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Adaptive Manual Control: a Predictive Coding Approach

Lorenzo Terenzi∗
Delft University of Technology, Delft, Zuid Holland, 2600 HS, Netherlands
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Metis Technology Solutions, Inc., NASA Ames Research Center, Moffett Field, CA, 94035

Daan M. Pool‡ and Max Mulder§
Delft University of Technology, Delft, Zuid-Holland, 2600 HS, Netherlands

Improvedunderstanding of humanadaptation canbeused todesignbetter (semi-)automated
systems that can support the human controllerwhen task characteristics suddenly change. This
paper evaluates the effectiveness of a model-based adaptive control technique, Model Refer-
ence Adaptive Control (MRAC), for describing the adaptive control policy used by human
operators while controlling a time-varying system in a pursuit-tracking task. Ten participants
took part in an experiment in which they controlled a time-varying system whose dynamics
changed twice between approximate single and double integrator dynamics, and vice versa.
Our proposed MRAC controller is composed of a feedforward and a feedback controller and
an internal reference model that is used to drive an adaptive control policy. MRAC’s adaptive
control gains, the internal model parameters, and the learning rates were estimated from the
experiment data using non-linear optimization aimed at maximizing the quality-of-fit of par-
ticipants’ control outputs. Participants’ control behavior rapidly changed when the dynamics
of the controlled system changed, in particular for transitions from single to double integrator
dynamics. The MRAC model was indeed able to accurately capture the transient dynamics
exhibited by the participants when the system changed from an approximate single to a dou-
ble integrator, however, for the opposite transition the MRAC gains were always adapted too
slowly. Therefore, in its current form, our MRAC model can be used to approximate human
adaptation in pursuit tracking tasks when a change in the dynamics of the controlled system
requires significant (rate) feedback controller adaptation to maintain satisfactory closed-loop
control performance.

Nomenclature

� = State space matrix, –
�< = Reference model state space matrix, –
�= = Amplitude of the nth sine of the forcing function, rad
� = Control input matrix, –
�< = Reference model control input matrix, –
4 = Roll attitude error, rad
�2 = Controlled dynamics transfer function
�? = Human operator transfer function
�<�! = Internal model closed-loop transfer function
�<$! = Internal model open-loop transfer function
:2 (C) = Time varying gain of the controlled element, –
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:A = MRAC feedforward gain, –
 G = Vector of state gains, –
:G1 = MRAC state gain, –
:G2 = MRAC state derivative gain, s
;A = Learning rate, –
A = Forcing function, rad/s
% = Positive definite matrix, –
C = Time, s
G< = Reference model state
Dℎ = Human operator control output, rad
D< = MRAC model control output, rad
VAF = Variance accounted for, %
g = Human operator time delay, s
\ = MRAC parameter vector, –
q= = Phase of the nth sine of the disturbance signal, rad
WA = Learning rate of the feedforward gain, –
ΓG = Vector of state gain’s learning rate, –
WG1 = Learning rate of the state gain, –
WG2 = Learning rate of the state derivative gain, –
l = Frequency, rad/s
l1 (C) = Time-varying pole of the controlled element, –
l2 = Crossover frequency of the internal model, rad/s
l= = Frequency of the nth sine of the disturbance signal, rad/s

I. Introduction
In the last decades, automation has taken an increasingly important role in systems with humans in the loop, such as

aircraft or road vehicles. Tasks in relatively controlled environments are easiest to automate. For example, most parts of
a commercial flight have been automated because it is possible to rely on precise positioning systems, sensor readings,
lack of obstacles, and preestablished navigation plans. The role of airline pilots has become more that of a supervisor
of a myriad of automated subsystems. Current automation can achieve a human level of performance in perception,
or better, in many tasks. For example, superhuman performance in image classification on the ImageNet dataset was
achieved five years ago [1].

Nonetheless humans are still a crucial element in driving cars and piloting aircraft today, because of their ability to
quickly adapt to a changing environment [2] and to carry out tasks that are complex and difficult to automate. Whereas
the pilot equalization to fixed aircraft dynamics is well known [3], the adaptation to changing dynamics is still unexplored.
Mulder et al. [4], in their state-of-the-art in human control behavior modelling paper, conclude that a good understanding
of how humans adapt their control policy could serve as inspiration for machine learning researchers and automation
engineers to develop more advanced controllers, capable of exhibiting more adaptable behavior. Furthermore, it could
help design better training programs for human controllers and more suitable (semi-)automated support systems to
increase safety.

This paper aims to increase the understanding of human motor adaptation for simple manual control tasks with a
novel approach inspired by a neuroscience framework called ‘Predictive Coding’ (PC) [5]. Our approach is centered on
an adaptive control technique called Model Reference Adaptive Control (MRAC), which uses an explicit reference
‘internal model’ to detect off-nominal behavior and drive controller adaptation. Inspired by McRuer and Jex’s [6]
crossover model, which implies that the open-loop dynamics of a manually controlled system approximate a single
integrator with a time delay independent of the dynamics of the controlled system, in this paper we implement the
crossover model as the reference model in an MRAC controller. Furthermore, we focus on human control adaption in
response to changes in controlled system dynamics matching a series of recent experiments [7, 8, 9] in a pursuit tracking
task. We present a sensitivity analysis of the MRAC parameters and a human-in-the-loop experiment to determine the
feasibility of using MRAC to predict time-varying human control adaptations.

Section II provides a background of research in three fundamental areas used in this paper: internal models, predictive
coding and time-varying/adaptive human operators models. In Section III, the MRAC controller implementation is
presented in detail. The control task and the setup of the experiment are discussed in Section IV. Section V provides the
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stability and sensitivity analyses of the MRAC controller. In Section VI, the experimental results are analysed and
presented and their discussion follows in Section VII. Finally, conclusions are drawn in Section VIII.

II. Background

A. Internal Models
This section presents an overview of internal models and we try to justify their use in the development of adaptive

and optimal control systems. Internal models are widely recognized as an essential component for motor control in
biological systems [10]. Animals have internal models of their body’s and environment’s dynamics that can be used for
motor control and learning [11, 12].

It is commonly accepted that the cerebellum learns and encodes models of the world [13]. These models can
encode the dynamics and properties of the human motor system and of objects that humans interact with. Patients with
cerebellum damage experience very poor motor control and jittering in their movement and have problems learning new
skills [13, 14]. The imprecise motor control in these patients suggests that their brains cannot make use of internal
models of the motor system to find optimal motor commands and anticipate probable future states. In this case, the
brain will have to rely only on sensory feedback (such as visual feedback), which is severely delayed and does not allow
for precise and fast motor control [15].

The exact nature of the models used for sensorimotor control is currently not known, but it is hypothesized they
could be inverse and/or forward dynamical models [16]. Inverse models output the control action needed to achieve a
desired output, while forward models predict the output given an efference copy of the control action. On the other
hand, given a probability distribution of the current states and a control input, forward internal models can generate a
distribution of potential future states. There is substantial anatomical and behavioral evidence that points towards the
presence of such forward internal models in the cerebellum [17, 18].

