used, is it possible to perform multi-directional long-term place recognition in

situations that an autonomous system approaches the same place from opposite directions; and (2)

whether all angles of view the same informative, or are certain angles of view more representative

than others in the omnidirectional perception?.

Moreover, we introduce a novel principled approach under the mathematical framework of

sparse optimization, which is capable of automatically learning the importance of the viewing

angles and integrating omnidirectional perception data to perform multi-directional long-term place

recognition. Furthermore, we introduce a multisensory data fusion paradigm under the same

framework to integrate heterogeneous visual features that are computed from different types of

sensors. Due to our approach’s ability to incorporate omnidirectional observations from different

sensors, we name our proposed unified method Fusion of Omnidirectional Multisensory Perception

(FOMP).

The contributions of this chapter are threefold:

• We introduce a new research problem, that is long-term place recognition based upon

omnidirectional multisensory perception, and introduce two technical questions that are

critical in omnidirectional perception but have not yet been studied in existing long-term

place recognition literature.

• We propose the novel FOMP approach, which estimates the importance of viewing angles

and learns discriminative features, as well as integrates all the information to construct a

discriminative representation for long-term place recognition in situations when robots

approach the same location from different directions. We also implement a new optimization

solver to solve the formulated problem, which is guaranteed to converge to the local optimal

solution theoretically.

• We collect and make available a new large-scale dataset to benchmark methods for

multisensory omnidirectional long-term place recognition. Extensive experiments are

performed using this new dataset to evaluate FOMP, and to answer the proposed technical
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questions.

2.3 Related Work

In this section, we review previous approaches to long-term place recognition which can be

broadly classified into scene matching for place recognition and long-term place recognition using

representations.

2.3.1 Scene Matching for Place Recognition

Many techniques have been implemented to match a query observation and the scene template

of a previously visited location. Based on the approach they take towards matching locations, these

methods could be broadly classified into two categories. That is, either they use a sequence of

images to assert match between two scenes or they follow a image-to-image matching paradigm.

Sequence-based matching depends on a sequence of images to find the best matches between query

and template image sequences, such as used by SeqSLAM [35] and RAT-SLAM [46]. SeqSLAM

computes a summation of similarity scores of query images and template sequences to find the best

match location. Typically, methods based on image-to-image matching calculates the distance

metric between a query image and existing templates, with the maximum score indicating a scene

match [48]. Several techniques also use nearest neighbours search for finding the best match. For

example, FAB-MAP [45] uses a Chow-Liu tree to get the best match and RTAB-MAP uses a K-d

tree to perform the nearest neighbor search.

The previous methods are designed to work with traditional cameras with limited views, and

cannot integrate omnidirectional observations, or perform multi-directional long-term place

recognition, which is the focus of our research.

2.3.2 Representation in Long-Term Place Recognition

Most existing place-recognition methods rely on features to construct a representation with the

hope to capture long-term scene variations. When environments show changes in illumination

conditions, global features outperform local features [35, 37, 43]. Global features extract features
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from the whole image, and often create a representation using histograms. For example, HOG [39]

uses unsigned gradient changes within each pixels of a grid and stores it as a histogram. GIST

features [38, 49] employ Gabor filters at different orientations and frequencies to extract

information from the images. Convolutional neural networks (CNN) [50–52] are employed to

create a representation for matching image sequences. Local Binary Patterns (LBP) are used to

encode scenes by labelling pixels of an image by thresholding the neighbourhood of each pixel,

which constructs a representation denoted as a binary vector [40]. Depth information from

Kinect-like sensors [53] is also been used for object-based SLAM.

Recent methods such as [54] show advantages to identify important features and fuse them

together to achieve better performance on long-term place recognition. In this research, we follow

the same insight and integrate feature learning as a part of the proposed approach under the unified

optimization framework to improve place recognition during long-term autonomy, through fusing

heterogeneous features from various omnidirectional sensors.

2.4 The FOMP Approach

We aim at addressing the new problem of utilizing omnidirectional observations to perform

long-term place recognition when robots revisit the same place from different directions. To

address this challenge, we propose the FOMP approach to estimate the importance of viewing

angles and sensor modalities, and to integrate all multisensory omnidirectional data to perform

multi-directional long-term place recognition.

Notation. Matrices are denoted using boldface-capital letters, and vectors are denoted by

boldface lower-case letters. Given a matrix U = {uij} ∈ Rn×m, we denote the i-th row and j-th

column as ui and uj respectively. The `1-norm of a vector u ∈ Rn is defined as ‖u‖1 =
∑n

i=1 |ui|.

The `2-norm of a vector u is defined as ‖u‖2 =
√
u>u. The Frobenius norm of a matrix U is

defined as ‖U‖F =
√∑m

i=1

∑n
j=1 u

2
ij .
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2.4.1 Problem Formulation

Given a collection of omnidirectional images acquired in different scenarios, each image is

equally divided into a set of views. We also assume that multimodal features are extracted from

each view, where a modality of features is defined as the features computed using a specific

descriptor from images acquired by a specific visual sensor (e.g., intensity or depth sensor). Then,

the set of multisensory omnidirectional images can be expressed as X = [x1,x2, . . . ,xn] ∈ Rp×n,

where xi ∈ Rp denotes the feature vector extracted from all views of the i -th image, which is a

concatenation of features from m modalities, such that p =
∑m

i=1

∑a
j=1 dij , where dij is the

dimensionality of the i -th modality in the j -th view, and a is the total number of views. The label

vector of scenarios (e.g., different seasons) associated with X is represented by

Y = [y1;y2; . . . ;yn] ∈ Rn×c, where c is the number of scenarios, and yi is the scenario indicating

vector, with elements yij ∈ {0, 1} representing that the i -th image is collected from the j -th

scenario.

Then, the problem of omnidirectional multisensory place recognition is formulated as a

regularized sparse optimization problem:

min
W
L(X,Y;W) + λR(W) (2.1)

where L(·) is a loss function andR(·) is a sparsity-inducing regularizer with λ ≥ 0 as a trade-off

hyperparameter. W denotes the weight matrix, which represents the importance of the features X

to represent the scenarios Y in general.

We define a new loss function to address multi-directional place recognition (i.e., identification

of the same place from different directions) as follows:

min
W
‖(RX)TW −Y‖2F (2.2)

where R is the rotation matrix for aligning omnidirectional images with the same origin. For

example, when two omnidirectional images are take by a car driving on the two sides of a road
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respectively, then one image must be rotated 180◦ to align with the other image, which is performed

using R.

Figure 2.1 Illustration of the weight matrix W.

The solution to this optimization task is the weight matrix W = [w1,w2, . . . ,wc] ∈ Rp×c,

which contains the weights wi ∈ Rp of all modalities and views with respect to the i -th scenario.

Each wi contains weights of m-modalities from all views, which can be expanded as

wi = [w1
i ,w

2
i , . . . ,w

m
i ]T . In addition, the weight vector of each modality wm

i can be further

divided into a segments, each from a particular view, as follows

wm
i = [wm1

i ;wm2

i ; . . . ;wma

i ] ∈ Rdij , representing the weights of the features extracted in different

views from m-th modality and i -th scenario. The weight matrix is graphically represented in

Figure 2.1.

2.4.2 Learning Discriminative Views

An omnidirectional image provides 360◦ field of view, that allows robots to observe the entire

surrounding environment. We hypothesize that for long-term place recognition, specific views in

the omnidirectional image are more discriminative than others. In order to automatically identify

these views, we introduce a novel cone-structured sparsity-inducing norm to learn the

discriminative features under our unified regularized optimization framework.

Formally, each leaf node of the introduced cone structure contains the features extracted from

an individual view, and each internal node of the cone contains the features from its respective child
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nodes, which represents a combination of the views represented by the child nodes. We represent

the set of nodes as V = (v1,v2, . . . ,vroot), each v containing features collected from a certain view

or multiple adjacent views, and we denote the weights of the features from respective views as

(wv1 ,wv2 , . . . ,wvroot). For example, the cone structure with four leaf nodes, each including the

features obtained from a 90◦ view, is demonstrated in Figure 2.2, with the 3D cone structure

illustrated in Figure 2.2(a) and the unwrapped structure shown in Figure 2.2(b).

Then, we propose a method to compute the weight of each node w(v) in the cone structure,

which is a scalar that indicates the importance of the node, as follows:

w(v) =


h̃v
∑

C(v) ‖wC(v)‖1 + hv
∑

C(v) ‖wC(v)‖2
if v is an internal node∑

v ‖wv‖1 if v is a leaf node

where h̃v = 1− hv, and hv is the normalized height of a node v with respect to the height of the

cone structure. At lower levels of the cone structure, hv takes smaller values; thus `2-norm is more

significant. Moving toward the upper level of the cone, hv increases, so `1-norm becomes more

dominant. The variable hv is designed to incorporate the principle that at lower levels, the grouping

effect of different views should be promoted and at higher levels sparsity among the grouped views

should be emphasized.

Based upon the weights of all nodes, the cone-structured sparsity-inducing norm is defined as

‖W‖C =
∑

v∈V w(v). which allows for discovering discriminative views by assigning a greater

weight to features from discriminative views. When using the cone-structure sparsity-inducing

norm as a regularization term, we obtain the new objective function:

min
W
‖(RX)TW −Y‖2F + λ‖W‖C (2.3)

where λ is a hyperparameter used to balance the loss function and the regularization term.
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(a) 3D cone structure (b) Unwrapped structure

Figure 2.2 Illustration of the proposed cone-structured sparsity-inducing norm for learning
discriminative views. Figure 2.2(a) illustrates the 3D structure of our proposed cone-structured
sparsity-inducing norm and Figure 2.2(b) illustrates the corresponding unwrapped structure of the
same sparsity-inducing norm.

2.4.3 Learning Discriminative Modalities

Modern robots are usually equipped with different types of sensors (e.g., intensity and depth

sensors), and we can extract different type of features from observations obtained by each sensor.

We employ the term modality to refer to a set of features extracted by a type of feature extraction

method from the data obtained by a specific sensor. In this case, some feature modalities are

typically more descriptive than others. For example, in a dark environment, observations from

depth sensors are often more useful than data from color cameras. In this research, we also propose

to identify discriminative features under the unified optimization framework to improve place

recognition accuracy.

Inspired by [54], we incorporate a modality norm, named M -norm, as a regularization term to

enforce sparsity among different modalities thus identifying discriminative modalities. The

M -norm applies the `2-norm within each modality and the `1-norm across different modalities. The

M -norm is mathematically expressed as ‖W‖M =
∑c

i=1

∑m
j=1 ‖w

j
i‖2.
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Incorporating both sparsity-inducing norms to model the relationship among various views and

modalities, we observe the final objective function:

min
W
‖(RX)TW −Y‖2F + λ1‖W‖C + λ2‖W‖M (2.4)

where λ1 and λ2 are the trade-off hyper-parameters to balance the loss function and the

sparsity-inducing norms.

2.4.4 Omnidirectional Multisensory Place Recognition

After solving the regularized optimization problem in Eq. 2.4 (using Algorithm 1, described in

the next subsection), we obtain the optimal weight matrix W∗ ∈ Rp×c. Given a feature vector

xi ∈ Rp of a query omnidirectional multisensory observation, we can compute a similarity score

between this query observation and the template as follows:

s =
a∑
i=1

m∑
j=1

wA(i) ∗ wM(j) ∗ sji (2.5)

where sj
i denotes the similarity score between the observation and the template in i-th view of j-th

modality, wM(j) is the optimal weight of the j-th modality, and wA(i) is the optimal weight of the

i-th view. If the similarity score thus calculated is above a user-defined threshold, the query image

is decided as matching to the template. The weight of the i -th view is computed as

wA(i) =
∑m

j=1 ‖wji‖2, i = 1, 2, . . . , a, and the weight of the j -th modality is computed as

wM(j) = ‖wj‖2, j = 1, 2, . . . ,m.

2.4.5 Optimization Algorithm

The objective function in Eq. (2.4) comprises of non-smooth regularization terms, which is

challenging to solve in general. Thus, we implement a new iterative algorithm, that follows the

iterative re-weighted method [55], to solve this formulated optimization problem.
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Algorithm 1: An iterative algorithm to solve the formulated optimization problem in Eq.
(4)

Input :feature matrix X = [x1, · · · ,xn] ∈ Rp×n and ground truth matrix
Y = [y1, · · · , yn]T ∈ Rn×c from the training set

1 Let t = 1. Initialize W(t) by solving min
W
‖(RX)TW −Y‖2F .

2 while not converge do
3 Calculate the block diagonal matrix D(t+ 1), where the k-th diagonal block of

D(t+ 1) is 1
2‖wk(t)‖2 .

4 Calculate the block diagonal matrix D̃(t+ 1), where the diagonal block of D̃(t+ 1) is
1

2‖W(t)‖C
Iid.

5 For each wi(1 ≤ i ≤ c),
wi(t+ 1) = ((RX)(RX)T + γ1D(t+ 1) + γ2D̃(t+ 1))−1(RX)yi.

6 t = t+ 1.
Output :W = W(t) ∈ Rp×c

Taking the derivative of the objective function with respect to the columns of W (i.e.,

wi, i = 1, . . . , c) and setting the whole equation to a zero vector gives us:

(RX)(XTRT )wi − (RX)yi + γ1Dwi + γ2D̃wi = 0 (2.6)

where D̃ is a diagonal matrix with the ith diagonal element as
1

2‖wi‖2
, and D is defined as the

diagonal matrix with the diagonal block as
1

2‖W‖C
Iid, where Iid is an identity matrix of size p.

Since the matrices D and D̃ are dependent on the vectors of W, we develop an iterative algorithm

to solve the optimization problem with these unknown variables, as described in Algorithm 1,

which holds a theoretical convergence guarantee as described by the following theorem.

Theorem 1: Algorithm 1 converges to the local optimal solution to the optimization problem in Eq.

2.4.

Proof. In the following, we prove that Algorithm 1 decreases the value of the objective function

with each iteration and converges to the local optimal value. But first, we present a lemma:

Lemma 1: For any two given vectors v and ṽ, the following inequality relation holds:

‖ṽ‖2 −
‖ṽ‖22
2‖v‖2

≤ ‖v‖2 − ‖v‖22
2‖v‖2
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Proof. We have:

−(‖ṽ‖2 − ‖v‖2)2 ≤ 0

−‖ṽ‖22 − ‖v‖22 + 2‖ṽ‖2‖v‖2 ≤ 0

2‖ṽ‖2‖v‖2 − ‖ṽ‖22 ≤ ‖v‖22

‖ṽ‖2 −
‖ṽ‖22
2‖v‖2

≤ ‖v‖2 −
‖v‖22
2‖v‖2

From Lemma 6, we can derive the following corollary:

Corollary 1: For any two given matrices M and M̃ , the following inequality relation holds:

‖M̃‖C −
‖M̃‖2C
2‖M‖C

≤ ‖M‖C −
‖M‖2C
2‖M‖C

According to Steps 3 of Algorithm 1, we calculate W(t+ 1) as:

W(t+ 1) = min
W
‖RX>W −Y‖2F + γ1TrW

>D(t+ 1)W + γ2TrW
>D̃(t+ 1)W (2.7)

Then, we can derive that

J (t+ 1) + γ1TrW
>(t+ 1)D(t+ 1)W(t+ 1) + γ2TrW

>(t+ 1)D̃(t+ 1)W(t+ 1) (2.8)
≤ J (t) + γ1TrW

>(t)D(t)W(t) + γ2TrW
>(t)D̃(t)W(t)

where J (t) = ‖RX>W(t)−Y‖2F .

After substituting the definition of D and D̃, we obtain

20



J (t+ 1) + γ1
‖W(t+ 1)‖2C

2‖W(t)‖C
+ γ2

∑m
i=1

‖wi(t+ 1)‖22
2‖wi(t)‖2

≤ J (t) + γ1
‖W(t)‖2C
2‖W(t)‖C

+ γ2
∑m

i=1

‖wi(t)‖22
2‖wi(t)‖2

(2.9)

From Lemma 6 and Corollary 4, we can derive that

‖W(t+ 1)‖C −
‖W(t+ 1)‖2C

2‖W(t)‖C
≤ ‖W(t)‖C −

‖W(t)‖2C
2‖W(t)‖C

(2.10)

and,

m∑
i=1

‖wi(t+ 1)‖2 −
m∑
i=1

‖wi(t+ 1)‖22
2‖wi(t)‖2

≤
m∑
i=1

‖wi(t)‖2 −
m∑
i=1

‖wi(t)‖22
2‖wi(t)‖2

(2.11)

Adding Eq. (7.14)-(4.16) on both sides, we have

J (t+ 1) + γ1‖W(t+ 1)‖C + γ2
∑m

i=1 ‖wi(t+ 1)‖2
≤ J (t) + γ1‖W(t)‖C + γ2

∑m
i=1 ‖wi(t)‖2 (2.12)

Eq. 7.16 decreases the value of the objective function with each iteration. As our objective function

is convex, Algorithm 6 converges to the local optimal value. Therefore, Algorithm 1 converges to

the local optimal solution to the optimization problem in Eq. (4).

2.5 Omnidirectional Multisensory Dataset

One of the contributions of this research is the collection of large-scale omnidirectional

multisensory datasets. Although various sensors and omnidirectional cameras are increasingly

widely deployed on robots and autonomous cars, before this research, no dataset containing

omnidirectional multisensory information is publicly available for benchmarking long-term place

recognition. Motivated by this need, we collected the new dataset called MOLP, which stands for

Multimodal Omnidirectional Long-term Place-recognition. The dataset was collected using a
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omnidirectional camera installed on a SUV to collect omnidirectional intensity and depth

information. The MOLP dataset includes two sub-datasets obtained from two different routes:

• Route-A: Mines-Downtown Golden. This route contains scenes from the Colorado School of

Mines and downtown of Golden CO. This route is 4.3 miles long and the dataset consists of

3000-7000 images in each of the 16 instances from different long-term scenarios across a

year. The dataset also captures the short-term dynamics such as traffics, construction work,

and pedestrians.

• Route-B: Historic Suburban Golden. This route contains scenes of the trip where the

gold-rush era started 150 year ago. This driving route is 7.6 miles long, from the circuitous

suburban Golden and to the Rocky Mountains. The dataset consists of 2500-5000 images in

each of the 16 instances from different long-term scenarios across a year. Beyond long-term

appearance changes, this route has the severe challenge of perceptual aliasing because of the

similar winding roads while driving.

The MOLP dataset is publicly available and more details are discussed on the dataset website at

http://hcr.mines.edu/code/MOLP.html.

2.6 Experiments

To evaluate the FOMP method on long-term place recognition based on multisensory

omnidirectional observations, we performed extensive experiments using the newly collected

MOLP dataset.

2.6.1 Experimental Setup

The Summer and Fall scenarios from the dataset are used in the experiments. Each

omnidirectional image is vertically split into 18 sections, which corresponds to 18 views, each

including 20◦ field of view. Then, each split image is down-sampled to a resolution of 210*240,

which consists of both intensity and depth information. No image processing is further performed
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on these images. For ground truth we use the GPS data recorded at the time of collecting the

dataset.

Four different types of visual features are extracted from each of the intensity and depth images

in our experiments, including GIST [38], HOG [39], LBP [40], and CNN-based deep features

[50, 51]. All features are separately extracted from both intensity and depth images. Moreover, we

implement several techniques from the literature to compare with our FOMP approach, including

representations by concatenated features and discriminative features. Furthermore, we implement a

method using the traditional front 80◦ field of view as a baseline. For all experiments, we set 0.1 to

the hyper-parameter λ1, and 0.05 to λ2.

(a) Matched omnidirectional multisensory observations (b) Precision-recall curves

Figure 2.3 Results over Route-A across different times of a day (i.e., morning versus evening).

(a) Matched omnidirectional multisensory observations (b) Precision-recall curves

Figure 2.4 Results over Route-B across different times of a day (i.e., morning versus evening).
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2.6.2 Results at Different Times of a Day

To evaluate our approach on place recognition with long-term appearance changes across

different times of a day and with environment dynamics, we perform experiments using morning

and evening scenarios for both Route-A and Route-B in the MOLP dataset.

The qualitative result on the Route-A dataset is illustrated in Figure 2.3(a), which includes a

detected match of omnidirectional intensity-depth images in the query and template. It can be

observed from the intensity image that the same place exhibits very different illumination

conditions in the morning versus evening, and also contains different dynamics because of varying

traffic and pedestrians. In this challenging scenario, the match shows our FOMP approach can well

perform place recognition with long-term appearance variations.

In the experiments over the Route-B dataset, we observe similar qualitative results, with an

exemplary match depicted in Figure 2.7, which shows our FOMP approach is able to match the

places with the presence of long-term illumination changes.

To provide a quantitative evaluation, the standard metric of precision-recall curves is used.

Figure 2.3(b) shows the precision-recall curves obtained over the morning and evening scenes of

Route-A. The results for Route-B is illustrated in Figure 2.7(b). Comparisons with baseline

techniques are also presented in the respective figures. We observe that integrating omnidirectional

information can improve the performance (as shown in Figure 2.3(b)). In addition, our FOMP

method outperforms the baseline techniques, due to the ability to identify and fuse discriminative

views and feature modalities.

In addition, we perform experiments to evaluate the importance of different viewing angles,

with the results shown in Figure 2.6(a) for Route-A. The relative importance of each view is

presented as a heat chart, with a warmer color denoting greater importance, and the vehicle is

facing up as the front. It can be observed that the front and back views in the omnidirectional

observation are the most descriptive for long-term place recognition across different times of the

day, and the sideways of the observation are less descriptive. Finally, we perform experiments to

assess the importance of different sensing modalities, i.e., different types of features acquired from
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various sensors. The results are shown in Figure 2.6(b) for Route-A, with the numbers denoting the

importance of the modality. We observe consistent results on modality importance: the four most

important modalities are depth-LBP, depth-GIST, intensity-GIST, and depth-CNN.

(a) Matched omnidirectional multisensory observations (b) Precision-recall curves

Figure 2.5 Results over the Route-B dataset across different seasons (i.e., Summer versus Fall).

2.6.3 Results across Different Seasons

To evaluate FOMP over a longer span of time, we perform experiments using omnidirectional

multisensory observations across different seasons, in which the places show significant appearance

changes caused by weather and vegetation.

As the qualitative experimental result, examples of the detected omnidirectional multisensory

matches between query and template observations are illustrated in Figure 2.5(a) for Route-B. The

results show FOMP is able to well perform place recognition under different vegetation and

illumination conditions across different seasons. The precision-recall curves are illustrated in

Figure 2.5(b). We can observe that the proposed approach outperforms the baseline techniques on

long-term place recognition across different seasons.

The importance of viewing angles for Route-B across different seasons is illustrated in

Figure 2.8(a). Results in Route-B are a bit different from previous observations: the front view is

relatively more discriminative than the back view, although both front and back views are still more

important than side views for omnidirectional long-term place recognition. Finally, the quantitative

results over modality weights are illustrated in Figure 2.8(b) for Route-B across different seasons,

respectively. Similar to the results obtained from different times of a day, the modality importance
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is also consistent with the same top four most descriptive modalities. When we sum up the weights

of features acquired by either the intensity or depth sensor, we observe depth data weights more

over intensity data, which indicates that depth observations are more important. A possible

explanation is that the intensity cues are more sensitive to the long-term appearance variation such

as various illumination and weather, while the depth information determined by the environment

topology is less affected by appearance changes.

(a) Descriptive views (b) Descriptive modalities

Figure 2.6 Experimental results on view and modality importance using the Route-A dataset across
various times of a day.

(a) Matched omnidirectional multisensory observations (b) Precision-recall curves

Figure 2.7 Results over the Route-B dataset across different times of a day (i.e., morning versus
evening).
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(a) Descriptive Views (b) Descriptive Modalities

Figure 2.8 Experimental results on view and modality importance using the Route-B dataset across
different seasons.

(a) Detected matches when the car drives from opposite directions (b) Precision-recall curves

Figure 2.9 Results of bidirectional place recognition when a car drives through the same place from
different directions in different seasons. In the legend of precision-recall curves, “For” indicates the
FOMP approach is trained using forward-direction data only, and “Back” indicates the approach is
trained using backward-direction data only. Testing is performed using data collected from both
directions.

2.6.4 Results on Multi-directional Place Recognition

One unique capability of the FOMP approach is to achieve multi-directional place recognition,

which is enabled by introducing the rotation matrix in our problem formulation to address different

robot’s orientations. This new advantage is validated and evaluated in this set of experiments. We

train our approach using the data from one direction only (either forward or backward), then we

evaluate its performance on long-term place recognition using data from both directions.

An exemplary location match detected by FOMP is illustrated in Figure 2.9(a). Because the

vehicle drives through the same place from different directions, it is observed that the query
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observation is rotated around 180◦ comparing to the template, which is clearly demonstrated by the

arched sign (which reads “WELCOME TO GOLDEN”). Since the rotation matrix R in our

formulation is able to model this rotation, FOMP can successfully recognize the same place when

the car approaches it from different directions. Precision-recall curves obtained from bidirectional

place recognition are illustrated in Figure 2.9(b). We can observe three key phenomena. First, for

bidirectional place recognition, the methods using traditional camera do not work, as expected.

Second, our FOMP approach significantly outperforms other baseline techniques, mainly due to its

capability of modeling rotations. Third, because of the same reason, FOMP methods trained on

forward-direction data or backward-direction data obtain consistent good performance. This

consistent capability highlights our approach for bidirectional place recognition in long-term

autonomy.

2.7 Summary

In this chapter, we propose a new problem of place recognition from omnidirectional

multisensory observations in long-term autonomy. To address this challenge, we introduce the

novel FOMP approach that is able to identify and integrate discriminative multimodal data obtained

from heterogeneous sensors in different views. Our approach shows that different viewing angles in

the omnidirectional observation have different description powers. Our research also demonstrates

that multi-directional long-term place recognition is achievable. To validate our FOMP approach

and hypothesis, we collect a large-scale dataset containing omnidirectional multisensory

observations. Experimental results on this dataset have demonstrated that FOMP obtains promising

long-term place recognition performance.
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CHAPTER 3

ROBOT PERCEPTUAL ADAPTATION TO ENVIRONMENT CHANGES FOR LONG-TERM

HUMAN TEAMMATE FOLLOWING

This chapter is modified from a joural paper published at the 2020 International Journal on

Robotics Research (IJRR)4. This research was partially supported by Army Research Office (ARO)

under Grant W911NF-17-1-0447, U.S. Air Force Academy (USAFA) under Grant

FA7000-18-2-0016, and the Distributed and Collaborative Intelligent Systems and Technology

(DCIST) CRA under Grant W911NF-17-2-0181.

Sriram Siva5, and Hao Zhang6.

3.1 Abstract

Perception is one of the several fundamental abilities required by robots, and it also poses

significant challenges, especially in real-world field applications. Long-term autonomy introduces

additional difficulties to robot perception, including short and long-term changes of the robot

operation environment (e.g., lighting changes). In this paper, we propose an innovative

human-inspired approach named RObot Perceptual Adaptation (ROPA) that is able to calibrate

perception according to the environment context, which enables perceptual adaptation in response

to environmental variations. ROPA jointly performs feature learning, sensor fusion, and perception

calibration under a unified regularized optimization framework. We also implement a new

algorithm to solve the formulated optimization problem, which has a theoretical guarantee to

converge to an optimal solution. In addition, we collect a large-scale dataset from physical robots in

the field, called Perceptual Adaptation to Environment Changes (PEAC), with the aim to

benchmark methods for robot adaptation to short-term and long-term, and fast and gradual lighting
4©2020 Sage Journals. Reprinted with permissions from Sriram Siva, and Hao Zhang. ”Robot Perceptual Adaptation
to Environment Changes for Long-Term Human Teammate Following”, in The International Journal of Robotics
Research (IJRR), 2020.

5Primary researcher and author, Graduate Student, Colorado School of Mines
6Associate Professor, Colorado School of Mines
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changes for human detection based upon different feature modalities extracted from color and depth

sensors. Utilizing the PEAC dataset, we conduct extensive experiments in the application of human

recognition and following in various scenarios to evaluate ROPA. Experimental results have

validated that the ROPA approach obtains promising performance in terms of accuracy and

efficiency, and effectively adapts robot perception to address short-term and long-term lighting

changes in human detection and following applications.

10:00 AM 2:00 PM 3:00 PM 5:00 PM12:30 PM 7:00 PM

Figure 3.1 Motivating examples of robot perceptual adaptation in human teammate following
applications. When a robot follows a human during a long-term operation (e.g., search and rescue),
the robot requires the capability of perceptual adaptation to adapt to fast changes (e.g., when
moving from a dark tunnel to a bright open area shown in the top row) and long-term changes (e.g.,
different times of the day shown in the bottom row) and in order to avoid perception failures. The
problem of robot adaptation to fast and dramatic environment changes has not yet been well
addressed. For example, given a stream of color and depth data as the input, existing methods of
human detection cannot adaptively choose sensing modalities and often lose the person when the
robot travels from a dark mine to a bright open area with fast and dramatic lighting changes.

3.2 Introduction

Perception is an essential capability for autonomous robots to perceive the surrounding world

and their own states so that they can accomplish other fundamental functionalities, such as

navigation and human-robot teaming. For example, robots following humans to perform search and
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rescue missions and robots working collaboratively in human-robot teaming both need the ability to

collect information about their environments to make decisions; robots also need to collect

information about themselves and terrain characteristics to perform navigation in unstructured field

environments.

While the robot perception research community has made impressive strides over the past years,

it remains an unsolved problem for real-world field robotics applications, especially for robots that

operate in dynamic and unstructured field environments. Several key challenges in robot perception

must be addressed. As modern robotic platforms are often equipped with a variety of sensors it is

necessary to effectively integrate this multisensory data. In addition, there is often limited on-board

computing power for robots operating in field environments, and efficient algorithms are required to

deliver real-time performance with this limited computational power.

In the past several years, the robotics community has paid more attention towards long-term

autonomy — robots that are able to operate for days, months, years, and eventually a lifetime.

Long-term autonomy introduces new additional challenges to robot perception. For example, as

demonstrated in Figure 3.1, when robots follow a human teammate to perform search and rescue

missions over long periods of time, robots often need to operate in indoor and outdoor

environments, navigate between dark tunnels and bright open areas, and perform human detection

under significant illumination variations at different time of the day. These changing, unstructured

field environments often cause failures for robot perception, such as an inability to continue

tracking teammates. Thus, addressing the short-term and long-term environment changes is vital to

enable long-term autonomy.

Several methods were previously implemented to address the problem of long-term autonomy

in dynamic unstructured environments. A widely used paradigm is to learn a unified representation

of unstructured environments, which can be applied to various scenarios at different time. For

example, in long-term place recognition (a.k.a. loop closure detection), methods based on holistic

layouts [54, 56] or landmarks [50, 57] were designed to construct a representation of the

environment that is robust to long-term variations over time to find a match with previously visited
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places. These techniques look past the changes of the environments over discrete time points (e.g.

morning vs evening and summer vs winter) to determine the underlying place features that are most

representative. However, these techniques learn fixed unified representations that do not adapt or

change according to environment dynamics. A conventional robot adaptation paradigm is based

upon case-based reasoning [58], which accomplishes adaptation by switching between multiple

perception modalities depending upon the current context. However, they are limited to cases that

have been manually predefined, which makes them impractical for dynamically changing

unstructured environments that may have a large number of context cases in a continuous and

high-dimensional space. In addition, online learning [59], [60], [61] was also widely studied, where

adaptation is achieved by continuously training the model using streams of data in an online

fashion. Because online learning models drift and often require many iterations to converge to an

optimal model again, they are less effective in scenarios when a robot needs to adapt to fast or

repeated changes of the environment.

In this paper, we propose a novel approach named RObot Perceptual Adaptation (ROPA) that

learns a dynamical fusion of multisensory perception data, which is adaptive to continuous

short-term and long-term environment changes. ROPA is inspired by the observation that the

human eye is able to adapt to a wide range of lighting conditions, and by the phycological findings

in perceptual adaptation of humans. Human perceptual adaptation is a fundamental property of

perceptual processing to “calibrate perception to current inputs” [62] and to “maintain the match

between visual coding and the visual environment” [63, 64]. Our application in this paper focuses

on human detection based upon different types of features extracted from color and depth sensors

installed on a mobile robot to perform long-term human teammate following. During real-world

human-robot teaming in a field environment, autonomous robots often need to follow a human

teammate to perform certain operations (e.g., following a skier while capturing videos and

following a rescuer while carrying equipment as shown in Figure 3.1) in an unstructured and

dynamic scenarios that evolve over time.
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ROPA is a principled approach that formulates perceptual adaptation as a joint learning problem

to simultaneously learn a base perception model to optimally fuse multisensory input data and a

calibration term to adapt to environment changes. In order to fuse multisensory inputs, we

implement sparsity-inducing norms that enforces the base perception model to learn sparse weights

of multisensory input features and apply the weights for data fusion. To achieve perception

calibration, we estimate the representativeness of the input feature modalities. Representativeness

of a feature modality is referred to as its capability to represent the environment. When the

environment changes, the representativeness of each feature modality also changes (e.g., depth can

better represent dark environments). Accordingly, by automatically selecting feature modalities that

are more representative in a specific environment, our approach provides a calibration of the

perception model according to the environmental change. All the above components are

mathematically integrated into a joint learning formulation under the unified theoretical framework

of regularized optimization. In long-term human following, for each of new data instance, ROPA

uses the joint base perception model and calibration term to classify humans under environment

changes; classification results are applied by a decision making module to control the robot to

navigate and follow the human. In order to evaluate ROPA and benchmark techniques for robot

perceptual adaptation in human following applications, we collect a new large-scale dataset called

RObot Perceptual Adaptation (ROPA). The dataset consists of multisensory perception input data

collected from physical mobile robots in real-world field applications under short-term and

long-term environment variations. Our experimental results over the PEAC dataset have validated

that the proposed approach outperforms previous state-of-the-art methods for human following,

obtains real-time performance, and is capable to address long-term and short-term environment

changes.

The contribution of this paper7 are:

7A preliminary non-archived version of the paper describing the dataset and initial experimental results was presented
as a spotlight talk at the ICRA Workshop on Robot Teammates Operating in Dynamic, Unstructured Environments
(RT-DUNE) [65].
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• We propose a fresh human-inspired idea that addresses a new research problem of robot

perceptual adaptation to short and long-term environment variations through calibrating robot

perception to the current context in teammate following applications.

• We introduce ROPA that estimates the importance of heterogenous sensory data, integrates

all information to build a perception model, and, more importantly, calibrates the perception

model to adapt to short and long-term variations of the environment.

• We implement a new algorithm to solve the formulated optimization problem, which

possesses a theoretical guarantee to converge to an optimal solution.

• As a practical contribution, we collect a new large-scale dataset from mobile robots, called

Perceptual Adaptation to Environment Changes (PEAC), which includes three representative

human-following scenarios of long-term autonomy in field applications to benchmark

methods for robot adaptation to short and long-term environment changes.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. We review the related work on robot

perception and adaptation in Section 3.3. The proposed adaptation approach is discussed in Section

5.4, and its optimization solver is described in 3.4.4 After describing the new dataset and our

applications, we present and analyze the experimental results in Section 3.6. Finally, we conclude

the paper in Section 3.8.

3.3 Related Work

In this section we provide a review of related research on long-term autonomy, robot adaptation,

and human following. Long-term autonomy has received an increase in attention from the robotics

community, because of increasing use of robots in environments presenting long-term dynamics

(for example, robot following of humans in field environments throughout long periods of time can

experience long-term changes). Robot adaptation is considered one viable solution to enable

long-term autonomy, as adaptation enables the robot to cope with the changing environment.
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3.3.1 Long-Term Autonomy

As robots are leaving factories and entering unstructured and dynamic environments, the ability

of robots to reliably operate over long-periods of time under dynamically changing conditions

needs to be addressed. Several learning-based approaches have been proposed to support robot

long-term autonomy.

These approaches can be generally categorized into two paradigms: online learning and

representation learning. (1) Online learning methods address long-term autonomy by continuously

or iteratively updating model parameters during task execution [66–68]. The online learning

paradigm is widely applied to a variety of applications with robots operating in dynamic or

evolving environments [69], including health care, education, and assistive robotics in work [70]

and home [71] environments. (2) Representation learning aims at learning from data to construct a

representation of the robot’s surrounding environment, which is robust or insensitive to environment

variations. This paradigm is widely used in long-term place recognition (a.k.a. loop closure

detection) to achieve Simultaneous Localization and Mapping (SLAM) in long-term settings

([72–75]). Most of the learning techniques for long-term place recognition focus on creating

representations that encode the holistic layout of the environment based upon global feature

extraction ([43]), deep learning [50, 76], multimodal feature integration [77], and spatio-temporal

fusion [47]. Several recent methods use landmarks to create long-term environment representations

[50, 57]. However, these methods are specifically implemented for place recognition or robot

localization problems, and cannot be applied to appropriate perception of objects of interest under

short and long-term context or environment changes. [78] evaluated YOLO’s [79] performance

during long-term changes on detecting an object of interest over long periods of time under various

lighting conditions. It was observed that YOLO continuously struggles to detect the same object

during sudden changes and during night time. Online learning methods lack the ability to address

dramatic and fast changes. Although, they are effective in adapting to environments with slow and

gradual changes, they fail under drastic changing conditions as they need time to converge.
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3.3.2 Robot Adaptation

Although robot learning [80] has been addressed by many researchers, robot adaptation still

remains to receive comparatively less attention. This is because many robot systems are designed to

be used in very specific domains for a brief period of time [81, 82]. Early research focused on

high-level behavior-based methods to address robot adaptation in general. For example, [83]

developed various architectures to enable teams of heterogeneous robots to dynamically adapt their

actions over time. Following a similar direction, case-based reasoning [58] methods were used in

[16, 17] for robot behavioral adaptation in evolving environments. Another adaptation scheme was

proposed in [21] to control complex robots, which selects a solution from a library of

well-performing solutions, given specific tasks and conditions. In these early methods, robot

adaptation is generally manually pre-determined, requiring significant domain expertise.

