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MAKING YOUR RESEARCH REPRODUCIBLE



AlphaGo

“Impressive results. No code. No model.”
(Silver et al, 2016)



3





Reproducing AlphaZero with Elf
• Hard to reproduce

– Details are missing in the paper
– Huge computational cost (15.5 years to generate 4.9M selfplays with 1 GPU) 
– Sophisticated (distributed) systems. 

• Lack of ablation analysis
– What factor is critical for the performance?
– Is the algorithm robust to random initialization and changes of hyper parameters? 
– How the ladder issue is solved? 

• Lots of mysteries
– Is the proposed algorithm really universal?
– Is the bot almighty? 
– Is there any weakness in the trained bot? 

ELF OpenGo: An Analysis and Open Reimplementation of AlphaZero, Tian et al, ICML 2019.
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52%
Yes, a 
significant 
crisis

3% No, there is no crisis
7% Don’t know

38%
Yes, a slight 
crisis

1,576
RESEARCHERS SURVEYED

(M. Baker, Nature, 2016)

(Gundersen , 2020)



7 (M. Baker, Nature, 2016)

Computer 
Science



8 (M. Baker, Nature, 2016)
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ICLR 2018 Reproducibility Challenge

10 (J. Pineau, ICLR keynote, 2018)



REPRODUCIBILITY
PART II



The Scientific Method - Process

(Gundersen 2021)



The Scientific Method - Steps

1. Observe the world and form beliefs about it 
2. Explain causes and effects by forming a scientific theory 
3. Formulate a genuine test of the scientific theory as a hypothesis 
4. Design an experiment to test the hypothesis and document it in a research 

protocol 
5. Implement the experiment so that it is ready to be conducted 
6. Conduct the experiment to produce results 
7. Analyze the results to make an analysis 
8. Interpret the findings 
9. Update beliefs according to the interpretation 
10. Observe the world in a structured manner 

(Gundersen 2021)



Types of Empirical Studies

Hypothesis generating - identify and suggest possible hypotheses.
• Exploratory Yields casual hypotheses by collecting data and analyzing it in many ways.

• Assessment Establish baselines and ranges as well as other behaviors of system or environment. 

Hypothesis testing - test explicit and precise hypotheses
• Observation Collect data in a way that does not directly interfere with how the data arise, establish an association.

• Manipulation Test hypotheses about causal influences of factors by manipulating them and and noting effects on 
measure variables. 

(Cohen 1995)



The Scientific Method in ML

(Gundersen 2021)



Example of Experiment

Scientific theory: Deep neural 
networks are models of the brain, 
although simple ones, and as such 
intelligence could emerge from them.

Hypothesis: The performance of 
biological inspired deep convolutional 
neural networks is competitive with 
human performance on computer 
vision benchmark tasks.

(Gundersen 2021)



Experiment: DNN for Image Classification

Collect
hand-written
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(Gundersen 2021)



The Scientific Method - Steps
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(Gundersen 2021)



The Scientific Method in ML

(Gundersen 2021)

ExperimentDocumentation Result



Definition of Reproducibility

Reproducibility is the ability of 
independent investigators to draw the 
same conclusions from an experiment by 
following the documentation shared by 
the original investigators.

(Gundersen 2021)



The Three Types of Reproducibility

(Gundersen 2021)

Outcome reproducible The outcome of the reproducibility experiment is 

the same as the outcome produced by the original experiment.

Analysis reproducible Outcome might differ, but same analysis and 

interpretation on different outcome leads to same conclusion.

Interpretation reproducible Neither the outcome nor the analysis need 

to be the same if the interpretation leads to the same conclusion. 



The Three Types of Documentation
Description Description of the AI method implemented by the AI program, the

experiment being conducted and the analysis of the results as well as the

hardware and ancillary software used for conducting the experiment. 

(Gundersen 2021)

Code AI Program code, code for setup and configuration, code controling workflow, 

code for analysis of results and visualization.

Data All data used for conducting the experiment. Are the samples used for 

training, validation and test specified? What about the results?



The Scientific Method in ML

(Gundersen 2021)

ExperimentDocumentation Result

Description
Code
Data

Analysis
Outcome

Interpretation



Degrees of Reproducibility

(Gundersen 2021)

Outcome Analysis Interpretation

R1 Outcome Same Same Same

R2 Analysis Different Same Same

R3 Interpretation Different Different Same



Four Types of Reproducibility

Text Code Data
R1 Description
R2 Code
R3 Data
R4 Experiment

(Gundersen 2021)



(Gundersen 2021)



THE AAAI REPRODUCIBILITY CHECKLIST
PART III



(Gundersen, Gil and Aha, AI Magazine, 2018)

Source: https://folk.idi.ntnu.no/odderik/reproducibility_guidelines.pdf



AAAI Reproducibility Checklist

Four sections:
1. The paper 
2. Theoretical contributions
3. Data sets
4. Computational experiments

Source: https://aaai.org/Conferences/AAAI-22/reproducibility-checklist/



The paper
• Claims are clearly stated.
• Explain how the results 

substantiate the claims.
• Explicitly identify limitations 

and or technical assumptions.
• Include conceptual 

outline/pseudocode of AI 
methods introduced.

(Gundersen and Kjensmo, 2018)



Research Protocol

Source: https://www.cs.uct.ac.za/teaching/forms/researchProposalGuide_2007.pdf

Research Questions Clearly 
state what you are 
investigating?

Evaluation of Research 
Questions What is the best 
way to evaluate the outcome 
of the experiment? Explain it. 

Methodology How do you 
conduxt your investigation? 
Describe your experiment.

Anticipate Outcomes Make a 
prediction. What do you 
expect and why? 