Forward internal models have two main uses. The first one is to plan complex actions without acting them out in
the real world, by simulating the results of a control policy through the forward model. This way of controlling is
compatible with Optimal Feedback Control (OFC), a control method that makes use of the dynamics of a system to
find the set of optimal actions to define a feedback controller [19, 20, 21]. The OFC framework has shown predictive
strength in many experiments testing sensorimotor control and in particular hand-eye coordination [10]. Currently, it is
the dominant framework to model sensorimotor control [22, 23]. The second main use for internal forward models is
state estimation: the distribution over the current states (given the previous state and a control action) is compared with
sensory measurements to achieve the best estimate of the current state of the system [10]. A diagram that illustrates how
internal models can be used for state estimation and planning is shown in Fig. 1. The state estimator makes use of the
sensory measurements, I, and the predicted state G? by the internal model to obtain a more reliable estimation. The
expected state estimate, G4 can be fed back to the internal model. The internal model can be used to generate rollout
(sequence of predicted states G?) given a policy (set of control inputs D) as part of an optimal control scheme.

The last piece of evidence we present here in favour of internal models is related to the experiment with a
compensatory manual control task described by Young [2]. Participants were asked to control and detect the change of
dynamics in a time-varying system. The participants of the experiment were divided into three groups: active controllers,
passive controllers and observers. The active controllers actively controlled the system. The passive controllers were led
to believe that they controlled the system, but the system was in fact controlled by a different participant. The observers
just observed the screen. All participants had to press a button when they recognized a change in controlled system
dynamics. It was observed that the detection time across all conditions for the observers was significantly higher (mean
of 3.74 s) than the other two classes of participants, who showed similar detection times (mean of 1.30 s for active
controllers and of 1.50 s for passive ones). The most probable cause for this delay for the observer is the absence of
an internal model for the dynamics of the controlled system. The participants that only observed were not engaged
in executing motor actions and therefore had a harder time estimating how the system would respond to input. This
highlights the role that internal models have in motor control tasks.

B. Predictive Coding
Predictive coding (PC) is a general framework to explain how the brain processes information [5]. PC states that the

human brain continuously generates predictions about the stream of information that is coming from the world, and its
objective is to minimize the prediction error [21], and thus surprise. The minimization of the prediction error can be
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Sensory Measurements

State estimation Forward internal model

Optimal control

Rollout

z
u

Environment

u

Fig. 1 Illustration of how sensory data and internal models can be used for state estimation, control and
planning.

achieved by either updating the internal model that provides the predictions (‘learning’) or by adapting the actions of the
agent. The PC theory, which is very formal in nature, is further explained by Friston in a series of papers [24, 25]. It is
postulated that the brain has an internal generative model of the world. This is a model that can generate a rich and
hierarchical representation of the expected/predicted sensory information from a latent, non-observable variable [25].
For example, from a single “idea” of an object (the latent variable), it is possible to generate richer representations in the
lower hierarchical cortical area, such as its shape, sound, and expected dynamic properties. The process that generates
the sensory predictions is “top-down”, from the higher level of the cortical areas to the lower ones, while the sensory
information is processed “bottom-up” as illustrated in Fig. 2.

The sensory predictions at the very bottom of the abstraction hierarchy are compared with the actual sensory
data. The unexplained sensory inputs, i.e., the “errors”, are propagated up the hierarchy for further processing. These
prediction errors are minimized either by acting on the world or by changing the internal model over time [27]. An
essential part of the PC theory is precision weighting, i.e., the estimation of the error’s reliability, which also depends on
the level of signal noise [5].

This theory of neural computation is supported by anatomical evidence and there are canonical microcircuit models
of PC [28]. As PC requires, there are different cells that are responsible for feedforward and feedback information [5,
28], and these cells show interactions at different frequencies [29]. Computational models of the visual cortex explain
many of the unsolved visual phenomena like end-stopping and non-classical surround effects [30]. Similar results are
reported for the auditory cortex [31, 32]. Nonetheless, while it is recognized that the ability to predict is a key element
of the human type of intelligence, there is still no consensus in the scientific community about PC: criticism highlights
that the theory is quite imprecise, difficult to test, and therefore susceptible to ad hoc changes [33].

C. Adaptive Human Control Models
Studies on modeling adaptive human manual control have mostly focused on direct identification of time-varying

human control dynamics, or developing rule-based prediction models of when and how humans will adapt. In
time-varying human operator identification, methods have been developed that enable identifying the time-varying
adaptive policies that human controllers use in response to a change in controlled system dynamics. A very flexible
approach is based on Kalman filters, which are used to recursively estimate parameters of human operator models [34,
35, 36]. The main drawback of this method is the speed of convergence of the recursive estimator: in the event of a
sudden change in the operator, the estimated parameters may be unreliable due to lag in the Kalman filter’s readjustment
of its internal covariance matrices.

Another promising line of research uses ARX-based identification techniques [8, 9]. ARX models rely on minimal
assumptions about human operator behavior and can be extended for multiple modalities, such as control in the presence
of motion feedback [37, 38]. As an alternative to such recursive estimators, Zaal [7] has proposed to use a time-varying
parametric human control model, whose parameter variations are all described by an assumed time-varying function
(e.g., sigmoid centred at the time of the dynamics transition). The model parameters were found by maximum likelihood
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D
eepercorticallayers

Input

Prediction

Prediction

Error flow direction

Higher cortical areas

Prediction flow direction

Fig. 2 Simplified scheme of a predictive coding framework, adapted from [26]. The input enters a network
region into the superficial cortical layers (in red). There the input is processed together with the prediction,
coming from a deep cortical layer (blue) next in the hierarchy. The resulting error is further propagated up the
hierarchy and the process repeats.

estimation (including the transition time of the dynamics) augmented with a genetic algorithm [39]. The main drawback
of this approach is that the transient dynamics are a priori assumed and thus predetermined, and cannot handle more
than one transition in dynamics.

Since the 1960s, several qualitative and quantitative rule-based models have been proposed for predicting human
control adaptations, see, for example, the review articles by Young [2] and Xu et al. [40]. For example, Phatak and Bekey
[41] proposed their ‘Supervisory Control Model’, which can model how operators may detect a change in controlled
dynamics from off-nominal tracking errors and error rates in compensatory tracking and trigger adaptation of their
control strategy. Stark and Young [42] proposed a similar qualitative model for the human controller adaptation that also
proposes operators rely on mismatches in tracking error and its rate, but in comparison with an explicit (and adaptive)
internal model of the dynamics of the controlled system. Most recently, Hess [43] has proposed an extension to his
‘Structural Model’ that relies on a heuristically developed scheme that compares current tracking performance to a
nominal state to drive a rule-based detection of changing conditions and adaptive learning rules that change the human
operator’s control gains to new, appropriate, settings.

III. Model Reference Adaptive Control

A. Motvation
This study uses Model Reference Adaptive Control (MRAC), an adaptive control technique that relies on an explicit

internal model, to predict time-varying human operator adaptations in tracking tasks with a pursuit display. MRAC is
first introduced, then the selection of the internal model, the architecture of the controller, and the considered parameter
estimation method. MRAC was thought to be a good candidate to model time-varying human-operator behavior for the
following reasons:

1) Humans adapt in the presence of mismatched predictions: PC states that any prediction errors, i.e., differences
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between predicted and observed states, are propagated up the neuronal hierarchy to drive actions and/or change
the encoded internal models. MRAC works similarly, since the adaptation of controller parameters is driven by
the difference between the predicted output of the internal model and the observed output [2, 41, 43].

2) Like a human controller, MRAC has an internal model: while controlling the system, and receiving mostly visual
feedback from the screen, humans can learn the dynamics of the controlled element. This internal model is used
for control. Similarly, MRAC uses its internal model for control by being the main drive behind the adaptation.

