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The architectures of many neural networks rely heavily on the underlying grid associated

with the variables, for instance, the lattice of pixels in an image. For general biomedical

data without a grid structure, the multi-layer perceptron (MLP) and deep belief network

(DBN) are often used. However, in these networks, variables are treated homogeneously in

the sense of network structure; and it is difficult to assess their individual importance. In

this paper, we propose a novel neural network called Variable-block tree Net (VtNet) whose

architecture is determined by an underlying tree with each node corresponding to a subset

of variables. The tree is learned from the data to best capture the causal relationships

among the variables. VtNet contains an LSTM-like cell for every tree node. The input and

forget gates of each cell control the information flow through the node, and they are used

to define a significance score for the variables. To validate the defined significance score,

VtNet is trained using smaller trees with variables of low scores removed. Hypothesis tests

are conducted to show that variables of higher scores influence classification more strongly.

Comparison is made with the variable importance score defined in Random Forest from the

aspect of variable selection. Our experiments demonstrate that VtNet is highly competitive

in classification accuracy and can often improve accuracy by removing variables with low

significance scores.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Deep neural networks (DNN) have achieved phenomenal success in a broad spectrum of predictive data analysis problems, for instance, in com-
puter vision (Voulodimos, Doulamis, Doulamis, & Protopapadakis 2018), natural language processing (Otter, Medina, & Kalita 2020) and speech
recognition (Nassif, Shahin, Attili, Azzeh, & Shaalan 2019). In those fields, many neural network architectures have been designed for sequential
or imagery data, which rely heavily on the underlying grid structure of the variables, e.g., the lattice of pixels in an image, the ordered appear-
ance of words. Neural networks have also been designed for general graph data, specifically, each input instance being a graph with potentially
varying topology. Examples include the recursive neural network (RvNN) (Socher et al. 2013) and graph autoencoder (GAE) (Cao, Lu, & Xu 2016).
A comprehensive review of graph neural networks is referred to (Z. Wu et al. 2020). However, for general multivariate data such as those in the
biomedical areas, the data are neither features on a grid nor graphs. In this case, available DNNs aremuch limited. The commonly used architectures
are Multi-Layer Perceptron (MLP) and Deep Belief Networks (DBN) (G. Hinton, Osindero, & Teh 2006; G. E. Hinton 2009). They treat covariates
homogeneously by fully-connected networks, and the importance of any covariate for predicting the output is opaque (Wankhede 2014). Although
techniques have been developed to reduce the complexity of MLP, they do not directly address the issue of assessing the importance of variables.

One of the core tasks in biomedical studies is to identify the underlying causal relations and make use of them (Fergusson, Boden, & Horwood
2009; Kleinberg &Hripcsak 2011; Mente, de Koning, Shannon, & Anand 2009; Tyrrell et al. 2016; Williamson 2019).With the causal relationships
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among covariates revealed, the consequences of actions can be better predicted (Hoyer, Janzing, Mooij, Peters, & Schölkopf 2009; Judea 2000),
and new insights about health and disease can be gained (Cooper et al. 2015; Sun et al. 2015). While the “gold-standard" approach to infer
causality is by randomization, it is often infeasible due to logistic, economic, and/or ethical constraints. On the other hand, with the availability of
large amounts of observational data, e.g., The Cancer Genome Atlas (TCGA) (Network 2008), National Cancer Database (NCDB) (Bilimoria, Stewart,
Winchester, & Ko 2008; Winchester, Stewart, Bura, & Scott Jones 2004), Surveillance, Epidemiology, and End Results Program (SEER) (Duggan,
Anderson, Altekruse, Penberthy, & Sherman 2016), efforts have been devoted to deriving causality from observational data. Causal discovery
among variables is a powerful technique for inferring causal structure from observational data without randomized assignment (Glymour, Zhang,
& Spirtes 2019). A basic idea of causal discovery is to represent the causal relationship between variables using a directed acyclic graph. Various
methods and algorithms have been developed, for example, the constraint and score-based methods (Yu, Li, & Liu 2016) and the Functional Causal
Models algorithms (K. Zhang, Wang, Zhang, & Schölkopf 2015).

Motivated by the need to understand the role of variables in many biomedical data analysis tasks, we hereby develop a deep learning approach
with the capacity to effectively assess variable importance and in the meanwhile achieve high classification accuracy. In a nutshell, our approach
exploits causal discovery to build a directed graph for the variables, which is then leveraged to design a new DNN with reduced complexity and
readiness for evaluating variable importance. Specifically, we develop a neural network called Variable-block tree Net (VtNet) for classification.

