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Abstract. A large amount of the data processed nowadays is multil-
abel in nature. This means that every pattern usually belongs to several
categories at once. Multilabel data are abundant, and most multilabel
datasets are quite large. This causes that many multilabel classification
methods struggle with their processing. Tackling this task by means of
big data methods seems a logical choice. However, this approach has been
scarcely explored by now. The present work introduces several big data
multilabel classifiers, all of them based on decision trees. After detailing
how they have been designed, their predictive performance, as well as
the execution time, are analyzed.

Keywords: Multilabel classification · Big data · Decision trees

1 Introduction

Pattern classification is among the most popular machine learning (ML) tasks.
Usually, each data pattern is associated to one category (the class label). Starting
from a set of previously labeled samples, classification algorithms train a model
(the classifier). Once trained, the classifier can be shown new unlabeled patterns
and it produces the predicted label as output. Decision trees (DT) are well-
known classifiers [1], quick to build and easily interpretable. DT ensembles, such
as Random Forest (RF) [2], are also quite effective, producing good predictive
performance.

A large part of the data generated nowadays is made of patterns linked to
several categories at once, instead of only one. Music clips can produce a subset
of the existing emotions [3], images can be categorized into several groups [4],
blog posts and questions in forums are assigned a set of tags [5], etc. The task
of learning from data pattern which are assigned several labels is known as
multilabel classification (MLC) [6]. The use of DTs in MLC, multilabel DTs
(MDTs), is also a common option.

The amount of new images, videos, music clips, blog posts and other mul-
tilabel contents uploaded everyday to the Internet is impressive. As a conse-
quence, MLC algorithms have to be able to process large datasets, a work that
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usually takes a long time. Facing this problem through Big Data (BD) tech-
niques, notably by distributing the workload among a group of machines, seems
a natural choice. Nonetheless, it is a barely explored alternative.

This work aims to propose five different MDT implementations based on BD
techniques. Three of them are BD multilabel versions of the well-known ID3 [7],
CART [8] and C4.5 [9] algorithms. The other two are ensembles of MDTs, as
it is known that ensembles tend to improve classification results. In addition,
ensembles are easier to parallelize in a BD environment than other techniques.
The five proposals will be experimentally tested with a double goal. Firstly,
the predictive performance of each alternative will be compared. Secondly, the
improvement in running time as the number of parallel nodes is increased is
analyzed.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. Section 2 introduces the
foundations of MLC and some concepts related to DTs designed to work with
BD infrastructure. The five proposed MDTs for BD are presented in Sect. 3. In
Sect. 4 the experimental framework is detailed and results are discussed. Finally,
some conclusions are drawn in Sect. 5.

2 Preliminaries

The methods presented in Sect. 3 are MDTs designed for BD environments.
Therefore, it is essential to know the foundations of MLC, introduced in Sub-
sect. 2.1, as well as some notions about BD infrastructures such as Hadoop and
Spark, brought in Subsect. 2.2.

2.1 Multilabel Classification

Multilabel datasets (MLDs) emerge naturally in certain fields, such as music
and video categorization [3,10], image tagging [4], document classification [11]
or gene function identification [12]. An MLD can be defined as a subset of
A1 ×A2 × ...×Af ×P(L), being Ai the f input features and P(L) the powerset
of L, the full set of labels appearing in the data. There is no difference between
the input space of an MLD and a traditional dataset. By contrast, the output
space of the former is made of a set of 0s and 1s (labelset), stating which of the
labels in L are relevant for each pattern. Therefore, a classifier have to be able
to predict several outputs simultaneously.

Aside of the number of labels, which can be seen as the length of the labelset,
several other metrics can be extracted from the samples’ labelsets [13]. The two
most common are label cardinality (Card) and label density (Dens). Yi being the
labelset of the ith-instance in the MLD D, Card (1) is simply the average number
of relevant labels in the MLD. Dens (2) is the normalized label cardinality1.

1 Card, Dens and many other multilabel characterization metrics can be easily
obtained with the mldr package [14].
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MLC has been faced mainly through two different approaches [6], data trans-
formation and method adaptation. The former aims to produce binary or mul-
ticlass datasets from the MLD, so that they can be processed with traditional
classification algorithms. The latter, on the contrary, advocates for rewriting
these traditional algorithms, making them able to work with multilabel data
natively.

Although several transformation methods have been proposed in the litera-
ture, two of them stand out because are frequently used as foundation of many
other algorithms. They are Binary Relevance (BR) and Label Powerset (LP).

