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A B S T R A C T

This study presents an approach to solving an inverse problem through the application of Deep
Reinforcement Learning (DRL) coupled with homogenization. The underlying objective is to
determine the micro-structural parameters of a composite material, including particle radius,
Young’s moduli and Poisson’s ratios in order to achieve a specific target bulk modulus at the
macro-scale using DRL. This approach is later extended to a multi-objective task that also
decreases total material weight by incorporating density and volume fraction as additional
parameters. Employing homogenization under Periodic Boundary Conditions (PBCs), a 3D mesh
is analyzed comprising a matrix and particles to identify a Representative Volume Element
(RVE), thereby reducing computational complexity and allowing efficient Finite Element Method
(FEM) calculations in subsequent steps. An Advantage Actor–Critic (A2C) model is employed,
using the FEM analysis as feedback, to iteratively adjust the micro-structural parameters and
incrementally approach the target properties. A Genetic Algorithm (GA) is implemented to
fine-tune the hyper-parameters of the neural network, enhancing the ability of the model
to effectively explore different parameter combinations. While tuning of hyperparameters is
conducted in 2D, findings are transferred to 3D to verify this approach in more realistic
scenarios. The DRL approach is compared in a partial manner with the Bayesian optimization,
a well established algorithm type in the field of inverse material design, in order to give an
idea of the different application circumstances. For A2C, the development of a specific reward
function enables the DRL algorithm to approach the solution consistently leading to many
different solutions of the inverse problem. In addition, the search space is decreased significantly
without limiting the variety of determined micro-configurations by using effective balancing of
exploration and exploitation. Extensive tuning of hyperparameters enables the adjustment of the
algorithm to specific desired outcomes as the increase of sample efficiency or quantity of diverse
solutions. Using this hands-on learning approach can unveil innovative material configurations
by exploring a broader range of design scenarios, including those that might be overlooked
or deemed non-intuitive by traditional methodologies. Hence. it is positioned to establish an
alternative methodology for designing novel material combinations with tailored properties.

1. Introduction

In the rapidly evolving field of materials engineering, the ability to design complex heterogeneous materials with pre-determined
macroscopic properties poses significant advantages. This process involves solving inverse problems, where the goal is to determine
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the microscopic parameters that will result in desired macroscopic characteristics. Traditionally, these tasks constitute significant
hallenges due to their inherent complexity and the computational burden of exploring vast parameter spaces. In addition, the
ealization of such designed materials has not been trivial. However, advancements in manufacturing techniques, particularly
D printing, have revolutionized the landscape by enabling the fabrication of complex-shaped and diverse compounded micro-
tructures. This technological progress necessitates a more sophisticated approach to inverse material design, as new micro-structural
ombinations can now be realized. In this context, it is necessary to develop algorithms capable of continuously exploring the
xpansive design space of possible microscopic property combinations. Brute force algorithms are unsuitable in this environment as

they rely on finding better states by chance without a concept of reducing the overall state space.
Genetic algorithms (GAs) have been successfully applied to solve inverse material design problems with randomly dispersed

particulates suspended in a homogeneous binding matrix. By mimicking the process of natural selection, GAs find optimal solutions
ithin complex search spaces, as discussed in [1]. GAs have proven effective in addressing the non-convex optimization challenges

characteristic of material design, benefiting from their ability to operate without derivatives and navigate complex, multidimensional
earch spaces. However, while GAs have a fast computation speed, they largely depend on initial states leading to likely local optima.

Additionally, they struggle with complex and continuous state representations.
In [2] an approach of micro-structural materials design using generative adversarial networks (GANs) is proposed. This

ethodology successfully identifies design variables with desired dimensionality and is able to capture complex micro-structural
aterial characteristics due to the special design of the neural network architecture. At the same time the process of generating

enough accurate image samples for an effective training process, where both networks improve simultaneously, is notoriously
difficult and unstable. Back and forth conversion steps from image representations to conventional simulation tools like finite element
modeling (FEM) for evaluation purposes add additional complexity.

Some of the challenges that GANs face, like the lack of diversity and the disability to generate novel designs outside the domain
of the training data are addressed in [3]. Applied to the example of real-world airfoil design a variant of GANs named ‘‘performance
ugmented diverse generative adversarial network’’ (PaDGAN) was developed. This approach is able to improve diversity and
chieved higher mean quality samples in comparison to vanilla GANs.

An improvement over issues like mode collapse or oscillations that are common in GANs can also be found in Variational
Autoencoders (VAEs). In [4] VAEs coupled with neural network surrogates as replacement for the FE-solver were used for topology
optimization. This coupling proved successful in turning the high dimensional optimization problem into a low dimensional one,
while offering computational efficiency with high accuracy in finding an optimal arrangement of materials within a design domain.
The advantages of generative networks (GNs) like GANs and VAEs over GAs regarding the local optima problem or dependency on
initial states is at cost of lower optimization efficiency. Both of these approaches require extensive pre-training on large datasets and
in many cases the proposed samples are generated within its initial distribution regime. This is related to the issue of high sample
correlation during the optimization process that many GNs are exposed to.

To address the mentioned challenges an alternative approach for material design was investigated by Sui et al. [5]. Here, Deep
Reinforcement Learning (DRL) has been applied in the context of designing digital materials (DMs) as a mathematical representation
for composites. In this approach two collaborative agents were able to optimize the distribution pattern of DMs based on interaction
with FEM simulations. Major advantages of DRL in this context is the reduction of sample correlation, high sample efficiency and
the lack of pre-training. DRL’s intelligent agents iteratively interact with a simulation environment, adjusting their search strategies
based on immediate feedback and decreasing the search space significantly based on knowledge gathered in the simulation. This
knowledge is stored intrinsically in the structure of the neural networks (NNs). Following this process enables efficient reduced
exploration strategies of micro-configurations without neglecting promising states.

To solve the micro-structural design task in this work, DRL is coupled with a FEM simulation to inversely design continuous 3-
dimensional composite materials in this work. It is additionally supported by homogenization breaking down the design complexity
further by reducing the size of the material that is optimized utilizing the concept of a Representative Volume Element (RVE). In
the realm of DRL, it is generally differentiated between model-free and model-based, value-based and policy-based, and off-policy
and on-policy. For this work, the Advantage Actor–Critic (A2C) algorithm is used as it combines the benefits of both value-based
and policy-based methods. It falls into the category of model-free, on-policy algorithms. As different studies in [6,7] show, A2C,
due to its straightforward implementation of continuous action and state spaces and sample efficiency within increasingly complex
environments, is assumed to outperform the more traditional Deep-Q Network when correctly tuned in this specific environment.

eep-Q Networks are explained in [8]. More information on the A2C algorithm can be found in [9,10]. A2Cs ability to efficiently
balance exploration and exploitation decreases the search space significantly without limiting the variety of determined micro-
onfigurations. Adjusting the hyperparameters systematically based on Genetic algorithms (GAs) facilitates specific desired outcomes

as the increase of sample efficiency or quantity of diverse solutions. A specifically developed reward function additionally supports
the algorithm in finding many different solutions of the inverse problem consistently. Bayesian optimization (BO) is another
well established algorithm in the context of inverse material design, see [11,12]. To better understand how DRL and BO relate
to each other in a computational manner applied to the underlying design objective, a partial comparison is conducted in 2D. In the
following, the general concepts of homogenization including the determination of effective constitutive equation, proper boundary
conditions and the discretization of the micro-equilibrium are explained. It is elaborated on the application of periodic boundary
conditions in the context of the finite element modeling and as a consequence the approach of determining a Representative Volume
Element is addressed. Afterwards the most important concepts of DRL including the role of the neural networks, reward function,
oss calculation and back-propagation is elaborated. At the end it is worked through the results of the specified applied approach of
nversely designing the micro-structure by determining the numerical RVE size in 2 and 3 dimensions and refining hyperparameters
2 
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to achieve tailored strategies. To address a more realistic scenario the findings are applied to a 3-dimensional list of real materials
that are combined to not only achieve a specific target bulk modulus but also to decrease the overall weight of the material, rendering
the algorithm from a single-objective to a multi-objective one. For this purpose, volume fraction of particles and material densities
are considered additionally as training parameters.

