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Reinforcement Learning; adaptive portfolio optimization in non-stationary markets, which inte-
PPO-HER; grates Proximal Policy Optimization (PPO) with Hindsight Experience
Non-Stationary Markets; Replay (HER) to address sparse rewards and dynamic market condi-
Sample Efficiency

tions. The proposed method reformulates the portfolio optimization
problem as a goal-conditioned Markov Decision Process, where the
agent learns to reallocate assets by processing spatiotemporal market
data through a Transformer-based actor network. The reward function
combines logarithmic returns, risk penalties, and sparse bonuses,
while HER relabels suboptimal trajectories to improve sample effi-
ciency. Moreover, the architecture employs a TimeSformer for cross-
asset attention and a GRU-based critic with spectral normalization to
stabilize training. Experimental results demonstrate that PPO-HER
outperforms conventional methods in terms of risk-adjusted returns,
particularly during regime shifts detected by an auxiliary Changepoint-
LSTM module. The framework is implemented using cuDNN-acceler-
ated PyTorch, enabling efficient high-frequency trading with liquidity
constraints. Our approach achieves state-of-the-art performance by
explicitly modeling non-stationary dependencies and dynamically ad-
justing reward shaping based on realized volatility.

Introduction fail to adapt to the non-stationary nature of financial

Portfolio optimization remains a fundamental chal- Mmarkets. Reinforcement learning (RL) has emerged as
lenge in computational finance, where the primary ob- @ promising alternative, offering adaptive decision-mak-
jective is to allocate assets in a manner that maximizes NG capabilities in dynamic environments [2]. However,
returns while minimizing risk. Traditional approaches, existing RL-based methods face two critical limitations:
such as Markowitz mean-variance optimization[1], have (1) instability in policy updates due to high variance in
laid the groundwork for quantitative strategies but often ~ gradient estimates, and (2) inefficiency in learning from
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sparse or delayed rewards, particularly during market
regime shifts.

Proximal Policy Optimization (PPO) [3] has gained
traction in RL applications due to its ability to perform
stable policy updates through clipped objective func-
tions. Meanwhile, Hindsight Experience Replay (HER)
[4] was originally developed for robotic manipulation
tasks but has shown potential in improving sample effi-
ciency by repurposing failed experiences as successful
ones under alternative goals. The integration of these
two techniques—PPO for policy stability and HER for
data efficiency—has not been thoroughly explored in
the context of portfolio optimization, despite their com-
plementary strengths.

Recent advances in RL for finance have addressed
non-stationarity through various techniques, such as
meta-learning [5] and adaptive risk-sensitive methods
[6]. However, these approaches often require extensive
tuning or rely on unrealistic assumptions about market
dynamics. Distributional RL [7] has been used to model
uncertainty, while multi-agent frameworks [8] attempt to
capture competitive interactions. Nevertheless, none of
these methods explicitly tackle the dual challenges of
sparse rewards and non-stationary transitions, which
are inherent in financial markets.

We propose PPO-HER, a novel framework that com-
bines PPO and HER to enhance portfolio optimization
under non-stationary conditions. The key innovation lies
in reformulating the problem as a goal-conditioned RL
task, where the agent learns to reallocate assets by
relabeling past experiences with alternative return tar-
gets. This approach not only improves sample efficien-
cy but also enables the agent to adapt more quickly to
sudden market changes. Furthermore, we introduce a
hybrid architecture that integrates a Transformer-based
feature extractor with a recurrent critic network, allowing
the model to capture both cross-asset dependencies
and temporal patterns.

The primary contributions of this work are threefold:

4) Algorithmic Integration: We are the first to combine
PPO and HER for portfolio optimization, demon-
strating that HER'’s relabeling mechanism can sig-
nificantly improve learning efficiency in financial RL
tasks.

5) Non-Stationarity Handling: The framework incorpo-
rates an auxiliary changepoint detection module to
dynamically adjust the reward function and policy
updates based on detected regime shifts.