In VtNet, the variables are partitioned into blocks which correspond to nodes in the causal graph. A Long Short-Term Memory (LSTM)-like cell
is used to model each node (Gers, Schmidhuber, & Cummins 1999; Hochreiter & Schmidhuber 1997). The causal graph is then approximated by
spanning trees, which determine the overall structure of VtNet. By the nature of MLP, the weight matrices of the network cannot pinpoint the role
of a variable. In contrast, the input and forget gates in an LSTM-like cell control the information flow, which reflects the importance of the current
input. Therefore a significance score can be defined for variables in any node using the input and forget gates of the corresponding cell. A node
with a low significance score means that the input variables of this node contribute little to the entire information flow and are expected to have
a low influence on classification. As a comparison to the conventional LSTM popular for sequential data, the LSTM-like cells in VtNet do not have
“time-wise” repetitive weights because the variables in each node are of different meanings and often different dimensions.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. In Section 2,we review relatedwork.Our proposedmethods are presented in Section 3. Experiments
and comparisons with baseline methods are described in Section 4. We also demonstrate the effectiveness of the variable significance score
from several perspectives, such as hypothesis testing, correlation analysis, and variable selection. Finally, we conclude and discuss future work in
Section 5.

2 RELATED WORK

There is a growing interest in interpreting models trained by DNNs or other machine learning methods. Recent works include locally approximating
the model around an individual prediction (Guo, Huang, Tao, Xing, & Lin 2018; Lundberg & Lee 2017; Ribeiro, Singh, & Guestrin 2016), explaining
deep features trained from DNN using semantic features and original quantitative features (Paul et al. 2019), and assessing the importance of
variables based on DNN, e.g., the recently developed RATE (Ish-Horowicz, Udwin, Flaxman, Filippi, & Crawford 2019) and CXPlain (Schwab &
Karlen 2019) and other previous works (Shrikumar, Greenside, & Kundaje 2017; Simonyan, Vedaldi, & Zisserman 2013; Sundararajan, Taly, & Yan
2017). See Roscher, Bohn, Duarte, and Garcke (2020) for a survey on explainable machine learning. For machine learning methods other than DNN,
how to reveal the roles of variables has also been explored (Lundberg et al. 2020 2018). Our work to assess the importance of original variables is in
the category of “explaining variables”. Quantifying the importance of variables can help researchers gain new insights or verify existing knowledge
about certain measurements. Furthermore, the importance scores can be used to select variables. Although we leverage the structure of VtNet to
define an easily computed significance score, our goal is not to explain the importance of variables based upon any given DNN, a difference from
existing work. Instead, we aim at building new models that are relatively easy to explain and in the meanwhile accurate in classification. We also
note that VtNet is motivated by biomedical data for which causal discovery is meaningful, but it is not suitable for images or audio signals which
possess intrinsic underlying graph structures.

Our approach of constructing trees via causal discovery bears some similarity with the method of Tree Augmented Naive Bayes (TAN) (Friedman,
Geiger, & Goldszmidt 1997). To determine the tree structure, one approach in TAN reduces the problem of constructing a maximum likelihood
tree to one of finding the maximum weighted spanning tree in a graph. The edge weights are mutual information between variables (Vergara &
Estévez 2014). The tree obtained as such is undirected. If a directed tree is desired, a node in the tree is randomly chosen as the root, and the
choice of the root has no effect on the likelihood. In contrast, VtNet employs causal discovery which naturally yields a directed graph. The causal
scores serve as the edge weights. A directed maximum weighted spanning tree is then sought out. Details can be found in Section 3.3. We have
experimented with the method of TAN to build the tree graph for VtNet, but the result shows that few choices of the root node can provide
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performance comparable to that based on causal discovery. Even when we applied an ensemble method to multiple randomly generated trees, the
performance is still inferior to that of causal discovery.

