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Abstract

The exponential growth of online services and user data changed how we interact with
various services, and how we explore and select new products. Hence, there is a growing
need for methods to recommend the appropriate items for each user. In the case of music,
it is more important to recommend the right items at the right moment. It has been well
documented that the context, i.e. the listening situation of the users, strongly influences
their listening preferences. Hence, there has been an increasing attention towards devel-
oping recommendation systems. State-of-the-art approaches are sequence-based models
aiming at predicting the tracks in the next session using available contextual information.
However, these approaches lack interpretability and serve as a hit-or-miss with no room
for user involvement. Additionally, few previous approaches focused on studying how the
audio content relates to these situational influences, and even to a less extent making use
of the audio content in providing contextual recommendations. Hence, these approaches
suffer from both lack of interpretability.

In this dissertation, we study the potential of using the audio content primarily to disam-
biguate the listening situations, providing a pathway for interpretable recommendations
based on the situation.

First, we study the potential listening situations that influence/change the listening prefer-
ences of the users. We developed a semi-automated approach to link between the listened
tracks and the listening situation using playlist titles as a proxy. Through this approach,
we were able to collect datasets of music tracks labelled with their situational use. We
proceeded with studying the use of music auto-taggers to identify potential listening sit-
uations using the audio content. These studies led to the conclusion that the situational
use of a track is highly user-dependent. Hence, we proceeded with extending the music-
autotaggers to a user-aware model to make personalized predictions. Our studies showed
that including the user in the loop significantly improves the performance of predicting
the situations. This user-aware music auto-tagger enabled us to tag a given track through
the audio content with potential situational use, according to a given user by leveraging
their listening history.

Finally, to successfully employ this approach for a recommendation task, we needed a
different method to predict the potential current situations of a given user. To this
end, we developed a model to predict the situation given the data transmitted from the
user’s device to the service, and the demographic information of the given user. Our
evaluations show that the models can successfully learn to discriminate the potential
situations and rank them accordingly. By combining the two model; the auto-tagger and
situation predictor, we developed a framework to generate situational sessions in real-
time and propose them to the user. This framework provides an alternative pathway to
recommending situational sessions, aside from the primary sequential recommendation
system deployed by the service, which is both interpretable and addressing the cold-start
problem in terms of recommending tracks based on their content.

Keywords - Music Auto-tagging, Context-aware, Music Recommendation, Interpretabil-
ity, Playlist Generation, Music Streaming.
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Résumé

La croissance exponentielle des services en ligne et des données des utilisateurs a changé la
façon dont nous interagissons avec divers services, et la façon dont nous explorons et sélec-
tionnons de nouveaux produits. Par conséquent, il existe un besoin croissant de méthodes
permettant de recommander les articles appropriés pour chaque utilisateur. Dans le cas
de la musique, il est plus important de recommander les bons éléments au bon moment. Il
est bien connu que le contexte, c’est-à-dire la situation d’écoute des utilisateurs, influence
fortement leurs préférences d’écoute. C’est pourquoi le développement de systèmes de re-
commandation fait l’objet d’une attention croissante. Les approches les plus récentes sont
des modèles basés sur les séquences qui visent à prédire les pistes de la prochaine session
en utilisant les informations contextuelles disponibles. Cependant, ces approches ne sont
pas faciles à interpréter et ne permettent pas à l’utilisateur de s’impliquer. De plus, peu
d’approches précédentes se sont concentrées sur l’étude de la manière dont le contenu
audio est lié à ces influences situationnelles et, dans une moindre mesure, sur l’utilisation
du contenu audio pour fournir des recommandations contextuelles. Par conséquent, ces
approches souffrent à la fois d’un manque d’interprétabilité.

Dans cette thèse, nous étudions le potentiel de l’utilisation du contenu audio principa-
lement pour désambiguïser les situations d’écoute, fournissant une voie pour des recom-
mandations interprétables basées sur la situation.

Tout d’abord, nous étudions les situations d’écoute potentielles qui influencent ou modi-
fient les préférences d’écoute des utilisateurs. Nous avons développé une approche semi-
automatique pour faire le lien entre les pistes écoutées et la situation d’écoute en utilisant
les titres des listes de lecture comme proxy. Grâce à cette approche, nous avons pu collec-
ter des ensembles de données de pistes musicales étiquetées en fonction de leur utilisation
situationnelle. Nous avons ensuite étudié l’utilisation de marqueurs automatiques de mu-
sique pour identifier les situations d’écoute potentielles à partir du contenu audio. Ces
études ont permis de conclure que l’utilisation situationnelle d’un morceau dépend forte-
ment de l’utilisateur. Nous avons donc étendu l’utilisation des marqueurs automatiques
de musique à un modèle tenant compte de l’utilisateur afin de faire des prédictions per-
sonnalisées. Nos études ont montré que l’inclusion de l’utilisateur dans la boucle améliore
considérablement les performances de prédiction des situations. Cet auto-tagueur de mu-
sique adapté à l’utilisateur nous a permis de marquer une piste donnée à travers le contenu
audio avec une utilisation situationnelle potentielle, en fonction d’un utilisateur donné en
tirant parti de son historique d’écoute.

Enfin, pour réussir à utiliser cette approche pour une tâche de recommandation, nous
avions besoin d’une méthode différente pour prédire les situations actuelles potentielles
d’un utilisateur donné. À cette fin, nous avons développé un modèle pour prédire la si-
tuation à partir des données transmises par l’appareil de l’utilisateur au service, et des
informations démographiques de l’utilisateur donné. Nos évaluations montrent que les
modèles peuvent apprendre avec succès à discriminer les situations potentielles et à les
classer en conséquence. En combinant les deux modèles, l’auto-tagueur et le prédicteur
de situation, nous avons développé un cadre pour générer des sessions situationnelles en
temps réel et les proposer à l’utilisateur. Ce cadre fournit une voie alternative pour recom-
mander des sessions situationnelles, en dehors du système de recommandation séquentiel
primaire déployé par le service, qui est à la fois interprétable et aborde le problème du
démarrage à froid en termes de recommandation de morceaux basés sur leur contenu.
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French summary

La musique est un élément fondamental de la culture humaine universelle qui remonte à
des milliers d’années. Tout au long de cette période, la musique a eu différentes fonctions
liées à divers aspects de la vie, des représentations religieuses aux divertissements. Pendant
la majeure partie de cette période, la musique ne pouvait être jouée qu’en direct, c’est-
à-dire avant l’invention de la musique enregistrée. Cette limitation a eu un effet sur la
façon dont la musique est à la fois écoutée et jouée, car il s’agissait principalement d’un
événement social. Depuis lors, les progrès technologiques ont entraîné des changements
dans la façon dont la musique est jouée et consommée. En particulier, l’invention des
services d’enregistrement et de diffusion en continu a modifié de façon permanente la
façon dont nous écoutons la musique.

Les services de streaming de musique à la demande permettent à un utilisateur d’écou-
ter instantanément toute musique enregistrée disponible dans leurs catalogues. Avec des
millions de titres disponibles, l’exploration de la musique est entrée dans une nouvelle
ère. Cette vaste quantité de possibilités a nécessité de nouvelles méthodes pour aider les
utilisateurs à explorer et à retrouver la musique qu’ils souhaitent. Comme la plupart des
catalogues en ligne, les services de streaming musical ont commencé à développer des al-
gorithmes de recommandation à cette fin. Ces recommandeurs ont également entraîné un
changement dans la façon dont les gens consomment la musique. Les utilisateurs ont indi-
qué qu’une bonne recommandation est l’une des principales raisons de choisir un service
spécifique [PG13].

D’autre part, la disponibilité continue de la musique a fait que la musique est de plus
en plus consommée comme une activité de fond. Les gens peuvent désormais écouter
de la musique où et quand ils le souhaitent. Par conséquent, différents utilisateurs ont
développé différents modèles d’écoute de la musique. Ils ont également développé des
préférences différentes pour ces différentes situations. Il est donc devenu important de
recommander non seulement les bons articles, mais aussi le bon moment. Il est bien
documenté que le contexte, c’est-à-dire la situation d’écoute des utilisateurs, influence
fortement leurs préférences d’écoute [NH96c]. C’est pourquoi on s’intéresse de plus en
plus au développement de systèmes de recommandation sensibles au contexte [AT11].

L’une des propriétés les plus recherchées des systèmes de recommandation est la trans-
parence et l’interprétabilité. Les systèmes de recommandation musicale contextuelle de
pointe utilisent diverses techniques pour intégrer les informations contextuelles dans le
processus de recommandation, par exemple des modèles basés sur les séquences qui pré-
disent les morceaux de la prochaine session en utilisant les informations contextuelles
disponibles [HHM+20]. Cependant, la plupart de ces approches ne sont pas faciles à in-
terpréter et ne laissent aucune place à l’implication de l’utilisateur. L’interprétabilité
devient de plus en plus une priorité tant pour les utilisateurs que pour les services
[ADNDS+20, VDH+18, ABB14]. Cet aspect est important car il permet d’établir la
confiance et la compréhension du service fourni.

Une approche permettant d’atteindre l’interprétabilité consiste à utiliser des descripteurs
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lisibles par l’homme, semblables à ceux que les gens utilisent pour se décrire mutuellement
de la musique. Ces descripteurs sont normalement ajoutés par les utilisateurs ou le ser-
vice pour aider à organiser de grands catalogues. Cependant, avec des millions de pistes
disponibles, l’annotation manuelle de la musique est une tâche difficile qui est également
sujette au bruit. D’autre part, la découverte des descripteurs appropriés en analysant
le contenu audio d’un morceau est une solution alternative. La recherche d’informations
musicales (MIR) est un domaine interdisciplinaire qui aborde ce type de problèmes. MIR
fait appel à la théorie musicale, à l’informatique, au traitement du signal et à l’appren-
tissage automatique afin d’extraire ou de générer des informations significatives liées à la
musique.

L’un des objectifs fréquents de MIR est de combler ce que l’on appelle le "fossé séman-
tique" [ADNDS+20]. Le fossé sémantique fait référence au lien manquant susmentionné
entre le contenu de la musique et un ensemble de descripteurs sémantiques humains.
L’un des descripteurs les moins explorés est la situation d’écoute prévue. Peu d’approches
précédentes se sont concentrées sur l’étude de la relation entre le contenu audio et ces
influences situationnelles et, dans une moindre mesure, sur l’utilisation du contenu audio
pour fournir des recommandations contextuelles. L’ajout de descripteurs personnalisés,
c’est-à-dire de balises, aux pistes décrivant la situation d’écoute prévue de la piste par un
utilisateur donné améliorerait considérablement l’exploration de la musique, l’organisation
des catalogues et la fourniture de recommandations contextuelles interprétables.

Dans cette thèse, nous proposons les contributions suivantes :

Identification des situations pertinentes à l’écoute de la musique : Dans cette
thèse, nous présentons une analyse approfondie des travaux antérieurs réalisés sur l’iden-
tification des situations pertinentes à l’écoute de la musique. Nous utilisons ces études
antérieures pour collecter un large ensemble de situations potentielles, que nous étendons
grâce à la similarité sémantique et aux mots-clés fréquemment associés sur les médias
sociaux. Nous identifions 96 mots-clés décrivant plusieurs situations qui sont catégorisées
en : activité, temps, lieu et humeur. De plus, nous avons identifié leur importance par
leur fréquence lorsqu’ils apparaissent dans les titres des listes de lecture créées par les
utilisateurs dans Deezer. Ces mots-clés constituent la base de toutes nos expériences fu-
tures, car ils décrivent les tags que nous souhaitons utiliser pour décrire les situations
d’écoute. Cette procédure nous a permis de collecter 3 grands ensembles de données pour
chaque expérience, qui ont tous été rendus publics pour des recherches futures. Ce type
d’ensembles de données situationnelles à cette échelle est le premier du genre à être rendu
public.

La relation entre le contenu audio et les situations d’écoute (potentiel des
auto-taggers) : Grâce aux mots-clés issus de la première étude, nous avons développé
une approche semi-automatique pour relier les pistes écoutées et la situation d’écoute en
utilisant les titres des listes de lecture comme proxy, appuyés par un filtrage rigoureux.
Grâce à cette approche, nous avons pu collecter le premier ensemble de données de pistes
musicales étiquetées en fonction de leur utilisation situationnelle. Nous avons mené notre
étude pilote sur l’exploitation des auto-taggers de musique pour identifier les situations
d’écoute potentielles en utilisant le contenu audio afin d’établir une référence pour cette
tâche. Enfin, notre analyse des résultats a renforcé notre hypothèse initiale selon laquelle
certaines situations dépendent fortement de l’utilisateur.

Au cours de cette étude, nous avons été confrontés à un problème courant dans le cas
d’ensembles de données à étiquettes multiples : les étiquettes manquantes. Compte tenu
de la procédure utilisée pour collecter l’ensemble de données, nous avons identifié une
méthode pour estimer notre confiance dans les étiquettes collectées. Nous avons ensuite
utilisé cette confiance pour développer une perte pondérée basée sur la confiance pour
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tenir compte des étiquettes manquantes. Nos études ont validé l’utilité de cette approche
dans l’apprentissage à partir d’un ensemble de données avec des étiquettes manquantes.
La perte proposée est particulièrement utile dans le cas d’une architecture prédéfinie ou
d’un réglage fin d’un modèle pré-entraîné, ce qui n’était pas le cas dans les approches
précédentes traitant des étiquettes manquantes.

Dépendance de l’utilisateur et préférences d’écoute : Nous avons procédé à l’ex-
tension des autotaggers musicaux à un modèle tenant compte de l’utilisateur afin de faire
des prédictions personnalisées. Les autotaggers précédents étaient tous uniquement dé-
pendants de l’audio, un inconvénient que nous avons surmonté afin de l’adapter à notre
problème. Nous nous sommes appuyés sur l’historique d’écoute des utilisateurs afin de
modéliser leurs préférences globales. Nos évaluations centrées sur l’utilisateur ont montré
que l’inclusion de l’utilisateur dans la boucle, représentée par son historique, améliore
considérablement les performances de prédiction des situations. Cet auto-tagging de la
musique en fonction de l’utilisateur nous a permis d’étiqueter une piste donnée à travers
le contenu audio avec une utilisation situationnelle potentielle, en fonction d’un utilisateur
donné à travers son historique d’écoute.

Inférer automatiquement la situation d’écoute Enfin, pour réussir à utiliser cet outil
pour une tâche de recommandation, nous avions besoin d’un outil différent pour prédire les
situations actuelles potentielles d’un utilisateur donné. À cette fin, nous avons développé
un modèle pour prédire la situation à partir des données transmises par l’appareil de
l’utilisateur au service, et des informations démographiques de l’utilisateur donné. Nos
évaluations montrent que les modèles peuvent apprendre avec succès à discriminer les
situations potentielles et à les classer en conséquence.

En combinant les deux modèles, l’auto-tagger et le prédicteur de situation, nous avons dé-
veloppé un cadre pour filtrer l’ensemble des pistes potentielles en temps réel, sur la base de
la situation prédite, avant de déployer les algorithmes de recommandation traditionnels et
de proposer les résultats à l’utilisateur. Ce cadre fournit une voie alternative pour recom-
mander des sessions situationnelles, en dehors du système de recommandation séquentielle
primaire déployé par le service, qui est interprétable à travers les tags. Notre évaluation a
montré que le préfiltrage de ces sessions situationnelles avec les tags correspondants amé-
liorait significativement les performances de l’algorithme de recommandation traditionnel
lorsqu’il était comparé aux sessions situationnelles.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 General Context

Music is a fundamental part of a universal human culture dating back thousands of years.
Throughout this time, music has had different functions related to various aspects of life,
from religious performances to entertainment purposes. For the majority of this time,
music could only be performed live, i.e. before the invention of recorded music. This
limitation had its effect on how music was both listened to and performed, as it was
mostly a social event. Since then however, advances in technology have led to changes in
how music is performed and consumed nowadays. In particular, the invention of recording
and streaming services have permanently changed how we listen to music [Web02].

Music-on-demand streaming services allow a user to instantly listen to any recorded music
available in their catalogues. With millions of available tracks, music exploration has
entered a new era. However, this vast amount of possibilities required new methods to help
users explore and retrieve music they would like. Similar to most online catalogues, music
streaming services started developing recommendation algorithms to this end. Those
recommenders have also resulted in a change in the way people consume music. Users
have conveyed that a good recommender is one of the main reasons for choosing a specific
service [PG13].

Moreover, the continuous availability of music has resulted in music being increasingly
consumed as a background activity. People can now listen to music no matter where or
when. Hence, users have developed different patterns in listening to their music. They
have also developed different preferences for these varying situations. It has become
important to recommend not only the right items but also at the right moment and for the
right situation. It has been well documented that the context, i.e. the listening situation
of the users, strongly influences their listening preferences [NH96c]. Consequently, there
has been an increasing attention towards developing context-aware recommender systems
[AT11].

One of the most desired properties of recommender systems is transparency. State-of-the-
art contextual music recommender systems use various techniques to embed the contextual
information in the recommendation process, e.g. sequence-based models that predict the
tracks in the next session using available contextual information [HHM+20]. However,
most of these approaches lack interpretability and serve as a hit-or-miss with no room for
user involvement. Interpretability is increasingly becoming a priority for both users and
services [ADNDS+20, VDH+18, ABB14]. This is important because it allows us to build
trust and understanding of the provided service.
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One approach to achieve interpretability is by using human-readable descriptors similar
to the ones people use to describe music to each other. These descriptors are normally
added by the users or the service to help organize large catalogues. However, with millions
of tracks available, manual annotation of music is a challenging task that is also prone
to noise. On the other hand, discovering the proper descriptors by analyzing the audio
content of a track is an alternative solution. Music Information Retrieval (MIR) is an
interdisciplinary field that addresses this type of problems. MIR relies on music theory,
computer science, signal processing and machine learning in order to extract or generate
meaningful information related to music.

One of the frequent goals in MIR is bridging the so-called “semantic gap” [CHS06]. The
semantic gap refers to the aforementioned missing link between the content of the music
and a set of human semantic descriptors. One of the least explored descriptors is the
intended listening situation. Few of the previous approaches focused on studying how the
audio content relates to these situational influences, and to a lesser extent making use
of the audio content in providing the contextual recommendations. Adding personalized
descriptors, i.e. tags, to the tracks describing the intended listening situation of the track
by a given user would significantly improve music exploration, catalogues organization,
and recommendation by making it contextual and explainable.

1.2 Relation to Previous Work

Previously, the main focus of music recommendation systems was finding music that
would suit the user’s preferences regardless of the user’s different contexts. Despite the
constantly improving performance of these recommendation systems in finding suitable
tracks, recommending suitable music in the wrong context is not considered a good recom-
mendation. Hence, there has been an increasing interest in context-aware recommendation
systems recently [HAIS+17b, KR12].

Context-aware recommendation systems, along with classical recommendation systems,
are common in many services other than music, e.g. in online shopping [PPPD01] or
movie streaming [SLC+17]. However, it is specifically more pressing in the case of music
streaming due to the dynamic nature of listening to music [SZC+18]. Music tracks often
have a duration of few minutes while users would listen to music for hours during the day.
This leads to a constant need for providing recommendations to the user. Additionally,
the user context, e.g. activity or location, could change frequently while listening to music,
which leads to changes in the user’s preference and consequently needs different types of
recommendations. Hence, an understanding of the different types of user contexts and
their effect on the music style and listening preferences is important for improving the
current state of recommendation systems.