3) Humans in the loop show approximately equal open-loop dynamics when controlling a wide range of dynamical
systems: McRuer and Jex [6] found that the open-loop dynamics in the crossover region typically resemble those
of a single integrator with a time delay. In an analogous way, MRAC can use a constant internal reference model
to define the ideal control policy independently of the controlled dynamics.

B. Mathematical Development
The mathematical details of MRAC and its formulation are explained here. For more detailed examples and further

derivations of MRAC controllers, please refer to [44]. Fig. 3 shows a diagram of the implementation of the MRAC
controller as considered in this paper. The gains of the controller are  G = [:G1, :G2] (feedback gains on the controlled
element output G and rate ¤G, consistent with the human feedback control of single and double integrator-like systems [7,
9]) and :A (a feedforward gain on the reference input A, which is appropriate for a pursuit task [45]). The controlled
element dynamics are indicated as �2 , the closed-loop reference model is �<�! and the prediction error that drives
MRAC’s adaptation is indicated as 4? .

kr

Kx

Adaptive Laws
(Eq. 12)

HmCL

Time Delay Hc
r u x

ep

xm

+

–

Adaptive Module

MRAC Human
Operator Model

Fig. 3 Diagram of the MRAC human control model.

For deriving the adaptive control laws, as also indicated in Fig. 3, we first derive an expression for the dynamics
of the error between the output of the reference model and the output of the controlled system, see Fig. 3. First, it is
assumed that the reference model can be written in state-space form as:

¤G< = �<G< + �<A (1)

where G< is the state of the reference model and A is the reference signal. The controlled dynamics can also be expressed
in state-space form as:

¤G = �G + �D (2)
where D is the control input, see Fig. 3. A direct observation equation is assumed such that the output H = G. The
state-space matrix � and the control input matrix � are unknown, which reflects the uncertainty about the dynamics of
the system. The aim of the control action is to minimize the prediction error between the interal model’s output and real
output, i.e., 4? = G< − G. The feedback control signal is assumed to have the following form:

D =  G (C)G + :A (C)A (3)

where  G (C) = [:G1 (C), :G2 (C)] and :A (C) are all time-varying gains. MRAC assumes the existence of ideal gains,  ∗G
and :∗A , that can be found if Eq. (3) is substituted into Eq. (2) and the result is compared to Eq. (1). These ideal gains
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must satisfy:

� + � ∗G = �<
�:∗A = �<

(4)

To simplify the derivation, two new quantities  ̃G and :̃A can be defined, which are the gain deviations from their
optimal values:

 ̃G =  G (C) −  ∗G
:̃A = :A (C) − :∗A

(5)

By combining Eqs. (2), (3), and (5) the following expression for the error can be found:

¤4? = ¤G< − ¤G = �<4? − � ̃GG − �:̃AA (6)

MRAC relies on the Lyapunov stability theory to prove the stability of the system. To ensure tracking of the reference
model and therefore that limC→∞ 4? (C) = 0 the following conditions need to be satisfied:

1) The existence of a Lyapunov function + (C, 4? ,  ̃G , :̃A ) > 0, ∀C > 0
2) 3+ (C ,4? , ̃G , :̃A )

3C
< 0 for all C > 0

3) 3+ (C ,4? , ̃G , :̃A )
3C

∈ !∞ norm, i.e., 3
2+ (C ,4, ̃G , :̃A )

3C2
must be bounded

The are no direct guidelines to define the Lyapunov function, but usually it is chosen as a quadratic function with respect
to the variables of interest [44]. It can also be interpreted as an energy function. In this case the following function was
chosen:

+ (4? ,  ̃A , :̃A ) = 4)?%4? + |1 | ( ̃GΓ−1
G  ̃

)
G +

:̃2
A

WA
) > 0 (7)

where 1 is the only entry of the control effectiveness matrix �. With %, Γ−1
G , WA > 0, the function + is also above zero at

all times. Note that this derivation is valid for a second-order system as we assumed the control matrix is of the form
� = [0; 1]. By taking the time derivative of the Lyapunov function and using Eq. (6), the following is obtained:

¤+ (4? ,  ̃G , :̃A ) = −4) (%�< + �<%)4? + 2|1 | ̃G (−G4)? %̄ sign(1) + Γ−1
G
¤̃ )G )

+2|1 | :̃A (−A4)? %̄ sign(1) +
¤̃:A
WA
)

(8)

and by selecting % to satisfy the Lyapunov equation:

%�< + �)<% = −& (9)

it can be found that:

¤+ (4? ,  ̃G , :̃A ) = −4)?&4? + 2|1 | ̃G (−G4) %̄ sign(1) + Γ−1
G
¤̃ )G )

+2|1 | :̃A (−A4)? %̄ sign(1) +
¤̃:A
WA
)

(10)

where & is a negative definite matrix and %̄ the second column of the matrix % (since it is assumed that matrix � has
only one entry equal to 1). For the Lyapunov function derivative to be negative at all times the following conditions
need to be imposed:

−G4)? %̄ sign(1) + Γ−1
G
¤̃ )G = 0

−A4)? %̄ sign(1) +
¤̃:A
WA
= 0

(11)

This directly implies:

¤̃ G = ΓGG4)? %̄ sign(1)
¤̃:A = WAA4)? %̄ sign(1)

(12)
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In this way an expression is derived for the rate of change of the feedback gain that would ensure the tracking of the
reference model. Finally, it is necessary to show that the derivative of the Lyapunov function is bounded. The derivative
of the Lyapunov function satisfies the following inequality:

¤+ (4? ,  ̃G , :̃A ) = −4)?&4? ≤ −_<8=‖4? ‖22 (13)

where _<8= is the smallest eigenvalue of the matrix&. Since ‖4? ‖22 ∈ !∞ it can be shown that ¥+ (4? ,  ̃G , :̃A ) is bounded.
By using Barbalat’s lemma [44], it can be concluded that limC→∞ 4? (C) = 0.

In the previous derivation, it was assumed that there was no delay in the control input to derive a simple adaptive
control law. Humans in reality control with considerable delays in perception and actuation that should be accounted
for. The presence of delays can severely affect the performance and stability of a linear state feedback controller. An
adaptive state feedback controller, such as MRAC, is also affected by such delays. The system controlled by the human
operator can therefore be written more formally as:

¤G(C) = �(C)G(C) + �(C)D(C − g) (14)
− + D(C) =  GG(C) + :AA (C) (15)

where g stands for the input delay. This paper does not provide any formal guarantees on the stability of the considered
MRAC controller, but techniques exist that establish its bounded (not asymptotic) stability, such as Bounded Linear
Stability Analysis (BLAS) [46] and other techniques for time delay margin estimation [47, 48]. More generally,
the design of stable controllers and their analysis in presence of delays and uncertainties has been reported with
Lyapunov-Krasovskii functional techniques [49]. A comprehensive tutorial and review of Lyapunov-methods for
time-delayed systems was written by Fridman [50].