2. Homogenization

2.1. Effective macroscopic material properties

The general idea of homogenization covers the determination of the effective constitutive equation to avoid the need for resolving
the heterogeneous micro-structure in a large-scale simulation. Here, the effective macroscopic material properties are derived from
a so called Representative Volume Element (RVE). This RVE is selected as a fraction of the material that in approximation represents
the essential micro-structural characteristics so that microscopic stress and strain within this RVE represent the macroscopic material
properties statistically [13]. To obtain the effective constitutive equations for material behavior, a boundary value problem is solved
on the micro-scale. The partial differential equation derives from the balance of linear momentum. Applied to the material domain

, qualifying as an RVE, every mass point 𝐱 ∈  experiences internal stresses that, in absence of external and inertia forces, reduces
o a stress tensor free of divergence [14] or [15]

div𝝈(𝒙) = 0 in  (1)

with 𝝈 = 𝝈𝑇 . For isotropic linear elastic materials the stress–strain relationship simplifies using Hooke’s law to
𝝈(𝒙) = 3𝜅(𝒙)𝝐𝑣𝑜𝑙(𝒙) + 2𝜇(𝒙)𝝐𝑑 𝑒𝑣(𝒙). (2)

The left part denotes the volumetric stress 𝝈𝑣𝑜𝑙 = 𝜅(𝒙)𝝐𝑣𝑜𝑙 and the right part the deviatoric stress 𝝈𝑑 𝑒𝑣(𝒙) = 2𝜇𝝐𝑑 𝑒𝑣. Due to the
heterogeneity the bulk modulus 𝜅 and the shear modulus 𝜇 can vary across . The averaged stress and strain tensor result from an
ntegration of the corresponding quantity divided by the volume || = ∫ 𝑑 𝑉

⟨𝝈⟩ = 1
|| ∫

𝝈(𝒙) 𝑑 𝑉 , ⟨𝝐⟩ = 1
|| ∫

𝝐(𝒙) 𝑑 𝑉 . (3)

The averaged quantities ⟨𝝈⟩ and ⟨𝝐⟩ equal the effective properties on the macro-scale, i.e. 𝝈∗ = ⟨𝝈⟩ and 𝝐∗ = ⟨𝝐⟩. Based on
these averaged stresses and strains in (3) the effective bulk 𝜅∗ and shear moduli 𝜇∗ on macro-scale results from (3) in the linear
sotropic elastic case (2) exploiting

𝜅∗ =
t r⟨𝝈⟩
3 t r⟨𝝐⟩

, 𝜇∗ =
‖

‖

⟨𝝈𝑑 𝑒𝑣⟩‖‖
2 ‖
‖

⟨𝝐𝑑 𝑒𝑣⟩‖‖
. (4)

More information on homogenization can be found in [16,17] or [18].

2.2. Boundary conditions and discretized micro-equilibrium

Originating from the requirement of fulfilling Hill’s criterion [19], three different boundary conditions can be applied. In this
ork, Periodic Boundary Conditions (PBCs) are used with the strains and stresses being periodic at the level of the periodicity cell,
efined as an RVE. Although a real heterogeneous material does not necessarily show perfect periodicity, it has been shown that

PBCs can provide reasonable estimates on the effective moduli [20–22]. In addition, BCs are either driven by average stress or
average strain enforcing 𝝈 = 𝜮 or 𝝐 = , respectively. In this work, the second option is applied. To establish PBCs for the analysis
f an RVE, the boundary is divided into two counterpart segments, designated as 𝜕+ and 𝜕− depending on the cutting direction.
ogether, these two parts form the complete boundary 𝜕 with 𝒙+ on 𝜕+ having a corresponding point 𝒙− on 𝜕−. Importantly,
he unit normal vectors at these pairs are oriented such that 𝒏− is the negative of 𝒏+ in relation to the coordinate system. In case
f average strain driven micro-structure two requirements must be enforced at the boundary

𝒖+ − 𝒖− = ⟨𝝐(𝒙+ − 𝒙−)⟩𝜕 and 𝒕− = −𝒕+ on 𝜕. (5)

Due to Cauchy stress theorem 𝒕± = 𝝈 𝒏±. These conditions ensure that the displacement field 𝒖 is periodic across the boundary,
hile the stress field 𝒕 exhibits antiperiodicity [22]. While linear displacement boundary conditions only enforce periodicity in

displacement and traction boundary conditions antiperiodicity in traction, PBCs enforce both [23]. The analyzed structure is
composed of a matrix embedded with spherical particles each characterized by distinct Young’s moduli and Poisson’s ratios as
llustrated in Fig. 1(left). The particles, with a predefined radius, are distributed randomly within the matrix. To solve the boundary

value problem the FEM is applied in which the micro-structure is subdivided into individual elements. There are different ways of
constructing the mesh and resolving heterogeneous materials. As opposed to irregular meshes that link elements conforming to the
micro-structure, this work uses regular meshes in the form of 8-node hexahedral elements to discretize the RVE. This non-conforming
approach does not require the boundaries of the finite elements to match with material interfaces and enables the adaptive
refinement or coarsening in regions of interest without needing to adjust the entire mesh, which decreases the computational
effort [24]. The rapid generation of structured internal meshes lead to the absence of finite element distortion caused by the
microstructure [18]. In [25] the different meshing approaches are compared in numerical studies. Without a conforming mesh,
material discontinuities are located within the element. A convergence study regarding the necessary number of finite elements
3 
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Fig. 1. RVE in 2D with particles in matrix (left) and discretization (right) including Gauss integration points (red: matrix; blue: particles). (For interpretation
of the references to color in this figure legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

Fig. 2. RVE mesh with boundary-coupling implementation of PBCs.

is conducted in 4.1. To better capture the geometry and material behavior a higher rank of quadrature needs to be employed.
Elements without particle intersections use two Gauss points in each dimension, so 𝑁𝑔 = 2 in case of linear shape functions for
numerical integration. Conversely, interface elements with intersecting particles require higher-order integration, utilizing 𝑁𝑔 = 5
Gauss points per direction (Fig. 1) as recommended in [26]. Various approaches exist for imposing PBCs. First, the pairing nodes
must be determined. The description from [27] was used in this work by pairing nodes at opposite planes of the RVE’s surface as
illustrated in Fig. 2. To fulfill the conditions in (5), the Lagrange multiplier [28,29], penalty methods or direct elimination [30] are
possible. A more efficient option can be found in [31] which bases the PBCs on a division into dependent and independent degrees
of freedom due to periodicity. This allows the linear system of equations to be condensed only retaining the independent degrees
of freedom.