Adaptation based on human intent is studied in the domain of human-robot interaction and

collaboration. One of the key components of this adaptation is to be able to recognize human intent

and activities [84–86]. For example, a robot may need to recognize human intent and activities

based upon visual feedback [87] or audio command [88]. Another popular learning-based

adaptation paradigm is reinforcement learning, which is usually designed for robot behavior

adaptation [22–24]. Recently, several methods [89–92] studied co-adaptation problems addressing

how robots and humans on the same team can collaboratively adapt to each other and complete the

joint task effectively. Almost all learning-based methods focus on behavior adaptation. The critical

problem of robot perceptual adaptation has not been well understood and studied.

3.3.3 Human Following

A large portion of methods used in human following typically involve detecting humans [93],

[79] and tracking humans [94], [95].

Researchers have tried to solve the problem of human following using different approaches.

Most of these methods, in general, involve dividing the query image into several regions and using

region proposals to predict the bounding boxes the human might be in [79], [96]. The core of most
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of these methods involve both feature extraction (to represent the regions from the bounding box in

a different representation space) and then a classifier (to classify if the input feature representation

of that region is of a human or not). Feature extraction methods can be further categorized into

local features [97], [98], [99], [100] that describe the local information from different regions of

interest, and global features [101], [38], [40] which generally describe the image as a whole. A

global feature vector is generated based on the feature statistics. [101] is one of the most used

global features for whole body human detection that captures the local shape and edge information

of the whole image. [93] used optical flow field’s internal difference to recognize moving humans.

While local and global features can both be used to detect humans, global features have proved to

give better results [102]. Recently, many methods use a combination of different sensors to achieve

the capability of human detection in autonomous robots [103], [104]. It has also been proven that

use of multi-sensory and multi-feature representation can significantly improve performance in

long-term settings [54], [9]. Although these methods perform well in most scenarios, they cannot

be considered in situations where the robot needs to adapt with the environment. Our approach can

take in values from different sensors and calibrate their importance based on the environmental

context, allowing robots the ability to adapt with the environment.

3.4 The ROPA Approach

To address multisensory robot perceptual adaptation in long-term autonomy, we propose the

ROPA approach to learn and calibrate a perception model that can adapt to short-term and

long-term environment changes.

Notation. Matrices are represented by boldface capital letters, and vectors by boldface

lower-case letters. Given a matrix U = {uij} ∈ <n×m, we represent the i-th row and j-th column

as ui and uj , respectively. The `2-norm of the vector u is defined as ‖u‖2 =
√
u>u. The Frobenius

norm of the matrix U is defined as ‖U‖F =
√∑m

i=1

∑n
j=1 u

2
ij .
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3.4.1 Multimodal Sensor Fusion

Given a collection of n data instances (i.e., data samples in a dataset), the extracted normalized

feature vectors are represented as X = [x1,x2, . . . ,xn] ∈ <d×n, where xi ∈ <d is the feature

vector from i-th instance. We assume that the features are extracted from different robot sensors

(e.g., color and depth), and various types of features are extracted, with each type named a modality.

That is, a modality is the set of features that are computed using a feature extraction method from

the input of a specific sensor. Then, each heterogeneous feature vector xi ∈ <d is assumed to

consist of m-modalities of normalized features, such that d =
∑m

j=1 dj . The label vector of classes

associated with X is denoted by Y = [y1;y2; . . . ;yn] ∈ <n×c, where c is the number of classes.

Each element yij of the matrix Y indicates how likely the input feature vector xi belongs to the j-th

class and is manually labeled as the ground truth during the training phase.

Then, we formulate the multisensory recognition task as an optimization problem using the

objective:

min
W
‖Y − (X>W + 1nb

>)‖2F (3.1)

where 1n ∈ <n×1 is the constant vector of all 1’s, b ∈ <c×1 is the bias vector that can be calculated

by b = Y>1n/n. The solution to the optimization problem in Eq. (3.1) is a parameter matrix

W = [w1,w2 . . . ,wc] ∈ <d×c, which consists of the weights wi ∈ <d of each element in the

feature vector with respect to the i-th class.

Different types of features encode different attributes of the environment (e.g. shape, color, and

edges). When fusing the features, some modalities are more informative than others depending on

the robot operation environment, and it is desirable to estimate the importance of each modality.

Inspired by sparse optimization [54], to identify discriminative modalities, we design a norm

RM(W) as a regularizer to Eq. (3.1), which enforces sparsity among the modalities and the

grouping effect of the features within the same modality. TheRM -norm can be expressed as

RM(W) =
∑c

i=1

∑m
j=1 ‖w

j
i‖2, which applies the `2-norm to the weights of feature elements

within each modality and the `1-norm across different modalities. AsRM encodes the weight
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structure among modalities, we call it a modality norm.

As modern robots are usually equipped with a variety of sensors (e.g., color and depth), it is also

desirable to estimate the importance of each sensor for multisensory robot perception. For example,

a robot operating in dark can benefit more from depth sensors rather than color sensors. To meet

this need, we introduce a sensory normRS to identify the discriminative sensors, which is defined

asRS(W) =
∑c

i=1

∑l
k=1 ‖wk

i ‖2. It applies the `2-norm to the weights of the features computed

from the same sensor, and applies the `1-norm to the weights of features from different sensors.

By applying both modality and sensory norms, we formulate multisensory sensor fusion as a

regularized optimization problem with the following objective function (where α is a trade-off

hyperparameter):

min
W
‖Y − (X>W + 1nb

>)‖2F + α
(
RM(W) +RS(W)

)
(3.2)

3.4.2 Perception Calibration

The key novelty of this paper is the introduction of the perception calibration capability, which

is inspired by the psychology study on how human perception adapts in a given environmental

context. Mathematically, we denote the environmental context as a matrix

E = [e1, e2, . . . , en] ∈ <s×n, where ei = [e1i , e
2
i , . . . , e

s
i ]
> ∈ <s is a low-dimensional vector

consisting of s environmental context variables (e.g., lighting, fog intensity, and ground traction)

obtained along with the i-th data instance.

To achieve perception calibration, we estimate the representativeness of each feature to

represent the environmental context. Representativeness of a feature is referred to as its capability

of representing the environment. When the environmental context changes (e.g., lighting

variations), we can estimate the feature representativeness change to still represent the environment

under such context changes. Therefore, estimating the feature representativeness change encodes

our insight of calibrating the perception model (i.e., dynamically adjusting the weights of the

features) according to the context. To achieve our insight, two procedures need to be performed: (1)

computing the representativeness of the features to represent the environment in each instance, and
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(2) associating the computed feature representativeness with the context variables.

We denote the feature representativeness to represent the environment in the instances as

G = [g1,g2, . . . ,gn]> ∈ <n×d. Then, each gi ∈ <d denotes the representativeness of the feature

vector xi to represent the environment, which can be estimated by gixi = 1. By computing the

Moore-Penrose inverse (a.k.a. psuedo-inverse), we can obtain gi = x>i
(
xix

>
i

)−1.
We associate the representativeness matrix G (of the features to represent the environment)

with the context variables through designing a novel loss function L(G,E;V), with the objective

of learning a projection (parameterized by V) from the context variables E to encode G.

Specifically, the loss function L is defined as:

L(G,E;V) = ‖G− E>V‖2F (3.3)

where the parameter matrix V ∈ <s×d includes the weights of the environment context variables

with respect to the features.

That is, V captures the underlying information of how much each of the elements in the feature

vectors should change, given the change in the environmental context.

Similar to the motivation of estimating the importance of features and sensors, it is desirable to

learn the importance of the environment context variables to calibrate the perception model.

Therefore, we develop the new context normR over the parameter matrix V, defined as

RC(V) =
∑s

p=1 ‖vp‖2, which enforces the sparsity between the environment context variables

with respect to all features.

Therefore, to adapt to short-term and long-term environment changes, we integrate the proposed

perceptual calibration capability with multisensory fusion. We formulate multisensory perceptual

adaptation as a joint learning problem under the unified regularized optimization framework, with

the final objective function:

min
W,V

‖Y − (X>W + 1nb
>)‖2F + ‖G− E>V‖2F + α

(
RM(W +RS(W)

)
+ βRC(V)(3.4)

where β is a trade-off hyperparameter.
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3.4.3 Multisensory Robot Perceptual Adaptation

After solving the formulated regularized optimization problem in Eq. (3.4) during training

(using the solver in Algorithm 3), we obtain the optimal W∗ = [w∗1,w
∗
2, . . . ,w

∗
c ] and V∗. Then,

during online execution, given a newly acquired data instance x and its environmental context

variable e, adaptive robot perception to determine the class label y(x, e) can be performed by:

y(x, e) = max
i

(x>)
(

diag(e>V∗)w∗i + w∗i
)

+ bi (3.5)

where diag(·) denotes a function to covert a vector into a diagonal matrix. Given any vector

a ∈ <z, diag(a) = a× Iz×z, where I is an identity matrix. The output of Eq. (3.5) provides the

decision of whether a human is present or not. Given a query feature vector x, and its associated

environmental context e, the term diag(e>V∗)w∗i provides an estimation of the calibration needed

to adjust each feature weight given e for the query x. This calibration is then added to the feature

weights w to determine the class label.

One of the advantages of our approach is that classification is integrated with feature learning

and model calibration under the unified regularized optimization framework, thus eliminating the

requirement of using additional classifiers. In addition, our formulation is based on convex linear

models, which makes model parameter estimation and online inference highly efficient. Thus,

ROPA is able to achieve high-speed onboard processing, which can significantly benefit real-time

robotics applications.

3.4.4 Optimization Algorithm

Although our formulation is convex, the objective function in Eq. (3.4) is difficult to solve in

general because of the three non-smooth regularizers. Another contribution of this paper is that we

implement an iterative algorithm, that follows the iterative re-weighted method [55], to solve the

optimization problem,which is presented in Algorithm 3.
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Algorithm 2: An iterative algorithm to solve the formulated optimization problem in Eq.
(3.4)

Input : Feature matrix X ∈ <d×n, label matrix Y ∈ <n×c, context variables E ∈ <s×n
1 Calculate the representativeness matrix G from X.
2 Let t = 1. Initialize W(t) and V(t) by solving min

W
‖Y − (X>W + 1nb

>)‖2F and

min
V
‖G−E>V‖2F .

3 while not converge do
4 Calculate the block diagonal matrix Di(t+ 1)(1 ≤ i ≤ c), where the j-th block is 1

2‖wj
i (t)‖2

Ij .

5 Calculate the block diagonal matrix D̂i(t+ 1)(1 ≤ i ≤ c), where the k-th block is 1
2‖wk

i (t)‖2
Ik.

6 Calculate the block diagonal matrix D̃j(t+ 1)(1 ≤ j ≤ d), where the p-th block is 1
2‖vp

j (t)‖2
Ip.

7 For each wi(1 ≤ i ≤ c), wi(t+ 1) = (XX> + αDi(t+ 1) + αD̂i(t+ 1))−1X(yi − bi).

8 For each vj(1 ≤ j ≤ d), vd = (EE> + βD̃j(t+ 1))−1Egj
9 t = t+ 1.

Output :W = W(t) ∈ <p×c ;V = V(t) ∈ <s×d

To learn the optimal W, we compute the derivative of the objective function in Eq. (3.4) with

respect to wi(1 ≤ i ≤ c) and set it to a zero vector, as follows:

XX>wi −X (yi − bi) + αDiwi + αD̂iwi = 0 (3.6)

where Di(1 ≤ i ≤ c) is a block diagonal matrix with j-th diagonal block computed by 1

2‖wj
i ‖2

Ij;

wj
i is the j-th segment of wi consisting of the weights from the j-th feature modality; D̂i is a block

diagonal matrix with the k-th diagonal block computed by 1
2‖wk

i ‖2
Ik; and wk

i is the k-th segment of

wi consisting of the weights of features from k-th modality. After solving Eq. (3.6), the vector wi

can be computed by:

wi =
(
XX> + αDi + αD̂i

)−1
X(yi − bi) (3.7)

To compute the optimal value for V, compute the derivative of the objective function in Eq.

(3.4) with respect to the columns vj, (1 ≤ j ≤ d) of V and set the resulting expression to zero, as

follows:

EE>vj − Egj + βD̃jvj = 0 (3.8)

where D̃i is a block diagonal matrix with j-th block computed by 1
2‖vp

j ‖2
Ip; v

p
j is the p-th segment

of vj that specifies the weights of the p-th environmental context variable with respect to the j-th
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feature modality. Solving the above equation, we can obtain:

vj =
(
EE> + βD̃j

)−1
Egj (3.9)

Because Di and D̂i depend on W, and because D̃j depends on V, Di, D̂i, and D̃j are also

unknown variables. Therefore, we design and implement an iterative algorithm to solve this

optimization problem, which is presented in Algorithm 2. The proposed optimization solver holds a

theoretical convergence guarantee to an optimum, as described by Theorem 2.

Theorem 2: Algorithm 2 converges to an optimal solution to the optimization problem in Eq. (3.4)

Proof. In the following, we prove that Algorithm 2 decreases the value of the objective function

with each iteration and converges to an optimal value. But first, we present a lemma:

Lemma 2: For any two given vectors a and b, the following inequality relation holds:

‖b‖2 − ‖b‖22
2‖a‖2 ≤ ‖a‖2 −

‖a‖22
2‖a‖2

Proof. We have:

−(‖b‖2 − ‖a‖2)2 ≤ 0

−‖b‖22 − ‖a‖22 + 2‖b‖2‖a‖2 ≤ 0

2‖b‖2‖a‖2 − ‖b‖22 ≤ ‖a‖22

‖b‖2 −
‖b‖22
2‖a‖2

≤ ‖a‖2 −
‖a‖22
2‖a‖2

From Algorithm 2, we know that:

W(t+ 1) = min
W
‖Y − (X>W + 1nb

>)‖2F + α
c∑
i=1

w>i (t+ 1)Di(t+ 1)wi(t+ 1) (3.10)

+ α

c∑
i=1

w>i (t+ 1)D̂i(t+ 1)wi(t+ 1)

and,
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V(t+ 1) = min
V
‖G− E>V‖2F + β

d∑
j=1

v>j (t+ 1)D̃j(t+ 1)vj(t+ 1) (3.11)

Then it can be derived that:

F(t+ 1) + α
c∑
i=1

w>i (t+ 1)Di(t+ 1)wi(t+ 1) + α

c∑
i=1

w>i (t+ 1)D̂i(t)wi(t+ 1) (3.12)

≤ F(t) + α

c∑
i=1

w>i (t)Di(t)wi(t) + α

c∑
i=1

w>i (t)D̂i(t)wi(t)

and,

J (t+ 1) + β
d∑
j=1

v>j (t+ 1)D̃j(t+ 1)vj(t+ 1) ≤ J (t) + β
d∑
j=1

v>j (t)D̃j(t)vj(t) (3.13)

Substituting the values of Di, D̂i and D̃j , we get:

F(t+ 1) + α
c∑
i=1

m∑
j=1

‖wj
i (t+ 1)‖22

2‖wj
i (t)‖2

+ α
c∑
i=1

l∑
k=1

‖wk
i (t+ 1)‖22

2‖wk
i (t)‖2

(3.14)

≤ F(t) + α
c∑
i=1

m∑
j=1

‖wj
i (t)‖22

2‖wj
i (t)‖2

+ α
c∑
i=1

l∑
k=1

‖wk
i (t)‖22

2‖wk
i (t)‖2

and,

J (t+ 1) + β
s∑

p=1

d∑
j=1

‖vpj (t+ 1)‖22
2‖vpj (t)‖2

≤ J (t) + β

s∑
p=1

d∑
j=1

‖vpj (t)‖22
2‖vpj (t)‖2

(3.15)

From Lemma 6, we can derive the following equations:

c∑
i=1

m∑
j=1

‖wj
i‖2 −

c∑
i=1

m∑
j=1

‖wj
i (t+ 1)‖22

2‖wj
i (t)‖2

≤
c∑
i=1

m∑
j=1

‖wj
i‖2 −

c∑
i=1

m∑
j=1

‖wj
i (t)‖22

2‖wj
i (t)‖2

(3.16)
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Figure 3.2 Illustration of the scenarios in which the PEAC dataset was collected for the task of
human teammate following.

c∑
i=1

l∑
k=1

‖wk
i ‖2 −

c∑
i=1

l∑
k=1

‖wk
i (t+ 1)‖22

2‖wk
i (t)‖2

≤
c∑
i=1

l∑
k=1

‖wk
i ‖2 −

c∑
i=1

l∑
k=1

‖wk
i (t)‖22

2‖wk
i (t)‖2

(3.17)

s∑
p=1

d∑
j=1

‖vpj‖2 −
s∑

p=1

d∑
j=1

‖vpj (t+ 1)‖22
2‖vpj (t)‖2

≤
s∑

p=1

d∑
j=1

‖vpj‖2 −
s∑

p=1

d∑
j=1

‖vpj (t)‖22
2‖vpj (t)‖2

(3.18)

Adding Equations (3.14) - (3.18) on both the side we get that

F(t+ 1) + J (t+ 1) + α
c∑
i=1

m∑
j=1

‖wj
i (t+ 1)‖2 + α

c∑
i=1

l∑
k=1

‖wk
i (t+ 1)‖2 (3.19)

+
s∑

p=1

d∑
j=1

β‖vpj (t+ 1)‖2 ≤ F(t) + J (t) + α
c∑
i=1

m∑
j=1

‖wj
i (t)‖2

+α
c∑
i=1

l∑
k=1

‖wk
i (t)‖2 +

s∑
p=1

d∑
j=1

β‖vpj (t)‖2

Eq. (3.19) proves that the value of the objective function decreases in each iteration. Because the

formulated objective function is convex, Algorithm 2 converges to an optimal solution.

Complexity: Since the optimization problem in Eq. (3.4) is convex, Algorithm 2 converges to a

local optimal solution fast. In each iteration of our algorithm, computing Steps 4-6 is trivial. We

compute Steps 7 and 8 by solving a system of linear equations with a quadratic complexity.
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3.5 Dataset and Implementation

3.5.1 The PEAC Dataset

A practical contribution of this research is the collection of a new dataset of Perceptual

Adaptation to Environment Changes (PEAC). Although long-term autonomy has been recently

attracting an increasing attention in robotics, before this work, no dataset is publicly available for

benchmarking robot perceptual adaptation, which consists of multisensory perception data

collected from physical robots in real-world field applications under short-term and long-term

lighting changes. Motivated by this desire, we collected the PEAC dataset.We utilized the Clearpath

Husky and Jackal mobile robots (shown in Figure 3.2) to follow and detect an individual human

subject. The robots are equipped with the Asus Xtion PRO structured-light camera without any

automatic gains to collect color-depth data, and the Adafruit TSL2561 digital luminosity sensor to

collect luminosity data. The color and depth images have a resolution of 640× 480. The luminosity

readings is normalized between 0 (no lighting intensity) to 1 (maximum lighting intensity). Both

structure-light camera and luminosity sensor run at 30 frames per second.
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Figure 3.3 Qualitative and quantitative results on Scenario I (Mine-Entering-Exiting). The top row
depicts an example of the qualitative results from the robot’s viewpoint when it follows a human
subject to navigate into a dark mine drift from a bright open area. The bottom row illustrates the
importance of color-depth sensor modalities learned and adapted by ROPA.

During data collection, we assume the robot is performing a human following task, which is a

desired capability in robotics applications (e.g., to carry rescue gear for humans in a long-term
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search and rescue operation). The robots are manually controlled by a separate human operator to

follow a single human teammate walking in front of the robot. The dataset is collected in three

different scenarios shown in Figure 3.2:

• Scenario I (Mine-Entering-Exiting): A mobile robot follows a human subject entering and

exiting two different mine drifts (i.e., horizontal openings made in a mine). One drift is dark

(Figure 3.2), and the other has light bulbs installed in the drift ( Figure 3.3). When the robot

travels from the inside to the outside of the mine drift (or vise versa), the environment

exhibits significant lighting changes. This testing scenario represents possible situations

when robot performs underground search and rescue, for example, in mine, cave, and subway

environments.

• Scenario II (Indoor-Outdoor-Traveling): A robot follows an individual human to travel inside

and outside of a building. This scenario may happen in robot-assisted daily living and/or

urban search and rescue applications. Similar to Scenario I, this scenario contains the

challenge of fast illumination changes when the robot enters and leaves the building, as

shown in Figure 3.4.

• Scenario III (All-Day-Following): A mobile robot follows a human subject in an outdoor

environment in different times of then day from dawn to dusk, and across different months.

The environment changes dramatically, especially lighting levels from noon to late evening

(Figure 3.5). In the daytime under strong sunshine, structured-light depth sensors fail. In

evenings with poor lighting conditions, color cameras do not work well. This Scenario III

includes significant challenges caused by long-term environment changes across a day and

seasons.

In each scenario, we collect 20 instances of human following, each consisting of 700-1000

color-depth images. In addition, we collect the light level data (in lux) using digital luminosity

sensors installed on the robots to document lighting variations in the environments. The ground
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truth of human detection is manually labeled by bounding human subjects in the color-depth scene

with a box. The PEAC dataset is publicly available at http://hcr.mines.edu/code/PEAC.html.

3.5.2 Implementation

Three real-time feature extraction methods were applied to compute heterogeneous features

from the proposed regions of the color and depth images readings in our experiments. (1)

Histogram of Oriented Gradients (HOG) features ([101]) are used to represent shapes by counting

occurrences of gradient orientation; (2) GIST features ([38]) are build from the response of

steerable filters at different orientations and scales; and Local difference Binary Patterns (LBP)

features ([40]) compute binary strings from simple intensity and gradient differences of image grid

cells. These three features are selected because they are widely used in previous work on long-term

place recognition. Each modality of features from color or depth data is normalized to ensure that

features in the modalities have the same value range. To ensure real-time performance, we don’t

use deep features. But in principle, any features that can produce a vector-based representation can

be applied as an input modality to work with ROPA. The luminosity data is adopted to represent the

context, i.e., the lighting variation. Object proposals are provided by a proposal generation

approach applied on both color and depth data ([96]) to obtain regions of interest that potentially

contain humans. The current implementation of ROPA is programmed using a mixture of

unoptimized Matlab and C++ on an onboard Linux computer within the Jackal and Husky robots,

which has an i5 2.5 GHz CPU and 8G memory, with no GPU.

Given the detection results of humans from ROPA that addresses short-term and long-term

environmental changes, human following is performed by a decision making module for robot

navigation control. The module used in this work is implemented using an apprenticeship learning

approach in the general framework of Markov decision process (MDP), which is detailed in our

previous paper ([36]), which leverages human demonstrations to learn a navigation policy (e.g.,

move forward or backward, turn left or right, stop, speed up, slow down, etc.) based on human

detection results.
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3.6 Experiments

In this section, we present and analyze experimental results. To evaluate the performance of

ROPA for multisensory robot perceptual adaptation, we performed extensive experiments on the

PEAC dataset in the human following task.

To estimate ROPA’s parameters, we employ around 4000 color-depth frames from Scenario I

(Mine-Entering-Exiting) only for training. Features extracted from color-depth images using

different techniques are concatenated into a final vector as the input to ROPA. The luminosity

sensor reading is used to encode the context, i.e., environment lighting changes. Throughout our

experiments, we set the values of the trade-off hyperparameters α and β to 0.1.

In the testing phase, we apply the trained model to the 5 instances from Scenario I

(Mine-Entering-Exiting), and the same model to instances from Scenario II

(Indoor-Outdoor-Traveling) and Scenario III (All-Day-Following). That is, no instances from

Scenarios II and III are used for training. So we can evaluate how the ROPA model can be scaled to

previously unseen situations.

To show the advantage of ROPA, we first compare ROPA with baseline techniques. We

implement baselines based upon single sensor and single feature type (i.e., HOG, LBP, or GIST

from color or depth sensor). The decision model in Eq. (3.5) without the calibration term is applied

along with these features to recognize humans. In addition, we compare ROPA with previous

state-of-the-art methods, including (1) Multimodal convolutional neural network (mCNN) ([105]),

(2) Shared representative appearance learning (SRAL) ([54]), and (3) You only look once ([79]).

The used techniques except YOLO are trained on the same set of data from the PEAC dataset. We

use the YOLO model pretrained by the YOLO’s authors under various illumination conditions

([106]).

3.6.1 Scenario I (Mine-Entering-Exiting)

The qualitative results obtained by ROPA are illustrated in Figure 3.3, which shows that ROPA

allows the robot to accurately recognize the human when navigating from a bright outdoor open
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area into a dark mine drift under dramatic illumination changes.

Table 3.1 Comparison of average accuracy over all robot operation scenarios in the PEAC dataset

Methods Scenario-I Scenario-II Scenario-III
HOG 89.22% 79.00% 27.74%
LBP 81.40% 71.95% 44.83%
GIST 79.53% 71.12% 55.10%

HOG-D 70.11% 65.16% 46.84%
LBP-D 61.07% 70.10% 47.45%
GIST-D 67.57% 48.98% 51.48%
YOLO 88.13% 77.65% 47.08%
SRAL 92.30% 85.07% 51.13%
mCNN 90.65% 87.24% 49.45%
ROPA 96.91% 89.72% 79.17%
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Figure 3.4 Qualitative and quantitative results on Scenario II (Indoor-Outdoor-Traveling). The top
row illustrates an example of the recognition results from the robot’s viewpoint when it follows the
human to navigate from the inside to the outside of a building. The bottom row shows the
importance of color-depth sensor modalities learned and adapted by our ROPA algorithm.

In addition, we compute numerical results to quantitatively evaluate ROPA. To evaluate how

well ROPA can identify humans under lighting changes, accuracy is employed as an evaluation

metric. Our ROPA obtains an average accuracy of 96.91% in Scenario I. We also compared ROPA

with baseline and previous methods in Scenario I. The comparison results are presented in Table

Table 3.1. It is observed that techniques based on color features (i.e., HOG, LBP, GIST, and YOLO)

generally perform better than methods using depth features (i.e., HOG-D, LBP-D, and GIST-D).
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Also, through integrating multisensory multimodal features, sensor fusion approaches (i.e., SRAL

and mCNN) can outperform techniques using single types of features. ROPA significantly improves

performance and obtains the best accuracy, due to its capability to immediately calibrate

multisensory perception and adapt to environment changes.

Besides accuracy, we also evaluate how ROPA can adapt to environment changes by analyzing

the importance of different sensor modalities, i.e., color and depth in this experiment. The

quantitative results are graphically presented in Figure 3.3. It is observed that, when the robot stays

outside of the mine under direct sunshine, it completely relies on color cues to recognize the subject

because the structured-light depth sensor on the robots fail under direct sunshine, and cannot

provide depth information. ROPA can automatically learn this fact from data without the

requirement of hard coding. When the robot follows the human subject into the mine drift with

reduced lighting, we observe that ROPA starts using the depth information to combine with color

cues to recognize humans, which demonstrates ROPA’s on-the-fly multisensory perception

calibration capability to adapt to environment changes.

3.6.2 Scenario II (Indoor-Outdoor-Traveling)

We further evaluate ROPA’s performance in Scenario II, in which a robot identifies and follows

a human subject to travel between the inside and outside of a building. In this scenario, the robot

needs to address the challenge of adapting to lighting differences, when it travels from the inside of

a building to the outside (or vise versa). In the experiment, the perception model learned in Scenario

I is directly applied to Scenario II without re-training or additional training, in order to show the

ROPA’s capability of adapting from one scenario to a new, previously unexperienced scenario.

The qualitative results obtained by ROPA over Scenario II are shown in Figure 3.4, which

demonstrates that ROPA can recognize humans while following the subjects traveling from the

inside of a building with low lighting levels into a bright outdoor environment. Quantitatively,

ROPA obtains an average accuracy of 89.72% in identifying human subjects. In addition, we

compare our ROPA approach with the baseline techniques, and present the results in Table 1 of the
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main paper. Consistent with the results observed in Scenario I, methods based on color cues

perform better than methods that employ depth features only. In indoor environments with a

reduced lighting level (but not completely dark), color cues still contribute to human recognition.

When multisensory multimodal features are fused together, SRAL and mCNN obtain an improved

accuracy over the baseline techniques based on a single type of features only. Because of the

capability of calibrating multisensory perception, ROPA adapts to environment changes and

outperforms the baseline and previous approaches. In addition, Figure 3.4 graphically illustrates the

importance of the color and depth sensor modalities in the experiment. It can be observed that as

the robot starts to navigate toward the outside of the building, color cues start to become more

critical to recognize the human subject. The changes of the sensor weights match the variations of

the surrounding environment, which demonstrates the multisensory perceptual adaptation capability

of the robot enabled by ROPA.
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Figure 3.5 Qualitative and quantitative results on Scenario III (All-Day-Following). The top row
illustrates an example of the qualitative results from the robot’s viewpoint when it follows a subject
to navigate in a campus environment from noon till late evening with dramatic long-term lighting
changes. The bottom row shows the importance of color-depth sensor modalities learned and
adapted by ROPA.

3.6.3 Scenario III (All-Day-Following)

To evaluate our approach’s multisensory perception adaptation capability to long-term

environment variations, we evaluate ROPA in Scenario III, in which a mobile robot follows a
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human to navigate in outdoor campus environments at different time of the day (e.g., from morning,

noon, afternoon, till evening). In this experiment, the environment shows significant variations in

different hours of the day during long-term robot operations. The perception model learned in

Scenario I is directly used in this new long-term scenario without re-training, in order to

demonstrate the ROPA’s ability to calibrate perception automatically.

The qualitative results obtained by ROPA are illustrated in Figure 3.5, which demonstrates

ROPA’s capability to recognize humans under long-term lighting changes during the day.

Quantitatively, ROPA obtains an average accuracy of 79.17%. With no re-training or incremental

training, ROPA can still recognize humans well. But in general, the accuracy is lower than the

scenarios with short-term environment changes. The comparison of our ROPA approach with

baseline and previous state-of-the-art methods is listed in Table Table 3.1. An interesting

observation is that the SRAL and mCNN approaches based on sensor fusion perform worse than

some baseline techniques using a single type of features. This phenomenon results from the fact

that for most of the time in this scenario, only color or only depth information is available

(Figure 3.5). For example, under the sun, the depth sensor often fails, while during or after sunset,

the color sensor does not operate well. In this scenario, sensor fusion paradigms may not be able to

work well.

Adaptation of the importance weights of color and depth modalities is illustrated in Figure 3.5.

The results validate that ROPA continuously calibrates multisensory robot perception to the

surrounding environment with long-term changes. When the sunshine is strong (e.g., at the noon

time when the depth sensor does not work), ROPA adapts to utilize color cues only for perception.

On the other hand, when the environment is very dark (e.g., at 8PM), the color camera does not

work, and ROPA can automatically calibrate perception to depend on depth cues for recognition

and following. Another interesting observation from the experimental results is that, the weight of

the color sensor at 5PM is greater than the weight at 4PM, although the environment has a

decreased natural lighting. This occurs because the street lights were turned on right before 5PM,

which provides additional artificial lighting to the scene, making the overall lighting on the
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pedestrian path better than that at 4PM.
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Figure 3.6 Experimental results on feature modality analysis during the training phase.

3.7 Discussion

3.7.1 High-Speed Processing

Due to ROPA’s ability to integrate feature fusion, perception calibration, and classification in

the unified formulation, and the efficiency of our convex objective function, our ROPA approach

can achieve high-speed onboard processing. To validate this advantage, we perform additional

experiments in Scenario I, using our CPU implementation on a Jackal robot’s onboard computer.

Without counting the time on extracting HOG, LBP, and GIST features, we obtain a processing rate

at around 100 Hz. When counting the time for feature extraction, we obtain a processing rate of

around 15 Hz. These results indicate the promise of ROPA to be applied in real-time robotics

applications. In addition, any feature descriptor can be integrated to the ROPA approach, which

provides the flexility to further improve the overall processing speed when faster, higher-quality

features are available.
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β

Figure 3.7 Experimental results on hyperparameter analysis during the training phase.

3.7.2 Feature Modality Analysis

The proposed ROPA approach is capable to automatically estimate the importance of each

feature modality, and how much each modality should be calibrated (i.e., calibration). We perform

such experiments in the training phase using the data instances from Scenario I. The results are

illustrated in Figure 3.6. The importance histogram indicates that, among the feature types used in

the experiment, HOG is the most important in sensor fusion, followed by LBP, and GIST is the

worst. The calibration graph illustrates that the GIST feature modality from the color data requires

the most calibration, while the HOG modalities from both color and depth cues do not require

calibration, in general. This result indicates that HOG features are relatively insensitive to the

lighting changes.

3.7.3 Hyperparameter Selection

The hyperparameters α and β in our formulation, Eq. (3.4), are designed to control the strength

of regularization terms over feature learning and perception calibration, respectively. Their optimal

values can be determined using cross-validation during training. From the result in Figure 3.7, we
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observe that when α = β = 0.1, ROPA statistically obtains the best accuracy. In general, the range

of α, β ∈ (0.01, 1) can result in satisfactory accuracy, which also shows that both regularization

terms are useful.

3.8 Summary

In this paper, we introduce the novel, bio-inspired approach named RObot Perceptual

Adaptation (ROPA) to enable the new robot capability of calibrating multisensory perception, in

order for robots to adapt to short-term and long-term environment changes. Our focused application

in this paper aims at the task of long-term human following in the field environment, which is

essential to real-world human-robot teaming applications.

The ROPA approach is formulated as a joint learning problem to simultaneously estimate the

representativeness of each feature modalities, integrate heterogeneous features, and more

importantly, calibrate the perception model to adapt multisensory perception with environmental

changes. In order to fuse multisensory input data, we implement sparsity-inducing norms that

enforces the base perception model to learn sparse weights of the multisensory input features and

use the learned weights for multisensory fusion. To achieve perception calibration, we estimate the

representativeness of the input features to encode the environment, and provide a calibration of the

base model according to the environmental change. All components are integrated under the unified

theoretical framework of regularized optimization.

In addition, we collect the new large-scale PEAC dataset containing multisensory data instances

in scenarios of robot following of humans in a wide range of field environments with short-term

and long-term environment changes. This open dataset provides a benchmark to evaluate and

compare the approaches designed for robot perceptual adaptation to short-term and long-term

variations of the robot operation environment in long-term human following applications. We

conducted extensive experiments to evaluate and analyze ROPA in various scenarios using PEAC

dataset. Experiment results have validated that, through calibrating perception, ROPA is able to

effectively adapt to environment changes, obtains promising accuracy and efficiency, and
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outperforms baseline and previous methods in dynamic and unstructured environments in long-term

human following applications.

The proposed mathematical formulation under regularized optimization for ROPA is general

and has a potential to provide a framework that addresses robot adaptation to other environment and

context changes (e.g., terrain changes and season changes). One of the challenges that prevent us

from extending this approach to other adaptation scenarios is the lack of data on long-term robot

adaptation, which will be our future work. Another future research can focus on integrating prior

knowledge of cause and effect of environment changes in the adaptation process.
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CHAPTER 4

ROBOT ADAPTATION TO UNSTRUCTURED TERRAINS BY JOINT REPRESENTATION

AND APPRENTICESHIP LEARNING

This chapter is modified from a conference paper published at the 2019 Robotics: science and

systems (RSS)8. This research was supported by NSF awards IIS-1849348, IIS-1849359,

CNS-1823245, DOE grant DE-FE0031650, and ARO grant W911NF-17-1-0447.

Sriram Siva9, Maggie Wigness10 John Rogers11 and Hao Zhang12.

4.1 Abstract

When a mobile robot is deployed in a field environment, e.g., during a disaster response

application, the capability of adapting its navigational behaviors to unstructured terrains is essential

for effective and safe robot navigation. In this paper, we introduce a novel joint terrain

representation and apprenticeship learning approach to implement robot adaptation to unstructured

terrains. Different from conventional learning-based adaptation techniques, our approach provides a

unified problem formulation that integrates representation and apprenticeship learning under a

unified regularized optimization framework, instead of treating them as separate and independent

procedures. Our approach also has the capability to automatically identify discriminative feature

modalities, which can improve the robustness of robot adaptation. In addition, we implement a new

optimization algorithm to solve the formulated problem, which provides a theoretical guarantee to

converge to an optimal solution. In the experiments, we extensively evaluate the proposed approach

in real-world scenarios, in which a mobile robot navigates on familiar and unfamiliar unstructured

terrains. Experimental results have shown that the proposed approach is able to transfer human
8©2019 RSS. Reprinted with permissions from Sriram Siva, Maggie Wigness, John Rogers, and Hao Zhang. ”Robot
Adaptation to Unstructured Terrains by Joint Representation and Apprenticeship Learning”, in Robotics: science and
systems (RSS), 2019.

9Primary researcher and author, Graduate Student, Colorado School of Mines
10Senior Research Scientist, United States DEVCOM Army Research Lab
11Senior Research Scientist, United States DEVCOM Army Research Lab
12Associate Professor, Colorado School of Mines
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expertise to robots with small errors, achieve superior performance compared with previous and

baseline methods, and provide intuitive insights on the importance of terrain feature modalities.

SnowRockGrass

Pebble Mud ConcreteDisaster Response

Figure 4.1 Motivating scenarios of robot adaptation to unstructured terrains. When mobile robots
operates in a field environment during disaster response, the robots need the essential capability of
navigating over a variety of terrains, such as grass, rock, snow, pebble, and mud, which often
cannot be accurately structured before onsite robot deployment. In this paper, we propose the
TRAL method to integrate representation learning and apprenticeship learning under a unified
mathematical framework and estimate terrain feature importance to enable robust robot adaptation
to unstructured terrains.

4.2 Introduction

Over the past several years, autonomous mobile robots have been more commonly used in

unstructured field environments to address real-world applications, including disaster response,

infrastructure inspection, homeland defense, and subterranean and planetary exploration [107, 108].

When deployed in an outdoor field environment, mobile robots need the essential capability of

efficiently navigating through different types of terrains with a wide variety of characteristics. For

example, as illustrated in Figure 4.1, when mobile robots perform disaster response tasks in a

post-disaster situation, they are likely to encounter terrains such as grass, rock, pebble, mud, snow,

and a mixture of these terrain types (e.g., a rocky terrain partially covered by mud and snow). In

addition, the same type of terrains typically exhibits a variety of characteristics (e.g., different slope

and softness). Such terrains whose types and characteristics cannot be fully modeled or determined
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before robot deployment are referred to as unstructured terrains [109, 110]. The capability of

generating desired navigation behaviors (e.g., velocity control) that adapt to unstructured terrains is

essential for an autonomous mobile robot to operate in complex field environments.