– BR consists in producing as many binary datasets as labels there are in
the MLD, training an independent classifier for each label. The predictions
provided by these classifiers are joined to obtain the final labelset. Obviously,
the number of models to build (and the time needed to do it) increases linearly
with the number of labels.

– Whereas BR relies in binary classifiers, LP do it in multiclass ones. The
trick lies in considering each distinct labelset as class identifier. The major
drawback of this approach is that theoretically 2|L| different classes could
exist.

Regarding the method adaptation approach, multilabel algorithms based on
the best known models, such as trees [15], neural networks [16], support vector
machines [12] or nearest neighbors [17], can be found in the literature.

2.2 Decision Trees for Big Data

The recent advances in communications and storage technologies have led to the
emergence of big databases, in a context where ”big” has to be understood as
beyond the processing capacity of current personal computers. The answer to
this scenario was the use of clusters of computers. For facing complex ML tasks
different BD frameworks have been developed over time, such as Hadoop and
Spark [18], both from the Apache Foundation.

Hadoop relies on an own distributed file system [19], named HDFS, and the
approach to distribute the workload is the popular Map-Reduce [20]. Unlike
Hadoop, Spark supports in-memory data sharing. This technique produces a
noticeable improvement in running time, notably when multiple-pass computa-
tions over the data are needed. Depending on specific conditions, Spark runs
as 100 times faster than Hadoop. In addition, a basic library of ML methods
running over Spark, named MLlib [21], is available. Among the provided ML
algorithms, a generic ID3/CART DT can be found.

The cornerstone of Spark is the Resilient Distributed Dataset (RDD). It
represents a data collection that is distributed among a set of machines (cluster
nodes). Spark is able to cache RDDs in memory, reusing them between successive
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parallel operations. In the following, we refer to the number of nodes used to
process the data as number of RDD partitions. The goal of an Spark cluster is
to reduce the total running time by distributing the workload among its nodes.
Therefore, the more nodes there are in the cluster, the less time will be spent
in processing the data. However, partitioning and distributing the data is also a
time-consuming task. Depending on the amount of data, this preparatory work
could take longer than the reduction obtained by the parallelization. So the
number of RDD partitions is a parameter that could need some adjustment.

3 Multilabel Decision Trees for Big Datasets

Taking as foundation the generic tree implementation provided by MLlib [21],
the data mining library for Spark, three MDT algorithms were designed, ID3,
CART and C4.5. All of them are based on the LP transformation, previously
defined, so the labelsets are taken as class identifiers. Then, two ensembles of
MDTs are also proposed, BR and RF. The details about these proposals are
provided in the following subsections.

3.1 Classifiers Based on Single MDT

To learn a single MDT from an MLD, instead of a collection of binary trees, the
LP transformation has been used. Thus, each labelset in an MLD is taken as the
class identifier. In addition, multilabel versions of entropy and the Gini index,
the metrics used to decide the variable used in each split of the tree, are needed.

Based on [15], and being L the full set of labels in the MLD, p(l) the proba-
bility of l being relevant and q(l) = 1− p(l), the entropy measurement is defined
as shown in (3). Analogously, (4) corresponds to the Gini index computation.

Entropy = −
∑

l∈L
p(l) log p(l) + q(l) log q(l) (3)

Gini = 1 −
∑

l∈L
p(l)2 + q(l)2 (4)

Based on the MLlib implementation of ID3 [7], a multilabel version using
(3) and the LP transformation was implemented. In the same way, the MLlib’s
version of CART [8] was adapted to work with MLDs, using (4) and the same
transformation. Since C4.5 is not available in MLlib, it was written as extension
of the existing ID3 algorithm following [9]. This implied essentially implementing
the pruning procedure of C4.5, producing smaller trees with a better ability of
generalization.

The main difference between the classical implementation of these methods
and the one made here, based on Spark, is that the latter parallelizes the task
of evaluating the goodness of the attributes to be used in each split.
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3.2 Classifiers Based on Ensembles

Tree ensembles, such as RF, are among the most popular and best performing
classifiers. Since they train several independent models, ensembles are specially
suitable for work distribution in a cluster. Each tree will be built independently,
once the data partitions have been sent to each node.

The first ensemble is based on the BR transformation, using C4.5 as underly-
ing classifier. Therefore, there will be as many trees as labels in the MLD. Each
one will learn to differentiate patterns for which one label is relevant against all
the others, as explained in Sect. 2. The predictions provided by the individual
trees, at test time, are later combined to get the full labelset.