2.3. Determination of the RVE

To determine the RVE an ensemble averaging and a sample scaling must be conducted [24,32]. The first estimation involves
analyzing small samples that, individually, may not exhibit isotropy. For a pre-defined sample size, ensemble averaging over 𝑁
4 



V. Würz and C. Weißenfels Computer Methods in Applied Mechanics and Engineering 435 (2025) 117617 
Fig. 3. Considering successively larger samples (sample scaling) and multiple samples per sample size (ensemble averaging) to determine RVE size.

samples is conducted, where each sample shows a different distribution of particles. This continues until the calculated averaged
macroscopic properties of 𝜅 and 𝜇

⟨𝜅⟩ ≡ 1
𝑁

𝑁
∑

𝑖=1
𝜅𝑖, ⟨𝜇⟩ ≡ 1

𝑁

𝑁
∑

𝑖=1
𝜇𝑖. (6)

converge under a specific convergence tolerance
|

|

|

|

𝑃 𝑘+1 − 𝑃 𝑘

𝑃 𝑘

|

|

|

|

≤ TOL. (7)

The symbol 𝑃𝐾 denotes either 𝜅 or 𝜇 for a given sample 𝑘. In the second step of estimation, the size of the domain  is
increased, and its response is once again evaluated for convergence within a predefined tolerance threshold, as specified in (7).
By progressively scaling these samples and accounting for the distribution of randomly dispersed particles within the matrix, the
inherent anisotropy of individual samples in the heterogeneous material is reduced. This approach allows the statistical RVE to
capture a broad range of potential mechanical responses reflective of the material’s global structure. As noted in [24], smaller sample
RVEs often exhibit anisotropic effects, leading to what is known as ‘isotropic inconsistency’. However, by enlarging these samples
and analyzing the response of multiple averaged ensembles with random inclusions, the level of anisotropy can be diminished to an
acceptable threshold, facilitating a more representative statistical RVE. In Fig. 3 this scheme of sample scaling (top) and ensemble
averaging (bottom) over multiple samples per sample size is illustrated for 3-dimensional RVEs. For a general explanation on the
computation of bounds on effective properties using harmonic averaging see [13,33]. Comprehensive insights into the statistical
approaches of defining the RVE size and its derivation from the Statistical Volume Element can be found in [34] or [35].

3. Micro-structure design using actor–critic reinforcement learning

Inverse problems, like the underlying, infer unknown parameters or functions from observed data and are typically ill-posed
because they frequently lack one or more of the following properties: existence, uniqueness, and stability of the solution [36]. This
instability arises naturally in these problems due to the indirect and often noisy relationship between the measured data and the
sought parameters as explained in detail in [37]. The effective macroscopic behavior of the heterogeneous material depends on
the size and number of particles, as well as on Young’s modulus and Poisson’s ratio of both the matrix and particles. Using an
A2C reinforcement learning approach these properties are adjusted based on the outcome of Neural Networks (NNs). These NNs
are trained based on rewards gathered in an environment including an FE-simulation of the current micro-configuration. More
information on NNs in the context of deep learning can be found in [38–40].

3.1. Role of neural networks and forward-propagation

In the context of this work, two NNs, the actor and the critic network, construct the agent to predict, execute and evaluate the
learned strategy (see Fig. 4). Detailed information of their structure and activation functions can be found in Section 4.2 Table 1. A
detailed explanation of activation functions is given in [41,42]. The actor network outputs a probability distribution related to the
current best modification of the micro-configuration. The critic provides an evaluation of the quality of the current strategy that
leads to this probability distribution. A tuple of the current state 𝑺 𝑡 in the episode step 𝑡 that consists of Young’s modulus 𝐸 and
Poisson’s ratio 𝜈 of particles and matrix as well as the particle radius 𝑟 are the inputs of both NNs.
𝑺 𝑡 = [𝐸𝑝, 𝐸𝑚, 𝜈𝑝, 𝜈𝑚, 𝑟𝑝]. (8)

5 
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Fig. 4. Basic A2C scheme.

Table 1
Network architecture for Actor and Critic networks.
Network Layer type Number of neurons Activation function

Actor

Input layer 4 –
Dense layer 1 64 GeLU
Dense layer 2 128 GeLU
Dense layer 3 256 GeLU
Output layer 10 Linear

Critic

Input layer 4 –
Dense layer 1 128 GeLU
Dense layer 2 256 GeLU
Dense layer 3 512 GeLU
Dense layer 4 256 GeLU
Output layer 1 Linear

These five design variables represent the most basic form of parameterization of our state. In Section 4.6 the state vector is
complemented with additional entries, see (22). An episode in this context is defined as multiple sequential steps 𝑺 𝑡 of forward
propagation, action execution and received reward. As output 𝒐𝑡 the actor network in this work does not only estimate a mean 𝜇
for all potentially best adjustments of each action but also its standard deviation 𝜎

𝒐𝜇𝑡 = [𝜇𝑝
𝐸 , 𝜇𝑚

𝐸 , 𝜇𝑝
𝜈 , 𝜇𝑚

𝜈 , 𝜇𝑝
𝑟 ], 𝒐𝜎𝑡 = [𝜎𝑝𝐸 , 𝜎𝑚𝐸 , 𝜎𝑝𝜈 , 𝜎𝑚𝜈 , 𝜎𝑝𝑟 ]. (9)

The action comprises a change of the Young’s moduli, Poisson’s ratios and radii. Using the Box–Muller formula [43]

𝑍 =
√

−2 ln
(

𝑈1
)

cos
(

2𝜋 𝑈2
)

(10)

with randomly generated variables 𝑈1, 𝑈2 ∈ {0, 1} standard normal random variables 𝒁 are calculated for every entry in the action
space that are derived in approximation of normal distributed variables 𝒁 ∼  (𝜇 , 𝜎) with 𝜇 = 0 and 𝜎 = 1. A discrete action tuple
is sampled using different variables 𝒁 and the means and standard deviations from the output (9)

𝑨𝑡 = 𝒐𝜇𝑡 + 𝒐𝜎𝑡 ∗ 𝒁. (11)

Due to the scaling of standard normal samples by 𝜎 and shifting by 𝜇 stochastic actions are obtained according to the learned policy
parameters. The adjusted micro-configuration defines the basis for a new FEM-computation together with the determination of the
macroscopic properties according to (4) (see also Fig. 4). The fundamental objective of the algorithm is the proper adjustment
of state 𝑺 𝑡 that leads to the desired macroscopic properties. The primary reason for using NNs to achieve the above mentioned
relationship is their ability to learn and represent complex, high-dimensional mappings from inputs to outputs. Unlike for example
6 
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Fig. 5. Reward function in dependency of previous-distance values 𝑑𝑡−1.

tabular methods that store values for every possible state–action pair, NNs approximate these values, making them very useful in
environments with continuous state spaces like the underlying micro-configurations in this material design task. Ultimately, NNs
are able to provide a compact, generalized and scaleable way of representing the connection between current micro-configuration
and its ideal adjustment to reach the target macroscopic properties.