While it is established that contexts are important, there has not been a comprehensive
study on how the different types of context relate to the actual content of the music.
Contexts are often described as anything affecting the user’s interaction with the service
[KR12, Dey00], which is a very broad definition. The vague nature of this definition makes
it particularly challenging to address interpretability in context-aware recommenders. As
we are increasingly concerned with interpretability, it is important to have a clear notion
of this context that can be communicated with the user. This has rarely been the fo-
cus of previous work that focused on integrating all available contextual information in
recommendations with little regard to how the final outcome could be interpreted.

Furthermore, we consider studying the relationship between audio content and contexts to
be essential in understanding the influence of different contexts on user preferences. This
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has been largely missing in previous work that often integrated the contextual influence in
a recommendation setup directly [KR12], with the exception of emotion-related influence.
Finally, the extent to which each user’s personal preferences influence these temporary
contextual preferences is also important to understand, in order to provide a personalized
experience.

Given the aforementioned mentioned gaps in previous studies, we dedicated the work in
this dissertation to addressing these problems. We paid extra attention to setting a ground
base for future work in terms of: thoroughly defining our setup, collecting large datasets
that are made publicly available, finding suitable evaluation protocols, and sharing the
sourcecode for our developed models and evaluation experiments.

In this dissertation, we address this semantic gap between the audio content and the
intended use of music influenced by the listening situation. We study the potential of
using the audio content primarily to disambiguate the listening situations, providing a
pathway for recommendations based on the situation. We explore the usability of one of
the powerful tools in MIR; the music auto-taggers, in learning the relationship between
the content and the situation. This alternative approach of treating the context as a tag
describing a listening situation provides a strong case for interpretable recommendations,
since these tags can be easily communicated with and understood by the user.

This alternative approach, however, faces a challenge that is uncommon in the traditional
case of auto-tagging, which is user dependency. Unlike tags that describe attributes totally
dependent on the content of the music, the intended listening situation is both content
and user dependent. Hence, further investigation of how this user dependency can be
integrated in the traditional auto-tagging setup is essential in our studies.

Finally, in order to employ this personalized auto-tagging approach in an actual real-
world automated recommendation process, it is also important to be able to predict
when a specific listening situation is being experienced. This multi-faceted problem is
approached in this dissertation in a highly data-driven manner, relying on data retrieved
and evaluated from real use-cases in Deezer 1, a popular online music streaming service.

1.3 Challenges

By reviewing the previous work on context-aware music recommendations, we identified
the following challenges:

User-side interpretability: Most previous work focused on providing reliable recom-
mendations in terms of performance and evaluation metrics. Some work that is domain-
specific, e.g. location-aware systems [SS14, KRS13], could provide recommendations in-
terpretable by the user. However, they are narrow in their range of applicability and do
not fit the industrial needs. Interpretable recommendations are increasingly becoming a
top priority for both the service and the users. Hence, we seek to approach the problem
in a manner that is aims at providing more interpretable recommendations.

The semantic gap: Music is highly complex and is often challenging to be analyzed and
described in human readable terms. This missing link between the content of the music
and a set of human semantic descriptors is referred to as the semantic gap. There are
several way to bridge this gap and extract useful attributes that can describe the music
[CHS06]. One very common way, which is massively used when searching for music, is
the intended use-case, which can also refer to the listening situation. By observing the

1. https://www.deezer.com/
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1. INTRODUCTION

user created playlists in online music streaming services, we find thousands of them made
for a specific situation, e.g. an activity such as running. Hence, to understand, extract,
and link such semantic descriptors automatically to the content of the music tracks is a
solution for the semantic gap [Smi07].

Personalization: While contextual influence has been well documented in previous work
[NH96a], the personal differences between users within a given context, are far less ex-
plored even though they were observed [GSS18]. That is to say, in the same listening
situation, two users could have two completely different preferences of the music they
listen to. Hence, there is need to discover and integrate this personal bias when disam-
biguating the listening situation.

Not only what, but also when? As mentioned earlier, the listening situation has a
strong influence on what a user would prefer to play. While the first half of this work
focuses on unraveling this relationship through the audio content, in order to be fully
usable we have to be able to detect when a listening situation is being experienced.
This is particularly challenging given the wide range of potential situations and the little
information we have about the user of a service at a given time.

1.4 Research Objective

1.4.1 Main Research Objective

Our main research objective is to reduce the semantic gap by adding situational tags to the
tracks. We aim at achieving this by developing an audio-based approach to disambiguate
the potential listening situations of a given track using the audio content. Furthermore,
we aim at developing a system that is personalized, i.e. predicts the listening situation
of a given track according to a given user. Achieving this objective would allow us to
communicate with the user the predicted listening situation to interpret the recommended
tracks.

To achieve this objective, we have to first achieve a preliminary objective, which is iden-
tifying the relevant situations that influence the music listening preferences. We seek to
do this in a way that allow for future research to build on top of our defined situations
and provided datasets. This will help tackle the challenge of non-uniform definitions of
relevant situations in the previous work.

1.4.2 Research Questions

The research conducted in this dissertation aims at answering four main research ques-
tions. These questions are meant to first formalize the problem and lay the foundation for
future work addressing the same topic. Subsequently, they aim at developing a solution
that is adaptable to the industry, e.g. Deezer in our case, for providing explainable and
timely contextual recommendations. The research questions addressed in this dissertation
are:

How to identify relevant situations to music listening? Context-awareness can be
regarded as a large umbrella describing various external influencing factors on the users.
As we prioritize interpretable and semantically meaningful approaches to the problem, it
is essential to identify the most relevant, i.e. influential, situations in terms of listening
preferences. To answer this question, we need a proxy to discover relations between

18



1. INTRODUCTION

the users’ listening situations, their corresponding preferences, and the frequency of such
situations.

What is the relationship between the audio content and the listening situa-
tions? Can auto-taggers be employed for this task? Given the influence of the
listening situations on the users’ preferences, we investigate how the audio content can
reflect this influence. We want to study the potential of using the audio content directly
in predicting the listening situation for a given track. This would allow us to add se-
mantic tags that describe the tracks in terms of their intended use case. To this end,
we study the usability of one specific tool, audio auto-taggers, which have proven to be
useful in identifying several semantic descriptors of a tracks, such as the genre, mood,
or instrumentation. In order to investigate this, we need to identify a proper dataset
collection procedure that can link the listened tracks to the listening situations, identified
from answering the previous research question.

How to integrate user-dependency in the auto-tagging setup? Contrary to most
used tags, which describe attributes purely related to the content of music tracks, the
case of tagging with intended listening situations is likely user-dependent as much as it
is content-dependent. Hence, we aim at investigating this user dependency, and how to
adapt current music auto-taggers that only analyze the audio content, to also consider
the user in question. Similar to the problem of linking the audio content to the listening
situation, we need a proper approach to develop a dataset collection pipeline that can
identify/describe the different listeners, and associate them with the listening situation
and listened tracks.

To what extent can we infer the users’ listening situations automatically?
While answering the previous questions can be insightful for understanding how people
listen to music and their potential intentions regarding a track, it can be efficiently used
in real-world recommendations only if the listening situation can be inferred in real-time.
Hence, the logical next step is to study the potential of using the available data in music
streaming services in order to predict the listening situation. Here, we need to be careful
when answering this question, in terms of the complexity of the model, which determines
the real-time applicability, and the used data, which should be limited to only basic data
available during a streaming session.

Finally, after investigating all the previous research questions, the last stage would be
to study the applicability of this approach in an actual recommendation setup. Hence,
we study the effect of employing both the predicted situational tags using our proposed
model, along with the predicted situation timing, on the quality of the recommendations of
a state-of-the-art recommendation algorithm. These tags allow us to filter the potential
list of recommended tracks to only include tracks that are associated with the current
listening situation, which in turn is predicted using the user data available to the service.

1.5 Contributions

Identifying relevant situations to music listening: In this thesis, we present an
extensive analysis of the previous work done on identifying the relevant listening situations
in music. We use these previous studies to collect a large set of potential situations, which
we extended through semantic similarity and frequently associated keywords on social
media. We identify 96 keywords describing several situations that are categorized into:
activity, time, location, and mood. Furthermore, we identified their importance through
their frequency as they appeared in playlist titles created by the Deezer users. These
keywords lay the foundation for all our future experiments, as they describe the tags we
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aim at using to describe listening situations. This procedure allowed us to collect 3 large
datasets for each experiment which were all made public for future research. This type
of situational datasets on this scale is the first of its kind made public.

The relationship between the audio content and the listening situations (po-
tential of auto-taggers): Through the keywords resulted from the first study, we de-
veloped a semi-automated approach to link the listened tracks and the listening situation
using playlist titles as a proxy, backed by rigorous filtering. Through this approach, we
were able to collect the first dataset of music tracks labelled with their situational use. We
conducted our pilot study of exploiting music auto-taggers to identify potential listening
situations using the audio content to set a benchmark for this task. Finally, our analysis
of the results has further strengthened our initial hypothesis that certain situations are
highly user-dependent.

During this study, we were faced with a common challenge in the case of multi-label
datasets: missing labels. Given the procedure used in collecting the dataset, we identified
a method to estimate our confidence in the collected labels. We further employed this
confidence in developing a confidence-based weighted loss to account for the missing labels.
Our studies validated the usability of such approach in learning from a dataset with
missing labels. The proposed loss is particularly useful in cases of a predefined architecture
or fine-tuning a pretrained model, which has been missing from previous approaches
addressing missing labels.

User dependency and listening preferences: We proceeded by extending the music-
auto-taggers to a user-aware model to make personalized predictions. Previous auto-
taggers have all been solely audio-dependent, a drawback we overcome in order to adapt
for our problem. We relied on the users’ listening history in order to model their global
preferences. Our user-centered evaluations showed that including the user in the loop,
represented through their history, significantly improves the performance of predicting the
situations. This user-aware music auto-tagger enabled us to tag a given track through the
audio content with potential situational use, according to a given user through his/her
listening history.

Inferring the listening situation automatically Finally, to successfully employ this
tool for a recommendation task, we needed a different tool to predict the potential current
situations of a given user. To this end, we developed a model to predict the situation
given the data transmitted from the user’s device to the service, and the demographic
information of the given user. Our evaluations show that the models can successfully
learn to discriminate the potential situations and rank them accordingly.

By combining the two model; the auto-tagger and situation predictor, we developed a
framework to filter the set of potential tracks in real-time, based on the predicted situa-
tion, before deploying traditional recommendation algorithms and proposing the results
to the user. This framework provides an alternative pathway to recommending situa-
tional sessions, aside from the primary sequential recommendation system deployed by
the service, which is interpretable through the tags. Our evaluation showed that pre-
filtering those situational sessions with the corresponding tags significantly improved the
performance of the traditional recommendation algorithm when compared in situational
sessions.
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1.6 Thesis Structure

This thesis is split in three main parts. The first part I, which is composed of the current
chapter 1, gives an overview of the general context of the problem in question and set
the objectives and contributions presented in this Thesis. The second part II aims at
introducing the required preliminaries for understanding our approach to the problem
and an overview of previous work in the same domain. That part includes first a chapter
2 describing music auto-taggers, their evolution, applications, potential use in our case,
and the common evaluation methods used. Afterwards, as our final goal is facilitating
music recommendations, we give an overview of the common approaches in developing a
recommender system and the different evaluation methodologies in Chapter 3. Finally,
as we are specifically interested in context-awareness, the last chapter 4 in this part
introduces the previous approaches and attempts in defining and employing contextual
information in the recommendation process. Throughout all those chapters, we give
additional attention to the case of music and its specific requirements.

The third part III of this thesis encompasses our proposed work and contributions ad-
dressing the research problem. We start in Chapter 5 by defining a pipeline to link the
listening situation and the audio content by using playlist titles as proxy. Through this
approach, we investigate the usability of music auto-taggers in learning to automatically
tag the tracks with the context using the content. Afterwards, and given our findings in
the previous chapter, the next chapter 6 focuses on the usability of the user information
in developing a user-aware music auto-taggers that is capable of giving personalized tags.
In the last chapter 7, we investigate the potential of using the user-aware auto-taggers
in a real-world recommendation scenario, by developing a system to predict the listening
situation while using the service. Finally in Chapter 8, we conclude our work through a
detailed discussion about the insights we gained from our studies, along with a detailed
section about the future work that can be further conducted given our findings.

1.7 Publications and Talks

In this section, we present publications and seminars that occurred during the PhD thesis.
For all publications, all code and redaction have been made by the PhD student.

Publications

Ibrahim, K. M., Royo-Letelier, J., Epure, E. V., Peeters, G., Richard, G. Audio-
based auto-tagging with contextual tags for music. Proceedings of the 2020 IEEE
International Conference on Acoustics, Speech and Signal Processing (ICASSP),
Barcelona, Spain, 2020.

Ibrahim, K. M., Epure, E. V., Peeters, G., Richard, G. "Confidence-basedWeighted
Loss for Multi-label Classification with Missing Labels." Proceedings of the 2020
International Conference on Multimedia Retrieval, Dublin, Ireland, 2020.

Ibrahim, K. M., Epure, E. V., Peeters, G., Richard, G. "Should we consider the
users in contextual music auto-tagging models?" Proceedings of the International
Society for Music Information Retrieval Conference, Montreal, Canada, 2020.
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Chapter 2

Music Auto-taggers

One of the most useful tools in the MIR domain is the auto-taggers. The objective of an
auto-tagger, given the content of a piece of media, is to output “tags” that describe that
item’s properties [BMEML08]. Those tags are remarkably useful in organizing a cata-
logue of items, browsing through it, facilitating the search functionality, and finally as a
tool to support recommender systems. Tags are high-level descriptors that reflect certain
attributes of an item. They are widely used all over the web to describe books, movies,
or music. Normally, tags were added by the actual users of the service through a process
called crowd-sourcing [GSMDS12]. Subsequently, these manually annotated items pro-
vided large datasets [ÇM+17] that allowed training a predictive system to automatically
and reliably annotate any given item using its content. In the following, we will give an
overview on the case of music tags and auto-taggers. An extensive study and summary
of the progress in this domain can be attributed to the recent work by Pons on music
auto-taggers [PP+19].

2.1 Music Tags

Music became instantly available on a very large scale to millions of people online. This
has resulted in the creation of adaptive ways [TBL08] to retrieve and search for new
music based on different descriptors other than just the artist, album, or track name.
For example, a user may need to search for something as broad as “jazzy night music”
without knowing a specific artist or track. Perhaps they have a sudden urge to find
“melodic metal music with female vocalist”, without knowing where to start. Hence, we
can already see how tags can be a shortcut to find such music with little information on
any specific track. Music auto-taggers can then be broadly defined as any system that
aim at predicting musically relevant tags from the audio signal [BMEML08].

This important task of automatically annotating music tracks with high-level descriptors,
i.e. tags, became one of the primary tasks in music information retrieval. Such tools can
be useful in numerous applications, because they allow the users to communicate with
the service in broad terms in order to search for and find suitable music with a wide
variety of specific qualities [LYC11, Lam08]. Additionally, they can be used in providing
recommendation by observing the recent trends in an active session, and subsequently
provide music with similar descriptors, i.e. tags.

Those tags have been covering a very long list of possible categories, including the instru-
ments, genre, mood, time period, language, or specific musical characteristics. Specific
examples of those tags can be meter tags (e.g., triple-meter, cut-time), rhythmic tags
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(e.g., swing, syncopation), harmonic tags (e.g., major, minor), mood tags (e.g., angry,
sad), vocal tags (e.g., male, female, vocal grittiness), instrumentation tags (e.g., piano,
guitar), sonority tags (e.g., live, acoustic), or genre tags (e.g., jazz, rock, disco).

Music auto-tagging can be described as a multi-class binary classification task. This
task can be multi-label multi-class problem, i.e. the model predicts multiple labels
from a set of non-exclusive classes, e.g. instrumentation tags. Alternatively, it can
be a single-label multi-class task that predicts the correct tag out of a set of exclu-
sive classes, e.g. high-level exclusive genres. Typically, these tags are then used in
a variety of subsequent problems such as music recommendation or retrieval. Hence,
this task has received extensive attention from the research community working on MIR
[KLN18, PPNP+18, WCS19, CFS16a, CFSC17, WCS19, WCNS20].

Traditionally, the proposed systems relied on a set of carefully hand-crafted features that
were deemed suitable for the target tags [PKA14, BMEML08]. However, most recent ap-
proaches started adopting deep neural networks with various architectures, which proved
to be the most successful approach for this problem so far. Deep neural network have the
advantage of automatically discovering and extracting the relevant features from the raw
input in a data-driven manner [WCNS20]. In the following, we will give an overview of
the progress in deep neural networks related to the task of auto-tagging, with focus on
the parts that are later used in our work.

2.2 Neural Networks Applied to Music

Neural networks describe a large family of algorithms that share one common target:
minimizing an objective function that approximates a specific task through optimiza-
tion methods [SCZZ19, BCN18, LBBH98]. Most neural networks are composed of basic
building blocks stacked together, which are optimized to learn and extract the relevant
features for the given task. Hence, we will dive into some of those building blocks which
are commonly used in developing music auto-taggers and are used in our approaches:
the multilayer perceptron (MLP) [GD98], and the convolutional neural networks (CNNs)
[ON15].

Formally, music auto-tagging neural networks can be described a function that maps an
audio input x to a set of tags ŷ such that ŷ = f(x). This is achieved through optimizing
a set of trainable parameters θ, and can be further described as ŷ = f(x; θ). In the
following, we will go through how the building blocks can be described in terms of these
trainable parameters, the intuition behind it, and how they are optimized for a specific
task.

2.2.1 Training a Neural Network

Training refers to the process of searching for the best set of parameters θ that approxi-
mates a specific objective function. The most basic training algorithm for neural networks
is stochastic gradient descent (SGD). SGD updates the model parameters’ θ as follows
[RM51]:

θi+1 = θi − µi∇L(θi) (2.1)

Where i refers to an iteration index, as the algorithm is applied iteratively till convergence.
However, SGD does not guarantee to reach a global minimum when optimizing non-convex
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error functions, which is the case when training a deep neural network. Nonetheless, SGD
proved to be working well in practice. The algorithm is deployed on a set of parameters θ
that are, most commonly, initialized randomly. Afterwards, a backpropagation algorithm
[RHW86] computes the gradient of the objective function L with respect to each parameter
to find the update direction ∇L(θi). The negative sign indicates that the update aims
at minimizing the objective function, i.e. minimizes the error in predictions. µi, which is
known as the learning rate, controls the update rate of the parameters at each iteration.
Finally, in the case of supervised learning, the objective function L(y, ŷ) is a function
that estimates the error between the predictions ŷ and the groundtruth labels y. Hence,
minimizing this error by searching the optimal set of parameters is what is referred to as
training a predictive algorithm.

To put this into perspective, we will give an example of training a music auto-tagger
model. Given a set of tracks x and their corresponding groundtruth tags Y. The tracks
are batched at each iteration, i.e. a random subset of the tracks are forwarded into the
predictive model, which is the “stochastic” part in SGD. At each iteration i, the model
predicts the corresponding tags for each input track ŷ using the randomly initialized
parameters such that ŷ = f(x; θi). The error between the predictions and the groundtruth
is then computed L(y, ŷ), which in turn are averaged and used to compute the gradient
with respect to the model parameters ∇L(θi). Finally, the parameters can be updated
after each batch using the equation described in 2.1.