Given the importance of robot navigation over unstructured terrains, a large number of terrain

classification and adaptation techniques were implemented [111–114].

Especially, learning-based techniques have been attracting increasing attention over the last few

years. For example, unsupervised learning-based techniques were designed to perform semantic

segmentation of terrains, and then navigational decisions were constructed by a robot through

estimating traversability of unstructured terrains [115–117]. In addition, methods based upon

terrain classification were implemented for mobile robots to reason about the possibility of

traversing uneven terrains [118, 119]. Moreover, to teach navigational behaviors to robots,

apprenticeship learning (a.k.a., learning from demonstration or imitation learning) was widely

investigated [36, 109, 117] to transfer human expertise in navigation control to autonomous robots

and generate adaptive behaviors according to given terrains (i.e., terrain adaptation).

Despite of promising performance of the previous methods, several challenges in robot

adaptation to unstructured terrains have not yet been well addressed. Most existing learning-based

methods focused on either terrain classification or navigation behavior generation only [120–124],

or treated them as two separate components in the processing pipeline without a unified integration

[36]. Moreover, previous adaptation techniques either used a single feature to represent terrains

[125], or combined a number of features by simple concatenation [126]. The question of how to

automatically estimate the importance of heterogeneous terrain features (e.g., from exteroperceptive

and proprioceptive sensors) and fuse them together for robust adaptation has not been well

answered.

In this paper, we propose a novel joint terrain representation and apprenticeship learning

(TRAL) approach to enable robot adaptation to unstructured terrains. Instead of treating terrain

classification and navigational behavior generation as separate tasks, our approach integrates them

into a unified mathematical formulation under the regularized optimization paradigm. Our approach
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learns representations of unstructured terrains, which are jointly used to classify terrains and

perform apprenticeship learning to generate navigational behaviors (e.g. velocity control) in the

unified formulation. Furthermore, our approach is able to automatically learn weights of terrain

features to create a multi-modal representation of terrains, by designing sparsity-induced norms as

regularizers in the regularized optimization paradigm. These weights encode the importance of the

terrain features, thus offering the insight of which terrain features are most critical for terrain

classification and navigation behavior generation.

The key theoretical novelty of this chapter is twofold:

• We propose a novel TRAL method that is able to integrate representation learning and

apprenticeship learning under a unified mathematical framework, automatically estimate

terrain feature importance, and incorporate heterogeneous terrain features to enable robot

adaptation to unstructured terrains.

• We develop a new optimization algorithm that efficiently solves the formulated joint

representation and apprenticeship learning problem, which holds a theoretical guarantee to

converge to an optimal solution.

The remaining of the chapter is organized as follows. Related work is reviewed in Section 8.2.

We discuss the formulation of TRAL for robot adaptation to unstructured terrains in Section 8.3.

The new optimization algorithm is described in Section 4.5. Experiments are presented in Section

4.6. Finally, we conclude the paper in Section 5.7.

4.3 Related Work

This section provides a review of related research on terrain classification and robot adaptation,

and identifies key research challenges to be addressed in this paper.

4.3.1 Terrain Classification and Characterization

Terrain classification and characterization aims at extracting terrain features and associating

them with terrain categories. Much of earlier methods was designed for larger vehicles and the
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characterization process was typically manual. There was an amount of research on Terramechanics

[127], the guidance of autonomous vehicles through rough terrains. Similarly, Preplanning was

used for speed selection [128], e.g., for vehicles used in the DARPA Grand Challenge, to address

the problem of unstructured terrain navigation through fixing the optimal speed for each terrain

type by collecting data for months. [129] generated digital terrain maps and then fitted a Gaussian

model to classify terrains. [130] employed terrain cohesion and internal frictional angle obtained

from a variety of terrains to perform terrain characterization.

In learning-based methods, terrain classification was usually performed by learning from terrain

data in a regressive manner. For example, [131] designed a feed forward neural network on terrain

images to classify terrain types. Motivated by the need to recognize visual terrain features that

impact mobility, [132] used Hidden Markov Models to learn terrain features and an SVM classifier

to identify terrain types. [120] used a series of sensors to measure robot vibrations on terrains to

successfully classify terrains. [133] used a color-based classification to label obstacles based on

terrain classes and carried out appropriate navigational behaviors.

Previous methods either used a single feature modality or a combination of features to represent

terrains, and the problem of estimating the importance of feature modalities has not been well

addressed yet, especially in the context of apprenticeship learning for robot terrain adaptation. Also,

previous methods generally considered terrain classification and characterization as a preprocessing

procedure for subsequential reasoning such as navigation planning.

4.3.2 Robot Adaptation

In the area of robot adaptation, high-level behavioral models were implemented to address the

problem of robot adaptation in general [83, 134, 135]. Similarly, case-based reasoning [58]

techniques were developed to make robots to adapt in dynamic environments [16, 17]. Many

model-based approaches aimed at learning a single global model using function approximators,

such as the Gaussian processes [136, 137] and neural networks [138]. Probabilistic Gaussian

methods [139] were implemented to learn terrain models and update the models efficiently using
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sparse approximation. One of the key challenges of deploying such models is due to the difficulty

of learning a global model that is accurate for the entire state space. Several approaches [140, 141]

were developed to learn accurate local models instead of learning a global model. These techniques

have acceptable local performance and allow for iterative local improvements of the policy, but they

may not be feasible to be applied to an unexperienced domain. Recently, online learning approaches

[66, 67] were also used to iteratively update model parameters during task execution. Although this

online learning paradigm is widely used with robots operating in evolving environments, the

effectiveness of the methods in the case of sudden change of terrain features is questionable.

For the research problem of robot adaptation to terrains, several approaches attempted to

generate autonomously-adaptable dynamic maneuvering using a neural system model in

simulations [142] and operational robots [143, 144]. Recently, methods based upon self-supervised

learning [115, 145] were implemented to navigate in a minimal collision environment by

maintaining minimal traversal and bumper history evaluations. [146] applied an array of inertial

and ultrasonic sensors to calculate features of soil properties and carry out terrain adaptation. In the

need for human-like operation and navigation [80], [117] used visual perception data and inverse

optimal control trained with human supervision to learn to imitate expert navigation behaviors. By

considering speed as an important factor for robot navigation, [147] presented a method for trading

progress and velocity with respect to environment characteristics.

Given the promise of the previous learning-based techniques for robot adaptation to terrains,

almost all existing approaches treated behavior generation and terrain classification as separate

procedures, with no principled integration. Different from previous methods, our proposed

approach explicitly addresses this challenge through integrating representation learning and

apprenticeship learning under the same theoretical framework to perform joint terrain classification

and behavior generation for terrain adaptation.
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4.4 Approach

In this section, we introduce the novel TRAL approach that formulates robot adaptation to

unstructured terrains as a joint representation and apprenticeship learning problem, from the unified

regularized optimization perspective. An illustration of the TRAL approach is shown in Figure 4.2.

Notations: Matrices are denoted as boldface capital letters, and vectors as boldface lowercase

letters. Given a matrix M = {mij} ∈ Rm×n, we refer to its i-th row and j-th column as mi and mj ,

respectively. The Frobenius norm of M is defined as ‖M‖F =
√

Σm
i=1Σ

n
j=1m

2
ij . The `1-norm of a

vector v ∈ Rn is computed by ‖v‖1 = Σn
i=1|vi|. The `2-norm of v is computed by ‖v‖2 =

√
v>v.

4.4.1 Representation Learning for Terrain Classification

We denote a collection of n data instances of terrain features that are acquired by a robot when

traversing a terrain as X = [x1, . . . ,xn] ∈ Rd×n, where xi ∈ Rd denotes a feature vector of length

d. We represent terrain types associated with X as Z = [z1, . . . , zn] ∈ Rc×n, where zi ∈ Zc is an

indicator vector with each element zij ∈ {0, 1} indicating whether the i-th data instance of features

xi has the j-th terrain type, and c is the number of terrain types. Given X and Z, representation

learning for terrain classification can be simply formulated as an optimization problem [47, 148]:

min
V
‖V>X− Z‖2F (4.1)

where V ∈ Rd×c is a weight matrix with vij representing the importance of the i-th element in a

feature vector with respect to the j-th terrain type. The loss function parameterized by V in Eq.

(4.1) models the squared error of utilizing the weighted features to represent the terrain types.

When the terrain features are computed by different feature extraction techniques and/or from

different sensors, the feature vector contains multiple feature modalities, with each modality

including features computed by one technique from one sensor. Then, each feature vector xi

exhibits a multi-modal structure xi = [(x1
i )
>, . . . , (xmi )>]> ∈ Rd, where m is the number of feature

modalities in the vector. If dj is the length of the j-th feature modality, we have d = Σm
j=1dj .
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Because different terrain features typically capture different characteristics of unstructured

terrains (e.g., color, smoothness, and roughness) and often contribute differently toward terrain

classification, it is essential to identify most descriptive feature modalities when multiple modalities

are used together. In order to enable this capability, we develop a norm to regularize the weight

matrix V [54]:

‖V‖R =
c∑
i=1

m∑
j=1

‖vji‖2 =
c∑
i=1

m∑
j=1

√√√√ dj∑
k=1

(
vjik
)2

(4.2)

where vji ∈ Rdi represents the weight vector of terrain features in the i-th modality with respect to

the j-th terrain type. Since ‖V‖R uses the `2-norm within each modality and the `1-norm among

modalities with respect to each terrain type, it enforces sparsity between modalities to identify the

most discriminative feature modalities. That is, if a modality is not discriminative to represent the

terrains for terrain classification, the weights of terrain features in this modality are assigned with

zeros (in ideal case, usually they are small values close to 0); otherwise, the weights have big

values. The effect of the norm ‖V‖R is illustrated in Figure 4.2.

Then, representation learning from multi-modal features for terrain classification is formulated

as the following regularized optimization problem:

min
V
‖V>X− Z‖2F + λ1‖V‖R (4.3)

where λ1 ≥ 0 is a trade-off hyper-parameter applied to balance the loss function and the

regularization term.

4.4.2 Formulation of Joint Representation and Apprenticeship Learning for Unstructured
Terrain Adaptation

Apprenticeship learning [80] is one of the most widely used learning-based paradigms to

transfer human expertise to robots through directly expert demonstration, which can be viewed as

the learning of a projection from observation or feature space into behavior space, e.g., by

probabilistic [149] or optimization-based [36, 150] approaches.
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Figure 4.2 Illustration of the proposed TRAL approach for joint representation and apprenticeship
learning under the unified regularized optimization framework, with the regularization terms ‖V‖R
and ‖VU‖A to identify the discriminative feature modalities.

Our goal in this paper is to achieve apprenticeship learning while retaining the advantage of

discriminative features offered by representation learning. The theoretical novelty of the paper is

that we introduce a principled integration of representation and apprenticeship learning in a unified

formulation under the mathematical framework of regularized optimization, which enables joint

terrain classification and behavior generation.

Formally, given expert demonstrations on behavior controls Y = [y1, . . . ,yn] ∈ Rr×n (e.g.,

velocity, motor torque, and consumed power) that are associated with terrain features X during

robot navigation, where r is the number of controls we want to learn for behavior generation, we

formulate joint representation and apprenticeship learning for terrain adaptation as a unified

regularized optimization problem:

min
V,U

‖V>X− Z‖2F + ‖(VU)>X−Y‖2F + λ1‖V‖C + λ2‖VU‖A (4.4)

where λ2 is a tradeoff hyper-parameter. The new loss function (i.e., the 2nd term in Eq. (4.4))

encodes the difference between the learning model and expert demonstrations, in order to learn the

projection from multi-modal feature space to robot behavior space. This loss function is
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parameterized by VU ∈ Rd×r, which first projects input multi-modal terrain features X into a

more discriminative space V>X (parameterized by V from representation learning), and further

projects the representation space into the robot behavior space U>V>X (parameterized by

U ∈ Rc×r for apprenticeship learning).

Because the output of the proposed joint learning approach is to generate robot behaviors, we

also want our representation learning to learn discriminative terrain features that can better decide

robot navigation behaviors. Therefore, we design a new norm for VU, which is mathematically

defined as:

‖VU‖A =
m∑
j=1

‖VjU‖F (4.5)

where Vj ∈ Rdj×c is the block of V that includes weights of terrain features belonging to the j-th

modality. This norm can be directly integrated into our objective function in Eq. (4.4) as a

regularization term over VU, as demonstrated in Figure 4.2. This regularization enforces sparsity

among feature modalities with respect to all robot behaviors, thus facilitating identifying

discriminative features for robot behavior generation.

After solving the formulated regularized optimization problem in Eq. (4.4) based on Algorithm

3, we can obtain the optimal V∗ and U∗. When a new multi-modal terrain feature vector xo ∈ Rd is

acquired by a robot during execution, the robot’s navigation behaviors can be determined by:

yo = (V∗U∗)>xo (4.6)

which incorporates considerations of both representation learning and apprenticeship learning.

Different from conventional learning-based robot adaptation techniques [36, 117, 118], TRAL

provides a unified formulation that integrates representation and apprenticeship learning under the

same theoretical framework, instead of treating them as separate and independent procedures.

Moreover, different from most existing apprenticeship learning methods that apply a single feature

modality only [150] or simple feature concatenation [36], one of the TRAL’s advantages is its
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Algorithm 3: An iterative algorithm to solve the formulated regularized optimization
problem in Eq. (4.4)

Input :X,Y,Z
1 Let t = 1. Initialize V(t) by solving min

V
‖V>X− Z‖2F

2 Initialize U(t) by solving min
U
‖(VU)>X−Y‖2F

3 while not converge do
4 Calculate the block diagonal matrix D(t+ 1), where the i-th diagonal element of

D(t+ 1) is
1

2‖vi(t)‖2
Ii

5 Calculate the block diagonal matrix D̂(t+ 1), where the j-th diagonal element is
1

2‖VjU(t)‖F
Ij

6 For each vi(1 ≤ i ≤ c) = (XX> + λ1D + λ2D̂)−1X(zi)
>

7 For each ui(1 ≤ i ≤ c) = (V>XX> V + λ2V
>V)−1Xyi

8 t = t+ 1

Output :V = V(t) ∈ <d×c and U = U(t) ∈ <c×r

capability to automatically identify discriminative feature modalities, which can improve the

robustness of robot adaptation to unstructured and unfamiliar terrains. Also, the weights learned by

TRAL provide insights for intuitive analysis and future integration of heterogeneous terrain features

for robot adaptation to unstructured terrains.

4.5 Optimization Algorithm

The second theoretical novelty of this paper is the design of an optimization algorithm to solve

the formulated regularized optimization problem in Eq. (4.4). Although the problem in Eq. (4.4) is

convex, it is challenging to solve using traditional gradient descent based solvers due to the

non-smooth regularization terms and due to the dependency of the two loss functions. Our

optimization algorithm follows the iterative re-weighted method [55].

To solve the formulated problem, we compute the derivative of Eq. (4.4) with respect to the

columns of V and set it to zero, while assuming U to have a fixed value:

XX>vi −X(zi)
> + λ1Dvi + λ2D̂vi = 0 (4.7)
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where D is a diagonal matrix with the i-th diagonal element as
I

2‖vi‖2
, and D̂ represents a block

diagonal matrix with the j-th block computed by
I

2‖VjU‖F
. Then, we obtain:

vi = (XX> + λ1D + λ2D̂)−1X(zi)
> (4.8)

Fixing the value of V, to compute U, we take the derivative of Eq. (4.4) with respect to the

columns of U and set it to zero:

V>XX> Vui −V>X(yi)
> + λ2V

>Vui = 0 (4.9)

Then we obtain:

ui = (V>XX> V + λ2V
>V)−1Xyi (4.10)

Since both D and D̂ are dependent on V, they are unknown parameters that we need to

estimate. Accordingly, we develop an iterative algorithm to solve the formulated problem, which is

described in Algorithm 3.

As follows, we provide a theoretical analysis of Algorithm 3. We first show a lemma cited from

Nie et al. [151]:

Lemma 3: For any two given vectors v and ṽ, the following inequality relation holds:

‖ṽ‖2 −
‖ṽ‖22
2‖v‖2

≤ ‖v‖2 −
‖v‖22
2‖v‖2

From Lemma 6, we can derive the following corollary:

Corollary 2: For given matrices M and M̃ , the following inequality relation holds:

‖M̃‖F −
‖M̃‖2F
2‖M‖F

≤ ‖M‖F −
‖M‖2F
2‖M‖F

Then, we prove our algorithm’s convergence as follows:
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Theorem 3: Algorithm 3 iteratively decreases the value of the objective function in Eq. (4.4) and

converges to a local optimal solution.

Proof. According to Step 4 of Algorithm 3, we obtain:

V(t+ 1) = min
V
‖V>X− Z‖2F + λ1TrV

>D(t+ 1)V + λ2TrV
>D̂(t+ 1)V (4.11)

Also from Step 5 of Algorithm 3, we obtain:

U(t+ 1) = min
U
‖(VU)>X−Y‖2F + λ2TrU

>V>(t+ 1)V(t+ 1)U (4.12)

Then, we can derive that

J (t+ 1) + F(t+ 1) + λ1TrV
>(t+ 1)D(t+ 1)V(t+ 1) (4.13)

+λ2TrU
>(t+ 1)D̂(t+ 1)U(t+ 1)

≤ J (t) + F(t)λ1TrV
>(t)D(t+ 1)V(t) + λ2TrU

>(t)D̂(t+ 1)U(t)

where J (t) is given as ‖V>X(t)− Z‖2F and F(t) as

‖(VU)>X(t)−Y‖2F + λ2TrU
>V>(t)V(t)U.

After substituting the definition of D and D̂, we obtain

J (t+ 1) + F(t+ 1) + λ1

c∑
i=1

m∑
j=1

‖vji (t+ 1)‖22
2‖vji (t)‖2

+ λ2
‖V(t+ 1)U(t+ 1)‖2F

2‖V(t)U(t)‖F
(4.14)

≤ J (t) + F(t) + λ1

c∑
i=1

m∑
j=1

‖vji (t)‖22
2‖vji (t)‖2

+ λ2
‖V(t)U(t)‖2F
2‖V(t)U(t)‖F

From Lemma 6, we can derive:

c∑
i=1

m∑
j=1

‖vji (t+ 1)‖2 −
c∑
i=1

m∑
j=1

‖vji (t+ 1)‖22
2‖vji (t)‖2

≤
c∑
i=1

m∑
j=1

‖vji (t)‖2 −
c∑
i=1

m∑
j=1

‖vji (t)‖22
2‖vji (t)‖2

(4.15)

and from Corollary 4, we can derive:
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‖V(t+ 1)U(t+ 1)‖F −
‖V(t+ 1)U(t+ 1)‖2F

2‖V(t)U(t)‖F
≤ ‖V(t)U(t)‖F −

‖V(t)U(t)‖2F
2‖V(t)U(t)‖F

(4.16)

Adding Eq. (7.14)-(4.16) on both sides, we obtain:

J (t+ 1) + F(t+ 1) + λ1

c∑
i=1

m∑
j=1

‖vji (t+ 1)‖2 + λ2‖V(t+ 1)U(t+ 1)‖A (4.17)

≤ J (t) + F(t) + λ1

c∑
i=1

m∑
j=1

‖vji (t)‖2 + λ2‖V(t)U(t)‖A

Eq. (7.20) decreases the value of the objective function in each iteration. Because our objective

function is convex, Algorithm 3 converges to a local optimal solution of the formulated regularized

optimization problem in Eq. (4.4).

Complexity analysis: Since the objective function in Eq. (4.4) is convex, Algorithm 3 converges

very fast. In each iteration of Algorithm 3, it is trivial to compute Steps 4 and 5. We can compute

Steps 6 and 7 by solving a system of linear equations, with a quadratic complexity.

4.6 Experiments

This section discusses the experiment setup, present implementation details, and provides an

analysis of our experimental results and comparison with other methods.

4.6.1 Experiment Setup and Dataset

In the experiments, a Clearpath Jackal mobile robot is used to navigate over a variety of

unstructured terrains. In order to collect heterogeneous multi-sensory data that can be utilized to

improve terrain representations, the mobile robot is equipped with multiple diverse proprioceptive

and exteroceptive sensors. A structured-light camera is applied as an exteroceptive sensor to

capture 3D colored point clouds of unstructured terrains in front of the robot with a frame rate of 30

Hz. Proprioceptive sensors are also installed on the robot to measure its internal information,

including wheel odometry, motor speed, inertial measurement unit (IMU) measurement, power
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consumption, and battery status. The data frame rate from the proprioceptive sensors varied from

5–100 Hz. Linear interpolation based on data time-stamps is performed to ensure data frame rate to

be consistent at 30 Hz. All of these data sources are used together as the input to terrain adaptation

approaches for evaluation and comparison.

In addition, expert controls of the mobile robot are recorded as demonstrations of robot

behaviors with the goal to navigate the mobile robot over unstructured terrains in straight lines as

quickly as possible while maintaining safety (e.g., no flipping or crushing). The recorded

demonstrations are utilized as the input to apprenticeship learning-based methods for training.

In the experiments, five types of unstructured terrains with various characteristics are used

(shown in Figure 4.3), including:

• Concrete: The concrete surface exhibits smooth and hard characteristics. The mobile robot

navigates over concrete floors in an indoor corridor.

• Grass: The grass terrain is less smooth compared to the concrete terrain, and is characterized

by low ruggedness. The grass terrain often causes small wheel slips when the mobile robot

navigates in places with a greater slope.

• Mud: This type of unstructured terrains has special characteristics in terms of roughness.

Muddy ground surface is wet and typically soft, and can produce a lot of slips in robot

motion. Mud terrains may also consist of weathered leaves and wood chips.

• Pebble: The pebble terrain is rough and characterized by small rocks, which we refer to as

pebbles. The roughness requires a robot to navigate slowly and also results in relatively high

power consumption. During demonstration, the robot is operated by human experts in a way

to avoid sudden jerks, which is desirable in scenarios when a robot operates with fragile

equipment.

• Rock: The rock terrain consists of larger rocks. This is the most challenging terrain type used

for robot navigation in our experiments. The experts need to carefully control the robot and

make detours to ensure safety of the mobile robot.
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RockGrass PebbleMudConcrete

Figure 4.3 Instances of the five terrain types used in the experiments. The color images are
observed by the camera installed in front of the mobile robot when navigating over these
unstructured terrains.

Experiments of robot navigation are performed twenty times on each of the five unstructured

terrain types. Each experiment lasts for a period of 10-25 seconds of an expert operating the mobile

robot to navigate over a particular terrain type. In total, the experiments consist of 4000 data

instances. All instances are organized into a dataset, which contains the heterogeneous

multi-sensory data obtained by the robot during navigation on unstructured terrains, as well as the

associated demonstrations.

4.6.2 Implementation

From the multi-sensory data obtained by robot sensors, commonly adopted terrain features are

extracted. For exteroceptive data from depth and color images, real-time feature extraction

techniques, including Histogram of Oriented Gradients (HOG) [101], color descriptors, and Local

Binary Patterns (LBP) [152], are used to compute visual features of the terrains from both color and

depth images. The extracted HOG, Color and LBP features capture different visual characteristics

of the terrains. Additionally, the point cloud data collected by the color-depth sensor is used to

compute Elevation Maps based on grids [153] to discretely represent the grid-wise elevation and

variance of the unstructured terrain. 3D point clouds with transformation and wheel odometry data
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are utilized to form the grid-based local elevation map. Normal vector maps and variance maps are

also calculated based upon the generated elevation map of unstructured terrains. The proprioceptive

sensor data including IMU and wheel odometry, are used together with the visual and elevation

features to form a feature vector that is used as the input to our TRAL approach.

We implement four versions of the TRAL approach. First, we set λ1 and λ2 in Eq. (4.4) to 0,

which performs joint terrain classification and robot behavior generation but cannot identify

discriminative features. Then, we set λ1 = 0 and λ2 = 0.1 to identify discriminative features only

useful for terrain classification. In addition, we assign λ1 = 0.1 and λ2 = 0 to identify

discriminative features only useful for behavior generation. Finally, the full version of the proposed

TRAL approach is implemented with λ1 = λ2 = 0.1, which identifies features that contribute to the

joint terrain classification and behavior generation. We observe that TRAL shows stable

performance when λ1, λ2 ∈ (0.05, 5). The TRAL approach is implemented in Linux on the Jackal

robot’s onboard computer with an i5 2.5 GHz CPU and 8G memory.

We also compare the TRAL appraoch with previous apprenticeship learning methods used for

robot adaptation, including Learning from Demonstration (LfD) based upon probabilistic graphical

models [154], Sequence-based Multi-modal Apprenticeship Learning (SMAL) [36] that

implements robot adaptation based upon optimization-based state perception and MDP-based robot

decision making, and an imitation learning method using optimization-based multiclass

classification [150] with no representation learning (NoChar).

4.6.3 Result on Familiar Terrains

In this set of experiments, we evaluate the proposed TRAL approach’s performance when the

mobile robot navigates over familiar unstructured terrains, in which the terrain types have been

experienced by the robot during the training period. The robot is trained using terrain features and

expert demonstrations collected in all five types of unstructured terrains used, and then tested using

terrain features only from the five types of terrains. In order to evaluate how well human expertise

is transferred to a mobile robot in terms of ground speed, which is viewed as one of the most
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critical performance metrics that indicates how fast a navigation task can be completed by the robot

[128, 155], we use the Root Mean Square Error (RMSE) as the metric to measure the magnitude of

deviation of navigation behaviors generated by apprenticeship learning methods from the expert

controls. Although RMSE provides the magnitude of deviation, it cannot present the ratio of

deviation, comparing with the expert control. Therefore, we also use error ratio (ER), defined as the

average of the ratio of the deviation magnitude over the control magnitude, in order to measure the

percentage of deviation from the expert controls. For both RMSE and ER, a smaller value indicates

a better performance.
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Figure 4.4 Quantitative results of RMSE on ground velocity obtained by TRAL in the scenarios of
navigation over familiar unstructured terrains. Comparison with previous apprenticeship learning
methods and our baseline methods is also presented. The results of each method over each type of
terrains are presented as a boxplot that depicts the distribution of the results from all testing
instances based on a five number summary (i.e., minimum, first quartile, median, third quartile, and
maximum).

The quantitative result obtained by our proposed approach is demonstrated in Figure 4.4 in the

scenario of navigation over each of the familiar unstructured terrains, using a boxplot that displays

the distribution of the results from all testing instances based on a five number summary (i.e.,

minimum, first quartile, median, third quartile, and maximum). The overall mean and variance of

RMSE and ER on ground velocity obtained by our TRAL approach are summarized in Table

Table 4.2. TRAL achieves the RMSE of 0.05± 0.03 m/s, which shows the magnitude of deviation

is 5 cm/s from expert control on average. The error rate ER demonstrates that the difference

between the generated control and expert control is 2.41% with a variance of 1.67% for robots

navigating over familiar terrains.
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Table 4.1 Mean and variance of RMSE and ER on ground velocity obtained by TRAL and
previous/baseline methods over familiar unstructured terrains.

Approach RMSE (m/s) ER (%)
LfD [154] 0.39 (±0.20) 21.35 (±10.16)

SMAL [36] 0.34 (±0.18) 12.5 (±10.10)
NoChar [150] 0.17 (±0.08) 10.75 (±4.12)
λ1,2 = 0 0.13 (±0.05) 7.48 (±4.96)
λ1 = 0 0.11 (±0.04) 5.33 (±3.40)
λ2 = 0 0.08 (±0.04) 3.40 (±2.41)
TRAL 0.05 (±0.03) 2.41 (±1.76)

Quantitative comparisons with several previous approaches and baseline methods are

demonstrated in Figure 4.4 using the boxplot graph and comparisons of the overall performance are

summarized in Table Table 4.1. It is observed that the previous apprenticeship learning methods

tested in our experiment, including LfD, SMAL, and NoChar obtain a larger deviation magnitude

and percentage. A likely reason that explains this phenomenon is that they cannot perform

representation learning to identify discriminative terrain features. The raw feature vectors directly

computed from the sensor measurements are noisy, which can decrease the performance of

navigational behavior generation. Since our approach combines two loss functions to perform a

joint optimization for both representation and apprenticeship learning, even without applying the

two regularization norms, the version of our approach with λ1,2 = 0 is able to build good

representations to improve the performance of behavior generation. When regularization terms are

used to promote modality sparsity (i.e., with non-zero λ1 or λ2), these versions of our approach can

find more discriminative features toward terrain classification or behavior generation, which can

further reduce the deviation. When both regularization norms are used to learn terrain

representations toward both terrain classification and navigational behavior generation, the complete

TRAL approach obtains superior performance on both RMSE and ER over the previous methods.
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Figure 4.5 Quantitative results of RMSE on ground velocity obtained by TRAL in the scenarios of
navigation over unfamiliar unstructured terrains. Comparison with previous apprenticeship learning
methods and our baseline methods is also presented.

4.6.4 Result on Unfamiliar Unstructured Terrains

In this set of experiments, we evaluate TRAL’s performance when the mobile robot navigates

over unfamiliar unstructured terrains, in which the terrain type that the robot navigates over has not

been experienced during training. The robot is trained using terrain features and expert

demonstrations collected in four categories of the unstructured terrains, and then evaluated using

the fifth terrain type that has not been used in the training period. For example, Figure 4.5(c)

demonstrates the results from the scenario that the robot is trained using data from concrete, grass,

pebble and rock terrain types, and evaluated on the mud terrain what is not experienced by the robot

in training.

The RMSE results obtained by TRAL and comparisons with previous and baseline techniques

on each type of terrains that are not familiar to the robot are demonstrated in Figure 4.5. The overall

performance of TRAL and other methods are presented in Table Table 4.2. When the robot

navigates over unfamiliar terrains, we observe phenomena that are similar to the results obtained

when it navigates on familiar terrains: apprenticeship learning approaches without using

representation learning do not work well; integrating the representation and apprenticeship learning

decreases the errors; and the proposed regularization terms can further increase the performance.

The complete TRAL method still obtains the best performance over other methods, mostly because

of its capability of identifying the most discriminative terrain features that can generalize well to
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unfamiliar scenarios. On the other hand, since unfamiliar terrains are not seen in the training period,

all approaches evaluated in this case exhibit higher errors (i.e., higher RMSE and ER values)

comparing to the results from the situations when robots navigate on familiar unstructured terrains.

Table 4.2 Mean and variance of RMSE and ER on ground velocity obtained by TRAL and
previous/baseline methods over unfamiliar unstructured terrains.

Approach RMSE (m/s) ER (%)
LfD [154] 0.35 (±0.21) 33.15 (±19.59)

SMAL [36] 0.29 (±0.19) 29.35 (±16.80)
NoChar [150] 0.23 (±0.07) 20.73 (±6.26)
λ1,2 = 0 0.16 (±0.05) 22.82 (±6.97)
λ1 = 0 0.11 (±0.03) 14.22 (±7.52)
λ2 = 0 0.08 (±0.04) 13.14 (±4.56)
TRAL 0.06 (±0.03) 7.45 (±3.89)

4.6.5 Discussion

The TRAL approach offers the desirable ability to automatically estimate the importance of

feature modalities for terrain classification and behavior generation. The results of modality

importance averaged from both familiar and unfamiliar experimental scenarios are demonstrated in

Figure 4.6. It is observed that two feature modalities, i.e., IMU and terrain variance, are most

discriminative in determining both terrain types (from Figure 4.6(a)) and robot navigational

behaviors (from Figure 4.6(b)). Intuitively, both feature modalities can be considered to contain

complementary information because the IMU data is greatly affected by and correlated with terrain

variances. Moreover, it is interesting to note that HOG features are discriminative for classifying

the terrain types, but not for learning robot navigation behaviors. LBP features on the other hand

exhibit the opposite impact. When comparing all visual features, we observe that features extracted

from color images are generally more discriminative than the features from depth images. Due to

TRAL’s ability to integrate representation and apprenticeship learning in the unified framework,

and due to the efficiency of our convex optimization formulation, TRAL is able to achieve

high-speed processing on the robot’s onboard computer. Including the time spent on feature
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extraction, our approach obtains a processing rate of 20 Hz. Without feature extraction, our

approach itself achieves a processing speed of 80 Hz on average. This result indicates the runtime

advantage of our TRAL approach for real-time robotics applications and its potential to facilitate

high-speed mobile robot navigation.

(a) Terrain classification (b) Behavior generation

Figure 4.6 Normalized importance of terrain feature modalities with respect to terrain classification
(Figure 4.6(a)) and behavior generation (Figure 4.6(b)).

4.7 Summary

In this paper, we present the TRAL approach to address the research problem of robot

adaptation to unstructured terrains. As a theoretical novelty, TRAL formulates representation and

apprenticeship learning in the unified regularized optimization framework to perform joint robot

learning for terrain classification and behavior generation, which also automatically estimates the

importance of terrain feature modalities. Our second theoretical novelty is the design of an

optimization algorithm to solve the formulated problem, which possesses a theoretical convergence

guarantee. The proposed approach is extensively evaluated using two real-world scenarios in the

experiments, in which a mobile robot navigates over familiar or unfamiliar unstructured terrains.

Experimental results have demonstrated that TRAL is able to transfer human expertise to mobile

robots with small errors, obtain superior performance compared with previous and baseline

methods, and offer intuitive insights on the importance of terrain feature modalities.
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CHAPTER 5

NAUTS: NEGOTIATION FOR ADAPTATION TO UNSTRUCTURED TERRAIN SURFACES

This chapter is modified from a conference paper published at the 2022 IEEE/RSJ International

Conference on Intelligent Robots and Systems (IROS)13. This work was partially supported by NSF

CAREER Award IIS-1942056 and U.S. DEVCOM ARL SARA Program W911NF-20-2-0107

Sriram Siva14, Maggie Wigness15, John Rogers16, Long Quang17, and Hao Zhang18.

5.1 Abstract

When robots operate in real-world off-road environments with unstructured terrains, the ability

to adapt their navigational policy is critical for effective and safe navigation. However, off-road

terrains introduce several challenges to robot navigation, including dynamic obstacles and terrain

uncertainty, leading to inefficient traversal or navigation failures. To address these challenges, we

introduce a novel approach for adaptation by negotiation that enables a ground robot to adjust its

navigational behaviors through a negotiation process. Our approach first learns prediction models

for various navigational policies to function as a terrain-aware joint local controller and planner.

Then, through a new negotiation process, our approach learns from various policies’ interactions

with the environment to agree on the optimal combination of policies in an online fashion to adapt

robot navigation to unstructured off-road terrains on the fly. Additionally, we implement a new

optimization algorithm that offers the optimal solution for robot negotiation in real-time during

execution. Experimental results have validated that our method for adaptation by negotiation

outperforms previous methods for robot navigation, especially over unseen and uncertain dynamic

terrains.
13©2022 IEEE/RSJ. Reprinted with permissions from Sriram Siva, Maggie Wigness, Long Quang, John G. Rogers,

and Hao Zhang. ”NAUTS: Negotiation for Adaptation to Unstructured Terrain Surfaces”, in IEEE/RSJ International
Conference on Intelligent Robots and Systems (IROS), 2022.

14Primary researcher and author, Graduate Student, Colorado School of Mines
15Senior Research Scientist, United States DEVCOM Army Research Lab
16Senior Research Scientist, United States DEVCOM Army Research Lab
17Researcher, United States DEVCOM Army Research Lab
18Associate Professor, Colorado School of Mines

80



Figure 5.1 Robots operating in dynamic, unstructured environments often generate sub-optimal
behaviors leading to inefficient robot traversal or even navigation failure. For example, in tall grass
terrain, robots consider the terrain as an obstacle. Terrain negotiation allows robots to explore
different navigation policies to determine the optimal combination for successful and efficient
navigation in unknown terrains. In this example, the robot initially treats tall grass as an obstacle
but simultaneously explores a max speed policy. The robot then quickly learns that the max speed
policy improves efficiency by traversing across tall grass, learning to give more importance to max
speed over obstacle avoidance.

5.2 Introduction

In recent years, autonomous mobile robots have been increasingly deployed in off-road field

environments to carry out tasks related to disaster response, infrastructure inspection, and

subterranean and planetary exploration [156–158]. When operating in such environments, mobile

robots come across dynamic, unstructured terrains that offer a wide variety of challenges (as seen in

Figure 5.1), including dynamic obstacles and varying terrain characteristics like slope and softness.

In these environments, terrain adaptation is an essential capability that allows ground robots to

perform successful maneuvers by adjusting their navigational behaviors to best traverse the

changing unstructured off-road terrain characteristics [6, 159].
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Given its importance, the problem of robot adaptation over unstructured terrains has been

extensively investigated in recent years. In general, terrain adaptation has been addressed using

three broad categories of methods. The first category, classic control-based methods, use

mathematical tools from control theory [160–162] to design robot models that achieve the desired

robot behavior and perform robust ground maneuvers in various environments. The second category,

learning-based methods, use data-driven formulations to either imitate an expert demonstrator

[6, 163, 164], learn from trial-and-error in a reinforcement learning setting [165–167], or use online

learning to continuously learn and adapt in an environment [168–170]. Finally, the third category,

machine-learning-based control, exploits the advantage of integrating machine learning into control

theory to learn accurate robot dynamics and accordingly adapt navigational behaviors [171–173].

However, unstructured terrains often have dynamic obstacles that change their state as the robot

traverses over them, such as tall grass. Additionally, these terrains can occlude future obstacles and

ground cover, leading to traversal uncertainty (e.g., grass occluding a rock as seen in Figure 5.1).

These challenges can also be observed in commonly traversed unstructured environments such as

sand, snow, mud, and forest terrains. As characteristics of such terrains cannot be modeled

beforehand, robots cannot be trained for all possible terrain variations and must therefore adapt as

these variations are encountered. Existing methods for robot navigation generally lack robustness to

address these challenges as they are designed as a local controller to execute a single robot

navigation policy, causing inefficient (e.g., longer traversal time and distance) or even failed

navigation. In addition, current methods such as [163, 164] require significant amount of training

data to learn optimal navigational behaviors. The challenge of quickly learning a joint local

controller and planner to enable adaptive behaviors has not been addressed.