C. Internal Model Selection
A key choice for every MRAC controller is the internal model. While MRAC assumes what in manual control

research is known as a ‘pursuit’ control structure (where the reference signal is available as a separate input variable),
the selected reference model proposed in this paper is the crossover model proposed by McRuer and Jex [6], which
describes the combined human-operator controlled-dynamics open-loop dynamics in a compensatory task. It is assumed
that this model is also valid to describe the open-loop dynamics in pursuit tasks. Further information on how pursuit
tracking differs from compensatory tracking can be found in the review by Mulder et al. [51]. The crossover model in
the Laplace domain has two free parameters: the effective time delay, g, and the crossover frequency, l2:

�<$! (B) =
l2

B
4−gB (16)

For its internal reference model, our MRAC human controller model (see Fig. 3) makes use of the corresponding
closed-loop dynamics:

�<�! (B) =
�<$! (B)

1 + �<$! (B)
(17)

The time delay g and the crossover frequency l2 of the model are defined a priori, i.e., based on estimates obtained
from available human controller experiment data, e.g., from those obtained by McRuer and Jex [6].

D. Parameter Estimation
The MRAC human control model introduced in Fig. 3 and this section has a number of parameters that can be

tuned to approximate human adaptation as closely as possible. The following parameters need to be determined to
parameterize the MRAC controller:

\ = [:G1, :G2, :A , l2 , g, WG1, WG2, WA ] (18)

Here, :G1 is the state gain, :G2 is the state derivative gain, :A is the feedforward gain, while l2 and g are the
parameters of the internal reference model, see Eq. (16). The learning rate parameters WG1, WG2, and WA correspond
to the adaptation of :G1, :G2 and :A , respectively. These parameters can be found solving the following non-linear
optimization problem:

8

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 T

U
 D

E
L

FT
 o

n 
Ja

nu
ar

y 
5,

 2
02

2 
| h

ttp
://

ar
c.

ai
aa

.o
rg

 | 
D

O
I:

 1
0.

25
14

/6
.2

02
2-

24
48

 



arg min
\
� (\) = 1

#

(
#−1∑
8=0
(Dℎ − D<)2

)
(19)

where D< stands for the MRAC controller output and Dℎ the measured output of the human controller. Similar
time-domain procedures have been applied in the past to estimate the gains of human operators, e.g. [39, 7]. Since this is
a non-linear optimization scheme, care must be taken when initializing the parameters to minimize to chance of finding
a local minimum. For each case, the optimization was run fifteen times, each time with a different initial condition. The
set of parameters that resulted in the minimum value of the objective function were selected. Additionally, since the
parameters have different scales, they were normalized to improve the conditioning of the optimization problem. Finally,
an upper bound on the learning rate (in this case a value of 50 was used for all learning rates) improves convergence as
the optimization may diverge if very high learning rates are selected by the optimizer.

IV. Experiment Setup

A. Control Task
Fig. 4 shows the block diagram of the pitch attitude pursuit control task considered in this paper. This task was

similar to earlier time-varying compensatory control experiments [7, 8, 9]. The human operator’s objective is to
minimize the error between the reference pitch attitude A and the current pitch attitude G, which could be inferred from
the visual display, see Fig. 4. A pursuit task was chosen because the MRAC model uses the reference signal as an input
and thus its adaptive mechanism could directly mirror how human operators adapt in this task. The pitch dynamics of the
controlled system are given by �2 (B, C). The quasi-linear human operator control dynamics in the task are represented
by the time-varying control dynamics �? (B, C) and a remnant signal = [4, 6].

Hp(s, t) Hc(s, t)

Human Operator Controlled System

r

x

xu

x r
e

n

Fig. 4 Control task block diagram.

B. Controlled Dynamics
Participants controlled the system with time-varying dynamics �2 (B, C) across multiple clear changes in the system

dynamics matching those also tested in earlier experiments [7, 8, 9]. The controlled system dynamics �2 (B, C) had the
following transfer function form:

�2 (B, C) =
:2 (C)

B(B + l1 (C))
(20)

where the parameters :2 (C) and l1 (C) were varied over time according to sigmoid functions. By modifying the
parameter l1 the system response changed either towards a single-integrator-like response (for l1 >> 1 rad/s) or a
double-integrator-like response (for l1 << 1 rad/s). The gain :2 varied over time to keep the level of control activity
approximately constant [7]. In the current experiment, time-varying tracking runs all included two controlled system
transitions, for which the mathematical definition of the l2 and :2 variations was the following:

l1 (C) =
{
l11 + l12−l11

1+4−� (C−"1 )
, for C ≤ )

2
l12 + l11−l12

1+4−� (C−"2 )
, for C ≥ )

2
(21)

:2 (C) =
{
:21 + :22−:21

1+4−� (C−"1 )
, for C ≤ )

2
:22 + :21−:22

1+4−� (C−"2 )
, for C ≥ )

2
(22)
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where ) = 90 s is the length of a measurement run, and "1 =
)
3 and "2 =

2)
3 are the times at which the dynamics

change. The value of �, which controls the transition speed, was kept constant at a value of 100 s−1, as also used in [7,
9], to simulate a step-like change in the controlled system’s parameters.

As listed in Table 1, four different conditions were tested in the experiment. To reduce predictability, all four
conditions were presented in a mixed order throughout the experiment, meaning that every next tracking run could
be either a steady-state condition (DYN 1 or DYN 2) or a time-varying run (DYN 121 or DYN 212). For DYN 121,
the participants controlled a time-varying system that for the first 30 s behaved approximately like a single integrator,
after the transition at "1 =

)
3 approximately as a double integrator, and after the final transition at "2 again as a single

integrator in the final 30 s. In condition DYN 212 the order of the dynamics transitions was reversed.

Table 1 Different tested controlled dynamics settings.

DYN l11 [rad/s] l12 [rad/s] :21 [-] :22 [-]
1 6.0 6.0 90 90
2 0.2 0.2 30 30

121 6.0 0.2 90 30
212 0.2 6.0 30 90

C. Forcing Function
The target attitude was defined by the forcing function A (C), see Fig. 4, which was defined as a sum of ten sinusoids

to make the task challenging and the signal unpredictable. The quasi-random forcing function signal was defined by:

A (C) =
10∑
==1

�= sin(l=C + q=) (23)

where �= is the amplitude of the =th sine wave, q= the phase, and l= the frequency. While for this experiment, for
which no spectral methods were used for human operator identification, the use of a sinusoidal tracking signal was not
strictly required, it was still important to have an unpredictable signal to prevent participants from learning A (C). The
signal was also chosen to be periodic, with a period equal to )A = )

3 , one-third of the measurement time ) , to be able to
directly compare behavior and time traces across the three different 30-second run segments. The periodicity preserved
the task difficulty, as participants were exposed to the same signal when transitioning from one dynamics to the other
and vice versa. The parameters of the sinusoidal waves that make up the signal A (C) are listed in Table 2.

Table 2 Parameters of the sinusoidal reference signal.

Testing Validation
n �= [rad] l= [rad/s] q=[rad] q= [rad]
1 2.905 · 10−2 0.419 2.841 3.006
2 1.916 · 10−2 1.047 3.319 6.037
3 1.020 · 10−2 1.885 0.718 4.544
4 6.032 · 10−3 2.722 0.768 2.811
5 3.356 · 10−3 3.979 2.925 5.917
6 1.983 · 10−3 5.655 5.145 1.842
7 1.230 · 10−3 8.188 2.085 3.401
8 9.331 · 10−4 10.681 0.383 2.998
9 7.541 · 10−4 14.032 0.763 4.614
10 6.674 · 10−4 17.383 3.247 2.888

For the current experiment, measurement runs were divided into two groups to create two datasets: 1) a testing
dataset used to estimate the parameters of the MRAC model and 2) a validation dataset for independent evaluation of fit
quality and to prevent over-fitting. As shown in Table 2, the target signals used for the testing and validation data had the
same frequencies and amplitudes, but used different sinusoid phases.

