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ABSTRACT

This paper presents a max margin framework on image an-
notation and multimodal image retrieval as a structured pre-
diction model. Following the max margin approach the im-
age retrieval problem is formulated as a quadratic program-
ming problem. By properly selecting joint feature represen-
tation between different modalities, our framework captures
the dependency information between different modalities and
avoids retraining the model from scratch when database un-
dergoes dynamic updates. While this framework is a gen-
eral approach which can be applied to multimodal informa-
tion retrieval in any domains, we apply this approach to the
Berkeley Drosophila embryo image database for the evalua-
tion purpose. Experimental results show significant perfor-
mance improvements over a state-of-the-art method.

1. INTRODUCTION

Image retrieval plays an important role in information re-
trieval due to the overwhelming multimedia data brought by
modern technologies, especially the Internet. One of notori-
ous bottleneck in the image retrieval is the semantic gap [1].
Recently, it is reported that this bottleneck may be reduced
by the multimodal approach [2, 3] which takes advantage of
the fact that in many applications image data typically co-
exist with other modalities of information such as text. The
synergy between different modalities may be exploited to cap-
ture the high level concepts.

In this paper, we follow this line of research by proposing
the max margin framework on image annotation and image
retrieval as a structured prediction model where the input x
and the desired output y are structures. Our framework is
built upon the model proposed by Taskar et al. [4]. Following
the max margin approach the image retrieval problem is for-
mulated as a quadratic programming (QP) problem. Given
the multimodal information in the image database, the de-
pendency information between different modalities is learned
by solving for this QP problem. In this paper we only con-
sider text modality which co-exists with images although our
approach can be easily extended for more modalities. Across-
modality retrieval (image annotation and word querying) and
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image retrieval can be done based on dependency informa-
tion. By properly selecting the joint feature representation
between different modalities, our approach captures the de-
pendency information between different modalities which is
independent of specific words or specific images. This makes
our approach scalable in the sense that it avoids retraining
the model from scratch when image database undergoes dy-
namic updates which include image and word space updates.

While this framework is a general approach which can
be applied to multimodal information retrieval in any do-
mains, we apply this approach to the Berkeley Drosophila
embryo image database for the evaluation purpose. Exper-
imental results show significant performance improvements
over a state-of-the-art method.

2. RELATED WORK

Multimodal approach has recently received substantial atten-
tion since Barnard and Duygulu et al. started their pioneer-
ing work on image annotation [2, 5]. Recently there have been
many studies [6, 7, 3, 8, 9, 10] on multimodal approaches.

The structure model covers many natural learning tasks.
There have been many studies on the structure model which
include conditional random fields [11], maximum entropy mo-
del [12], graph model [13], semi-supervised learning [14] and
max margin approach [15, 16, 17, 18]. The max margin prin-
ciple has received substantial attention since it was used in
the support vector machine (SVM) [19]. In addition, the per-
ceptron algorithm is also used to explore the max margin
classification [20].

Our main contribution is to develop an effective solution
to the image annotation and multimodal image retrieval prob-
lem using the max margin approach under a structure model.
More importantly, our framework has a great advantage in
scalability over many existing image retrieval systems.

3. MAX MARGIN APPROACH

Assume that the training set consists of a set of training in-
stances S = {(I(i), W (i))}L

i=1, where each instance consists

of an image object I(i) and the corresponding annotation
word set W (i). We define a block as a subimage of an image
such that the image is partitioned into a set of blocks and all
the blocks of this image share the same resolution. For each
block, we compute the feature representation in the feature
space. Since the image database may be large, we apply k-
means algorithm to all the feature vectors in the training set.



We define VRep (visual representative) as a representative of
a set of all the blocks for all the images in the database that
appear visually similar to each other. A VRep is used to rep-
resent each cluster and thus is represented as a feature vector
in the feature space. Consequently, the training set becomes
VRep-annotation pairs S = {(x(i),y(i))}N

i=1, where N is the

number of clusters, x(i) is the VRep object and y(i) is the
word annotation set related to this VRep object. We use Y
to represent the whole set of words and wj to denote the j-th

word in the whole word set. y(i) is the M-dimensional binary

vector (M = ‖Y‖) in which the j-th component y
(i)
j is set to

1 if word wj appears in x(i), and 0 otherwise. We use y to
represent an arbitrary M-dimensional binary vector.