Our proposed model is related to LSTM, which is a special Recurrent Neural Network (RNN) (Pascanu, Mikolov, & Bengio 2013; Williams &
Zipser 1989) architecture. It contains a repetitive neural network module at any time position. Cascaded as a chain, these modules are “recurrent”
since the weight matrices in each module are shared across the chain. We define an LSTM-like cell for each node in the causal graph, but these cells
do not share weights. In Section 3.4, we explain why this structure enables the definition of variable significance scores. The LSTM cell has been
used to model nodes in a tree rather than in a chain. In particular, (Tai, Socher, & Manning 2015; Zhu, Sobihani, & Guo 2015) have developed Tree-
LSTM for semantic analysis in natural language processing. Although VtNet is structurally similar to Tree-LSTM, there are important differences.
The input to Tree-LSTM contains instances each represented by a graph. The graph topology can vary, but the variables in each graph node are
homogeneous in their meanings. As a result, the LSTM cells in Tree-LSTM are recursive (that is, identical). For VtNet, the input data are not graphs,
while a causal graph is learned from the data to capture relationships among variables. Due to the different nature of input data, the LSTM-like cells
in VtNet are unique for each node. In addition, the information flow in VtNet is from the root to the leaf nodes (top-down), while that in Tree-LSTM
is the reverse (bottom-up).

Finally, we point out that deep learning has attracted growing interest in the statistics community. For example, (Tang, Ma, Waljee, & Zhu in
press) proposed a semi-supervised joint learning method for classifying longitudinal clinical events. It is demonstrated that their proposed method
outperforms the purely supervised method and the existing two-step semi-supervised methods. For subspace classification, (H. Wu, Fan, & Lv
2020) explored whether the DNN statistically mimics the two-step procedure of clustering followed by classification. (Y. Yuan, Deng, Zhang, & Qu
2020) introduced from a statistical perspective the general structures and applications of various DNNs, including convolutional neural networks
and generative adversarial networks.

3 MODEL CONSTRUCTION AND VARIABLE IMPORTANCE

3.1 Notations

Denote a random vector X by (X1,X2, ...,Xp)T ∈ Rp and the ith sample or realization of it by (xi1, xi2, ..., xip)
T ∈ Rp. Moreover, the data matrix

X = (x1, x2, ..., xp) ∈ Rn×p, where xj is the jth column of X, containing values of the jth variable across all sample points. We use the terms feature
and variable exchangeably. A variable block is a subset of the p features, e.g., (X1,X3). Suppose we partition the p-dimensional random vector X
into V variable blocks, indexed by v = 1, 2, ...,V. Let the number of variables in the vth block be pv , a.k.a., the dimension of the vth variable block.
We have

∑V
v=1 pv = p. Denote the sub-vector containing variables in the vth variable block by X(v). If we reorder variables in X according to

the order of the variable blocks, we get the random vector X̃ = (X(1)T,X(2)T...X(V)T)T ∈ Rp. For brevity of notation, we assume without loss
of generality X(1) = (X1,X2, ...,Xp1 )

T ∈ Rp1 and X(v) = (Xmv+1,Xmv+2, ...,Xmv+pv )
T ∈ Rpv , where mv =

∑v−1
i=1 pi, for v = 2, ...,V. Then we

simply have X = (X(1)T,X(2)T...X(V)T)T ∈ Rp.

3.2 Variable blocks

For sequential or spatial data, variables can usually be considered as attributes of nodes on a graph. For example, pixel-wise features in an image
are attributes of nodes on a regular two-dimensional grid. In another word, the indices for different variables are not symbolic but correspond with
positions on a grid. For non-sequential and non-spatial biomedical data, the indices of variables are symbolic and can be permutedwithout changing
the nature of the data. In such cases, some generic DNNs such as MLP are used. In MLP, all variables of the input data are fully connected in the
hidden layers via a weight matrixW and a bias vector b. However, underlying causal relationships between variables usually exist in biomedical data.
Such relationships enable us to construct special architectures of neural networks, allowing lower network complexity and better interpretation
for the roles of variables.

By considering variable blocks instead of only individual variables in each node, we can more effectively model the interaction among variables
within the same node without compromising computational cost. Furthermore, if each node contains only one variable, the causal relationship
graph can become too big, and the cells with one-dimensional input may require intensive pre-training (Li, Zhao, Huang, & Gong 2014). For the
interest of variable selection, group-based selection has been much explored in statistics (M. Yuan & Lin 2006), although less so in the literature
of neural networks (May, Dandy, & Maier 2011; G. P. Zhang 2000). We use a simple scheme to generate the variable blocks. We randomly select
one seed variable and compute its correlation (or mutual information) with every other variable. Variables with the highest correlation with the
seed variable are grouped with it to form a variable block. The size of the block can be decided by thresholding the correlation coefficients or
by an upper bound on the number of variables permitted in one block. After one block is formed, the same process is applied to the remaining
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FIGURE 1 VtNet work flow. Individual Variables, x1, ..., xp, are first divided into variable blocks, x(1), ..., x(V). A directed causal graph is built on
them by causal discovery. The graph will be further reduced to a minimum spanning tree, and variables are connected using the causal directed
link. The structure of the neural network, VtNet, is determined by the tree, and LSTM-like cells are used to model every node (i.e., variable block).
The red unit indicates the forget gate f(t); the green units are the input gate i(t) and input proposal a(t); and the blue square unit indicates the
output gate o(t). The parameter matrices, e.g.,W(t)

i ,W(t)
f , andW

(t)
o , are not shared across the cells.