In this chapter, we introduce our novel approach to robot navigation: Negotiation for

Adaptation to Unstructured Terrain Surfaces (NAUTS). Instead of generating terrain-aware

behaviors for only the current time steps, NAUTS learns a prediction model to estimate future robot

behaviors and states for several different policies. Each policy represents a series of navigational

behaviors that can be learned either using imitation learning [6] or self-supervised learning [164]
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according to a specific goal (e.g., obstacle avoidance, maximum speed, etc.). NAUTS then learns

from the continuous interaction of these different policies with the terrain to generate optimal

behaviors for successful and efficient navigation. We define negotiation as the process of learning

robot navigation behaviors from online interactions between a library of policies with the terrain in

order to agree on an optimal combination of these policies. The learning of both the prediction

models and policy negotiation are integrated into a unified mathematical formulation under a

regularized optimization paradigm.

There are three main contributions of this chapter:

• We introduce a novel learning-based prediction model to estimate goal-driven future robot

behaviors and states according to various navigational policies, and address the challenge of

learning a terrain-aware joint local controller and planner.

• We propose one of the first formulations on negotiation for robot adaptation under a

regularized optimization framework. Our approach allows a robot to continuously form

agreements between various navigational policies and optimally combines them to i) improve

the efficiency of navigation in known environments and ii) learn navigation fast in unknown

and uncertain environments.

• We design a new optimization algorithm that allows for fast, real-time convergence to

execute robot negotiation during deployment.

As an experimental contribution, we provide a comprehensive performance evaluation of

learning-based navigation methods over challenging dynamic unstructured terrains.

5.3 Related Work

The related research in robot terrain adaptation can be classified under methods based on

classical control theory, learning-based, and machine-learning-based control.

The methods developed under the classical control theory use pre-defined models to generate

robust navigational behaviors and reach the desired goal position in an outdoor field environment.
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Earlier methods used a fuzzy logic implementation to perform navigation [174, 175], without using

the knowledge of a robot’s dynamics. This led to the development of system identification

[176, 177], where methods learn robot dynamics using transfer functions to model linear robotic

systems and perform navigation [178, 179]. More recently, trajectory optimization models such as

differential dynamic programming (DDP), specifically iterative linear quadratic regulator (iLQR),

used knowledge of non-linear robot dynamics to solve navigation tasks [180–182]. Model

predictive control (MPC) learns to be robust to robot model errors and terrain noise by

implementing a closed-loop feedback system during terrain navigation [183–185]. However, these

methods can approximate robot dynamics to a limited extent as these methods cannot learn from

high-dimensional robot data and lack the ability to adapt as terrain changes.

Learning-based methods use data-driven formulations to generate navigational behaviors in

various environments. Early methods used Koopman operator theory [186] to model non-linear

robot systems using an infinite-dimensional robot observable space [187, 188] to perform terrain

navigation. Subsequent learning-based methods mainly used learning from demonstration (LfD)

[189] to transfer human expertise of robot driving to mobile robots [117, 163, 190]. One method to

perform terrain-aware navigation combined representation learning for terrain classification with

apprenticeship learning to perform terrain adaptation [6]. Kahn and Levine [164] learned

navigational affordance from experts over various terrains for carrying out off-road navigation.

Recently, consistent behavior generation was achieved [34] to match actuation behaviors with a

robot’s expected behaviors. Unlike learning from demonstration, reinforcement learning based

methods learn purely from a robot’s own experience in an unknown environment in a trial-and-error

fashion [165, 166, 191]. Rapid motor adaptation was achieved by updating learned policies via

inferring key environmental parameters to successfully adapt in various terrains [167]. Life-long

learning methods, similar to reinforcement learning, sequentially improve the performance of robot

navigation by continuously optimizing learned models [170, 192]. Rather than just learning a robot

model, learning-based methods also learn robot interactions with the terrain, thus being

terrain-aware. However, these methods fail in unstructured environments [193] as they cannot adapt
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on the fly with the terrain or exhibit catastrophic forgetting [30], which is the tendency to forget

previously learned data upon learning from new data.

Figure 5.2 Overview of our proposed NAUTS approach for robot negotiation to adapt over
unstructured terrains. Illustrated is the learning performed by our approach during the training
phase. The module in the yellow box illustrates robot negotiation during the execution stage.

Machine-learning-based control methods learn robot behaviors by combining data-driven

formulations into predefined robot models [194, 195]. Early methods used Dynamics Mode

Decomposition (DMD) [196, 197] and Sparse Identification of Non-Linear Dynamics (SINDy)

[198] to learn data-driven models based on system identification and performed terrain navigation

[199, 200]. Later, evolutionary algorithms were developed to optimize parameters of a robot model

in an online learning fashion for robust navigation [201, 202]. For robots with multiple degrees of

freedom, methods were developed that use a combination of iterative Linear Quadratic Regulators

(iLQR) and machine learning search to explore multiple robot configurations and plan self-adaptive

navigation [203]. Similar approaches were designed using a neural network based functional

approximator to learn a robot dynamics model and adapt this model with online learning [204].

Robust path planning was performed for safe navigation of autonomous vehicles under perception

uncertainty [205]. However, these methods do not address adaptation to previously unseen,

unstructured terrains, and are unable to address the dynamic nature of the terrain, which often leads

to ineffective terrain traversal.
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5.4 Approach

In this section, we discuss our proposed method, NAUTS, for robot traversal adaptation by

negotiation. A overview of the approach is illustrated in Figure 5.2.

5.4.1 Learning Policy Prediction Models

Our approach first learns a prediction model to estimate future robot states and behaviors for

each policy in a previously trained library. Navigational policies are the goal of the navigation, for

example, obstacle avoidance, adaptive maneuvers or max speed navigation. This model enables our

approach to predict how a policy works without the requirement of knowing its implementation

(i.e., the policy can be treated as a black box). Formally, at time t, we denote the robot terrain

observations (e.g., RGB images) input to the i-th policy as oit ∈ Rq, where q is the dimensionality

of the terrain observations. The robot behavior controls, i.e, navigational behaviors (e.g., linear and

angular velocity), and states (e.g., robot’s body pose and position) output from the policy are

denoted as ait ∈ Rc and sit ∈ Rm, with c and m denote the dimensionality of robot behaviors and

states respectively. Then the i-th policy can be represented as πi : (sit,o
i
t)→ ait.

Figure 5.3 A shallow GP is designed to implement our prediction model fwi .

Let g denote the relative goal state (with respect to sit) that the robot needs to reach at time

t+ T . For every policy πi, we propose to learn a prediction model fwi : (oit,g)→ (âit:t+T , ŝ
i
t:t+T )

that predicts a sequence of goal driven T -future robot behaviors âit:t+T and states ŝit:t+T . The

prediction model estimates behaviors for the present time and functions like a local controller, and

by estimating robot behaviors and states for future T -steps, it functions as a local planner. We

introduce a shallow Gaussian Process (GP) [206] to implement fwi that is parameterized by wi, as
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shown in Figure 5.3. This shallow Gaussian Process with a recursive kernel has been shown in

[206] is equivalent to, but more data-efficient than, a deep Bayesian CNN with infinitely many

filters. In addition, as this Gaussian Process assumes that each weight of the network is a

distribution instead of scalar values, it allows for uncertainty modeling and thus, is robust to

environmental variations. We then learn the prediction model fwi by solving the following

regularized optimization problem:

min
wi

λ1L
(
(πi(sit:t+T ,o

i
t:t+T ), sit:t+T ), fwi(oit,g)

)
+ λ2‖gi − (̂sit+T − ŝit)‖22 (5.1)

where L(·) is the cross-entropy loss [207], mathematically expressed as L(p, q) = −Ep[log(q)].

This loss helps the prediction model to be insensitive to noisy observations in unstructured

environments due to the logarithmic scale. The first part of Eq. (8.1) models the error of predicting

T -future robot behaviors and states from actual navigational behaviors and states. The second part

of Eq. (8.1) models the error of the robot failing to reach its relative goal state. The

hyper-parameters λ1 and λ2 model the trade-off between the losses.

Following Eq. (8.1), the robot learns prediction models for N -different policies. However,

when navigating over unstructured terrains, a single policy may not always prove to be effective for

all scenarios. For example, the policy of obstacle avoidance may lead to longer traversal time in

grass terrain, and the policy of max speed may cause collisions with occluded obstacles.

5.4.2 Robot Negotiation for Terrain Adaptation

The key novelty of NAUTS is its capability of negotiating between different policies to perform

successful and efficient navigation, especially in unstructured off-road terrains. Given N -policies in

the library, NAUTS formulates robot adaptation by negotiation under the mathematical framework

of multi-arm bandit (MAB) optimization [208]. MAB comes from the hypothetical experiment

where the robot must choose between multiple policies, each of which has an unknown regret with

the goal of determining the best (or least regretted) outcome on the fly. We define regret,

rit : (oit−T ,g)
)
→ R+, of the i-th policy at time t as the error of not reaching i) the goal position
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and ii) the goal position in minimum time and effort. We calculate the regret for each policy as:

rit =
(‖g‖2‖ŝit‖2

(g)>(̂sit)
− 1
)

+
t∑

k=t−T

(t− k)(âik)
>âik (5.2)

where the first part of Eq. (8.2) models the error of not reaching the goal position, with zero regret

if the robot reached its goal position. This error grows exponentially if the robot has deviated from

the goal position. The second part of Eq. (8.2) models the error of not reaching the goal in

minimum time and effort. Specifically, the regret is smaller when the robot uses fewer values of

navigational behaviors to reach the same goal and also if the robot reaches the goal in minimum

time due to the scaling term (t− k).

Unstructured terrain-aware negotiation can be achieved using the best subset of policies that

minimize the overall regret in the present terrain as:

min
V

λ3

N∑
i=1

R(oit, r
i
t;v

i) + λ4‖V‖E (5.3)

s.t.
N∑
i=1

(oit)
>vi = 1

whereR(·), parameterized by vi ∈ Rq, is the terrain-aware regret of choosing policy πi in the

present terrain and V = [v1, . . . ,vN ] ∈ RN×q. Mathematically,

R(oit, r
i
t;v

i) =
∑t+T

k=t ‖r∗k − (oit)
>virik‖22, with r∗k = min rik; i = 1, . . . , N . The use of a linear

model enables real-time convergence for terrain-aware policy negotiation. The column sum of V

indicates the weights of each policy towards minimizing the overall regret of robot navigation. In

doing so, the robot recognizes the important policies and exploits these policies for maintaining

navigation efficiency. However, we also need to explore the various policies to improve navigation

efficiency or even learn in an unknown environment, which is achieved by the regularization term in

Eq. (5.3), called the exploration norm. Mathematically, ‖V‖E =
∑N

i=1
‖V‖F
‖vi‖2 , where the operator

‖ · ‖F is the Frobenius norm with ‖V‖F =
√∑N

i=1

∑q
j=1(v

i
j)

2. The exploration norm enables

NAUTS to continuously explore all navigational policies in any terrain. Specifically, the exploration
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norm enables NAUTS to explore sub-optimal policies by ensuring vi 6= 0. If vi = 0, i.e., if the i-th

policy is given zero importance, then the value of objective in Eq. (5.3) would be very high. The

hyper-parameters λ3 and λ4 control the trade-off between exploration and exploitation during

negotiation. The constraints in Eq. (5.3) normalize the various combination of navigational policies.

Integrating prediction model learning and policy negotiation under a unified mathematical

framework, robot adaptation by negotiation can be formulated as the following regularized

optimization problem:

min
W,V

N∑
i=1

(
λ1L

(
(πi(sit:t+T ,o

i
t:t+T ), sit:t+T ), fwi(oit,g)

)
+ λ2‖gi − (̂sit+T − ŝit)‖22 + λ3R(oit, r

i
t;v

i)
)

+ λ4‖V‖E

s.t.
N∑
i=1

(oit)
>vi = 1 (5.4)

where W = [w1, . . . ,wN ]. During the training phase, we compute the optimal W∗ and V∗.

During execution, we fix W∗, meaning the prediction models do not update during execution.

However, our approach continuously updates V∗ in an online fashion, which allows for negotiation

at each step. At every time step t0, we acquire observations ot0 . For a given robot goal state g, we

dynamically choose the best combination of policies as:

at0:t0+T =
N∑
i=1

(ot0)
>vi∗fwi∗(ot0 ,g) (5.5)

where at0 is the behavior executed by the robot following policy negotiation at time t0 and the

behaviors at0:t0+T make up the local plan for the robot.

5.4.3 Optimization Algorithm

During training, we reduce Eq. (8.3) to simultaneously optimize W∗ and V∗. As the first term

is non-linear, reducing Eq. (8.3) amounts to optimizing a non-linear objective function. We use the

zeroth order non-convex stochastic optimizer from [209]. This optimizer has been proven to avoid

saddle points and avoids local minima during optimization [209], and is specifically designed for
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Algorithm 4: Optimization algorithm for solving the robot negotiation problem during
execution in our objective function.

Input :Policies W∗ and Weights V∗ ∈ RN×q
Output :Optimized Weights for Negotiation V∗ ∈ RN×q

1 while goal is not reached do
2 for i = 1, . . . , N do
3 Obtain predicted behavior âit:t+T and states ŝit:t+T from fwi∗(ot0 ,g);
4 Calculate regret of i-th policy ri from Eq. (8.2);

5 Calculate r∗t0 = min rit0 ; i = 1, . . . , N ;
6 while not converge do
7 Calculate diagonal matrix Q with the i-th diagonal block given as I

2‖V‖E ;
8 Compute the columns of the distribution V according to Eq. (7.8);

9 return: V∗ ∈ RN×q

constrained optimization problems like in Eq. (8.3). Additionally due to its weaker dependence on

input data dimensionality [209], W and V can be computed faster despite using high dimensional

terrain observations.

To perform robot adaptation by negotiation, we optimize V in an online fashion during the

execution phase by solving the MAB optimization problem in Eq. (5.3), which has a convex

objective with non-smooth regularization term. To perform fast online learning for negotiation, we

introduce a novel iterative optimization algorithm that is tailored to solve the regularized

optimization in Eq. (5.3), which at each time step performs fast iterations and converges in

real-time to an optimal value of V. The optimization algorithm follows the iterative re-weighted

method [55] for optimizing the negotiation objective with non-smooth regularization term. This

optimization algorithm is provided in Alg. 4. Specifically, to solve for the optimal V, we minimize

Eq. (5.3) with respect to vi, resulting in:

t+T∑
k=t

λ3
(
2(rik)

2(oit)
>(oit)v

i − 2r∗kr
i
ko

i
t

)
+ λ4Qvi = 0 (5.6)

where Q is a block diagonal matrix expressed as Q = I
2‖V‖E

and I ∈ RN×N is an identity matrix.

Then, we compute vi in a closed-form solution as:

vi = (λ4Q + 2
t+T∑
k=t

λ3(r
i
k)

2(oi)>oi)−1λ3

t+T∑
k=t

(2r∗kr
i
ko

i) (5.7)
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Because Q and V are interdependent, we are able to derive an iterative algorithm to compute them

as described in Algorithm 4.

5.5 Proof of Convergence for the Optimization Algorithm

In the following, we prove that Algorithm 4 decreases the value of the objective function in Eq.

(8.3) with each iteration during execution and converges to a local optimal solution.

At first, we present a lemma:

Lemma 4: For any two given vectors a and b, the following inequality relation holds:

‖b‖2 − ‖b‖22
2‖a‖2 ≤ ‖a‖2 −

‖a‖22
2‖a‖2

Proof.
−(‖b‖2 − ‖a‖2)2 ≤ 0

−‖b‖22 − ‖a‖22 + 2‖b‖2‖a‖2 ≤ 0

2‖b‖2‖a‖2 − ‖b‖22 ≤ ‖a‖22

‖b‖2 −
‖b‖22
2‖a‖2

≤ ‖a‖2 −
‖a‖22
2‖a‖2

From Lemma 6, we can derive the following corollary:

Corollary 3: For any two given matrices A and B , the following inequality relation holds:

‖B‖E −
‖B‖2E
2‖A‖E

≤ ‖A‖E −
‖A‖2E
2‖A‖E

where the operator ‖ · ‖E is the exploration norm introduced in the main paper.

Theorem 4: Algorithm 5 converges fast to a local optimal solution to the terrain negotiation

problem in Eq. (8.3) during execution.

Proof. According to Step 8 of Algorithm 5, for each iteration step s during optimization, the value

of vi(s+ 1) can be given as:
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vi(s+ 1) = ‖r∗(s+ 1)− (oit)
>vi∗(s+ 1)ri(s+ 1)‖22 (5.8)

+
N∑
i=1

(λ4(v
i(s+ 1))>Q(s+ 1)(vi(s+ 1)))

where Q(s+ 1) = I
2‖V(s)‖E

. Then we derive that:

J (s+ 1) +
N∑
i=1

(λ4(v
i(s+ 1))>Q(s+ 1)(vi(s+ 1)))

≤ J (s) +
N∑
i=1

(λ4(v
i(s))>Q(s)(vi(s))) (5.9)

where J (s) = ‖r∗(s)− (oit)
>vi∗(s)ri(s)‖22.

After substituting the definition Q in Eq. (7.13), we obtain

J (s+ 1) + (λ4
‖V(s+ 1)‖2E

2‖V(s)‖E
) ≤ J (s) + (λ4

‖V(s)‖2E
2‖V(s)‖E

) (5.10)

From Corollary 4, for the weight matrix V we have:

(
‖V(s+ 1)‖E −

‖V(s+ 1)‖2E
2‖V(s)‖E

)
≤

(
‖V(s)‖E −

‖V(s)‖2E
2‖V(s)‖E

)
. (5.11)

Adding Eq. (7.14) and (7.15) on both sides, we have

J (s+ 1) + λ4 ≤ J (s) + λ4‖V(s)‖E (5.12)

Eq. (7.16) implies that the updated value of weight matrix V, decreases the value of the objective

function with each iteration. As the negotiation problem in Eq. (8.3) is convex, Algorithm 1 4

converges to an optimal solution. Furthermore, during each time step of execution, we start with

near-optimal V from previous time steps and as the objective is convex, Algorithm 4 converges

faster than when starting from initial conditions, i.e., V as a zero matrix.
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Convergence: Algorithm 4 is guaranteed to converge to an optimal solution for the optimization

problem in Eq. (5.3).

Complexity: For each iteration of Algorithm 4, computing Steps 3, 4, and 7 is trivial, and Step 8

is computed by solving a system of linear equations with quadratic complexity.

5.6 Experiments

This section presents the experimental setup and implementation details of our NAUTS

approach, and provides a comparison of our approach with previous state-of-the-art methods.

5.6.1 Experimental Setup

We use a Clearpath Husky UGV robot for our field experiments. The robot is equipped with an

Intel Realsense D435 color camera, an Ouster OS1-64 LiDAR, a Global Positioning System (GPS),

and an array of sensors including a Microstrain 3DM-GX5-25 Inertial Measurement Unit (IMU)

and wheel odometers. The robot states, i.e., robot pose, are estimated using an Extended Kalman

Filter (EKF) [210], applied on sensory observations from LiDAR, IMU, GPS, and wheel odometers.

The RGB images and the estimated robot states are used as our inputs. The robot runs a 4.3 GHz i7

CPU with 16GB RAM and Nvidia 1660Ti GPU with 6GB of VRAM, which runs the behavior

prediction models at 5Hz and policy negotiation at 0.25 Hz.

We evaluate our approach on navigation tasks that require traversing from the robot’s initial

position to a goal position, and provide a performance comparison against state-of-the-art robot

navigation techniques including Model Predictive Path Integral (MPPI) [161] control, Terrain

Representation and Apprenticeship Learning (TRAL) [6], Berkley Autonomous Driving Ground

Robot (BADGR) [164], and Learning to Navigate from Disengagements (LaND) [163]. To

quantitatively evaluate and compare these approaches to NAUTS, we use the following evaluation

metrics:

• Failure Rate (FR): This metric is defined as the number of times the robot fails to complete

the navigation task across a set of experimental trials. If a robot flips or is stopped by a

terrain obstacle, it is considered a failure. Lower values of FR indicate better performance.
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• Traversal Time (TT): This metric is defined as the time taken to complete the navigation task

over given terrain. Smaller values of TT indicate better performance.

• Distance traveled (DT): This metric is defined as the total distance traveled by the robot when

completing a navigational task. A smaller DT value may indicate better performance.

• Adaptation time (AT): This metric is defined as the time taken by the robot to regain half its

linear velocity when introduced to an unseen unstructured environment. A lower value of AT

may indicate better performance.

(a) Tall grass terrain (b) Paths taken by different methods (c) Importance of different policies

Figure 5.4 The tall grass terrain used in our experiments and the qualitative results over this terrain.

To collect the training data, a human expert demonstrates robot driving over simple terrains of

concrete, short grass, gravel, medium-sized rocks, large-sized rocks and forest terrain. Each of

these terrain were used to learn one specific aspect of robot navigation such as adjusting traversal

speeds over large-sized rocks, or obstacle avoidance using the forest terrain. Specifically, we used

these terrains to learn from a library of five distinct navigational policies:

• Maximum Speed: When following this navigational policy, the human expert drives with the

maximum traversal speed irrespective of the terrain the robot traverses upon. The aim when

following the maximum speed navigational policy is to teach the robot to cover as much

distance as possible in the least amount of time. Thus, while collecting training data with this

policy the expert demonstrator uses straight line traversal without steering the robot.

• Obstacle Avoidance: While following this policy, the expert demonstrates how to maneuver

by driving around obstacles to avoid collision. To learn this policy, expert demonstrations in
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forest terrains are used where humans navigate the forest by avoiding trees and logs while

moving the robot through the terrain. The underlying goal with this policy is to teach the

robot to steer around obstacles.

• Minimum Steering: For this policy, the expert drives the robot with limited steering. During

navigation, linear velocity is fixed to 0.75 m/s and obstacle avoidance is performed by

beginning to turn the robot when it is further away from obstacles instead of making short,

acute turns. The policy differs from obstacle avoidance by maintaining a fixed speed while

taking a smooth and long maneuver around obstacles.

• Adaptive Maneuvers: While following this policy, the expert varies the robot’s speed across

different terrain to reduce traversal bumpiness. Specifically, with terrains that are relatively

less rugged such as concrete or short-grass, the expert demonstrator uses high speed

maneuvers. On the other hand, over terrains with high ruggedness such as gravel or medium

sized rocks, the expert demonstrator uses slower speeds, with the slowest traversal speed

across the large rocks terrain.

• No Navigational Bias: When following this policy, multiple expert demonstrators navigate

the robot across the different terrains without particular policy bias, i.e., without following

any specific navigational policy. The underlying goal behind using such policy is to cover

most of the common navigational scenarios encountered by the robot, and include the

navigational bias from multiple expert demonstrators.

For each policy, the robot is driven on each of the different terrains, resulting in approximately

108000 distinctive terrain observations with the corresponding sequence of robot navigational

behaviors and states for each navigational policy. No further pre-processing is performed on the

collected data. We use this data to learn optimal πi, i = 1, . . . , N and V during training. We learn

these parameters for different values of hyper-parameters of the NAUTS approach, i.e., λ1, λ2, λ3,

λ4 and T . The combination of these hyper-parameters that results in the best performance of
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NAUTS during validation are then used for our experiments. In our case, the optimal performance

of NAUTS is obtained at λ1 = 0.1, λ2 = 10, λ3 = 1 and λ4 = 0.1 for T = 9.

Table 5.1 Quantitative results for scenarios when the robot traverses over dynamic, uncertain grass
terrain.

Metrics MPPI TRAL BADGR LaND NAUTS
Failure Rate (/10) 3 3 1 5 1
Traversal Time (s) 88.72 72.99 64.47 90.18 58.79

Distance Traveled (m) 68.58 56.69 50.29 64.93 36.57
Adaptation Time (s) 14.23 10.92 - - 6.24

5.6.2 Navigating over Dynamic Uncertain Grass Terrain

In this set of experiments, we evaluate robot traversal performance over the tall grass terrain

environment, as shown in Figure 5.4(a). This is one of the most commonly found terrains in

off-road environments and is characterized by deformable dynamic obstacles added with the terrain

uncertainty of occluded obstacles. The process of negotiation is continuously performed throughout

the execution phase. The evaluation metrics for each of the methods are computed across ten trial

runs over the tall grass terrain environment.

The quantitative results obtained by our approach and its comparison with other methods are

presented in Table 5.1. In terms of the FR metric, BADGR and NAUTS obtain the lowest values,

whereas MPPI, TRAL and LaND have high FR values. Navigation failure for MPPI, TRAL and

LaND generally occurred as the robot transitioned into the tall grass terrain where it would get

stuck after determining the tall grass was an obstacle. Failure cases for NAUTS and BADGR

occurred when the robot was stuck in the tall grass terrain due to wheel slip. Both NAUTS and

BADGR obtain significantly fewer failures than MPPI and LaND methods due to their ability to

adapt to different terrains.

When comparing the traversal time and the distance traversed by the different methods, we

observe that NAUTS obtains the best performance followed by BADGR and TRAL. The LaND and

MPPI approaches obtain higher TT and DT metrics, with MPPI performing the poorest in terms of

DT and LaND performing poorest in terms of TT. A qualitative comparison, from a single trial, of
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the path traversed by these methods is provided in Figure 5.4(b). Notice, MPPI, LaND, and TRAL

all consider tall grass as obstacles and avoid this terrain while traversing. We observe that BADGR

and NAUTS explore tall grass terrain and the shortest path is taken with our NAUTS approach

resulting in the lowest DT and TT values.

NAUTS also performs better than the TRAL and MPPI approaches in terms of the AT metric.

The AT metric is observed when robots encounter an unseen terrain and require adaptation. In this

environment, that happens when the robot transitions into the tall grass terrain. We do not provide

AT values for BADGR and LaND as both approaches have a fixed linear velocity without

adaptation. Overall, we observe that our approach obtains successful navigation (from FR metric)

and better efficiency (from TT and DT metrics) over previous methods.

Figure 5.4(c) illustrates the NAUTS negotiation process between the five policies in the tall

grass terrain. NAUTS learns optimal combinations of policies in real-time during execution (each

update is marked by dots in the figure). Initially, max speed has higher importance over other

policies. However, as the robot enters tall grass, obstacle avoidance becomes more important.

While traversing further, the robot learns to give more importance to the max speed policy again

and obstacle avoidance becomes less important. All other policies have relatively low importance,

but they never reach zero, as NAUTS regularly evaluates the different policies.

(a) Forest terrain (b) Path taken by different methods (c) Importance of different policies

Figure 5.5 The forest terrain used in our experiments and the qualitative results over this terrain.

5.6.3 Navigating on Unseen Unstructured Forest Terrain

In this set of experiments, we evaluate navigation across forest terrains. Apart from high

uncertainty and dynamic obstacles, this terrain has different characteristics that the robot has not
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previously seen during training, e.g, terrain covered with wood chips, dried leaves, rocks, and tree

branches. Similar to the previous set of experiments, the evaluation metrics in the forest terrain are

computed across ten runs for each of the methods.

The quantitative results over off-road forest terrain are presented in Table 7.2. In terms of the

FR metric, we observe a similar trend seen in the tall grass terrain experiments. Specifically, MPPI

and TRAL have similar performance in terms of FR metrics. Our NAUTS approach obtains the

lowest FR value followed by the BADGR approach, and the LaND approach obtains the highest

value. Common failures in the forest terrain occur when tree branches occluding the terrain are

classified as obstacles or traversing over large rocks, wooden tree barks, or mud in the terrain cause

the robot to get stuck. NAUTS also obtains better efficiency in both the TT and DT metrics,

followed by the BADGR approach. Again, MPPI and TRAL both obtain similar TT and DT values,

and LaND exhibits the worst performance.

Figure 5.5(b) illustrates qualitatively how MPPI, TRAL, and LaND avoid uncertain and unseen

paths and follow an existing trail. However, BADGR explores unknown paths, reaching the goal

faster than these methods, and NAUTS outperforms all methods by exploring different policies in

this unseen terrain. In this set of experiments, the AT metric is observed throughout navigation as

each section of the terrain is not previously seen by the robot and requires the robot to adapt.

NAUTS obtains better AT values than MPPI and TRAL, indicating a better adaptation capability.

Table 5.2 Quantitative results for scenarios when the robot traverses over unseen dynamic,
unstructured off-road forest terrain.

Metrics MPPI TRAL BADGR LaND NAUTS
Failure Rate (/10) 5 5 4 7 2
Traversal Time (s) 34.28 33.95 26.17 33.98 24.21

Distance Traveled (m) 24.68 23.77 20.94 26.51 16.45
Adaptation Time (s) 10.04 11.93 - - 7.32

Figure 5.5(c) illustrates the negotiation process by NAUTS in the forest terrain. At the start of

the navigation task, each policy has different importance, with obstacle avoidance being the most

significant. As the robot continues with the navigation task, it learns to use the optimal combination
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of policies, which results in the most efficient navigation. Thus, the max speed and adaptive

navigational policies become more significant than other policies. It is important to note that there

is no single optimal policy throughout navigation due to i) the highly unstructured nature of this

terrain and ii) the continuous exploration of the NAUTS approach.

5.7 Summary

In this chapter, we introduce the novel NAUTS approach for robot adaptation by negotiation for

navigating in unstructured terrains, that enables ground robots to adapt their navigation policies

using a negotiation process. Our approach learns a prediction model to function as a terrain-aware

joint local controller and planner corresponding to various policies, and then uses the negotiation

process to form agreements between these policies in order to improve robot navigation efficiency.

Moreover, our approach explores different policies to improve navigation efficiency in a given

environment continuously. We also developed a novel optimization algorithm that solves an optimal

solution to the robot negotiation problem in real-time. Experimental results have shown that our

approach enables a robot to negotiate its behaviors with the terrain and delivers more successful and

efficient navigation compared to previous methods.
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CHAPTER 6

CAPABILITY-AWARE PERCEPTUAL ADAPTATION FOR ROBUST GROUND NAVIGATION

IN UNSTRUCTURED OFF-ROAD ENVIRONMENTS

This work was partially supported by NSF CAREER Award IIS-1942056 and the DEVCOM

ARL SARA Program W911NF-20-2-0107.

Perceptual adaptation is crucial for autonomous ground robots as it enables them to adjust to

perceptual changes in real-world environments to successfully complete their fundamental

functionalities like navigation. However, when operating in these unstructured environments robots

often encounter perceptual challenges such as obscuration or even failure in one or more of its

sensors, which negatively affect the robot’s traversability and cause inaccurate or even failed

navigation. To address this shortcoming, we propose a novel human-inspired method of perceptual

adaptation. Our approach uses multi-sensory observations to develop capability awareness in robot

perception in a self-supervised fashion and also learns the robot’s dynamics model to generate

robust navigational behaviors. Specifically, our approach learns modality-invariant representations,

i.e., a common trajectory representation, from multiple sensor modalities, which allows the robot to

be aware of perceptual obscurations and failures, and accordingly adapt its navigational behaviors.

Furthermore, we also implement a new optimization algorithm to solve the formulated optimization

problem of learning capability-aware perceptual adaptation. To evaluate our approach, we perform

extensive experimentation using a physical ground robot with real-world scenarios of sensor

obscurations and simulated sensor failures over various unstructured off-road terrains.

Experimental results prove that our method can better adapt to these perceptual challenges when

navigating over unstructured terrains and outperform previous and baseline methods.

6.1 Introduction

Autonomous mobile robots have been increasingly used over the past several decades in

real-world applications to traverse over complex unstructured off-road terrains, including disaster
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response, search and rescue, and subterranean and planetary exploration [158, 211–213]. Such field

environments are challenging for ground robots due to their unstructured nature. In addition, these

environments present a wide variety of perceptual challenges, including sensor obscuration, low

lighting, lens flares, etc., which cannot be modeled beforehand, as can be seen from scenarios in

Figure 6.1. The ability of ground robots to adjust their behaviors with such perceptual challenges,

i.e., perceptual adaptation [10, 214], is essential to their successful traversal in unstructured field

environments.

Figure 6.1 Motivational images to develop capability awareness in robot navigation. As seen from
the figure, robots navigating in unstructured environments often encounter perceptual challenges
like sensor obscurations or failures. Such challenges may cause errors in robot localization and
inaccuracy or even failed navigation. Therefore, the capability of ground robots to be
capability-aware and adapt to these perceptual challenges is essential to the successful completion
of the navigation task.

Given the importance of robot navigation, numerous terrain adaptation and perceptual

adaptation methods have been proposed in recent years. Terrain adaptation methods use either a)

tools from control theory to develop robot models from the robot’s internal states

[161, 162, 215, 216], b) use data-driven formulations, i.e. learning-based, to perform terrain

navigation a robot’s perception [6, 34, 165, 192, 217] or c) use machine-learning-based control to
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exploit the advantages of integrating robot learning into control theory and generate robust

navigational behaviors [171–173, 203]. Perceptual adaptation methods allow a robot to

continuously adjust its navigational behaviors based on perceptual inputs from various sensors in

unstructured environments [10, 218–220]. More recently, robots that develop awareness have been

proposed, that continuously monitor perceptual inputs from various sensors to be conscious of their

environment and execute navigational behaviors [221–223].

However, previous approaches lack the ability to adapt to the perceptual challenges of sensor

obscuration or failures. Examples of sensor obscurations include robot sensors partially covered by

mud or snow, lens flares, or occlusions due to tree branches, whereas failures in perception include

robot sensors completely covered by mud, snow, or even broken sensors. As can be seen from

Figure 6.1, such scenarios are commonly encountered when ground robots operate in real-world

field environments and cannot always be predicted or anticipated. Therefore, robots cannot be

trained for all possible scenarios and need to adapt to these perceptual challenges. Existing

learning-based methods generally ignore these challenges. Specifically, most of the existing

methods lack the ability to be aware of sensory obscurations or failures, and thus cannot adapt to

such scenarios which often leads to inaccurate or even failed robot navigation. The challenge of

generating robust navigational behaviors under perceptual challenges for successful navigation in

unstructured environments has not been well addressed.

To address this challenge, we develop a novel human-inspired method of learning capability

awareness that learns to be conscious of perceptual challenges and adapts to these challenges to

execute robust navigational behaviors. We use the term capability awareness to refer to robots’

ability to recognize and predict their limitations (e.g., failed or obscured sensor), and accordingly,

adapt their behaviors while being aware of the result of these behaviors. Our approach draws

inspiration from the fact that humans can estimate their movements (with limited accuracy) even

when their eyes are closed, using other sensing modalities in the body such as the vestibular system

for detecting movement [224] and skin receptors for detecting touch and pressure [225]. To achieve

capability awareness in perception, we learn a modality-invariant trajectory representation that
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encodes the robot’s trajectory information in a smaller observation space. We use the term

trajectory representation to define the latent states, but not necessarily a physical quantity, achieved

by the robot when traversing over a terrain. Modality-invariant representations allow our approach

to estimate a common trajectory representation from all the sensory modalities and still encode

important terrain information. In order to adapt to perceptual challenges, our approach continuously

monitors the trajectory representations from different sensory modalities to identify the

obscured/failed sensors and accordingly estimates trajectory representations from functional

sensors. Our approach then uses trajectory representations to learn the robot’s dynamics model

which estimates the robot’s future trajectory based on its present navigational behaviors. Learning

of both the capability awareness and perception-aware dynamics model are integrated into a unified

mathematical formulation under the mathematical framework of self-supervised learning.

The key novelty of our approach is the introduction of a human-inspired method to learn

capability awareness in perception, which advances the state-of-the-art by enabling a ground robot

to be resilient to sensor obscurations or failures and accordingly execute navigational behaviors to

complete a navigational task over unstructured terrains. The specific novelty of our approach

includes:

• We propose a novel approach to learning capability awareness in robot perception that under

the self-supervised learning framework, which enables a robot to be conscious of perceptual

obscuration or failures through learning a modality-invariant trajectory representation.

• We introduce a novel method of modeling the dynamics of the robot, that uses

modality-invariant trajectory representations to estimate how the robot’s trajectory changes

according to the executed navigational behaviors.

• We also propose a new optimization algorithm to effectively converge to an optimal solution

despite the dependent variable and non-smooth regularization terms present in the formulated

optimization problem.

103



The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. a review of the related work is provided in

Section 6.2. our proposed approach is introduced in Section 6.3. We provide the experimental

results and comparisons in Section 6.5 and finally conclude the paper in Section 6.6.

6.2 Related Work

This section reviews the related research on robot terrain navigation and perceptual adaptation.

6.2.1 Robot Terrain Navigation

Methods developed under the arch of robot terrain navigation can be broadly classified under

the category of classical control, learning-based, and machine learning-based control.

Methods developed under the classical control theory use pre-defined models to generate robust

navigational behaviors and reach the desired goal position in an outdoor field environment. Many

of the earlier methods used a fuzzy logic-based implementation [226, 227], without prior

knowledge of the robot’s dynamics to perform terrain navigation. Then system identification [228]

models were developed that used robot trajectory data to learn robot dynamics and accordingly

perform terrain navigation [229, 230]. Subsequently, trajectory optimization for terrain navigation

was achieved either through differential dynamics programming (DDP) [231, 232] or iterative

linear quadratic regulators (iLQR) [233, 234], both of which learn non-linear robot dynamics model

from robot’s interaction with terrain. Closed loop feedback control was achieved via Model

Predictive Control (MPC) [235, 236] and Model Predictive Path Integral (MPPI) [161] control that

is robust to terrain noise and error in robot models as well.

Learning-based methods use data-driven formulations to generate navigational behaviors in

various environments. Earlier methods modeled non-linear robot systems using high-dimensional

linear observation space [187, 188]. Subsequent learning-based methods mainly used learning from

demonstration (LfD) [80, 237] to transfer expert demonstrations to a ground robot to traverse over

various terrains [117, 192]. Navigational affordances were learned from experts over various

terrains in [164] for carrying out off-road navigation. Recently, consistent behavior generation was

achieved by [34] to match actuation behaviors with the robots’ expected behaviors. Unlike learning
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from demonstration, reinforcement learning-based methods purely learn from the robot’s own

experience in an unknown environment in a hit-and-trial fashion [165–167, 191]. Life-long

learning methods, similar to reinforcement learning, sequentially improve the performance of robot

navigation by continuously optimizing learned models [170, 192, 238].