Finally, to ensure participants were not tracking exactly the same signals in all testing and validation tracking runs,
for the DYN 212 condition (see Table 1) the tracking signal was mirrored, i.e., −A (C) was used.
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D. Apparatus
The experiment was performed in the Human-Machine Interaction Laboratory (HMI Lab) simulator at the Faculty

of Aerospace Engineering at Delft University of Technology, see Fig. 5. The simulation software for the experiment was
implemented in the in-house developed DUECA/DUSIME framework for real-time simulations [52]. The tracking
display was presented on the simulator’s primary flight display, directly in front of the participants, as shown in Fig. 5.
The display was updated at a frequency of 60 Hz and had a latency of approximately 20-25 ms [53]. The control
inputs were provided using an electro-hydraulic side stick located at the right hand side of the participant, which was
configured to rotate only around the pitch axis. The stick torsional stiffness was 25 N m/rad, the damping coefficient
was 0.22 N s/rad and its inertia was 0.01 kg m2.

Fig. 5 Human-in-the-loop experiment setup.

E. Participants
Ten participants (7M, 3F) volunteered to perform the experiment. All participants were students or staff at Delft

University of Technology. Since this study focused on understanding the general adaptability of human controllers,
participants were not required to be (active) pilots. Only two participants had extensive prior experience with tracking
tasks. All participants provided written informed consent prior to their participation. The study was approved by TU
Delft’s Human Research Ethics Committee under application number 1409.

F. Procedures
The participants were given a briefing on the experiment’s procedures and the manual control task prior to performing

the experiment. They were told that the goal of the experiment was to understand how humans adapt their control
behavior when controlling time-varying dynamics. The participants were encouraged to provide continuous control
inputs and at all times to follow the always moving target attitude indicator.

The experiment started with a familiarization phase, which was short and ended when the participants were able to
stabilize the system across the different conditions. It was followed by a training phase, with the objective to bring
participants to asymptotic performance in the tracking task. During the training phase the participants were exposed
first to the steady-state conditions DYN 1 and DYN 2 and then to the conditions with the time-varying dynamics (DYN
121 and DYN 212). The training phase ended when participants achieved consistent performance for three consecutive
runs in the time-varying conditions.

The measurement phase of the experiment consisted of a total of 22 runs. For the testing dataset, five runs each were
collected for the DYN 121 and DYN 212 conditions; an additional three runs each were performed for the validation
dataset. Furthermore, three additional runs for the steady-state conditions DYN 1 and DYN 2 were added to make the
experiment less predictable, i.e., to not always expose participants to the time-varying dynamics. The order of runs was
determined using an incomplete Latin square: considering each of the 22 runs as separate entities, a full Latin square of
22 different experimental sequences was obtained. From this Latin square ten test condition orders were randomly
chosen for use in the experiment.
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G. Data Analysis
During the experiment, all measurable control loop signals as indicated in Fig. 4 were recorded as the measurement

data. As explained in subsection III.D, the MRAC model of Fig. 3 was fit to the average measured human control
output data (Dℎ) to determine its parameters: the internal reference model parameters (l2 , g), the MRAC learning
rates (WG1, WG2, WA ), and the time-varying control gains (:G1, :G2, :A ). For this estimation, the 5-run testing datasets
for conditions DYN 121 and DYN 212 were used for each participant. It should be noted that, for reference, also
transition-specific model fits were obtained, by using only the first transition data and excluding the last thirty seconds
of each run.

To quantify the attained MRAC model quality-of-fit, the Variance Accounted For (VAF) was used:

VAF = max
©­­­­«
0,

©­­­­«
1 −

#∑
:=1
|Dℎ [:] − D< [:] |2

#∑
:=1
|Dℎ [:] |2

ª®®®®¬
ª®®®®¬

(24)

Please note from Eq. (24) that the VAF as considered here varies between 0 (poor model fit) to 1 (perfect
corresponding between measured Dℎ and modelled D<) and that we clip the VAF at 0 to avoid negative VAF values. For
all fitted models, the VAF was calculated both for the testing (5 runs) and validation (3 runs) datasets, to assess the
generalization ability of the MRAC model, especially in conditions DYN 121 and DYN 212. Furthermore, the VAF
across complete average tracking runs of # data points as defined in Eq. (24) was calculated, but also a sliding-window
equivalent (10-second window) to analyze local variations in fit quality.

For comparing the MRAC model’s quality-of-fit and parameter variations across the tested conditions, a statistical
analysis was performed with a linear mixed-effects model [54] that included the participant number as the random factor.

V. MRAC Sensitivity Analysis
A sensitivity analysis was performed to analyse the relation between the selected MRAC learning rates (i.e.,

WG1, WG2, WA ) and the adaptation of the MRAC control gains. The learning rates control how quickly the model adapts
to the changes in the controlled dynamics as detected through errors between the expected and the observed output
of the plant (4?, see Fig. 3). In the considered MRAC formulation the three learning rates WG1, WG2 and WA , i.e., one
for each control gain, can be set and varied independently. The results shown here, however, were obtained with the
same learning rate ;A for all three parameters and are only meant to provide a feel for the effect of the learning rate
setting. For brevity, only simulated results for condition DYN 121, where the controlled dynamics change between an
initial approximate single-integrator system and a double-integrator system, are shown for learning rates settings of
;A = [0.5, 1, 5, 10, 30].

Fig. 6 shows both the time traces of the system pitch attitude G and the operator’s control input D for different
learning rates. Note that in the top figure (G) also the target signal A is shown for reference. Fig. 6 shows that the lower
the learning rate the sharper the oscillations observed after the change in dynamics at 30 seconds. Furthermore, when
the dynamics of the plant are changed back to an approximate single integrator at 60 seconds, higher learning rates
cause an undershoot of the reference signal. Fig. 7 depicts the corresponding time traces of :A , :G1 and :G2. The
most pronounced change is observed in :G2, which sharply increases after the dynamics are changed from a single to a
double integrator at C = 30 s, as expected. The expected drop of the :G2 gain after the dynamics are reverted back to the
approximate single integrator at C = 60 s is, however, less pronounced and for low ;A even almost negligible. The gains
change faster when the dynamics change from 1 to 2 since the controller initially is not able to stabilize the system and
large tracking errors occur that are inconsistent with reference model’s predictions. On the other hand, for a transition
from double to single integrator controlled dynamics, the closed-loop system retains stability and errors between the
internal model output and the system output are thus much smaller, which leads to notably less gain adaptation, see
Fig. 7. Finally, a notable increase of :A is also be observed in Fig. 7 at 60 seconds for larger values of learning rate. The
increase in :A is caused by the still elevated value of :G2, which decreases the control output of the controller.
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Fig. 6 Output and control output sensitivity to the learning rate ;A for condition DYN 121.

Fig. 7 Sensitivity of MRAC gains to the learning rate ;A for condition DYN 121.
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VI. Experimental Results

A. Quality of Fit
As explained in Section IV.G, the MRACmodel of Fig. 3 was fit to the data collected from all experiment participants.