We use score function s(x(i),wj) to represent the degree

of dependency between the specific VRep x(i) and the spe-
cific word wj . In order to capture the dependency between
VReps and words it is helpful to represent it in a joint feature
representation f : X × Y → <d. The feature vector between
x(i) and wj can be expressed as f(x(i),wj) and the feature

vector between x(i) and word set y is the sum for all the
words: f i(y) = f(x(i),y) =

∑M
j=1 yjf(x

(i),wj). In this fea-
ture vector, each component may have a different weight in
determining the score function. Thus, the score function can
be expressed as a weighted combination of a set of features
α>f(x(i),wj), where α is the set of parameters.

The learning task then is to find the optimal weight vector
α such that:

arg max
y∈Y(i)

α>f(x(i),y) ≈ y(i) ∀i

where Y(i) = {y|
∑

yj =
∑

y
(i)
j }. We define the loss function

l(y,y(i)) as the number of different words between these two

sets. In order to make the true structure y(i) as the optimal
solution, the constraint is reduced to:

α>f i(y
(i)) ≥ α>f i(y) + l(y,y(i)) ∀i,∀y ∈ Y(i)

We interpret 1
‖α‖α>[f i(y

(i)) − f i(y)] as the margin of y(i)

over another y ∈ Y(i). We then rewrite the above constraint
as 1

‖α‖α>[f i(y
(i))− f i(y)] ≥ 1

‖α‖ l(y,y(i)). Thus, minimizing

‖α‖ maximizes such margin.
The goal now is to solve the optimization problem:

min ‖α‖2

s.t. α>f i(y
(i)) ≥ α>f i(y) + l(y,y(i)) ∀i,∀y ∈ Y(i)

3.1. Min-max formulation

The above optimization problem is equivalent to the following
optimization problem:

min ‖α‖2 (1)

s.t. α>f i(y
(i)) ≥ max

y∈Y(i)
(α>f i(y) + l(y,y(i))) ∀i

We take the approach proposed by Taskar et al. [4] to
solve it. We consider the maximization sub-problem con-
tained in the above optimization problem.

We have

α>f i(y) + l(y,y(i)) = α>
∑

j

yjf(x
(i),wj) +

∑
j

y
(i)
j (1− yj)

= di + (Fiα + ci)
>y

where di =
∑

j y
(i)
j and Fi is a matrix in which the j-th row

is f(x(i),wj); ci is the vector in which the j-th component is

−y
(i)
j .
This maximization sub-problem then becomes:

max di + (Fiα + ci)
>y

s.t.
∑

j

yj =
∑

j

y
(i)
j

We map this problem to the following linear programming(LP)
problem:

max di + (Fiα + ci)
>zi

s.t. Aizi ≤ bi zi ≥ 0

for appropriately defined Ai,bi, which depend only on y,y(i);
zi is the relaxation for y. It is guaranteed that this LP pro-
gram has an integral (0/1) solution.

We consider the dual program of this LP program:

min di + b>i λi (2)

s.t. A>
i λi ≥ Fiα + ci λi ≥ 0

Now we can combine (1) and (2) together:

min ‖α‖2 (3)

s.t. α>f i(y
(i)) ≥ di + b>i λi ∀i

A>
i λi ≥ Fiα + ci ∀i

This formulation is justified as follows. If (2) is not at the
minimum, the constraint is tighter than necessary, leading to
a sub-optimal solution α. Nevertheless, the training data are
typically hardly separable. In such cases, we need to intro-
duce slack variables ξi to allow some constraints violated. The
complete optimization problem now becomes a QP problem:

min ‖α‖2 + C
∑

i

ξi (4)

s.t. α>f i(y
(i)) ≥ di + b>i λi − ξi ∀i

A>
i λi ≥ Fiα + ci ∀i

α ≥ 0 inf > λi ≥ 0 inf > ξi ≥ 0 ∀i

After this QP program is solved, we have the optimal param-
eters α. Then we have the dependency information between
words and VReps by the score function. For each VRep, we
have a ranking-list of words in terms of the score function.
Similarly we have a ranking-list of VReps for each word.

3.2. Feature representation

For a specific VRep x(i) and a specific word wj , we con-
sider the following feature representation f between them:

(
δij

nj
,

nj

N
,

δij

mi
, mi

M
). Here we assume that there are N VReps

and M words. nj denotes the number of VReps in which wj

appears. mi denotes the number of words which appear in
VRep x(i). δij is an indicator function (1 if wj appears in

x(i), and 0 otherwise). Other possible features may depend
on the specific word or VRep because some words may be
more important than others. We only use the features in-
dependent of specific words and specific VReps and we will
discuss the advantage later.