It is important to emphasize that SGD is not the only optimization algorithm used for
training a neural network. Several other algorithms were proposed, which tries to over-
come several of the drawbacks of basic SGD. To name a few: the momentum variant
[RHW86], adam [KB14], or adadelta [Zei12]. In the following, we will be diving into some
of the most commonly used building blocks of neural networks.

2.2.2 Feed-Forward Neural Networks

The earliest proposed building blocks for artificial neural networks is the multi-layer per-
ceptron. A single layer is defined as ŷ = σ(Wx + b) [Ros58]. The input x is linearly
transformed with the trainable matrix W and shifted with the trainable bias b. Finally,
an activation function σ is applied to produce the output of the layer ŷ, which is often a
non-linear transformation.

However, feed-forward neural networks (FFN) are composed of multiple layers, called
the hidden layers, stacked one after the other, i.e. “deep” neural networks. In case of a
network with three layers the predictions follow this sequence:

ŷ = σ(2)(W(2)h(2) + b(2)) (2.2)

h(2) = σ(1)(W(1)h(1) + b(1)) (2.3)

h(1) = σ(0)(W(0)x+ b(0)) (2.4)

Here, the subscript refers to the layer number, where zero is the input layer. The final
predicted output is ŷ ∈ Rdoutput and the input is x ∈ Rdinput . The trainable parameters are
the weight matrices W(l) ∈ Rd(l)×d(l−1) , and the bias vector b(l) ∈ Rd(l) , where l stands for
the index of the layer. Hence, each layer adds new trainable parameters to the network.
The intermediate output of those layers is referred to as h(l). The dimension of each
of those outputs is d(l), and is often referred to as the number of nodes. σ(l) can be
any activation function for each layer independently. Some of the most commonly used
activation functions are the Sigmoid, tanh, and the rectified linear unit (ReLU) [Aga18].
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We find that FFNs predict an output by computing a weighted average considering all
its input, note that W(l) interacts with the whole input signal, either x or h(l). As an
example, let’s say we aim to predict whether an audio contains music or speech. In
this case, and assuming that our latent h(2) representation contains relevant features like
timbre or loudness, we want to weight with W(2) the relevance of these h(2) features to
predict (ŷ) whether our input contains music or speech. Note that the same rationale
also applies to the lower layers of the model, where this weighted average would help
defining more discriminative features. Hence, training a neural network refers to both
finding those relevant features to extract, and learning the appropriate weighting to the
task in question.

2.2.3 Convolutional Neural Networks

Similar to feed-forward neural networks, convolutional networks use a cascade of trans-
formational layers to process the input data and predict an output. However, unlike
perceptron layers that use linear matrix multiplication, CNNs use the convolutional op-
erators [LBD+89]. The 1D convolution operation can be defined as

s[n] ∗ w[n] =
∞∑

m=−∞

s[m] · w[n−m] (2.5)

While the more commonly used 2D convolution is defined as:

s[x, y] ∗ w[x, y] =
∞∑

m1=−∞

∞∑
m2=−∞

s[m1,m2] · w[x−m1, y −m2] (2.6)

Where w[n] or w[x, y] shifts along the input signal s[n] or s[x, y] to be multiplied and
aggregated.

Hence, convolutional networks replace the basic perceptron layer with layers that perform
this convolutional operation such that:

h
(k)
(l) = σ(l)(W

(k)
(l) ∗ h(l−1) + b(l)) (2.7)

And in case of applying the operation in the input layer, then:

h
(k)
(1) = σ(0)(W

(k)
(0) ∗ x+ b(0)) (2.8)

Note, here the superscript (k) refers to the kth filter, since convolutional layers often
apply multiple trainable filters W (k)

(l) simultaneously at each layer. This allows each of
the filters to extract different relevant features locally. This locality is what makes CNNs
so powerful in extracting relevant features, compared to FFNs which process the whole
input altogether. For example, a 2D input x ∈ RT×F and a filter W (k)

(0) ∈ Ri×j allows to
extract local features of i × j, while being shifted along to cover the whole input. Note
that a CNN filter can be transformed into a FF layer by setting i = T and j = F , which
will then process the whole input at once.

Originally, CNNs were largely explored and used in processing 2D images [Neb98], as
they allow for searching for, extracting, and preserving the local features that are needed
in classification or detection tasks. However, this powerful tool proved to be useful in
a multitude of domains, including processing audio and music signals [DBS11]. While
CNNs can be applied to a 1D waveform, they are often applied to a 2D representation of
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Figure 2.1 – Waveform and spectrogram of a music recording of a C-major scale played
on a piano. (a) The recording’s underlying musical score. (b) Waveform. (c)

Spectrogram. (d) Spectrogram with the magnitudes given in dB. Source: Meinard
Müller, 2015 [Mül15].

the waveform in the time-frequency domain [Wys17]. The intuition would be to learn how
to process the variation across frequencies and time locally across the input signal and
extract the relevant features for the given task. Hence, in the following we will elaborate
on processing the 2D time-frequency spectrograms of audio signals, which will be the basis
of the models used later in this thesis.

2.2.4 Spectrogram-based Convolutional Neural Networks

A spectrogram of an audio signal is a representation of the spectrum of frequencies as it
varies across time. Spectrograms can be derived through a number of transformations,
most commonly through applying the Short-Time Fourier Transformation (STFT) on the
raw audio signal. Spectrograms are a very useful representation as they capture both the
variations across each frequency and through time simultaneously. They have been widely
used in a variety of applications for music processing such as auto-tagging [PPNP+18],
source separation [JHM+17] or transcription [SSH17]. A visualization of a spectrogram of
a musical scale can be found in Figure 2.1. It is instantly intuitive to observe the variation
of the fundamental frequencies and their harmonics across the time as the scale ascends.

An important stage of employing spectrograms into a neural network is preprocessing
and normalization. One of the most common preprocessing steps is converting the STFT
representation using a mel-scale. Mel-scales transform the linearly separated frequencies
into a non-linear scale such that it amplifies the perceptually relevant bands in compar-
ison to those less relevant to the human ear [SVN37]. In other words, the Mel-scale is
constructed such that sounds of equal distance from each other on the Mel scale, also
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“sound” to humans as they are equal in distance from one another. Hence, we can say
it maps the time-frequency representation to one that is similar to the one perceived by
the human ear. Afterwards, the melspectrograms are normalized to a zero-mean and unit
variance for being better processed by the neural networks [GB10, CFSC18].

Current State of Music Auto-taggers

As described earlier, the research on music information retrieval has given particular
attention to developing music auto-tagger. To achieve this, several tools have been pro-
posed that make use of different architectures and input formats. Some of the proposed
approaches relied on using the audio content directly as raw signal [KLN18, PPNP+18,
WCS19]. Others relied on using the previously mentioned pre-processed spectrograms,
such as [CFS16a, CFSC17, WCS19, WCNS20]. Those proposed approaches have proven
to be very useful to achieve easy retrieval, categorization, and overall organizing large
catalogues using interpretable descriptors, i.e. the tags.

While the format of the input data were explored in these studies, the architecture of
the used models were also investigated. Some of those studies used CNNs as their main
building block, applied both on the 2D spectrograms [CFS16a] and the 1D waveform
[KLN18]. Others applied RNNs [SWH+18], and self-attention [WCS19]. One approach
tried to combine the advantages of extracting local features using CNNs, while learning
the sequential structure of those features using RNNs through a front-end plus a back-end
approach using CRNN [CFSC17].

By observing the cross-evaluation between those methods [KLN18], we find their perfor-
mance is tightly comparable across different datasets. However, RNN-based approaches
could suffer from huge computational power and are generally harder to train due to gra-
dient vanishing/exploding problems [PMB13]. Hence, other factors in choosing a model
are often the complexity and time/memory requirements.

Even though CNN-based approaches are appealing in terms of performance and complex-
ity in comparison to other approaches, they also have some undesirable sides. CNNs in
the domain of music/audio are barely interpretable, despite many attempts to explain
the underlying process [MSD18, MSD17, CFS16b]. Nonetheless, CNNs are widely used
in MIR to take advantage of its time-frequency invariance and robustness to distortion.
However, there is active work-in-progress on developing more musically motivated models
that are designed specifically to process music [PS17, PSG+17].

2.3 Multi-label and Single-label Auto-tagging

Auto-tagging can either aim at tagging an input track with a single label from a set of
exclusive labels, e.g. high-level genre classification, or with multiple labels, e.g. the used
instruments in the track. Both problems are largely similar except for few differences,
primarily in the objective function that allow one vs. multiple correct answers. This
criteria is decided based on the available training data and the target tags.

Single-label classification is achieved through applying the soft-max function function in
the last layer. Soft-max is defined as:

ŷi = σsoftmax(hi) =
ehi∑K
j=1 e

hj
(2.9)
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where hi is the output for the ith label, andK is the total number of labels to be predicted.
σsoftmax aims at normalizing the outputs of the last layer into a probability distribution
over predicted output classes, such that σsoftmax : RK → [0, 1]K . The correct label is
selected by picking the one with the highest probability. Training a neural network for
single-label classification is often achieved by employing the cross-entropy loss function
defined as:

CEsinglelabel(y, ŷ) = −
K∑
i=1

yi log(ŷi) (2.10)

We find that the loss penalizes the specific case where the groundtruth yi = 1, in which
case the loss would be zero only if the predicted label ŷ = 1 is also equal to 1. Single-label
classification is generally regarded as a simpler problem both while collecting the dataset
and while training a predictive model.

On the other hand, multi-label classification is achieved by applying the sigmoid function
in the output layer. The sigmoid function is defined as:

ŷi = σsigmoid(hi) =
1

1 + ehi
(2.11)

This results in an independent prediction probability for each class ∈ [0, 1]. The final
predictions are then derived by applying a threshold, which is often 0.5, but can be also
optimized based on the performance of the trained model on a validation subset. Multi-
label classification models are trained using the sum of the cross-entropy loss function
applied to each class

CEmultilabel(y, ŷ) = −
K∑
i=1

yi log(ŷi) + (1− yi) log(1− ŷi) (2.12)

In the multi-label setup, each class is penalized independently if the predicted value
does not match the groundtruth. Compared to single-label, multi-label classification is
significantly harder, specially in collecting and annotating a scalable dataset [DRK+14]. In
cases where multiple labels are associated with each instance, a comprehensive annotation
is required to ensure a consistent and complete list of labels for every sample. Hence,
multi-label datasets often suffer from the problem of missing labels, a problem that we
will be encountering in our setup as well. It is shown in [ZBH+16] that learning with
corrupted labels can lead to very poor generalization performances.

Finally, in the following, we will be elaborating on the evaluation metrics used in those
classification problems, both in the cases of single- and multi-labels.

2.3.1 Evaluation Metrics

Evaluating a predictive model has been well established in previous work with a number
of standard metrics [HS15]. These metrics are used to evaluate different aspects of the
model’s performance. The goal of evaluation is often to assess both the quality of the
predictions and the model’s generalization to unseen data. This evaluation is done on two
stage, the training stage and the testing one.

During the training stage, the evaluation metrics are used to optimize the predictive model
and fine-tune its parameters. Hence, this stage helps in finding the optimal model which
is expected to give the best performance in future evaluation during testing. The testing
stage aims at evaluating the actual effectiveness of the model when deployed on unseen
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Table 2.1 – Confusion Matrix for Binary Classification and the Corresponding Notion
for Each Case

Actual positive Actual negative
Predicted positive True positive (TP) False Positive (FP)
Predicted negative False negative (FN) True negative (TN)

data. A key difference between the stages is that the testing stage cannot be used in
fine-tuning the model or finding the best parameters.

To further explain the evaluation metrics, we have to define some key concepts that are
employed in the evaluation. For a simple binary classification setup, each predicted label
can have one of four states based its groundtruth: true positive (TP), true negative (TN),
false positive (FP), and false negative (FN). The meaning of each of these states can be
understood by looking at the confusion matrix for binary classification in Table 2.1.

The most widely used metric for evaluation is the accuracy. Through accuracy the quality
of produced solution is evaluated based on percentage of correct predictions over total
instances. The advantages of accuracy or error rate are, this metric is easy to compute
with less complexity; applicable for multi-class and multi-label problems; easy-to-use
scoring; and easy to understand. The accuracy is defined as:

Accuracy =
TP + TN

TP + TN + FP + FN
(2.13)

While accuracy describes the overall performance in predicting presence or absence of
a tag, it is often useful to further look into the model’s ability to correctly predict the
present tags. Two very common metrics used to evaluate this are the recall and precision
[Bis06]. The recall measures the model’s ability to correctly classify all the existing
positive samples. On the other hand, the precision describes the ratio of the positively
predicted instances that are indeed actual positives.

Hence, the recall is defined as:

Recall =
TP

TP + FN
(2.14)

The precision is defined as:

Precision =
TP

TP + FP
(2.15)

However, a model can easily achieve a recall of 1 by predicting all positives, while the
precision in this case would be much lower. Hence, a metric that describes the harmonic
mean of the precision and recall has been developed and is widely used to properly evaluate
a model. This metric is the F1 score and is defined as:

F1 =
2×Recall × Precision
Recall + Precision

(2.16)

These metrics are quite powerful in evaluating the overall performance of the model.
However, those metrics are computed through a threshold applied on the predicted prob-
ability, and does not reflect the models ability to discriminate between the different labels
in terms of ranking. Hence, one of the most popular metrics used to evaluate a model’s
ability to discriminate between classes is the area under the receiver operating character-
istic (AUC). AUC was proven theoretically and empirically to be better than accuracy in
evaluating a classification model [LHZ03].
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Figure 2.2 – ROC Curve plotted when threshold β is varied. Source: Sharpr 2015,
distributed under the CC BY-SA 4.0. via Wikimedia Commons

AUC is equal to the probability that the classifier will rank a randomly chosen positive
example higher than a randomly chosen negative example. To compute the AUC, we first
have to define two terms: the True Positive Rate (TPR) = TP

FN+TP
, which is synonym for

recall, and the False Positive Rate (FPR) = FP
TN+FP

. FPR and TPR both have values in
the range [0, 1]. FPR and TPR both are computed at varying threshold values, such as
{0.00, 0.02, 0.04, . . . , 1.00}, and the curve of the trade-off between the two terms is drawn.
AUC is the area under the curve when plotting False Positive Rate vs True Positive Rate
at different thresholds in [0, 1]. That is to say, a random model would have a consistent,
i.e. linear, increase in both the true and false positives as the threshold increases. A
well discriminative model will have a higher increase in true positives compared to false
positives as the threshold increases, resulting in a higher curvature, i.e. larger area under
the curve. Figure 2.2 is a visualization of the process of changing the threshold, β, and
its effect on the drawn curve and the trade off between FPR and TPR.

The previous metrics are commonly used in both single- and multi-label problems. How-
ever, given the specificity of multi-label classification, other metrics have been proposed
for evaluating this case. One of the most prominent metrics is the hamming loss. The
hamming loss describes the ratio of the labels that are misclassified by the model, hence
the lower the value the better. Hamming loss (HL) is defined as:

HL =
1

N

K∑
i=1

yi ⊕ ŷi
K

(2.17)

where ⊕ represent the XOR operation, and N is the total number of samples in the
dataset. These classification metrics will be repeatedly used to evaluate our models in
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several different evaluation scenarios.

2.4 Conclusion

In this chapter, we presented the basic building blocks often used for building a music
auto-tagger using deep neural networks. While this introduction is not inclusive to all
the different approaches used for developing a classification model, it has covered all the
preliminary knowledge needed for further understanding the models developed in this the-
sis. Additionally, we have given an overview of the importance of tags, and subsequently
auto-taggers, in exploring online catalogues, and specifically music catalogues. Finally, we
presented the common evaluation metrics used for testing different aspects of the trained
models.
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Chapter 3

Recommender Systems: Methods and
Evaluations

3.1 Introduction

The need for recommender systems is not due to the growth of online music primar-
ily, but rather to the emergence of online services in general. Online recommender sys-
tems can be traced all the way back to the 1990s with the beginnings of online services
[BS97, BHK98, SKR99, AEK00]. The undisputed value of personalized recommendations,
versus an intimidatingly large information space such as The Web, has been deduced in
the literature in the early stages of online services [BS97]. In the same paper, the authors
also highlighted the early categorization of recommender systems between Collabora-
tive filtering (CF), content-base filtering (CBF), and hybrid approaches. However, this
categorization kept on growing as additional design requirements were needed to meet
different services. Since then, recommender systems proved to be essential for helping
users navigating the vast amounts of content available in online services. They improved
the users’ experience in exploring massive amounts of content online [BOHG13]. Hence, a
growing attention has been given to transferring successful approaches to industrial-level
applications [LGLR15, JMN+16, GUH15, CAS16, AG19].

In this chapter, we give an overview of the different methodologies previously used in
developing recommender systems. We elaborate on both the advantages and drawbacks
of different approaches and how they manifest in the case of music recommendations.
Those drawbacks highlight the motivation for interpretable task-specific approach that
we study in this thesis. Additionally, we explain the common methods used for evalu-
ating and testing the recommender systems, some of which will be later applied in our
experiments to test the effectiveness of situational auto-tagging as an additional layer on
top of recommender systems.

3.2 Definition

As the name entails, recommender systems aim at recommending item to the users of a
service. Early previous studies [RV97, HKR00] define a recommender system as: “a system
that is able to learn the user’s preferences in order to provide new relevant items that
might be of interest to the user”. Hence, a recommender system should be personalized
to the users to guide them in an individual way [Bur02]. This requirement focuses on
individualization and personalization in the system.
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Meyer [Mey12] defines 4 essential features for a recommender system. He assumed that
recommendation is related to 4 key actions. 1) “Help to decide”: by predicting the item’s
rating according to the user. 2) “Help to compare”: by providing a ranked list of items
personalized to the user. 3) “Help to discover”: by recommending new items that are
potentially relevant to user. 4) “Help to explore”: by retrieving items that are similar to
a particular item. Sharma and Mann [SM13] present a formal definition for recommender
systems:

∀u ∈ U, Iu = arg max
i∈I

R(u, i) (3.1)

where U is the set of users, I is the set of items that can be recommended, and R is a
recommendation function that computes the relevance of an item i regarding a given user
u. This predicted relevance is expressed by a score or a rating, measuring the likelihood
a user would find an item relevant. The relevance can also be measured using the user’s
information such as the age or the gender, along with the item’s information based on the
available data for the service.

3.3 Recommendation Approaches

The large body of researchers working on this problem, but in different settings and ser-
vices, resulted in multiple different approaches to recommend items. The service provided,
available data, frequency of recommendations, and real-time requirements, all result in dif-
ferent designs for each system. Consequently, various new approaches and categorizations
of recommender systems were developed. Burke [Bur07] provided a general taxonomy of
the recommender systems types that has long been used as a reference in this research
area. He introduced three main approaches:

1. Content-based filtering approach (CBF): These systems utilize the content of the
items to measure their similarity with the users preferred items. The items’ simi-
larity is calculated using features associated with the type of media being recom-
mended. For example, if the user has positively rated a book from a particular
genre, the system can recommend this genre of books.

2. Collaborative filtering approach (CF): These system rely more on the users’ sim-
ilarity rather than the item’s content. The system recommends items that other
users with similar tastes liked. The users’ similarity is often measured using their
rating history.

