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Abstract Discriminative learning methods for classification perform well when training
and test data are drawn from the same distribution. Often, however, we have plentiful labeled
training data from a source domain but wish to learn a classifier which performs well on
a target domain with a different distribution and little or no labeled training data. In this
work we investigate two questions. First, under what conditions can a classifier trained from
source data be expected to perform well on target data? Second, given a small amount of
labeled target data, how should we combine it during training with the large amount of
labeled source data to achieve the lowest target error at test time?
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We address the first question by bounding a classifier’s target error in terms of its source
error and the divergence between the two domains. We give a classifier-induced divergence
measure that can be estimated from finite, unlabeled samples from the domains. Under the
assumption that there exists some hypothesis that performs well in both domains, we show
that this quantity together with the empirical source error characterize the target error of a
source-trained classifier.

We answer the second question by bounding the target error of a model which minimizes
a convex combination of the empirical source and target errors. Previous theoretical work
has considered minimizing just the source error, just the target error, or weighting instances
from the two domains equally. We show how to choose the optimal combination of source
and target error as a function of the divergence, the sample sizes of both domains, and the
complexity of the hypothesis class. The resulting bound generalizes the previously studied
cases and is always at least as tight as a bound which considers minimizing only the target
error or an equal weighting of source and target errors.

Keywords Domain adaptation · Transfer learning · Learning theory · Sample-selection
bias

1 Introduction

Most research in machine learning, both theoretical and empirical, assumes that models are
trained and tested using data drawn from some fixed distribution. This single domain setting
has been well studied, and uniform convergence theory guarantees that a model’s empirical
training error is close to its true error under such assumptions. In many practical cases,
however, we wish to train a model in one or more source domains and then apply it to a
different target domain. For example, we might have a spam filter trained from a large email
collection received by a group of current users (the source domain) and wish to adapt it for
a new user (the target domain). Intuitively this should improve filtering performance for the
new user, under the assumption that users generally agree on what is spam and what is not.
The challenge is that each user receives a unique distribution of email.

Many other examples arise in natural language processing. In general, labeled data for
tasks like part-of-speech tagging (Ratnaparkhi 1996), parsing (Collins 1999), information
extraction (Bikel et al. 1997), and sentiment analysis (Pang et al. 2002) are drawn from
a limited set of document types and genres in a given language due to availability, cost,
and specific goals of the project. However, useful applications for the trained systems may
involve documents of different types or genres. We can hope to successfully adapt the sys-
tems in these cases since parts-of-speech, syntactic structure, entity mentions, and positive
or negative sentiment are to a large extent stable across different domains, as they depend
on general properties of language.

In this work we investigate the problem of domain adaptation. We analyze a setting
in which we have plentiful labeled training data drawn from one or more source distrib-
utions but little or no labeled training data drawn from the target distribution of interest.
This work answers two main questions. First, under what conditions on the source and
target distributions can we expect to learn well? We give a bound on a classifier’s target
domain error in terms of its source domain error and a divergence measure between the
two domains. In a distribution-free setting, we cannot obtain accurate estimates of com-
mon measures of divergence such as L1 or Kullback-Leibler from finite samples. Instead,
we show that when learning a hypothesis from a class of finite complexity, it is suffi-
cient to use a classifier-induced divergence we call the H�H-divergence (Kifer et al. 2004;
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Ben-David et al. 2006). Finite sample estimates of the H�H-divergence converge uniformly
to the true H�H-divergence, allowing us to estimate the domain divergence from unlabeled
data in both domains. Our final bound on the target error is in terms of the empirical source
error, the empirical H�H-divergence between unlabeled samples from the domains, and the
combined error of the best single hypothesis for both domains.

A second important question is how to learn when the large quantity of labeled source
data is augmented with a small amount of labeled target data, for example, when our new
email user has begun to manually mark a few received messages as spam. Given a source
domain S and a target domain T , we consider hypotheses h which minimize a convex com-
bination of empirical source and target error (ε̂T (h) and ε̂S(h), respectively), which we refer
to as the empirical α-error:

αε̂T (h) + (1 − α)ε̂S(h).

Setting α involves trading off the ideal but small target dataset against the large (but less
relevant) source dataset. Baseline choices for α include α = 0 (using only source data) (Ben-
David et al. 2006), α = 1 (using only target data), and the equal weighting of source and
target instances (Crammer et al. 2008), setting α to the fraction of the instances that are from
the target domain. We give a bound on a classifier’s target error in terms of its empirical α

error. The α that minimizes the bound depends on the divergence between the domains as
well as the size of the source and target training datasets. The optimal bound is always at
least as tight as the bounds using only source, only target, or equally-weighted source and
target instances. We show that for a real-world problem of sentiment classification, non-
trivial settings of α perform better than the three baseline settings.

In the next section, we give a brief overview of related work. We then specify precisely
our model of domain adaptation. Section 4 shows how to bound the target error of a hypoth-
esis in terms of its source error and the source-target divergence. Section 5 gives our main
result, a bound on the target error of a classifier which minimizes a convex combination of
empirical errors on the two domains, and in Sect. 6 we investigate the properties of the best
convex combination of that bound. In Sect. 7, we illustrate experimentally the above bounds
on sentiment classification data. Section 8 describes how to extend the previous results to
the case of multiple data sources. Finally, we conclude with a brief discussion of future
directions for research in Sect. 9.

2 Related work

Crammer et al. (2008) introduced a PAC-style model of learning from multiple sources
in which the distribution over input points is assumed to be the same across sources but
each source may have its own deterministic labeling function. They derive bounds on the
target error of the function that minimizes the empirical error on (uniformly weighted) data
from any subset of the sources. As discussed in Sect. 8.2, the bounds that they derive are
equivalent to ours in certain restricted settings, but their theory is significantly less general.

Daumé (2007) and Finkel (2009) suggest an empirically successful method for domain
adaptation based on multi-task learning. The crucial difference between our domain adap-
tation setting and analyses of multi-task methods is that multi-task bounds require labeled
data from each task, and make no attempt to exploit unlabeled data. Although these bounds
have a more limited scope than ours, they can sometimes yield useful results even when the
optimal predictors for each task (or domain in the case of Daumé 2007) are quite differ-
ent (Baxter 2000; Ando and Zhang 2005).
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Li and Bilmes (2007) give PAC-Bayesian learning bounds for adaptation using “diver-
gence priors.” In particular, they place a source-centered prior on the parameters of a model
learned in the target domain. Like our model, the divergence prior emphasizes the trade-
off between source hypotheses trained on large (but biased) data sets and target hypotheses
trained from small (but unbiased) data sets. In our model, however, we measure the diver-
gence (and consequently the bias) of the source domain from unlabeled data. This allows us
to choose a tradeoff parameter for source and target labeled data before training begins.

More recently, Mansour et al. (2009a, 2009b) introduced a theoretical model for the
“multiple source adaptation problem.” This model operates under assumptions very similar
to our multiple source analysis (Sect. 8), and we address their work in more detail there.

Finally, domain adaptation is closely related to the setting of sample selection bias (Heck-
man 1979). A well-studied variant of this is covariate shift, which has seen significant work
in recent years (Huang et al. 2007; Sugiyama et al. 2008; Cortes et al. 2008). This line of
work leads to algorithms based on instance weighting, which have also been explored em-
pirically in the machine learning and natural language processing communities (Jiang and
Zhai 2007; Bickel et al. 2007). Our work differs from covariate shift primarily in two ways.
First, we do not assume the labeling rule is identical for the source and target data (although
there must exist some good labeling rule for both in order to achieve low error). Second,
our H�H-divergence can be computed from finite samples of unlabeled data, allowing us
to directly estimate the error of a source-trained classifier on the target domain.

