Robust Imitative Planning:
Planning from Demonstrations Under Uncertainty
Panagiotis Tigas1∗, Angelos Filos1∗, Rowan McAllister2 , Nicholas Rhinehart2,3
Sergey Levine2 , Yarin Gal1
1

University of Oxford 2 University of California, Berkeley 3 Carnegie Mellon University
{panagiotis.tigkas, angelos.filos}@cs.ox.ac.uk

Abstract
Learning from expert demonstrations is an attractive framework for sequential
decision-making in safety-critical domains such as autonomous driving, where trial
and error learning has no safety guarantees during training. However, naïve use
of imitation learning can fail by extrapolating incorrectly to unfamiliar situations,
resulting in arbitrary model outputs and dangerous outcomes. This is especially
true for high capacity parametric models such as deep neural networks, for processing high-dimensional observations from cameras or LIDAR. Instead, we model
expert behaviour with a model able to capture uncertainty about previously unseen
scenarios, as well as inherent stochasticity in expert demonstrations. We propose a
framework for planning under epistemic uncertainty and also provide a practical
realisation, called robust imitative planning (RIP), using an ensemble of deep
neural density estimators. We demonstrate online robustness to out-of-trainingdistribution scenarios on the CARLA autonomous driving simulator, improving
over other probabilistic imitation learning models and reducing the total number of
hazardous events while improving runtime to real-time using a trajectory library.
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Introduction

Robustness and safety are critical challenges for mobile robots, especially in the domain of autonomous driving. Learning-based approaches can enable mobile robots and autonomous vehicles
to respond intelligently in a wide range of situations but does not by itself resolve the challenges of
robustness and safety: a learning-based system may perform well in domains that resemble those it
was trained in, but can fail in unpredictable ways in novel situations (i.e. out-of-training-distribution).
Generative models can provide a measure of their uncertainty in different situations, but robustness
in novel environments requires estimating epistemic uncertainty (e.g., “have I been in this state
before?”), where conventional density estimation models only capture aleatoric uncertainty (e.g.,
“what’s the frequency of times I ended up in this state?”).
Despite model-free reinforcement learning’s recent successes in video, board games and controlled
robotics settings, trial-and-error approaches are either too unsafe to use for safety-critical applications,
such as autonomous driving, or the specification of a reward function is as hard as solving the original
control problem in the first place. On the other hand, learning to imitate expert behaviour from
demonstrations given continuous actions and high-dimensional observations is an attractive tool for
control, since a model mimicking expert demonstrations can simply learn to stay in “safe”, expert-like
parts of the state space and no explicit reward function has to be specified.
However, approaches based on behavioural cloning suffer from state distribution shift (i.e. covariate
shift) [35], where high capacity parametric models (e.g. neural networks) usually fail to generalise,
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Figure 1: Learning from demonstrations can be very effective for learning policies in safety-critical
domains. However, in novel scenarios the model’s reliability degrades radically, leading to catastrophic outcomes. The imitative model is successful in estimating the density in an in-distribution
scene (a) but fails catastrophically when a novel (e.g. trash bin on the street) context is experienced.
and instead extrapolate confidently yet incorrectly, resulting in arbitrary outputs and dangerous
outcomes [28], as depicted in Figure 1. Bayesian neural network techniques [17, 5, 14, 23] can be
used to estimate epistemic uncertainty for deep neural network models [13]. Nonetheless, standard
imitation learning is poorly suited for fully utilising these epistemic uncertainty measures: although
we can detect when a model trained with imitation learning is uncertain about the best action, this
model does not necessarily provide us with a good answer to what it should do in that situation
(e.g. short of stopping the vehicle). What we require is a model that can not only report on its
uncertainty but also provide a mechanism for taking low-risk actions that are likely to recover in
uncertain situations.
In this work, we build on deep imitative models, an approach that combines generative modelling
from demonstration data with planning. Deep imitative models [33] are context-conditioned density
estimators use for plannin. likelihood-based models trained on expert demonstrations that reason
about the probability that planned trajectories are expert-like when trying to accomplish new tasks
at test time. During planning, candidate trajectories are scored based on their likelihood under the
imitative models, and the mode (i.e. most likely trajectory for a given context) is followed. However,
the quality of the plans depends highly on the density estimates, which can be unreliable when
conditioning on out-of-distribution contexts.
We address this shortcoming by capturing epistemic uncertainty of the density estimatior via deep
ensembles’ uncertainty [23], to provide for control in novel and unexpected situations. Our framework,
which we call robust imitative planning (RIP), uses demonstration data to learn density models over
human-like driving, and then estimates its uncertainty about these densities using an ensemble
of imitative models. When a trajectory that was never seen before is selected, the model’s high
epistemic uncertainty pushes us away from it. During planning, the disagreement between the most
probable trajectories under the ensemble of imitative models is used to inform planning. A unified
framework of epistemic uncertainty-aware planning objectives, called robust imitative planning (RIP),
is proposed that principally integrates all sources of uncertainty in sequential decision making.
Moreover, in order to solve the RIP objectives an efficient search method based on trajectory
libraries [26] is used, reducing the planning time by a factor of 400, enabling real-time use of deep
imitative models, which used to be prohibitively slow for deployment on real vehicles. Finally, our
method outperforms vanilla imitative modelling and behaviour cloning in a variety of novel driving
scenarios, in online CARLA simulation setups, with a focus on out-of-training-distribution scenes.