RF is proposed as the second MDT ensemble. As in BR, this approach also
generates multiple trees. However each one is a MDT processing all labels, not
a binary tree. A random subset of the input features is chosen to train the trees,
as usual in RF. The trees are built with the multilabel C4.5 version described in
the previous subsection. The maximum tree depth is set to 5 and the ensemble
uses 100 trees, as recommended in [22].

4 Experimentation

In this section how the previously described methods have been empirically
tested is explained. Section 4.1 outlines the experimental framework. The con-
ducted experimentation has two main goals. Firstly, the classification perfor-
mance produced by each one of the MDT implementations will be assessed in
Sect. 4.2. Later, in Sect. 4.3, the execution time of each method, as well as the
influence of the number of partitions in running time, will be analyzed. This
way, the best algorithm could be chosen according to time restrictions and clas-
sification performance demands, as discussed in Sect. 4.4.

4.1 Experimental Framework

The MDTs have been tested using six MLDs2 having disparate traits, as shown
in Table 1. Three of them, medical [24], slashdot [25] and tmc2007 [11] come
from the text domain, emotions [3] and scene [4] have their origin in the mul-
timedia sources, while yeast [12] was produced from genetic data. The number
of instances and attributes will mainly impact the execution time of the algo-
rithms. On the other hand, the number of labels and cardinality are attributes
that influence the predictive behavior of the models. Depending on the transfor-
mation applied to the data, the number of labels can also increase the running
time.

Each MLD was partitioned following a 5 folds cross validation, thus each run
used 80% of data to train the model and the remainder 20% as test patterns.
Reported results are mean values over these 5 runs per MLD/method.

2 All of them can be found in the RUMDR [23] repository.
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Table 1. Main characteristics of the MLDs

Dataset Instances Attributes Labels Cardinality

emotions 593 72 6 1.869

medical 978 1 449 45 1.245

scene 2 407 294 6 1.074

slashdot 3 782 1 079 22 1.181

tmc2007 28 596 500 22 2.158

yeast 2 417 198 14 4.237

Aiming to analyze how the number of RDD partitions affected execution
time, the training and testing was repeated six times using a different configura-
tion. The used values are 1, 2, 4, 8, 16, 32 and 64. Theoretically, as the number
of RDD partitions grows execution time should decrease, since the work is dis-
tributed among a larger amount of machines. The cluster used has 14 nodes and
each node disposes of 2 x Intel Xeon E5-2670v2 and 64 GB of RAM.

The predictions made by each classifier were assessed by means of five per-
formance metrics. Let Yi be the ground truth labelset of the ith-instance, Zi

the predicted one, Δ the symmetrical difference, and �� the Iverson operator
(returns 1 if the expression is true, 0 otherwise). Hamming Loss (5), Accuracy
(6), F-Measure (8), and Subset Accuracy (9) are defined as follows. Hamming
Loss is a loss metric, so the lower the value the better is performing the classifier.
For the other four metrics, higher values are better.

Hamming Loss =
1
n

1
k

n∑

i=1

|YiΔZi| (5)

Accuracy =
1
n

n∑

i=1

|Yi ∩ Zi|
|Yi ∪ Zi| (6)

Precision =
1
n

n∑

i=1

|Yi ∩ Zi|
|Zi| , Recall =

1
n

n∑

i=1

|Yi ∩ Zi|
|Yi| (7)

F-Measure = 2 ∗ Precision ∗ Recall

Precision + Recall
=

2TP

2TP + FP + FN
. (8)

Subset Accuracy =
1
n

n∑

i=1

�Yi = Zi� (9)

Micro F-Measure (10) differs from F-Measure in the way it is averaged.
Instead of computing the metric for each instance, the true positives (TP), true
negatives (TN), false positives (FP) and false negatives (FN) for all the instances
are aggregated, then the measure is computed. L denotes the full set of labels
appearing in the MLD. Additional details about all these metrics can be found
in [6].
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Micro F-Measure = F-Measure(
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∑
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In addition to the previous metrics, running times were also gathered to
compare the influence of the number of RDD partitions in the total execution
time.

4.2 Classification Performance

Firstly, the interest is in determining which one of the MDTs produces better
classification results. The values corresponding to each evaluation metric are
depicted in Fig. 1. Each bar plot shows results for the six MLDs processed with
the five algorithms. As can be observed, the bar associated to RF is noticeable
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Table 2. Classification results

above the others (below for Hamming Loss) in many cases. BR seems to be the
closer contender, performing at the same level than RF sometimes.

The exact values are provided in Table 2. Best results have been highlighted
in bold. From these values, that RF is the best performer can be drawn. It
achieves the highest (lowest for Hamming Loss) value in all cases, with only a
pair of ties.