Machine learning-based control methods learn to generate navigational behaviors both by

combining data-driven formulations into predefined robot models [194, 195, 239, 240]. Earlier

methods used Sparse Identification of Non-Linear Dynamics (SINDy) [198, 241] to learn

data-driven models based on system identification and performed terrain navigation [199, 200].

Then evolutionary algorithms were developed to optimize parameters of a robot model in an online

learning fashion for robust navigation [201, 202]. For robots with multiple degrees of freedom,

methods were developed that use a combination of iterative Linear Quadratic Regulators (iLQR)

and machine learning search to explore multiple robot configurations and plan self-adaptive

navigation [203, 242]. Although the above methods were successfully learned to navigate in

outdoor environments, they rely on perceptual observations from various sensors and fail during

obscuration or failure, thus lacking the ability to adapt on the fly.

6.2.2 Robot Perceptual Adaptation

The methods developed under robot perceptual adaptation can be classified under methods of

learning from perception and methods that learn awareness.

The methods that learn from perception aim reliably operate in an unstructured environment in

the presence of perceptual challenges. Earlier methods used perception for learning sub-tasks

within the navigation, for example, image segmentation [243, 244] and object detection [245, 246].

To address the problem of unstructured terrain navigation [247] classified terrains of different types

and accordingly adjusted the speed through terrain classification. Then methods were used to

generate digital terrain maps and then fitted a Gaussian model to classify the terrains [155, 248] and

adjust their traversing velocities with these terrains. A few techniques were also designed to use

terrain ruggedness data to evaluate navigational behaviors in an online fashion for ground vehicles
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[111, 249]. In learning-based methods, terrain classification was usually performed by learning

from terrain data to classify the terrain for navigational behaviors. Support Vector Machine (SVM)

based classifier was used on features learned from Hidden Markov Models to identify terrains [132].

Color-based terrain classification was performed to label obstacles and generate navigational

behaviors [133]. More recently, semantic segmentation methods based on deep learning [250] were

successfully used to classify off-road terrains [251, 252] and perform the task of terrain navigation.

The methods that learn awareness generate an understanding of the robot such that it can

recognize and predict its capabilities, and accordingly adjust its navigational behaviors in an

environment. Robust path planning was performed in [205] for the safe navigation of autonomous

vehicles by perceiving the various uncertainties in its perception. Multi-sensory observations were

used to detect vegetation-obscured obstacles during navigation in [220, 253]. Perceptual awareness

[254, 255] based on 2D-LiDAR sensors were used in [256] to learn navigation in cluttered

environments. Awareness through environmental lighting conditions was used by [10], to calibrate

perception in dynamically changing environments and perform navigation. Recently, situational

awareness models were used by [257, 258] to adapt navigational behaviors in robots based on the

robot’s perception.

However, they still lack the ability to adapt to sensor failures and more importantly fail to

execute behaviors for successful navigation during sensor failure. Furthermore, even methods that

use multi-sensory information for robust navigation during sensor failure [259], significantly drop

their performance under perceptual failure or obscurations[259]. In this paper, we propose to

maintain the performance of the robot under perceptual failures.

6.3 Approach

In this section, we discuss our novel human-inspired method for capability-aware perceptual

adaptation to enable robust ground navigation in unstructured off-road environments. An overview

of our approach is shown in Figure 6.2.
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Notations: We denote vectors with boldface lowercase letters, e.g., m ∈ Rp. We write matrices

using boldface capital letters, e.g., M = {mj
i} ∈ Rp×q, and we refer to its i-th row and j-th column

as mj and mi. We use boldface capital Euler script letters to denote a set of matrices, e.g.,

M = {M1, . . . ,Mr}, and | · | to denote its cardinality, e.g., |M| = r.

6.3.1 Learning Capability Awareness in Perception

Our approach learns capability awareness through the learning of modality-invariant trajectory

representations. These representations are used to encode the robot trajectory information from

each of the sensor modalities in a much smaller observation space. We assume that multiple sensors

are installed on a ground robot to collect both exteroceptive observations (such as RGBD images

and LiDAR readings) and proprioceptive observations (such as wheel odometry and Inertial

Measurement Unit (IMU) measurements) as the robot navigates over the unstructured terrain. We

represent observations from the i-th sensor modality as o(t)
i ∈ Rpi at time t, and pi denotes the

dimensionality of the modality. We represent the i-th modality’s observations from a sequence of

past c time steps as O(t)
i = [o

(t)
i , . . . ,o

(t−c)
i ] ∈ Rpi×c, and further, denote the multi-sensory

observations from m-different sensory modalities as O(t) = {O(t)
1 , . . . ,O

(t)
m }, where |O| = m

denotes the number of sensor modalities. We denote the trajectory representations from each of the

i-th sensor modalities as s(t)i ∈ Rr, with r as its dimensionality of the trajectory representations.

Then, s(t) ∈ Rr denotes the common trajectory representation from different sensors.

Figure 6.2 Overview of our proposed approach. From the left, the first module of the figure
illustrates the generative network used to represent the generator model, the second module
illustrates the discriminative network used to represent the discriminator network and the third
module shows the shallow network used to represent the dynamics model of the robot.
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Formally, given multi-sensory observations O(t), we propose to learn a generative model

G : O(t) → s(t) that generates modality-invariant trajectory representations s(t), using O(t). To

implement the generative model G, we use a set of m-different deep generative networks

Gvi
: O

(t)
i → ŝ

(t)
i , each parameterized by weights vi, and are used to estimate trajectory

representation ŝ
(t)
i , using the i-th sensor modality O

(t)
i . We collectively denote the m-different

weights of generative networks as V = {v1, . . . ,vm}. The model of our generative networks is

shown in Figure 6.2, where the dimension of the input layer is varied based on the dimension of the

individual sensory observations. The input sensory observations are processed using convolutional

layers, followed by fully connected layers. The output of this layer is then processed using a

recurrent neural network, which is essential to model the robot’s continuous trajectory from a

sequence of past c-observations.

We propose to learn capability awareness in perception through the learning of a modality

invariant representation, which is achieved by simultaneously learning a discriminator model

opposite to our generative model. Collectively, the aim of the m-different generative networks is to

ensure that trajectory representations from each sensor modality are identical, i.e., ŝ(t)i = ŝ
(t)
j ; i 6= j,

whereas, the discriminator model aims to differentiate these trajectory representations to each of the

sensor modalities and learns capability awareness in perception. Specifically, we learn capability

awareness through learning modality invariant representations, when the generative model aims to

fool the discriminator model by generating modality invariant trajectory representations to an extent

where the discriminator model cannot differentiate between the representations.

The discriminator model D : GV(O(t))→ {y(t)
1:m,o

(t)
1:m} processes the output of the generative

model and generates m-different one-hot encoding vector y(t)
i ∈ Rm and m-different robot sensory

observations o(t)
1:m. The one-hot encoding vector y(t)

i is used to discriminate the trajectory

representations from different sensor modalities and is used to indicate the robot’s capability

awareness in perception. Specifically, each vector, y(t)
i has exactly one entry equal to one and all

others equal to zero. The vector with i-th element as one indicates if the trajectory representation

was generated by the i-th sensor modality. Then our approach generates capability awareness such
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that in case of sensory obscuration/failure, the discriminator model recognizes which

obscured/failed sensor modality generated a representation as it can discriminate this representation

to the modality which generated this representation. Apart from estimating y
(t)
1:m, D also retrieves

the sensory observations for m-different sensor modalities o(t)
1:m, from i-th trajectory representation

s
(t)
i . This allows our approach to retrieve sensory observations in case of a sensory failure while

also ensuring the representations generated by G are informative enough of the terrain.

To implement the discriminator model D, we use a deep discriminative network

Du : GV(O(t))→ {ŷ(t)
1:m, ô

(t)
1:m}, parameterized by weights u, that monitors each of the m-different

trajectory representation and discriminates them by accurately classifying which sensor modality

generated the i-th trajectory representation ŝ
(t)
i , i.e., to y

(t)
i . The choice of our model for the

discriminator network is illustrated in Figure 6.2, with a) fully connected input layers to process the

trajectory representation from the generative network, b) intermediate recurrent layers that uses

subsequent trajectory representation to accurately discriminate which faulty sensory modalities and

finally c) convolutional layer capable of generating high-dimensional sensory observations, e.g.,

color images, with output layers mapped according to the dimension of the sensor observation

being retrieved.

Then the problem of learning capability awareness in perception via learning of

modality-invariant trajectory representations can be given as:

min
V,u

LG
(
O(t),y

(t)
1:m

)
+ LD

(
O(t),y

(t)
1:m

)
(6.1)

where LG and LD represent the loss of the generative networks GV and the discriminative network

Du, respectively. The generative loss is mathematically expressed as

LG
(
O(t),y

(t)
i

)
=
∑m

i=1

(
λ1‖ŷ(t)

i − (1m − y
(t)
i )‖22

)
, where 1m ∈ Rm is a vector of ones that

encodes the error of generating modality invariant representations. The vector (1m − y
(t)
i ) has all

elements as one except the i-th element as zero and represents a scenario where the discriminative

network Du, identifies ŝ(t)i to be generated from all the other sensor modalities except the i-th

sensor modality O
(t)
i . In Eq. (8.1), the discriminative loss

LD
(
O(t),y

(t)
i

)
=
∑m

i=1

(
λ1‖ŷ(t)

i − y
(t)
i ‖22 + λ2‖ô(t)

i − o
(t)
i ‖22

)
has two different objectives. The
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first part of the loss learns capability awareness in perception by exactly discriminating which

sensor modality generated respective trajectory representations. Specifically, the error increases if

the discriminator incorrectly discriminates the trajectory representations. The second part of the

loss encodes the error of retrieving individual sensor observations, i.e., ô(t)
i from ŝ

(t)
i . Here, λ1 and

λ2, denote the trade off-hyperparameters to balance between i) learning of capability awareness

through learning modality-invariant trajectory representations and ii) learning to retrieve sensory

observations.

Following Eq. (8.1), the robot can be aware of sensory obscurations or failures. However, it still

cannot be used to complete a navigational task despite perceptual obscuration or failures, which is

required for successful navigation in the wild.

6.3.2 Learning Robot Dynamics Model

We introduce in our approach a novel formulation of learning the robot’s dynamics based on

robot perception, to predict how the trajectory of the robot changes based on its executed

navigational behaviors. Formally, we denote the robot’s navigational behaviors, i.e., behavior

controls (e.g., linear and angular velocity) as a(t) ∈ Rp, with p as the dimensionality of the robot’s

navigational behaviors. During training, these navigational behaviors are recorded by an expert

demonstrator only to learn the dynamics model. Then, given modality-invariant trajectory

representation s(t), we learn robot’s dynamics model as F : (s(t), a(t))→ s(t+1) to estimate the

trajectory representation s(t+1), at the next time step t+ 1, based on the present representation s(t)

and the present navigational behaviors a(t).

To implement the dynamics model F , we use a shallow neural network

Fw : (̂s
(t)
i , a

(t))→ ŝ
(t+1)
i , parameterized by weights w to predict the future trajectory

representations ŝ(t+1)
i from i-th sensory modality. The present trajectory representations for the i-th

modality ŝ
(t)
i , are obtained from the generative networks as ŝ(t)i = Gvi

(O
(t)
i ). Our choice of shallow

network is illustrated in the third module of Figure 6.2, which consists of a fully connected input

layer to process the present trajectory representation and a a recurrent network to model the past
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sequence of representations along with the navigational behaviors to output the future trajectory

representations, thus allowing us to model the non-linear dynamics of the robot using a small order

trajectory representation of the robot.

Then the problem of learning a robot’s dynamics model from modality invariant trajectory

representations can be given as:

min
w
LF
(
GV(O

(t+1)
1:m ), Fw(̂s

(t)
1:m, a

(t))
)

(6.2)

where LF
(
GV(O

(t+1)
1:m ), Fw(̂s

(t)
1:m, a

(t))
)

=
∑m

i=1

(
λ3‖Gvi

(O
(t+1)
i )− Fw(̂s

(t)
i , a

(t))‖22
)

denotes the

loss of the dynamics model and encodes the error of accurately modeling the robot dynamics to the

trajectory representations of the generator model. In Eq. (8.2), λ3 is a hyper-parameter to control

the accuracy of learned dynamics model.

Integrating learning of modality invariant trajectory representation and learning of dynamics

model into a unified formulation, the problem of learning capability-aware perceptual adaptation

for robust navigation can be formulated as:

min
V,u,w

LG
(
O(t),y

(t)
1:m

)
+ LD

(
O(t),y

(t)
1:m

)
(6.3)

+ LF
(
GV(O

(t+1)
1:m ), Fw(̂s

(t)
1:m, a

(t))
)

+RG(V)

where,RG(V) =
∑m

i=1
λ4∑p

j=1 a
(t)
j ‖Gvi (O

(t+1)
i )−Gvi (O

(t)
i )‖22

is a regularization term on the generative

model to ensure the successive trajectory representations generated from the generative networks

are discriminate, with λ4 denoting the hyper-parameter to control the amount of regularization. The

regularization term ensures that the generative model is not generating a constant representation at

different times and ensures that the successive representations are distinctive. This regularization

term conditioned on the robot’s navigational behaviors adds a high cost to our objective function if

the robot is navigating and the successive trajectory representations are similar.
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6.3.3 Robot Executing Perceptual Adaptation during Navigation

During the training phase, we compute the optimal weights V∗, u∗ and w∗ according to

Algorithm 7. At each time step t, given the multi-sensory robot observation set O(t), the robot

estimates modality-invariant trajectory representations from the generative networks as

s
(t)
1:m = GV∗(O(t)) and capability awareness using y

(t)
1:m = Du∗(GV∗(O(t))). For any of the i-th

modality, if {maxj(y
j(t)
i )} ≥ γ, we identify these sensory as potentially obscured or failed, where

γ is a manually defined threshold. We use trajectory representation s(t)∗ = s
(t)
i to perform robot

navigation via the dynamics model, where s
(t)
i corresponds to awareness y(t)

i with

min(maxj(y
j(t)
1:m)).

Once the robot obtains the optimal trajectory representation s(t)∗, it estimates the trajectory

representations for next step using the dynamics model as s(t+1) = Fw∗(s
(t)∗, a(t)). Let g ∈ Rq

denote the robot’s goal, i.e., desired pose and position relative to its present position, given to robot

to reach at time t+ T , with q as the dimensionality of the goal position. Then for a given goal g,

we use the dynamics model to generate optimal navigational behaviors by solving the dynamic

programming problem similar to [257] as:

a∗(t:t+N−1) = LA(s(k), a(k),g; s(t)∗) (6.4)

s.t. amin ≤ a(k) ≤ amax

where LA(s(k), a(k),g; s(t)∗) = ‖g−P(s(t+N) − s∗(t))‖22 +
∑t+N−1

k=t (k− t)(a(k))>a(k); denotes the

loss for estimating a sequence of optimal navigational behaviors a∗(t:t+N−1), to reach g. The matrix

P ∈ Rq×r is a fixed projection matrix, from robot’s state space to its trajectory representation space

and is estimated similar to [257]. The first part of the loss encodes the error of reaching its goal

position in the t+N -th time and the second part of the loss ensures that the robot reaches the goal

in minimum time due to the scaling factor of (k − t). The constraints in Eq. (8.4) represent the

limits on the robot’s navigational behaviors, with amin and amax as its minimum and maximum

navigational behaviors. We use a linear quadratic regulator (LQR) [260] based trajectory

optimization to generate the optimal navigational behaviors.
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Algorithm 5: Optimization algorithm for solving the capability-aware navigation problem
in

Input :Observation sets {O(t1), . . . ,O(tn)} and Navigational behaviors {a(t1), . . . ,a(tn)}
Output :Optimized Weights for Generator Network V∗, Discriminator Network u∗, and Dynamics

Network w∗

1 Initialize V∗, u∗ and w∗

2 while not converge do
3 for i = 1, . . . ,m do
4 Calculate the gradient of the objective in Eq. (8.3) w.r.t vi, i.e., ∇vi(s)J from Eq. (8.7);
5 Update the weights of the generative network as: vi(s+ 1) = vi(s)− α1(∇vi(s)J );
6 Calculate the gradient of the objective in Eq. (8.3) w.r.t u, i.e.,∇u(s)J from Eq. (8.11);
7 Update the weights of the generative network as: u(s+ 1) = u(s)− α2(∇u(s)J );
8 Calculate the gradient of the objective in Eq. (8.3) w.r.t w, i.e.,∇w(s)J from Eq. (8.11);
9 Update the weights of the generative network as: w(s+ 1) = w(s)− α3(∇w(s)J );

10 return: V∗, u∗ and w∗

During navigation, if the robot encounters any obscuration or failure in perception, it obtains

trajectory representation from the remaining sensor modalities and is updated at each time step. Our

approach can obtain trajectory representation even with multiple obscurations and/or failed sensory

modalities. Thus, even with these perceptual challenges the robot continues to successfully navigate

towards its goal position.

6.4 Optimization Algorithm

The optimization problem in Eq. (8.3) is challenging to solve in general due to the dependent

variables of: i) generative model, and ii) discriminative and dynamics model. In addition, the

optimization problem also has a non-smooth regularization term, thus cannot be differentiated at

non-smooth points during optimization, second-order optimization algorithms, such as Newton’s

method [261] are not applicable. To address the non-smooth regularization terms and dependent

variables, we design a new alternating minimization algorithm that simultaneously learns the

generative, discriminative and the dynamics model.

Formally, during the training phase, we iterative optimize between the i) generative model and

ii) discriminative model and dynamics model. Specifically, during the iterative process, we first

optimize the generative model, i.e, first and fourth terms in Eq. (8.3). Then, we fix the parameters
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for the generative model and optimize the discriminative and the dynamics model, i.e., the second

and the third term in Eq. (8.3). To optimize the generative model, we calculate the gradient of our

objective in Eq. (8.3) with respect to weights V as:

∇VJ =
d

dV

(
LG
(
O(t),y

(t)
1:m

)
+ LD

(
O(t),y

(t)
1:m

)
(6.5)

+ LF
(
GV(O

(t+1)
1:m ), Fw(̂s

(t)
1:m, a

(t))
)

+RG(V)

)

where J is used to represent the objective in Eq. 8.3. Since only the first and last term in Eq. (8.3)

are optimized while learning the generator model, Eq. (8.5) can be optimized as:

∇vi
J =

d

dvi

(
LG
(
O(thet),y

(t)
1:m

)
+ +RG(V)

)
(6.6)

Substituting the expressions for the generator loss and regularization in Eq. 8.5, we obtain the

gradient as:

∇vi
J =λ1

d

dvi

((
Du(Gvi

(O(t)))
)>
Du(Gvi

(O(t)))
)

(6.7)

−
((
Du(Gvi

(O(t)))
)>

(1m − y
(t)
i )
)

−
(

(1m − y
(t)
i )>Du(Gvi

(O(t)))
)))

+ λ4
d

dvi

(
1∑p

j=1 a
(t)
j ‖Gvi

(O
(t)
i )− ŝ

(t−1)
i ‖22

)

At each iteration step s, we update the weights vi for each of the generative network as:

vi(s+ 1) = vi(s)− α1(∇vi(s)J ) (6.8)

where α1 denotes the learning rate for the generator network.

Once the weights of the generator network are updated, we then learn the discriminator model

and the dynamics model, we calculate the gradient of our objective with respect to weights u and w
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as:

∇uJ =
d

du

(
LD
(
O(t),y

(t)
1:m

))
(6.9)

and

∇wJ =
d

dw

(
LF
(
GV(O

(t+1)
1:m ), Fw(̂s

(t)
1:m, a

(t))
))

(6.10)

Substituting the expressions for the discriminator loss and dynamics loss in Eq. 8.10 and Eq. 6.10,

we obtain the gradient as:

∇uJ =λ1
d

du

((
Du(Gvi

(O(t)))
)>
Du(Gvi

(O(t))) (6.11)

−
(
Du(Gvi

(O(t)))
)>

y
(t)
i − (y

(t)
i )>Du(Gvi

(O(t)))
)

+ λ2
d

du

((
Du(Gvi

(O(t)))
)>
Du(Gvi

(O(t)))

−
(
Du(Gvi

(O(t)))
)>

o
(t)
i − (o

(t)
i )>Du(Gvi

(O(t)))
)

and

∇wJ =λ3
d

dw

((
Fw(̂s

(t)
i , a

(t))
)>(

Fw(̂s
(t)
i , a

(t))
)

(6.12)

−
(
Fw(̂s

(t)
i , a

(t))
)>

ŝ
(t+1)
i − (̂s

(t+1)
i )>Fw(̂s

(t)
i , a

(t))
)

Accordingly, at each iteration step s, we update the weights of the discriminator and dynamics

model as:

u(s+ 1) = u(s)− α2(∇u(s)J ) (6.13)

and

w(s+ 1) = w(s)− α3(∇w(s)J ) (6.14)
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where α2 and α3 are the learning rates for the discriminator model and the dynamics model

respectively.

The discriminator model updated from Eq. (8.13) is used to then learn the generator model in

Eq. (8.9). Then, we develop an iterative algorithm to solve the formulated optimization problem,

which is described in Algorithm 7.

6.5 Experiments

To assess the performance of our approach, we perform extensive experiments over real-world

unstructured terrains. In this section, we discuss the experimental setups, and implementation, and

finally, we present and analyze the experimental results of our approach in comparison to the other

state-of-the-art methods.

Figure 6.3 Unstructured terrains in the wild used for our experimentation.

Figure 6.4 The three different scenarios of sensor obscurations used in our experiments.
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6.5.1 Experimental Setups

We use a Clearpath Husky ground robot to perform robot navigation over unstructured terrains.

The robot is equipped with an Intel Realsense D435 color camera, a Stereo Labs Zed2i stereo

RGB-D camera, an Ouster OS1-64 LiDAR, SBG Systems Ellipse-D GNSS with GPS and Inertial

Measurement Unit (IMU), and wheel odometers. The a) RGB images from the color camera, b) the

depth image from the stereo camera, c) elevation maps [262] from LiDAR data to represent robot

centric grid-wise elevation of the terrain, and d) robot pose and position estimated using Extended

Kalman Filtering (EKF) [210], applied on sensory observations from LiDAR, IMU, GPS, and

wheel odometers are used as our inputs. Linear interpolation is used to obtain the inputs at a steady

rate of 15Hz. The robot’s onboard computer runs a 4.3 GHz Intel i7 processor, 32 GB memory with

Nvidia GTX 1650 Ti GPU with 6GB VRAM, and runs our approach at 5Hz.

We evaluate our approach on the navigation task of traversing from the robot’s initial position to

a goal position in a real-world scenario. The two different scenarios include i) an unstructured

mixed terrain, and ii) a forest terrain, as seen in Figure 6.3. Both of these terrains are commonly

found environments when robots operate in the wild and present their respective challenges.

Specifically, the unstructured mixed terrain consists of multiple terrain types including tall grass,

sand, gravel, and large rocks with varying slopes and roughness. When navigating over such

terrains, robots often encounter sensor obscuration due to tall grass or mud-covered sensors, or

sensor failure, which make it challenging to navigate over this unstructured terrain. The forest

terrain consists of varying terrain types of snow, tall grass, and snow-covered tree branches and

presents challenges of multiple sensor obscuration from tall grass, tree branches, and environment

clutter, as can be seen in Figure 6.3. For navigation tasks in each of the terrains, the goal position is

set approximately ten meters away from the robot’s initial position.

We provide a comparison of our approach with the state-of-the-art robot navigation techniques

including the Terrain Representation and Apprenticeship Learning (TRAL) [6], Enhancing

Consistent Ground Maneuverability (ECGM) [34], and Berkeley Autonomous Driving Ground

Robot (BADGR) [164]. To quantitatively evaluate the performance of our approach we use the
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following metrics:

• Failure Rate (FR): This metric is defined as the number of times the robot fails to complete

the navigation task across a set of experimental trials. If a robot flips, gets stuck in a terrain,

or is unable to navigate to the goal position, it is considered a failure. Lower values of FR

indicate better performance and are preferred. Failures are manually observed and labeled.

• Traversal Time (TT): This metric is defined as the average time taken to complete the

navigational task in all the successful runs over the given terrain. Generally, smaller values of

traversal time indicate better performance and may be preferred.

During training, we observe the best performance of our approach when using a sequence of

c = 5 and hyperparameters λ1 = 0.1, λ2 = 0.01 λ3 = 0.1 and λ4 = 1. The threshold for perceptual

awareness is set as γ = 0.3. The optimal number of future time steps used for executing the

navigational task is set as N = 9.

Table 6.1 Quantitative results for scenarios when the robot encounters sensor obscurations.
Successful runs (with no navigation failures) are used to calculate the metrics of traversal time and
adaptation time.

Failure Rate (/5) Traversal Time (s)
Scenarios TRAL ECGM BADGR Ours TRAL ECGM BADGR Ours

MT: Obscured RGB sensor 1 1 0 0 21.49 19.98 19.52 16.08
MT: Obscured LiDAR sensor 1 1 1 0 18.216 17.77 18.16 16.39

MT: Obscured RGB and LiDAR sensor 4 2 2 1 32.65 31.92 17.99 17.11
Forest: Obscured RGB sensor 2 2 0 0 18.71 17.23 18.15 15.41

Forest: Obscured LiDAR sensor 3 1 4 1 16.58 15.78 17.46 15.96
Forest: Obscured RGB and LiDAR sensor 5 4 4 1 - 25.68 17.57 16.49

6.5.2 Navigating with Obscured Sensors

In this set of experiments, we evaluate the robot over the mixed terrain and the forest terrain

under sensor obscuration. Specifically, we use three different scenarios of sensor obscuration: i)

obscured RGB sensor, ii) obscured LiDAR sensor, and iii) obscured RGB and LiDAR sensor. We

introduce obscuration in the color camera by partially covering the sensor with mud, whereas for a
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LiDAR sensor, we obscure a substantial field of view using tree branches as seen in Figure 6.4.

These scenarios are common with everyday unstructured terrains. Our approach is trained on data

collected while the robot is manually controlled by an expert to traverse over various simple

terrains such as grass, sand, gravel, and rocks. Then the learned model is deployed with sensor

obscurations and the evaluation metrics for each of the methods are computed across three runs

over each of the terrains.

The qualitative results obtained by our approach and its comparison with other methods are

presented in Table 6.1. In terms of the failure rate metric, we observe that both BADGR and our

approach obtain the lowest values, whereas the methods of TRAL and ECGM have high failures.

Navigation failures in mixed terrain most commonly occurred when transitioning from mud to large

rocks or because the robot was stuck in tall grass. Specifically, failures of transitioning from mud to

large rocks are observed with the TRAL and the ECGM approach, whereas the failure of getting

stuck in tall grass is observed with the BADGR approach. In addition, with respect to the different

scenarios of sensor obscuration, we observe that approaches have a lower failure rate when only

RGB sensor is obscured but when the LiDAR sensor is obscured the failure rates increase,

especially with the BADGR approach. Across all methods, most failures are observed when both

the RGB and LiDAR data are obscured.

Navigation failures in forest terrain occur either when robots are stuck in obstacles (i.e., large

trees), get high centered by logs occluded by tall grass and snow, or due to wheel slip in snow or

grass. Distinctively, RGB sensor obscuring leads to failures of wheel slip, whereas, LiDAR

obscuration leads to methods getting stuck in obstacles, especially in the direction where the

LiDAR’s field of view is obscured. Similar to mixed terrain, we observe higher failure rates in

forest terrain when LiDAR sensors are obscured as compared to the RGB sensors. Also, in general,

we observe that methods have higher failure rates when traversing in forest terrain as compared to

the mixed terrain, with increased failures caused due to obstacles in the terrain. Overall, we observe

that our approach is robust to the sensor obscurations and executes navigational behaviors

indifferently, thus performing consistently across the different scenarios and achieving the least
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failures.

We calculate the traversal time metric by averaging their values across all successful runs. In

terms of the traversal time metric, we observe that both the TRAL and ECGM approaches have

more variations in traversal time, which vary according to the sensor being obscured. Specifically,

in both TRAL and ECGM approaches, it is observed that traversal time increases to a larger extent

when obscuring the RGB sensor as compared to the LiDAR sensor with the highest traversal time

recorded when both the RGB and the LiDAR sensor fails. This is because both the TRAL and

ECGM approaches mainly rely on features extracted from both the RGB and LiDAR sensors for

generating navigational behaviors. When sensors are obscured, the features generated from

obscured regions of the observation are zeros. From [6] and [34], we learn that RGB sensors, as

compared to LiDAR, have a higher impact on generated navigational behaviors, which fits our

observations. Comparatively, BADGR has a consistent traversal time across the different scenarios,

with traversal time decreasing with obscuring the LiDAR sensor. This is observed as BADGR uses

LiDAR scans to detect obstacles and steers away when near tall grass or potential obstacles.

However, with obscured LiDAR it steers less, leading to lower traversal time but increase failures.

Finally, our approach can use modality-invariant representations which are not affected by sensor

obscurations and traverse with consistent traversal time across all the scenarios and also achieve the

lowest traversal time metric.

Table 6.2 Quantitative results for scenarios when the robot encounters sensory failures. Successful
runs (with no navigation failures) are used to calculate the metrics of traversal time and adaptation
time.

Failure Rate (/5) Traversal Time (s)
Scenarios TRAL ECGM BADGR Ours TRAL ECGM BADGR Ours

MT: Failed RGB sensor 2 2 0 1 32.27 29.53 20.36 17.16
MT: Failed LiDAR sensor 2 1 2 1 25.49 23.93 18.03 17.09

MT: Failed RGB and LiDAR sensor 5 5 4 2 - - 17.52 17.89
Forest: Failed RGB sensor 4 3 0 0 29.93 27.50 19.63 17.31

Forest: Failed LiDAR sensor 5 3 3 1 - 25.24 18.67 16.58
Forest: Failed RGB and LiDAR sensor 5 5 5 3 - - - 16.11
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6.5.3 Navigating with Failed Sensors

In this set of experiments, we evaluate the robot over the mixed terrain and the forest terrain

under simulated sensor failure. Specifically, we use three different scenarios: i) failed RGB sensor,

ii) failed LiDAR sensor and iii) failed RGB and LiDAR sensors. Each of these failures is simulated

in runtime. Specifically, failure in RGB sensors is generated by providing a zero image (black

image) to the different methods and failure in LiDAR is simulated by using zero values for all

LiDAR point values during runtime. These failures represent the most common sensory challenges

that arise while traversing real-world terrains. We use the learned model from previous experiments

with no additional training and test it in the two terrains with sensor failures. The evaluation metrics

for each of the methods are computed across three runs over each of the terrains.

The qualitative results obtained by our approach and its comparison with other methods for the

different scenarios of sensor failure are presented in Table 6.2. We observe a similar trend of

failures as both our approach and BADGR obtain the lowest values of failures, whereas both TRAL

and ECGM have higher failures. However, all the approaches have a higher failure rate when

navigating with failed sensors. Specifically, we observe that the TRAL and ECGM approach has no

successful runs in either mixed or forest terrain when both the RGB and LiDAR sensors fail. These

failures are both due to collision with obstacles or wheel slips. We observe that in forest terrain

with no RGB and LiDAR sensor, the BADGR approach has no successful runs with all the failures

occurring due to collisions. Comparatively, our approach has at least one successful run in all the

terrains while performing better in all the scenarios.

Similar to previous experiments, we calculate the traversal time metric by averaging their values

across all successful runs. With the scenario of failed sensors, we observe that traversal time

increases significantly for both the TRAL and ECGM approaches and we observe a similar trend to

previous experiments where traversal time increases to a larger extent when obscuring RGB sensor

as compared to the LiDAR sensor with the highest traversal time recorded when both the RGB and

the LiDAR sensor fails. Thus failing both sensors lead to a very slow traversal in TRAL and ECGM

approach. However, both BADGR and our approach have a consistent traversal time across the
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different scenarios. We do observe that in all successful runs where the LiDAR sensor fails the

traversal time improves for the BADGR approach similar to the previous experiments but causes

more failures as there are no successful runs in the forest scenarios when both the sensors fail. Our

approach through generating modality-invariant representation from working sensory modalities is

able to traverse even with sensor failures and achieves the lowest traversal time in most of the

scenarios.

6.6 Conclusion

In this chapter, we introduce a novel human-inspired approach to learning capability-aware

perceptual adaptation, which allows the robot to adjust to perceptual challenges and successfully

navigate in unstructured off-road environments. Our approach learns capability awareness in

perception through the learning of a modality invariant trajectory representation that allows for

encoding a common representation of information from all the sensors in a much smaller

observation space in a self-supervised fashion. To evaluate our approach, we perform extensive

experiments using a physical ground robot with real-world scenarios of different perceptual

challenges over various unstructured off-road terrains. Experimental results prove that our method

can better adapt to these perceptual challenges when navigating over unstructured terrains and

outperform previous and baseline methods.
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CHAPTER 7

ENHANCING CONSISTENT GROUND MANEUVERABILITY BY ROBOT ADAPTATION TO

COMPLEX OFF ROAD TERRAINS

This chapter is modified from a conference paper published at the 2021 Conference on Robot

Learning (CoRL)19. This work was partially supported by the NSF CAREER Award IIS-1942056,

NSF CNS-1823245, and ARL SARA Program W911NF-20-2-0107.

Sriram Siva20, Maggie Wigness21 John Rogers22 and Hao Zhang23.

7.1 Abstract

Terrain adaptation is a critical ability for a ground robot to effectively traverse unstructured

off-road terrain in real-world field environments such as forests. However, the expected or planned

maneuvering behaviors cannot always be accurately executed due to setbacks such as reduced tire

pressure. This inconsistency negatively affects the robot’s ground maneuverability, and can cause

slower traversal time or errors in localization. To address this shortcoming, we propose a novel

method for consistent behavior generation that enables a ground robot’s actual behaviors to more

accurately match expected behaviors while adapting to a variety of complex off-road terrains. Our

method learns offset behaviors in a self-supervised fashion to compensate for the inconsistency

between the actual and expected behaviors without requiring the explicit modeling of various

setbacks. To evaluate the method, we perform extensive experiments using a physical ground robot

over diverse complex off-road terrain in real-world field environments. Experimental results show

that our method enables a robot to improve its ground maneuverability on complex unstructured

19©2021 CoRL. Reprinted with permissions from Sriram Siva, Maggie Wigness, John Rogers, and Hao Zhang.
”Enhancing Consistent Ground Maneuverability by Robot Adaptation to Complex Off Road Terrains”, in Conference
on Robot Learning (CoRL), 2021.

20Primary researcher and author, Graduate Student, Colorado School of Mines
21Senior Research Scientist, United States DEVCOM Army Research Lab
22Senior Research Scientist, United States DEVCOM Army Research Lab
23Associate Professor, Colorado School of Mines
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off-road terrain with more navigational behavior consistency, and outperforms previous and

baseline methods, particularly so on challenging terrain such as that which is seen in forests.

Figure 7.1 Off-road environments such as forests are unstructured and exhibit a variety of
characteristics, including changing terrain types and slopes. When ground robots are deployed in
these environments, their actual behaviors often do not match the expected behaviors, e.g., due to
wheel slip. The inconsistency often causes slower traversal time or errors in robot state estimation.
Therefore, the capability of consistent behavior generation is essential for maneuverability while
ground robots navigate over unstructured off-road terrains.

7.2 Introduction

Over the past several years, autonomous ground robots have been increasingly deployed in

off-road field environments to address real-world applications, including disaster response,

homeland defense, and planetary exploration [158, 263, 264]. Field environments are challenging

for ground robots to navigate over because the terrain is unstructured and cannot be fully modeled

beforehand, as depicted in Figure 7.1. Terrain adaptation, the robot’s ability to adjust its behaviors

to perceived terrains, is therefore an essential ability to traverse over unstructured terrains

[109, 159].

Given its importance, robot terrain adaptation has recently been widely investigated. Previous

learning-based methods can be divided into two broad categories: terrain classification and terrain
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adaptation. The first category uses a robot’s exteroceptive and proprioceptive sensory data to

classify terrain types and estimate traversability for robot navigation over the

terrain [111, 118, 265–267]. This category also includes techniques that model terrain complexity

for navigation planning [109, 268]. The second category of methods focus on directly generating

adaptive behaviors according to terrain in order to successfully complete navigation

tasks [36, 109, 117, 269]. Specifically, learning from demonstration (LfD) is widely used to transfer

human expertise to robots in order to achieve human-level robot navigational control [6, 117, 154].

However, the expected navigational behaviors generated by previous approaches cannot always

be executed accurately by a ground robot when traversing over unstructured off-road terrain, i.e.,

the actual and expected behaviors may not be consistent. This inconsistency is mainly caused by

setbacks [270, 271] that are defined as factors that increase the difficulty for a ground robot to

achieve its expected behaviors. Example setbacks include wheel slip, reduced tire pressure, and

heavy payload. Existing learning-based methods for robot navigation generally ignore these

setbacks, which often leads to the robot not being able to consistently execute the learned behaviors.

The challenge of how to learn consistent navigational behaviors in a self-supervised fashion has not

been well addressed.

To address this shortcoming, we develop an approach for consistent navigational behavior

generation. Our approach learns offset behaviors in a self-supervised fashion, allowing the robot to

compensate for the inconsistency between the actual and expected behaviors without explicitly

modeling the setbacks, while also adaptively navigating over changing terrain. In addition, our

method is able to integrate multi-modal features to characterize terrain and estimate the importance

of features to enable terrain-aware ground navigation. This is all implemented in a unified

regularized optimization framework with a theoretical convergence guarantee.

The key novelty of this chapter is the introduction of a method to enhance consistent ground

maneuverability, which advances the state-of-the-art by enabling a ground robot’s actual behaviors

to accurately match its expected behaviors while adapting to a variety of complex unstructured

off-road terrain. The specific novel contributions include:
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• We propose a novel mathematical formulation to generate consistent navigational behaviors

by learning offset behaviors in a self-supervised fashion. We also introduce new

regularization terms to learn important terrain features from multi-sensory observations and

fuse them together to improve robustness of robot adaptation to unstructured terrain.