3. Hybrid approach: The system combines the two above-mentioned approaches.
Traditionally, collaborative filtering, using Matrix factorization [KBV09, HZKC16], over-
ruled most domains by providing reliable recommendations while being more practical on
large scales applied to various types of items (books, movies, etc.) [BOHG13]. Recently,
following the progress in deep learning, new complex and intelligent approaches appeared
in the front [Sch19]. Those approaches were shown to be better at modeling the nature of
user-item interactions [DWTS16, WAB+17, BCJ+18, RCL+19, KZL19]. In the following,
we will give an overview on this progress in each of those approaches.

Content-based Approaches

Content-based filtering (CBF) is an approach that focuses on the analysis of items in order
to generate predictions. These approaches are domain-specific and rely heavily on the
type of media to be recommended, being more challenging for certain types than others.
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For example, when items such as web pages, articles or news are to be recommended,
content-based filtering techniques are the most successful. In content-based filtering,
recommendation is made based on the user profiles using features extracted from the
content of the items the user has consumed in the past [BOHG13]. Items that are mostly
related to the positively rated items are recommended to the user.

Also, if the user profile changes, CBF technique still has the potential to adjust its recom-
mendations within a very short period of time. The major disadvantage of this technique
is the need to have an in-depth knowledge and description of the features of the items in
the profile. A high-level description of CBF recommender systems consists of three main
components [DGLM+15]: 1) items preprocessing with a content analyzer, 2) a profile
learner to generate user profile, 3) a filtering component to match the similar items. More
details for these three components are provided as follows:

• Content Analyzer: this component can also be described as a feature extractor.
Based on the type of data, a preprocessing step is needed to extract relevant
information. The goal of this step is to prepare the data in a compact format
that could be used for estimating the similarity. For example, the input can be a
recorded track while the output would be a set of computed acoustic features.

• Profile Learner: this component is responsible for representing the user preferences.
It often uses the features computed with the content analyzer of the items in the
user’s history to model it. For example, a simple representation of the user profile
can be the average of the tracks’ features extracted earlier.

• Filtering Component: this component makes use of the output of the two previous
components to retrieve relevant items. It often uses a similarity metric, e.g. cosine
similarity, to retrieve items closest to the user’s modeled preferences.

Designing a CBF recommender uses knowledge from two domains which are Information
Retrieval and Machine Learning. Content-based recommendation techniques are tightly
related to the progress in information retrieval. For example, content-based music recom-
menders often make use of traditional music information retrieval techniques like content
embeddings or auto-tagging, which is the primary focus of the work in this thesis.

Advantages and Disadvantages of CBF

When CBF recommenders are used, they provide several advantages [DGLM+15]:
• User Independence: Since CBF uses primarily the item data for finding similar
items, it does not depend on the behaviour of other users. This is useful in multiple
cases, e.g. in a new service with few users to derive collaborative similarity.

• Transparency: Interpreting and explaining why the recommended items are re-
trieved has always been a requirement to trust an algorithm. This is achievable
with CBF systems as their extracted features can provide insight on how the simi-
larity was estimated. Furthermore, it can help the users explore more similar items
using those features.

• New items: One key advantage of CBF systems is their ability to recommend new
items with no previous interactions. Hence, they do not suffer from the cold start
problem often occurring with recommender systems. This is particularly useful in
services with a long tail usage, i.e. few items are frequently rated compared to a
long tail of items rarely rated.

However, content-based systems still suffer from several disadvantages [DGLM+15]:
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• Limited content analysis: The main challenge in CBF recommenders is the com-
plexity and domain-dependence of the content analyzers. Each domain requires
specific knowledge of the items and extensive development of feature extractors.
Deriving the relevant features is in itself a challenging task, with no complete model
with all the relevant information to measure all the factors influencing the user’s
experience.

• Over-specialization: CBF recommenders are not the best when it comes to novelty,
also called lack of serendipity problem. It is challenging for a CBF recommender
to provide unexpected new items that are not similar to the items in the user’s
history.

• New user: While particularly useful in recommending new items, CBF systems fall
short when it comes to new users. To understand the user preferences and build
a user profile, the CBF system favours users with several past interactions. New
users with no interactions provide no insight in retrieving similar items.

Content-based Filtering for Music Recommendation

Music is unsurprisingly one of the most challenging media for preprocessing, extracting
features, and developing content analyzers in general. However, several approaches tar-
geting content-based filtering have been proposed. For example, MusicSurfer [CKW05] is
an early system for content based retrieval of music from large catalogues. The system
was developed to retrieve tracks similar to a query tracks. This early system highlighted
the limitations of using low level features for music, which is unable to capture the com-
plex aspects of music which listeners consider. Hence, they argued for using high-level
descriptors such as rhythm, tonal strength, key note, key mode, timbre, and genre, which
were shown to be more successful in measuring similarity.

More recent methods rely on deriving a representation, i.e. an embeddings, of the input
tracks which reflects their content similarity. Deriving those embeddings can be done
based on different criteria, e.g. tracks that are in the same genre or by the same artist
should be more similar. Several approaches rely on deep neural networks for extracting
and measuring the similarity between tracks [DS14, WW14, VDODS13]. Even though
hand-crafted features describing the music content were traditionally the most preva-
lent [BHBF+10], DNN-based models have deemed them obsolete, given their consistently
superior performance [WW14, VDODS13].

Collaborative Filtering Approaches

Collaborative filtering (CF) describes the family of approaches that rely on the users’
behavioural similarity to provide recommendations, contrary to the items’ content simi-
larity in the content-based filtering [SK09]. CF approaches are one of the most commonly
used approaches for recommendations in general, not only in the case of music. These
approaches rely on the users feedback, either implicit or explicit, to derive a similarity
metric between the users. Hence, the recommender system can suggest new items that
were liked by similar users [SM95]. Consequently, CF methods do not rely on the recom-
mended media and do not need to analyze the content of this media. This is particularly
useful in cases where the media content is rather complex, as in the case of music.
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General techniques

The main objective of CF methods is predicting which items the user would like based on
his/her past ratings/history. Traditionally, previous work [BHK13, RRS11] has catego-
rized CF algorithms into two main categories: memory-based and model-based. Memory-
based approaches are described as methods that make use of the entire database of users
to make predictions, e.g. nearest-neighbor approaches. Model-based algorithms are de-
scribed as methods that train a predictive model using available data in order to make
predictions of unknown ratings.

For a formal description of CF models, let U be the set of users in the service, and I be
the set of available items. The ratings matrix would be R of dimensions |U | × |I|, where
each element ru,i in a row u is equal to the rating of the user u to the item i, or null
if not rated. Hence, the objective of CF methods is predicting those null entries. This
rating can be predicted either by finding similar users (user-based CF) who rated the
item, or finding similar items rated by the user (item-based CF), and then aggregating
those ratings. Here we give formulas for user-based CF. Given an active user u and an
item i, the predicted rating for this item is:

r̂u,i = ru +K
∑
v∈V

w(u, v)(rvi − rv) (3.2)

where ru is the average rating of user u, V is the subset of users in the database who rated
the item i, w(u, v) is the similarity of users u and v, K is a normalization factor such
that the absolute values of the weights sum to unity. [BHK13]. Various methods have
been proposed to compute this similarity score w. The two most common are Pearson
correlation using Equation 3.3 [RIS+94] and Cosine distance using Equation 3.4 [SKKR00]
measures:

w(u, v) =

∑k
j=1(ruj − ru)(rvj − rv)√∑k

j=1(ruj − ru)2
∑k

j=1(rvj − rv)2
(3.3)

w(u, v) =

∑k
j=1 rujrvj√∑k

j=1 r
2
uj

∑k
j=1 r

2
vj

(3.4)

where k is the number of items both users u and v have rated.

On the other hand, model based algorithms use a probabilistic approach to compute the
expected value of the user rating given their previous ratings. In its simplest form, this
probabilistic approach can be described as in Equation 3.5, where m is the maximum
rating available in the service. the predicted rating of a user u for an item i is:

r̂ui =
m∑
j=0

P (rui = j|ruk, k ∈ Ru)j (3.5)

where Ru is the set of ratings of the user u, and P (ru,i = j|ruk, k ∈ Ru) is the predicted
probability that this user u will give a rating j to the item i, given their previous ratings
[BHK98]. This probability has been traditionally predicted using Bayesian Networks and
Clustering approaches [BHK98, SFHS07].

More recently, a family of methods, known as matrix factorization, has proven to be one
of the most effective and popular techniques for recommendations [KBV09, KB15], specif-
ically after the Netflix Prize competition in 2007 [BL+07]. The main objective of matrix
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factorization is deriving latent semantic representation of both the users and the items
in two reduced matrices. This is often achieved by using Singular Value Decomposition
(SVD).

Formally, let the R of dimensions |U | × |I| be the ratings matrix, matrix factorization
finds f latent factors by computing two matrices, P (of dimension |U | × f) and Q (of
dimension |I| × f), such that their product approximates the matrix R:

R ≈ P×QT = R̂ (3.6)

Each row of the users matrix P is a vector pu ∈ Rf . This vector pu is an embedded
representation of the user u, and similarly the item vectors qi ∈ Rf . The dot product of
the user’s and item’s vectors then represents the predicted user’s u rating item i:

r̂ui = puq
T
i (3.7)

Hence, the objective of a matrix factorization approach is to learn those two reduced
matrices P andQ. This is achieved by minimizing a regularized squared error between the
predicted ratings matrix and the original ratings. Several approaches have been proposed
for minimizing this error, notably stochastic gradient descent [KBV09] and alternating
least squares [BK07]. This embedded representation has proven to be an effective way
to model the users and their similarity, which will be later employed in our proposed
approaches to profile the users for personalization purposes.

Disadvantages of CF

While being widely successful, specially in real-world applications, CF methods suffer
from several shortcomings [SK09]:

• Cold start: This describes the case of a new user or item entering the service.
When very few ratings are available for a new entry in the ratings matrix, it is
particularly challenging to predict the correct rating in these cases.

• Data sparsity: This is another common problem of CF. Services often have millions
of active users and items. In this case, most of the elements in the ratings matrix
are null. Hence, this often results in lower accuracy in the predictions.

• long tail problem: This is also know as the popularity bias, which is a very common
problems in CF methods. It describes a low diversity in the recommended items.
This is a result of popular items, that are often highly rated, getting recommended
more frequently. Item that have few ratings, even if they are likely to be preferred
by the user, are ignored and overwhelmed by the popular items.

Collaborative Filtering for Music Recommendation

CF methods have been one of the earliest approaches used for music recommendation,
particularly before the progress in music information retrieval for developing content an-
alyzers. As early as 1994, Shardanand and Maes [SM95] proposed an approach that uses
the ratings of users given to a set of artists to recommend items based on the ratings
from similar users. Soon afterwards, Hayes and Cunningham [HC00] proposed an early
online radio able to customize the content based on the similarity between the users. The
users were able to rate the played tracks, which was subsequently used for computing
the similarity. Other similar approaches and services were proposed shortly afterwards
[HF01].
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On the commercial side, an example of one of the most popular and successful commercial
internet radios is Last.fm 1, which relies heavily on collaborative filtering. Through this
service, the users are able to listen to a customized radio station based on a starting point,
which could be a specific artist or tracks. The high quality of the recommended items
can be attributed to the large user-based and available data. However, common to all
approaches using CF, the system suffers when it comes to recommending music that is not
popular. Finally, CF approaches are currently among the most widely used approaches
in many popular services in their actual recommendation process, including Deezer.

Hybrid Approaches

As described earlier, both CBF and CF suffer from several shortcomings. However, most
of these shortcomings are only challenging in one of those two methods. Hence, hybrid
approaches have been proposed to overcome these challenges by exploiting the advantages
of both methods. Here, we give some examples of what has been achieved.

General techniques

An extensive overview of hybrid systems was given by Burke [Bur07]. The survey elabo-
rates on some of the approaches to make a hybrid recommender system, which includes:

• Weighted: The simplest way to combine the two approaches is by producing a
weighted average of the predictions from both methods. Typically, this weighting
is derived from the dataset properties.

• Switching: As the name entails, this method switches between the two available
models based on certain criteria, e.g. a content-based model is to be used for the
case of a new item.

• Mixed: In this approach, the results from both models are presented jointly. This
is particularly useful for providing diversified recommendations.

• Feature combination: The features derived from both methods are forwarded to a
single model that utilizes both information for providing predictions.

• Cascade: This popular approach refines the recommendations from one method by
passing it through the second model.

Finally, given that our later proposed approach makes use of both a content analyzer and a
collaborative-based embeddings, we can place our work in the hybrid category. Moreover,
we can categorize it as a feature combination technique, where the derived representations
of both the users and the items are jointly used in the prediction phase.

3.4 Recommender Systems Evaluation

The majority of our work focuses on evaluating the auto-tagging model in a classification
setting. However, in the last stages of our work we evaluate the effectiveness of this model
in a recommendation setup. Hence, here we will give an overview of how recommender
systems are evaluated, which will be partially used in chapter 7.

Recommender systems are some of the most challenging systems in evaluation. The
nature of the problem, being largely subjective, results in uncertainty of the real-world

1. https://www.last.fm/
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performance of the system. Hence, several evaluation methods and metrics have been used
to assess the quality of recommendations. This notion of quality reflects the relevance
of the items recommended. However, it also needs to consider other factors such as the
diversity of the recommendation or the timing. Naturally, some of these factors are easier
to measure than others, which requires defining certain proxies to assess [HZ11].

3.4.1 Main Evaluation Paradigms

The exact choice of the proxies and evaluation scenarios depend on the type of the
recommended media and dataset. Previous work [GS15b] categorized those evaluation
paradigms into 3 main groups: the offline setting, the user studies, and the online setting.
In the following, we will detail how each of them is performed.

Offline

As the name suggests, this type of evaluation is performed offline, i.e. without involving
the active users. it relies mainly on the previously collected datasets and ratings from
the users. Since this methodology does not include active users, it is one of the most
popular and frequently used methods for evaluation [GS15b]. It often serves as a first
evaluation phase before evaluating with real users. This scenario is based on one main
assumption, that the users behaviour in the collected dataset would be similar to their
online behaviour when the recommender system is used.

Offline evaluations are heavily based on splitting the dataset into a training and testing
subsets. The quality of the recommender system is then evaluated based on the per-
formance on the testset. Several methods are available for splitting the dataset, which
depends mainly on the application domain and the service. In the following we will
describe some of the most popular splitting techniques [SB14].

Random split: The simplest approach is to split the dataset randomly by selecting a
percentage of the data for training and the rest for testing. This splitting is performed
without replacement, i.e. the samples used in the training split are never reused in the
test split. K-fold cross-validation describes a common practice of repeating this process
of splitting and testing K times and merging the results of these repeated tests for higher
confidence in the results.

Given-n split: In this scenario, only a fixed number (n) of interactions for each user is
used for training. The rest of the available data is then used for testing. This scenario
allows for an equal representation of the users during training, avoiding bias of users with
large amounts of available ratings. Choosing a small value for n allows for testing the
system in a setting similar to that of the cold-start case.

Chronological split: In many cases, the timing of the recommendation and the evo-
lution of users preferences are much more dynamic. In these cases, it is preferred to use
this chronological splitting method. Simply, the dataset used for training is split by con-
sidering the data before a certain point of time. The data available after this threshold is
then used for testing the system.

While being the simplest evaluation setting, offline evaluations are necessary for pre-
liminary evaluation for a recommender system. However, they suffer from a number of
limitations. There is no guarantee that the performance in the offline case will match
that of the system when deployed to active users. Hence, further evaluation scenarios
with active users are often performed afterwards. Offline evaluation will be the primary
evaluation scenario used in our experiments later on.
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User Studies

One intermediate scenario for evaluation recommender systems is through user question-
naires. This evaluation is often performed with a small group of recruited users who
are asked to interact with the system. The users’ responses to the system, along with
their explicit feedback, are used to further evaluate the performance. This evaluation,
however, suffers from a number of limitations as well. First the number of participants
is often small to draw firm conclusions. Additionally, the participants awareness of being
in a study affects their behaviour in comparison to a naturally recurring session, which
could bias the results.

Online

Online evaluation is the most rigid form of evaluating a recommender system. An online
evaluation is performed in a real-world setting with actual users [Fis01, KDF+13]. This
is often performed by comparing the users’ behaviour with and without the recommender
system deployed and use this comparison to draw conclusions. One common way to
achieve this is through A/B testing.

A/B testing describes an evaluation setting to evaluate new systems on active users
[Ama13]. The test is performed by comparing the users behaviour and interactions with
both the newly developed system and the old one. The effect of deploying the new system
is then measured and evaluated according to the evaluation metrics of this service. A/B
tests are often the last evaluation phase before deciding whether to adopt a new system
or not.

While being the most conclusive scenario, online evaluation still suffers from a number of
drawbacks. Since this evaluation is done with active users in the service, there is a risk
of delivering a negative experience to the users involved in the testing. Hence, extensive
offline evaluations are often performed before moving to the potential phase of online
evaluations.

3.4.2 Evaluation Metrics

As mentioned earlier, evaluating a recommender system is a challenging task as it is
evaluating subjective preferences of users. Hence, multiple evaluation metrics are often
used to evaluate different aspects of the system. In the following, we will iterate through
the most commonly used evaluation metrics. Those metrics can be broadly categorized
as: prediction accuracy metrics and top-N metrics [GS15b].

Prediction accuracy metrics

The first metric is often used to assess the quality of the predictions. In the cases where
the ratings are to be predicted, Mean Absolute Error (MAE) and similar metrics derived
from it such as root mean square error (RMSE) are used. This metric computes the
error in predicting the correct ratings, and hence, the lower the better. Those metrics are
defined as follows:

• The Mean Absolute Error (MAE): As the name suggests, this metric computes the
absolute error, i.e. deviation, between the predicted rating r̂ui and the groundtruth
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rating rui, and averages them across all sample in the testset T . It is defined as
follows:

MAE =
1

|T |
∑
u,i∈T

|r̂ui − rui| (3.8)

• The Root Mean Squared Error (RMSE): Similarly, RMSE computes the root of the
squared deviation between the predictions and the groundtruth. This squaring is
to penalize the larger deviations compared to MAE. It is defined as follows:

RMSE =
√
MSE =

√
1

|T |
∑
u,i∈T

(r̂ui − rui)2 (3.9)

However, one main limitation for these metrics is their need for explicit ratings. Hence,
in cases where the service does not have a rating system, those metrics are not usable.
This is indeed the case in our setup, as we do not have available ratings for the items.