variables to form another block, so on and so forth. We finally obtain a partition of all variables as shown in Figure 1. Our experiments show that
the difference between using correlation and mutual information is negligible. We use correlation because it is faster to compute.

3.3 Causal discovery tree

Biomedical data analysis is often concerned with discovering and modeling causal relationships between variables, and various computational
methods have been developed. Understanding causal relationships is especially important for predictive biomedical analysis, as it enables making
predictions under interventions. Those well-studied causal discovery methods can represent the underlying causal knowledge as a directed graph-
ical causal model, as shown in Figure 1. We adopt the Causal Generative Neural Networks (CGNN) proposed in (Goudet et al. 2017) to model the
directed causal graph, in particular, using the implementation described in (Kalainathan, Goudet, & Dutta 2020). To the best of our knowledge, there
is no causal discovery method designed specifically for groups of variables instead of individual variables. But the idea of grouping highly correlated
variables and representing them by a single variable has been explored (Coumans, Claassen, & Terwijn 2017). In our approach, when each variable
block has a quite small number of variables (fewer than 3 in practice), we randomly pick one variable from every block as the representative to
construct the directed causal graph. When the variable block size is big, we use summary statistics such as mean value to represent the block. As
information flow in a directed causal graph is not completely in one direction, we approximate the causal graph by a minimum spanning tree using
the Chu–Liu/Edmonds’ algorithm (Chu 1965; Edmonds 1967). The weight of each edge is defined as the negative of the causal score. Therefore
the minimum spanning tree seeks the simplest structure of the largest cumulative causal score. If the directed causal graph has multiple nodes
without an input or causal node, multiple trees will be obtained from the directed graph. Variables in these trees will be modeled separately at first,
and then combined at the end by additional layers in the network. Details will be explained shortly when we present the network architecture.

3.4 LSTM-like cell

The architecture of the cell we used to model each variable block is essentially that of LSTM, as shown in Figure 1. For the tth cell, it is typically
composed of a memory cell c(t), a hidden state h(t), and 3 gates. The 3 gates are input gate i(t), output gate o(t) and forget gate f(t). The main
difference here from a typical LSTM cell is that the parameters in each cell are not duplicates of one set of parameters. Instead, each cell has input
data of a unique variable block and hence a unique set of parameters. Without loss of generality, suppose the input variable block to the tth cell
is X(t) with realization x(t). The notation � means element-wise multiplication, and σ is the sigmoid activation function with range [0, 1], applied
to each element. Then the tth cell is defined as:

i(t) = σ(W
(t)
i h(t−1) + U

(t)
i x(t) + b

(t)
i ),
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FIGURE 2 VtNet architecture and the shrinking technique. The tree structure is discovered by causal discovery. Each node is modeled by a LSTM-
like cell, and passes its memory c(t) and hidden state h(t) to all the child nodes. When removing the node of the lowest significance score, for
example x(1), all its child nodes are re-linked to its parent node x(2). The new architecture is called VtNet(-1).

f (t) = σ(W
(t)
f h(t−1) + U

(t)
f x(t) + b

(t)
f ),

o(t) = σ(W
(t)
o h(t−1) + U

(t)
o x(t) + b

(t)
o ),

a(t) = tanh(W
(t)
a h(t−1) + U

(t)
a x(t) + b

(t)
a ),

c(t) = c(t−1) � f (t) + i(t) � a(t),
h(t) = o(t) � tanh(c(t)).

For each sample, suppose x(t) ∈ Rpt and h(t−1) ∈ Rq,∀t, then U
(t)
i ,U

(t)
f ,U

(t)
o ,U

(t)
a ∈ Rq×pt , W(t)

i ,W
(t)
f ,W

(t)
o , W(t)

a ∈ Rq×q and
b
(t)
i , b

(t)
f , b

(t)
o , b

(t)
a , i

(t)
t , f

(t)
t , o

(t)
t , a

(t)
t , c

(t)
t ∈ Rq. In practice, we set the state size q = min(20,min{2 ∗ pt, t = 1, 2, ...,V}). Same as in the LSTM

cell, information is delivered across the entire tree by the memory c(t) and hidden state h(t). The way of connecting these LSTM-cells into a graph
structure will be described next.