2

Planning from Demonstrations

Given expert demonstrations, explicit policies can be trained to imitate the expert, a method often
termed behavioural cloning [1]. However, this approach lacks flexibility in deployment, since nontrivial changes to the data collection procedure should be made to allow for goal-conditioning policies.
On the other hand, generative models of expert behaviour (e.g., density estimators) can be more
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Figure 2: Qualitative comparison of planning objectives on an out-of-training-distribution example.

flexible during deployment, as they can be used as a proxy to score how likely plans were to come
from an expert demonstrator. Goal-conditioning can be trivially done under this framework. In this
section, we briefly review prior work [33] that follows this paradigm and then present our robust
imitative planning framework in the next section.
2.1

Problem Setup & Notation

Our method and Rhinehart et al. [33] both assume access to a dataset of time-profiled expert
trajectories of sequential positions, synced with high-dimensional observations of the corresponding
scenes. The high-dimensional observations and partial trajectories are used to perform contextconditioned density estimation of the distribution over future expert trajectories. The model’s ability
to produce an exact density estimate of arbitrary future trajectories is critical to our approach. This
property enables the model to score the “expertness” of any plan of future positions.
Let st ∈ RD denote the agent’s state (xy−coordinates) at time step t, and t = 0 define present time.
Contextual information is given by φ , {s−τ :0 , χ}, where τ is the number of past states, and χ is a
LIDAR observation at time t = 0. Variables are marked in bold, functions are not bold, and random
variables are capitalised. Variables without time subscripts refers to their value at all future time steps
up to horizon T , e.g. S , S1:T ∈ RT ×D . The probability density function of a random variable S is
given by p(S), and the corresponding probability density at a specific value s as p(s) , p(S = s).
2.2

Modelling the Expert Demonstrators

Our method’s main requirement is the ability to perform density estimation of the conditional
distribution over future expert trajectories. Following Rhinehart et al. [33], we use ReparameteRized
Pushforward Policies (R2P2) to implement this distribution, however, any density estimation method
with exact likelihood inference could be used. R2P2 models an expert driver by fitting a multimodal
state-trajectory distributions q(S|φ; θ) to expert trajectory data D = {φi , si }N
i=1 , drawn from an
unknown distribution si ∼ p(S|φ; θ). While R2P2 captures stochasticity in expert behaviour, e.g.,
choosing to turn either left or right at an intersection (see Fig 3a), it fails to capture epistemic
uncertainty in the model’s density estimate. With only a point-estimate of model parameters, the
model is oblivious to whether it is currently operating in unfamiliar scenes (outside the distribution of
those seen during training).
2.3