Top-N metrics

Another family of evaluation metrics is the Top-N metrics. These metrics are aimed at
assessing the quality of the recommendations in the case of providing the top-N items
deemed relevant by the system. This relevancy is determined based on the users interac-
tions with the items, e.g. previous tracks from the users history are considered relevant.
Some of the most widely used metrics are the precision and recall [BYRN+99]. Let Lu(N)
be the set of items recommended by the system to user u, where N is the number of items
to be recommended which is chosen during evaluation. Let Su be the set of items deemed
relevant to this user. Finally, let Tu be the set of all users in the testset split. The precision
and recall in this case can be defined as:

• Precision: The precision metric computes the fraction of relevant items in the
recommended set of items. It is defined as follows:

Precision@N =
1

|Tu|
∑
u∈T

Precisionu@N =
1

Tu

∑
u∈Tu

|Lu(N) ∩ Su|
|Lu(N)|

(3.10)

• Recall: The recall measures the ratio of the relevant recommended items to all
relevant items for this user. It is defined as follows:

Recall@N =
1

|Tu|
∑
u∈T

Recallu@N =
1

Tu

∑
u∈Tu

|Lu(N) ∩ Su|
|Su|

(3.11)

However, there is one clear flaw with those metrics, they depend and vary significantly with
the number of recommended items N . Increasing N will in turn increase the recall until
all relevant items are recommended. However, it will result in decreasing the precision.
Hence, similar to their use in the classification setup, a different metric called F-1 score is
used to combine the results of these two metrics, such that it will give a balanced average.
It is defined as:

F1@N =
1

|Tu|
∑
u∈Tu

2× Precisionu@N ×Recallu@N
Precisionu@N +Recallu@N

(3.12)

However, those metrics do not account for the actual rank of relevant items in the rec-
ommended list [CZTR08]. In cases where a rating metric is available, further evaluation
metrics were developed to measure it. Notably, the Normalized Discounted Cumulative
Gain (NDCG) and the Mean Reciprocal Rank (MRR) are used for assessing the quality
of the ranking. Similarly, we give their formal definition as follows:
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• The Discounted Cumulative Gain (DCG) is first defined for user u as follows:

DCGu@N =
N∑
i=1

relui
log2(i+ 1)

(3.13)

where relui = 1 if the item at rank i is relevant for user u and relui = 0 otherwise.
The Normalized Discounted Cumulative Gain (NDCG) [JK02] is a normalized ver-
sion of (DCG) and is defined as follows:

NDCG@N =
1

|Tu|
∑
u∈Tu

DCGu@N

DCG∗u@N
(3.14)

where DCG?
u@N is the best possible DCGu obtained if all recommended items

were relevant.
• The Mean Reciprocal Rank (MRR) computes the reciprocal of the rank of the first

relevant item in the full ordered list of items, denoted by ranku for user u, and is
defined as follows:

MRR =
1

|Tu|
∑
u∈Tu

MRRu =
1

|Tu|
∑
u∈Tu

1

ranku
(3.15)

Those metrics are among the most common to evaluate a recommender system. However,
based on the specific problem and setting, several other metrics can be used as well.
Notably, the mean average precision [BYRN+99], the area under the receiver operating
characteristic (ROC) curve [Bra97], the expected reciprocal rank [CMZG09], and the
hit-rate [DK04].

3.5 Current Challenges

As shown earlier, recommender systems have been progressing continuously since the
emergence of online services. However, there are still several limitations to be tackled by
future research. One of the main challenges still is the “cold start” one. As explained
earlier, new users and items with no previous interactions with the service are particularly
challenging to recommend. Although content-based approaches are less prone to this
problem, they are still limited in other aspects, notably in the case of new users and in
scalability. Content analysis is a rather costly process, specially with complex content
such as music.

Another common challenge is the domain-dependency. Even though the end goal is
similar for most recommenders, i.e. recommend relevant items to the users, it is still highly
dependent on the actual service and media to be recommended. While different domains
can make use of the progress in recommendations from other domains, they still largely
require fine-tuning and adaptation to their specific setting. For example, music recom-
mendation is very particular in its requirements. Unlike books or movies, music require
continuous recommendations when the users are active. Additionally, music is largely
influenced by the listening situation as explained earlier. Hence, a music recommender
system would have a fundamentally different design than those of other domains.

Finally, context-awareness remains one of the most common challenges of recom-
menders, specially in the case of music. While previous evaluation scenarios focused
on finding relevant items, it is becoming evident that recommending relevant items at
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the correct time is just as important. What users consider relevant at one point of time
might not be relevant at another. What dictates “good timing” is in itself a challenge.
Identifying the influencing factors on the users while interacting with the systems and
looking for recommendations is essential in finding the right items to recommend. Hence,
there has been a significant focus on developing context-aware recommenders in all the
different domains.

The Case of Music Recommendation

The music domain is particular in its recommendation process compared to other domains,
such as movies, E-commerce, or books [SZC+18]. Music is often listened to in sessions,
each containing multiple short tracks played one after the other. Additionally, it has
been shown that these sessions often have a common theme [HHM+20], with a common
”concept“ between the tracks in this session. This theme is influenced by multiple factors
including the listener’s situation, time of the day or even the current season [PTM+19].
Additionally, sessions often contain tracks from the user’s recent consumption history
[AKTV14], i.e. the listening history is indicative of what tracks a listener is likely to
choose in a new session. Users could have multiple sessions with multiple themes in a
single day, often with a repeating pattern.

Hence, several approaches have been proposed to recommend music while considering
the multiple factors in play. Those approaches were placed in various categories by their
developers and reviewers, based on the data used and the setup, including content-based
[PB07], sequence-aware [QCJ18], context-aware [RD19], session-aware recommendation
[HHM+20, QCJ18], or a combination of them. Furthermore, their mode of use was cat-
egorized into: generic next-item recommendation setting [ZTYS18, KMG16], predicting
the first item in the next session [RCL+19], as well as predicting all items in the next
session [WCW+19]. Hence, music recommender systems operate either actively by rec-
ommending one track after the other, or all-at-once by generating a playlist/session of
recommended tracks. Those systems also vary in their feedback from users between ex-
plicit (e.g. a user liked a track), or implicit (e.g. a user listened multiple times to the
same track) [JWK14].

Within this recent growth of recommender systems, music services found an increasing
relevance to both the user and the situation [GPT11]. Hence, slowly but steadily there
has been a growing interest in music context-awareness, where the focus is on modeling
users’ preferences and intents during a specific session.

3.6 Conclusion

In this chapter we gave an overview of the progress, categorization, and evaluation of
the recommender systems. Given this survey, we find the recommender systems facing
multiple challenges that are constantly being addressed in the research community from
different domains. While several approaches try to address all of the challenges jointly,
we will be focusing on splitting one particular challenge in a manner that can be further
integrated in any music recommender system. This challenge is the context-awareness
and the situational influence on the listening preferences. In the following, we elaborate
on the current state and challenges within these particular situational use-cases.
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Chapter 4

Context-Awareness and Situational
Music Listening

As recommender systems progressed, there has been a clear need for providing contextual
recommendations rather than only relevant ones [AT11]. The preferences of the users
have been shown to be affected by the surrounding factors while using a service. Hence,
items’ relevance is not dependent solely on the content or the features describing the
items, as assumed by non-contextual systems. The recommendation process needs to be
dynamic and adaptable to the change in users’ needs and preferences. However, defining
those influencing factors proved to be a challenging problem that is also dependent on the
domain.

The rapid progress in context-awareness across those several domains resulted in confu-
sion on the definition of contexts [Dou04]. Several studies approached context in different
ways, either using the available user data directly as the contextual data, or using it as
the observed data needed to infer the latent context. Even in the second case, the range of
the latent contexts varied between activities, moods, location, time, companionship, etc.
This is not uniform across all domains, and each domain requires a refinement of the con-
text categories that concern its users. The challenge of these loose boundaries in defining
context has been well observed in previous work since the emergence of context-awareness
[AT11]. Other synonyms for context-aware computing include adaptive, responsive, situ-
ated, context-sensitive, and environment-directed computing [Dey00].

4.1 Context Definition

The concept of context has been the focus of several previous studies. The term “context-
aware” was mentioned for the first time by Schilit and Theimer in 1994 [ST94]. They
defined it broadly as “location, identities of nearby people and objects, and changes to
those objects”, and highlighted the necessity of considering it when designing systems
for a mobile environment. Since then, several new definitions were proposed that added
additional factors such as time and season [BBC97], identity and environment [RPM98]
and the emotional state of the user [Dey98].

For the majority of context-aware systems that came after, the most commonly and widely
used definition for context was the one presented by Abowd et al. [ADB+99] as follows:
“Context is any information that can be used to characterize the situation of an entity. An
entity is a person, place, or object that is considered relevant to the interaction between a
user and an application, including the user, and applications themselves”. However, this
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broad definition, while enclosing the different types of contexts, requires further refinement
to more tangible factors when adapted to a specific domain.

Another very relevant concept to context is the user intentions when interacting with a
service. Context describes the cognitive and social factors influencing the user. However,
understanding the goal and intention of the user during this context is what is needed
to provide relevant recommendations at this point of time. Several subsequent studies
[Son99, Coo01, IB04, QM02] tried to explore this broader definition of context, i.e. the
cognitive and social environment of the user, and how it relates to the influencing situ-
ations such as location and time. However, the broader the definition is, which is more
inclusive, the harder it is to identify tangible factors that can be used when designing a
system, specially a system that relies on “contextual tags”.

One practical definition of context [Ake17] that can help identify the factors, to be con-
sidered when designing a system, is: “a set of dimensions that describe and/or
infer user intentions and perception of relevance”. In this sense, the users in-
tentions are the end goal to be inferred, while the available contextual information is the
tool used to infer this intention.

Examples of contextual information

Given the previous definitions of context, there has been several studies using a subset of
contexts based on the exact recommendation setting. Some of the most commonly used
contexts are:

• Location information: Location has to be one of the most widely used contextual
information. This information can be used in various recommendation scenarios
[LSEM12, YYLL11]. Broadly speaking, the users’ geographical location in itself is
useful in identifying the cultural and local preferences for a service that operates
around the globe. More specifically, it can help inferring the current activity of
the user, e.g. in office or in the gym, which in turn influences the user preferences.
Additionally, for some specific domains, e.g. recommending a cafe or a restaurant,
considering the location information is a must for the service to work properly. In
the case of music recommendations, various previous studies have proposed entire
systems centered around the location of the users [SS14, KRS13]

• Temporal information: Time is one of the most influencing factors when it
comes to recommendations. Time can either be the hour in the day, the day of
the week, or even the season. This is particularly evident in services that provide
clothing or tourism. Several previous studies have focused primarily on the effect
of considering the temporal information in recommender systems [CDC14, Kor09].
Similarly, music listening is a dynamic process that could be greatly influenced by
the temporal information. Hence, several systems were proposed that adapt the
music recommendations according to the time context [DF13, CPVA10]

• Social information: Another important influencing factor on users’ decisions is
the social surroundings and networks [MYLK08, AT11]. For example, movies rec-
ommendation would differ greatly when alone, compared to being accompanied by
either friends or family. Previous work on music recommendation has also studied
and identified the influence of the social factors on both the listener preferences
and reaction to music [TBLY09, LJV13].
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4.2 Paradigms for Incorporating Context

Contextual information are multi-dimensional by nature. While traditional recommender
systems derive recommendations using the user and item data solely, context-aware sys-
tems need to consider several additional information [HSK09]. For example, merely the
temporal contextual information can be extended to include several dimensions such as
the day of the week, the time of the day, or the season. Different values for each of those
dimensions will consequently require different recommendations. A context-aware system
must be able to incorporate this additional information while deriving the recommenda-
tion, alongside the user and item information. We described the objective of traditional
RS as estimating a utility function R defined on the space U × I. For the case of context-
aware recommender systems (CARS), this problem is extended with extra contextual
dimensions U × I×C, where C represents the set of relevant contextual factors. Previous
work [AT11] identified 3 paradigms to incorporate this contextual information: contextual
pre-filtering where context is used for input data selection, contextual post-filtering where
context is used to filter recommended items, and contextual modeling where context is
directly incorporated into the predictive model.

Contextual pre-filtering

As the name entails, this paradigm aims at filtering the data before inputting it to the
recommender system. The contextual factors are used to select the data to be considered
in the retrieval stage. For example, a popular method for pre-filtering is splitting the
user’s profile into several micro-profiles, each corresponds to a specific contextual state
[BA09]. Similarly, this can be applied on the items to generate a reduced list of potential
items that match the current contextual state [BR14]. Finally, this splitting can be further
done on the users and items simultaneously [ZMB13].

Contextual post-filtering

In contextual post-filtering, the procedure of filtering the potential set of items is per-
formed after retrieving the set of recommended items [HMB12]. This is achieved by
either removing irrelevant items, or reordering them based on the contextual information.
Both pre-filtering and post-filtering are particularly useful when adapting a traditional
recommender system to a contextual setting. However, choosing between one of these
two strategies was shown to largely depend on the problem with no universal advantage
of one over the other [PTG+09].

Contextual modeling

Finally, contextual modeling refers to a set of algorithms that directly exploit the contex-
tual information in training a multidimensional system. One of the most popular methods
for contextual modeling is tensor factorization [KABO10]. Similar to matrix factoriza-
tion, the multidimensional tensor is approximated using reduced matrices. The additional
dimensions in this case correspond to the contextual data available to the system. Instead
of deriving only two reduced matrices, for the users and items, tensor factorization derives
several matrices each corresponding to one of the dimensions in the tensor, including the
traditional user and item dimensions. Several previous studies have used this approach
for developing contextual recommenders [KABO10, Ren12]. One key disadvantage of this
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type of modelling is the added computational complexity, resources, and the challenge of
scalability to large datasets.

4.3 Context Acquisition

As described earlier, context includes a long list of factors describing the situations of the
users. One of the most challenging aspects of context-awareness is defining those relevant
factors for a given service, and retrieving them to be incorporated in the recommendation
process. Previous work [AHT08] highlighted the principal way to retrieve the contextual
information as:

• Explicitly: The easiest approach is to directly ask the users to enter their usage
situations while using the services. For example, a previous study [LYM04] asked
the user to select concepts describing their context from the an online ontology in
order to identify and model the user’s context.

• Implicitly: A different approach to represent context is through collecting the
relevant data to describe the surrounding environment of the user, such as GPS
location or the time of the day [PTG08, GPZ05, HSK09]. This data will then be
used directly as the contextual information provided to the recommender.

• Inferring: A more elaborate approach is to try to infer the explicit situation of
the user using the previously collected data. This methodology relies on using data
mining and statistical inference to model the current situations of the users. Given
our quest towards interpretable representation of contexts, this paradigm will be
the one followed in our work.

4.4 Music Context-awareness

As described earlier, context is any information that influences the preferences and in-
teractions of the user with the service. For example, the listening situation of the music
service users such as their activities and moods can be influencing the music style and
choice. Hence, it is important to be considering such information when recommending
music, alongside the longterm preferences [NR04]. Given the dynamic nature of music
listening, the previous research focused on two primary sub-problems, first identifying the
relevant influencing situations for music listening, and second integrating these informa-
tion effectively in a contextual recommendation system.

In this section we review this previous work that address contextual music recommen-
dations. We first summarize the work from the psychomusicology domain on identifying
how the listening situation influences the listening preferences. Afterwards, we give an
overview on previous work aiming at integrating this contextual information in a recom-
mendation system.

4.4.1 Relevant Studies from the Psychomusicology Domain

As music can be listened to in various situations [GL11], there have been many studies
on the relationship between music preferences and the listening situation. For example,
an early work by North et al. [NH96c] studied the influence on 17 different listening
situations on music preferences. The study showed that music preferences are not only
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Table 4.1 – Situations studied by North et al. [NH96c] and their categorization

Situation Category
At an end-of-term party with friends A
At a nightclub A
Jogging with your Walkman on A
Doing the washing-up A
Ironing some clothes A
In the countryside C
In a French restaurant B
At a posh cocktail reception B, D
Having just broken up with a boyfriend/girlfriend D
On Christmas Day with your family A, C
Your parents have come to visit B
First thing on a Sunday morning B
Last thing at night before going to bed B
Making love B
Trying to woo someone over a romantic candlelit dinner for two B
In church C
Driving on the motorway A, C

A: activity, B: localized subdued behaviour, C: spirituality, D: social constraint

dependent on the emotional response they evoke, but also on how they affect the quality
of the listening situation. This suggests that music preferences are strongly associated
with the listening environment. They categorized these 17 different situations into: ac-
tivity, localized subdued behaviour, spirituality, and social constraints. Table 4.1 shows
the studied situations and their categorization. Additionally, they studied the relation-
ship between these situations and some acoustic attributes of the music, such as loudness
and rhythm, and found that they are associated with the listening situations. This re-
flected the potential of using the audio content to find the appropriate music for a specific
listening situation.

A later similar study [SOI01], also categorized different listening contexts into 3 categories:
personal, leisure, and work. They further expanded each category into subcategories
that are more specific to the situation. For example, personal is categorized into three
subcategories: personal-being, e.g. sleeping or waking up, personal-maintenance, e.g.
cooking or shopping, and personal-travelling, e.g. driving or walking. Table 4.2 shows
a summary of the situations studied and categorized in [SOI01]. Earlier, Sloboda et al.
[Slo99] also studied the functions or purpose of listening to music for different users. They
found that users listen to music for different purposes, such as activity, e.g. waking up or
exercising, and mood enhancement, e.g. to put in better mood or for motivation.

The previous studies all showed that there is a strong relationship between user’s context,
including listening situation, surrounding environment, cultural background, and user’s
demographics, and music listening preferences. However, there is an additional important
factor in music preferences, which is the user’s personality and own taste. Ferwerda et
al. [FYST19] studied how the personality traits affect users taste and music preferences.
Similarly, Rentfrow et al. [RGL11] studied the links between music preferences and user’s
personality.

All of these previous studies show that there are multiple factors affecting the user’s choice
of music in any given moment and what they would consider relevant. However, up till
recently, most used recommender systems treated the user from a one dimensional point
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Table 4.2 – Situations studied by North et al. [SOI01] and their categorization

Category Situations
Time fillers doing nothing, waiting
Personal - being states of being (e.g., sleeping, waking up, being ill)
Personal - maintenance washing, cooking, eating, housework, shopping
Personal - travelling leaving home, driving, walking, going home
Leisure - music listening to music
Leisure - passive watching TV, putting on radio, relaxing, reading
Leisure - active games, sport, socialising, eating out, chatting with friends
Work - self writing, computing, marking/assessing, reading for study
Work - other planning for meeting, in lecture/seminar

of view by recommending tracks that are likely to match his/her global taste, regardless of
any of the other factors. Recently, and given the findings from the previously mentioned
cognitive studies, context-aware recommender systems have been gaining increasing at-
tention from the research community. However, the current state of these systems is far
from ideal and there is plenty of room for improvement. For example, the definition and
usage of user context is often picked differently in each study. There is no common def-
inition, or categorization of different possible contexts in music consumption that could
better help the development of this field. In the following, we will look into how previ-
ous recommender systems integrated those various contextual information in the music
domain.

4.4.2 Previous Work on Context-aware Music Recommender
Systems

Previous studies on context-aware recommender systems used a variety of contextual
information including location, activity, time, weather, or raw sensor data collected from
the user’s phone. An extensive review of the progress related to context-awareness in
music can be found in the recently conducted survey by Lozano et al. [LMJBVR+21]. In
the following, we will iterate through some examples of previously developed contextual
recommenders for music.

Cheng et al. [CS14a] developed a location-aware recommender system for music. They
proposed a probabilistic model that considers the user listening history, music content
features, and user’s location. They focused on five locations: canteen, gym, library, office,
and transportation. Due to difficulties in accessing the user’s location, the approach relied
on detecting the location using audio content. However, the trained model had unsatis-
fying classification accuracy which would lead to noisy recommendations. Additionally,
they did not consider the problem as a multi-label classification problem, i.e. the same
track can be listened to in different locations.