The memory cell c(t) and hidden state h(t) summarize the information up to the tth node and are regulated by the gates to receive new
information or erase irrelevant information. The forget gate f(t) receives h(t−1), the information from the previous module, and the new input
data x(t). We can view f(t) as a proportion to control the usage of memory c(t−1) in the update c(t) in the next cell. A higher value of f(t) results
in stronger influence of c(t−1) on c(t). If the effect of the ancestor nodes is negligible given the new input, f(t) approaches 0, or figuratively, the
forget gate closes. Besides past memory, the other part of c(t) is based on the current i(t) and a(t), which are the input gate and input proposal
respectively. The input proposal a(t) encodes the new information at t, while i(t) ∈ (0, 1) controls the proportion of a(t) that will be added in c(t).
In summary, the forget gate f(t) and input gate i(t) can be viewed as two probability matrices, which reflect the relative importance of current input
x(t). We are thus inspired to define a significance score for variables in the node based on the quantities at the gates.

3.5 VtNet architecture and interpretation of variable importance

Suppose a tree structure has been determined by causal discovery (Figure 1). The corresponding VtNet architecture is illustrated in the left panel
in Figure 2. Every parent node passes the same information through memory c(t) and hidden state h(t) to all its child nodes. A softmax layer is
added after the information has passed through all the leaf nodes, and the hidden state h(t) of every leaf node is used as input to this last layer.
The softmax layer outputs the probability of a data point belonging to each class. Mini-batch (Cotter, Shamir, Srebro, & Sridharan 2011) and Adam
optimizer (Kingma & Ba 2014) are used to train the VtNet. As aforementioned, there can be multiple trees generated based on the causal graph.
Currently, the leaf nodes of all the trees are connected to the softmax layer.

To interpret quantitatively the working scheme of VtNet, we assign each node in the tree a significance score based on the input gate and
forget gate of the LSTM-like cell. Recall that the input gate i(t) or forget gate f(t) is a vector for each data point with elements in the range [0, 1].
We view these values as weights that control the information flow. Denote the matrix containing i(t)’s across all the training data points by (i(t)),
and similarly define the notation (f(t)). At any node, a small value in (f(t)) indicates that the proportion of previous information to forget is large.
If the value at the input gate is big in the meantime, this means that the information of this variable block is important relative to the previous
information. To account for the effects from both the input and forget gates, we define the significance score as follows. Denote the significance
score of variable block t by St. Let || · ||F denote the Frobenius norm of matrix. Then

St ,
||(i(t))||F
||(f (t))||F

.
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TABLE 1 Summary of the 8 datsets after pre-processing, where #VB represents number of variable blocks used.

Dataset Size Dim #VB Classes Dataset Size Dim #VB Classes

SKCM 388 30 15 2 Yan 124 483 15 7
STAD 393 24 12 2 Pollen-high 301 1767 15 11
KIRC 430 24 12 2 Pollen-low 301 1593 15 11
LUAD 455 20 10 2 Deng 317 276 15 9

Note that when ||(f(t))||F = 0, we define St to be +∞ as the previous information is negligible comparing to current variables, which rarely
happens in practice. Moreover, 1 is a meaningful threshold for the significance score, as a significance score greater than 1means the current input
information is more important than the previous information. The effectiveness and validity of this definition will be examined in Section 4.

If it is necessary to identify important individual variables, we can define variable blocks each containing a single variable when the data dimen-
sion is low. However, if the dimension is high, this approach will generate an overwhelmingly large number of nodes for causal discovery. We would
thus suggest using our approach as a screening tool. Specifically, via VtNet, we can identify blocks of variables that are important in the sense of
the whole block. Once the block-wise selection of variables has narrowed down the set of variables to consider, we can examine the importance
of individual variables by combinatorial approaches, e.g., leave-one-out.

To perform variable selection based on the significance score St, we simply shrink the tree graph of VtNet by removing nodes in the order of
lowest significance score first. This operation is illustrated in Figure 2. When removing a node, its descendants are not removed (different from
pruning). Instead, the removed node is bypassed, that is, in the new tree, its child nodes become the children of its parent. We use the terminology
VtNet(-k) to mean the network trained on the tree with k nodes removed.We can removemultiple nodes, one in each round, until a criterion is met.
Deciding when to stop removing nodes is a trade-off between model complexity and accuracy. Currently, we suggest to threshold the significance
score at 1 because a score greater than 1 indicates that the input variables of this node have more influential information to pass down comparing
with the previous information the node receives. Experimental results on real datasets are provided in Section 4.