A point of general contrast is that we work in an agnostic setting in which we do not
make strong assumptions about the data generation model, such as a specific relationship
between the source and target data distributions, which would be needed to obtain absolute
error bounds. Instead, we assume only that the samples from each of the two domains are
generated i.i.d. according to the respective data distributions, and as a result our bounds
must be relative to the error of some benchmark predictor rather than absolute, specifically,
relative to the combined error on both domains of an optimal joint predictor.

3 A rigorous model of domain adaptation

We formalize the problem of domain adaptation for binary classification as follows. We
define a domain1 as a pair consisting of a distribution D on inputs X and a labeling function
f : X → [0,1], which can have a fractional (expected) value when labeling occurs non-
deterministically. Initially, we consider two domains, a source domain and a target domain.
We denote by 〈DS, fS〉 the source domain and 〈DT , fT 〉 the target domain.

A hypothesis is a function h : X → {0,1}. The probability according to the distribution
DS that a hypothesis h disagrees with a labeling function f (which can also be a hypothesis)
is defined as

εS(h,f ) = Ex∼DS

[|h(x) − f (x)|] .

When we want to refer to the source error (sometimes called risk) of a hypothesis, we use
the shorthand εS(h) = εS(h,fS). We write the empirical source error as ε̂S(h). We use the
parallel notation εT (h,f ), εT (h), and ε̂T (h) for the target domain.

1Note that this notion of domain is not the domain of a function. We always mean a specific distribution and
function pair when we say “domain.”
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4 A bound relating the source and target error

We now proceed to develop bounds on the target domain generalization performance of a
classifier trained in the source domain. We first show how to bound the target error in terms
of the source error, the difference between labeling functions fS and fT , and the divergence
between the distributions DS and DT . Since we expect the labeling function difference to
be small in practice, we focus here on measuring distribution divergence, and especially on
how to estimate it with finite samples of unlabeled data from DS and DT . That is the role of
the H-divergence introduced in Sect. 4.1.

A natural measure of divergence for distributions is the L1 or variation divergence

d1(D, D′) = 2 sup
B∈B

|PrD [B] − PrD′ [B]| ,

where B is the set of measurable subsets under D and D′. We make use of this measure to
state an initial bound on the target error of a classifier.

Theorem 1 For a hypothesis h,

εT (h) ≤ εS(h) + d1(DS, DT )

+ min
{
EDS

[|fS(x) − fT (x)|] ,EDT

[|fS(x) − fT (x)|] }
.

Proof See Appendix. �

In this bound, the first term is the source error, which a training algorithm might seek
to minimize, and the third is the difference in labeling functions across the two domains,
which we expect to be small. The problem is the remaining term. Bounding the error in
terms of the L1 divergence between distributions has two disadvantages. First, it cannot be
accurately estimated from finite samples of arbitrary distributions (Batu et al. 2000; Kifer
et al. 2004) and therefore has limited usefulness in practice. Second, for our purposes the L1

divergence is an overly strict measure that unnecessarily inflates the bound, since it involves
a supremum over all measurable subsets. We are only interested in the error of a hypothesis
from some class of finite complexity, thus we can restrict our attentions to the subsets on
which this type of hypothesis can commit errors. The divergence measure introduced in the
next section addresses both of these concerns.

4.1 The H-divergence

Definition 1 (Based on Kifer et al. 2004) Given a domain X with D and D′ probability
distributions over X , let H be a hypothesis class on X and denote by I (h) the set for which
h ∈ H is the characteristic function; that is, x ∈ I (h) ⇔ h(x) = 1. The H-divergence be-
tween D and D′ is

dH(D, D′) = 2 sup
h∈H

|PrD [I (h)] − PrD′ [I (h)] |.

The H-divergence resolves both problems associated with the L1 divergence. First, for hy-
pothesis classes H of finite VC dimension, the H-divergence can be estimated from finite
samples (see Lemma 1 below). Second, the H-divergence for any class H is never larger
than the L1 divergence, and is in general smaller when H has finite VC dimension.

Since it plays an important role in the rest of this work, we now state a slight modification
of Theorem 3.4 of Kifer et al. (2004) as a lemma.
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Lemma 1 Let H be a hypothesis space on X with VC dimension d . If U and U ′ are samples
of size m from D and D′ respectively and d̂H(U , U ′) is the empirical H-divergence between
samples, then for any δ ∈ (0,1), with probability at least 1 − δ,

dH(D, D′) ≤ d̂H(U , U ′) + 4

√
d log(2m) + log( 2

δ
)

m
.

Lemma 1 shows that the empirical H-divergence between two samples from distributions
D and D′ converges uniformly to the true H-divergence for hypothesis classes H of finite
VC dimension.

The next lemma shows that we can compute the H-divergence by finding a classifier
which attempts to separate one domain from the other. Our basic plan of attack will be
as follows: Label each unlabeled source instance with 0 and unlabeled target instance as 1.
Then train a classifier to discriminate between source and target instances. The H-divergence
is immediately computable from the error.

Lemma 2 For a symmetric hypothesis class H (one where for every h ∈ H, the inverse
hypothesis 1 − h is also in H) and samples U , U ′ of size m

d̂H(U , U ′) = 2

(
1 − min

h∈H

[
1

m

∑

x:h(x)=0

I [x ∈ U ] + 1

m

∑

x:h(x)=1

I
[
x ∈ U ′]

])
,

where I [x ∈ U ] is the binary indicator variable which is 1 when x ∈ U .

Proof See Appendix. �

This lemma leads directly to a procedure for computing the H-divergence. We first find
a hypothesis in H which has minimum error for the binary classification problem of dis-
tinguishing source from target instances. The error of this hypothesis is related to the H-
divergence by Lemma 2. Of course, minimizing error for most reasonable hypothesis classes
is a computationally intractable problem. Nonetheless, as we shall see in Sect. 7, the error of
hypotheses trained to minimize convex upper bounds on error are useful in approximating
the H-divergence.

4.2 Bounding the difference in error using the H-divergence

The H-divergence allows us to estimate divergence from unlabeled data, but in order to use
it in a bound we must have tools to represent error relative to other hypotheses in our class.
We introduce two new definitions.

Definition 2 The ideal joint hypothesis is the hypothesis which minimizes the combined
error

h∗ = argmin
h∈H

εS(h) + εT (h).

We denote the combined error of the ideal hypothesis by

λ = εS(h
∗) + εT (h∗).



Mach Learn (2010) 79: 151–175 157

The ideal joint hypothesis explicitly embodies our notion of adaptability. When this hy-
pothesis performs poorly, we cannot expect to learn a good target classifier by minimizing
source error. On the other hand, we will show that if the ideal joint hypothesis performs
well, we can measure adaptability of a source-trained classifier by using the H-divergence
between the marginal distributions DS and DT .

Next we define the symmetric difference hypothesis space H�H for a hypothesis
space H, which will be very useful in reasoning about error.

Definition 3 For a hypothesis space H, the symmetric difference hypothesis space H�H is
the set of hypotheses

g ∈ H�H ⇐⇒ g(x) = h(x) ⊕ h′(x) for some h,h′ ∈ H,

where ⊕ is the XOR function. In words, every hypothesis g ∈ H�H is the set of disagree-
ments between two hypotheses in H.

The following simple lemma shows how we can make use of the H�H-divergence in
bounding the error of our hypothesis.