In a different study [KR11], Kaminskas et al. studied location-aware recommendation for
places of interest (POI). They relied on using emotion tags that are associated with both
music and POIs to find music that is more suitable for certain locations. Afterwards,
they extended their work to include a knowledge-based approach to find relationships
between music and POIs [KRS13]. This is one of the early explorations of music auto-
taggers employed for predicting listening situations, even though it was limited to locations
only. A similar study [BKL+11] investigated a recommender systems for playing music in
cars. They proposed using information relevant to driving such as weather, surrounding
landscape, traffic condition, and user’s mood.

51



4. CONTEXT-AWARENESS AND SITUATIONAL MUSIC LISTENING

Reddy and Mascia [RM06] proposed another location-aware music recommender system
called Lifetrak that uses the user’s current context, including location (represented by a
ZIP code) as well as time, weather, and activity information. The context is obtained using
the sensors of the mobile. Foxtrot [AS11] is another mobile music application that allows
the user to assign certain locations to different tracks. However, instead of automatically
tagging and associating music with locations, they relied on a crowd-sourcing approach
to tag the data.

Other studies focused on using the user’s activity as the contextual information. Wang
et al. [WRW12] developed a recommender system for different daily activities. They
relied on mobile phone sensors to detect user’s activity from a set of 6 activities: run-
ning, walking, sleeping, working, studying, and shopping. The approach was constrained
by the limited amount of available data, specifically music tracks that are labeled with
certain activities. The study required that part of the data be hand-labelled using human
participants, which is time consuming and not scalable.

Another study on music for activities [YLLH17], Yadati et al. relied on an automated
procedure to label the data using Youtube search queries on "music for X", where x is an
activity. However, they focused on only three activities: relax, workout, and study. Dias
et al. [DFC14] relied on a crowd-sourcing approach to label tracks with their suitable
contexts. Lee et al. [LCHL17] proposed using hand-coded rules or a trained classifier
to map the detected activity to the suitable music. Additional studies that focused on
activities for music recommendation include [LHR09, MvNL10, CCG08].

Given the previous summary, we find that several studies have been focusing on methods
of integrating the contextual information in the music recommendation process. However,
one common challenge in all the previous results is the lack of common set of situations,
a labelled dataset, or a uniform procedure to label new data. Additionally, most of the
previous approaches have been “situation-specific”, i.e. they were developed for only a
subset of situations such as the location. This scattered overly-specialized work on music
context awareness has resulted in weak adaptability of those proposed methods in an
industrial setting. Nonetheless, it shows the level of necessity and interest in developing
music recommenders that are aware of the listening situation and intentions.

4.5 From Context-aware Systems to Situation-driven
Systems

Recent work [PCL+16] introduced the concept of the “contextual turn”, creating the need
for context-driven RS (CDRS), in which the context is central rather than just an ad-
ditional information. CDRS aims to contextualize recommendations, i.e. fitting the
recommendations to the user intent and situation, rather than personalize, i.e. fitting
recommendations solely to the individual. The main assumption is that users have more
in common with other users in the same situation than with their previous preferences.
Recommendations are based on what is going around the user, i.e. the user’s situation,
and on what the user is trying to accomplish, i.e. the user’s intent.

The context concept is perceived as the cognitive, the social, and the professional envi-
ronment related to several factors like time, locations, etc. The use of these factors is
very crucial to boost the performance of any system. However, they only form a low-
level layer extracted from available devices/sensors, which need to be interpreted into a
high-level layer that defines a situation. As expressed by [Bou13b, Bou13a], “Situation
awareness focuses on the modelling of a user’s environment to help him/her to be aware
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of his/her current situation”. This formulation of the problem is inline with our goal in
representing the contextual influence through an interpretable high-level tags to describe
the use-case of a given track. Hence, in our work we will be concerned with identifying
those explicit listening situations, and develop a situation-driven [MDILA12] framework
for recommendations, which can be easily interpreted by the user.

Finally, it is important to emphasis the complexity of defining an intent when it comes to
listening to music. While previous work highlighted the influence of the listening situation
on the preferences, it is important to remember that listening to music can be in itself
a separate activity. In this case, traditional approaches of music recommendations, e.g.
finding music that fits the general taste of the users or help them explore similar music,
would be the appropriate approach for the recommendation. Hence, we intend to simplify
the problem by decoupling the use-cases of a situational influence from this traditional
case, unlike some approaches that intend to address both cases simultaneously.

4.6 Conclusion

In this chapter, we presented an overview of the concept of context-awareness from pre-
vious work. We highlighted the challenges in defining, collecting, and incorporating the
relevant contextual information from a recommendation point of view. Furthermore, we
surveyed the previous work from both the psychomusicology and the recommendations
domains that addressed the problem of context-awareness in the specific case of music.
This highlighted the current challenges in having a uniform set of relevant interpretable
contexts and standard datasets for studying this problem. Finally, we explained why we
separated our setup, which aims at defining semantic situations for interpretability, from
the different scopes of context-awareness. Previously, context-aware approaches aimed at
integrating the contextual information directly rather than disambiguating the listening
situation.
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Chapter 5

Situational Music Autotaggers

The work presented in this chapter has been published in the following papers:

Ibrahim, K. M., Royo-Letelier, J., Epure, E. V., Peeters, G., Richard, G. Audio-based
auto-tagging with contextual tags for music. Proceedings of the 2020 IEEE International
Conference on Acoustics, Speech and Signal Processing (ICASSP), Barcelona, Spain, 2020.

Ibrahim, K. M., Epure, E. V., Peeters, G., Richard, G. "Confidence-based Weighted Loss
for Multi-label Classification with Missing Labels." Proceedings of the 2020 International
Conference on Multimedia Retrieval, Dublin, Ireland, 2020.

5.1 Introduction

In this chapter, our goal is to evaluate the efficacy of music auto-taggers in identifying the
potential listening situation using the audio content of the track. In order to achieve this,
we have to overcome a number of challenges beforehand. The first challenge is to find a
reliable method to link the listening situation and the listened tracks, to subsequently an-
alyze the content of these tracks. The second challenge is to identify the set of situational
tags to be predicted. As we aim for interpretability, it is important to identify these tags
as interpretable keywords that can be shared with the users. Finally, the last challenge is
to find or collect a reliable and large dataset that allows us to train a predictive model and
draw conclusions from our studies. Hence, we start by reviewing certain similar studies
that inspired the decisions we made for our approach.

As explained in Chapter 4, few studies have already addressed the annotation of music
datasets with user context tags [YLLH17, WRW12]. However, there has been no standard
procedure on how to find context tags relevant to music and how to employ them. Previous
studies have focused on either a subset of contexts, e.g. only locations, or a number of
contexts that were defined arbitrarily by the authors [NH96c, WRW12]. Additionally,
even scarcer research has primarily investigated the relationship between audio content
and listening contexts, and the feasibility to automatically predict context from a music
track’s audio content [WRW12]. Such studies are important for automatically generating
context-aware playlists/sessions [CLSZ18] or for facilitating music discovery by context
tags and reduce the semantic gap.

Our work in this chapter proposes the following contributions: 1) a process to label music
tracks with context tags using playlists titles; 2) a dataset of ∼50k tracks labelled with the
15 most common context tags, which we make available for future research; 3) benchmark
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results of a trained auto-tagging model to predict context tags using audio content; 4)
a strategy to account for the confidence in the sample tags to overcome the problem
of missing negative labels, that we observed to hinder the training of the auto-tagging
models [CFCS18].

5.2 Defining Relevant Situations to Music listening

As described in the previous chapter, the listening situation is an important factor in
influencing the music preferences of the listener. One major challenge in studying the
influence of the listening situation is having a clear and concise definition for these situa-
tions. Several previous studies have been trying to answer this question through different
approaches. Some studies conduct surveys on music listeners to narrow down potential
listening situations [NH96a]. Other approaches rely on available data in streaming ser-
vices to derive a model for those situations in a data-driven manner [HHM+20]. Here,
we first iterate through one particular relevant study that aimed at understanding and
deriving a model for the listening situations by using playlist titles as proxy. Afterwards,
we go through our proposed pipeline to link the most frequent listening situations to the
audio content, overcoming a number of challenges in that previous study [PZS15].

Background

Understanding why people listen to music and their intent at a given time has been a
recurring question in the research community long before the emergence of MIR. Fields
such as cognitive psychology have concerned with answering this question, often through
surveys with music listeners. A series of studies by North and Hargreaves, one of earliest
in this domain, simply asked the question “how musical preferences might vary with the
listening situation?” [NH96a, NH96b, NH96c, HN99]. These studies focused on validat-
ing the hypothesis that listening preferences change with the listening situation. They
successfully validated this by observing the variance of several music attributes across
several situations. The selected situations were based on the social/environmental situa-
tions that were shown to have an emotional response on the participants from previous
research [RWP81]. Although those situations were not primarily selected based on their
influence on music, they proved the influence of situations on musical preferences, leading
the way to further studies on the influencing situations in music listening.

As work on contextual recommendation progressed, new studies attempting to categorize
those different contexts were conducted. Several different categorizations of contexts were
presented in different studies [RDN06, Dey98, Dey00, HAIS+17a]. Those categorizations
helped narrow down the scope of relevant situations significantly. However, so far there has
been no data-driven approach to extract all relevant situations until a series of studies by
Pichl et al. [ZPGS14, PZS15, PZS16], which proposed using the playlist titles coupled with
social media data as proxy to infer the listening context. Such data-driven approaches
allow for scalability in collecting large datasets, which is essential in training complex
models.

Playlists Titles as Proxy

A new method that extracts and integrates contextual information from playlist titles
into the recommendation process was proposed by Pichl et al [PZS15]. The method is
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based on the findings in previous work [CBF06] on how people create playlists with a
specific theme/function. Their studies [PZS15] validated the potential of using this proxy
to improve contextual recommendations. As we will be employing the majority of their
approach in our dataset collection stage, we will be giving extended description of their
pipeline.

The main goal of Pichl’s approach [PZS15] is to create “contextual clusters” derived from
playlist titles. They define a contextual cluster as a collection that aggregates different
playlists under a common context. For example, playlists titled with “my summer playlist”,
“summer 2015 tracks”, “finally summer”, and “hot outside” belong to a summer-related
context. To achieve this, they need to perform two objectives: 1) to homogenize and
clean the playlist titles, and 2) to derive a distance measure for the titles similarity.
These studies were conducted on the #nowplaying dataset [ZPGS14].

The first objective is achieved by utilizing common NLP techniques. These techniques
include lemmatization, a technique to find the lemma of a given word, i.e. the base form.
Additionally, they clean the titles by removing non-contextual playlists that are named
after a specific artist, or album, using named entity recognition techniques. To overcome
the short length of these titles, they extend the title with synonyms and hypernyms
using WordNet [Mil95]. The results of this stage is playlists with extended titles that are
assumed to reflect the contextual use of this playlist.

The second objective is achieved using term frequency-inverse document frequency (TF-
IDF) matrix [R+03]. i.e. using a bag-of-words with the TF-IDF weights to represent
each playlist title as a vector. This representation can then be used with a clustering
algorithm to cluster playlists with similar titles together. They test the effect of these
contextual clusters on a collaborative-filtering recommendation method. Their results
showed a significant improvement of the recommendations compared to the non-contextual
ones.

While these contextual clusters proved to be useful in a recommendation case, it is not
clear how interpretable these clusters are, i.e. is it possible to use semantic tags to describe
the content of a cluster? To further validate the potential of clustering playlist titles to
retrieve a context representation encapsulating similar contexts, we analyzed the results
retrieved from following Pichl’s method, both on the #nowplaying dataset and on the
playlist catalogue in Deezer.

The Challenge of Automatically Clustering Titles

The #nowplaying dataset contains ∼157K unique playlist titles. The goal is to cluster the
playlists based on their names in a way where the clusters group playlists that are shar-
ing a similar theme, ideally the context. We investigated different ways to represent the
playlist titles and different clustering approaches, in order to test with up-to-date meth-
ods in text representation and clustering since the first study was conducted. Regarding
text representation, we experimented with different methods: 1) Term frequency–inverse
document frequency (TF-IDF) (similar to Pichl’s work), 2) Word2Vec pretrained embed-
dings [GL14] (trained on google news articles), 3) GloVe pretrained embeddings [PSM14]
(trained on Wikipedia articles), and 4) GloVe embeddings retrained on musical articles.
Regarding the clustering techniques, we experimented with: 1) K-means clustering (sim-
ilar to Pichl’s work), 2) Hierarchical clustering, and 3) Latent Dirichlet Allocation (topic
modeling).

Results: Throughout those several experimental setups, we observed similar outcomes.
Our analysis of the outcome clusters gave us various insights. The first observation was
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that indeed some of the clusters made sense in terms of listening context, e.g. one cluster
included all meditative and relaxation playlists with keywords such as ‘meditation’, ‘re-
laxation’, ‘sleep’, and ‘nature’. Another included classical music with the keywords ‘live’,
‘classic’, and ‘orchestra’. However, we found certain challenges with using this approach.
The main drawback is that clusters are made in a way where titles are semantically close
according to the word embeddings. General linguistic semantic similarity does not nec-
essarily reflect the similarity as a listening situation, e.g. one cluster included keywords
such as ‘country’ with ‘house’. All music genres are relatively indistinguishable because,
for the word embeddings, they are all considered similar. We further investigated these
drawbacks on playlists retrieved from the Deezer catalogue.

Nonetheless, the playlist title approach is indeed a reliable pathway to link the situations
to the corresponding tracks, even if the clustering step is unreliable. We further validate
this observation by employing the same pipeline to retrieve contextual clusters from the
playlists available in Deezer. However, again after further investigation, we found that
these clusters are not sufficiently specific to the situational use cases of music, similar to
the results from the #nowplaying dataset. In most cases, even after filtering, the playlists
were not exclusively made for situational use-cases. Additionally, the clusters are not
successfully merging similar situations. This is mainly due to the difference in semantic
similarity from the actual meaning of musical keywords. We, again, found clusters that
included the word “House” with keywords that reflect being at home, while the content
of those playlists was intended for the musical genre.

Given the noise in the produced clusters, and as we will be closely studying the relationship
between the audio content and the listening situations, we prioritize the quality of the
studied situations and their corresponding tracks. Hence, we resort to a semi-automated
pipeline that ensures the quality of selected situations, while still utilizing the powerful
potential of playlist titles.

A Semi-automated Pipeline

Inspired by the previous work on retrieving situational playlists, we rely on the same
concept, but with more rigid filtering to ensure the quality of the investigated playlists.
Our previous analysis revealed that inferring the situations entirely from the titles alone
is not sufficient and prone to noise. Hence, we add a manual filtering stage to retrieve
exclusively the situational playlists. The filtering is achieved by collecting situational
keywords to look for in these titles.

Given the large pool of potential situations, we seek to narrow it down tangible keyword-
based situations. To start, we collect an extensive list of situations from similar previous
studies [NH96c, WRW12, GS15a, YLLH17]. We then extend this list with synonyms from
WordNet similar to Pichl’s previous work [PZS15]. Additionally, we also retrieve the most
frequent hashtags that appear with our initial set of keywords on Twitter. This phase
results in a large pool of potential keywords that are not all necessarily situational. Hence,
we apply manual filtering to ensure the selected keywords are situational.

Defining which keywords are situational and which are not is also challenging, since it is a
relatively subjective decision. Hence, we rely on previous definitions and categorization of
situations related to music to apply this filtering. Several previous studies have different
definitions of relevant situations. We have chosen to follow the categorization proposed
in [KR12], because it is targeted exclusively to music listening situations, but based on
previous studies in the same domain [Dey00]. They categorize music listening situations
primarily into environment-related (information about the location of the user, the current
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time, weather, temperature, etc.), and user-related (information about the activity of the
user, the user’s demographic information, emotional state). To further restrict the situa-
tions to tangible keywords, we exclusively match them to one of those four subcategories:
Activity, Location, Time, Mood. If one of the collected keywords fits into one of these
categories, we consider it a situational keyword and retrieve playlists containing it in the
title. This stage results in ninety six keywords each fitting one of the previous categories.
The full set of keywords is shared as well 1

Once the keywords are established, we apply a similar procedure to match them with
the publicly available playlist titles, i.e. parsing the titles. We first collect all the public
playlists in the Deezer catalogue that include any of the keywords. Afterwards, we re-
moved all playlists that contain more than 100 tracks, since playlists with many tracks
tend to be less focused on a specific situation and rather noisy. We also removed all
playlists where a single artist or album makes up more than 25% of all the tracks in the
playlist, to further ensure that the playlist was not intended for a specific artist. Addi-
tionally, we removed playlists with the same set of tracks, which are often copies created
by a different user, and keep only one version.

This procedure allows us to have quality playlists targeted at a specific situation. These
playlists can provide a range of information that we will be heavily relying on in our
studies. It provides the set of tracks intended for this situation, allowing us to investigate
how the audio content relates to this situations. It is also linked to information about
the users, both the creators and the listeners, which allow us to study the role of the
users in defining the content of the tracks. Finally, it is linked to detailed data about the
interactions between the users and the service while listening to these playlists, which will
allow us to study how far these interactions can help identify the listening situations.

Challenges with Keyword-based Playlist Context Annotation

Although relying on the playlists titles and situational keywords helps us achieve our goal
in collecting a dataset with situational tags, there are a number of shortcomings with this
approach. The primary one being the absence of a structured representation of these sit-
uations. Many situations have intrinsic relationships with each other, which are expected
to be reflected in the associated music as well. For example, sport-related situations are
highly similar to each other. However, the brute keyword based approach ignores these
overlaps between situations. The problem is harder to solve since defining a line between
distinctive situations from similar ones is rather subjective, which is a complex challenge.
However, the keyword-based approach is sufficient to collect a reliable dataset and con-
duct our studies. Hence, until a hierarchical representation of these listening situations is
properly developed, we proceed without associating different situations with each other
and treat each independently.

5.3 Dataset collection

Given the previously mentioned procedure for linking the audio content with the listening
situation, the first step of studying the relationship of contexts and audio is to collect a
well-labelled and reliable dataset. We will be following the procedure described earlier.
For our first study, we selected a subset of contexts to work on. For this initial draft
of the dataset, we selected only the 15 most frequent keywords we found in the Deezer

1. https://bit.ly/2XzNI4t
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Figure 5.1 – An example of a given track “x” being labelled based on its appearance in
different situational playlists

catalogue. The keywords are:
car, chill, club, dance, gym, happy, night, party, relax, running, sad,
sleep, summer, work, workout

The following step is to filter the playlists to include only contextual playlists. We first
collected all the public playlists in the Deezer catalogue that included any of the 15
keywords, and applied the filtering steps mentioned before. We label tracks that appeared
in more than 3 playlists containing the same contextual keyword, out of the 15 possible
contextual keywords, with that contextual label. For example, a track that appears in
5 playlists containing the word "gym", 3 playlists containing the word "running", and 1
playlist containing the word "work", would be labelled as "gym" and "running" but not
"work. This is to ensure we have high confidence that the selected track belongs to the
labelled context. Figure 5.1 provides a visual representation of this filtering step.

Dataset balancing

After applying the previous filtering to the catalogue of Deezer, we retrieved 612k playlists
that belonged to one or more of the 15 selected contexts. The playlists contained 198k
unique tracks. However, the dataset was highly imbalanced due to the popularity of some
contexts compared to others. Figure 5.2a shows the number of tracks that were labeled
with each of the context classes. We find that certain classes are less represented compared
to other popular classes, which proved to be problematic in our experiments. Hence, we
balance the dataset to keep a nearly equal number of tracks in each context class.