• We propose a new optimization algorithm to address the formulated regularized optimization

problem with dependent variables and non-term regularization terms, which holds a

theoretical guarantee to effectively converge to an optimal solution.

As an experimental contribution, we provide a comprehensive performance evaluation of

learning-based terrain adaptation methods by designing a set of robot navigation scenarios over a

wide variety of individual and complex unstructured off-road terrains.

7.3 Related Work

Related research on robot terrain adaptation can be broadly classified into two categories,

including terrain classification and robot adaptation.

Terrain classification methods use sensory data from a robot to classify the terrain. Many earlier

methods were developed to address the specific needs of larger vehicles [247, 272] and the

classification process was typically performed in a manual or pre-selected fashion. Some methods

used a pre-existing terrain map and terrain ruggedness data to achieve high-speed terrain navigation

[111, 118, 249, 266, 267, 273]. Learning-based methods are commonly used to classify terrain for

navigation. Color-based terrain classification was performed to generate navigational behaviors by

labeling obstacles [133]. More recently, semantic segmentation neural network architectures [250]

have been successfully used to classify off-road terrain [252, 274] and perform robot navigation

tasks accordingly. However, these methods rely on a discrete categorization of terrain types. The

methods typically do not characterize complex unstructured off-road terrain well and cannot

directly enable robot adaptation in real-world environments, where environments have a wide

variety of characteristics (as seen in Figure 7.1).

126



Robot adaptation methods focus on enabling robots to intelligently adapt to various

unstructured terrain. The general problem of robot adaptation is commonly studied in robotics

[58, 83, 89, 116, 275, 276] using high-level behavior models. Earlier works considered ground

speed as the optimization variable and formulated a method for trading progress and velocity with

changing terrain characteristics [146, 147]. Learning-based methods for terrain adaptation have

gained attention because of their effectiveness and flexibility [277]. Early work addressed terrain

adaptation from the perspective of online learning that updates model parameters in the execution

phase [66, 278, 279]. However, these methods lacked the ability to quickly adapt to sudden terrain

changes. Accordingly, methods were developed that generate navigational behaviors using

open-loop controllers according to the predicted terrain characteristics [139]. Methods to mimic

expert controls were also developed aiming to achieve human-level maneuverability [6, 117].

Recently, navigational affordances are learned from experts for off-road navigation [164]. External

disturbances were also considered in the learning-based methods [280–282]. However, these

methods often require modeling of robot dynamics or explicit human demonstrations, and cannot

generate consistent ground navigation that adapt to diverse terrains.

7.4 Approach

Notation: We denote scalars using lowercase italic letters (e.g., m ∈ R), vectors using boldface

lowercase letters (e.g., m ∈ Rp), matrices using boldface capital letters, e.g., M = {mi
j} ∈ Rp×q

with its i-th row and j-th column denoted as mi and mj , respectively. We use boldface capital

Euler script letters to denote tensors (i.e., 3D matrices), e.g., M = {mi(k)
j } ∈ Rp×q×r. Unstacking

tensor M along its height (p), width (q) and depth (r) provides slices of matrices Mi ∈ Rq×r,

Mj ∈ Rp×r and M(k) ∈ Rp×q, respectively [283].

7.4.1 Problem Formulation for Terrain-Aware Navigation

As a robot traverses over terrain, at each time step, we extract multi-modal features from

observations acquired from multiple sensors installed on the robot including visual camera, LiDAR,

and IMU. We concatenate all features extracted at time step t into a vector and denote it as
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x(t) ∈ Rd, where d =
∑m

j=1 d
j and dj is the dimensionality of the j-th feature modality with m as

the number of modalities. We stack features extracted from a sequence of consecutive c time steps

into a matrix and represent it as a terrain feature instance denoted as X = [x(t); . . . ;x(t−c)] ∈ Rd×c.

We further denote the set of n feature instances that are obtained as a robot traverses over various

terrains, and denote this set as a terrain feature tensor X = [X1, . . . ,Xn] ∈ Rd×n×c.

We use Y = [y1, . . . ,yn] ∈ Rr×n to denote the robot’s expected navigational behaviors

associated with X , where yi ∈ Rr is a vector of r behaviors corresponding to Xi. Behaviors are

encoded by the control variables (e.g., linear and angular velocities) that decide the robot’s motion

at the present time t. Due to momentum, a robot often has continuous motion and observations;

thus, considering a history of past c observations can provide more information to generate

navigational behaviors at the present time. Accordingly, we estimate the robot’s behaviors yi using

Xi = [x
(t)
i ; . . . ;x

(t−c)
i ], taking into account the history of c observations. Then, the problem of

navigational behavior generation can be formulated as:

min
W
‖W ⊗3 X −Y‖2F + λ1‖W‖M (7.1)

where W ∈ Rd×r×c is a weight tensor used to encode the importance of each element in X towards

estimating navigational behaviors. Each tensor element wi(k)j ∈W denotes the weight of the i-th

terrain feature from the k-th past time step to recognize the j-th behavior type. The operator ⊗

denotes the tensor product and ⊗3 is defined as the tensor product that performs the sum of mode-3

multiplication [283] between feature tensor X and W . In Eq. (7.1), the tensor product ⊗3 takes

each terrain feature instance Xi ∈ X , and multiplies it with the weight tensor W .

The first term in Eq. (7.1) is a loss function that encodes the error of using terrain features in X

to estimate the robot behaviors, through the learning model parameterized by W . Furthermore, our

loss function encodes the non-linear nature of robot navigational behavior generation as a linear

function of terrain features X . This can be achieved because: i) for short periods of time (i.e.,

c = [1, 30]), the dynamics of the robot do not dramatically change [284, 285] and thus the

non-linearity in the robot is not severe, and ii) with high-dimensional features (e.g., d > 10000),

learning non-linear tasks can be lifted to a linear space [187, 286]. The second term in Eq. (7.1) is a
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regularization term named the feature modality norm and is mathematically defined as:

‖W‖M =
m∑
i=1

‖Wi‖F =
m∑
i=1

√√√√ r∑
j=1

c∑
k=1

(w
i(k)
j )>(w

i(k)
j ) (7.2)

where ‖.‖F is the Frobenius norm and Wi ∈ Rb×c is the slice of the matrix obtained by unstacking

the weight tensor W along its height d. The feature modality norm groups together weights within

a feature modality and enforces sparsity among different modalities, thus, identifying the most

descriptive features for behavior generation. This is a critical capability for ground robot navigation

since different features typically capture different characteristics of the unstructured terrains (e.g.,

color, slope, and roughness), and have different effects toward generating navigational behaviors.

The trade-off hyperparameter λ1 in Eq. (7.1) is used to balance the loss and the regularization term.

The problem formulation in Eq. (7.1) allows ground robots to adapt their navigational behaviors

according to different terrain features. However, due to setbacks that reduce the effectiveness of

robot navigation, such as wheel slip, heavy payload, and reduced tire pressure [248], the robot’s

actual behaviors may not match the expected behaviors.

Figure 7.2 Overview of our proposed approach.
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7.4.2 Consistent Navigational Behavior Generation

The key novelty focuses on a principled method for ground robots to generate consistent

navigational behaviors that adapt to unstructured terrain. As illustrated by Figure 7.2, besides

generating terrain-aware expected behaviors, our method monitors the difference between the

actual and expected navigational behaviors caused by setbacks, and computes an offset to reduce

the difference. This allows our approach to achieve consistent robot behaviors without the

requirement of explicitly modeling all of the setbacks.

Mathematically, we denote the actual behaviors as A = [a1, . . . , an] ∈ Rr×n, where ai ∈ Rr

denotes the actual behaviors executed by the robot when observing the i-th terrain feature instance

Xi. The actual robot behaviors can be estimated using a pose estimation technique, e.g., based on

SLAM or visual odometry [287]. Setbacks can cause the robot’s actual behaviors to not match its

expected behaviors. This difference in navigational behaviors over the past c-time steps is

computed as E = [(a(t) − y(t)); . . . ; (a(t−c) − y(t−c))] ∈ Rr×c and the behavior differences for all

the instances in X is denoted as a behavior difference tensor E = [E1, . . . ,En] ∈ Rr×n×c.

We then introduce a loss function to encode consistent behavior generation as follows:

min
U ,W
‖W ⊗3 X + U ⊗3 E −A‖2F + λ1‖W‖M (7.3)

where U = [U1, . . . ,Ur] ∈ Rr×r×c is a weight tensor with Uj ∈ Rr×c indicates the importance of

behavior differences E towards generating the j-th offset behaviors. Using data from a history of c

time steps allows our method to consider inertia (i.e., resistance to change in behaviors) during

navigation. Mathematically, this implies that U(k), k = 1, . . . , c; has non-zero elements as opposed

to each element in U(k) being 1 at k = 1 and 0 at k 6= 1 when robot inertia is not considered.

The loss function in Eq. (7.3) models the actual behavior by considering both terrain features X

and the behavior differences E to achieve consistent navigational behaviors. Because of inertia,

historical data from different past time steps may contribute differently towards generating offset

behaviors (e.g., a heavier robot with larger inertia often needs to consider a longer history). Thus,

we propose a new regularization term to explore which time steps in the historical data are more
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important for generating the offset behaviors. We name this regularization term the temporal norm,

which is expressed by:

‖U‖T =
c∑

k=1

‖U(k)‖F =
c∑

k=1

√√√√ r∑
j=1

‖u(k)
j ‖22 (7.4)

where U(k) = [u
(k)
1 , . . . ,u

(k)
r ] ∈ Rr×r is the weight matrix, and u

(k)
j indicates the importance of the

j-th behavior difference a
(k)
j − y

(k)
j from k-the past time step towards generating offset behaviors.

This norm groups together weights for the vector of behavior differences at each time step, and

enforces sparsity between weights at different time steps to identify the most important time steps.

Using both norms to generate consistent robot navigational behaviors while identifying

important feature modalities and historical time steps, the final objective function becomes:

min
U ,W
‖W ⊗3 X + U ⊗3 E −A‖2F + λ1‖W‖M + λ2‖U‖T (7.5)

where λ1 ≥ 0 and λ2 ≥ 0 are trade-off hyper-parameters.

After computing the optimal values of the weight tensors W and U according to Algorithm 7,

in the training phase, a robot can apply our self-reflective terrain-aware adaptation method to

generate consistent navigational behaviors during execution. At each time step t0 in the execution

phase, the robot extracts multi-modal features Xt0 from observations obtained from its on-board

sensors over the past c-time steps. Then, the robot also estimates the corresponding actual

behaviors (measured using a pose estimation technique based upon SLAM or visual

odometry [287]) and computes the matrix of behavior differences at time t0 as Et0 . Then our

approach can be used by the robot to generate consistent actual navigational behaviors as:

y = W ⊗3 Xt0 + U ⊗3 Et0 (7.6)

The first term in Eq. (7.6) generates the expected navigational behaviors according to the terrain it

traverses, which allows a ground robot to adapt its navigational behaviors to unstructured terrains.

The second term in Eq. (7.6) provides offset behaviors based on monitoring the difference between

actual and expected behaviors in order to compensate for the setbacks.
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Algorithm 6: Our algorithm to solve the regularized optimization problem in Eq. (7.5).
Input :X ∈ Rd×n×c, A ∈ Rr×n, and E ∈ Rr×n×c
Output :The weight tensors W ∈ Rd×r×c and U ∈ Rr×r×c

1 Initialize W ∈ Rd×r×c and U ∈ Rr×r×c;
2 while not converge do
3 Calculate each block diagonal matrix Q(k) with i-th diagonal block given as 1

2‖Wi(k)‖F
Idi ;

4 Compute the matrices W(k) according to Eq. (7.8);
5 Calculate the block diagonal matrix P with the k-th diagonal block as 1

2‖U(k)‖F
Ir;

6 Compute the matrices U(k) according to Eq. (7.10);

7 return: W ∈ Rd×r×c and U ∈ Rr×r×c

7.4.3 Optimization Algorithm

The optimization problem in Eq. (7.5) is challenging to solve because the regularization terms

are not smooth and because the objective function includes dependent variables. Thus, we derive a

new iterative optimization algorithm to obtain the optimal solution to Eq. (7.5). This algorithm is

shown in Algorithm 7, which provides an alternating minimization algorithm that alternatively

updates the parameter tensors in each iteration until convergence.

To solve for the optimal weight tensor W , we minimize Eq. (7.5) with respect to W(k)

resulting in:

2X(k)(X(k))>W(k) − 2X ⊗3 A + 2(U ⊗3 E)> ⊗3 X + λ1Q
(k)W(k) = 0 (7.7)

where each Q(k) ∈ Rdi×di is a diagonal matrix with the i-th diagonal block computed by

1
2‖Wi(k)‖F

Idi and Idi is an identity matrix. Then, we compute each W(k) as:

W(k) =
(
2X(k)(X(k))> + λ1Q

(k)
)−1(

2X ⊗3 A− 2(U ⊗3 E)> ⊗3 X
)

(7.8)

Because each of the block-diagonal matrices Q(k) are dependent on W and also each slice of

matrix W(k) is dependent on corresponding Q(k), an iterative algorithm is required to compute

them.

To compute the optimal U , we calculate the derivative of the objective function in Eq. (7.5)

with respect to U(k) and set the equation to zero as:

2E(k)(E(k))>U(k) − 2A⊗3 E + 2(W ⊗3 X )> ⊗ E + λ2PU(k) = 0 (7.9)
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where P ∈ Rr×r is a diagonal matrix with the k-th diagonal block as 1
2‖U(k)‖F

Ir, with Ir being an

identity matrix. Then, we compute each U(k) in a closed-form solution as:

U(k) =
(
2E(k)(E(k))> + λ2P

)−1(
2A⊗3 E − 2(W ⊗3 X )> ⊗ E

)
(7.10)

This U is then used to calculate W in the next iteration. Similar to Q(k) and W , P and U are

interdependent. Thus, we develop an iterative algorithm to solve the formulated optimization

problem, which is described in Algorithm 7.

7.5 Proof of Convergence for the Proposed Optimization Algorithm

In this section, we prove that Algorithm 3 decreases the value of the objective function in Eq.

(7.5) in each iteration, and the algorithm converges to an optimal solution. Our optimization

algorithm follows the iterative re-weighted method [55] for optimizing objectives with non-smooth

regularization terms.

First, we present a lemma:

Lemma 5: Given any two vectors a and b, the following inequality holds:

‖b‖2 −
‖b‖22
2‖a‖2

≤ ‖a‖2 −
‖a‖22
2‖a‖2

Proof.
−(‖b‖2 − ‖a‖2)2 ≤ 0

−‖b‖22 − ‖a‖22 + 2‖b‖2‖a‖2 ≤ 0

2‖b‖2‖a‖2 − ‖b‖22 ≤ ‖a‖22

‖b‖2 −
‖b‖22
2‖a‖2

≤ ‖a‖2 −
‖a‖22
2‖a‖2

From Lemma 6, we can derive the following corollary:
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Corollary 4: Given any two matrices A and B, the following inequality holds:

‖B‖F −
‖B‖2F
2‖A‖F

≤ ‖A‖F −
‖A‖2F
2‖A‖F

Theorem 5: Algorithm 1 (in the main paper) converges to an optimal solution to the formulated

regularized optimization problem in Eq. (5) (in the main paper).

Proof. According to Step 4 of Algorithm 1, in the s-th iteration, the value of W(k)(s+ 1) can be

calculated as:

W(k)(s+ 1) = ‖W(s)⊗3 X + U(s)⊗3 E −A‖2F + λ1Tr(W
(k)(s))>Q(k)(s)W(k)(s) (7.11)

where the operator Tr denotes the trace of a matrix and Q(k)(s+ 1) = 1
2‖W(k)(s)‖F

Idi .

From Step 6 of Algorithm 1, we obtain:

Ui(s+ 1) = ‖W(s+ 1)⊗3 X + U(s)⊗3 E −A‖2F + λ2Tr(U
(k)(s))>P(s+ 1)U(k)(s)(7.12)

where P(t+ 1) = 1
2‖U(k)‖F

Ir.

Then, we can derive that:

J (s+ 1) +
c∑

k=1

λ1Tr(W
(k)(s+ 1))>Q(k)(s+ 1)W(k)(s+ 1)

≤ J (s) +
c∑

k=1

λ1Tr(W
(k)(s))>Q(k)(s)W(k)(s) (7.13)

where J (s) = ‖W(s)⊗3 X + U(s)⊗3 E −A‖2F .

After substituting Q(k), we obtain:

J (s+ 1) +
m∑
i=1

c∑
k=1

(λ1
‖Wi(k)(s+ 1)‖2F

2‖Wi(k)(s)‖F
) ≤ J (s) +

m∑
i=1

c∑
k=1

(λ1
‖Wi(k)(s)‖2F
2‖Wi(k)(s)‖F

) (7.14)

From Lemma 6 and Corollary 4, ∀k = 1, . . . , c, we obtain:
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c∑
k=1

(
‖Wi(k)(s+ 1)‖F −

‖Wi(k)(s+ 1)‖2F
2‖Wi(k)(s)‖F

)
≤

c∑
k=1

(
‖Wi(k)(s)‖F −

‖Wi(k)(s)‖2F
2‖Wi(k)(s)‖F

)
(7.15)

Adding Eqs. (7.14) and (7.15) on both sides, we obtain:

J (s+ 1) +
m∑
i=1

(λ1‖Wi(s+ 1)‖F ) ≤ J (s) +
m∑
i=1

(λ1‖Wi(s)‖F ) (7.16)

Eq. (7.16) shows that, given a fixed U when updating W , the updated W decreases the value of

the objective function in each iteration.

Using the updated W , we can derive that:

F(s+ 1) +
c∑

k=1

(λ2Tr(U
(k)(s+ 1))>P(s+ 1)(U(k)(s+ 1)))

≤ F(s) +
c∑

k=1

(λ2Tr(U
(k)(s))>P(s)(U(k)(s))) (7.17)

where F(s) = ‖W(s+ 1)⊗3 X + U(s)⊗3 E −A‖2F . After substituting P, we obtain:

F(s+ 1) +
c∑

k=1

(λ2
‖U(k)(s+ 1)‖2F

2‖Q(k)(s)‖F
) ≤ F(s) +

c∑
k=1

(λ2
‖U(k)(s)‖2F
2‖U(k)(s)‖F

) (7.18)

Similar to Eq. (7.15), from Lemma 6 and Corollary 4, ∀k = t, . . . , t− c, we obtain:

c∑
k=1

(
‖U(k)(s+ 1)‖F −

‖U(k)(s+ 1)‖2F
2‖U(k)(s)‖F

)
≤

c∑
k=1

(
‖U(k)(s)‖F −

‖U(k)(s)‖2F
2‖U(k)(s)‖F

)
(7.19)

Adding Eqs. (7.18) and Eq. (7.19) on both sides, we obtain:

F(s+ 1) +
c∑

k=1

(λ2‖U(k)(s+ 1)‖F ) ≤ F(s) +
c∑

k=1

(λ2‖U(k)(s)‖F ) (7.20)

Eq. (7.20) shows that, given fixed W when updating U , the updated U decreases the value of the

objective function in each iteration.
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Each iteration of Algorithm 1 includes both Eq. (7.16) and Eq. (7.20). By adding these

equations on both sides, we obtain:

J (s+ 1) + F(s+ 1) + ‖W(s+ 1)‖M + ‖U(s+ 1)‖T
≤ J (s) + F(s) + ‖W(s)‖M + ‖U(s)‖T (7.21)

At the end of each iteration of Algorithm 1, the loss function F is always less than or equal to

J , as J reduces the loss value by optimizing over W , and F reduces the loss value by optimizing

over both W and U . Then we can write:

F(s+ 1) + ‖W(s+ 1)‖M + ‖U(s+ 1)‖T (7.22)
≤ J (s+ 1) + ‖W(s+ 1)‖M + ‖U(s+ 1)‖T

Similarly, as the loss function J (s+ 1) is always less than or equal to F(s) as J (s+ 1) reduces

the value of loss further by optimizing W(s), we can write:

J (s+ 1) + ‖W(s+ 1)‖M + ‖U(s)‖T ≤ F(s) + ‖W(s)‖M + ‖U(s)‖T (7.23)

From Eq. (7.21), (7.22) and (7.23), we can write the following inequality:

F(s+ 1) + ‖W(s+ 1)‖M + ‖U(s+ 1)‖T
≤ J (s+ 1) + ‖W(s+ 1)‖M + ‖U(s+ 1)‖T
≤ J (s+ 1) + ‖W(s+ 1)‖M + ‖U(s)‖T
≤ F(s) + ‖W(s)‖M + ‖U(s)‖T (7.24)

From Eq. (7.24) we have:

F(s+ 1) + ‖W(s+ 1)‖M + ‖U(s+ 1)‖T ≤ F(s) + ‖W(s)‖M + ‖U(s)‖T (7.25)

Eq. (7.25) shows that the value of the objective function is decreased in each iteration. Because the

objective function is convex, Algorithm 3 converges to a local optimal solution to the formulated

regularized optimization problem in Eq. (7.5).
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Convergence: Algorithm 7 is guaranteed to converge to a local optimal solution to the

formulated regularized optimization problem in Eq. (7.5).

Complexity: As the optimization problem in Eq. (7.5) is convex, Algorithm 7 converges fast

(e.g., within tens of iterations only). In each iteration, computing Steps 3 and 5 is trivial. Steps 4

and 6 can be computed by solving a system of linear equations with quadratic complexity.

7.6 Experiments

We utilize the Clearpath Husky robot in our field experiments. The robot is equipped with an

Intel Reasense D435 color-depth camera and an Ouster OS1-64 LiDAR. The robot also has a variety

of sensors to measure its internal states, including IMU readings, wheel odometry, motor speed, and

battery status. Linear interpolation is used to get a steady 30 Hz frame rate from all sensors.

To represent unstructured terrain, we implement multiple visual features extracted from color

images to describe different terrain characteristics, including Histogram of Oriented Gradients

(HOG) [101] to describe the shape and Local Binary Patterns (LBP) [152] to describe texture. We

also compute an elevation map [153] from LiDAR data to represent robot-centric grid-wise

elevation of the terrain. During training, expected navigational behaviors are provided by remote

control to navigate the robot over unstructured terrains as fast as possible while maintaining safety.

In the training and execution phases, actual behaviors are estimated from LiDAR-based

SLAM [287] as robot pose. We use a sequence of 15 frames (i.e., c = 15), and λ1 = 0.1 and

λ2 = 10 for all experiments.

We compare our approach with several previous state-of-the-art learning-based robot navigation

techniques, including Learning from Demonstration (LfD) for robot navigation [154], multi-modal

LfD (MfD) [288], and Terrain Representation and Apprenticeship Learning (TRAL) [6]. To

quantitatively evaluate the performance of robot navigation, we use four metrics:

• Failure Rate (FR): This metric is defined as the number of times the robot fails to complete

the navigation task across a set of experimental trials. If a robot flips or is stopped by a

terrain obstacle, it is considered a failure. Lower values of FR indicate better performance.
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• Traversal Time (TT): This metric is defined as the time taken to complete the navigation task

over given terrain. Smaller values of TT indicate better performance.

• Inconsistency: This metric is defined as the error between the expected behavior and the

actual behavior in terms of robot poses (linear position and angular). Lower values of

inconsistency indicate better performance.

• Jerkiness: This metric is defined as the average sum of the acceleration derivatives along all

axes, with lower values indicating better performance. Jerkiness indicates how smooth a

robot can traverse over a terrain. Because state estimation and SLAM methods (e.g., based on

Kalman filters) may assume smooth robot motions, jerkiness is a useful metric.

Figure 7.3 Individual types of unstructured terrain used in the experiments.

7.6.1 Navigating over Individual Types of Unstructured Terrain

In this set of experiments, the robot navigates over individual terrain using off-road tracks. Each

track is made up of one type of terrain and is approximately ten meters long. Five types of terrain

are used in our experiments, which are illustrated in Figure 7.3. Our approach is trained on data

collected while the robot is manually controlled by an expert to traverse the terrain. Then, the

learned model is deployed on the robot to autonomously navigate over the terrain. Evaluation

metrics for each method are computed across ten trials on each type of individual terrain track.

The quantitative results achieved by our approach and the comparison to other methods are

presented in Table 7.1. For simple individual terrains, such as grass and gravel, all methods allow

the robot to successfully traverse over the terrain. However, for more challenging terrain, especially
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large rocks, both LfD and MfD have a high failure rate, whereas, TRAL and our approach have a

low failure rate. Our approach only has one failure over the difficult large-rock terrain and

outperforms other tested methods. The presented traversal time is computed by averaging the

traversal time across all successful runs, i.e., it excludes the failed trials captured by the FR metric.

It is observed that all methods have a similar traversal time. In successful runs, both LfD methods

show less traversal time compared to other methods over rocky terrain, although they also have a

much higher failure rate. Thus, the emphasis on high-speed traversal used by both the LfD methods

produces an unreliable system when the robot traverses unstructured off-road terrain in real-world

field environments.

Table 7.1 Quantitative results based on ten runs for scenarios when the robot traverses over
individual types of unstructured terrain. Successful runs (with no failures) are used to calculate the
metrics of traversal time, inconsistency and jerkiness.

Failure Rate (/10) Traversal Time (s) Inconsistency Jerkiness (m/s3)
Terrain LfD MfD TRAL Ours LfD MfD TRAL Ours LfD MfD TRAL Ours LfD MfD TRAL Ours
Grass 0 0 0 0 17.9 18.2 17.4 17.5 2.82 3.06 1.84 2.11 79.59 81.42 75.18 76.50
Sand 0 1 0 0 15.312.7 15.9 13.1 4.72 4.62 4.67 4.55 71.14 73.74 65.32 64.22

Gravel 0 0 0 0 22.9 24.1 20.4 20.2 4.12 4.63 3.81 3.04 44.95 48.27 40.26 39.48
M.R 1 3 0 0 33.2 36.9 29.4 28.4 7.92 9.59 4.21 2.41 141.48 144.22 113.34111.18
L.R 6 6 2 1 57.855.3 63.4 60.9 24.79 28.50 9.51 7.84 52.55 54.30 49.50 48.36

Table 7.1 also presents the quantitative results for the inconsistency and jerkiness metrics. We

observe that both LfD and MfD methods do not perform well and have higher values of

inconsistency over individual types of terrain, especially on the large-rock terrain. TRAL has lower

inconsistency and performs the best over the grass terrain. Our proposed method outperforms the

previous approaches and obtains the lowest averaged inconsistency value. Finally, we also evaluate

the tested methods using the jerkiness metric. An observation is that the medium-rock terrain

causes the largest jerkiness measure. This is because medium-rocks terrain as compared to the

large-rocks produce much more vibrations for even slow maneuvers.

7.6.2 Navigating over Complex Off-road Unstructured Terrains

In the second set of experiments, we evaluate our approach when the robot navigates over

complex off-road unstructured terrain. The tracks in these experiments either show transitions

139



between different terrain types (i.e., grass to large rocks: Gr.L.R, and grass to medium rocks:

Gr.M.R) or a mixture of different terrain types in real off-road environments (i.e., Mixed Terrain I:

M.T-I and Mixed Terrain II: M.T-II), as shown in Figure 7.4. In the experiments, no additional

training is performed and the previously trained model from individual types of unstructured

terrains is used directly.

Figure 7.4 Complex unstructured off-road terrains used in the experiments.

Table 7.2 presents the quantitative results obtained by our approach and the comparison with

other methods. It is observed that each of the methods have a much higher failure rate in general,

especially over the M.T-II and the Gr.L.R terrains. Our approach significantly outperforms LfD and

MfD in terms of failure rate. Similar to the experiments over individual types of terrain, we observe

that both LfD methods have slower traversal time for successful runs, but they have a significantly

higher failure rate. Moreover, LfD and MfD are outperformed with respect to inconsistency and

jerkiness, with MfD performing worst among all tested methods, especially on the jerkiness metric.

Table 7.2 Quantitative results for scenarios when the robot traverses over complex unstructured
off-road terrain shown in Figure 7.4.

Failure Rate (/10) Traversal Time (s) Inconsistency Jerkiness (m/s3)
Terrain LfDMLfDTRALOurs LfD MLfDTRALOurs LfD MfD TRAL Ours LfD MfD TRAL Ours
Gr.M.R 5 7 2 1 22.0 19.7 27.5 23.1 15.62 17.28 14.54 12.31 65.0180.56 58.36 51.93
Gr.L.R 8 9 3 3 27.2 27.4 29.4 28.8 93.53101.26 68.87 51.16 34.9640.51 28.22 24.55
M.T-I 0 1 0 0 17.9 18.2 19.4 18.9 3.97 5.38 4.91 3.39 72.3783.17 70.36 68.55
M.T-II 5 7 4 5 23.1 18.1 30.2 28.5 93.37 95.47 80.43 78.82 54.1377.49 52.51 47.93

Although both TRAL and our method obtain promising performance, as the main goal is to

enhance consistent maneuverability, our approach obtains an average of 15.83% less on

inconsistency over TRAL (with 7.66% less over traversal time, 4.50% less over failure rate, and
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4.56% less on jerkiness). The p-value for inconsistency improvement is 0.004, indicating that the

improvement is statistically significant. This improvement is most likely to be caused by the closed

loop feedback, as it is the biggest fundamental difference between the methods.

Figure 7.5 Hyperparameter Analysis.

7.6.3 Discussion

Hyperparameter Analysis: The hyperparameters λ1 and λ2 in Eq. (7.5) are implemented to

balance the loss function and regularization terms. Figure 7.5 depicts how the inconsistency metric

changes given varying λ values based on cross-validation during training. It is observed that

λ1 ∈ (0.1, 10) and λ2 ∈ (1, 10) result in good performance in general. The best result is obtained

when λ1 = 0.1 and λ2 = 10. These values of hyperparameters are then used for all the experiments.

Dependence on Frame Sequences: Our approach uses a sequence of historical frames with

length c to generate consistent behaviors. Figure 7.6 shows the change of the inconsistency metric

according to c. It is observed that our approach generally performs well when c ∈ (15, 20), and we

observe that the inconsistency metric is worst when either a small number (c < 5) or a big number

(c > 30) is used under the sensing framerate of 30 Hz. These values can be mainly affected by the

robot’s speed and can differ between robotic platforms.
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Figure 7.6 Seq. length.

Figure 7.7 Convergence.

Convergence: Experimental results in Figure 7.7 illustrate the fast, monotonically decreasing

convergence of Algorithm 7, which validates our theoretical analysis.

Results on Discriminative Feature Modalities: Our approach has the ability to automatically

estimate the importance of various feature modalities during the training phase. The visualization

of the multimodal features used in our experiments is provided in Figure 7.10. The importance of

feature modalities is estimated from the optimal weight tensor W , which is learned on the training

data from all individual types of unstructured terrains. As no additional training is performed for

the complex off-road unstructured terrains, the importance of feature modalities remains the same
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for both experimental scenarios.

Figure 7.8 Relative importance of the feature modalities estimated by our approach to enable
consistent off-road ground navigation.

The results on the importance of feature modalities are demonstrated in Figure 7.8. It is

observed that the HOG features are the most important and have a relative importance of 48.3%.

The IMU features are observed to be the second most important feature modality with a relative

importance of 26.7%. The grid-wise elevation features extracted from a robot’s LiDAR sensor are

relatively less important and have a relative importance of 13.6%. The least important feature

modality is LBP and has a relative importance of 11.3%.

The HOG features have relatively high importance because they capture the terrain shape

information, which better characterize the terrain compared to terrain textures encoded by the LBP

features. During training, the robot is controlled by a human demonstrator in a manner that reduces

the jerkiness of robot navigation. This jerkiness metric is more correlated with the IMU data. Thus,

we observe that the IMU features are also of high importance. The results in Figure 7.8 also show

that elevation maps are less important. This is probably caused by the fact that the used grid size

(25 cm × 25 cm) cannot capture the essential characteristics of off-road terrains.

7.7 Implementation of the Algorithm and Robot Software System

7.7.1 Algorithm Implementation and Training/Execution Procedures

The optimization algorithm is executed during the offline training phase, and no online

optimization is used at the test/execution phase. We provide the terrain feature tensor X , the
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expected behaviors Y, the actual behaviors A, and the behavior difference tensor E as input

variables to our optimization algorithm. For each expected behavior Y, the robot estimates its

actual behavior A, so the dimensionality of A and Y is the same. Our algorithm then alternatively

optimizes weight tensors W and U , over various iterations and converges to an optimal solution.

We train our approach on a dataset recorded while an expert (a human in our case) demonstrates

robot driving over individual types of terrains, including grass, sand, gravel, medium-sized rocks,

and large-sized rocks. The recorded data includes the robot’s observations from IMU, RGBD

camera, and LiDAR sensors, the robot’s actual behavior, and the expected behavior demonstrated

by the expert. The training dataset includes approximately 20,000 instances from nearly 5.5 hours

of driving. Each instance includes the inputs from c time steps as defined in the main paper. This

dataset is used to train our algorithm and identify the optimal hyperparameter values (Figs. 5 and 6

in the main paper) in the training phase. The optimal hyper-parameter we obtain for our training

data are: λ1 = 0.1, λ2 = 0.1 and c = 15. In the testing phase, our approach uses the parameters

learned during the training phase without additional online learning/optimization. Although our

approach is trained using data obtained from individual types of terrains, we include unseen

off-road terrains (e.g., grass-medium rocks, and mixed terrains) during testing to evaluate our

approach’s ability to let ground robots generate consistent behaviors in unfamiliar terrains.

The computational cost increases quadratically with c in each iteration of our algorithm. The

number of iterations to convergence may also increase with the increase of c (which unfortunately

does not have a mathematical bound). In practice, when the algorithm is trained using the dataset

on the robot’s onboard computer that has a 4.3 GHz Intel i7 processor and 16GB memory with no

GPU, it takes nearly 3.5 hours for the algorithm to converge when c = 15, and nearly 21 hours

when c = 40. We did not test the cases when c > 40 because the performance has already

significantly dropped when c > 30 (Figure 6). The computational cost is linearly dependent on n.

Similar to most ML methods, more training data from more diverse scenarios (e.g., diverse

terrains for ground navigation in our case) often improves the results. However, training with more

data also increases computational cost. It is not easy to determine the impacts of data quality on the
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results unfortunately. First, it is difficult to estimate data quality as it is affected by many factors

such as sensor types and quality (e.g., resolution and noise), feature extraction, and human/AI-agent

demos. Second, the learning model is optimized based on the current quality of data. When data

quality changes (e.g., by switching to better feature extractions), the model may not be applicable

anymore.

7.7.2 Robot Software System Implementation

We use a Clearpath Husky robot in our field experiments. The robot runs on Ubuntu 18.04 and

Robot Operating System (ROS) Melodic as the operating system. Our approach is implemented

using C++ as a ROS package, which runs in real time at 30 Hz on an Intel 4.3 GHz i7 processor

onboard the robot without requring a GPU. The implementation code is provided as a part of the

supplementary material. Instructions of executing our ROS package is also included in the

submitted implementation code.

Figure 7.9 Overview of the ROS-based software architecture implemented on our physical robots
for performing consistent behavior generation. The yellow box shows our approach and the
remaining modules that work with the proposed approach in our software architecture are shown by
gray boxes.

Figure 7.9 provides an overview of the ROS-based software architecture implemented on our

physical robots to perform consistent navigational behavior generation. Implemented as a ROS

package, our approach works with many other packages within ROS. Our approach works as a local

controller to generate navigational controls, and it works together with the packages of global and

local planners. The global planner generates a global path using a cost map and offers the local
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planner intermediate way-points that lead the robot to the goal position. The local planner employs

point cloud data from the perception package to detect obstacles near the robot. Then, it generates a

local path for the robot to avoid the obstacles between the way-points. The local path calculated

from the local planner is then passed onto our approach, which generates consistent navigational

behaviors to make the robot to follow the path. Specifically, our approach computes expected

navigational behaviors from terrain feature vectors extracted by the feature extraction package. Our

approach continuously monitors the difference between the robot’s expected behaviors and actual

behaviors that are estimated using visual odometry or SLAM. Then, then our approach calculates

offset behaviors based on a sequence of past behavior differences. These offset behaviors are

applied to compensate for the behavior differences in order to achieve consistent ground navigation

when the robot traverse over unstructured off-road terrains.

Figure 7.10 Multimodal features used to characterized terrain during ground navigation.

7.8 Assumptions and Limitations

Our approach is based on two main assumptions: First, we assume the LiDAR-based SLAM

method used in our autonomy stack as seen in Figure 7.9, provides an accurate estimation of the

robot’s actual behaviors. However, this assumption may not be satisfied when robots operate in

feature-sparse environments such as a hallway with white walls. With inaccurate SLAM, the

generated offset behaviors can be sub-optimal. On the other hand, our focus is the unstructured

off-road environment (e.g., in a forest), which is often feature rich. So our assumption is satisfied.

If not, we may use SLAM methods designed for feature-sparse scenarios [289, 290] or use a Visual

Inertial Navigation System (VINS) [291] in environments with visual texture. The second

assumption we make is that the dynamics of the robot do not dramatically change over a shorter
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period of time (e.g., within one second), and the non-linearity in the robot is not severe. This

assumption holds as our approach only works as a local controller and moreover, can be easily

satisfied when we use robot observations from the past 0.5 seconds, i.e., a sequence length of

c = 15 frames.

In addition, our approach also makes common assumptions such as the expert demonstrations

are reasonably good and robot functions correctly without failures in actuation. Different sensor

periodicities are often addressed at the robot’s hardware level, e.g., using a MasterClock in our case

(which is a precise timing system to synchronize all sensor measurements). In addition, our

approach does not explicitly assume that all sensor measurements are always available, but it also

does not explicitly address the problem of missing data (e.g., caused by sensor failure or occlusion).

Implicitly, our approach is robust to missing data because it fuses measurements from multiple

sensors to generate navigational behaviors. That is, if one sensor fails we still have information

from the other sensors to generate behaviors. Each sensor contributes differently to navigational

behavior generation. For example from Figure 7.8, we observe that features obtained from the color

camera (HOG and LBP) have a relative importance of ∼ 60%, and features from IMU

measurements have a relative importance of ∼ 27%. Thus, missing measurements from the color

camera is more severe than missing IMU data.