Lemma 3 For any hypotheses h,h′ ∈ H,

|εS(h,h′) − εT (h,h′)| ≤ 1

2
dH�H(DS, DT ).

Proof By the definition of H�H-distance,

dH�H(DS, DT ) = 2 sup
h,h′∈H

∣∣Prx∼DS

[
h(x) �= h′(x)

] − Prx∼DT

[
h(x) �= h′(x)

]∣∣

= 2 sup
h,h′∈H

|εS(h,h′) − εT (h,h′)| ≥ 2|εS(h,h′) − εT (h,h′)|. �

We are now ready to give a bound on target error in terms of the new divergence measure
we have defined.

Theorem 2 Let H be a hypothesis space of VC dimension d . If US , UT are unlabeled sam-
ples of size m′ each, drawn from DS and DT respectively, then for any δ ∈ (0,1), with
probability at least 1 − δ (over the choice of the samples), for every h ∈ H:

εT (h) ≤ εS(h) + 1

2
d̂H�H(US, UT ) + 4

√
2d log(2m′) + log( 2

δ
)

m′ + λ.

Proof This proof relies on Lemma 3 and the triangle inequality for classification error (Ben-
David et al. 2006; Crammer et al. 2008), which implies that for any labeling functions f1,
f2, and f3, we have ε(f1, f2) ≤ ε(f1, f3) + ε(f2, f3). Then

εT (h) ≤ εT (h∗) + εT (h,h∗)

≤ εT (h∗) + εS(h,h∗) + ∣
∣εT (h,h∗) − εS(h,h∗)

∣
∣

≤ εT (h∗) + εS(h,h∗) + 1

2
dH�H(DS, DT )
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≤ εT (h∗) + εS(h) + εS(h
∗) + 1

2
dH�H(DS, DT )

= εS(h) + 1

2
dH�H(DS, DT ) + λ

≤ εS(h) + 1

2
d̂H�H(US, UT ) + 4

√
2d log(2m′) + log( 2

δ
)

m′ + λ.

The last step is an application of Lemma 1, together with the observation that since we can
represent every g ∈ H�H as a linear threshold network of depth 2 with 2 hidden units, the
VC dimension of H�H is at most twice the VC dimension of H (Anthony and Bartlett
1999). �

The bound in Theorem 2 is relative to λ, and we briefly comment that the form
λ = εS(h

∗) + εT (h∗) comes from the use of the triangle inequality for classification error.
Other losses result in other forms for this bound (Crammer et al. 2008). When the combined
error of the ideal joint hypothesis is large, then there is no classifier that performs well on
both the source and target domains, so we cannot hope to find a good target hypothesis by
training only on the source domain. On the other hand, for small λ (the most relevant case
for domain adaptation), the bound shows that source error and unlabeled H�H-divergence
are important quantities in computing the target error.

5 A learning bound combining source and target training data

Theorem 2 shows how to relate source and target error. We now proceed to give a learning
bound for empirical risk minimization using combined source and target training data.

At train time a learner receives a sample S = (ST , SS) of m instances, where ST consists
of βm instances drawn independently from DT and SS consists of (1−β)m instances drawn
independently from DS . The goal of a learner is to find a hypothesis that minimizes target
error εT (h). When β is small, as in domain adaptation, minimizing empirical target error
may not be the best choice. We analyze learners that instead minimize a convex combination
of empirical source and target error,

ε̂α(h) = αε̂T (h) + (1 − α)ε̂S(h),

for some α ∈ [0,1]. We denote as εα(h) the corresponding weighted combination of true
source and target errors, measured with respect to DS and DT .

We bound the target error of a domain adaptation algorithm that minimizes ε̂α(h). The
proof of the bound has two main components, which we state as lemmas below. First we
bound the difference between the target error εT (h) and weighted error εα(h). Then we
bound the difference between the true and empirical weighted errors εα(h) and ε̂α(h).

Lemma 4 Let h be a hypothesis in class H. Then

|εα(h) − εT (h)| ≤ (1 − α)

(
1

2
dH�H(DS, DT ) + λ

)
.

Proof See Appendix. �
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The lemma shows that as α approaches 1, we rely increasingly on the target data, and
the distance between domains matters less and less. The uniform convergence bound on the
α-error is nearly identical to the standard uniform convergence bound for hypothesis classes
of finite VC dimension (Vapnik 1998; Anthony and Bartlett 1999), only with target and
source errors weighted differently. The key part of the proof relies on a slight modification
of Hoeffding’s inequality for our setup, which we state here:

Lemma 5 For a fixed hypothesis h, if a random labeled sample of size m is generated by
drawing βm points from DT and (1 − β)m points from DS , and labeling them according
to fS and fT respectively, then for any δ ∈ (0,1), with probability at least 1 − δ (over the
choice of the samples),

Pr
[|ε̂α(h) − εα(h)| ≥ ε

] ≤ 2 exp

( −2mε2

α2

β
+ (1−α)2

1−β

)
.

Before giving the proof, we first restate Hoeffding’s inequality for completeness.

Proposition 1 (Hoeffding’s inequality) If X1, . . . ,Xn are independent random variables
with ai ≤ Xi ≤ bi for all i, then for any ε > 0,

Pr
[|X̄ − E[X̄]| ≥ ε

] ≤ 2e−2n2ε2/
∑n

i=1(bi−ai )
2
,

where X̄ = (X1 + · · · + Xn)/n.

We are now ready to prove the lemma.

Proof (Lemma 5) Let X1, . . . ,Xβm be random variables that take on the values

α

β
|h(x) − fT (x)|

for the βm instances x ∈ ST . Similarly, let Xβm+1, . . . ,Xm be random variables that take on
the values

1 − α

1 − β
|h(x) − fS(x)|

for the (1 − β)m instances x ∈ SS . Note that X1, . . . ,Xβm ∈ [0, α/β] and Xβm+1, . . . ,Xm ∈
[0, (1 − α)/(1 − β)]. Then

ε̂α(h) = αε̂T (h) + (1 − α)ε̂S(h)

= α
1

βm

∑

x∈ST

|h(x) − fT (x)| + (1 − α)
1

(1 − β)m

∑

x∈SS

|h(x) − fS(x)| = 1

m

m∑

i=1

Xi.

Furthermore, by linearity of expectations

E[ε̂α(h)] = 1

m

(
βm

α

β
εT (h) + (1 − β)m

1 − α

1 − β
εS(h))

)

= αεT (h) + (1 − α)εS(h) = εα(h).
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So by Hoeffding’s inequality the following holds for every h.

Pr
[|ε̂α(h) − εα(h)| ≥ ε

] ≤ 2 exp

( −2m2ε2

∑m

i=1 range2(Xi)

)

= 2 exp

( −2m2ε2

βm(α
β
)2 + (1 − β)m( 1−α

1−β
)2

)

= 2 exp

( −2mε2

α2

β
+ (1−α)2

1−β

)
.

�

This lemma shows that as α moves away from β (where each instance is weighted
equally), our finite sample approximation to εα(h) becomes less reliable. We can now move
on to the main theorem of this section.

Theorem 3 Let H be a hypothesis space of VC dimension d . Let US and UT be unlabeled
samples of size m′ each, drawn from DS and DT respectively. Let S be a labeled sample of
size m generated by drawing βm points from DT and (1 −β)m points from DS and labeling
them according to fS and fT , respectively. If ĥ ∈ H is the empirical minimizer of ε̂α(h)

on S and h∗
T = minh∈H εT (h) is the target error minimizer, then for any δ ∈ (0,1), with

probability at least 1 − δ (over the choice of the samples),

εT (ĥ) ≤ εT (h∗
T ) + 4

√
α2

β
+ (1 − α)2

1 − β

√
2d log(2(m + 1)) + 2 log( 8

δ
)

m

+ 2(1 − α)

(
1

2
d̂H�H(US, UT ) + 4

√
2d log(2m′) + log( 8

δ
)

m′ + λ

)
.