Since we are working with a multi-label problem, i.e. one sample can belong to multiple
classes at the same time, it is not possible to have exactly the same number of samples
in each class. Hence, we apply an iterative approach of adding samples to incomplete
classes with a limit of 20K tracks, which is the number of tracks in the least represented
class. Some classes are exceeding the limit due to their co-occurrence with other classes.
However, the dataset is more balanced after this filtering. The number of tracks dropped
to 49929 unique tracks. The new distribution of tracks can be seen in Figure 5.2b.
Table 5.1 shows a comparison between the balanced and unbalanced datasets. Although
the balanced dataset reduced the number of samples significantly, the ratios of positive
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Figure 5.2 – Number of samples in each context class before and after balancing

Table 5.1 – Summary of the dataset before and after balancing

Dataset Unbalanced Balanced
# samples 198402 49929
Avg. # positive samples/class 49837.13 23992.3
Avg. # positive classes/sample 3.76 7.2
Avg. ratio of positive samples per label 0.25 0.48

samples and labels is more balanced. The balanced dataset contains on average 24k
positive samples per label and 7 labels per sample. We selected a split of 65% training,
10% validation, and 25% testing. We applied an iterative sampling scheme to ensure that
there is no overlap of artists or albums between the splits, while having same proportional
representation of each context tag [STV11].

We distribute the collected dataset to the research community 2, which is composed of
the track ID in the Deezer catalogue and the 15 contextual labels. The audio content for
each track is available as a 30 seconds snippet through the Deezer API using the track
ID.

Analysis of Context Co-occurrences

As we mentioned earlier, the nature of the problem is a multi-label problem. Hence,
the co-occurrences of context tags enable us to learn about the relationships between
contexts. In Figure 5.3, we show the number of tracks co-labelled with each pair of
contexts. We observe some interesting patterns in these co-occurrences. For example, we
find that the three contexts “relax", “sad", and “sleep" co-occur more often together than
with other contexts. This matches our expectation about the music style of the tracks

2. https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.3648287
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Figure 5.3 – Tracks co-occurences between contexts

related to these contexts to be rather calm and soothing. We also find that contexts such
as “club", “dance", and “party" often co-occur together, having most likely associated
energetic tracks. We also observe that “chill" and “car” often co-occurs with all the other
contexts. This indicates that certain contexts are potentially user-specific and would
require additional data about users and music listening cases, apart from audio, for being
inferred. It also hints that certain keywords, like “chill”, are being used is a generic manner
to describe different situations, with no uniform influence on the listening preferences.

5.4 Multi-Context Audio Auto-tagging Model

Our goals are to predict contexts for a track given its audio content and to assess to what
extent this is possible. There has been a number of approaches proposed to auto-tag tracks
using audio content. The most recent, best-performing approaches rely on Convolutional
Neural Networks (CNNs) applied to the melspectrograms of the input audio [CFS16a,
PPNP+18], as explained in Chapter 2. We selected one of the previously proposed and
commonly used models by Choi [CFS16a], which is a multi-layer convolutional neural
network applied to the melspectrograms.

We trained the network with an input size of 646 frames × 96 mel bands, representing 30
seconds from each track cropped after 30 seconds from the start of the track to match the
Deezer preview samples, for reproducibility purposes. The output corresponds to the 15
context tags. We applied a batch normalization on the input melspectrograms followed by
4 pairs of convolutional and max pooling layers. Each convolutional layer has a fixed filter
size (3×3) and (32,64,128,256) filters respectively followed by a ReLu activation function.
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Table 5.2 – Results of the CNN model on our context-annotated dataset.

HL ↓ AUC ↑ Recall ↑ Precision ↑ F1 ↑ TN Rate ↑
Car 0.39 0.65 0.58 0.58 0.58 0.63
Chill 0.27 0.71 0.93 0.75 0.83 0.29
Club 0.24 0.84 0.64 0.74 0.68 0.85
Dance 0.26 0.8 0.83 0.79 0.81 0.58
Gym 0.34 0.72 0.74 0.62 0.67 0.6
Happy 0.34 0.7 0.46 0.61 0.53 0.8
Night 0.44 0.58 0.54 0.54 0.54 0.58
Party 0.26 0.77 0.86 0.76 0.81 0.53
Relax 0.31 0.74 0.66 0.63 0.65 0.7
Running 0.38 0.68 0.64 0.58 0.61 0.61
Sad 0.22 0.85 0.74 0.71 0.73 0.8
Sleep 0.23 0.84 0.73 0.71 0.72 0.8
Summer 0.37 0.67 0.74 0.63 0.68 0.51
Work 0.41 0.62 0.61 0.57 0.59 0.57
Workout 0.3 0.77 0.62 0.63 0.62 0.75
Average 0.32 0.73 0.66 0.69 0.67 0.64

We used max pooling filter of size (2× 2). We pass the flattened output of the last CNN
layer to a fully connected layer with 256 hidden nodes with ReLu activation function and
apply a dropout with 0.3 ratio for regularization.

Finally, we pass the output to the final layer of 15 output nodes and a Sigmoid activation
function. Initially, we used binary cross entropy as a loss function optimized with Adadelta
and a learning rate initialized to 0.1 with an exponential decay every 1000 iterations. We
stopped the training after 10 epochs of no improvement on the validation set and retrieved
the model with the best validation loss.

The initial results showed that the model can predict certain contexts fairly well, while
others are harder to predict. Table 5.2 gives the performance of the model on the different
contexts with standard multi-label classification evaluation metrics [TK07]. We find that
certain contexts such as “club", “party", “sad", and “sleep" are easier to predict, while
contexts such as “car", “work", and “night" are harder to predict. These results confirm the
intuition that certain contexts could be more related to the audio characteristics and hence
could be inferred from it, such as energetic dance music for “party" and calming soothing
music for “sleep". However, for other contexts, the audio does not appear sufficient and
the music style which people tend to listen to in a car or at work seems to widely vary.
These contexts would potentially need additional information about the user in order to be
predicted correctly in a personalized manner. Additionally, in Figure 5.4, we can see that
the model’s output has similar co-occurrence patterns between contexts as the original
co-occurrences in the dataset. This means that using the audio content, the model was
able to learn the similarities between these different contexts.

One drawback of this method is that we do not have explicit negative samples for each
label. Hence, it is challenging to fairly evaluate and train the model with missing negative
labels. In this work, we mainly focus on the recall because we are confident in the
positive labels and would prefer to correctly predict all of them. However, since a classifier
that predicts all labels for any given track would give perfect recall, it is important to
ensure a balance with the true negative rate and the precision as well. As the missing
negative labels are still used in training, they would lead to falsely train the model on false
negatives. Missing negative labels is a known problem in the research community that had
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Figure 5.4 – Output co-occurrences between contexts from the trained model

received much attention [WLW+14, CSWZ08, EN08, YJKD14, PTC+, BK14, BJJ11]. To
counteract this, we propose to modify the loss function as presented in the next section.

Sample-level Weighted Cross Entropy

We propose to modify the binary cross entropy loss to account for the confidence in
the missing labels. This can be done by adding weighting factors to our loss func-
tion. Weighting the cross entropy function has been previously proposed in the literature
[LGG+17a, PSK+16]. However, to our knowledge none of the previous approaches are
applying the weight per sample for each of the positive and negative labels independently.
In our proposed approach, we apply a confidence-based weight per sample for each of the
positive and negative labels. We hypothesise that using these weights can improve our
model performance in predicting the correct label by giving less weight to samples with
low confidence in their label.

Formally, let X = Rd denote the d-dimensional space for the instances, Y = {0, 1}m denote
the label space marking the absence or presence of each of the m context classes for each
instance. The task of multi-label classification is to estimate a classifier f : X 7→ Y using
the labelled dataset D = {(xi,yi)|1 ≤ i ≤ n}.
We can describe our classifier as ŷi = f(xi; θ), which tries to estimate the labels ŷi for
the given sample xi, while θ represents the trainable parameters of the model. The model
parameters are trained by optimizing a loss function J(D, θ) that describes how the model
is performing over the training examples. In multi-label classification, it is common to
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use the binary cross entropy loss:

CE(xi,yi) = −
m∑
c=1

yi,c log(fc(xi)) + (1− yi,c) log(1− fc(xi)) (5.1)

where yi,c is the cth label in yi and fc(xi) is the output of the fc classifier corresponding
to the cth label.

The cross entropy is made of two terms, one is active when the label is positive while
the second is zero, and vice versa. We propose to modify each term to add a weighting
factor, one relative to the confidence in the positive label and a second one relative to the
expectation of a negative label for each sample.

CEproposed(xi,yi) = −
m∑
c=1

ωi,cyi,c log(fc(xi)) + ω̄i,c(1 − yi,c) log(1 − fc(xi)) (5.2)

where ωi,c represents the confidence in the positive label, while ω̄i,c represents the confi-
dence in the negative label.

Regarding the case of context classification using audio content, our dataset contains
several tracks that were labelled with a certain context based on their appearance in
playlists that are relevant to that context. Our confidence in the context class increases
as the number of playlists that the track appeared in increases. However, a negative label
indicates that the track was not included in any of our selected playlists, which is not a
conclusive way to label the track as a negative example for that context. However, we
observed that there are certain correlations between contexts. Hence, we propose to use
this information in estimating the probability of a true or a false negative label while
training our model.

Regarding the negative weights, we define the confidence as:

ω̄i,c = P (yi,c = 0|yi) (5.3)

which corresponds to the probability of having a negative label for the cth label given the
vector of labels yi for the point xi. This probability can be estimated from the ground-
truth label matrix based on labels correlation. When estimating the weight, it is possible
to either ignore the zeros in the labels yi since we have lower confidence about them,
referred to as ignore zeros, or we can condition on the whole label vector including the
zeros, referred to as exact match. We experimented with both negative weight schemes.

Regarding the positive weights, we propose using TF-IDF [R+03]:

ωi,c =
ni,c
Nc
∗ log

(
m

n̄i

)
(5.4)

where ni,c is the number of times track xi appeared in playlists from context class yc.
Nc is the total number of tracks that appeared in playlists of context class yc. n̄i is the
number of context classes xi is labelled with. The TF-IDF values are naturally very small,
hence, we normalize the values with unit-mean unit-variance. We interpret the positive
weights as a priority rank to learn predicting important samples first, i.e. the ones with
high TF-IDF. Since there are no missing labels in the positive samples, we normalize it
to have a mean of 1.
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Table 5.3 – Classification results for models trained with different weighting schemes
computed with macro averaging

HL AUC Recall Precision F1 TN
ratio

No Weights 0.32 0.73 0.69 0.66 0.67 0.64
Negative Weights
(exact match) 0.32 0.73 0.77 0.63 0.69 0.55

Negative Weights
(ignore zeros) 0.39 0.72 0.94 0.56 0.7 0.27

Both Weights
(exact match) 0.32 0.73 0.66 0.67 0.66 0.67

Both Weights
(ignore zeros) 0.37 0.73 0.91 0.59 0.71 0.33

Evaluation Results

Table 5.3 shows the results of using different weighting schemes for training the model.
We observe that using specific weighting schemes improves the results compared to using
the non-weighted loss. It leads to a higher recall with a varying drop in the precision and
true negative rate. We find that using the negative weights with ignoring the zeros gives
the best results in terms of improving the recall, without pushing the model to outputting
all ones. Hence, using the zeros when computing the co-occurrences of labels, even if some
of them are missing, leads to better estimation of true and missing labels. We also found
that using the TF-IDF weighting scheme for the positive samples does not lead to much
improvement in the classification results, which is not surprising as there are no missing
positive labels in this dataset.

The goal is to have the highest recall with the least drop in precision. However, the missing
labels in the ground-truth makes it challenging to objectively evaluate the performance.
It is possible that the drop in the precision and true negative rate is due to missing labels
in the ground-truth that were regarded as a false prediction while it is a false ground-
truth. Our interpretation is that using the weights is useful for correctly predicting more
positive samples. However, the balance between the recall and precision is subject to the
problem and the use case of the classifier. While the problem of evaluating a model with
missing labels is still an open issue, using the sample-level weighting in the loss function
seems promising, especially in cases where detecting true positives is prioritized.

Given the shortcomings in evaluating the proposed weighting scheme using a dataset with
missing labels, and the potential of such scheme in various other settings, we take a detour
to conduct an external evaluation of our method on complete datasets manipulated by
us to create artificial missing labels. This evaluation methodology is a standard way in
evaluating an approach targeting missing labels. Hence, in the following, we will further
extend our study of the proposed weighted loss following the common evaluation procedure
targeting missing labels.
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5.5 External Evaluation of Confidence-based
Weighted Loss for Multi-label Classification with
Missing Labels

Before proceeding to evaluating our proposed weighted loss, we first give an overview of
the progress in the problem of multi-label classification with missing labels (MLML) and
their shortcomings that we address. Multi-label classification [GV15, TKV09] is a common
task in various research fields, such as audio auto-tagging [BMEM11], image annotation
[BLSB04], text categorization [McC99], and video annotation [QHR+07]. As explained in
Chapter 2, multi-label classification is concerned with the problem of predicting multiple
correct labels for each input instance. A relevant problem to multi-label classification,
which we are facing in our collected dataset, is missing labels. Collecting a multi-label
dataset is a challenging and demanding task that is less scalable than collecting a single-
label dataset [DRK+14]. This is because collecting a consistent and complete list of labels
for every sample requires significant effort.

It is shown in [ZBH+16] that learning with corrupted labels can lead to very poor gen-
eralization performances. Various strategies in dataset collection, such as crowdsourcing
platforms like Amazon Mechanical Turk 3 or web services like reCAPTCHA 4, lead to
datasets with a set of well-labelled positive samples and a set of missing negative labels.
The set of missing labels is often not known. Hence, this problem of MLML is different
from the problem of partial labels [DMM19], where the position of the missing labels is
known but its value is unknown, and noisy labels [Vah17] where a set of both positive
and negative labels are corrupted.

Most of the previous approaches relied on exploiting the correlation between labels to
predict the missing negative labels [XNH+18, BK14, CSWZ08, WLW+14]. However, the
state-of-the-art approaches in MLML [HYG+19, HQZ+19] are not easily usable in cases
where a pre-trained model is used. They either rely on jointly learning the correlations
between the labels along with the model parameters, require prior extraction of manually
engineered features for the task [HYG+19], or assume the location of the missing labels
is known but the value is missing [HQZ+19], which are not applicable to our setup.
Furthermore, these methods do not allow to fine-tune a pre-trained model on a dataset
with missing labels. This is limiting because it has been shown that fine-tuning a pre-
trained architecture is useful and, in most cases, gives superior results to models trained
from scratch [TSG+16, KSL19]. Multiple domains exploit existing pre-trained models
especially when access to large annotated data is challenging, such as medical image
classification [ZSZ+17, GBL+18, MCCL+17], or when access to resources and computation
power to fully train a complex model are scarce.

Unlike these methods, our proposed approach is scalable and usable to fine-tune a pre-
trained model. To train our model, the weighted loss function accounts for the confidence
in the labels. Weighted loss functions is a common approach for different problems,
e.g. to solve class imbalance [WSBT11], to focus on samples that are harder to predict
[LGG+17b], or to solve a similar problem of partial labels [DMM19]. However, to our
knowledge, this is the first attempt to use a per sample per label weighted loss for missing
labels where the missing labels are unknown.

3. https://www.mturk.com/
4. https://www.google.com/recaptcha/
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Experiments

To validate the advantage of using the weighted cross entropy, we compare between the
performance of the same model trained with original cross entropy and with the weighted
cross entropy across different ratios of artificially created missing labels. This requires
finding multi-label datasets with complete labels, i.e. fully labelled with no missing labels.
Given our requirements of large well-labelled multi-label dataset, and the sub-bar state
of current audio-related datasets we examined, we seek datasets from the image domain.
Specifically, we use the proposed loss on the problem of image classification with multiple
labels. Image classification is a popular problem with multiple approaches proposed to
it and a vast repertoire of pre-trained models on large datasets. We apply one of the
commonly used pre-trained models, which is inception-resnet v2 [SIVA17], on two different
large datasets: MSCOCO [LMB+14] and NUS-WIDE [CTH+09]. We use two different
schemes for computing the weights:

1. Setting the weights for the missing labels to zero and one otherwise (by using our
knowledge of which labels are missing, which is not the case in most real-world
datasets) referred to as ignore missing weighted cross entropy (IM-WCE);

2. Estimating them using label co-occurrences as explained earlier, referred to as
correlation-based weighted cross entropy (CB-WCE).

Our experiments can be reproduced through our published code 5.

Datasets

The experiment requires a strongly labelled multi-label dataset with no missing labels at
the start. Hence, we decided to work with MSCOCO 6 [LMB+14] which is commonly used
in multi-label classification with and without missing label [HHSC18, DMM19, LSL17,
WYM+16]. The dataset is originally intended for image segmentation, but is also usable
for image classification. We use the 2017 version of the dataset. The dataset contains
∼122k images and 80 classes. However, after filtering out the samples with less than 4
labels, the total number of images drops to ∼33k images.

The second dataset is NUS-WIDE 7 [CTH+09], which is another image classification
dataset that is suitable for this problem and also commonly used in the multi-label classi-
fication studies along with MSCOCO. The dataset contain ∼270k images and 81 classes.
However, the number of images drops to ∼24k images after filtering out samples with less
than 3 labels per sample. We reduced the threshold to 3 labels for this dataset because
it has less labels co-occurrences compared to MSCOCO.

An important part of the experiment is creating missing labels in the training dataset.
We propose to create missing labels with different ratios. We follow a similar procedure
to [DMM19]. We hide the labels randomly as a ratio of the complete labels per image,
i.e. we hide xi = r ∗ ni labels for each image, where r is the ratio of labels to hide, ni
is the total number of positive labels of the image i, and xi is the corresponding number
of labels to hide in this image. We use ratios of 0.0, 0.25, 0.5, and 0.75 missing labels to
complete labels.

We propose to use a pre-trained classification model for the task of image classification
that needs to be fine-tuned to a different dataset with missing labels. Previous papers

5. https://github.com/karimmibrahim/Sample-level-weighted-loss.git
6. http://cocodataset.org
7. https://lms.comp.nus.edu.sg/wp-content/uploads/2019/research/nuswide/NUS-WIDE.

html
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Figure 5.5 – Results of the weighted cross entropy loss and original cross entropy on the
MSCOCO dataset with different ratios of missing labels
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Figure 5.6 – Results of the weighted cross entropy loss and original cross entropy on the
NUS-WIDE dataset with different ratios of missing labels

on multi-label classification used models as VGG16 [LSL17] and resnset-101 [DMM19].
The exact architecture of the model is not the focus of this work and would not have a
significant effect on the comparison between the two losses. Hence, we used the inception-
resnet v2 [SIVA17], which is one of the best performing models in image classification,
pretrained on the ImageNet dataset [DDS+09] through the TensorFlow pre-trained models
library 8.

We perform a 4-fold cross-validation, each with the aforementioned ratios of missing
labels in the training sets and no missing labels in the test sets. We evaluate the model
performance using standard multi-label classification metrics: Precision, Recall, f1-score
and AUC [ZZ13], all computed with ’micro’ averaging to account for the large number of
classes with few samples [SL09]. The effect of the missing labels is specifically prominent
in predicting the positive labels correctly. As the ratio of missing labels increases, the
models learn to predict all zeros. Hence, the selected metrics are useful in evaluating the
model’s performance particularly in these cases.