3.2. Reward engineering

For an efficient learning process a proper reward must be defined guiding the algorithm closer to the target bulk modulus 𝜅𝑡𝑎𝑟𝑔 𝑒𝑡.
In this work, the agent collects positive or negative reward signals on interaction with the FE-solver based on the quality of the
current action and its influence on the mechanical properties of the structure. The simulation returns a positive or negative absolute
distance to the target bulk modulus 𝑑𝑡 in the current step t compared to the distance in the previous adjustment 𝑑𝑡−1 as result of
the current micro-mechanical configuration of the material

𝑑𝑡 = 𝜅𝑡𝑎𝑟𝑔 𝑒𝑡 − 𝜅𝑡, 𝑑𝑡−1 = 𝜅𝑡𝑎𝑟𝑔 𝑒𝑡 − 𝜅𝑡−1. (12)

To guide the agent in the direction of the desired bulk modulus a reward is developed

𝑅𝑡 = −𝑎 ⋅ ln
(

|𝑑𝑡| + 𝜖
|𝑑𝑡−1| + 𝜖

)

+ (|𝑑𝑡−1| − |𝑑𝑡|). (13)

This formulation ensures an exponential increase of the reward if the distance to the target bulk modulus decreases as plotted in
Fig. 5. It can be observed that the distance 𝑑𝑡 needs to be smaller than the distance 𝑑𝑡−1 in order to gain rewards. This behavior
provides the agent with an incentive to further refine the achieved bulk modulus, even though it has already received a significant
amount of rewards for reducing the distance from the initial configuration to the current configuration. The additional numerical
parameters 𝑎 and 𝜖 allow to adjust the ascent of the natural logarithmic function while still being defined at every value of 𝑑𝑡
including zero. For this purpose 𝜖 is chosen to be a very small number unequal to zero and 𝑎 = 0.7, however different values
may be used dependent on specific reward preferences. In addition, the agent gains another 10 reward when it is able to reach
the target bulk modulus within a pre-defined error threshold of 0.33% (Fig. 5). In this case, the task is considered solved and a
micro-configuration is found that achieves the defined macroscopic property in a sufficient manner.

3.3. Loss calculation and back-propagation

To effectively adjust the parameters of the NNs in a way that achieves the target macro properties, a loss function is minimized
or maximized together with back-propagation of the NN at the end of each episode, respectively. The general scheme of the last
step of one episode is illustrated in Fig. 4. As mentioned before, A2C uses two NNs, one that determines which action to take (actor)
and another that evaluates the action (critic). By taking both into account, the model learns more effectively from the discrepancies
between the predicted value of the critic and the actual return from the environment, which is also called the advantage 𝐴(𝑺 𝑡,𝑨𝑡)

𝐴(𝑺 𝑡,𝑨𝑡) = 𝑄𝜋 (𝑺 𝑡,𝑨𝑡) − 𝑉 (𝑺 𝑡). (14)

The value-function 𝑉 (𝑺 𝑡) is the estimated quality of the state or micro-configuration predicted by the critic network. The action–
value function 𝑄𝜋 (𝑺 𝑡,𝑨𝑡) represents the expected return that is received starting from state 𝑺 𝑡 and taking action 𝑨𝑡 following policy
𝜋

𝑄𝜋 (𝑺 𝑡,𝑨𝑡) = 𝑅𝑡 + 𝛾 𝑉 𝜋 (𝑺 𝑡+1). (15)
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The action–value function is an objective measure of the quality of the action or the modification of the micro-mechanical properties
starting from the current configuration or state of the environment. 𝑅𝑡 defines the immediate reward received for executing the
action. The action–value function is formulated including the value-function in the next step 𝑡+ 1. It needs to be noted that 𝑉 𝜋 (𝑺 𝑡+1)
is different to 𝑉 (𝑺 𝑡) formulated in (14). The value-function is not estimated by the critic but it represents the cumulative summed
nd discounted returns in all prior steps of the current episode

𝑉 𝜋 (𝑺 𝑡) =
[ 𝑛
∑

𝑘=0
𝛾𝑘𝑅𝑡+𝑘+1 ∣ 𝑺 𝑡

]

. (16)

The vertical bar | indicates that each discounted reward in the summation loop starts in state 𝑺 𝑡 followed by forward propagation,
action output, action execution and reward return for each step in the episode. For this all received rewards must be stored. The
discount factor balances how future rewards are valued compared to immediate rewards. In addition, it avoids an infinite growth
f future rewards and leads to a finite and stable expected return improving the stability and convergence of the learning process.
he advantage 𝐴(𝑺 𝑡,𝑨𝑡) is calculated at the end of each episode. In addition, both the actor and the critic have their own loss
unctions, with which the weights of both neural networks are updated. Among different ways, see for instance [44], the critic loss

is computed by the mean squared error (MSE) of the advantage 𝐴(𝑺 𝑡,𝑨𝑡) given in (14) is used

𝐿critic = 1
𝑁

𝑁
∑

𝑡=1
𝐴(𝑺 𝑡,𝑨𝑡)2. (17)

Here, N is the number of steps within one episode. This ensures that the model learns from the entire trajectory of that episode.
In environments with continuous action spaces like in this work the actor network outputs parameters of a probability distribution

𝜋 that define the policy (see (9)). The actor loss is calculated by taking the logarithm of this likelihood multiplied by the advantage
function

𝐿actor = − 1
𝑁

𝑁
∑

𝑡=1
ln
(

𝜋(𝑨𝑡|𝑺 𝑡)
)

𝐴(𝑺 𝑡,𝑨𝑡), (18)

where 𝜋(𝑨𝑡|𝑺 𝑡) is the policy’s probability of taking action 𝑨𝑡 in state 𝑺 𝑡. This term is then averaged over all prior steps t of the
episode. Taking actions based on this probability distribution balances exploration and exploitation naturally based on the current

eights of the actor network. The loss function for the actor is designed to encourage actions that lead to higher returns. Similar
o the critic loss the actor loss is also taken as the mean over all time steps within one episode. In the optimization process actor

and critic loss are combined together with the weighted entropy to form the total loss 𝐿𝑡𝑜𝑡𝑎𝑙

𝐿𝑡𝑜𝑡𝑎𝑙 = 𝑤𝑐𝐿𝑐 𝑟𝑖𝑡𝑖𝑐 +𝑤𝑎𝐿𝑎𝑐 𝑡𝑜𝑟 − 𝛽𝑠𝑢𝑚. (19)

The entropy term  corresponds to the average uncertainty in the outcomes of the continuous distribution returned from the actor
network (9), where i iterates through all entries of the standard deviation tuple

𝑖(𝜎𝑖) = 1
2

ln
(

2𝜋 𝜖 𝜎2𝑖
)

, 𝑠𝑢𝑚 =
𝐼
∑

𝑖=1
𝑖. (20)