The proof follows the standard set of steps for proving learning bounds (Anthony and
Bartlett 1999), using Lemma 4 to bound the difference between target and weighted errors
and Lemma 5 for the uniform convergence of empirical and true weighted errors. The full
proof is in Appendix.

When α = 0 (that is, we ignore target data), the bound is identical to that of Theorem 2,
but with an empirical estimate for the source error. Similarly when α = 1 (that is, we use
only target data), the bound is the standard learning bound using only target data. At the
optimal α (which minimizes the right hand side), the bound is always at least as tight as
either of these two settings. Finally note that by choosing different values of α, the bound
allows us to effectively trade off the small amount of target data against the large amount of
less relevant source data.

We remark that when it is known that λ = 0, the dependence on m in Theorem 3 can be
improved; this corresponds to the restricted or realizable setting.

6 Optimal mixing value

We examine now the bound of Theorem 3 in more detail to illustrate some interesting prop-
erties. Writing the bound as a function of α and omitting additive constants, we obtain

f (α) = 2B

√(
α2

β
+ (1 − α)2

1 − β

)
+ 2(1 − α)A, (1)
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where

A =
(

1

2
d̂H�H(US, UT ) + 4

√
2d log(2m′) + log( 4

δ
)

m′ + λ

)
,

is the total divergence between source and target, and

B = 4

√
2d log(2(m + 1)) + 2 log( 8

δ
)

m

is the complexity term, which is approximately
√

d/m. The optimal value α∗ is a function of
the number of target examples mT = βm, the number of source examples mS = (1 − β)m,
and the ratio D = √

d/A:

α∗ (mT ,mS;D) =
{

1 mT ≥ D2

min{1, ν} mT ≤ D2,
(2)

where

ν = mT

mT + mS

(
1 + mS√

D2(mS + mT ) − mSmT

)
.

Several observations follow from this analysis. First, if mT = 0 (β = 0) then α∗ = 0 and
if mS = 0 (β = 1) then α∗ = 1. That is, if we have only source or only target data, the best
combination is to use exactly what we have. Second, if we are certain that the source and
target are the same, that is if A = 0 (or D → ∞), then α∗ = β , that is, the optimal combina-
tion is to use the training data with uniform weighting of the examples across all examples,
as in Crammer et al. (2008), who always enforce such a uniform weighing. Finally, two
phase transitions occur in the value of α∗. First, if there are enough target data (specifically,
if mT ≥ D2 = d/A2) then no source data are needed, and in fact using any source data will
yield suboptimal performance. This is because the possible reduction in error due to addi-
tional source data is always less than the increase in error caused by the source data being
too far from the target data. Second, even if there are few target examples, it might be the
case that we do not have enough source data to justify using it, and this small amount of
source data should be ignored. Once we have enough source data then we get a non-trivial
value for α∗.

These two phase transitions are illustrated in Fig. 1. The intensity of a point reflects the
value α∗ and ranges from 0 (white) to 1 (black). In this plot α∗ is a function of mS (x axis)
and mT (y axis), and we fix the complexity to d = 1,601 and the divergence between source
and target to A = 0.715. We chose these values to correspond more closely to real data (see
Sect. 7). Observe first that D2 = 1,601/(0.715)2 ≈ 3,130. When mT ≥ D2, the first case of
(2) predicts that α∗ = 1 for all values of mS , which is illustrated by the black region above
the line mT = 3,130. Furthermore, fixing the value of mT ≤ 3,130, the second case of (2)
predicts that α∗ will be either one (1) if mS is small enough, or go smoothly to zero as mS

increases. This is illustrated by any horizontal line with mT ≤ 3,130. Each such line is black
for small values of mS and then gradually becomes white as mS increases (left to right).

7 Results on sentiment classification

In this section we illustrate our theory on the natural language processing task of sentiment
classification (Pang et al. 2002). The point of these experiments is not to instantiate the
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Fig. 1 An illustration of the phase transition in the balance between source and target training data. The
value of α minimizing the bound is indicated by the intensity, where black means α = 1. We fix d = 1,601
and A = 0.715, approximating the empirical setup in Fig. 3. The x-axis shows the number of source in-
stances (log-scale). The y-axis shows the number of target instances. A phase transition occurs at 3,130
target instances. With more target instances than this, it is more effective to ignore even an infinite amount of
source data

bound from Theorem 3 directly, since the amount of data we use here is much too small
for the bound to yield meaningful numerical results. Instead, we show how the two main
principles of our theory from Sects. 4 and 5 can be applied on a real-world problem. First,
we show that an approximation to the H-distance, obtained by training a linear model to dis-
criminate between instances from different domains, correlates well with the loss incurred
by training in one domain and testing in another. Second, we investigate minimizing the
α-error as suggested by Theorem 3. We show that the optimal value of α for a given amount
of source and target data is closely related to our approximate H-distance.

The next subsection describes the problem of sentiment classification, along with our
dataset, features, and learning algorithms. Then we show experimentally how our approxi-
mate H-distance is related to the adaptation performance and the optimal value of α.

7.1 Sentiment classification

Given a piece of text (usually a review or essay), automatic sentiment classification is the
task of determining whether the sentiment expressed by the text is positive or negative (Pang
et al. 2002; Turney 2002). While movie reviews are the most commonly studied domain,
sentiment analysis has been extended to a number of new domains, ranging from stock
message boards to congressional floor debates (Das and Chen 2001; Thomas et al. 2006).
Research results have been deployed industrially in systems that gauge market reaction and
summarize opinion from Web pages, discussion boards, and blogs.

We used the publicly available data set from (Blitzer et al. 2007b) to examine our theory.2

The data set consists of reviews from the Amazon website for several different types of
products. We chose reviews from the domains apparel, books, DVDs, kitchen & housewares,
and electronics. Each review consists of a rating (1–5 stars), a title, and review text. We
created a binary classification problem by binning reviews with 1–2 stars as “negative” and
4–5 stars as “positive”. Reviews with 3 stars were discarded.

Classifying product reviews as having either positive or negative sentiment fits well into
our theory of domain adaptation. We note that reviews for different products have widely

2Available at http://www.cs.jhu.edu/~mdredze/.

http://www.cs.jhu.edu/~mdredze/
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Positive books review Negative books review
Title: A great find during an annual sum-
mer shopping trip
Review: I found this novel at a book-
store on the boardwalk I visit every sum-
mer....The narrative was brilliantly told,
the dialogue completely believable and the
plot totally heartwrenching. If I had made
it to the end without some tears, I would
believe myself made of stone!

Title: The Hard Way
Review: I am not sure whatever pos-
sessed me to buy this book. Honestly,
it was a complete waste of my time. To
quote a friend, it was not the best use
of my entertainment dollar. If you are
a fan of pedestrian writing, lack-luster
plots and hackneyed character devel-
opment, this is your book.

Positive kitchen & housewares review Negative kitchen & housewares review
Title: no more doggy feuds with neighbor
Review: i absolutely love this product. my
neighbor has four little yippers and my
shepard/chow mix was antagonized by the
yipping on our side of the fence. I hung
the device on my side of the fence and the
noise keeps the neighbors dog from pick-
ing “arguments” with my dog. all barking
and fighting has ceased.