To better elucidate how each algorithm compare to others regarding classi-
fication performance, in Table 33 all of them have been ranked. The rightmost
column shows the average ranking for all performance metrics. As can be seen,
the second best performer is C4.5, ahead of the BR transformation. By contrast,
CART gets the worst results.

3 Names of metrics have been abbreviated to better fit them as column captions.
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Table 3. Average ranking by metric

Algorithm HL Acc F-M SA MF-M Avg. rank

RF 1.000 1.000 1.083 1.000 1.000 1.017

C4.5 2.833 2.250 2.333 2.333 2.500 2.450

BR 2.333 4.000 3.250 4.333 3.167 3.417

ID3 4.333 3.583 3.833 3.500 3.667 3.783

CART 4.500 4.167 4.500 3.833 4.667 4.333

4.3 Execution Time Analysis

The main goal of distributing the workload among a group of machines is to
reduce the total execution time taken by the process. In this case, the process is
the training of each classifier. The number of RDD partitions have been set to
different values, aiming to analyze at which extent increasing the parallelization
level decreases running time.

Since it has been already proven that ID3 and CART produce poor clas-
sification performance, time analysis will be focused in the other three MDT
implementations. Figure 2 shows execution times in seconds for each MLD and
method. The X axis is common to all plots, indicating the number of RDD parti-
tions. Y axes are independent, stating the running time in seconds. Experiments
taking longer than 10 h were discarded, this is the reason to the lacking of data
points in tmc2007 for 1 and 2 partitions.

As would be expected, in general running time decreases as the number of
RDD partitions grows. However, there are a few exceptions such as RF while
trained with emotions, medical and yeast. In these cases increasing the number
of partitions from 32 to 64 implies a deterioration instead of an improvement,
taking significantly longer. This could be explained by the fact that the process
of dividing the problem and distributing it among the machines in the cluster,
takes longer than the savings obtained by sharing the workload.

4.4 Discussion

From the observation of the previous results, choosing the best MDT alternative
is a matter of deciding what is most important in each case, predictive perfor-
mance or running time. To obtain the best possible classification of new patterns
RF is the correct choice, with a large advantage over the other algorithms. RF
is an ensemble, a collection of C4.5 trees each of them generated from a random
subset of the features. Therefore, obtaining better results than a single C4.5
classifier is not strange. BR is also an ensemble, but each one of the trees is
focused in predicting one label only, working independently of the other trees.
The approach of creating several trees taking the relationship among labels into
account, through the LP transformation, proves to be superior.

As would be expected, the running times for the ensembles, BR and RF, are
longer than for the single C4.5 MDT. However, increasing the number of RDD
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partitions reduces these times until they get quite close in some cases. As can
be observed in Fig. 2, BR is slower with the MDLs which have more labels, such
as tmc2007 and slashdot, since it has to produce a larger set of classifiers. On
the contrary, RF is more affected by the number of samples and attributes, as it
has to produce bigger trees as these numbers grow. In general, for MLDs with
many labels RF will produce the best classification results in less time than BR,
although depending on the number of RDD partitions some surpassing could
exists (as with the medical MLD). C4.5 running times are always the lowest,
but they only benefit from distributing the work among machines with the larger
MLDs. As can be stated from Fig. 2, for MLDs such as emotions, scene and yeast
the line for C4.5 is almost flat.

Overall, given its predictive performance and for being able to reduce running
time as the number of RDD partitions is increased, RF seems to be the best deci-
sion when it comes to choose a multilabel decision tree algorithm for big data
environments.
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5 Conclusions

The amount of new data patterns produced every day is huge, mainly in form
of images, videos, sounds and texts due to the emergence of services such as
Flickr, Instagram, YouTube! and personal blogs. These patterns are multilabel
in nature, and could be grouped/categorized/tagged into several classes. Hence
the interest in having methods able to perform multilabel classification with big
databases.

In this work five different decision tree based methods have been proposed.
Three of them are multilabel versions of well-known ID3, CART and C4.5 algo-
rithms, using an adapted entropy/Gini metric and based on the LP transfor-
mation. The other two, RF and BR, are ensembles of classifiers, following two
distinct approaches. The former trains several trees with a subset of the input
features and all labels, while the latter trains an individual tree for each label
with all the features.

A two-way experimental study has been conducted. The first part has led as
result that RF is the best choice when only predictive performance matters. The
second part analyzed how the total running time could be reduced by increasing
the number of RDD partitions. The behavior of RF and BR was dependent of
the MLD characteristics, noticeably the number of labels. As ensemble methods,
their running time was always higher than that of single-MDT classifiers such
as C4.5.
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