In (19)  is scaled by the entropy weight 𝛽, which regulates how much importance the policy should put on discovering new
micro-mechanical configurations as compared to exploit the already learned correlations that are stored implicitly in the artificial
neural networks. A more detailed explanation of entropy and exploration–exploitation balancing in A2C is given in [7,45]. The
weights 𝑤𝑐 and 𝑤𝑎 in (19) can be balanced based on the specific environment. In this work 𝑤𝑎 is always set to 1 while critic
oss and entropy weight are considered as hyperparameters. To optimize these weights the stochastic and gradient-based optimizer
dam is chosen. This algorithm computes individual adaptive learning rates for different parameters based on the first and second
oments of the gradients [46]. The Adam optimizer has proven to be very robust and works well with different gradient scales due

to its dynamic learning rate [47,48]. During the adjustment of micro-mechanical properties the macroscopic behavior is expected to
luctuate significantly (see (10)), which leads to very volatile rewards. As gradients are calculated directly from rewards, robustness
s improved. Using the respective gradients both the actor and the critic networks are updated simultaneously. The updates are
caled by a learning rate 𝛼, which controls the step size in the gradient descent/ascent process

𝜃𝑎𝑛𝑒𝑤 = 𝜃𝑎𝑜𝑙 𝑑 − 𝛼𝑎∇𝑎
𝜃𝐿𝑡𝑜𝑡𝑎𝑙 , 𝜃𝑐𝑛𝑒𝑤 = 𝜃𝑐𝑜𝑙 𝑑 − 𝛼𝑐∇𝑐

𝜃𝐿𝑡𝑜𝑡𝑎𝑙 . (21)

The learning rate for actor and critic can be chosen independently. A more profound explanation on optimizing NNs is given
in [49,50]. After this optimization step the gradients are cleared and the new episode is started with the updated network parameters.

3.4. General process flow

The algorithm starts with an initialization of the actor and critic network as well as the setup of the FEM environment. Starting
ith the first training loop the initial micro-configuration is defined. In the first step, forward propagation through actor and critic
etwork are performed on initial state. The first action tuple is derived from estimated mean and standard deviation for all adjustable
icro-properties (given in (9)). This action is scaled and executed within the environment, changing the initial micro-configuration

to a new state. The FEM calculates the mechanical response of the new RVE and returns the difference to the desired target bulk
modulus in the form of positive or negative rewards (5). The current reward is stored within a batch. This process is repeated in
8 
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Fig. 6. General A2C process flow.

the next steps until one of the following termination conditions is met (Fig. 5). Each episode is terminated either after a defined
number of steps or after the desired precision of target bulk modulus is achieved. After termination the NNs are optimized using
(19) and a new episode is initiated. This process is repeated until the agents are able to reach the desired micro-configuration that
leads to the target macro properties consistently within every episode. While typical DRL use-cases cover tasks, where every step
in the process is dependent on the previous step, in this work a sequential learning should not be necessary. As the action space is
continuous and the state is independent of prior states, all actions in all possible micro-adjustments can be of any desired scale and
are able to reach the goal at any step of the episode. In addition, the potential of finding micro-configurations that conform with
the desired macro properties do not need to follow a specific trajectory. This leads to the hypothesis that multiple steps in every
episode are not necessary and one step is sufficient in reaching the target as shown in Section 4.3.

4. Results and discussion

This chapter presents the key findings of the study, beginning with the determination of the Representative Volume Element
(RVE) size as a foundational step. The implementation and basic setup of the Advantage Actor–Critic (A2C) algorithm are then
discussed, followed by a sensitivity analysis of the Deep Reinforcement Learning (DRL) model to key hyperparameters, allowing
the algorithm to be tailored to specific objectives. A comparative analysis between Bayesian Optimization (BO) and A2C relates
their process in achieving target bulk modulus values and computational efforts. Furthermore, the study extends into a three-
dimensional application and explores a more complex example that incorporates a 3-dimensional material list as search space and
extends the adjustable material parameters with density and volume fraction. This extension enables a transition to a multi-objective
optimization framework, which balances material weight alongside bulk modulus, broadening the applicability of the proposed
model.

4.1. Numerical RVE size

At first a convergence study regarding the necessary number of finite elements is conducted to verify that the inclusions and their
contributions to the overall stress progression is resolved with sufficient accuracy. In Fig. 7, the convergence of the bulk modulus is
depicted as a function of the number of elements per dimension and the number of elements per inclusion along each dimension.
The results demonstrate that the bulk modulus achieves convergence within an acceptable tolerance when using between 8 and
16 elements per dimension which corresponds to 2 to 6 elements per dimension for the inclusions, in the case considered. Thus, a
resolution for each particle of 2–4 is maintained in the following. As described in Section 3.3, ensemble averages of multiple random
distributions of particles in the matrix are calculated for individual sample sizes (Fig. 6). Based on (7) the tolerance is calculated and
the ensemble averages together with the sample sizes are monitored for convergence under a specific tolerance threshold. As later
in the reinforcement runs, the radius of the distributed particles are allowed to change between 1 and 2, it needs to be assured that
the material is homogenized for all possible radii. Hence, homogenization is only conducted for the lowest, highest and intermediate
radius. It is observed that a sample size of 18 elements per direction and an ensemble average of 10 samples is enough to statistically
represent the material.

4.2. Basic setup of A2C algorithm

To initialize the NNs, their hyperparameters and net parameters need to be specified based on educated guess and prior testing.
The layout and activation functions of each network are presented in Table 1. In this work, the input is normalized using the
9 
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Fig. 7. Convergence of bulk modulus for different element numbers per dimension (left-outer) and inclusions (left-inner) and nodal stress for selected resolutions
(right).

Fig. 8. Convergence of ensemble averages (top) and sample scaling (bottom) based on (6), (7) and Fig. 3, RVE stress magnitude (right).

MinMax normalization scheme [51]. In addition, gradient clipping and weight decay is performed on the actor and critic gradients
and weights like mentioned in [52,53]. The theoretical design is constrained regarding Young’s modulus and Poisson’s ratio. In the
state space 𝑺 𝑡, the Young’s moduli for matrix and particles are constrained between 0 and 200 GPa and Poisson’s ratios between
0.0 and 0.5. The radius of the particles are bounded between 1 and 2. The initial values at the start of each episode are chosen to
be in the middle of each state space. The output is normalized to an appropriate range that corresponds to the specific property
being optimized. The scale of each step in the different micro-property adjustments is chosen so that the limits mentioned above
are not exceeded. If the achieved bulk modulus falls within the allowed range of ±0.5 GPa of the target bulk modulus, the episode is
terminated and started again. Otherwise, the episode terminates after a fixed number of steps. The first A2C run is conducted using
hyperparameters based on experience and literature (Fig. 9). While the algorithm is able to decrease the distance to the target bulk
modulus effectively and reaches its goal within the allowed margin of error multiple times (see for instance Fig. 9), there is still
potential for improvements.