How well is data documented?

(Gundersen and Kjensmo, 2018)

• We know we should not train 
and test on the same data.

• Is Outcome Reproducible an 
option if we do not know which 
samples were used for what?

• Can only check if Outcome 
Reproducible if results are 
shared. 

The order a machine learning algorithm is fed 
training samples can affect the performance. 



An Unbiased Look at Dataset Bias

Selection bias Does the 
dataset represent a fair 
sampling of the world?

(Torralba and Efros 2011

Capture Bias Are the 
samples represented fairly 
(centered object, handle 
direction of mugs?)

Negative bias Does the data 
set contain negative 
examples as well?



Other issues
• Data version: 

– Are there different versions of the same dataset? 
– Some software libraries provide standard datasets as well i.e. seaborn and 

GluonTS. 
– Sometimes these differ from the original ones. Cite the correct version. 
– Sometimes the reported data is not the same as the published data (different 

number of samples).
• Large dataset: 

– Webscale datasets might not be stored after analysis. Outcome reproducibility 
not possible. 

• Concept drift: 
– The real changes and datasets are static. 
– What was true one day is not true the next. 
– If the dataset is not shared it is impossible to know whether any differences are 

caused by concept drift or other issues related to the quality of the research. 



Which Conclusions Can Be Drawn?

Population Sample

Treatment

No treatment

Generalize
findings

Establish causal 
relation

Random 
selection

Random 
selection



Hardware and Ancillary Software

(Hong et al, 2013)



Code Version

When you run the code later, you
might get different results! 



Computational experiments II
• This paper formally describes evaluation metrics used and 

explains the motivation for choosing these metrics.
• This paper states the number of algorithm runs used to compute 

each reported result.
• Analysis of experiments goes beyond single-dimensional 

summaries of performance (e.g., average; median) to include 
measures of variation, confidence, or other distributional 
information

• This paper lists all final (hyper-)parameters used for each 
model/algorithm in the paper’s experiments.

• This paper states the number and range of values tried per 
(hyper-)parameter during development of the paper, along with



Deep Learning that Matters

(Henderson et al, AAAI 2018)

• Hyperparameter 
search will have a huge 
effect on results. 
Ranges rarely 
documented properly.

• Simple changes in 
network architecture 
can have make large 
changes to result.

• Different 
implementations of 
same baseline algorithm 
can yield very different 
results. 



Algorithm Runs and Variation I

Ran the same experiment 100 times. Only difference was which 
seeds we used to initialize the pseudorandom number generator



MAPE

Algorithm Runs and Variation II

KDE used to smooth out the variance of a selection of seeds.
See how different the average MAPE scores for those seeds will be.
Assuming a similar distribution for our baseline, we can manipulate results by selecting the 
best set of 5 seeds for our algorithm and the 5 worst seeds for our baseline.



Experiment: MNIST Classification I
• Same experiment 

conducted 20 times on 
four different machine 
learning platforms.

• Code = same
• Data = same
• HW = !same
• Ancillary SW = !same

(Gundersen, Shamsaliei and Isdahl, forthcoming)



Experiment: MNIST Classification II

CPU, random seed not fixed CPU, random seed fixed

(Gundersen, Shamsaliei and Isdahl, forthcoming)

When models are wrong, how many are wrong?



Experiment: MNIST Classification III

CPU, random seed not fixed CPU, random seed fixed

(Gundersen, Shamsaliei and Isdahl, forthcoming)

When models are wrong, how many different classes do they see?



THE VALUE AND CHALLENGES OF TRANSPARENT RESEARCH
PART IV



The Ten Years Reproducibility Challenge

“Programming languages 
evolve, as do the computing 
environments in which they 
run, and code that works 
flawlessly one day can fail the 
next.” 
- Nicolas Rougier, Nature, 
2020



PoV of Original Researchers

52 (Gundersen, Gil and Aha, 2018)

R4 Experiment

R3 Code

R2 Data

R1 Description

Incereased 
documentation 
efforts

Incereased 
generality of 
results



PoV of Independent Researchers

53 (Gundersen, Gil and Aha, 2018)

R4 Experiment

R3 Code

R2 Data

R1 Description

Incereased 
trust in the 
original study’s 
results

Incereased 
effort to 
reproduce



Reproducibility Experiment

(Gundersen et al, forthcoming)



Code and Data 
shared

Only data 
shared

83% 6%

Success (green), Partial success (orange), 
Failure (red) and no result (grey) when 
reproducing experiments with and without 
code. Each box represents an aggregate of the 
experiments reported in one paper (most cited 
AI papers from Scopus). 

The value of sharing both 
code and data

(Gundersen et al, forthcoming)

We tried to reproduce 30 of the top-
cited papers from 2012, 2014 and 
2016. These are the results: Sharing 
both code and data is really effectfull.



CONCLUSION: WHAT IF YOU CANNOT DO EVERYTHING?
PART V



Important to Remember
Comment from Hacker News

Many people 
believes that the 
reason that they 
are not able to 
reproduce results is 
their own 
incompetency. 

This leads to false 
claims not being
refuted!



Conclusion I: If one has to choose 

Newton did not share code and data
Writing a good paper that describes the experiment 
well and is fully transparent is most important!

Text Code Data
R1 Description
R2 Code
R3 Data
R4 Experiment



Conclusion II: Sharing is Caring

• If you do not have time to document and tidy up the code and 
data, it is still better to share the code and data than not to. 

• Sharing is more important than good documentation.

Text Code Data
R1 Description
R2 Code
R3 Data
R4 Experiment

Reproduction 
83% successful
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Standing on the Feet of Giants
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