Title: cooks great, lid does not work
well. . .
Review: I Love the way the Tefal deep
fryer cooks, however, I am returning my
second one due to a defective lid clo-
sure. The lid may close initially, but af-
ter a few uses it no longer stays closed.
Since I have small children in my home,
I will not be purchasing this one again.

Fig. 2 Some sample product reviews for sentiment classification. The top row shows reviews from the books
domain. The bottom row shows reviews from kitchen & housewares

different vocabularies, so classifiers trained on one domain are likely to miss out on impor-
tant lexical cues in a different domain. On the other hand, a single good universal sentiment
classifier is likely to exist—namely the classifier that assigns high positive weight to all pos-
itive words and high negative weight to all negative words, regardless of product type. We
illustrate the type of text in this dataset in Fig. 2, which shows one positive and one negative
review each from the domains books and kitchen & housewares.

For each domain, the data set contains 1,600 labeled documents and between 5,000 and
6,000 unlabeled documents. We follow Pang et al. (2002) and represent each instance (re-
view) by a sparse vector containing the counts of its unigrams and bigrams, and we normal-
ize the vectors in L1. Finally, we discard all but the most frequent 1,600 unigrams and bi-
grams from each data set. In all of the learning problems of the next section, including those
that require us to estimate an approximate H-distance, we use signed linear classifiers. To
estimate the parameters of these classifiers, we minimize a Huber loss with stochastic gra-
dient descent (Zhang 2004).

7.2 Experiments

We explore Theorem 3 further by comparing its predictions to the predictions of an approx-
imation that can be computed from finite labeled source and unlabeled source and target
samples. As we shall see, our approximation is a finite-sample analog of (1). We first ad-
dress λ, the error of the ideal hypothesis. Unfortunately, in general we cannot assume any
relationship between the labeling functions fS and fT . Thus in order to estimate λ, we must
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estimate εT (h∗) independently of the source data. If we had enough target data to do this
accurately, we would not need to adapt a source classifier in the first place. For our senti-
ment task, however, λ is small enough to be a negligible term in the bound. Thus we ignore
it here.

We approximate the divergence between two domains by training a linear classifier to
discriminate between unlabeled instances from the source and target domains. Then we ap-
ply Lemma 2 to get an estimate of d̂H that we denote by ζ(US, UT ). ζ(US, UT ) is a lower
bound on d̂H, which is in turn a lower bound on d̂H�H. For Theorem 3 to be valid, we
need an upper bound on d̂H�H . Unfortunately, this is computationally intractable for linear
threshold classifiers, since finding a minimum error classifier is hard in general (Ben-David
et al. 2003). We chose our ζ(US, UT ) estimate because it requires no new machinery beyond
an algorithm for empirical risk minimization on H. Finally, we note that the unlabeled sam-
ple size m′ is large, so we leave out the finite sample error term for the H�H-divergence.
We set C to be 1,601, the VC dimension of a 1,600-dimensional linear classifier and ignore
the logm term in the numerator of the bound. The complete approximation to the bound is

f (α) =
√

C

m

(
α2

β
+ (1 − α)2

1 − β

)
+ (1 − α)ζ(US, UT ). (3)

Note that
√

C
m

in (3) corresponds to B from (1), and ζ(US, UT ) is a finite sample approxi-
mation to A when λ is negligible and we have large unlabeled samples from both the source
and target domains.

We compare (3) to experimental results for the sentiment classification task. All of our
experiments use the apparel domain as the target. We obtain empirical curves for the error

Fig. 3 Comparing the bound from Theorem 3 with test error for sentiment classification. Each column varies
one component of the bound. For all plots, the y-axis shows the error and the x-axis shows α. Plots on the top
row show the value given by our approximation to the bound, and plots on the bottom row show the empirical
test set error. Column (a) depicts different distances among domains. Column (b) depicts different numbers
of target instances, and column (c) represents different numbers of source instances
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as a function of α by training a classifier using a weighted hinge loss. Suppose the target
domain has weight α and there are βm target training instances. Then we scale the loss of
target training instance by α/β and the loss of a source training instance by (1−α)/(1−β).

Figure 3 shows a series of plots of (3) (top row) coupled with corresponding plots of test
error (bottom row) as a function of α for different amounts of source and target data and
different distances between domains. In each column, a single parameter (distance, number
of target instances mT , or number of source instances mS ) is varied while the other two are
held constant. Note that β = mT /(mT +mS). The plots on the top row of Fig. 3 are not meant
to be numerical proxies for the true error. (For the source domains “books” and “dvd”, the
distance alone is well above 1/2.) However, they illustrate that the bound is similar in shape
to the true error curve and that important relationships are preserved.

Note that in every pair of plots, the empirical error curves, like the bounds, have an
essentially convex shape. Furthermore, the value of α that minimizes the bound also yields
low empirical error in each case. This suggests that choosing α to minimize the bound of
Theorem 3 and subsequently training a classifier to minimize the empirical error ε̂α(h) can
work well in practice, provided we have a reasonable measure of complexity and λ is small.
Column (a) shows that more distant source domains result in higher target error. Column (b)
illustrates that for more target data, we have not only lower error in general, but also a higher
minimizing α. Finally, column (c) demonstrates the limitations of distant source data.

When enough labeled target data exists, we always prefer to use only the target data,
no matter how much source data is available. Intuitively this is because any biased source
domain cannot help to reduce error beyond some positive constant. When the target data
alone is sufficient to surpass this level of performance, the source data ceases to be useful.
Thus column (c) illustrates empirically one phase transition we discuss in Sect. 6.

8 Combining data from multiple sources

We now explore an extension of our theory to the case of multiple source domains. In
this setting, the learner is presented with data from N distinct sources. Each source Sj is
associated with an unknown distribution Dj over input points and an unknown labeling
function fj . The learner receives a total of m labeled samples, with mj = βjm from each
source Sj , and the objective is to use these samples to train a model to perform well on
a target domain 〈DT , fT 〉, which may or may not be one of the sources. This setting is
motivated by several domain adaptation algorithms (Huang et al. 2007; Bickel et al. 2007;
Jiang and Zhai 2007; Dai et al. 2007) that weigh the loss from training instances depend-
ing on how “far” they are from the target domain. That is, each training instance is its own
source domain.

As before, we examine algorithms that minimize convex combinations of training error
over the labeled examples from each source domain. Given a vector α = (α1, . . . , αN) of
domain weights with

∑N

j=1 αj = 1, we define the empirical α-weighted error of function h

as

ε̂α(h) =
N∑

j=1

αj ε̂j (h) =
N∑

j=1

αj

mj

∑

x∈Sj

|h(x) − fj (x)|.

The true α-weighted error εα(h) is defined analogously. We use Dα to denote the mixture of
the N source distributions with mixing weights equal to the components of α.

We present in turn two alternative generalizations of the bounds in Sect. 5. The first
bound considers the quality and quantity of data available from each source individually,
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ignoring the relationships between sources. In contrast, the second bound depends directly
on the H�H-distance between the target domain and the weighted combination of source
domains. This dependence allows us to achieve significantly tighter bounds when there ex-
ists a mixture of sources that approximates the target better than any single source. Both
results require the derivation of uniform convergence bounds for the empirical α-error. We
begin with those.

8.1 Uniform convergence

The following lemma provides a uniform convergence bound for the empirical α-error.