4.3. Sensitivity analysis of the deep reinforcement learning model

Time efficient learning and general model performance depends on the algorithm’s hyperparameters. While intuition and empir-
ical testing already leads to good results as shown in the previous section in Fig. 9, a study on the refinement of hyperparameters
is conducted by applying a GA. Initially, multiple sets of potentially successful parameters sets are defined. These sets include the
learning rate, discount factor, entropy coefficient, episode duration, and critic loss weight. The initial population of the GA will
combine these sets to create potentially superior configurations. A two-stage GA is used to optimize parameter settings, aiming to
10 
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Fig. 9. First A2C run using following hyperparameters: [learning-rate = 0.0001, entropy-weight = 0.01, discount-factor = 0.95, episode-duration = 10, critic-
loss-weight = 0.5](left), excerpt of achieved micro-configurations with bulk modulus of 12 GPa (right (a)–(d)).

minimize the distance to a target bulk modulus. A detailed introduction and implementation scheme of different tuning algorithms
like Bayesian optimization, GAs and grid search is given in [54].

4.3.1. Evaluating general learning capabilities
The objective of the GA is designed to find hyperparameter combinations that minimize the cumulative distance to the target bulk

modulus at the end of each RL episode. By minimizing the summed distance to the target bulk modulus, the algorithm is incentivized
to not only approach but also maintain proximity to the smallest possible distance. Initially, the parameter sets are chosen broadly,
allowing the algorithm to explore a wide range of possible micro-structures. This broad selection is critical as it enables an extensive
initial search within the parameter space. After the first GA run, the outcome is analyzed to identify promising sets. The second
stage involves refining these parameters through a new GA run, employing a more focused search to fine-tune the parameters more
effectively. The upper diagram in Fig. 8 displays the first stage of the GA tuning process, taking into account a very broad range
of hyperparameters. In the lower diagram, the hyperparameter range is refined based on the gathered knowledge. For illustration
purposes only a few of all runs are depicted. For each run the absolute distance to the target bulk modulus at the last step of each
episode is plotted against the episode. Among different hyperparameters, learning rate, episode duration, and entropy weight posses
the strongest influence on the overall performance of the A2C. In combination with the reward function explained in Section 3.4 the
episode duration seems to primarily influence the variance of the distance at the end of the episode. The runs in the upper diagram
in Fig. 8 have multiple steps per episode ranging from 2 to 10 steps while the refined runs only consider a single step per episode.
The variance is much higher in the single step approach. This however does not have noticeable influence on the models overall
performance. The single-step runs also decrease variance significantly over time. Using more steps, the computational effort also
increases. For this reason in the following each episode includes only one step. It can be noted that higher learning rates, like Conf.
1 and Conf. 3 in Fig. 10, lead very quickly to allowed micro-configurations. However, such hyperparameters lead to a very unstable
learning as these runs move away from the target later on or fluctuate significantly. In comparison, medium or small learning rates
as depicted by Conf. 2 and Conf. 4 approach the small absolute distances slower, but tend to be more stable in the monitored
time-frame. Learning rates in the range of 1 to 5 × 10−4 and entropy values of 0.1 to 0.3 show the most stable learning behavior and
approach low distance values rather quickly. Hence, only values in this range were allowed in the second GA tuning process. This
refined approach is shown in the lower diagram in Fig. 9. It can be observed that the general ability to converge to low distance
values from top to bottom in Fig. 10 could be improved significantly. Conf. 7, Conf. 5 and Conf. 8 all show high conformance with
small distances to the target bulk modulus after a learning process of around 1000 episodes. Converging to distance values around
zero is a strong indication that the algorithm understands how the micro-configuration needs to be adjusted in order to achieve the
target bulk modulus. The longer the algorithm is able to stay at low distance values the higher is the probability that the desired
target bulk modulus is reached multiple times. This makes it possible to find multiple different configurations of the micro-structure
that have the desired macroscopic properties. While the run with the highest learning rate (Conf. 6 in lower diagram of Fig. 8) is
able to reach small distance values at first, it is not able to stay in the desired range over the whole time frame. This is consistent
with the findings in the first GA approach. To get a deeper understanding of the influence of entropy weight and learning rate on
the models performance and efficiency the best configurations were tested using variations of the mentioned parameters.

4.3.2. Algorithm sensitivity to entropy weight and learning rate
As the entropy weight and the learning rate are the most sensitive, these properties were investigated in more detail. In the upper

diagram in Fig. 11 an excerpt of different entropy weights is shown. High values (blue and red curve) lead to a rather fluctuating
performance at larger episodes. Medium values (yellow curve) and low values (green curve) have superior properties regarding
volatility of performance. The lower diagram verifies that by adjusting the learning rate either the goal of early achieved targets or
of consistent learning can be achieved. However, it is not possible to achieve both by only adjusting this parameter. Higher learning
rates (red and blue curves) reach a small distance earlier compared to the green or yellow curves. However, the latter have a lot more
11 



V. Würz and C. Weißenfels Computer Methods in Applied Mechanics and Engineering 435 (2025) 117617 
Fig. 10. A2C runs with GA tuning, broad set (top), refined set (bottom) for given hyperparameters listed in Table 2.

Table 2
Specification of used hyperparameters of Fig. 10.
Runs Learning rate Entropy weight Discount factor Episode duration Critic weight

Conf. 1 0.000079 0.202 0.976 6 0.683
Conf. 2 0.000052 0.148 0.975 2 0.845
Conf. 3 0.000070 0.298 0.978 4 0.546
Conf. 4 0.000028 0.299 0.971 8 0.810
Conf. 5 0.000022 0.114 0.982 1 0.703
Conf. 6 0.000045 0.254 0.986 1 0.719
Conf. 7 0.000018 0.127 0.978 1 0.737
Conf. 8 0.000037 0.139 0.990 1 0.779

stable performance over the whole time-frame. Rewinding the findings of the analysis it can be concluded that the A2C algorithm
is sensitive to hyperparameter tuning. To achieve a consistent learning, low variance and early achieved target especially entropy
and learning rate need to be balanced within certain ranges. Consistently good performance was achieved with one-step episodes
using learning rates between 2.5 to 3.5 × 10−4 and entropy weights of around 0.1 to 0.3. Beyond its role in managing exploration
and exploitation, the entropy term also serves to enhance the diversity of achievable material configurations. While the reward
structure illustrated in Fig. 5 directs the algorithm toward minimizing the distance to the target, the entropy term counterbalances
this, enabling exploration across a broader range of the search space. This dual effect intentionally prevents convergence of the
material properties in (8) within the episode range, aligning with the goal of identifying multiple viable configurations rather than
a single unique solution.

4.3.3. Tailoring algorithm performance to specific objectives
Key performance indicators (KPIs) represent metrics to quantify the quality of the algorithm. In literature regarding machine

learning and statistics it is often differentiated between performance, efficiency, sample efficiency and robustness metrics. Here,
performance is understood as the accuracy to achieve the desired bulk modulus as well as the ability of reaching desired states as
often as possible. Efficiency evaluates the time required to reach the target. Robustness measures the ability to achieve the goals
reliably and stable over multiple episodes without high fluctuations.

While so far consistent learning and low volatile convergence to the target bulk modulus was the focus, an insight into different
hyperparameter configurations that each serve one specific purpose better than the others is now presented. In Fig. 12, Conf. 2 has
high efficiency as only 125 steps are needed to find a proper micro-configuration that achieves the desired bulk modulus. Conf. 5
has the smallest cumulative total distance to zero and therefore shows high performance and robustness.