4 EXPERIMENTS

We now evaluate the classification performance of VtNet on 8 gold standard biomedical datasets and design hypothesis testing to validate the
significance scores defined for variables. More specifically, 4 datasets are obtained from The Cancer Genome Atlas (TCGA). They are respectively
the Skin Cutaneous Melanoma (SKCM), Stomach Adenocarcinoma (STAD), Kidney Renal Clear Cell Carcinoma (KIRC), and Lung Adenocarcinoma
(LUAD) (National Cancer Institute n.d.) datasets. All their response variables are the patient’s survival status: survival or death. The other 4 are
single-cell data with pre-determined cell labels/types. They are named after the papers where they first appeared: Yan data (Yan et al. 2013),
Pollen-high data, Pollen-low data (Pollen et al. 2014), and Deng data (Deng, Ramsköld, Reinius, & Sandberg 2014). The basic information about
these pre-processed datasets is given in Table 1. We removed missing data and uninformative features from the TCGA datasets. For the single-cell
data, each variable is the expression level of a particular gene. The genes with variances smaller than the average variance are filtered out. Table 1
shows the size and dimension of each dataset after pre-processing.

For each dataset, the number of variables in every block is set to be roughly equal. The number of variable blocks for any of the survival
analysis datasets is determined by assuming 2 variables in each block; and the number of blocks is set to 15 for all the single-cell datasets. We
also experimented with different numbers of variable blocks and found rather small differences in classification performance. In Table 2, results
under VtNet∗ and VtNet∗∗ are obtained from VtNet with the numbers of variable blocks other than the default setting. Specifically, for the TCGA
datasets, a variable block contains at most 3 variables in VtNet∗, and at most 4 variables in VtNet∗∗. For the single-cell datasets, VtNet∗ has 12
variable blocks, and VtNet∗∗ has 10 variable blocks. To evaluate the performance, 30% of the data are used for testing, and the remaining 70% for
training. Classification accuracy is computed on the test data. For every dataset, we repeat the experiments 10 times with different random splits
of training and test data.

In Table 2, we report the average performance over the 10 runs and the standard deviation (values in the parenthesis). For the case of binary
classification (all the TCGA datasets), the average AUC (area under the ROC curve) is also evaluated. For comparison, we use as baselines a few
popular classifiers in biomedical data analysis, in particular, MLP, logistic regression with L2 penalty (LG), random forest (RF) (Breiman 2001) and
support vector machine (SVM) (Suykens & Vandewalle 1999) with radial basis function kernel. Moreover, we experimented with DBN and found
that a well-trained MLP with refining techniques like dropout usually outperforms a simple DBN, which is not surprising since DBN can be viewed
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TABLE 2 Results on 8 datasets for TCGA binary classification and cell type classification. The highest accuracy/AUC for each dataset is marked out
in bold.

LG RF SVM MLP VtNet VtNet(-1) VtNet(-2) VtNet(-3) VtNet∗ VtNet∗∗

Dataset
Acc. Acc. Acc. Acc. Acc. Acc. Acc. Acc. Acc. Acc.
(sd) (sd) (sd) (sd) (sd) (sd) (sd) (sd) (sd) (sd)

SKCM
0.611 0.641 0.710 0.767 0.797 0.803 0.796 0.795 0.773 0.789
(0.08) (0.07) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.04) (0.03)

STAD
0.620 0.653 0.645 0.653 0.669 0.666 0.677 0.678 0.663 0.664
(0.03) (0.04) (0.05) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.05) (0.04) (0.04)

KIRC
0.648 0.696 0.749 0.771 0.780 0.773 0.789 0.772
(0.03) (0.08) (0.05) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04)

LUAD
0.668 0.615 0.728 0.729 0.733 0.738 0.741 0.740 0.734
(0.02) (0.06) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.02)

Yan
0.803 0.853 0.224 0.931 0.947 0.945 0.936
(0.10) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.08) (0.06) (0.06)

Pollen-high
0.957 0.965 0.162 0.974 0.965 0.962 0.973
(0.02) (0.02) (0.04) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01) (0.02)

Pollen-low
0.941 0.934 0.162 0.960 0.953 0.946 0.962
(0.02) (0.02) (0.04) (0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.01)