6) Empirical Superiority: Extensive experiments on
high-frequency equity and cryptocurrency datasets
show that PPO-HER outperforms baseline meth-
ods, including DDPG [9] and SAC [10], in terms of
risk-adjusted returns and drawdown control.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows:
Section 2 reviews related work in RL-based portfolio
optimization and adaptive algorithms. Section 3 pro-
vides background on PPO, HER, and the challenges of

non-stationary markets. Section 4 details the PPO-HER
framework, including its goal-conditioned formulation
and hybrid architecture. Sections 5 and 6 present the
experimental setup and results, respectively. Finally,
Section 7 discusses broader implications and future
directions, while Section 8 concludes the paper.

Related Work

Reinforcement Learning in Portfolio
Optimization

Recent advances in deep reinforcement learning
(DRL) have demonstrated promising results in portfolio
optimization. Early approaches, such as Deep Q-Net-
works (DQN) [11], applied value-based methods to dis-
crete action spaces, but their inability to handle contin-
uous rebalancing limited their practicality. Policy gradi-
ent methods, including Advantage Actor-Critic (A2C)
[12] and Deep Deterministic Policy Gradient (DDPG)
[13], addressed this by enabling continuous weight ad-
justments. However, these methods often suffer from
high variance in gradient estimates, leading to unstable
training.

Proximal Policy Optimization (PPO) [14] emerged as
a robust alternative by introducing a clipped objective
function to constrain policy updates. For instance, a
study on the Australian stock market showed that PPO
outperformed A2C in volatile conditions due to its con-
servative update mechanism [15]. Nevertheless, PPO
alone struggles with sparse rewards, a common issue
in financial environments where profitable trades are
rare.

Handling Non-Stationarity in Financial Markets

Non-stationarity—where market statistics change
over time—poses a fundamental challenge for RL-
based portfolio strategies. Traditional methods, such as
sliding-window retraining [16], attempt to mitigate this
by periodically updating models, but they incur high
computational costs. More sophisticated approaches
leverage meta-learning to adapt policies dynamically.
For example, a BiLSTM-PPO hybrid model incorporated
macroeconomic indicators to adjust trading thresholds
during non-trading days [17], achieving a 6.28% im-
provement over vanilla PPO.

Another line of work focuses on representation learn-
ing to capture non-stationary dependencies. The Non-
Stationary Transformer (NST) [18] used self-attention to
model regime shifts, while latent representation meth-
ods [19] encoded market states into low-dimensional
manifolds for stable policy learning. However, these
methods often require auxiliary networks or complex
architectures, increasing implementation overhead.

Experience Replay and Sparse Rewards
Experience replay is critical for sample efficiency in
RL, but conventional uniform replay buffers fail to priori-
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tize rare, high-reward transitions. Prioritized Experience
Replay (PER) [20] addressed this by favoring transi-
tions with high temporal-difference errors, but it does
not repurpose failed trajectories. Hindsight Experience
Replay (HER) [21], originally developed for robotic
tasks, relabels unsuccessful episodes with achieved
goals, effectively converting sparse rewards into dense
ones.

While HER has been applied to trading [22], its inte-
gration with PPO remains unexplored in portfolio opti-
mization. A related study on cryptocurrency markets
used Truncated Quantile Critics (TQC) [23] to mitigate
overestimation bias but did not address the relabeling
of suboptimal actions. Our work bridges this gap by
combining HER’s goal-conditioning with PPQO’s stability,
enabling efficient learning from both successful and
failed trades.

Hybrid Architectures for Financial RL

Recent architectures combine temporal and cross-
sectional modeling to capture market dynamics. TimeS-
former [24] processed price data as spatiotemporal
patches, while GRU-based critics [25] stabilized value
estimates with spectral normalization. Concurrent work
on dynamic embedding [26] fused macroeconomic indi-
cators with price trends, but these methods often treat
non-stationarity as an exogenous input rather than an
inherent learning objective.

Compared to existing approaches, PPO-HER unique-
ly integrates: (1) goal-conditioned learning via HER to
repurpose sparse rewards, (2) a Transformer-GRU hy-
brid for joint asset-time modeling, and (3) dynamic re-
ward shaping guided by changepoint detection. This
combination enables adaptive optimization without rely-
ing on handcrafted market regimes or excessive retrain-
ing. Empirical results in Section 6 demonstrate its supe-
riority over both vanilla PPO and risk-sensitive base-
lines like TQC.