Hence, this configuration reaches close distances very early on and stays within a close range for a relatively long time. This
behavior is desired in order to maintain a high likelihood of reaching the target bulk modulus as the tested micro-configurations
all lie within close proximity to the margin of accepted error. While this run indeed reaches a high number of different accepted
micro-configurations, i.e. 157, Conf. 1 and Conf. 4 result in the highest number of target bulk modulus, i.e. 345 and 338. The
configuration also indicate the highest performance due to the ability to learn the intrinsic mechanical properties quickly and also
very accurately. The absolute distances stay within the region of accepted margin of error for a long consecutive time and multiple
accepted configurations can be accumulated.
12 
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Fig. 11. Sensitivity to entropy weight (top) and learning rate (bottom), hyperparameters: [learning rate, entropy coefficient, discount factor, episode duration,
critic weight]; top: [0.000026, see legend, 0.99, 1, 0.5]; bottom: [see legend, 0.23, 0.99, 1, 0.5]. (For interpretation of the references to color in this figure
legend, the reader is referred to the web version of this article.)

Fig. 12. KPI comparison, hyperparameters: [learning rate, entropy coefficient, discount factor, episode duration, critic weight]; Configurations 1–5 (discount
factor, episode duration and critic weight stay constant): [see Table 3, see Tables 3, 0.99, 1, 0.5].

Table 3
List of hyperparameter configurations for each curve in Fig. 12.

Runs Learning rate Entropy weight Cumulative distance Steps until achieved target Number of achieved targets

Conf. 1 0.000033 0.14 2904 435 338
Conf. 2 0.000077 0.15 4247 125 80
Conf. 3 0.000015 0.33 6059 460 57
Conf. 4 0.000030 0.17 3034 358 345
Conf. 5 0.000061 0.28 1790 159 157

4.4. Comparing A2C based material design with Bayesian optimization

An alternative and already well established optimization algorithm in material design is Bayesian Optimization (BO) as a
probabilistic model-based approach for optimizing complex functions that are expensive to evaluate [11]. While reinforcement
learning (RL) methods like A2C rely on iterative strategy optimization through trial-and-error interactions, adjusting the neural
network’s structure and refining strategies, Bayesian Optimization (BO) builds a probabilistic model to guide each step toward
the target more efficiently, representing a strategy grounded in optimization. Although comparing these algorithms directly is
challenging due to their distinct methodologies, their progress in reducing the distance to the target bulk modulus can be analyzed.
Fig. 13 shows that BO effectively minimizes the distance to the target bulk modulus in a simple 2-dimensional case similarly to the
A2C approach. Additionally, both algorithms successfully identify between 100 and 400 accepted material configurations within
13 
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Fig. 13. Comparison of A2C and BO in terms of cumulative number of achieved target bulk modulus (left) and duration of every episode (right).

Fig. 14. Ensemble averages (top) and sample scaling (bottom) to define an RVE in a 3-dimensional case.

800 episodes. While these numbers vary significantly across different runs, the general learning trend depicted as the reduction
in the distance to the target bulk modulus remains consistent. When examining the duration of episodes (Fig. 13), a notable
difference emerges during the training process. Initially, the episode durations for both algorithms are comparable. However, as
training progresses, BO’s episode duration increases with each iteration step, whereas A2C’s durations remain relatively stable.
While the absolute values of episode durations hold limited significance due to differences in the technical implementation of the
two algorithms, the relative trends are noteworthy. BO’s increasing iteration duration aligns with theoretical expectations, as its
underlying probabilistic model becomes more complex with additional episodes, see [55,56]. In contrast, A2C maintains a consistent
model complexity over time and consequently a constant iteration time.

4.5. 3-dimensional inverse material design

Having successfully implemented a fine-tuned 2D-A2C algorithm the developed approach is also applied for a 3-dimensional test
case. First the RVE is determined (Fig. 14). The upper diagram shows the margin of change when applying ensemble averaging over
multiple same size RVE samples with random particle distributions. At a sample size of 10 × 10 × 10 and 20 samples convergence
is observed (Fig. 14). The developed A2C algorithm is applied to achieve a specific target bulk modulus of 150 GPa by adjusting the
microscopic material properties, i.e. Poisson’s ratios, Young’s moduli and particle radii. The hyperparameters are selected based on
the conclusions for the 2D case. In Fig. 15 the three KPIs of performance, efficiency and robustness are compared. It is observed that
the training behavior in a 3D environment closely matches the 2D findings regarding influence of learning rate and entropy weight.
However, the absolute sample efficiency, performance and robustness differs. To learn underlying interrelationships consistently
seems to be slightly more challenging for the agents.

However, the hyperparameters can still be adjusted effectively to the different KPIs. Conf. 1 achieved the highest sample efficiency
reaching the target after 147 steps. Conf. 2 and 3 show the highest robustness, fluctuating in close proximity to the target very
consistently over the time frame. Conf. 3 achieved the highest performance, i.e. 125 allowed micro-configurations conforming with
the target. Hence, it can be concluded that findings in the 2-dimensional case can be transferred to the 3-dimensional case effectively.
The A2C algorithm can be adjusted precisely to the desired strategy and reaches the target within the error threshold as desired.
14 
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Fig. 15. KPI comparison, lowest cumulative distance to target (Conf. 2), least steps until achieved target (Conf. 1), number of achieved target (Conf. 3),
hyperparameters in Table 4.

Table 4
Hyperparameter configurations of Fig. 15.
Runs Learning rate Entropy weight Discount factor Episode duration Critic weight

Conf. 1 0.00005 0.15 0.99 1 0.5
Conf. 2 0.00001 0.25 0.99 1 0.5
Conf. 3 0.000007 0.33 0.99 1 0.5

4.6. Material list and density optimization

As the general capabilities of the A2C algorithm applied to a theoretical problem of artificial continuous materials are now
studied, these findings are applied in a more realistic scenario. In this context a material list is created consisting of around 8000
materials extracted from the online database matweb.com. The properties of Young’s modulus, Poisson’s ratio and density are
structured in a way that the RL algorithm is able to navigate within this discrete space and select material combinations based
on the mechanical responses. It is important to implement a logical structuring to enable successive decisions while only a fraction
of the theoretical, wide-ranging design space needs to be explored. The material properties are ranked and structured from lowest
to highest value. In each step the algorithm places a theoretical material point within the boundaries of all existing materials both
for particle and for matrix material based on the weights of the current NNs. The distances to all possible discrete materials within
the design space are calculated efficiently using the ‘‘Compressed KD-Tree’’ algorithm [57]. The spatially nearest discrete material
is used for the next evaluation within the environment. Based on feedback from the FEM algorithm the RL algorithm is again able
to navigate the design space in a way that leads to multiple material combinations conforming with the desired target properties. In
this version the reward structure is extended. Rewards are not only given for getting closer to the target bulk modulus but also when
the total weight of the material based on the density of matrix and particles is decreased. In addition to particle radius this version
includes the volume fraction of particles in the matrix as adjustable and learnable topological parameter. Higher volume fractions
necessitate a more sophisticated approach for random micro-structure generation. For this purpose an algorithm is created that
calculates repulsive forces between overlapping inclusions that are applied to separate them until no overlap remains as depicted
in Fig. 17. This way the theoretical upper limit for reachable volume fractions is between 70 and 80 percent. However, for faster
micro-structure generation the volume fraction is capped in this example at 60 percent. On micro-structure generation the particles
can also move through the boundaries onto the other side of the RVE. This periodicity represents a theoretically infinite structure.
In Fig. 17 the 2D version of the micro-structure generation is illustrated. The 3D version is equivalent to it in terms of periodicity
and handling of overlaps. The state representation represents now eight entries compared to (8)