Planning with a Model of Expert Drivers

The model q(s|φ; θ), defines the backbone of the control framework used in [33] and our method.
Before we describe how our method uses q, we first describe how q is used. Deep imitative models
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Figure 3: Multi-modal imitative model q(S|φ; θ).
(IM) [33] use q to plan to goal states, using state trajectories that have high likelihood w.r.t. the expert
model q(S|φ; θ). The imitative planning objective is the log posterior probability of a state trajectory,
conditioned on satisfying some goal G:
sGIM , argmax log p(s|G, φ; θ) = argmax log q(s|φ; θ) + log p(G|s).
| {z }
| {z }
| {z }
s
s
imitation posterior

imitation prior

(1)

goal-likelihood

The planned trajectory sGIM is the maximum a posteriori probability (MAP) estimate of how an expert
would drive to the goal, capturing any inherent aleatoric stochasticity of the human behaviour (e.g.,
multi-modalities).
However, IM only uses a point-estimate of θ, thus q(s|φ; θ) does not quantify model (i.e. epistemic)
uncertainty. This is especially problematic when estimating what an expert would or would not
do in unfamiliar scenes. If φ is unfamiliar, the expert model q(s|φ; θ) has undetermined output
since the pre-conditioner network in Figure 3b may fail to generalise to the novel scenes, and thus
the plans produced by Eqn. (1) can confidently lead into a crash scenario. Thus, IM cannot assess
how reliable its planning is in unfamiliar scenes. Therefore, we need both 1) a model that captures
epistemic uncertainty and 2) a planning objective that takes both aleatoric and epistemic uncertainty
into account.

3

Robust Imitative Planning

We place a prior distribution p(θ) over possible models θ, which induces a distribution over the
density models models q(s; θ). After observing data D, this distribution over density models has a
posterior p(θ|D). Decision-making under the posterior p(θ|D) can be formulated as optimisation [2]
of the generic objective
aggregation operator

sGRIP

, argmax
s

z

}|


{

θ∈supp(p(θ|D))

log p(s|G, φ; θ)
| {z }

imitation posterior



= argmax 
s




θ∈supp(p(θ|D))


log q(s|φ; θ) + log p(G|s) .
| {z }
| {z }
imitation prior

(2)

goal-likelihood

where  is an operator applied on the posterior p(θ|D).
The original imitative models objective in Eqn. (1) is a particular instance of the more general family
of objectives described by Eqn. (2), where operator  selects a single θ0 from the posterior and then
follows that θ0 for the whole trajectory. However, as discussed in Section 2, this approach ignores the
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Figure 4: Our trajectory library from CARLA’s autopilot demonstrations, 4 seconds.
structure of the posterior distribution over models and hence the induced posterior over trajectories
conditioned on a context. Therefore it is oblivious to the uncertainty and prone to fail in certain cases.
Table 1 enlists the different objectives-operators we examined.
A principled means to capture epistemic uncertainty is with Bayesian inference. However, evaluating
p(θ|D) with exact inference is intractable [29]. Approximate inference methods [17, 5, 14, 18] have
been introduced that can efficiently capture epistemic uncertainty. In our implementation, we use
ensembles of deep models as an approximation to epistemic uncertainty estimation, as done by
Lakshminarayanan et al. [23], Chua et al. [7]. We consider ensembles of K models, using θk to refer
to the parameters of our k th model qk .
3.1

Planning with Trajectory Libraries

In the absence of scalable global optimisers, we search the trajectory space in Eqn. (2) by looking
only at a trajectory library [26], TS , a set of fixed, finite trajectories from which we select the one
which corresponds to our objective. Hence we optimise the modified objective:
sGRIP ≈ argmax  log q(s|φ; θk ) + log p(G|s)
s∈TS

k∈[K]

(3)

Solving for Eqn. (3) results in ×400 improvement in runtime compared to the gradient descent
alternative, allowing for real-time deployment of imitative models, which is otherwise orders of
magnitude slower.
In this work, we perform K-means clustering of the expert plan’s from the training distribution and
keep 128 of the centroids, as illustrated in Figure 4.