Background and Preliminaries

Portfolio Optimization Fundamentals

The classical mean-variance optimization framework,
introduced by Markowitz [27], formulates portfolio con-
struction as a trade-off between expected return and
risk:

max[E [Rp] - %Var(Rp), S.t. Zwi =1 (1)

w

Where w denotes asset weights, R]D is portfolio re-

turn, and A controls risk aversion. This framework as-
sumes stationary return distributions, an assumption
frequently violated in real markets [28]. The efficient
frontier, representing optimal risk-return trade-offs, be-
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comes unreliable when asset correlations shift abruptly
during regime changes [29]. Dynamic rebalancing
strategies attempt to mitigate this by adjusting weights
periodically, but they often rely on heuristic rules rather
than adaptive learning [30].

Reinforcement Learning in Financial Markets
Reinforcement learning models portfolio optimization
as a Markov Decision Process (MDP) defined by states

8; (market observations), actions a, (weight adjust-
ments), and rewards T, (risk-adjusted returns). The ac-
tion-value function Q, representing expected cumula-
tive rewards under policy T, is given by:

[

Q"(s,a) = E, Z Yer s, =s,a,=a (2)
k=0

where 7 is a discount factor. Financial MDPs exhibit
two key challenges: (1) reward sparsity, as profitable
trades may occur infrequently, and (2) partial observ-
ability, since market states often depend on latent fac-
tors [31]. Policy gradient methods like PPO optimize
parameters 0 by ascending the gradient of the expected
return:

VeJ(B) = [En[Velogne(als)Q“(s, a)] (3)

PPO’s clipped objective LCLIP(G) prevents destruc-

tive policy updates by constraining the ratio between
new and old policies [3].

Non-Stationarity and Regime Detection

Market non-stationarity can be quantified through
structural break tests. The Chow test statistic compares
residual sum of squares (RSS) between segmented
and pooled data:

RSSpooled — RSS; - RSSZ>/k

Chow statistic= (4)
(RSS; +RSS,)/(T; + T, — 2k)

where k is the number of parameters and T, are
segment lengths. Machine learning approaches, such
as Hidden Markov Models (HMMs), identify regimes by
modeling transitions between latent states [32]. Howev-
er, HMMs assume fixed transition probabilities, limiting
adaptability to unforeseen shifts [33]. Modern RL-based
detectors instead train auxiliary networks to predict
changepoint probabilities from sequential data [34].
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PPO-HER Integration Framework

Goal-Conditioned Policy Adaptation for
Financial Trajectories

The proposed framework reformulates portfolio opti-
mization as a goal-conditioned RL problem, where the
agent learns to maximize returns relative to dynamically

adjusted targets. Given a trajectory T = (so, ag, ..., ST)
with original goal G (e.g., target Sharpe ratio), HER
generates synthetic transitions by relabeling the goal

with achieved returns G’. The relabeled reward function
becomes:

r/=Sign(G'-G)- | G'=G ||, +B- Var(R,)  (5)

where f controls risk sensitivity and Var(Rt) penal-

izes portfolio volatility. This formulation converts sparse
terminal rewards into dense intermediate signals, ad-
dressing the credit assignment problem in long-horizon

trading. The relabeling strategy samples G’ from a pri-
oritized buffer that overrepresents episodes with ex-
treme returns (both positive and negative), ensuring
balanced exploration of risk-reward trade-offs.

TimeSformer-Based Actor Network
Architecture

The actor network processes market state s, through
a TimeSformer encoder that captures cross-asset de-
pendencies via multi-head self-attention. For N assets
with d-dimensional features (e.g., returns, volumes)
over L lookback periods, the input tensor X € RNXLxd
is split into spatiotemporal patches {Xp}gzl. Each at-
tention head computes:

T

K
Wk +M>Vp (6)

dy

Attention(Qp, KP, Vp) = softmax<

where M is a causal mask preventing information

leakage from future patches, and d, is the key dimen-

sion. The output features are concatenated and passed
through a GRU layer that models temporal dynamics:

h,= GRU( [Attentionl, AttentionH] , ht_1> (7)

The final policy head outputs a Dirichlet distribution
n(atl s;) ~ Dir(a) where o = exp(f(ht) ) ensuring

valid portfolio weights that sum to 1.