Lemma 6 For each j ∈ {1, . . . ,N}, let Sj be a labeled sample of size βjm generated by
drawing βjm points from Dj and labeling them according to fj . For any fixed weight vector
α, let ε̂α(h) be the empirical α-weighted error of some fixed hypothesis h on this sample,
and let εα(h) be the true α-weighted error. Then for any δ ∈ (0,1), with probability at least
1 − δ:

Pr
[|ε̂α(h) − εα(h)| ≥ ε

] ≤ 2 exp

(
−2mε2

∑N

j=1

α2
j

βj

)

.

Proof See Appendix. �

Note that this bound is minimized when αj = βj for all j . In other words, convergence
is fastest when all data instances are weighted equally.

8.2 A bound using pairwise divergence

The first bound we present considers the pairwise H�H-distance between each source and
the target, and illustrates the trade-off that exists between minimizing the average divergence
of the training data from the target and weighting all points equally to encourage faster
convergence. The term

∑N

j=1 αjλj that appears in this bound plays a role corresponding to
λ in the previous section. Somewhat surprisingly, this term can be small even when there is
not a single hypothesis that works well for all heavily weighted sources.

Theorem 4 Let H be a hypothesis space of VC dimension d . For each j ∈ {1, . . . ,N},
let Sj be a labeled sample of size βjm generated by drawing βjm points from Dj and
labeling them according to fj . If ĥ ∈ H is the empirical minimizer of ε̂α(h) for a fixed
weight vector α on these samples and h∗

T = minh∈H εT (h) is the target error minimizer, then
for any δ ∈ (0,1), with probability at least 1 − δ,

εT (ĥ) ≤ εT (h∗
T ) + 2

√√
√√

(
N∑

j=1

α2
j

βj

)(
d log(2m) − log(δ)

2m

)

+
N∑

j=1

αj

(
2λj + dH�H(Dj ,DT )

)
,

where λj = minh∈H{εT (h) + εj (h)}.
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Proof See Appendix. �

In the special case where the H�H-divergence between each source and the target is 0
and all data instances are weighted equally, the bound in Theorem 4 becomes

εT (ĥ) ≤ εT (h∗
T ) + 2

√
2d log(2(m + 1)) + 2 log( 4

δ
)

m
+ 2

N∑

j=1

αjλj .

This bound is nearly identical to the multiple source classification bound given in Theorem 6
of Crammer et al. (2008). Aside from the constants in the complexity term, the only differ-
ence is that the quantity λi that appears here is replaced by an alternate measure of the label
error between source Sj and the target. Furthermore, these measures are equivalent when
the true target function is a member of H. However, the bound of Crammer et al. (2008)
is less general. In particular, it does not handle positive H�H-divergence or non-uniform
weighting of the data.

8.3 A bound using combined divergence

In the previous bound, divergence between domains is measured only on pairs, so it is not
necessary to have a single hypothesis that is good for every source domain. However, this
bound does not give us the flexibility to take advantage of domain structure when calculat-
ing unlabeled divergence. The alternate bound given in Theorem 5 allows us to effectively
alter the source distribution by changing α. This has two consequences. First, we must now
demand that there exists a hypothesis h∗ which has low error on both the α-weighted con-
vex combination of sources and the target domain. Second, we measure H�H-divergence
between the target and a mixture of sources, rather than between the target and each single
source.

Theorem 5 Let H be a hypothesis space of VC dimension d . For each j ∈ {1, . . . ,N},
let Sj be a labeled sample of size βjm generated by drawing βjm points from Dj and
labeling them according to fj . If ĥ ∈ H is the empirical minimizer of ε̂α(h) for a fixed
weight vector α on these samples and h∗

T = minh∈H εT (h) is the target error minimizer, then
for any δ ∈ (0,1), with probability at least 1 − δ,

εT (ĥ) ≤ εT (h∗
T ) + 4

√√
√√

(
N∑

j=1

α2
j

βj

)(
d log(2m) − log(δ)

2m

)

+ 2γα + dH�H(Dα,DT ),

where γα = minh{εT (h) + εα(h)} = minh{εT (h) + ∑N

j=1 αjεj (h)}.

Proof See Appendix. �

Theorem 5 reduces to Theorem 3 when N = 2 and one of the two source domains is the
target domain (that is, we have some small number of target instances).
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8.4 Discussion

One might ask whether there exist settings where a non-uniform weighting can lead to a
significantly lower value of the bound than a uniform weighting. Indeed, this can happen
if some non-uniform weighting of sources accurately approximates the target distribution.
This is true, for example, in the setting studied by Mansour et al. (2009a, 2009b), who derive
results for combining pre-computed hypotheses. In particular, they show that for arbitrary
convex losses, if the Rényi divergence between the target and a mixture of sources is small,
it is possible to combine low-error source hypotheses to create a low-error target hypothesis.
They then show that if for each domain j there exists a hypothesis hj with error less than ε,
it is possible to achieve an error less than ε on the target by weighting the predictions of
h1, . . . , hN appropriately.

The Rényi divergence is not directly comparable to the H�H-divergence in general;
however it is possible to exhibit source and target distributions which have low H�H-
divergence and high (even infinite) Rényi divergence. For example, the Rényi divergence
is infinite when the source and target distributions do not share support, but the H�H-
divergence is only large when these regions of differing support also coincide with classifier
disagreement regions. On the other hand, we require that a single hypothesis be trained on
the mixture of sources. Mansour et al. (2009a, 2009b) give algorithms which do not require
the original training data at all, but only a single hypothesis from each source.

9 Conclusion

We presented a theoretical investigation of the task of domain adaptation, a task in which
we have a large amount of training data from a source domain, but we wish to apply a
model in a target domain with a much smaller amount of training data. Our main result is a
uniform convergence learning bound for algorithms which minimize convex combinations
of empirical source and target error. Our bound reflects the trade-off between the size of the
source data and the accuracy of the target data, and we give a simple approximation to it that
is computable from finite labeled and unlabeled samples. This approximation makes correct
predictions about model test error for a sentiment classification task. Our theory also extends
in a straightforward manner to a multi-source setting, which we believe helps to explain the
success of recent empirical work in domain adaptation.

There are two interesting open problems that deserve future exploration. First, our bounds
on the divergence between source and target distribution are in terms of VC dimension. We
do not yet know whether our divergence measure admits tighter data-dependent bounds
(McAllester 2003; Bartlett and Mendelson 2002), or if there are other, more appropriate
divergence measures which do. Second, it would be interesting to investigate algorithms
that choose a convex combination of multiple sources to minimize the bound in Theorem 5
as possible approaches to adaptation from multiple sources.
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Appendix: Proofs

Theorem 1 For a hypothesis h,

εT (h) ≤ εS(h) + d1(DS, DT )

+min
{
EDS

[|fS(x) − fT (x)|] ,EDT

[|fS(x) − fT (x)|]}.

Proof Recall that εT (h) = εT (h,fT ) and εS(h) = εS(h,fS). Let φS and φT be the density
functions of DS and DT respectively.

εT (h) = εT (h) + εS(h) − εS(h) + εS(h,fT ) − εS(h,fT )

≤ εS(h) + |εS(h,fT ) − εS(h,fS)| + |εT (h,fT ) − εS(h,fT )|
≤ εS(h) + EDS

[|fS(x) − fT (x)|] + |εT (h,fT ) − εS(h,fT )|

≤ εS(h) + EDS

[|fS(x) − fT (x)|] +
∫

|φS(x) − φT (x)||h(x) − fT (x)|dx

≤ εS(h) + EDS

[|fS(x) − fT (x)|] + d1(DS, DT ).