Deng
0.726 0.793 0.204 0.882 0.888 0.891 0.887
(0.08) (0.07) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03)

Dataset
AUC AUC AUC AUC AUC AUC AUC AUC AUC AUC
(sd) (sd) (sd) (sd) (sd) (sd) (sd) (sd) (sd) (sd)

SKCM
0.668 0.752 0.824 0.841 0.845 0.847 0.845 0.846 0.838 0.846
(0.04) (0.05) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03)

STAD
0.647 0.680 0.668 0.681 0.698 0.698 0.697 0.698 0.700 0.705
(0.05) (0.04) (0.05) (0.05) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.05) (0.04)

KIRC
0.816 0.792 0.851 0.871 0.857 0.857 0.853 0.852
(0.04) (0.07) (0.04) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03)

LUAD
0.721 0.556 0.727 0.732 0.741 0.743 0.741 0.739 0.736
(0.04) (0.10) (0.04) (0.05) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04)

as a special initialization technique for MLP. For brevity, we only list the results of MLP but not DBN. To examine variable selection based on the
significance score, we remove the node of the lowest significance score one at a time until all the nodes have a significance score greater than 1.

4.1 Classification performance

Table 2 shows the classification results for the 8 datasets. VtNet(-1) means that the model is trained with one node in the original tree removed.
That node must have a significance score below 1 according to the original VtNet as well as the lowest score among all the nodes. If no node with
a score below 1 exists in the original VtNet, we only report the result for VtNet. Similarly, if VtNet(-1) has a node with the lowest significance score
below 1, that node will be further removed and we obtain VtNet(-2). For every change in the tree structure, the VtNet is retrained.

The results show that MLP and VtNet achieve similar average accuracy or AUC’s, but they outperform LG, RF, and SVM in most cases. Impor-
tantly, comparing the results of VtNet(-1), VtNet(-2), and VtNet(-3) with VtNet, we see that with the nodes of the lowest significance scores
removed, the classification performance remains very close to the original model or sometimes is even better. For SKCM, VtNet(-1) achieves the
best average accuracy and best average AUC among all the models.
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TABLE 3 Results of hypothesis testing and correlation analysis to validate the significance score of variables.

SKCM STAD KIRC LUAD

Accuracy test p-value 0.064 0.098 0.001 0.002
AUC test p-value 0.090 0.001 0.002 0.047
Accuracy correlation -0.357 -0.241 -0.152 -0.419
AUC correlation -0.350 -0.611 -0.472 -0.276

a b

c d

FIGURE 3Comparison of variable selection between VtNet and RF on single-cell datasets. (a) Yan data. The performance of VtNet(-k), k = 0, ..., 10,
is substantially better than RF. VtNet(-k), k = 6, ..., 10 achieves higher accuracy than VtNet(-0), showcasing the potential to enhance classification
by selecting variables. (b) Pollen-high data. At any reduced dimension, the accuracy of RF decreases more comparing with the original dimension.
(c) Pollen-low data. (d) Deng data. For the last two datasets, the performance gap between VtNet and RF varies considerably across the dimensions,
with VtNet always outperforming RF.

4.2 Hypothesis testing to validate the significance score

In order to validate the definition of the significance score, we designed experiments to conduct hypothesis testing and correlation analysis, the
idea similar to that of Bickel (2020), in which hypothesis testing is used to evaluate the performance of DNNs. After training VtNet, we compute
the significance score of each node and divide the nodes into two groups, those with scores < 1 (Group 1) and those > 1 (Group 2). For the
datasets that have more than 4 nodes with scores < 1, specifically, SKCM, STAD, KIRC, and LUAD, the numbers of variables in these two groups
are balanced. We formally test whether VtNets obtained by randomly removing one node from Group 1 achieve better classification accuracy than
those of VtNets obtained by removing one node from Group 2 (in the sense of the distribution).