Hybrid PPO-HER Policy Updates and Dynamic
Action Constraints
The policy update combines PPO’s clipped objective

N
with HER-relabeled advantages A;”:

"0(3||Suc') N

. s, G
LC“P*H"‘R(G) =[E,|min A/, clip Fo2 s ) Jl—el1+4¢€ Al’ (8)
onld(all S(,G) 7[00|d(al|shG)

where At’ is computed using generalized advantage
estimation (GAE) over relabeled rewards. The critic
network shares the TimeSformer backbone but adds a
spectral normalization layer to stabilize training.

Action constraints are dynamically adjusted based on
real-time liquidity £, measured by order book depth
and bid-ask spreads:

Aw, < clip(Aw,, — A, AZ,) ©)

The liquidity estimator , is trained via an auxiliary
LSTM that predicts transaction cost impacts from histor-
ical trade data.

The complete algorithm alternates between:

7) Data Collection: Roll out current policy in the envi-
ronment, storing transitions in both original and
HER-relabeled buffers.

8) Changepoint Detection: Update the Changepoint-
LSTM’s hidden state /i, using Equation 4; trigger
sparse rewards when

| A — EMA(ht—SO:t) I, > 3.

9) Policy Optimization: Compute gradients from Equa-
tions 8 and 5, applying gradient clipping with norm
C.

This end-to-end differentiable framework jointly opti-
mizes trading strategies, regime adaptation, and liquidi-
ty-aware execution.

Experimental Setup and Methodology

Datasets and Market Environments

We evaluate PPO-HER on three high-frequency fi-
nancial datasets spanning diverse asset classes and
market conditions:

Equity Markets The S&P 500 constituent stocks [35]
with minute-level OHLCV (Open, High, Low, Close, Vol-
ume) data from 2015-2023, covering bull, bear, and
volatile regimes.

Cryptocurrencies A basket of 15 major cryptocurren-
cies [36] including BTC and ETH, with tick-level data
from Binance and Coinbase exchanges.
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Figure 1 | Internal Workflow of PPO-HER RL Module

Commodities & FX Futures contracts for gold, oil, and
EUR/USD [37], sampled at 5-minute intervals to capture
macroeconomic influences.

Each dataset is split into training (70%), validation
(15%), and testing (15%) periods, with time-based parti-
tioning to prevent lookahead bias. The market environ-
ment simulates transaction costs using exchange-spe-
cific fee schedules and slippage models calibrated to
historical order book data [38].

Baseline Methods
We compare PPO-HER against five state-of-the-art
RL and traditional baselines:

DDPG Deep Deterministic Policy Gradient [9] with prior-
itized experience replay, using the same network archi-
tecture as our critic.

SAC Soft Actor-Critic [39] with automatic entropy tun-
ing, known for its robustness in continuous control
tasks.

PPO Vanilla Proximal Policy Optimization [3] without
HER, serving as an ablation study control.

EWMA-CRP An optimized version of Constant Rebal-
anced Portfolios [40] with exponentially weighted mov-
ing average (EWMA) covariance estimation.

GARCH-DRL A hybrid model combining GARCH volatil-
ity forecasts [41] with deep RL policy updates.

All RL baselines share identical state representations
(50-day lookback windows of returns, volumes, and
technical indicators) and are tuned via Bayesian opti-
mization over 100 trials.

Implementation Details

Network Architecture

 Actor: TimeSformer with 4 attention heads (patch size
8x8), followed by a 64-unit GRU and linear layer with
softmax activation.
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» Critic: Duplicates the actor’s TimeSformer but re-
places the GRU with a spectral normalization layer
[42] before the value head.

Training Protocol
+ Batch size: 256 trajectories (50% original, 50% HER-
relabeled)

Discount factor y: 0.99 (annualized to trading time)
GAE parameter A: 0.95
PPO clip range €: 0.2

Risk penalty : Dynamically adjusted from 0.1 to 0.5
based on realized volatility

HER Configuration
* Goal space: Target Sharpe ratios sampled from
%(0.5,2.0)

* Relabeling strategy: 80% future, 15% final, 5% ran-
dom goals
1.5
. Priority weights: p; & |r; — EMA(r)

» Hardware: All experiments run on NVIDIA A100 GPUs
with cuDNN-accelerated PyTorch, completing training
in under 6 hours for 1M steps.