In the first line, we could instead choose to add and subtract εT (h,fS) rather than εS(h,fT ),
which would result in the same bound only with the expectation taken with respect to DT

instead of DS . Choosing the smaller of the two gives us the bound. �

Lemma 2 For a symmetric hypothesis class H (one where for every h ∈ H, the inverse
hypothesis 1 − h is also in H) and samples U , U ′ of size m, the empirical H-distance is

dH(U , U ′) = 2

(
1 − min

h∈H

[
1

m

∑

x:h(x)=0

I [x ∈ U ] + 1

m

∑

x:h(x)=1

I [x ∈ U ′]
])

where I [x ∈ U ] is the binary indicator variable which is 1 when x ∈ U .

Proof We will show that for any hypothesis h and corresponding set I (h) of positively
labeled instances,

1 −
[

1

m

∑

x:h(x)=0

I [x ∈ U ] + 1

m

∑

x:h(x)=1

I [x ∈ U ′]
]

= PrU [I (h)] − PrU ′ [I (h)] .

We have

1 − 1

m

( ∑

x:h(x)=0

I [x ∈ U ] +
∑

x:h(x)=1

I
[
x ∈ U ′]

)

= 1

2m

∑

x:h(x)=0

(
I [x ∈ U ] + I

[
x ∈ U ′]) + 1

2m

∑

x:h(x)=1

(
I [x ∈ U ] + I

[
x ∈ U ′])
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− 1

m

( ∑

x:h(x)=0

I [x ∈ U ] +
∑

x:h(x)=1

I
[
x ∈ U ′]

)

= 1

2m

∑

x:h(x)=0

(
I

[
x ∈ U ′] − I [x ∈ U ]

) + 1

2m

∑

x:h(x)=1

(
I [x ∈ U ] − I

[
x ∈ U ′])

= 1

2
(1 − PrU ′ [I (h)] − (1 − PrU [I (h)])) + 1

2
(PrU [I (h)] − PrU ′ [I (h)])

= PrU [I (h)] − PrU ′ [I (h)] . (4)

The absolute value in the statement of the lemma follows from the symmetry of H. �

Lemma 4 Let h be a hypothesis in class H. Then

|εα(h) − εT (h)| ≤ (1 − α)

(
1

2
dH�H(DS, DT ) + λ

)
.

Proof Similarly to the proof of Theorem 2, this proof relies heavily on the triangle inequality
for classification error.

|εα(h) − εT (h)|
= (1 − α)|εS(h) − εT (h)|
≤ (1 − α)

[|εS(h) − εS(h,h∗)| + |εS(h,h∗) − εT (h,h∗)| + |εT (h,h∗) − εT (h)|]

≤ (1 − α)
[
εS(h

∗) + |εS(h,h∗) − εT (h,h∗)| + εT (h∗)
]

≤ (1 − α)

(
1

2
dH�H(DS, DT ) + λ

)
. �

Theorem 3 Let H be a hypothesis space of VC dimension d . Let US and UT be unlabeled
samples of size m′ each, drawn from DS and DT respectively. Let S be a labeled sample of
size m generated by drawing βm points from DT and (1 − β)m points from DS , labeling
them according to fS and fT , respectively. If ĥ ∈ H is the empirical minimizer of ε̂α(h)

on S and h∗
T = minh∈H εT (h) is the target error minimizer, then for any δ ∈ (0,1), with

probability at least 1 − δ (over the choice of the samples),

εT (ĥ) ≤ εT (h∗
T ) + 4

√
α2

β
+ (1 − α)2

1 − β

√
2d log (2(m + 1)) + 2 log

(
8
δ

)

m

+ 2(1 − α)

(
1

2
d̂H�H(US, UT ) + 4

√
2d log(2m′) + log( 4

δ
)

m′ + λ

)
.

Proof The complete proof is mostly identical to the standard proof of uniform convergence
for empirical risk minimizers. We show here the steps that are different. Below we use L4,
and Thm2 to indicate that a line of the proof follows by application of Lemma 4 or The-
orem 2 respectively. L5 indicates that the proof follows by Lemma 5, but also relies on
sample symmetrization and bounding the growth function by the VC dimension (Anthony
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and Bartlett 1999).

εT (ĥ) ≤ εα(ĥ) + (1 − α)

(
1

2
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β
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)
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√
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β
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√
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δ
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(
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2
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≤ εT (h∗
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√
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β
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√
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(
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2
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δ
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)
(Thm 2) �

Lemma 6 For each j ∈ {1, . . . ,N}, let Sj be a labeled sample of size βjm generated by
drawing βjm points from Dj and labeling them according to fj . For any fixed weight vector
α, let ε̂α(h) be the empirical α-weighted error of some fixed hypothesis h on this sample,
and let εα(h) be the true α-weighted error. Then for any δ ∈ (0,1), with probability at least
1 − δ:

Pr
[|ε̂α(h) − εα(h)| ≥ ε

] ≤ 2 exp

( −2mε2

∑N

j=1

α2
j

βj

)
.

Proof Due to its similarity to the proof of Lemma 5, we omit some details of this proof, and
concentrate only on the parts that differ.

For each source j , let Xj,1, . . . ,Xj,βj m be random variables that take on the values
(αj /βj )|h(x)−fj (x)| for the βjm instances x ∈ Sj . Note that Xj,1, . . . ,Xj,βj m ∈ [0, αj /βj ].
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Then

ε̂α(h) =
N∑

j=1

αj ε̂j (h) =
N∑

j=1

αj

1

βjm

∑

x∈Sj

|h(x) − fj (x)| = 1

m

N∑

j=1

βj m∑

i=1

Xj,i .

By linearity of expectations, we have that E[ε̂α(h)] = εα(h), and so by Hoeffding’s in-
equality, for every h ∈ H,

Pr
[|ε̂α(h) − εα(h)| ≥ ε

] ≤ 2 exp

( −2m2ε2

∑N

j=1

∑βj m

i=1 range2(Xj,i)

)
= 2 exp

( −2mε2

∑N

j=1

α2
j

βj

)
.

�

Theorem 4 Let H be a hypothesis space of VC dimension d . For each j ∈ {1, . . . ,N},
let Sj be a labeled sample of size βjm generated by drawing βjm points from Dj and
labeling them according to fj . If ĥ ∈ H is the empirical minimizer of ε̂α(h) for a fixed
weight vector α on these samples and h∗

T = minh∈H εT (h) is the target error minimizer, then
for any δ ∈ (0,1), with probability at least 1 − δ,

εT (ĥ) ≤ εT (h∗
T ) + 4

√√√
√

(
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m
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+
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(
2λj + dH�H(Dj ,DT )

)
,

where λj = minh∈H{εT (h) + εj (h)}.

Proof Let h∗
j = argminh{εT (h) + εj (h)}. Then

|εα(h) − εT (h)|
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2
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)
.

The third line follows from the triangle inequality. The last line follows from the definition
of λj and Lemma 3. Putting this together with Lemma 6, we find that for any δ ∈ (0,1),
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with probability 1 − δ,
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�

Theorem 5 Let H be a hypothesis space of VC dimension d . For each j ∈ {1, . . . ,N},
let Sj be a labeled sample of size βjm generated by drawing βjm points from Dj and
labeling them according to fj . If ĥ ∈ H is the empirical minimizer of ε̂α(h) for a fixed
weight vector α on these samples and h∗

T = minh∈H εT (h) is the target error minimizer, then
for any δ ∈ (0,1), with probability at least 1 − δ,

εT (ĥ) ≤ εT (h∗
T ) + 2

√√
√√

(
N∑

j=1

α2
j

βj

)(
2d log(2(m + 1)) + log( 4

δ
)

m

)

+ 2

(
γα + 1

2
dH�H(Dα,DT )

)
,

where γα = minh{εT (h) + εα(h)} = minh{εT (h) + ∑N

j=1 αjεj (h)}.