Fig. 8 shows a Box plot of the Variance Accounted For (VAF) of the aggregated control output for the estimated MRAC
controllers. As can be verified from Fig. 8, no significant changes in VAF across the different steady-state (DYN 1 and
2) and time-varying conditions (DYN 121 and 212) were found. Consistent with earlier experiments [55], the VAF is
significantly lower for control of a single integrator system (DYN 1, " = 0.601) compared to double integrator control
data (DYN 2, " = 0.722), 1 = −0.053 ((� = 0.013), C (22) = −3.901, ? < 0.001. The fact that single-integrator
control data are less accurately modeled also explains the significantly lower VAF for DYN 121 (" = 0.644) compared
to DYN 212 (" = 0.71), 1 = −0.027, C (22) = −2.105, ? = 0.047. Please note that while the lower VAF for both
time-varying conditions on the validation dataset (orange boxes) compared to the testing dataset (blue boxes) seems to
suggest overfitting of the MRAC model, these lower validation VAFs can in fact be partially explained by the lower
number of tracking runs used for averaging for the validation dataset (testing: 5 runs, validation: 3 runs).

1 2 121 212
DYN

0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

0.7

0.8

0.9

1

V
A

F 
u[

-]

Testing
Validation

n = 10 n = 7 n = 10 n = 8 

Fig. 8 Variance Accounted For (VAF) of the fitted MRAC model for different controlled dynamics conditions.

Because of the time-varying nature of the adaptive controller, next to the overall VAF it is relevant to consider
time variations in fit quality to assess the ability of MRAC to capture how humans adapt. Fig. 9a and 9b show the
corresponding aggregated time-series data of the windowed VAF computed over a moving 10-second time window for
the DYN 121 and DYN 212 conditions, respectively. A time window of ten seconds is able to show the ability of MRAC
to capture the transient dynamics without being too strongly affected by stochastic variations the measured signals. Two
observations can be made from Fig. 9. First, the model fits the data better during the blue shaded windows when the
double integrator (DYN 2) dynamics are controlled, with a mean of approximately 0.75 compared to the average VAF of
around 0.6 observed in the (white shaded) DYN 1 windows. This observation is consistent with the VAF data in Fig. 8.
Second, while the VAF tends to increase for transitions from DYN 1 to DYN 2, it drops noticeably more for the reverse
transitions from DYN 2 to DYN 1, see for example the two DYN 1 windows in Fig. 9a. This difference suggests that the
MRAC controller can capture how participants adapt their control strategy when transitioning from effective single
integrator dynamics to approximate double integrator dynamics, while the opposite is not true.

Based on consideration of time-windowed VAF data as shown in Fig. 9, a number of collected datasets were found
to be insufficiently consistent for reliable MRAC model fitting. Two examples of such outlying time-windowed VAF
data, for which the VAF even drops to 0 for certain periods, are shown in Fig. 9b. As in such cases also the estimated
MRAC parameters are likely not representative, the following data have been excluded from the aggregated analysis of
the fitted MRAC model: data from Participants 2 and 7 for DYN 2 and DYN 212 and from Participant 5 for DYN 2.
While these exclusions are attributable to the participants comparatively inconsistent tracking for these conditions, they
also indicate that MRAC model is not very robust when fitting it to non-expert human controller data.
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(a) Time-windowed VAF for condition DYN 121.
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(b) Time-windowed VAF for condition DYN 212. VAFs
of the two outliers are shown with separate solid lines.

Fig. 9 Time-windowed VAF of the MRAC model for a 10-second window size. The solid red lines represent
the mean values, while the shaded red areas indicate one standard deviation.

B. MRAC Prediction Error
To further investigate why the MRAC model does not seem to capture transitions from single to double integrator

control and vice versa at the same accuracy, we compare the control output D, controlled system output G, and the
prediction error 4? for the MRAC controller aggregated across all participants. For brevity, the former comparison data
are included in Appendix A, which shows comparisons of the aggregated measured controlled system output G and
human operator output D with our MRAC predictions, for reference.

Fig. 10 shows the aggregated prediction error, 4? , for the estimated controllers. The prediction error is the difference
between the observed output generated by the internal model and the actual output of the controlled system, see Fig. 3.
This parameter, together with the state G, target input A, and the learning rates drives the adaptation of the adaptive
MRAC gains. As is clear from Fig. 10, the prediction error is largest after the two controlled system transitions at C = 30
s and C = 60 s. As expected, due to the fact that the internal reference model assumes a perfect linear human without
remnant, the prediction error never converges to zero. For DYN 121, Fig. 10a shows that the magnitude of 4? after the
first transition from DYN 1 to DYN 2 is larger than for the second opposite transition at C = 60 s. The DYN 212 data in
Fig. 10b show more comparable prediction error magnitude for the transitions from DYN 2 to DYN 1 and vice versa.
Still, with larger magnitudes of for the state G and its derivative ¤G (see Appendix A), the MRAC gain adaptations are
consistently stronger for DYN 1 to DYN 2 transitions.

C. Adaptive Controller Gains
Before presenting MRAC control gain adaptation results for the time-varying conditions DYN 121 and DYN 212,

first the gains obtained for the steady-state conditions DYN 1 and DYN 2 are discussed here for reference. As expected
[7, 8, 9], the gain :G1 was found to be significantly higher in condition DYN 1 (" = 0.179) than for double integrator
control (DYN 2, " = 0.145), 1 = 0.037 ((� = 0.01), C (6) = 3.696, ? = 0.01. Also the gain :A was slightly higher
in condition DYN 1 on average (" = 0.163) compared to condition DYN 2 (" = 0.153), 1 = 0.033 ((� = 0.015),
C (6) = 2.24, ? = 0.06. Finally, as expected due to the increased requirement for lead compensation, the gain :G2
was significantly higher in condition DYN 2 (" = 0.070) than for DYN 1 (" = 0.045), 1 = 0.024 ((� = 0.002),
C (6) = 11.81, ? < 0.001. These results, i.e., higher state derivative gains and lower state feedback and feedforward
gains for condition DYN 2 compared to DYN 1, are in line with the pursuit task data of [55].

For both time-varying conditions, Fig. 11 shows the time series of the MRAC gains for each individual participant,
while Fig. 12 shows the corresponding aggregated average results. Especially from Fig. 11 it can be observed that the
feedforward gain :A (in black) and the state gain :G1 (in blue) did not show significant changes due to the controlled
element transitions; the statistical variability between participants in these gain values is much stronger. The state
derivative feedback gain :G2 (in red), however, was found to adapt significantly after a change in the controlled dynamics.

15

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 T

U
 D

E
L

FT
 o

n 
Ja

nu
ar

y 
5,

 2
02

2 
| h

ttp
://

ar
c.

ai
aa

.o
rg

 | 
D

O
I:

 1
0.

25
14

/6
.2

02
2-

24
48

 



(a) DYN 121

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90

t [s]

-0.02

-0.01

0

0.01

0.02

E
rr

or
 [

ra
d]

(b) DYN 212

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90

t [s]

-0.02

-0.01

0

0.01

0.02

E
rr

or
 [

ra
d]

ep DYN 2 DYN 1

Fig. 10 Mean and standard deviation of the prediction error for the experimental data of conditions DYN 121
and DYN 212.

In condition DYN 121 at C = 30 s and condition DYN 212 at C = 60 s, so for a transition from our single do double
integrator dynamics, :G2 increased from 0.05 to 0.085 on average. This means that the contribution of ‘lead’ in the
feedback control increased, as expected [4, 6]. On the other hand, for the reverse transitions in both conditions, :G2
decreased less, from a value of 0.085 to 0.06, and also much less sharply. As also noted from our sensitivity analysis in
Section V, the rate of change of the MRAC gains is not symmetric: a change from DYN 1 to DYN 2 leads to a much
faster adaptation than the opposite change from DYN 2 to DYN 1.