For each group, we repeat the experiment 20 times, each time randomly removing one node. We recorded the accuracy and AUC of each
experiment. As no distributional assumption is made about the values of the accuracy (or AUC), a non-parametric rank test is used to test whether
the VtNets obtained by removing nodes in the two groups respectively perform equally well. The Mann-Whitney U test (Mann & Whitney 1947)
is carried out on both accuracy and AUC. The alternative hypothesis is that the VtNets with nodes in Group 1 (lower significance scores) removed
perform better. In the meanwhile, we calculate the correlation between the significance score of the removed node and the accuracy (or AUC).
The results are provided in Table 3. At a significance level α = 0.1, the null hypothesis of all the tests on either accuracy or AUC would be rejected.
In addition, all the correlations between the significance score of the removed node and the accuracy (or AUC) are negative. It is evident that the
significance score hereby defined reflects well the importance of a variable for classification.
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4.3 Select and interpret the roles of variables

Variable selection for classification is much pursued in gene expression studies. A score to quantify the importance of variables not only enables
us to quickly find a subset of genes with little or no compromise in classification accuracy but also helps to reveal more pinpointed relationships
between variables and classes. For example, we may find that certain genes are valuable for distinguishing some classes, but not so relevant for
some other classes. Understanding such relationships between genes and classes can be useful for diagnostics purposes when only part of the
classes are in consideration for a particular population (Tanner et al. 2008).

Here we examine the usefulness of the significance score St from two aspects. First, we want to see what insights can be gained when variables
with low significance scores are removed. Second, we investigate whether this score can enable effective selection of variables. In this regard, we
compare variable selection based respectively on our St and the importance score provided by RF. For both VtNet and RF, the scores are readily
available as a byproduct of the trained models. Therefore these two approaches are most natural to compare. For the first task, we discuss Deng
data in details. For the second task, we show the results on all the single-cell datasets.

VtNet achieves the best accuracy among all the methods on Deng data, while all nodes have significance scores over 1. This result indicates
that all the variables contribute substantially to classification. For a thorough analysis, we removed the variable blocks (a total of 15) one at a time
until we have removed 10 blocks which contain more than 65% of all the genes. A great decline of accuracy exists between VtNet(-1) (0.854) and
VtNet(-2) (0.822). We find that 60% of the increase in the error rate is caused by 30% of samples in class 2 which are misclassified as class 3. This
observation indicates that the variables removed influence mostly the distinction of class 2 and 3. Another big gap in accuracy is between VtNet(-
9) (0.760) and VtNet(-10) (0.730). Before removing the 10th variable block, test samples from classes 1, 3, and 9 are all correctly classified, which
account for respectively 3.8%, 4.4%, 7.3% of the single-cell population. If the researchers are especially interested in distinguishing these classes,
the first 9 variable blocks can be skipped. Similar analysis shows that for Pollen-high data, classes 1-5 can be distinguished without the first 10
variable blocks.

One popular variable selection approach based on RF is to rank variables by the Gini-based variable importance (Genuer, Poggi, & Tuleau-Malot
2010). Let us refer to the VtNet with k variable blocks removed as VtNet(-k), k = 0, ..., 10. Suppose the number of variables removed in VtNet(-k)
is d̃k, k = 1, ..., 10. To compare RF with VtNet(-k), we remove correspondingly d̃k variables with the smallest Gini-based importance scores and
retrain the RF. There is a slight amount of randomness in the execution of RF and VtNet due to the bootstrap samples used in RF and the Mini-
batch technique for training a neural net.We thus run the experiment 20 times for each algorithm under any setup and report the average accuracy.
The comparison for all the single-cell datasets is shown in Figure 3. For the Yan and Pollen-high data, the drop in accuracy when more variables
are removed is considerably faster for RF than VtNet. For the other two datasets, the overall drop is similar. Interestingly, in the case of the Yan
data, the performance of VtNet(-k), k = 6, ..., 10, is superior to that of the original VtNet(-0). The boost of performance by variable selection is not
observed with RF. At lower dimensions, the performance gap between VtNet and RF becomes wider for the Yan and Pollen-high data.

5 CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE WORK

We have developed a novel neural network architecture, namely, VtNet, aiming at biomedical data classification. The architecture is determined
by an underlying tree that best captures the causal relationships among the variables, while the tree nodes are variable blocks. The tree graph is
learned from the data, and hence dynamic. Experimental results show that VtNet achieves better classification accuracy than MLP for seven out
of the eight datasets, and better accuracy than RF for seven out of the eight datasets (tied on the other one). Moreover, VtNet enables us to define
an easily computed significance score to interpret the role of each variable block. The effectiveness of this score is substantiated by hypothesis
testing and by comparing the performance of variable selection with RF. One potential future work is to develop an ensemble version of VtNet. It
would also be interesting to compare the VtNet significance score with more computationally intensive variable importance scores developed for
more general DNNs.

DATA AVAILABILITY

TCGA datasets are downloaded using R package TCGAretriever (Fantini 2019), and single-cell datasets are from (Deng et al. 2014; Pollen et al.
2014; Yan et al. 2013).
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