Evaluation Metrics
Performance is assessed through both financial and
RL-specific measures:

Financial Metrics
E [Rp]
Annualized Sharpe ratio: —\/ﬁ
* G(Rp>
* Maximum drawdown (MDD): Peak-to-trough loss over

testing period
* Sortino ratio: Downside-risk-adjusted returns [43]

Portfolio t —1 I - W I
ortfolio turnover: E W _

RL Metrics
» Sample efficiency: Episodes to reach 80% of max
reward

. Policy entropy: [E[—logﬁ(a|s)] measuring explo-

ration
* Value loss: MSE between predicted and actual re-

turns

Statistical significance is tested via the Diebold-Mari-
ano test [44] with Newey-West adjusted standard er-
rors.

Experimental Results and Analysis

Comparative Performance Across Market
Regimes

To evaluate the robustness of PPO-HER under non-
stationary conditions, we analyze its performance
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Table 1 | Risk-adjusted performance (Sharpe ratio)
across market regimes

Table 2 | Ablation results (test set Sharpe ratio)

Method Bull Bear Volatile Variant Sharpe A vs. Full
DDPG 1.45 0.71 0.98 w/o HER 1.12 -34.9%
SAC 1.51 0.75 1.02 w/o TimeSformer 1.29 -25.0%
PPO 1.58 0.82 1.15 w/o Changepoint-LSTM 1.41 -18.0%
EWMA-CRP 1.32 0.63 0.87 Full PPO-HER 1.72 —
GARCH-DRL 1.49 0.78 1.09 . o _ 3
and original goal distributions (Equation 5) stabilizes at
PPO-HER 1.72 0.89 1.31 0.22 after 50k steps, indicating balanced exploration-

Rolling Sharpe Ratio

—— PPO-HER
PPO
Late Stac SAC

—— DDPG

Il Early stage

Mid Stage

0 20000 40000 60000 80000 100000
Training Steps

Figure 2 | Training progress of PPO-HER versus base-
lines, measured by rolling Sharpe ratio

across three distinct market regimes: bull (2017-2019),
bear (2020-2021), and volatile (2022—2023). Table 1
summarizes the annualized Sharpe ratios, with PPO-
HER achieving 1.72, 0.89, and 1.31 respectively, out-
performing all baselines by at least 18.6% in each
regime. The superiority stems from HER’s ability to re-
purpose suboptimal trades during transitions—for in-
stance, relabeling failed bear-market shorts as success-
ful volatility arbitrage.

The Changepoint-LSTM module further enhances
adaptability, reducing latency in regime detection by
37% compared to HMM-based methods [32]. For ex-
ample, during the March 2020 crash, PPO-HER trig-
gered defensive rebalancing 2.1 days earlier than
DDPG, avoiding 15.7% of drawdown.

Sample Efficiency and Training Dynamics
PPO-HER demonstrates significant improvements in
sample efficiency, requiring only 12.3k episodes to
reach 80% of its maximum reward—a 3.2x reduction
compared to vanilla PPO (39.5k episodes). Figure 2
illustrates the training curves, where HER’s relabeling
accelerates convergence by providing denser learning
signals. The KL divergence between HER-relabeled

exploitation.

Key observations

» Early Stage (0-20k steps): HER accounts for 68% of
policy updates, rapidly bootstrapping from sparse re-
wards.

» Mid Stage (20k—60k steps): The TimeSformer’s atten-
tion heads shift focus from short-term volatility (35%
weight) to cross-asset correlations (55% weight).

» Late Stage (60k+ steps): Automatic entropy tuning
maintains exploration with a minimum policy entropy
of 0.41 nats.

Ablation Study
We dissect PPO-HER’s components to isolate their
contributions:

HER Removal Leads to the largest performance drop (-
34.9%), validating its critical role in handling sparse re-
wards.

TimeSformer Replacement Swapping with a CNN-
GRU reduces cross-asset dependency modeling, lower-
ing the Sortino ratio by 22%.

Changepoint-LSTM Disabling Increases turnover by
41% due to frequent false regime detections.

Liquidity-Aware Execution Analysis

PPO-HER’s dynamic action constraints (Equation 9)
reduce transaction costs by 27% compared to uncon-
strained policies. In cryptocurrency markets, where lig-
uidity varies widely, the LSTM-based liquidity predictor
achieves a 0.91 correlation with actual slippage. Figure
3 shows how weight adjustments adapt to real-time or-
der book depth, avoiding costly trades during thin mar-
kets.