D. Reference Model Parameters and Learning Rates
In addition to the time-varying control gains, for the MRAC model of Fig. 3 also a number of different parameters

were estimated from the experiment data. Fig. 13a and Fig. 13b show the estimated crossover frequency l2 and time
delay g of the internal model of the MRAC controller, respectively, across all participants. For l2 , which is found to be
between 2-2.5 rad/s on average for all conditions, no statistically significant changes across conditions were found. For
the delay g, only the difference between DYN 1 (" = 0.228 s) and DYN 2 (" = 0.207 s) is statistically significant,
1 = 0.009 ((� = 0.003), C (22) = 2.64, ? = 0.014. Still, the corresponding effect size is very small. Overall these
results are in line with the findings of [7] and suggest that a constant reference model for our MRAC controller should
provide reasonable predictions.

The final estimated MRAC parameters, which are important to have a complete picture of the how its gains can
adapt over time, are the learning rates WG1, WG2, and WA . Fig. 14 shows these learning rates associated with the different
gains, each indicated with its own box color, for conditions DYN 121 and DYN 212. On average, WG2 is found to be
around 5, while the learning rates for :G1 and :A are higher and between 10 and 15. Note that these learning rates
correspond also to the higher ;A values tested in the sensitivity analysis in Section V and suppress strong transients at
the controlled system transitions. Finally, as expected due to the fact that in both the DYN 121 and DYN 212 both
types of controlled dynamics transitions are included, Fig. 14 shows that the learning rates are not significantly different
across the two conditions.
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Fig. 11 Estimated time series of MRAC gains for each participant.
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Fig. 12 Estimated mean and standard deviation of MRAC gains for conditions DYN 121 and DYN 212.
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Fig. 13 Estimated internal crossover model parameters across the different dynamics conditions.
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Fig. 14 Estimated learning rates for conditions
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Fig. 15 Estimated learning rates for the reduced
60-second DYN 12 and DYN 21 datasets.

E. Transition-Specific MRAC Fits
In the previous subsections, we observed that MRAC does not fit the adaptive human control data equally well in

transitions from DYN 1 to DYN 2 and vice versa. For all previously presented data, we have compared both types of
transitions with the same learning rate settings. In this subsection, we further investigate whether fitting MRAC to each
transition separately, and thus having a potentially transition-specific learning rate, can increase the quality-of-fit for
DYN 2 to DYN 1 transitions. For this analysis, the MRAC fitting procedure was repeated based on only the first 60 s
of the tracking runs for conditions DYN 121 and DYN 212. To emphasize that only a single transition in controlled
dynamics is considered, here we refer to these reduced datasets as DYN 12 and DYN 21, respectively.

Fig. 15 shows a Box plot of the MRAC learning rates estimated on the reduced DYN 12 and DYN 21 datasets.
Comparison with Fig. 14 shows that indeed the median leaning rates for DYN 21 are estimated to be consistently higher
than those found for DYN 12. In particular, for DYN 12 the median WG1 = 12 rad−1 and WG2 = 5 rad−1 s−1, while for
DYN 21 the median WG1 = 22 rad−1 and WG2 = 18 rad−1 s−1. Furthermore, these values are also higher than those found
for the full condition tracking runs (DYN 121 and DYN 212, see Fig. 14), for which the median WG1 = 13.8 rad−1 and
WG2 = 6 rad−1 s−1. Overall, this is the expected result, as the transition from DYN 1 to DYN 2 naturally induces a
stronger adaptation due to larger changes in G and thus 4? compared to the DYN 2 to DYN 1 transitions. An increased
MRAC learning rate, to some extent, can compensate for this effect.
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The means and standard deviations of the MRAC gains for the reduced DYN 12 and DYN 21 datasets are shown in
Fig. 16. For DYN 12, a direct comparison with Fig. 12 shows no significant differences in the post-transition magnitude
of the gains, nor in the rate of change of the :G2 gain, which still transitions from a value of 0.05 to 0.09 in approximately
4 seconds, as can also be observed in Fig. 12. The main observed difference due to the transition-specific learning rate
is seen in the standard deviation of the gain estimates, which for example is reduced from 0.04 to 0.02 for :G1. For the
reverse transition in dataset DYN 21, a larger difference in the adaptation of :G2 is observed compared to DYN 212. For
both cases, the initial value of :G2 ≈ 0.08 while participants controlled DYN 2. After the transition, :G2 was found to
stabilize around 0.05 for DYN 212, while a stronger drop to approximately 0.03 is found for the learning rates fitted to
the DYN 21 data.

Finally, Figs. 17a and 17b show the corresponding windowed VAF of the MRAC models fitted on the reduced
DYN 12 and DYN 21 datasets. These results show that notwithstanding a substantial increase in learning rate, the
mean windowed VAF data after the transition for DYN 12 and DYN 21 are not improved compared to their values for
conditions DYN 121 and DYN 212, respectively. Especially for DYN 21, Fig. 17b still shows the initial drop to a VAF
of around 0.4 directly after the transition. Overall, this indicates that the asymmetry in the human control adaptation
predictions provided by MRAC cannot be compensated with transition-specific learning rate parameters.

VII. Discussion
This paper evaluated whether Model Reference Adaptive Control (MRAC), an adaptive control technique that uses

an ‘internal model’ to drive controller adaptation when task conditions change, is a viable candidate for modeling and
predicting human adaptive control behavior due to changes in controlled element dynamics. Representative transitions
between controlled dynamics approximating single and double integrator dynamics also tested in earlier experiments
were chosen to assess the validity of MRAC’s adaptive law in simulations and a human-in-the-loop experiment performed
with ten participants.

We first assessed the ability of MRAC to capture steady-state control behavior of the participants. The median VAF
for our MRAC model was found to be 0.64 and 0.75 for conditions DYN 1 and DYN 2, respectively. The consistently
lower VAFs for single-integrator control data are consistent with earlier research [7, 55]. The overall quality-of-fit of
our MRAC model seems to be slightly lower for these steady-state cases compared to, for example, the parametric
time-varying model fits with 5-run average VAFs of 0.77 and 0.85 reported in [7] for the same controlled dynamics. Still,
given the truly adaptive nature of our MRAC model, the quality-of-fit is still found to be sufficient to obtain reasonably
accurate human control behavior predictions.

Our results as presented in this paper show that the ability of MRAC to approximate human time-varying control
behavior strongly depends on the dynamics of the transition that occurs in the controlled dynamics. When the controlled
system was suddenly changed from an (approximate) single integrator system to dynamics that approximate a double
integrator, the significant differences that occur between the ‘stable’ reference model and ‘unstable’ control loop enable
our MRAC model to match well with experimental human control data. In contrast, for the opposite transition a
sharp drop in VAF indicates less accurate prediction of human adaptation by MRAC. This was shown to result from
insufficiently strong adaptation of the MRAC model’s control gains (:A , :G1, :G2) due to the fact that less dramatic
prediction errors occurred for this transition to a more stable controlled system. Overall, the results show that the current
MRAC adaptive law can be a good approximation of the adaptive mechanism that humans operators use to adapt their
control strategy, but that in its current form it cannot predict all time-varying adaptations well.