3.3. Image Annotation

Given a test image, we partition it into blocks and compute
the feature vectors. Then we compute the similarity between
feature vectors and VReps in terms of the distance. We return
the top n most-relevant VReps. Since for each VRep, we
have the ranking-list of words in terms of the score function,
we merge these n ranking-lists and sort them to obtain the
ranking-list of the whole word set. Finally, we return the top
m words as the annotation result.

3.4. Word Query

For a specific word, we have the ranking-list of VReps. we
return the top n VReps. For each VRep, we compute the
similarity between this VRep and each test image in terms of
the distance. For each VRep, we have the ranking-list of test
images. Finally, we merge these n ranking-lists and return
the top m images as the query results.

3.5. Image Retrieval

Given a query image, we annotate it using the procedure in
Sec. 3.3. For each annotation word j, there is a subset of
images Sj in which this annotation word appears. Then we
have the union set S =

⋃
Sj for all the annotation words.

On the other hand, for each annotation word j, the pro-
cedure in Sec. 3.4 is used to obtain the related image subset
Tj . Then we have the union set T =

⋃
Tj . The final retrieval

result is R = S
⋂

T .

3.6. Database Updates

Now we consider the case where new images are added to the
database. Assume that these new images have annotation
words along with them. If they do not, we can annotate them
using the procedure in Sec. 3.3. For each newly added image,
we partition it into blocks and for each block we compute the
nearest VRep in terms of the distance and the VRep-word
pairs are updated in the database. This also applies to the
case where the newly added images may include new word.

Under the assumption that the newly added images fol-
low the same feature distribution as those in the database,
it is reasonable to assume that the optimal parameter α also
captures the dependency information between the VReps and
the newly added words because the feature representation de-
scribed in Sec. 3.2 is independent of specific words and specific
VReps. Consequently, we do not need to re-train the model
from scratch. In fact, the complexity of the update is O(1).
As the database scales up, so does the performance due to
the incrementally updated data. This is a great advantage
over many existing image retrieval systems which are unable
to handle new vocabulary at all. The experimental result
supports and verifies this analysis.

4. EXPERIMENTAL RESULT

While this approach is a general approach which can be ap-
plied to multimodal information retrieval in any domains, we
apply this approach to the Berkeley Drosophila embryo image
database for the evaluation purpose. We compare the perfor-
mance of this framework with the state-of-the-art multimodal
image annotation and retrieval method MBRM [3].

There are totally 16 stages in the whole embryo image
database. We use stages 11 and 12 for the evaluation purpose.

There are about 6000 images and 75 words in stages 11 and
12. We split all the images into two parts (one third and
two thirds), with the two thirds used as the training set and
the one third used as the test set. In order to show the
advantage discussed in Sec. 3.6, we use a smaller training
subset (110 images) to obtain the optimal parameter α. For
these 110 images, there are 35 annotation words. Then we use
the test set for evaluation. This experiment result is shown
as ”Our Framework (1)” in the figures. Then we add the
remaining training images to the database and use the test
set for evaluations again. This experiment result is shown as
”Our Framework (2)” in the figures. When the new images
are added to the image database, the new annotation words
along with them are also added to the image database.

Fig. 1. Evaluation of image annotation between our frame-
work and MBRM model.

In the figures, the dashed lines are for precisions and the
solid lines are for recalls. In the image annotation result
shown in Fig. 1, the performance becomes better when the
new images are added to the image database. This is consis-
tent with the analysis in Sec. 3.6. When the image database
scales up to the size as the same as that used by the MBRM
model, our framework works slightly better than MBRM. In
the word query result shown in Fig. 2, our framework per-
forms significantly better than MBRM. Similarly in the image
retrieval performance shown in Fig. 3, our framework works
much better than MBRM.

5. CONCLUSION

We present a multimodal framework on image annotation and
retrieval based on the max margin approach. The whole prob-
lem is mapped to a quadratic programming problem. Our
framework is highly scalable in the sense that it takes a con-
stant time to accommodate the database updating without
needing to retrain the database from the scratch. The eval-
uation result shows significant improvements on the perfor-
mance over a state-of-the-art method.



Fig. 2. Evaluation of single word query between our frame-
work and MBRM model.
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