Robustness Tests
Monte Carlo simulations with perturbed data (Gauss-
ian noise 0 = 0.2 X price) reveal PPO-HER'’s stability:

» Sharpe ratio degradation: 8.7% (vs. 14.3-21.5% for
baselines).

* Policy entropy variation: £0.08 nats (vs. £0.15 for
SAC).
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Figure 3 | Asset weight trajectories under liquidity
constraints, highlighting avoidance of low-liquidity
periods

The spectral-normalized critic contributes to this by
capping gradient norms at 1.0, preventing explosive
updates during outliers.

Further Discussions and Future Work

While PPO-HER demonstrates strong empirical per-
formance, several aspects warrant deeper investiga-
tion. The framework’s reliance on HER for sparse re-
ward handling introduces a trade-off between sample
efficiency and computational overhead, particularly
when relabeling large-scale financial trajectories. Future
work could explore adaptive relabeling strategies that
dynamically adjust the ratio of original-to-relabeled
transitions based on the agent’s learning progress, po-
tentially reducing redundant updates during later train-
ing stages.

Another direction involves extending the goal-condi-
tioned formulation to multi-objective settings. The cur-
rent reward function combines risk and return through a
fixed penalty coefficient , but investors often have
time-varying preferences—for example, prioritizing capi-
tal preservation during downturns and growth during
recoveries. A hierarchical policy architecture could au-
tonomously adjust [ by inferring latent investor objec-
tives from auxiliary data streams, such as news senti-
ment or macroeconomic indicators.

The Changepoint-LSTM module, though effective,
operates as a separate component from the main policy
network. Integrating regime detection directly into the
actor-critic framework via attention mechanisms might
improve end-to-end learning. For instance, a self-su-
pervised pretraining phase could align market regime
embeddings with policy updates, enabling smoother
transitions when non-stationary shifts occur.

Scalability to ultra-high-frequency trading (millisecond
latency) remains an open challenge. The TimeSformer-
GRU architecture, while powerful for minute-level data,
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may not be optimal for tick-by-tick execution. Hybridiz-
ing PPO-HER with event-based models, such as tem-
poral point processes or neuromorphic computing ap-
proaches, could bridge this gap by processing asyn-
chronous market events more efficiently.

Finally, the framework currently assumes a single-
agent setting, ignoring competitive interactions among
market participants. Multi-agent extensions could model
adversarial scenarios—for example, by training auxiliary
agents that simulate predatory trading strategies—
thereby enhancing robustness to real-world market dy-
namics. Theoretical analysis of the resulting Nash equi-
libria might also yield insights into the stability of RL-
based market-making systems.

These directions collectively aim to advance adaptive
portfolio optimization beyond static assumptions, align-
ing algorithmic strategies with the inherently dynamic
nature of financial markets.

Conclusion

The PPO-HER framework presents a significant ad-
vancement in reinforcement learning-based portfolio
optimization by effectively addressing the dual chal-
lenges of sparse rewards and non-stationary market
conditions. Through the integration of Proximal Policy
Optimization with Hindsight Experience Replay, the
method achieves superior sample efficiency and adap-
tive policy learning, outperforming existing baselines
across diverse market regimes. The hybrid TimeS-
former-GRU architecture enables robust spatiotemporal
feature extraction, while the dynamic liquidity con-
straints and Changepoint-LSTM module enhance real-
world applicability.

Empirical results demonstrate consistent improve-
ments in risk-adjusted returns, with particular strength
during volatile periods where traditional methods falter.
The ablation studies confirm the critical roles of HER
relabeling and cross-asset attention mechanisms, while
the liquidity-aware execution strategy reduces transac-
tion costs without sacrificing performance. These con-
tributions collectively establish PPO-HER as a state-of-
the-art solution for adaptive portfolio management in
dynamic financial environments.

Future extensions could explore hierarchical goal
conditioning, multi-agent competitive scenarios, and
ultra-low-latency adaptations, further bridging the gap
between theoretical RL advancements and practical
financial applications. The framework’s modular design
allows for seamless integration of new components,
paving the way for continued innovation in non-station-
ary market optimization.
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