Our approach has two limitations: First, our approach is a local controller that works with an

external local planner, as seen in Figure 7.9. This local planner does not have terrain awareness,

which caused most failures in our experiments, including the failure case in the video. The second

limitation of our approach is from the assumption that the LiDAR-based SLAM method in the

robot’s autonomy can provide good estimations of the robot’s actual behavior. However, as

mentioned earlier, this assumption doesn’t hold in feature-sparse environments and would lead our

approach to generate sub-optimal offset behaviors.
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7.9 Conclusion

In this paper, we introduce a novel approach for consistent behavior generation that enables

ground robots’ actual behavior to more accurately match expected behaviors while adapting to a

variety of unstructured off-road terrain. Our approach learns offset behaviors in a self-supervised

fashion to compensate for the inconsistency between the actual and expected navigational behaviors

without the need to explicitly model various setbacks, and learns the importance of the multi-modal

features to improve the representation of terrain for better adaptation. Our proposed approach is

extensively evaluated in real-world off-road environments. Experimental results have shown that

our approach enables a robot to improve its ground maneuverability when traversing over complex

unstructured off-road terrain with more behavior consistency and smoothness compared to previous

methods.

148



CHAPTER 8

SELF-REFLECTIVE TERRAIN-AWARE ROBOT ADAPTATION FOR CONSISTENT

OFF-ROAD GROUND NAVIGATION

This work was partially supported by NSF CAREER Award IIS-1942056, NSF CNS-1823245,

and the DEVCOM ARL SARA Program W911NF-20-2-0107.

Ground robots require the crucial capability of traversing unstructured and unprepared terrains

and avoiding obstacles to complete tasks in real-world robotics applications such as disaster

response. When a robot operates in off-road field environments such as forests, the robot’s actual

behaviors often do not match its expected or planned behaviors, due to changes in the characteristics

of terrains and the robot itself. Therefore, the capability of robot adaptation for consistent behavior

generation is essential for maneuverability on unstructured off-road terrains. In order to address the

challenge, we propose a novel method of self-reflective terrain-aware adaptation for ground robots

to generate consistent controls to navigate over unstructured off-road terrains, which enables robots

to more accurately execute the expected behaviors through robot self-reflection while adapting to

varying unstructured terrains. To evaluate our method’s performance, we conduct extensive

experiments using real ground robots with various functionality changes over diverse unstructured

off-road terrains. The comprehensive experimental results have shown that our self-reflective

terrain-aware adaptation method enables ground robots to generate consistent navigational

behaviors and outperforms the compared previous and baseline techniques.

8.1 Introduction

Autonomous ground robots require the crucial capability of navigating over unstructured and

unprepared terrains in off-road environments and avoiding obstacles to complete tasks in real-world

applications such as search and rescue, disaster response, and reconnaissance [107, 292–294].

When operating in field environments, ground robots need to navigate over a wide variety of

unstructured off-road terrains with changing types, slope, friction, and other characteristics that
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cannot be fully modeled beforehand. In addition, ground robots operating over a long-period of

time often experience changes in their own functionalities, including damages (e.g., failed robot

joints and flat tires), natural wear and tear (e.g., reduced tire traction), and varying robot

configurations (e.g., varying payload). As illustrated in Figure 8.1, such challenges make robot

navigation in unstructured off-road environments a challenging problem. Thus, robot adaptation to

changes in terrains and robot functionalities is essential to the success of off-road ground

navigation.

Figure 8.1 A motivating scenario of self-reflective terrain-aware robot adaptation for generating
consistent robot navigational behaviors. When robots operate in unstructured off-road
environments, the actual behaviors often do not match their expected behaviors, due to changes in
the characteristics of terrains and the robots themselves. Therefore, the capability of robot
adaptation for consistent behavior generation is essential for maneuverability over unstructured
off-road terrains.

Given its importance, robot adaptation to unstructured off-road terrains has been an active area

of research over the past decades. Previous methods can be broadly categorized into model-based

and learning-based approaches. Model-based methods often use control theories to model a ground

robot’s dynamics for navigation [295, 296]. However, they typically ignore terrain characteristics.
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Learning-based approaches can learn terrain complexity and estimate the possibility of traversing

terrains through terrain recognition [118, 267, 268]. Learning-based methods were also developed

to adapt navigational behaviors according to the environment [36, 297], and to transfer expert

demonstrations on navigational controls to autonomous ground robots based upon learning from

demonstration (LfD) [6, 109, 117].

Although previous learning-based approaches have shown promising performance, the expected

navigational behaviors generated by previous approaches cannot always be executed accurately by

a robot when it navigates over unstructured off-road terrains. That is, a robot’s actual navigational

behaviors are typically not consistent with the expected controls. This inconsistency is caused

primarily by two reasons. First, while ground robots navigate in real-world off-road environments,

they experience terrains with a wide variety of characteristics that cannot be modeled beforehand,

e.g., tall grass terrain with hidden rocks as illustrated in Figure 8.1. Second, robots may experience

negative effects or so-called setbacks [270, 271], which are defined as negative changes in a robot’s

functionalities that increase the difficulty for the robot to achieve its expected behaviors. Examples

of possible setbacks include reduced wheel traction and heavy payload. The previous approaches

were generally not able to learn to simultaneously adapt to changes in both terrains and setbacks.

To address these difficulties, we develop a novel method of self-reflective terrain-aware robot

adaptation for consistent navigational behavior generation, which enables robots to accurately

execute the expected behaviors through robot self-reflection while adapting to varying unstructured

off-road terrains. In psychology, self-reflection is considered as the humans’ ability to modulate our

behaviors by being aware of ourselves [298–300]. We use the term self-reflection in robotics to

refer to the robot’s capability of adopting self-awareness (e.g., the robot knows it has a slower speed

than expected) to modulate navigational behavior generation. To enable robot self-reflection, our

method monitors the difference between the expected and actual behaviors, and then adapts the

robot’s navigational behaviors accordingly to minimize this difference for consistent navigation.

Moreover, our method learns representations of unstructured terrains from the robot’s multi-sensory

observations, which are used to recognize unstructured terrains and generate navigational behaviors.
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Our method also fuses the historical observations and robot behaviors that affect the robot’s current

behavior generation. All the above components are integrated into a unified mathematical

framework of constrained regularized optimization with a theoretical convergence guarantee.

The contribution of this paper focuses on the introduction of the first method of self-reflective

terrain-aware adaptation for ground robots to generate consistent navigational controls to traverse

unstructured off-road environments. The specific novelties of this paper include:

• We introduce a novel method for terrain-aware robot adaptation to unstructured off-road

terrains, which is able to simultaneously recognize discriminative terrain features and

adaptively generate corresponding ground navigation behaviors.

• We introduce a novel idea of robot self-reflection and implement one of the first

learning-based approaches that enable the ground robot to learn an offset control to

compensate for the behavior differences in order to enhance consistent ground

maneuverability.

• We implement an optimization algorithm to effectively address the constrained regularized

optimization problem that is formulated to enable self-reflective terrain-aware robot

adaptation, which holds a theoretical guarantee to converge to the global optimal solution.

Furthermore, as an experimental contribution, we perform extensive experiments and provide a

comprehensive performance evaluation of terrain adaptation methods. We design a set of scenarios

for ground robots with various functionality changes to traverse diverse individual and complex

unstructured off-road terrains in natural field environments.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. We provide a review of related work in

Section 8.2. Our proposed methods for self-reflective terrain-aware robot adaptation is discussed in

Section 8.3. We derive the optimization algorithm in Section 8.4. After discussing experimental

results in Section 8.5, we provide concluding thoughts in Section 8.6.
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8.2 Related Work

In this section, we provide a review of related work in the field of robot adaptation to

unstructured terrains, including control and learning-based methods. We also offer a review of

recent work related to robot self-reflection.

8.2.1 Control Methods for Ground Navigation

Methods based on classical control theories typically use pre-defined models to generate ground

navigation behaviors in order to reach a desired goal position. Many early methods used a fuzzy

logic-based implementation [226, 227] without considering prior knowledge of robot dynamics to

perform terrain navigation. System identification models were developed that use robot trajectory

data to learn the robot’s dynamics and accordingly perform ground navigation [228–230].

Trajectory optimization was also designed for terrain navigation through differential dynamics

programming (DDP) [231, 232] or iterative linear quadratic regulators (iLQR) [233, 234]. Both

learn non-linear robot dynamics models from the robot’s interactions with terrains. Closed loop

feedback control, such as Model Predictive Control (MPC) [235, 236] and Model Predictive Path

Integral (MPPI) [161], were also designed to improve control robustness to terrain noise and robot

model error.

These classic control approaches model the robot only and usually lack an awareness of the

environment, i.e., they are not terrain-aware. Without terrain awareness, ground robots cannot

effectively adapt to unstructured terrains in natural field environments.

8.2.2 Learning-Based Methods for Navigation

Learning-based techniques for navigational behavior generation and terrain adaptation have

gained significant attention over the past years because of their effectiveness and flexibility [277].

Pure Data-Driven Learning. Methods based on pure data-driven learning trains a machine

learning model from the robot’s observations or past experience only to generate navigational

behaviors. Methods were designed to learn a robot behavior model using high-dimensional

observations [187, 188]. Learning from demonstration (LfD) techniques [80, 237] were widely

153



studied to transfer expert knowledge to mobile robots for ground navigation [117, 192].

Terrain-aware navigation was also implemented by combining representation learning for terrain

recognition along with apprenticeship learning to perform terrain adaptation [6]. Navigational

affordances were learned from experts over different terrains for navigation [164]. External

disturbances were also considered to enable robust ground navigation in unstructured environments

[280–282]. Reinforcement learning is applied to enable robot ground navigation, which learns from

the robot’s own experience in a trial-and-error fashion when navigating in the environment

[165, 166, 191]. Rapid terrain-aware adaptation can be achieved by updating learned policies via

inferring key terrain parameters [167]. Lifelong reinforcement learning can improve the ground

navigation performance by continuously optimizing the learned models [170, 192, 238].

Machine-Learning-Based Control.

Methods based on machine-learning-based control assume a control model and learn the

parameter values of the control model from the robot’s observations or past experience

[194, 195, 239, 240]. Several approaches were implemented based upon Dynamics Mode

Decomposition (DMD) [196, 197] and Sparse Identification of Non-Linear Dynamics (SINDy)

[198, 241] to learn control models for system identification and ground navigation [199, 200].

Evolutionary algorithms were applied to estimate parameter values of the robot’s control model in

an online fashion for ground navigation [201, 202]. For robots with a high degree of freedom,

methods were implemented to integrate the iterative Linear Quadratic Regulators (iLQR) with

machine learning to explore control model parameters for adaptive navigation [203, 242]. Similarly,

learning-based control methods were also designed that use a neural network as a functional

approximator to represent the robot’s dynamics model whose parameters can be updated in an

online fashion [204].

Although learning-based methods have shown promising performance for ground navigation in

unstructured environments, they usually only adapt to external environments, and lack the key

ability to reason about the changes in the robot itself. Accordingly, they are not able to address the

inconsistency caused by any robot setbacks, such as reduced traction or increased payload.
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8.2.3 Self-Reflective Robot Adaptation

Self-reflective adaptation methods enable a robot to be aware of its own functionalities and

capabilities to adapt the robot’s behaviors [222, 223, 301]. Early self-reflection methods were used

for robots to perform self-supervised improvements while operating in outdoor environments [302].

Methods were also developed to enable a robot to reflect on the past navigational experience to

prioritize a set of policies in order to improve robot navigation [303]. To adaptively respond to

changes in the environment, a self-reflective risk-aware artificial cognitive model was developed

[304]. Payload changes were considered in a self-reflection approach to update the robot’s

dynamics model for adaptive navigation planning [305]. Robot self-reflection was used in [256] to

learn navigational behaviors in cluttered environment by reflecting on the perceptual data from a

2D-LiDAR sensors. Recently, a self-reflection method was also designed to iteratively update the

kinematics model of a soft-robot based on its interaction with the environment [306]. A deep

learning method was implemented to perform reflection on the robot’s trajectory from perceptional

data in order to plan the robot’s path towards the goal [258].

Most existing self-reflective robot adaptation approaches focused on adapting the robot’s

behaviors only to changes in the robot’s functionalities. But they are generally not able to

simultaneously adapt to external environments. Although our preliminary work [34] partially

addresses this issue, it models terrain and robot functionality changes in a single loss function, and

thus cannot distinguish the effects of terrains and robot functionalities on ground navigation. In this

paper, we propose a new robot navigation method that explicitly and jointly characterize the terrain

for navigation (i.e., terrain-awareness) and adapt to changes in the robot’s functionalities (i.e.,

self-reflection).

8.3 Approach

In this section, we discuss our novel principled approach to enable ground robots to adapt their

navigational behaviors to unstructured off-road terrains and perform self-reflection to generate

consistent navigational behaviors. An overview of our approach is shown in Figure 8.2.
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Notation: We denote scalars using lowercase italic letters (e.g., m ∈ R), vectors using boldface

lowercase letters (e.g., m ∈ Rp), matrices using boldface capital letters, e.g., M = {mi
j} ∈ Rp×q

with its i-th row and j-th column denoted as mi and mj , respectively. We use boldface capital

Euler script letters to denote tensors (i.e., 3D matrices), e.g., M = {mi(k)
j } ∈ Rp×q×r. Unstacking

tensor M along its height (p), width (q) and depth (r) provides slices of matrices Mi, Mj and

M(k), respectively [307]. The key variables used in our formulation are defined and briefly

explained in Table 8.1.

Table 8.1 Definition of the key variables used in our approach.

Variables Definition
xt ∈ Rd Terrain feature vector extracted at time t

X ∈ Rd×c Terrain feature instance matrix
X ∈ Rd×n×c Feature tensor from n-different instances
Z ∈ Zl×n Terrain indicator matrix corresponding to X
Y ∈ Rb×n Expected robot navigational behaviors for X
A ∈ Rb×n Actual robot navigational behaviors for X
E ∈ Rb×n×c Behavior difference tensor
W ∈ Rl×d×c Weight tensor to encode terrain features
V ∈ Rb×d×c Weight tensor to learn estimated behaviors
U ∈ Rb×b×c Weight tensor to learn offset behaviors

d Dimensionality of the feature vector
c Past time steps used to acquire observations
n Number of training instances
l Number of terrain types
b Number of robot behavior controls

Figure 8.2 Overview of our proposed method for self-reflective terrain-aware robot adaptation to
enable ground robots to adapt their navigational behaviors to unstructured off-road terrains, and
perform self-reflection to generate consistent navigational behaviors in the unified constrained
regularized optimization framework.
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8.3.1 Terrain-Aware Ground Navigation

We use multiple sensors installed on a mobile ground robot to collect observations when the

robot traverses unstructured terrains, including RGBD images, LiDAR scans and IMU readings. At

each time step t, we extract m types of features (such as visual features and local elevations) from

the multi-sensory data. These features are concatenated into a feature vector denoted as x(t) ∈ Rd,

where d =
∑m

i=1 di with di denoting the dimensionality of the i-th feature type. Features extracted

from a sequence of c past time steps are stacked into a matrix as a terrain feature instance denoted

as X = [x(t); . . . ;x(t−c)] ∈ Rd×c. To train our approach, we collect a set of n feature instances that

are obtained when the robot traverses over various terrains, and denote this training set as a terrain

feature tensor X = [X1, . . . ,Xn] ∈ Rd×n×c.

We denote the terrain types that are associated with X as Z = [z1, . . . , zn] ∈ Zl×n, where

zi ∈ Zl denotes the vector of terrain types and l represents the number of terrain types. Each

element zij ∈ {0, 1} indicates whether Xi has the j-th terrain type. During training, ground truth of

the terrain types is provided by human experts. Given X and Z, terrain recognition can be

formulated as an optimization problem:

min
W

L(W ⊗X − Z)

s.t. W ⊗W> = I (8.1)

W ⊗W = W> ⊗ (W>)>

where W ∈ Rl×d×c is a weight tensor used to encode the importance of each element in X towards

estimating terrain types. Each tensor element wi(k)j ∈W denotes the weight of the j-th terrain

feature from the k-th past time step to recognize the i-th terrain type. Wi, Wj and W(k) are the

slices of matrices that are obtained by unstacking W along its height, width and depth, respectively.

I ∈ Rl×d×c is the identity tensor [308], which is used to mathematically define the orthogonality in

tensors. The operator ⊗ denotes the vector Kronecker tensor product that performs the matrix-wise

multiplication of the two tensors [309]. In Eq. (8.1), the tensor product ⊗ takes each terrain feature

instance Xi ∈ X , and multiplies it with the weight tensor W .
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The Log-Cosh loss, i.e., L(·) = log(cosh(·)) [310, 311], is used in the objective function in Eq.

(8.1) to encode the error of using terrain features X to recognize terrain types Z, through the

learning model that is parameterized by W . The advantage of using the Log-Cosh loss (e.g., over

the `2-loss) is twofold. First, the Log-Cosh loss is robust to outliers, because a linear error becomes

a much smaller value using the logarithmic scale, thus it can reduce the learning bias over outliers.

Because observations acquired by a robot when navigating over unstructured off-road terrain are

usually noisy, the use of the Log-Cosh loss is desirable. Second, L(·) provides a better optimization

of W near the optimality. This is because, near the optimal value of W , the objective value

computed by L(·) in Eq. (8.1) can change significantly when W shows small changes [310]. The

two constraints together in Eq. (8.1) are the necessary conditions for orthogonality. Orthogonality

in tensors makes each slice of matrices that stack up a tensor to be full rank, which means that each

slice of matrices is independent and orthogonal (or perpendicular) to each other and thus sharing

the least similarity [312]. In our formulation, the orthogonality makes Wi, i = 1, . . . , l that

correspond to all the terrain types to be independent of each other.

The first main novelty of this paper is that we propose a new method for terrain-aware

navigation adaptation by joint terrain classification and behavior learning under a unified

constrained optimization framework. This is achieved by projecting an observation’s feature space

into a terrain type space and then further projecting the terrain type space into a robot navigational

behavior space.

Formally, we denote the robot’s navigational behaviors as Y = [y1, . . . ,yn] ∈ Rb×n, where

yi ∈ Rb represents the navigational behaviors that the robot is expected to execute while traversing

over terrain instance Xi, and b denotes the number of distinctive robot controls (e.g., linear and

angular velocities). The expected behaviors can be obtained through demonstrations recorded from

human experts as the experts control (i.e., teleoperate) ground robots to traverse various terrains.

Similar to terrain classification, navigational behaviors are learned using a history of observations

from the past c time steps, which allows our formulation to implicitly consider the dynamics of a

ground robot. Then, the problem of terrain-aware navigation adaptation through joint terrain
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recognition and behavior generation can be formulated as:

min
W,V

L(W ⊗X − Z) + L(V ⊗W ⊗X −Y)

s.t. W ⊗W> = I (8.2)

W ⊗W = W> ⊗ (W>)>

where V ∈ Rb×d×c is a weight tensor that indicates the importance of the input features X to

generate navigational behaviors Y, and each element vi(k)j represents the weight of using j-th

terrain feature from k-th past time step towards generating the i-th navigational behavior. We

further adopt Vi, Vj and V(k) to denote the slices of matrices obtained by unstacking V along its

height, width and depth, respectively.

The second term in the objective function in Eq. (8.2) is a loss that encodes the difference

between the learning model and the demonstrated robot’s navigational behaviors. This loss aims to

learn a projection from a history of observations to terrain types, and then use the terrain types to

generate the robot’s behaviors, thus, enabling terrain awareness for our navigational behavior

generation method.

Different terrain features capture different characteristics of unstructured terrains, e.g., color,

texture, and slope. These features typically have different contributions towards terrain recognition

and behavior generation. Similarly, features extracted in specific time steps can be more important

than others. Thus, it is essential to identify the most discriminative features when multiple types of

features from a history of time steps are used. To achieve this capability, we design a new

regularization term called the behavior norm, which is mathematically defined as:

‖V ⊗W‖B =
m∑
j=1

c∑
k=1

‖V(k)
j W

(k)
j ‖F (8.3)

where V
(k)
i and W

(k)
i denote the slices of matrices of V and W obtained at the k-th past time step

for the i-th type of features, respectively. This norm enforces sparsity between feature modalities

obtained over the past c time steps in order to identify the most discriminative features and time

steps during training.
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Finally, the problem of terrain-aware behavior generation for terrain adaptation is formulated as:

min
W,V

L(W ⊗X − Z) + L(V ⊗W ⊗X −Y)

+ λ1‖V ⊗W‖B
s.t. W ⊗W> = I (8.4)

W ⊗W = W> ⊗ (W>)>

where λ1 is a trade-off hyperparamter to control the amount of regularization. The problem

formulation in Eq. (8.4) allows for terrain-aware navigational behavior generation. However,

ground robots operating in an unstructured environment over a long-period of time often experience

changes in their own functionalities, such as damages (e.g., failed motors and flat tires), natural

wear and tear (e.g., reduced tire traction), and changed robot configurations (e.g., varying payload).

These negative effects, also called setbacks, reduce the effectiveness of robot navigation and cause

the robot’s actual navigational behaviors to deviate from the planned or expected behaviors.

8.3.2 Self-Reflection for Consistent Navigational Behavior Generation

The second main novelty of this paper is to propose the idea of self-reflection for a ground robot

to generate consistent navigational behaviors by adapting to changes in the robot’s functionalities.

In psychology, self-reflection is considered as the humans’ capability of modulating our behaviors

by being aware of ourselves [298–300]. We use the term self-reflection in robotics to refer to the

robot’s capability of adopting self-awareness (e.g., knowing it has slower speeds than expected) to

modulate the terrain-aware behavior generation. Through self-reflection, we enable a ground robot

to generate terrain-aware navigational behaviors that are also conditioned on its self-awareness. The

robot can be self-aware in the way that it continuously monitors the difference between its actual

and expected navigational behaviors, where this difference is caused by setbacks or negative effects.

Then, our method adapts the parameters of terrain-aware behavior generation according to the

robot’s self-awareness, and computes an offset control to generate consistent navigational behaviors

without explicitly modeling the robot setbacks.
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Mathematically, we denote the robot’s actual navigational behaviors as

A = [a1, . . . , an] ∈ Rb×n, where ai ∈ Rb is the actual navigational behaviors corresponding to the

i-th instance Xi. The actual behaviors can be estimated when the ground robot navigates over

unstructured terrains using pose estimation methods such as SLAM or visual odometry [287, 313].

Due of setbacks, the robot’s actual behaviors usually do not match its expected or planned

navigational behaviors. We compute the difference in navigational behaviors over the past c time

steps as E = [(a(t) − y(t)), . . . , (a(t−c) − y(t−c))] ∈ Rb×c, and further denote the behavior

differences for all instances X as a tensor E = [E1, . . . ,En] ∈ Rb×n×c.

Then, we introduce a novel loss function to encode self-reflection for achieving consistent

terrain-aware navigational behavior generation as follows:

L(U ⊗W ⊗ E − (A−Y)) (8.5)

where U = [U(1), . . . ,U(c)] ∈ Rb×b×c is the weight tensor with U(k) ∈ Rb×c indicating the

importance of the k-th past behavior difference a(k) − y(k) to generate offset behaviors

U ⊗W ⊗ E . Because the loss function in Eq. (8.5) encodes the error between the behavior

differences and the generated offset behaviors, minimizing this loss function is equivalent to

minimizing the behavior differences using the generated offset behaviors, or maximizing the

consistency of the actual and expected behaviors. By monitoring the differences over the past c

time steps to improve the navigational behavior at the current time step, this loss function allows

our approach to be self-reflective and act as a closed-loop controller for consistent behavior

generation while being terrain aware.

During robot navigation, historical data from the past time steps often contributes differently

towards generating offset behaviors because of inertia. For example, a heavier payload increases the

inertia of the robot; thus a longer time history needs to be considered for generating offset

behaviors. Thus, we introduce an additional regularization term to learn the most informative

behavior differences in the past time steps for efficient self-reflection, which is defined as:

‖U‖R =
c∑

k=1

‖U(k)‖F (8.6)
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where U(k) denotes the slice of matrices obtained from U at the k-th past time step.

Finally, integrating all components together, we formulate the problem of self-reflective

terrain-aware robot adaptation for generating consistent robot navigational behaviors as a

regularized optimization problem in a unified mathematical framework:

min
W,V,U

L(W ⊗X − Z) + L(V ⊗W ⊗X −Y)

+ L(U ⊗W ⊗ E − (A−Y))

+ λ1‖V ⊗W‖B + λ2‖U‖R
s.t. W ⊗W> = I (8.7)

W ⊗W = W> ⊗ (W>)>

where λ2, similar to λ1, is a hyperparameter to control the trade-off between the loss functions and

regularization terms. An illustration of our complete approach for self-reflective terrain-aware robot

adaptation is presented in Figure 8.2.

After computing the optimal values of the weight tensors W , U and V according to Algorithm

1 in the training phase, a robot can apply our self-reflective terrain-aware adaptation method to

generate consistent navigational behaviors during execution. At each time step t in the execution

phase, the robot computes multi-model features Xt from observations obtained by its onboard

sensors over the past c time steps. The robot also estimates the corresponding actual behaviors

using pose estimation techniques (such as SLAM or visual odometry [287, 313]) and computes the

matrix of the behavior differences Et. Then our approach can be used by the robot to generate

self-reflective terrain-aware navigational behaviors by:

y = V ⊗W ⊗Xt + U ⊗W ⊗ Et (8.8)

The first term in Eq. (8.8) generates the navigational behaviors that are aware of terrain types,

which allows a ground robot to adapt its navigational behaviors to unstructured terrains. The second

term in Eq. (8.8) provides offset controls based on the monitoring of the differences between the

expected and actual behaviors in order to compensate for the setbacks and improve consistency in
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Algorithm 7: The implemented algorithm to solve the formulated constrained regularized
optimization problem in Eq. (8.7).

Input :X ∈ Rd×n×c, Y ∈ Rb×n, A ∈ Rb×n, and E ∈ Rb×n×c

Output :The weight tensors W ∈ Rl×d×c, V ∈ Rb×d×c and U ∈ Rb×b×c

1 Initialize W , V and U ;
2 while not converge do
3 Calculate the block diagonal matrix QB with j-th column and k-th row element given as

I1∑m
i=j

∑c
k=1 ‖V

(k)
j W

(k)
j ‖F

;

4 Calculate the block diagonal matrix Ql with i-th diagonal block given as Il

‖Wi(Wi)>−Il‖F
;

5 Calculate the block diagonal matrix Qd with j-th diagonal block given as
Id

‖Wj(Wj)>−Id‖F
;

6 Calculate the block diagonal matrix Q(c) with k-th diagonal block given as
I(c)

‖W(k)(W(k))>−Ic‖F
;

7 Compute each slice of matrices Wi from Eq. (8.11);
8 Calculate the block diagonal matrix OB with j-th column and k-th row element given as

I1∑m
i=j

∑c
k=1 ‖V

(k)
j W

(k)
j ‖F

;

9 Compute the matrix Vi from Eq. (8.12);
10 Calculate the block diagonal matrix P(R) with k-th diagonal block given as I2∑t−c

k=t ‖U(k)‖F
;

11 Compute the matrix Ui from Eq. (8.13);

12 return: W , V and U

navigational behaviors.

8.4 Optimization Algorithm

In this section, we implement a new iterative algorithm, as shown in Algorithm 7, to compute

the optimal solution to the formulated constrained regularized optimization problem in Eq. (8.7).

The optimization problem is challenging to solve because of the constraints added to the objective

function and the two non-smooth structured regularization terms.

To solve the constrained optimization problem in Eq. (8.7), we first convert the constraints into

a matrix form as:
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min
W,V,U

L(W ⊗X − Z) + L(V ⊗W ⊗X −Y)

+ L(U ⊗W ⊗ E − (A−Y)) + λ1‖V ⊗W‖B + λ2‖U‖R
s.t Wi(Wi)> = Il;∀i = 1, . . . , l (8.9)

Wj(Wj)
> = Id; ∀j = 1, . . . , d

W(k)(W(k))> = I(c);∀k = 1, . . . , c

where Il, Id and I(c) are identity matrices of size l, d, c. In Eq. (8.9), the constraints are written

using a matrix form, This form still enforces orthogonality, the same as the tensor form in Eq. (8.7),

as the matrix-form constraints make each column in each slice of matrices Wi, Wj and W(k) to be

full rank. Thus, each slice of matrix in tensor W is also full rank and W is orthogonal.

Then we can rewrite the objective function in Eq. (8.9) using Lagrangian multipliers λl, λd and

λ(c) as:

min
W,V,U

L(W ⊗X − Z) + L(V ⊗W ⊗X −Y) + L(U ⊗W ⊗ E − (A−Y))

+λ1‖V ⊗W‖B + λ2‖U‖R + Σl
i=1λ

l‖Wi(Wi)> − Il‖F (8.10)

+Σd
j=1λd‖Wj(Wj)

> − Id‖F + Σc
k=1λ

(c)‖W(k)(W(k))> − I(c)‖F

Each of the Lagrangian multipliers is designed to have a high value (i.e., λl, λd, λ(c) >> 0), such

that even a small variation in orthogonality in each slice of matrix from weight tensor W can result

in a high cost. To compute the optimal weight tensor W , we minimize Eq. (8.10) with respect to

Wi, i = 1, . . . , l, resulting in:

tanh (W ⊗X − Z)((Xi)>Wi) tanh (V ⊗W ⊗X −Y)((XiVi)>Wi)

+ tanh (U ⊗W ⊗ E − (A−Y))((EiVi)>Wi) (8.11)

+ (λ1Q
B + Σl

i=1λ
lQl + Σd

j=1λdQd + Σc
k=1λ

(c)Q(c))Wi = 0

where QB,Ql,Qd and Q(c) denote block diagonal matrices that are dependent on the weight tensor

W . Mathematically, we express each element in the j-th column and k-th row in QB as

1∑m
i=j

∑c
k=1 ‖V

(k)
j W

(k)
j ‖F

. Each of the i-th blocks in Ql is given by Ii

‖Wi(Wi)>−Il‖F
. The j-th diagonal
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block in Qd is given as Id
‖Wj(Wj)>−Id‖F

and each block diagonal element in Q(c) is given by

I(c)

‖W(k)(W(k))>−I(c)‖F
. Because each slice of matrix Wi and the block diagonal matrices QB,Ql,Qd,

Q(c) are interdependent, we need an iterative algorithm to compute them.

We use the optimal slices of weight matrices Wi to solve weight tensors V and U . Accordingly,

we differentiate Eq. (8.10) with respect to Vi and Ui, i = 1, . . . , b, resulting in:

tanh (V ⊗W ⊗X −Y)((WiXi)>Vi −WXiyi) + λ1O
B = 0 (8.12)

and

tanh (U ⊗W ⊗ E − (A−Y))((WiEi)>Ui − Ei) + λ2P
(R) = 0 (8.13)

where O(B) and P(R) represent block diagonal matrices that are dependent on V and U ,

respectively. Mathematically, we calculate each element in the j-th column and k-th row in OB as

1∑m
i=j

∑c
k=1 ‖V

(k)
j W

(k)
j ‖F

. The k-th block diagonal element in P(R) is calculated by I(k)∑c
k=1 ‖U(k)‖F

. The

optimal values of Vi and Ui are employed to update Wi in the next iteration. Similarly, Ui and P

are interdependent, and thus an iterative algorithm is needed to update their values.

In the following, we prove that Algorithm 7 decreases the value of the objective function in Eq.

(8.7) with each iteration and converges to the global optimal solution. But first, we present a lemma

from [151]:

Lemma 6: Given any two matrices A and B, the following inequality relation holds:

‖B‖F −
‖B‖2F
2‖A‖F

≤ ‖A‖F −
‖A‖2F
2‖A‖F

(8.14)

Theorem 6: Algorithm 7 converges to the global optimal solution of the constrained regularized

optimization problem in Eq. (8.7).

Proof. According to Step 7 in Algorithm 7, the value of Wi(s+ 1) is computed from W(s) in the

s-th iteration by:
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Wi(s+ 1) = L(W ⊗X − Z) + λ1Tr(V
iWi>)QB(s+ 1)(ViWi)

+λlTr(WiWi> − Il
>

)Ql(s+ 1)(WiWi> − Il) (8.15)

+λdTr(WjW
>
j − Id)

>Qd(s+ 1)(WjW
>
j − Id)

+λ(c)Tr(W(k)W(k)> − I(c)>)Q(c)(s+ 1)(W(k)W(k)> − I(c))

where the operator Tr denotes the trace of a matrix. From Step 9 in Algorithm 7, we obtain:

Vi(s+ 1) = L(V ⊗W ⊗X −Y) + λ1Tr(V
iWi)>OB(s+ 1)(ViWi) (8.16)

From Step 11 in Algorithm 7 we also obtain:

Ui(s+ 1) = L(U ⊗W ⊗ E − (A−Y)) + λ2TrU
iP(s+ 1)Ui (8.17)

Then, we derive that:

F1(s+ 1) + F2(s+ 1) + F3(s+ 1) + λ1Tr(V
iWi)>QB(s+ 1)(ViWi)

+ λlTr(WiWi> − Il)>Ql(s+ 1)(WiWi> − Il)

+ λdTr(WjW
>
j − Id)

>Qd(s+ 1)(WjW
>
j − Id)

+ λ(c)Tr(W(k)W(k)> − I(c)>Q(c)(s+ 1)(W(k)W(k)> − I(c))

+ λ1Tr(V
iWi)>OB(s+ 1)(ViWi) + λ2TrU

iP(s+ 1)Ui

≤ F1(s) + F2(s) + F3(s) + λ1Tr(V
iWi)>QB(s)(ViWi) (8.18)

+ λlTr(WiWi> − Il)>Ql(s)(WiWi> − Il)

+ λdTr(WjW
>
j − Id)

>Qd(s)(WjW
>
j − Id)

+ λ(c)Tr(W(k)W(k)> − I(c))>Q(c)(s)(W(k)W(k)> − I(c))

+ λ1Tr(V
iWi)>OB(s)(ViWi) + λ2TrU

iP(s)Ui

where:

F1(s) = L(W(s)⊗X − Z)

F2(s) = L(V(s)⊗W(s)⊗X −Y)

F3(s) = L(U(s)⊗W(s)⊗ E − (A−Y))

After substituting QB,Ql,Qd, Q(c), OB and PR in Eq. (8.18), we obtain:
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F1(s+ 1) + F2(s+ 1) + F3(s+ 1) + λ2

c∑
k=1

‖U(k)(s+ 1)‖2F
2‖U(k)(s)‖F

+ λ1

m∑
i=j

c∑
k=1

‖V(k)
j (s)W

(k)
j (s+ 1)‖2F

2‖V(k)
j (s)W

(k)
j (s)‖F

+ λl
l∑

i=1

‖Wi(s+ 1)(W(s+ 1)i)> − Il‖2F
‖2Wi(s)(Wi(s))> − Il‖F

+ λd

d∑
j=1

‖Wj(s+ 1)(Wj(s+ 1))> − Id‖2F
‖2Wj(s)(Wj(s))> − Id‖F

+ λ(c)
c∑

k=1

‖W(k)(s+ 1)(W(k)(s+ 1))> − I(c)‖2F
‖2W(k)(s)(W(k)(s))> − I(c)‖F

≤ F1(s) + F2(s) + F3(s) + λ2

c∑
k=1

‖U(k)(s)‖2F
2‖U(k)(s)‖F

(8.19)

+ λ1

m∑
i=j

c∑
k=1

‖V(k)
j (s)W

(k)
j (s)‖2F

2‖V(k)
j (s)W

(k)
j (s)‖F

+ λl
l∑

i=1

‖Wi(s)(W(s)i)> − Il‖2F
‖2Wi(s)(Wi(s))> − Il‖F

+ λd

d∑
j=1

‖Wj(s)(Wj(s))
> − Id‖2F

‖2Wj(s)(Wj(s))> − Id‖F

+ λ(c)
c∑

k=1

‖W(k)(s)(W(k)(s))> − I(c)‖2F
‖2W(k)(s)(W(k)(s))> − I(c)‖F

Using Lemma 6, we obtain the following inequalities in Eqs. (8.20-8.24). From QB and OB, we

obtain:

m∑
i=1

c∑
k=1

(
‖V(k)

j (s)W
(k)
j (s+ 1)‖F −

‖V(k)
j (s)W

(k)
j (s+ 1)‖2F

2‖V(k)
j (s)W

(k)
j (s)‖F

)
≤

m∑
i=1

c∑
k=1

(
‖V(k)

j (s)W
(k)
j (s)‖F −

‖V(k)
j (s)W

(k)
j (s)‖2F

2‖V(k)
j (s)W

(k)
j (s)‖F

)
(8.20)

From Ql, we obtain:
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m∑
i=1

(
‖Wi(s+ 1)Wi>(s+ 1)− Il‖F −

‖Wi(s+ 1)Wi>(s+ 1)− Il‖2F
2‖Wi(s)Wi>(s)− Il‖F

)
≤

m∑
i=1

(
‖Wi(s)Wi>(s)− Il‖F −

‖Wi(s)Wi>(s)− Il‖2F
2‖Wi(s)(Wi>(s))− Il‖F

)
(8.21)

From Qd, we obtain:

d∑
j=1

(
‖Wj(s+ 1)(Wj(s+ 1))> − Id‖F −

‖Wj(s+ 1)(Wj(s+ 1))> − Id‖2F
2‖Wj(s)(Wj(s))> − Id‖F

)
≤

d∑
j=1

(
‖Wj(s)(Wj(s))

> − Id‖F −
‖Wj(s)(Wj(s))

> − Id‖2F
2‖Wj(s)(Wj(s))> − Id‖F

)
(8.22)

From Q(c), we obtain:

c∑
k=1

(
‖W(k)(s+ 1)(W(k)(s+ 1))> − I(c)‖F− (8.23)

‖W(k)(s+ 1)(W(k)(s+ 1))> − I(c)‖2F
2‖W(k)(s)(W(k)(s))> − I(c)‖F

)
≤

c∑
k=1

(
‖W(k)(s)(W(k)(s))> − I(c)‖F −

‖W(k)(s)(W(k)(s))> − I(c)‖2F
2‖W(k)(s)(W(k)(s))> − I(c)‖F

)
From P(R), we obtain:

c∑
k=1

(
‖U(k)(s+ 1)‖F −

‖U(k)(s+ 1)‖2F
2U(k)(s)‖F

)
≤

c∑
k=1

(
‖U(k)(s)‖F −

‖U(k)(s)‖2F
2U(k)(s)‖F

)
(8.24)

Then, adding Eqs. (8.20-8.24) to Eq. (8.19) on both sides results in the following inequality:
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F1(s+ 1) + F2(s+ 1) + F3(s+ 1) + λ2

c∑
k=1

‖U(k)(s+ 1)‖F

+ λ1

m∑
i=j

c∑
k=1

‖V(k)
j (s)W

(k)
j (s+ 1)‖F

+ λl
l∑

i=1

‖Wi(s+ 1)Wi>(s+ 1)− Il‖F

+ λd

d∑
j=1

‖Wj(s+ 1)W>
j (s+ 1)− Id‖F

+ λ(c)
c∑

k=1

‖W(k)(s+ 1)W(k)>(s+ 1)− I(c)‖F

≤ F1(s) + F2(s) + F3(s) + λ2

c∑
k=1

‖U(k)(s)‖F (8.25)

+ λ1

m∑
i=j

c∑
k=1

‖V(k)
j (s)W

(k)
j (s)‖F

+ λl
l∑

i=1

‖Wi(s)Wi>(s)− Il‖F + λd

d∑
j=1

‖Wj(s)W
>
j (s)− Id‖F

+ λ(c)
c∑

k=1

‖W(k)(s)W(k)>(s)− I(c)‖F

This inequality in Eq. (8.25) proves that the objective value is decreased in each iteration. The

Log-Cosh losses in Eq. (8.9) are convex [314] and the Frobenius norms in Eq. (8.9) are also convex

[315]. Thus, as a sum of convex functions, the objective function in Eq. (8.9) is also convex.