In this paper, we also investigated whether the asymmetry in MRAC’s prediction for controlled element transitions
from single to double integrator controlled dynamics and vice versa could be alleviated with different learning rates for
the MRAC model’s adaptive control gains for both types of transitions. This was done by fitting transition-specific
learning rates using only the single-transition data (the first 60 seconds) for conditions DYN 121 and DYN 212. While
indeed increased learning rates and a factor two faster adaptation of the :G2 gain were found for the transition from
double to single integrator dynamics, the MRAC model’s accuracy (VAF) in describing human control adaptation
directly following this transition was not improved. From our analysis, it was also found that even higher learning rates
are not possible with an MRAC controller meant to approximate human control behavior, due to the presence of a
(human) delay in the control loop. While a nominal MRAC controller has theoretical convergence guarantees, these no
longer hold in the presence of a delay and too high learning rates may cause MRAC to become unstable.

Our current implementation of the MRAC model is centered on a scalar prediction error 4? , defined as the difference
between a predicted controlled element output G< and its true value G. This definition of 4? ensures that the adaptive
control laws are activated the moment that a difference in tracking performance occurs. Hence, we can accurately
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Fig. 16 Mean and standard deviation of the aggregated MRAC gains, estimated using only the first sixty
seconds of the each run.
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Fig. 17 Time-windowed VAF of theMRACmodel for the reduced DYN 12 and DYN 21 datasets for a 10-second
window size. The solid red lines represent the mean values, while the shaded red areas indicate one standard
deviation.
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predict the expected adaptation for transitions from DYN 1 to DYN 2 for which such a performance discrepancy occurs
immediately due to reduced loop stability. In reality, human operators would likely not only change their control
behavior if a performance discrepancy occurs, but also when their required control effort becomes noticeably different
(even if performance is not affected). The lacking adaptation we predict for DYN 2 to DYN 1 transitions results in
an MRAC model prediction that ‘over-controls’ the DYN 1 dynamics post-transition, see Fig. 18 and 19. Hence, a
crucial next research step for improving our current MRAC model is to investigate the effects of adding a control effort
prediction error to the definition of 4? .

In our current implementation of an MRAC model for predicting human control adaptation, a fixed internal reference
model was used. For our application to control adaptation in a pursuit task, with changes in the controlled system
dynamics this is partially correct, as human controllers will adapt to achieve largely invariant open-loop system dynamics
even when the controlled dynamics change [4, 6]. However, as McRuer and Jex [6] show for compensatory tracking tasks,
the parameters (crossover frequency, effective time delay) of the open loop dynamics do change, which is not accounted
for in our model. In addition, for application to human control adaptations for which this invariance does not hold,
such as changes in tracking display type from pursuit to preview displays [55], our current MRAC implementation can
perhaps be coupled with a separate, on-line estimator that also uses occurring prediction errors to drive the adaptation
of MRAC’s internal model. As human controllers also update their internal models through learning [2, 4], a good
predictive model of human control performance would also be expected to include an adaptive internal model.

The use of an MRAC controller to model human time-varying pursuit tracking behavior, as investigated in this paper,
is still a limited view on Predictive Coding (PC) in human control. For example, unlike more sophisticated models of
PC, our presented MRAC framework cannot by itself generate the complex strategies, possibly subject to constraints,
that human controllers can carry out, such as landing without instruments, performing an obstacle avoidance maneuver,
and reaching a hovering target under disturbances with an helicopter. A promising research direction towards this goal
are techniques generally referred to as ‘model-based optimal control’, which can capture complex dynamical behavior
shown by animals [20], including open-loop planning [10]. Alternatively, ‘inverse reinforcement learning’ [56] can
perhaps be used to estimate the reward function (or intention) underlying observed complex control behavior and used
to derive an explicit control policy for predicting human control behavior. Overall, we see a potential for PC to enable
increased insight in complex adaptive human behavior as exhibited throughout the aerospace field.

VIII. Conclusion
This paper evaluated the use of a model-based adaptive control algorithm, Model Reference Adaptive Control

(MRAC), for predicting the adaptive control policies of human operators in control of a system with time-varying
dynamics in a pursuit tracking task. MRAC, with its internal reference model that is used to drive controller adaptation,
was chosen as biological systems are known to make use of internal models for sensorimotor control, as also formalized
in the neuroscience theory of ‘predictive coding’. In our implementation, the internal reference model of the MRAC
controller was chosen to be McRuer and Jex’s crossover model, which captures the invariance of the open-loop dynamics
in closed-loop manual control tasks across a wide range of controlled system dynamics.

An experiment was conducted where ten participants performed a pursuit tracking task in which the controlled
dynamics transitioned between approximated single and double integrator systems twice during each tracking run. The
parameters of the MRAC model were estimated by fitting it to the collected experiment data by minimizing the error
between the MRAC output and the response of each participant, averaged across multiple runs.

The MRAC model was found to accurately predict the transient control policy of the participants for transitions
from single to double integrator controlled system dynamics, a well-known adaptation that requires an increase in rate
feedback compensation. On the other hand, MRAC was not able to approximate the change in the control policy of the
participants for the inverse transition. Even with transition-specific learning rate settings, for the transition to more
stable controlled system dynamics, which inherently results in smaller internal model prediction errors, the MRAC
model’s gains were updated too slowly compared to the speed of human adaption. While MRAC was only partially
successful at predicting human control behavior under different changes of the controlled system, the intuitive control
scheme can be easily extended in future work and contribute to innovations in machine learning and predictive coding
towards creating model-based controllers with human-like adaptive control policies.
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A. MRAC and Experimental Time Trace Data
Fig. 18 shows the reference signal A and the system’s output G aggregated across participants for each of the four

tested conditions (testing dataset). The aggregated output shows the mean response as a solid line and the standard
deviation with a shaded area. The control output of the participants is shown in blue while the corresponding MRAC
model predictions are shown in red. Fig. 18 shows that participants controlled the steady-state system for conditions
DYN 1 and DYN 2 consistently. For the time-varying conditions, participants’ tracking ability decreased just after a
change in controlled element dynamics. In particular, participants tend to overshoot the target by 35% on average when
the dynamics change from DYN 1 to DYN 2 and undershoot it by around 30% when the dynamics change from DYN 2
to DYN 1. After the 30-second mark in condition DYN 121 in Fig. 18c, when the dynamics change from DYN 1 to
DYN 2, the next two peaks in the reference signal are both significantly overshot. The same can be observed for DYN
212 in Fig. 18d after the transition at C = 60 s. The output standard deviation increased after the dynamics transition.
Tracking performance gradually improved after the transition, as participants adapted to the new dynamics.
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Fig. 18 Mean and standard deviation of the aggregated output of the participants, Hℎ , and of the MRAC
controllers, H<, for the four tested conditions.

Fig. 19 compares the aggregated measured control output D and the MRAC controller predictions. For condition
DYN 121, between C = 30 and 40 s, the MRAC model accurately captures the transient control behavior shown by
participants, who have a higher control activity and tend to overshoot the target reference signal as shown in Fig. 18. On
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the other hand, MRAC is not equally able to capture the transition from DYN 2 back to DYN 1 at C = 60 s. Fig. 19c and
d show that the control output is lower and has higher frequency components than the measured D signals.
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Fig. 19 Mean and standard deviation of the aggregated control output of the participants, Dℎ , and the MRAC
models, D<, for the four tested conditions.
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