𝑺 𝑡 = [𝐸𝑟
𝑚, 𝜈𝑟𝑚, 𝜌𝑟𝑚, 𝐸𝑟

𝑝, 𝜈𝑟𝑝, 𝜌𝑟𝑝, 𝑟𝑝, 𝑓𝑝] (22)

incorporating the three coordinates in the 3-dimensional material list of ranked properties of Young’s modulus E, Poisson’s ratio 𝜈,
density 𝜌, and the particle radius and volume fraction 𝑓𝑝 of particles as additional trainable parameters. Consequently, also the output
of the NN’s must be adjusted accordingly to (9). As shown in Fig. 18 over the course of all episodes, the number of configurations
meeting the desired threshold steadily increases. By providing an added incentive for lower weights, the material configurations
become progressively lighter while still achieving a larger number of configurations with the required mechanical properties. The
balance between these two objectives can be controlled by adjusting their respective reward weights 𝑤𝑇 and 𝑤𝑊 in

𝑅𝑡𝑜𝑡𝑎𝑙
𝑡 = 𝑤𝑇 ∗ 𝑅𝑇

𝑡 +𝑤𝑊 ∗ 𝑅𝑊
𝑡 (23)

where the first term corresponds to the weighted reward received for decreasing the distance to the target bulk modulus as given
in (23). The second reward term 𝑅𝑊 is calculated as the difference between the weight in the current episode t and the weight
𝑡

15 

https://www.matweb.com/


V. Würz and C. Weißenfels Computer Methods in Applied Mechanics and Engineering 435 (2025) 117617 
Fig. 16. Material list based discrete materials with Young’s modulus and Poisson’s ratio (left) and additional density (right) ranked from highest to lowest.

Fig. 17. Process of decreasing overlap in randomly generated micro-structure from left to right.

Table 5
Microscopic geometric scales and numbers of particles, volume fractions and material parameters leading to similar macroscopic target bulk moduli and
corresponding lower and upper Hashin–Shtrikman bounds of discrete material combinations listed in Table 6.

𝐸𝑚 [GPa] 𝐸𝑝 [GPa] 𝜈𝑚 𝜈𝑝 VF 𝜅 [GPa] 𝐻 𝑆𝑙 𝑜𝑤𝑒𝑟 [GPa] 𝐻 𝑆𝑢𝑝𝑝𝑒𝑟 [GPa]

(a) 207.0 3.4 0.32 0.30 0.28 87.5 367.7 7.17
(b) 117.0 380.0 0.045 0.18 0.58 90.9 90.9 85.8
(c) 82.85 / 0.344 / 0.0 88.5 88.5 88.5
(d) 89.75 16.9 0.43 0.345 0.25 88.1 233.0 39.6
(e) 16.9 114.0 0.345 0.45 0.17 88.2 19.8 211.0

in the previous episode. In Tables 5 and 6 a selection of achieved material combinations from the material list is given that all
achieve the desired target bulk modulus of 90 GPa in a margin of error of ±3 GPa. The goal of this study is to identify a diverse
range of material configurations. However, it is important to note that the algorithm does not explicitly exclude the possibility of
an arbitrary homogeneous solution where 𝐸𝑚 = 𝐸𝑝 and 𝜈𝑚 = 𝜈𝑝, as listed in Tables 5 and 6 with solution (c). To verify that the
effective moduli of the computed material configurations are within physically realistic and theoretically predicted ranges based on
the properties and volume fractions of its constituents they were evaluated against the Hashin–Shtrikman bounds [58]. Generally,
the determined material combinations are not necessarily compatible or realizable, but it is shown that the inverse design scheme
based on RL is applicable to more realistic scenarios with real discrete materials using a structured 3-dimensional list to support the
RL algorithm in designing discrete material combinations effectively. It is also shown that this method can be effectively extended
to multi-objective tasks by giving additional rewards for reducing the overall weight from one episode to the next. Maintaining
the reward structure as formulated in (13) the search space is kept in close proximity to solutions conforming with the target bulk
modulus. At the same time the reward given for reduced weight drags the search space to configurations that have lower overall
weight. As a result the achieved accepted configurations tend to decrease material weight during the training process (see Figs. 16
and 19).
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Fig. 18. A2C run of discrete material design with number of achieved target configurations per episode (left), total weight of corresponding material configuration
(middle), and distance to target bulk modulus in GPa (right).

Table 6
Discrete matrix and particle material combinations with density, particle radius and number and resulting total
weight of configurations.

𝜌𝑚 [g/cc] 𝜌𝑝 [g/cc] 𝑅𝑝 𝑁𝑝 𝑚𝑡𝑜𝑡𝑎𝑙

(a) 6.04 0.81 1.83 11 4575.6
(b) 1.2 2.56 1.80 24 1969.6
(c) 1.31 / / 0 1279.9
(d) 1.21 0.07 1.15 40 925.0
(e) 0.07 1.21 1.40 15 257.7

Fig. 19. Excerpt of different material micro-configurations (a)–(e) leading to a similar bulk modulus of 90 GPa in materiallist (left) and visualized (right).

5. Summary

This study demonstrates the potential of using Deep Reinforcement Learning in conjunction with homogenization for solving
inverse material design problems. By utilizing an A2C model, a methodology was successfully established that links macroscopic
material properties to micro-structural parameters. Different KPIs such as achieving the target as early as possible (efficiency) or
detecting as many micro-configurations as possible that align with the macroscopic target (performance) were investigated. It was
shown that the applied methodology is highly flexible and can be adjusted to different strategies by tuning the hyperparameters
carefully. The framework effectively optimizes micro-structural features such as particle radius,volume fraction, Young’s modulus,
and Poisson’s ratio to achieve a target bulk modulus at the macro-scale. The findings from the 2D investigation were successfully
extended to a more complex and realistic 3D scenario. In this case, real-world materials were combined using a 3D material list that
also incorporated material density. This extension transformed the original single-objective focused on minimizing the distance to
the target bulk modulus into a multi-objective function that simultaneously reduces the overall weight of the structure. The proposed
approach showcases the robustness and adaptability of the DRL-based model in reliably identifying multiple distinct solutions
17 
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to the inverse problem through interactions with the FEM environment. This highlights its significant potential for designing
microstructures. Future research could expand the current focus on macroscale isotropic materials to include anisotropic materials
y enabling the RL framework to incorporate orientation and particle topology as additional trainable parameters. Consequently,
he multi-objective function could be extended to account for various loading scenarios, broadening its applicability.
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