Proof The proof is almost identical to that of Theorem 4 with minor modifications to the
derivation of the bound on |εα(h)−εT (h)|. Let h∗ = argminh{εT (h)+εα(h)}. By the triangle
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inequality and Lemma 3,

|εα(h) − εT (h)| ≤ ∣∣εα(h) − εα(h,h∗)
∣∣ + ∣∣εα(h,h∗) − εT (h,h∗)

∣∣ + ∣∣εT (h,h∗) − εT (h)
∣∣

≤ εα(h∗) + ∣
∣εα(h,h∗) − εT (h,h∗)

∣
∣ + εT (h∗)

≤ γ + 1

2
dH�H(Dα,DT ).

The remainder of the proof is unchanged. �

References

Ando, R., & Zhang, T. (2005). A framework for learning predictive structures from multiple tasks and unla-
beled data. Journal of Machine Learning Research, 6, 1817–1853.

Anthony, M., & Bartlett, P. (1999). Neural network learning: theoretical foundations. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Bartlett, P., & Mendelson, S. (2002). Rademacher and Gaussian complexities: risk bounds and structural
results. Journal of Machine Learning Research, 3, 463–482.

Batu, T., Fortnow, L., Rubinfeld, R., Smith, W., & White, P. (2000). Testing that distributions are close. In:
IEEE symposium on foundations of computer science (Vol. 41, pp. 259–269).

Baxter, J. (2000). A model of inductive bias learning. Journal of Artificial Intelligence Research, 12, 149–
198.

Ben-David, S., Eiron, N., & Long, P. (2003). On the difficulty of approximately maximizing agreements.
Journal of Computer and System Sciences, 66, 496–514.

Ben-David, S., Blitzer, J., Crammer, K., & Pereira, F. (2006). Analysis of representations for domain adapta-
tion. In: Advances in neural information processing systems.

Bickel, S., Brückner, M., & Scheffer, T. (2007). Discriminative learning for differing training and test distri-
butions. In: Proceedings of the international conference on machine learning.

Bikel, D., Miller, S., Schwartz, R., & Weischedel, R. (1997). Nymble: a high-performance learning name-
finder. In: Conference on applied natural language processing.

Blitzer, J., Crammer, K., Kulesza, A., Pereira, F., & Wortman, J. (2007a). Learning bounds for domain adap-
tation. In: Advances in neural information processing systems.

Blitzer, J., Dredze, M., & Pereira, F. (2007b) Biographies, Bollywood, boomboxes and blenders: domain
adaptation for sentiment classification. In: ACL.

Collins, M. (1999). Head-driven statistical models for natural language parsing. PhD thesis, University of
Pennsylvania.

Cortes, C., Mohri, M., Riley, M., & Rostamizadeh, A. (2008). Sample selection bias correction theory. In:
Proceedings of the 19th annual conference on algorithmic learning theory.

Crammer, K., Kearns, M., & Wortman, J. (2008). Learning from multiple sources. Journal of Machine Learn-
ing Research, 9, 1757–1774.

Dai, W., Yang, Q., Xue, G., & Yu, Y. (2007). Boosting for transfer learning. In: Proceedings of the interna-
tional conference on machine learning.

Das, S., & Chen, M. (2001). Yahoo! for Amazon: extracting market sentiment from stock message boards.
In: Proceedings of the Asia pacific finance association annual conference.

Daumé, H. (2007). Frustratingly easy domain adaptation. In: Association for computational linguistics
(ACL).

Finkel, J. R. Manning, C. D. (2009). Hierarchical Bayesian domain adaptation. In: Proceedings of the north
American association for computational linguistics.

Heckman, J. (1979). Sample selection bias as a specification error. Econometrica, 47, 153–161.
Huang, J., Smola, A., Gretton, A., Borgwardt, K., & Schoelkopf, B. (2007). Correcting sample selection bias

by unlabeled data. In: Advances in neural information processing systems.
Jiang, J., & Zhai, C. (2007). Instance weighting for domain adaptation. In: Proceedings of the association for

computational linguistics.
Kifer, D., Ben-David, S., & Gehrke, J. (2004). Detecting change in data streams. In: Ver large databases.
Li, X., & Bilmes, J. (2007). A Bayesian divergence prior for classification adaptation. In: Proceedings of the

international conference on artificial intelligence and statistics.
Mansour, Y., Mohri, M., & Rostamizadeh, A. (2009a). Domain adaptation with multiple sources. In: Ad-

vances in neural information processing systems.



Mach Learn (2010) 79: 151–175 175

Mansour, Y., Mohri, M., & Rostamizadeh, A. (2009b). Multiple source adaptation and the rényi divergence.
In: Proceedings of the conference on uncertainty in artificial intelligence.

McAllester, D. (2003). Simplified PAC-Bayesian margin bounds. In: Proceedings of the sixteenth annual
conference on learning theory.

Pang, B., Lee, L., & Vaithyanathan, S. (2002). Thumbs up? Sentiment classification using machine learning
techniques. In: Proceedings of empirical methods in natural language processing.

Ratnaparkhi, A. (1996). A maximum entropy model for part-of-speech tagging. In: Proceedings of empirical
methods in natural language processing.

Sugiyama, M., Suzuki, T., Nakajima, S., Kashima, H., von Bünau, P., & Kawanabe, M. (2008). Direct im-
portance estimation for covariate shift adaptation. Annals of the Institute of Statistical Mathematics, 60,
699–746.

Thomas, M., Pang, B., & Lee, L. (2006). Get out the vote: determining support or opposition from congres-
sional floor-debate transcripts. In: Proceedings of empirical methods in natural language processing.

Turney, P. (2002). Thumbs up or thumbs down? Semantic orientation applied to unsupervised classification
of reviews. In: Proceedings of the association for computational linguistics.

Vapnik, V. (1998). Statistical learning theory. New York: Wiley.
Zhang, T. (2004). Solving large-scale linear prediction problems with stochastic gradient descent. In: Pro-

ceedings of the international conference on machine learning.


	A theory of learning from different domains
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Related work
	A rigorous model of domain adaptation
	A bound relating the source and target error
	The H-divergence
	Bounding the difference in error using the H-divergence

	A learning bound combining source and target training data
	Optimal mixing value
	Results on sentiment classification
	Sentiment classification
	Experiments

	Combining data from multiple sources
	Uniform convergence
	A bound using pairwise divergence
	A bound using combined divergence
	Discussion

	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	Open Access
	Appendix: Proofs
	References



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (ISO Coated v2 300% \050ECI\051)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Perceptual
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 600
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /Warning
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e55464e1a65876863768467e5770b548c62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc666e901a554652d965874ef6768467e5770b548c52175370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA (Utilizzare queste impostazioni per creare documenti Adobe PDF adatti per visualizzare e stampare documenti aziendali in modo affidabile. I documenti PDF creati possono essere aperti con Acrobat e Adobe Reader 5.0 e versioni successive.)
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020be44c988b2c8c2a40020bb38c11cb97c0020c548c815c801c73cb85c0020bcf4ace00020c778c1c4d558b2940020b3700020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken waarmee zakelijke documenten betrouwbaar kunnen worden weergegeven en afgedrukt. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [595.276 841.890]
>> setpagedevice