4

Related Work

Rational decisions under uncertainty are usually formulated as optimisation of expected utility, where
the expectation is taken w.r.t. subjective model-uncertainty or process stochasticity [39, 10, 2]. Instead
of expected utility, penalties on cost variance can be used for robustness [10]. Similarly, based on this
paradigm, we capture both types of uncertainty (i.e. epistemic and aleatoric) and propose objectives
Table 1: Summary of planning objectives: ours methods (grey) and baselines, using shorthand:
qk = q(s|φ; θk ) for trajectory density (under model k).
Methods

Aggregation Operator 

Interpretation

log qk=1
maxkP
log qk
log k qk

Sample
Max
Soft Max

Imitative Models
Optimistic
Soft Optimistic

Robust Imitative Planning - Epistemic Uncertainty-Aware (ours)
P
Bayes’ Optimal
Model Average
k log qk
P
Soft Pessimistic
− log k qk−1
Soft Min
Pessimistic
mink log qk
Min
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that take them into account. We also implement a baseline in Section 5 that optimises the expected
utility (a.k.a. Bayes’ optimal plan.
Robust optimisation [40, 37, 38, 16, 11, 3] aims to improve on the worst-case scenarios in the face
of uncertainty - extensively studied in signal processing [21] and control [4].
Imitation learning uses expert supervision to learn desired behaviour [30]. Behaviour Cloning (BC) is
a common approach, mapping currently observational inputs to future expert actions [31]. A body of
previous work has explored BC for autonomous driving in the CARLA simulator [8, 9, 24, 25, 36, 33].
The importance of risk-averse policies for autonomous driving has been highlighted already by Choi
et al. [6], Ghosh et al. [15], Lötjens et al. [27]. In contrast to BC and most imitation learning
approaches, the imitative model provides a posterior distribution over paths, while most of the prior
methods either provide a distribution over a particular event prediction (e.g., collision [20, 27]) or
just over actions [19, 22].

5

Experiments

We are interested in learning to drive from finite expert demonstrations, and being robust to out-oftraining-distribution scenarios. The goal of our experimental evaluation is to answer the following
questions: (1) How the quantification of epistemic uncertainty impacts the out-of-training-distribution
performance of imitative models? (2) What is the best way to inform decision-making under
uncertainty in terms of robustness and safety? (3) What are the limits of the RIP objective?
5.1

Experimental Setup

Expert Demonstrations. We generate a realistic dataset of expert demonstrations using the
CARLA simulator expert driver bot (i.e. autopilot) [12], including other cars and pedestrians,
in Town 1. Our model uses as context information, φ, the past τ = 3 car positions and the LIDAR
point-cloud, χ, following the pre-processing by Rhinehart et al. [33, 34]. Our dataset consists of
80, 000 scenes, gathered at 10Hz out of which we used 80% for training, 10% for testing and 10%
for validation.
Metrics. To evaluate safety we track off-road events on the goal-conditioned plans generated by
our models. The goal is set as the last position of the trajectory followed by the autopilot (ground
truth trajectory). To assess if the generated plan was off-road, we used the segmentation maps that are
provided by CARLA simulator. The segmentation map of each scene was stored in the dataset which
allowed us to evaluate the quality of the plan at test time, without interacting with the simulator.
All methods are tested on the same scenarios on Town 2-5 and on a fixed number of episodes.
Out-of-distribution Scenes. For testing out-of-distribution scenes, we gathered data from Town
2-5 which consist of street topologies and obstacles that are significantly different from the training
scenes.
Challenging Scenes. Current approaches [12, 8, 9, 24, 25, 36] perform almost perfect on straight
paths in the absence of other vehicles and pedestrians. Therefore, we focus our attention on the more
interesting scenarios, like roundabouts in order to test robustness on challenging out-of-distribution
scenarios. Note that our training scenes (Town 1) do not contain roundabouts.
5.2