Therefore, Algorithm 6 is guaranteed to converge to the global optimal solution to the formulated

constrained regularized optimization problem in Eq. (8.7).

Time Complexity. As the formulated optimization problem in Eq. (8.7) is convex, Algorithm 7

converges fast (e.g., within tens of iterations only). In each iteration of our algorithm, computing

Steps 3, 4, 5, 6, 8 and 10 is trivial. Steps 7, 9 and 11 can be computed by solving a system of linear

equations with quadratic complexity.
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8.5 Experiments

In this section, we first discuss the experimental setup and the implementation details of our

approach. Then we analyze the experimental results obtained by our method and compare them

with the previous state-of-the-art methods in multiple real-world off-road ground navigation

scenarios.

Figure 8.3 Multi-modal features extracted from the robot’s onboard camera and LiDAR to
characterize unstructured off-road terrains in our experiments.

8.5.1 Experimental Setups

We evaluate the proposed approach using Clearpath Husky ground robots that navigate on

various unstructured off-road terrains. The robots are equipped with multiple exteroceptive and

proprioceptive sensors. Exteroceptive sensors include an Intel Realsense D435 color-depth camera

and an Ouster OS1-64 LiDAR to observe the terrain. Proprioceptive sensors include a Microstrain

3DM-GX5-25 Internal Measurement Unit (IMU) and wheel encoders, which measure the robot’s

170



states while navigating over these terrains. The observations are linearly interpolated to 15 Hz.

We implement multiple visual features that are extracted from color images to represent

unstructured terrains, which include Histogram of Oriented Gradients (HOG) to represent the shape

of the terrains [101] and Local Binary Patterns (LBP) to represent the texture of the terrain [152].

We also compute an elevation map [153] of the terrain round the robot using LiDAR data in order

to represent the terrain characteristics, such as the slope, step height, and terrain normals. Moreover,

we concatenate the IMU readings into a feature vector. The various features used in our

experiments are demonstrated in Figure 8.3.

During training, the expected robot behaviors are recorded from expert demonstrations. The

actual navigational behaviors are estimated using a SLAM technique [287]. We use a sequence of 5

past frames (i.e., c = 5) and set the hyperparameter values as λ1 = 1 and λ2 = 0.1 for all the

experiments. We quantitatively evaluate our approach using four evaluation metrics, with a lower

value indicating a better performance:

• Failure Rate is defined as the number of times that the robot fails to complete the navigation

task within a set of experimental trails. A failure happens when the robot is stuck on the

terrain or by an obstacle, or when the robot flips over.

• Traversal Time is defined as the average time for the robot to complete the navigation task

over the given terrain.

• Inconsistency is defined as the difference between the robot’s expected navigational behavior

and its actual behavior in terms of the robot’s poses.

• Jerkiness is defined as the average summation of the acceleration derivatives along all the

axes. It indicates how smooth a robot can traverse a terrain. Reducing jerkiness is important

to improve state estimation and SLAM that may assume smooth robot motions.

We compare the proposed approach with three previous robot navigation methods, including

Model Predictive Path Integral (MPPI) [161], Non-Linear Control Optimization tool (NLOPT)
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[316], and Terrain Representation and Apprenticeship Learning (TRAL) [6]. MPPI and NLOPT are

control-based methods, whereas TRAL is a learning-based method.

Figure 8.4 Individual types of terrains used in the experiments. From left to right: concrete, grass,
large-rock, gravel, and snow.

Table 8.2 Quantitative results for scenarios when the robot traverses over the individual types of
unstructured terrain shown in Figure 8.4. Successful runs (with no failures) are used to calculate the
metrics of traversal time, inconsistency, and jerkiness. Our approach is compared against classical
control-based approaches, MPPI [161] and NLOPT [316], and a learning-based method, TRAL [6].

Failure Rate (/10) Traversal Time (s) Inconsistency Jerkiness (m/s3)
Terrain MPPI NLOPT TRAL Ours MPPI NLOPT TRAL Ours MPPI NLOPT TRAL Ours MPPI NLOPT TRAL Ours

Concrete 0 0 0 0 12.82 17.82 16.04 12.49 0.65 0.79 0.69 0.56 5.13 4.98 5.19 4.35
Grass 0 0 0 0 13.45 18.02 16.39 13.32 0.61 0.90 0.88 0.62 7.82 8.52 8.32 6.98
Gravel 0 0 0 0 13.96 16.39 15.32 14.84 1.21 1.67 1.72 1.03 16.11 16.66 16.43 15.09
L.Rock 0 1 0 0 13.45 17.87 16.71 16.31 3.97 5.64 3.21 2.91 13.75 17.61 14.85 12.32
Snow 0 0 0 0 14.22 18.09 17.49 14.08 7.18 9.93 8.12 6.64 5.12 5.76 5.49 5.42

8.5.2 Robot Navigation over Individual Unstructured Off-road Terrains

In this set of experiments, the robot navigates over individual types of off-road terrains,

including concrete, grass, gravel, large-rock, and snow. These terrains are illustrated in Figure 8.4.

Each terrain track is around 10 meters long and has different characteristics. We train our method

using the data collected when a human operator manually controls the robot to traverse over each of

the terrains. The learned model is then deployed on the robot to generate terrain-aware controls as

the ground robot autonomously navigates on the terrains. Evaluation metrics for each method are

computed across ten trials on each type of individual terrain track.

The quantitative results achieved by our approach and its comparison with other methods are

provided in Table 8.2. We observe that all methods enable the robot to successfully navigate over

these individual types of off-road terrains with the exception of a single failure from NLOPT
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occurring on the large-rock terrain due to high centering. We compute the traversal time by

averaging the time used by the robot to traverse over each terrain for all successful runs. We

observe that our approach has the lowest traversal time over the concrete, grass, and snow terrains.

For the gravel and large-rock terrains, our approach uses more time than MPPI. For all individual

terrains, TRAL has a higher traversal time than MPPI and our approach, but NLOPT achieves the

longest traversal time of all methods. Additionally, note that the model-based methods, MPPI and

NLOPT, display the smallest standard deviations in traversal time across the set of terrains. This

indicates that these approaches are not adapting their navigation approach to different terrain types.

On the other hand, our approach is able to adaptively generate terrain-aware navigational controls.

For example, our method generates a higher velocity control and obtains a lower traversal time over

smoother terrains (e.g., concrete, grass, and snow).

Table 8.2 also shows the results of the inconsistency and jerkiness metrics. We observe that our

approach achieves the lowest inconsistency for most individual terrains except the grass terrain,

followed by the MPPI and TRAL methods. MPPI has the lowest inconsistency over grass terrain.

TRAL obtains lower inconsistency than MPPI over the large-rock terrain, but performs worse than

MPPI over other terrains. NLOPT performs the worst and has the highest inconsistency over all

individual terrains. In general, we observe that the learning-based methods obtain a better

performance than the model-based methods in terms of inconsistency. For the metric of jerkiness,

we observe that our approach obtains the lowest jerkiness over most terrains except snow, where

MPPI marginally outperforms our approach. For almost all cases, both NLOPT and TRAL obtain

higher jerkiness values than MPPI and our approach across each terrain type.

Figure 8.5 The off-road ground navigation circuit consists of different types of terrains (such as
grass, gravel, large-rock, mud, and sand) as well as diverse terrain transitions. The size of the
circuit is 10 x 21 meters with terrain slopes varying between 0− 30◦.
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Table 8.3 Quantitative results based on ten runs for scenarios when the robot navigates over the
various terrain transitions shown in Figure 8.5. Successful runs (with no failures) are used to
calculate the metrics of traversal time, inconsistency and jerkiness. Our approach is compared
against classical control based approaches, MPPI [161] and NLOPT [316], and a learning-based
method, TRAL [6].

Failure Rate (/10) Traversal Time (s) Inconsistency Jerkiness (m/s3)
Terrain MPPINLOPTTRALOurs MPPI NLOPT TRAL Ours MPPI NLOPT TRAL Ours MPPI NLOPT TRAL Ours

Mud-Sand 2 3 2 1 25.27 31.54 22.19 21.82 7.86 8.13 7.06 6.45 9.13 11.31 10.73 8.95
Sand-Grass 2 3 2 1 24.01 31.99 23.04 22.57 7.19 7.65 6.99 6.25 8.58 10.61 10.09 8.41
Grass-Mud 0 0 0 0 18.67 20.69 21.98 20.09 3.85 3.98 3.45 3.16 4.29 5.31 5.04 4.20
Mud-Rock 0 0 0 0 19.76 21.86 22.07 20.87 6.50 6.73 5.84 5.34 11.74 14.54 13.80 11.59
Rock-Sand 2 3 1 1 22.21 22.67 23.17 22.03 10.88 11.14 10.07 9.53 11.12 13.78 13.06 10.91

Sand-Gravel 2 3 1 1 23.09 23.98 23.65 22.98 11.81 12.28 10.61 9.70 15.57 19.28 18.30 15.26
Gravel-Grass 0 0 0 0 22.13 26.04 22.73 22.62 7.25 7.55 7.51 6.65 15.15 18.97 18.09 15.03
Grass-Rock 0 0 0 0 20.01 26.55 21.82 19.13 4.45 4.90 4.01 3.91 6.38 7.91 7.50 6.26
Rock-Gravel 0 0 0 0 17.89 27.03 22.41 20.17 3.78 3.91 4.31 3.18 13.34 16.53 15.68 13.09

8.5.3 Robot Adaptation to Terrain Transitions

In this set of experiments, we evaluate our proposed method when the ground robot navigates

over unstructured terrain transitions. We leveraged an off-road ground navigation circuit, which is

an experimental testing facility at the U.S. DEVCOM Army Research Laboratory Robotics

Research Collaboration Campus (R2C2). An aerial view of the circuit and its terrain is shown in

Figure 8.5.

We consider the scenario of a ground robot navigating the transitions between any combination

of two terrains: grass, gravel, large rocks, mud, and sand. The aim is to evaluate how different

approaches adapt with the changing terrains, e.g., robots need to slow down when transitioning

from grass to rocks. In this experiment, no additional training is performed and the previously

trained model from navigating over individual types of unstructured terrains is used. The evaluation

metrics are computed from ten trial runs.

The quantitative results obtained by our approach and comparisons with other methods are

provided in Table 8.3. In terms of failure rate, we observe that NLOPT has the worst performance.

Comparatively, the MPPI and TRAL methods demonstrate a lower failure rate, with our approach

achieving the lowest failure rate, thereby performing the best. Navigation failures for all methods
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are observed when the robot traverses over terrain combinations including sand. Failures while

navigating over sand occur either when the robot gets high-centered or when the terrain slope is

greater than 25 degrees. Our approach, with the ability to generate consistent behaviors, is able to

compensate for wheel slip while traversing the sand terrain and obtains a lower failure rate.

In terms of the traversal time metric, we observe that both NLOPT and TRAL obtain the highest

traversal time values, with NLOPT obtaining the highest value. Both MPPI and our approach

obtain lower traversal time values. The traversal time values from our approach are higher when

traversing terrains consisting of rock, sand, and mud, and are relatively lower when traversing

terrains consisting of grass. This indicates the ability of our approach to adapt its behaviors to

different types of terrains. The traversal time value is higher when navigating over terrains that

include sand due to a higher rate of wheel slips.

In terms of the inconsistency metric, we observe that the NLOPT and TRAL methods obtain the

highest values. Both MPPI and our approach have comparatively lower values of inconsistency,

with our approach obtaining the smallest inconsistency values across terrain combinations. For all

methods, the inconsistency value is high for terrain transitions including sand due to an increased

rate of wheel slip. We observe a similar trend in terms of the jerkiness metric, where both the

NLOPT and TRAL approaches obtain higher jerkiness values, with NLOPT having the highest

value and performing the poorest. However, both MPPI and our approach obtain the least jerkiness

value, with our approach performing slightly better than MPPI. For all methods, the inconsistency

value is higher when traversing the terrain transitions including rock and gravel due to their rugged

nature.

From this set of experiments, we observe that our approach generally performs the best over all

the terrain combinations and outperforms previous methods as it achieves the fewest failures, while

also performing best in terms of inconsistency and jerkiness.
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Figure 8.6 Various terrain tracks used to evaluate the self-reflection capability of the robot. From
left to right: mixed terrain I (MT-I), mixed terrain II (MT-II), forest, reduced-traction snow-grass
(RT-Snow-Grass), reduced-traction mud-snow (RT-Snow-Mud), reduced-traction hill (RT-Hill),
reduced-traction forest (RT-Snow-Forest), reduced-traction payload snow-grass (RT-P-Snow-Grass)
and reduced-traction payload hill terrain (RT-P-Hill).

8.5.4 Robot Self-Reflective Adaptation over Unstructured Terrains

In this set of experiments, we evaluate our approach’s use of self-reflection to enhance robot

navigation. Specifically, we perform experiments in scenarios where robots experience unexpected

setbacks in their functionality. Each of these setbacks increases the difficulty of robot navigation

over unstructured terrain and requires the robot to adapt via self-reflection. These setbacks are

detailed below:

• Over-Inflated Tires: In this scenario, we over-inflate each tire on the wheeled ground robot,

which causes reduced traction with the terrain. With this setback, the robot has a higher

center of mass and increased jerkiness when traversing, as there is less damping from the

over-inflated tires. We tested our approach with over-inflated tires on three different terrains.

The first terrain, mixed terrain I (MT-I), is a mixture of concrete, large-rocks, grass and snow

which the robot can experience them at once or individually. The second terrain, mixed

terrain II (MT-II), is a mixture of grass, gravel, and bushes. Finally, the third terrain, forest

terrain, is a cluttered environment with logs and rocks hidden by fallen leaves and tall grass.

None of these three terrains have any significant slope.

• Reduced Tire Traction: In this scenario, we completely deflate the robot’s tires and apply

duct tape around the deflated tires, significantly reducing tire traction. This setback causes

the robot to have a lower center of mass. We then evaluate our approach with reduced tire

traction on four different terrains. The first terrain, snow-grass (referred to as
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RT-Snow-Grass), is a grass terrain covered by snow. The second terrain, snow-mud (referred

to as RT-Snow-Mud), is a mud terrain covered with snow. The third terrain, hill (referred to

as RT-Hill), is a hill terrain consisting of rocks, snow, and logs covered by tall grass. Finally,

the fourth terrain, snow-forest (referred to as RT-Snow-Forest), is a forest terrain covered

with snow. Each of these terrains, with the exception of RT-Snow-Forest terrain, have varying

slopes of 0◦– 45◦, which increases the difficulty of robot traversal.

• Reduced Tire Traction with Increased Payload: In this scenario, in addition to the deflated

and duct-taped robot tires, we introduce 25 lbs of payload to the back of the robot. With this

setback, we evaluate our approach on two different terrains. The first terrain, snow-grass

(referred to as RT-P-Snow-Grass), is a grass-terrain covered with snow. The second terrain,

hill (referred to as RT-P-Hill), consists of rocks and snow, covered by tall grass. Both these

terrains have slopes ranging from 0◦– 45◦.

These nine different testing locations are demonstrated in Figure 8.6, which represent the

challenges that a ground robot can experience in real-world unstructured environments. The

evaluation metrics for each method are calculated based on ten trials of robot runs on each of the

terrains. No additional training is performed, and we employ the same model from experiments on

individual off-road terrains (from Section 8.5.2), with all parameters kept the same. The

quantitative results obtained by our approach and its comparison with other approaches are

presented in Table 8.3. We discuss the results of the three setback experiments next.

Over-Inflated Tires Results: For the scenario of over-inflated tires, we can observe that NLOPT

obtains the highest failure rate. Both MPPI and TRAL perform better than NLOPT, achieving fewer

failures. Comparatively, our approach achieves the lowest failure rate across all three terrains. In

general, we observe that the failure rate is lower on the mixed terrain tracks, and higher on the

cluttered forest terrain.

In terms of traversal time, we observe varying trends across the methods depending on the

terrain type. Notice that NLOPT has the lowest traversal time on the forest terrain, but the highest

traversal time on both the mixed terrains. On the other hand, our approach displays the inverse,
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with some of the lowest traversal times on the mixed terrain and the highest traversal time on the

forest terrain. We see this increase in the traversal time on the forest terrain as an illustration of our

approach’s ability to adapt its navigational behaviors with cluttered terrains. That is, speed is

reduced to ensure the robot can successfully navigate the environment. This is further supported by

the fact that our approach achieves the fewest failure cases in the forest terrain. Also note that

although NLOPT has the fastest traversal time for the forest terrain, it fails to reach the goal in half

of the experimental trials. In general, MPPI and TRAL exhibit slower traversal rates than our

approach, and in cases with faster traversal time we also observe that they result in higher failure

rates.

In terms of the inconsistency metric, our approach, with its ability to generate consistent

behaviors, obtains the lowest values and outperforms previous methods. Specifically, both TRAL

and NLOPT have high inconsistency values over all terrains. In terms of the jerkiness metric, we

observe that all approaches have high values in the forest terrain due to its cluttered nature. Our

approach has the lowest jerkiness value in the mixed terrains but performs poorly in forest terrain.

Across all three terrains, MPPI, NLOPT, and TRAL perform similarly with a slightly better

performance exhibited from MPPI on two out of three terrain types.

Table 8.4 Quantitative results based on ten runs for the terrain scenarios shown in Figure 8.6 used to
evaluate the self-reflection capability of the robot. Successful runs (with no failures) are used to
calculate the metrics of traversal time, inconsistency and jerkiness. Our approach is compared
against classical control based approaches, MPPI [161] and NLOPT [316], and a learning-based
method, TRAL [6].

Failure Rate (/10) Traversal Time (s) Inconsistency Jerkiness (m/s3)
Terrain MPPINLOPTTRALOurs MPPI NLOPT TRAL Ours MPPI NLOPT TRAL Ours MPPI NLOPT TRAL Ours

MT-I 0 0 0 0 14.51 17.68 16.84 13.74 0.65 0.79 0.69 0.56 5.68 5.57 5.13 4.95
MT-II 1 2 1 0 13.44 17.48 16.74 13.64 0.78 0.98 0.88 0.71 7.66 8.75 8.35 6.52
Forest 2 5 3 1 14.67 13.67 15.29 15.96 1.21 1.67 1.72 1.11 16.25 16.62 16.55 16.78

RT-Snow-Grass 3 4 4 2 13.24 17.66 16.18 13.72 4.61 5.90 5.88 4.11 9.12 9.52 9.32 8.98
RT-Snow-Mud 5 7 4 2 13.28 17.84 16.10 12.03 3.97 5.64 3.21 3.01 13.14 17.15 14.12 12.35

RT-Hill 3 6 3 2 13.07 15.85 16.42 13.91 14.98 15.23 14.91 13.07 13.75 17.61 14.85 12.32
RT-Snow-Forest 0 0 0 0 13.55 16.63 14.39 14.34 7.18 9.93 8.12 6.62 6.72 6.88 6.92 6.47

RT-P-Snow-Grass 4 7 5 2 13.96 16.39 15.32 13.84 9.12 9.96 9.57 8.54 16.11 16.66 16.43 16.09
RT-P-Hill 5 8 6 4 14.59 15.87 14.38 15.77 11.18 15.93 14.12 10.62 13.12 17.56 14.86 12.51
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Reduced Tire Traction Results: For the scenario of reduced-tire traction, generally we observe

an increased failure rate compared to the scenario of over-inflated tires. Specifically, in the terrains

with significant slopes, i.e., RT-Snow-Mud, RT-Hill, and RT-Snow-Grass, the failure rate is higher

when compared to RT-Snow-Forest. Throughout all the terrains, we observe that the NLOPT

approach obtains the highest failure rate and performs the poorest. Both MPPI and TRAL perform

better, with our approach performing the best and obtaining the lowest failure rate.

In terms of the traversal time metric, we observe that the MPPI approach performs better than

most approaches across all the terrains except for the RT-Snow-Mud terrain, where our approach

has the lowest traversal time. This indicates the ability of our approach to exhibit terrain-aware

behaviors as our approach is able to adapt its traversal speed with different terrains. Both TRAL

and NLOPT have higher traversal times and exhibit poor performance over all terrains.

For the inconsistency metric, our approach obtains the lowest value over all terrains, followed

by both MPPI and TRAL, with MPPI performing better on the RT-Snow-Grass and

RT-Snow-Forest terrain, and TRAL performing better on the remaining terrains. The NLOPT

approach obtains the highest inconsistency value, indicating a poor performance when compared to

other approaches. When observing the jerkiness metrics obtained by the different approaches, we

see a similar trend of our approach performing the best across different terrains, followed by both

MPPI and TRAL. The NLOPT approach has some of the highest jerkiness values on all the terrains,

indicating a poor performance overall. Overall, we see a smaller value of jerkiness from all

methods on the RT-Snow-Forest terrain compared to the forest terrain discussed in the previous

experiments with over-inflated tires. This indicates that the rugged nature of the forest terrain is

suppressed when the terrain is covered with snow.

Reduced Tire Traction with Increased Payload Results: Finally, we evaluate our approach in the

scenario of reduced tire traction with increased payload. These setbacks, especially on terrains with

varying slopes, make it very challenging for mobile robots to traverse the terrain [317].

Accordingly, we observe that the failure rates are high in this scenario compared to the previous

scenarios. Specifically, in the RT-P-Hill terrain, all methods fail at least 40% of the time. Overall,
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our approach achieves the best performance, followed by the MPPI, TRAL, and NLOPT

approaches, respectively.

In terms of traversal time, we observe mixed results as our approach has the lowest traversal

time on the RT-P-Snow-Grass terrain. However, it has the highest traversal time on the RT-P-Hill

terrain, whereas the TRAL approach has the lowest traversal time. The MPPI approach has the

second-best performance throughout, and the NLOPT approach has the highest traversal time on

both terrains indicating a poor performance.

Similar to the previous scenarios, we observe that our approach has the lowest inconsistency

value on both the terrains, followed by the MPPI and TRAL approaches. Again, we observe that the

inconsistency values obtained by the NLOPT approach are higher than the other approaches. A

similar trend is seen in terms of the jerkiness metric as well. Our approach has the best

performance, followed by the MPPI approach on all terrains. Both the TRAL and NLOPT

approaches have a higher value of jerkiness, indicating a poor performance.

Across all three categories of setbacks, it is observed that with the generation of consistent

navigational behaviors, our approach can reduce the number of failures, with the trade-off of

increased traversal time. Again, this increased traversal time can be attributed to the decrease in

speed to ensure safety, which ultimately also helps produce lower inconsistency and jerkiness

metrics.

(a) Frame Sequences (b) Hyper-parameter
Analysis

(c) Relative Importance of
Time Steps

(d) Discriminative Feature
Modalities

Figure 8.7 Analysis of our approach based on its various parameters.
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8.5.5 Discussion

We further discuss the experimental results to investigate the characteristics of our approach.

These investigations derive the basis for the various parameters used in our experimental runs. We

include performance on various frame sequences, hyperparameter analysis, relative weights of each

time step, and the discriminative feature modalities.

Dependence on Frame Sequences: Our approach uses a sequence of historical frames with

length c to generate self-reflective consistent behaviors. Figure 8.7(a) illustrates the inconsistency

value under different values of c. We use the best inconsistency value obtained from different runs

of λ1 ∈ [0.001, 10] and λ2 ∈ [0.001, 10] for each c in this comparison. Figure 8.7(a) uses a box plot

to display the distribution of results based on a five number summary (i.e., minimum, first quartlie,

medium, thirds quartile, and maximum). Although, the performance of our approach barely differs

over various frame sequence length c, the best performance is observed when c = 5, i.e., box plot

with lowest minimum. This value of frame sequences is then used for all of our experiments. These

values of c are affected by the robot’s speed and can differ between robotic platforms.

Hyper-parameter Analysis: Our approach utilizes two hyper-parameters λ1 and λ2 that balance

the amount of loss from our objective function and the regularization terms. Figure 8.7(b) depicts

how the inconsistency metric changes with each of these hyperparameter values for five historical

frame sequences, i.e., c = 5. In general, it is seen that the inconsistency metric changes

significantly with variations in λ2 as compared to λ1, signifying the importance of modeling

historical time steps. Altogether, it is observed that λ1 ∈ (0.01, 1) and λ2 ∈ (0.01, 10) result in a

good performance. The best results are observed with λ1 = 0.1 and λ2 = 1. These are the fixed

hyperparameters used during execution for all the experiments.

Relative Importance of Time Steps: In general, the best performance of our approach is

observed when c = 5, meaning we leverage features from the current time step and the previous 5

time steps. Figure 8.7(c) further presents the importance of each of these time steps by displaying

the relative weights of each. It is observed that the most recent time steps are more important when

compared to earlier time steps. Specifically, the current and past three steps are equally important,
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with time step weightings of 20%. Whereas, the oldest time steps (i.e., fourth and fifth of c = 5)

contribute a smaller importance of 10%. This breakdown further shows that features from previous

time steps can provide equally important information and should be considered for generating

self-reflective navigational behaviors.

Discriminative Feature Modalities: Our approach can automatically estimate the importance of

the various feature modalities towards generating navigational behaviors. The results from

evaluating the modality importance are shown in Figure 8.7(d). It is observed that two feature

modalities, HOG and LBP, are most discriminative in performing self-reflective terrain adaptation.

These two features, both extracted from camera images, combined account for 96% of the relative

importance. The IMU features and elevation features from LiDAR are comparatively much less

important. However, to perform self-reflection, we rely on the LiDAR data to perform SLAM [287]

and provide the actual behaviors so the behavior differences can be computed. In this sense, LiDAR

is also an important data modality for our approach.

8.6 Conclusion

In this paper, we introduce a novel method for self-reflective terrain-aware adaptation that

enables an autonomous ground robot to generate consistent behaviors to navigate on unstructured

off-road terrains. Formulated in a unified constrained regularized optimization framework, our

approach monitors the inconsistency between expected and actual behaviors that is caused by robot

setbacks, and then adapts the robot’s navigational behaviors accordingly to enable consistent

navigation. Also, our approach identifies discriminative terrain features and fuses them to perform

effective adaptive navigational behaviors to changing terrain. We design an algorithm to solve the

formulated optimization problem, which holds a theoretical guarantee to converge to the global

optimal solution. To evaluate our approach, we conduct extensive experiments using real ground

robots with varying functionality changes over diverse unstructured off-road terrains. Experimental

results have shown that our self-reflective terrain-aware adaptation method outperforms previous

and baseline techniques and enables ground robots to generate consistent behaviors when
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navigating in off-road environments.
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CHAPTER 9

CONCLUSION

This dissertation addresses robot learning for lifelong adaptation in open-world environments,

focusing on enabling robots to be intelligently adjust and continously improve under long-term

challenges enabling robust, adaptive and resilient autonomy. I summarize the key contributions

below to conclude this dissertation.

Robust Autonomy
• Fusion of Multisensory Perception [9]
• Voxel-Based Representation Learning [318]
• Multisensory Illusion Detection [319]
• Self-Localization in Spherical Images [320]

Adaptive Autonomy
• Robot Perceptual Adaptation [65, 321]
• Terrain Representation &

Apprenticeship Learning [6]
• Negotiation for Terrain Adaptation [33]

Resilient, Reliable Autonomy
• Consistent Behavior Generation [34, 322]
• Self-Reflective Terrain Navigation [323]
• Self-Aware Perceptual Adaptation [324]

Self-Adaptation via Capability-Awareness

Adaptation to External Environments

Figure 9.1 Research accomplishments on robot learning for lifelong adaptation in open-world
environments.

1. I propose a new problem of place recognition from omnidirectional multisensory

observations in long-term autonomy. To address this challenge, I introduce the novel FOMP

approach that is able to identify and integrate discriminative multimodal data obtained from

heterogeneous sensors in different views. My approach shows that different viewing angles

in the omnidirectional observation have different description powers. My research also

demonstrates that multi-directional long-term place recognition is achievable. To validate my

FOMP approach and hypothesis, I collected a large-scale dataset containing omnidirectional

multisensory observations. Experimental results on this dataset have demonstrated that

FOMP obtains promising long-term place recognition performance.
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2. I introduced the novel, bio-inspired approach named RObot Perceptual Adaptation (ROPA) to

enable the new robot capability of calibrating multisensory perception, in order for robots to

adapt to short-term and long-term environment changes. The focused application in this

paper aims at the task of long-term human following in the field environment, which is

essential to real-world human-robot teaming applications. The ROPA approach is formulated

as a joint learning problem to simultaneously estimate the representativeness of each feature

modalities, integrate heterogeneous features, and more importantly, calibrate the perception

model to adapt multisensory perception with environmental changes. In order to fuse

multisensory input data, I implement sparsity-inducing norms that enforces the base

perception model to learn sparse weights of the multisensory input features and use the

learned weights for multisensory fusion. To achieve perception calibration, I estimate the

representativeness of the input features to encode the environment, and provide a calibration

of the base model according to the environmental change. All components are integrated

under the unified theoretical framework of regularized optimization. I conducted extensive

experiments to evaluate and analyze ROPA in various scenarios using PEAC dataset.

Experiment results have validated that, through calibrating perception, ROPA is able to

effectively adapt to environment changes, obtains promising accuracy and efficiency, and

outperforms baseline and previous methods in dynamic and unstructured environments in

long-term human following applications.

3. I presented the Terrain Representation and Apprenticeship Learning (TRAL) approach to

address the research problem of robot adaptation to unstructured terrains. As a theoretical

novelty, TRAL formulates representation and apprenticeship learning in the unified

regularized optimization framework to perform joint robot learning for terrain classification

and behavior generation, which also automatically estimates the importance of terrain feature

modalities. Our second theoretical novelty is the design of an optimization algorithm to solve

the formulated problem, which possesses a theoretical convergence guarantee. The proposed

approach is extensively evaluated using two real-world scenarios in the experiments, in which
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a mobile robot navigates over familiar or unfamiliar unstructured terrains. Experimental

results have demonstrated that TRAL is able to transfer human expertise to mobile robots

with small errors, obtain superior performance compared with previous and baseline methods,

and offer intuitive insights into the importance of terrain feature modalities.

4. I introduce the novel Negotiation for Adaptation over Unstructured Terrain Surfaces

(NAUTS) approach for robot adaptation by negotiation for navigating in unstructured terrains,

which enables ground robots to adapt their navigation policies using a negotiation process.

Our approach learns a prediction model to function as a terrain-aware joint local controller

and planner corresponding to various policies and then uses the negotiation process to form

agreements between these policies in order to improve robot navigation efficiency. Moreover,

our approach explores different policies to improve navigation efficiency in a given

environment continuously. We also developed a novel optimization algorithm that solves an

optimal solution to the robot negotiation problem in real time. Experimental results have

shown that our approach enables a robot to negotiate its behaviors with the terrain and

delivers more successful and efficient navigation compared to previous methods.

5. I introduce a novel approach for consistent behavior generation that enables ground robots’

actual behavior to more accurately match expected behaviors while adapting to a variety of

unstructured off-road terrain. My approach learns offset behaviors in a self-supervised

fashion to compensate for the inconsistency between the actual and expected navigational

behaviors without the need to explicitly model various setbacks, and learns the importance of

the multi-modal features to improve the representation of terrain for better adaptation. This

proposed approach is extensively evaluated in real-world off-road environments.

Experimental results have shown that the proposed approach enables a robot to improve its

ground maneuverability when traversing over complex unstructured off-road terrain with

more behavior consistency and smoothness compared to previous methods.
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6. I introduce a novel human-inspired approach to learning capability-aware perceptual

adaptation, which allows the robot to adjust to perceptual challenges and successfully

navigate in unstructured off-road environments. Our approach learns capability awareness in

perception through the learning of a modality invariant trajectory representation that allows

for encoding a common representation of information from all the sensors in a much smaller

observation space in a self-supervised fashion. To evaluate our approach, we perform

extensive experiments using a physical ground robot with real-world scenarios of different

perceptual challenges over various unstructured off-road terrains. Experimental results prove

that our method can better adapt to these perceptual challenges when navigating over

unstructured terrains and outperform previous and baseline methods.

7. I introduce a novel method for self-reflective terrain-aware adaptation that enables an

autonomous ground robot to generate consistent behaviors to navigate on unstructured

off-road terrains. Formulated in a unified constrained regularized optimization framework,

our approach monitors the inconsistency between expected and actual behaviors that are

caused by robot setbacks and then adapts the robot’s navigational behaviors accordingly to

enable consistent navigation. Also, our approach identifies discriminative terrain features and

fuses them to perform effective adaptive navigational behaviors to changing terrain. We

design an algorithm to solve the formulated optimization problem, which holds a theoretical

guarantee to converge to the global optimal solution. To evaluate our approach, we conduct

extensive experiments using real ground robots with varying functionality changes over

diverse unstructured off-road terrains. Experimental results have shown that our

self-reflective terrain-aware adaptation method outperforms previous and baseline techniques

and enables ground robots to generate consistent behaviors when navigating in off-road

environments.
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9.1 Future Directions

Building on the work completed in this dissertation, other research problems can be further

studied as an extension of this dissertation.

9.1.1 Semantic Aware Active Perception for Enhanced Terrain Awareness

By using Semantic Reasoning techniques, robotic systems can encode and leverage semantic

knowledge such as concepts, facts, ideas, and beliefs about the world to enhance their

understanding of the environment. Continually perceiving, understanding, and generalizing

semantic knowledge allows a robot to identify the meaningful patterns shared between problems

and environments, and therefore more effectively adapt to novel situations, better navigate in

complex environments, and perform a wide range of real-world tasks in general. The goal of this

research is to enhance multisensory perception for semantic understanding of navigation-relevant

objects such as terrain, vehicles, and adversaries. Specifically, the focus is on improving perception

under conditions of uncertainty, while also developing methods for generating local navigational

controls that optimize the robot’s motion and minimize perceptual uncertainty simultaneously. To

achieve this, a two-stage process can be used. First, use Bayesian deep networks to perform joint

inference, allowing the robot to learn representations that account for both stochastic (aleatoric) and

systematic (epistemic) uncertainties in its perception of the environment. Second, develop and

extend soft actor-critic reinforcement learning, leveraging the learned representations and

uncertainty estimates to generate optimal navigational controls and plans for the goal position. By

accurately capturing the underlying statistical structure of the robot’s perception, these

representations will enable accurate understanding of the world and efficient navigational control

that can be tailored to specific environmental conditions and objectives.

9.1.2 Proactive High-Speed Autonomy

Proactive adaptation enables robots to predict the outcome of their behaviors to impact

themselves in an environment and adjust their behaviors to optimize their future performance.

Building on previous research, I will investigate learning of robot-terrain interactions at high speeds
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and use this information to generate more efficient navigational controls and plans while reducing

navigational failures and increasing efficiency. The key idea is to adaptively learn the robot-terrain

interaction dynamics model and using it to continuously predict traversability costmaps in

unstructured environments. In a self-supervised fashion, the robot learns to predict its future terrain

interaction based exteroceptive sensory information, uncertainty estimates, and finally use feedback

from proprioceptive sensors to update terrain interactions dynamics model. An alternative approach

is adversarial costmap learning, where a generator implicitly models robot-terrain interactions

during high-speed navigation to generate robot-centric costmaps, and the discriminator uses

proprioceptive sensor feedback to identify incorrect cost representations. This approach leverages

high frequency update of color cameras to improve high-speed planning when LiDAR sensors have

limitations and would also greatly reduce computational overhead of generating costmaps.

9.1.3 Heterogenous Multi-Robot Collaborative Autonomy

The goal of this research is to develop self-reliant cooperative dynamic teams of heterogenous

robots that operate with increased speed, increased reliability, improved redundancy, enhanced

flexibility, and expanded operational reach. Through my research, I aim to provide a more

comprehensive and higher-confidence perceptual understanding in dynamic and uncertain

environments through multi-robot collaborative semantic reasoning. This capability is highly

relevant to teams of robots performing reconnaissance and surveillance missions, as they can search

for potential threats by analyzing the environment and behaviors of individuals, thus improving

overall situational awareness. Two primary challenges will be addressed to achieve this objective.

Firstly, identifying whether multiple robots are observing the same activity or scene in highly

dynamic and contested environments, is challenging due to the different perspectives of robots and

the uncertainty inherent in these environments. Secondly, reaching a consensus among

heterogeneous robots based on their uncertainties of reasoning results, which is essential to

integrate the information and reasoning results from multiple robots to achieve higher confidence

and comprehensive perceptual understanding.
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