Results

Table 2 highlights the benefit of taking epistemic uncertainty into consideration during planning since
in out-of-training-distribution, RIP and BOP demonstrate improved performance. The OIP variant
leads to catastrophic outcomes, even in in-sample scenarios, suggesting that optimism in the face of
uncertainty can be dangerous and hence non-robust. In particular, the in-sample performance of the
epistemic uncertainty agnostic IM [33] method is similar to RIP, an observation that reinforces the
argument that despite IM’s capacity to fit the expert demonstrations, it can confidently extrapolate
in novel situations and lead to catastrophes. In Table 2 we also illustrate that in scenes that are
significantly out-of-distribution (Roundabouts column), IM and OIP are outperformed by the RIP
and BOP objectives.
6

Table 2: Quantitative results on in-distribution (Town 1) and out-of-distribution (Town 2-5 and
Roundabout) scenarios.
% Hazards (i.e. off-road) ↓
Methods

Town 1

Town 2

Town 3

Town 4

Town 5

Roundabouts

16.50±16.50
16.59±16.59
16.69±16.69

1.18±1.18
1.03±1.03
1.14±1.14

14.94±14.94
11.62±11.62
11.52±11.52

68.01±68.01
65.68±65.68
65.90±65.90

6.84±6.84
11.83±11.83
12.03±12.03

32.11±32.11
31.44±31.44
32.01±32.01

Baselines
Vanilla Imitative Model [33]
Optimistic
Soft Optimistic

10.61±10.61
10.03±10.03
10.11±10.11

11.71±11.71
10.86±10.86
11.03±11.03

Robust Imitative Planning - Epistemic Uncertainty-Aware (ours)
Bayes’ Optimal
Soft Pessimistic
Pessimistic

5.27±5.27
9.13±9.13
9.08±9.08

5.92±5.92
9.83±9.83
9.94±9.94

12.04±12.04
15.12±15.12
15.61±15.61

(a) Deep Imitative Model [33]

0.47±0.47
0.94±0.94
0.97±0.97

(b) Robust imitative planning (our method)

Figure 5: Qualitative comparison of planning objectives on an out-of-training-distribution example.
Left-hand-side of each example is the verhead LIDAR view and right-hand-side is the bird-eye-view
of the segmentation map.
To assess the effect of the proposed objective (RIP) we also examine what are the plans our objective
proposes in an extreme out-of-distribution roundabout scene (never encountered in the training
dataset). In Figure 5 we can see that Deep Imitative Models can suggest plans that are hazardous,
however, RIP and BOP objectives, after taking a more pessimistic approach, suggest a plan that
is safe. Additionally, in figure.f̃ig:disagreement we examine another scene where the car is on an
out-of-distribution scene of Town 1. Different assemble models suggest different goal-conditioned
plans, illustrating the effect of the epistemic uncertainty. Following the most confident of such models
can prove catastrophic, since there are no guarantees in such out-of-distribution scenes, that the high
confidence is, in fact, a correct prediction of the model. By taking into consideration the disagreement
between the models, RIP and BOP can correctly suggest a plan that satisfies the goal and is safer
(Figure 5.d)

6

Conclusion

In this work, we propose different objectives for planning from demonstrations under uncertainty.
Our framework builds on top of Deep Imitative Models [33], whose plans can be risky in scenes that
are out-of-distribution. We demonstrated examples where Deep Imitative Models can fail and how we
can reduce hazards on such cases by using an ensemble of density estimators and aggregate operators
over the models’ outputs, that take into consideration their epistemic uncertainty, in order to safely
plan under uncertainty.
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