8. https://github.com/tensorflow/models/tree/master/research/slim

69

https://github.com/tensorflow/models/tree/master/research/slim


5. SITUATIONAL MUSIC AUTOTAGGERS

p
er

so
n

ch
ai

r

di
ni

ng
ta

bl
e

cu
p

b
ot

tl
e

ca
r

b
ow

l

ha
nd

ba
g

b
oo

k

ba
ck

pa
ck

kn
if

e tv

co
uc

h

tr
uc

k

p
ot

te
d

pl
an

t0

1000

2000

3000

4000

5000

6000 CE

IM-WCE

CB-WCE

Positive Samples
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different methods

Evaluation Results

Figure 5.5 shows the results obtained when training with the 3 different losses on the
MSCOCO dataset on different ratios of missing labels. It shows that using the weighted
loss clearly improves the performance of the model in terms of recall, f1-score and ROC-
AUC, with an expected decrease in the precision. The decrease in the precision is ex-
plained by the fact that the model trained with the unweighted loss is learning to predict
mostly zeros and the few samples that are predicted as positive are more likely to be
correct. This is evident when observing the recall and the f1-score results alongside the
precision. Additionally, the improvement is larger as the ratio of missing labels increases.
We can also notice the effect of missing labels on the performance of the model. The
higher the ratio of the missing labels is the worse the model performs. Moreover, we
find that using the correlation as weights generally gives better results in all cases even
in the case where there are no missing labels. This is understandable since using the
correlations in training a multi-label classifier leads the model to learn the underlying
relationship between labels [TDS+09].

Similarly in Figure 5.6, we find the results of applying the different loss function on the
NUS-WIDE dataset. We find a similar pattern in the performance of the model across
different values of missing labels which shows the advantage of using the weighted loss
function. However, as NUS-WIDE shows less correlation and co-occurrences between the
labels on average compared to MSCOCO, the improvement is less impactful, yet evident.

Additionally, Figure 5.7 shows a comparison of the true positives of each of the methods
for the 15 most frequent classes in the MSCOCO dataset with a ratio of 0.5 missing labels.
It is evident that the correlation based (CB-WCE) gives superior results in all classes even
compared to (IM-WCE). However, the improvement is particularly noticeable in certain
classes, such as "bottle" and "chair", which we interpret such that some classes that are
harder to learn becomes easier when emphasizing their co-occurrences with other classes.

Considering the evaluation results on these two different datasets, we can advise towards
using the weighted loss for multi-label classification when missing labels are present. We
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experimented with using the correlations to weight the loss function and concluded an
evident improvement across different evaluation metrics. While there are various proposed
solutions for missing labels, our proposal is particularly more suitable to be used in the
cases of fine-tuning a pre-trained model, or even in cases where a specific deep learning
architecture is preferred to be used and a simple modification in the loss is needed to
account for the missing labels, similar to our original use-case. Hence, while our first
evaluation on our audio dataset were not conclusive, our additional evaluations with
creating artificial missing labels provided insightful proof of its usability.

5.6 Conclusion

In this chapter, we presented our study on using music auto-taggers for contextual tags.
We investigated a new reliable procedure of collecting and labeling a dataset of context-
based music tracks, by exploiting playlists titles. We focused on studying 15 context
tags that were selected based on the popularity in the Deezer catalogue. We observed
patterns in the co-occurrences between contexts which encourage studying the relationship
between contexts to disambiguate identical, similar, and different contexts on a larger
scale. Additionally, we studied the use of audio content to predict tracks suitability for
different contexts.

We trained a convolutional neural network to predict the suitable context for each track.
One clear challenge in this problem is the missing negative labels, which affects both
the training and evaluation of the model. We proposed using a confidence-based weight
in training the model that reflects the probability that the missing label is a positive
or negative label. Initial results show an improvement in predicting the true positive
samples. However, we faced the challenge of evaluating this methodology with missing
negative labels. Hence, we proceeded by testing our proposal on a complete dataset but
with artificially created missing labels. The proposed approach shows a clear improvement
compared to original unweighted loss.

Finally, given our observations, the next logical step is to consider the user and other
information that are available on the tracks and the user. As seen earlier, some contexts
are expected to be more uniform in the music style while others vary a lot. We might
be able to perform better in tagging tracks with contextual tags if we consider the user
profile in the process. Hence, in the following chapter we investigate how to integrate the
user information in the auto-tagging procedure.
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Chapter 6

Situational Tags and User Dependency

The work presented in this chapter has been published in the following paper:

Ibrahim, K. M., Epure, E. V., Peeters, G., Richard, G. "Should we consider the
users in contextual music auto-tagging models?" Proceedings of the International Society
for Music Information Retrieval Conference, Montreal, Canada, 2020.

6.1 Introduction

Describing tracks with contextual tags provides a mean to improve music exploration
and playlist generation in a dynamic way, suitable for the frequent changes in the user
context. However, certain tags largely depend on users and their listening preferences,
in particular, the tags referring to the situation of music listening such as ‘running’ or
‘relaxing’ [SFU13]. In this chapter, our primary investigation is on the fact that some
context classes could be very specific to the user and, subsequently, on how to adapt the
music auto-taggers to account for that.

As explained earlier, previous studies showed that the context of the user has a clear
influence on the user’s music selection [NH96c, GL11]. Hence, context is a primary focus
for music streaming services in order to reach a personalized user experience [KR12].
However, in order to truly achieve a personalized experience,our auto-taggers need to
consider each user differently, based on their varying preferences for a given situation.
Traditional auto-taggers that rely only on the audio content without considering the case
where tags depend on users, are not ideal for describing music with user-dependent tags
like contexts. Additionally, their evaluation protocol should be also adapted to account
for the different users.

Given the variation in performance we observed in chapter 5, we hypothesize that putting
the user in the loop would improve the auto-taggers performance when predicting the
right contextual tag of a track. However, we face certain challenges: 1) linking between
the audio content, the listening situation, and now the user, while collecting a dataset.
2) Representing the users and integrating their profile in the classification process. 3)
Properly evaluating the influence of including the user profile on the tagging quality.

In this chapter, we present the following contributions: 1) a dataset of ∼182K user/track
pairs labelled with 10 of the most common context tags based on the users’ contextual
preferences (presented in Section 6.2), which we make available for future research; 2)
a new evaluation procedure for music tagging which takes into account that tags are
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subjective, i.e. user-specific (in Section 6.3); 3) an auto-tagging model using both audio
content and user information to predict contextual tags (in Section 6.4). Our experiments
in Section 6.5 clearly show the advantage of including the user information in predicting
contextual tags compared to traditional audio-only-based auto-tagging models.

6.2 Dataset

To properly study the influence of including user information in context auto-tagging
models, we need a dataset of tracks labelled with their contextual tags according to
different users. For this purpose, we rely on the user-created context-related playlists. As
explained, users often create playlists for specific contexts and the titles of these playlists
may convey these contexts. Thus, similar to [PZS15] and our work in Chapter 5, we
exploit the playlist titles to label tracks with their contextual use. Additionally, we put
the users in the loop as playlist creators by explicitly including them in the dataset.

To retrieve contextual playlists, we follow the same procedure using the set of contextual
keywords collected earlier. Similarly, to construct our dataset, we selected, out of all
collected context-related keywords, 10 which were the most frequent keywords found in the
playlist titles in the Deezer catalogue. As an additional filter compared to the balancing
step in the previous dataset, we selected the keywords that shared a similar number of
playlists to avoid any bias due to the popularity of some contexts, hence, we use 10 tags
instead of 15. The contextual tags we finally selected are: car, gym, happy, night, relax,
running, sad, summer, work, workout.

We collected all the public user playlists that included any of these 10 keywords in the
parsed title and applied a series of filtering steps to consolidate the dataset, similar to our
earlier procedure. Similarly, we removed all playlists that contained more than 100 tracks,
to ensure that the playlists reflected a careful selection of context-related tracks, and not
randomly added. We also removed all playlists where a single artist or album made up
more than 25% of all tracks in the playlist, to ensure that the playlist was not intended
for a specific artist. Finally, to properly study the effect of the user on the contextual
use of a track, we only kept the tracks that were selected by at least 5 different users in
at least 3 different contexts. Hence, our dataset reflects how user preferences change the
contextual use of tracks. Finally, we tagged each sample, the track/user pair, with the
contextual tag found in the corresponding playlist title.

6.2.1 Dataset Analysis

In Figure 6.1, by observing the distribution of contextual tags per track/user pairs in the
dataset, we noticed that most of the pairs were assigned to a unique contextual tag. Let
us remind that the log scale is used and a sample represents a user/track pair labelled
with the contextual tags. It appears that the majority of users tended to associate a track
with a single context. Out of ∼3 millions samples, ∼2.9 millions are labelled with a single
context. Nonetheless, ascertaining if this observation is generally valid requires further
empirical investigation. For this study though, and given the distribution of available
data, we limited our final dataset to track/user pairs with single context tags, i.e. we
excluded users that assigned the same track to multiple contexts.

Observing the distribution of contextual tags per tracks in Figure 6.2, we find that tracks
often have multiple contexts associated with them. This shows that the suitability of
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Figure 6.1 – Distribution of the number of contextual tags per sample (user/track pair)
in the initial dataset.
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Figure 6.2 – Distribution of the number of contextual tags per track in the initial
dataset.
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Table 6.1 – Number of samples (track/user pairs), unique tracks and users in the train,
validation and test datasets.

#Samples #Track #Users
Train 102K 15K 40K
Validation 30K 4.4K 21K
Test 50K 7.5K 16K

a track for a specific context varies from user to user. However, as previously outlined,
given the user, the track is most frequently associated with the same unique context.

The final dataset for this study contains ∼182K samples of user/tracks pairs made of
∼28K unique tracks and ∼75K unique users. We collected the dataset such that each
context is equally represented, ensuring a ratio of ∼ 1

10
of all user/track pairs. We split

our dataset in an iterative way to keep the balance between classes across subsets, while
preventing any overlap between the users and minimising the overlap between tracks in
these subsets [STV11]. The distribution of our final split dataset is shown in Table 6.1.
The dataset is publicly available to the research community 1

6.3 Proposed Evaluation Protocol

Previous studies on music auto-tagging [CFS16a, PPNP+18] performed the evaluation in
a multi-label classification setup, therefore focusing on assessing the correctness of the
tags associated with each track. This is suitable for datasets and tags that are only
music-dependent. However, in the case of tags that are also user-dependent, the previous
evaluation procedures are limiting. Hence, we further derive an evaluation centered around
user satisfaction.

6.3.1 User Satisfaction-focused Evaluation

The purpose of our study is to measure the influence of leveraging the user information
on the quality of the prediction of contextual tags. Consequently, we are interested in
measuring the potential satisfaction of each user when predicting contexts, instead of
relying on a general evaluation approach that could be biased by highly active users or by
the popularity of certain tags. Hence, we propose to compute the model performance by
considering each user independently. To assess the satisfaction of each user, the evaluation
metrics are computed by considering only the contextual tags specific to a user. Then, to
assess the overall user satisfaction, we average the per-user results yielded by each model.

Formally, let U denote a finite set of users in the test set, Gu = {0, 1}nu×mu denote the
groundtruth matrix for user u, nu is the number of tracks associated with the user u, and
mu is the number of contextual tags employed by the user. Similarly, Pu = {0, 1}nu×mu

denotes the matrix outputted by the model for all active tracks and contextual tags for
the given user u. First, we compute each user-aware metric, hereby denoted by S, for a
given user u as:

Su = f(Gu, Pu) (6.1)

where f is the evaluation function. In our evaluation, we use standard classification
metrics such as the area under the receiver operating characteristic curve (AUC), recall,

1. https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.3961560
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precision, and f1-score [HS15]. While the protocol is defined for the general case of multi-
label setting, in our current work, given the dataset, it is applied to the case of single-label.
Then, we compute the final metrics, by averaging over all users in the test set:

SU =
1

N

∑
u∈U

Su, where N = |U|. (6.2)

6.3.2 Multi-label Classification Evaluation

In this work, we develop a system that takes both the audio and the user information as
input. As seen in Section 6.2.1, for a given track and user, there is a single groundtruth
context to be predicted. The problem is said to be single-label. However, if we want to
compare this system with a system that only takes audio as input, we need to consider
during training various possible groundtruth contextual tags for a track, each from a
different user. Then, the problem becomes multi-label. The comparison of the two systems
is therefore not straightforward. Indeed, for the user-agnostic case, we can train a multi-
label system, i.e. a system with a set of sigmoid output activations optimized with a sum
of binary cross entropy, and estimate it either as single-label by taking the output with
the largest likelihood, or as multi-label by selecting all outputs with a likelihood above
a fixed threshold. For these reasons, in the current evaluation, we consider the following
scenarios:

1. Multi-output / multi-groundtruth (MO-MG): This is the classical multi-label eval-
uation where the model outputs several predictions and each track is associated
with several groundtruths. This evaluation is however independent of the user.

2. Multi-output / single-groundtruth (MO-SG): In this scenario, a model trained
as multi-label (such as a user-agnostic model) is still allowed to output several
predictions. However, since the groundtruth is associated with a given user, there
is a single groundtruth. The obtained results are then over-optimistic because the
model has several chances to obtain the correct groundtruth.

3. Single-output / single-groundtruth (SO-SG): this is the case that is directly com-
parable to our single-output user-aware auto-tagging model. As opposed to the
MO-SG scenario, models trained as multi-label are now forced to output a single
prediction, the most likely contextual tag. This prevents them from being over-
optimistic as they only have one chance to obtain the correct groundtruth, as does
the single-label model too.

6.4 Audio+User-based Situational Music Auto-tagger

We propose to build a user-aware auto-tagging system. Given that contextual tags are
interpreted differently by different users, we hypothesize that considering the user profile
in training a personalized user-aware contextual auto-tagging model may help. For this,
we propose to add to the system, along with the audio input, a user input. We study the
effectiveness of representing the user via “user embeddings”, obtained from user listening
history.

Traditional Audio-based Auto-tagger

We use the same prevalent audio-based auto-tagging model proposed by Choi et al
[CFS16a] used earlier. As explained, the model is a multi-layer convolutional neural

76



6. SITUATIONAL TAGS AND USER DEPENDENCY

CNN  (3x3x32)

Batch Normalization

Batch Normalization

Max pool (2x2)

CNN (3x3x64)

Max pool (2x2)

CNN  (3x3x128)

Max pool (2x2)

CNN  (3x3x246)

Max pool (2x2) Dense Layer (1x128)

Batch NormalizationBatch Normalization

Dense Layer (1x128)

Output Layer (1x10)

A
ud

io
 b

ra
nc

h

U
se

r  
br

an
ch

Input Mel-spectrogram (646x96x1)

Input user embeddings (1x256)

Figure 6.3 – Architecture of the Audio+User-based model.

network. The input to the network is the pre-processed Mel-Spectrogram of the mu-
sic track. This multi-label classification model predicts, for a given track, the set of all
possible tags.

We trained the network with the Mel-spectrogram as an input of size 646 frames x 96
mel bands, which corresponds to the snippet from 30 to 60 seconds for each track. The
output is the predictions for the 10 contextual tags. The input Mel-Spectrograms is passed
to a batch normalization layer then to 4 pairs of convolutional and max pooling layers.
The convolutional layers have a fixed filter size of (3x3) and (32, 64, 128, 256) filters
respectively, each followed by a ReLu activation function. The max pooling filters have a
size (2x2) each. The flattened output of the last CNN layer is passed to a fully connected
layer with 256 hidden units with ReLU activation function. We apply a dropout with
0.3 ratio for regularization. Finally, we pass the output to the final layer of 10 output
units each with a Sigmoid activation function. The loss function is the sum of the binary
cross entropy optimized with Adadelta and a learning rate initialized to 0.1 with an
exponential decay every 1000 iterations. We applied early stopping after 10 epochs in
case of no improvement on the validation set, and kept the model with the best validation
loss.

Proposed Audio+User-based Auto-tagger

The Audio+User model that we propose is an extension of the Audio-based auto-tagger
described above. Our model has two branches, one for the audio input and one for the
user embeddings input. The audio branch is identical to the one described above, i.e. 4
pairs of convolutional and max pooling layers with ReLu activation. The input to the user
branch is the user embedding of size 256. We apply batch normalization to it followed by
a fully connected layer with 128 units and Relu activation. We concatenate the output
of the audio branch and the user branch after applying batch normalization to each. We
pass the concatenated output to a fully connected layer with 256 hidden units with ReLu
activation function and apply a dropout with 0.3 ratio for regularization. The final layer
is made of 10 output units with a Softmax activation function. We train the model with
minimizing the categorical cross entropy using the same configuration as in the previous
model, described in Section 6.4. We present the overall architecture of the complete model
in Figure 6.3.
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Table 6.2 – Results of the audio-based model (multi-label outputs) on the user-agnostic
dataset (multiple groundtruth), MO-MG scenario.

AUC Recall Precision f1-score
car 0.56 0.96 0.47 0.63
gym 0.71 0.87 0.58 0.7
happy 0.58 0.87 0.37 0.52
night 0.59 0.97 0.48 0.64
relax 0.77 0.8 0.61 0.69
running 0.65 0.91 0.56 0.69
sad 0.77 0.72 0.54 0.61
summer 0.6 0.97 0.61 0.75
work 0.53 0.99 0.47 0.64
workout 0.75 0.84 0.52 0.64
average 0.65 0.89 0.52 0.65

User Embeddings

The user embeddings are computed by applying implicit alternating least squares matrix
factorization (ALS) [KBV09, HZKC16] on the users/tracks interactions matrix. The
matrix represents the user listening count of the tracks available, with an exponential
decay applied based on the lapse since the last listening, i.e. the more recent and frequent
a track is listened to, the higher the interaction value. The user embedding is represented
as a 256-dimensions vector.

However, the user listening histories are proprietary and represent sensitive data. Ad-
ditionally, the detailed derivation of the embeddings is an internal procedure at Deezer
for the recommendation algorithm. Hence, in order to allow the reproducibility of the
current work, we directly release the pre-computed embeddings for the anonymized users
present in our dataset.

6.5 Evaluation Results

We evaluate the two models according to the evaluation protocol proposed in Section 6.3.
First, we evaluate the audio based model with the 3 scenarios: MO-MG, MO-SG, SO-
SG. Then, we evaluate the User+Audio model in the SO-SG scenario. Last, we perform
the user satisfaction-based evaluation on both models for the SO-SG scenario. In all
evaluation protocols, the metrics were macro-averaged.

Audio-based Multi-output Multi-groundtruth

Table 6.2 shows the results of the audio-based multi-label classification model on our
collected dataset without considering the user. The results are consistent with our pre-
vious studies on context auto-tagging in chapter 5 on the first collected dataset. They
show that certain contexts are easier to predict using only the audio input. These are
general contexts with similar music style preferences by different users, e.g. ‘gym’ and
‘party’. By contrast, other contexts are harder to predict from audio only as users listen
to more personalized music, e.g. ‘work’ and ‘car’. In consequence, we hypothesize that
the variance of the AUC scores across contexts is related to the context dependency on
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Table 6.3 – Results of the audio-based model (multi-label outputs) on the user-based
dataset (single ground-truth), MO-SG scenario

AUC Recall Precision f1-score
car 0.54 0.87 0.09 0.17
gym 0.66 0.6 0.18 0.27
happy 0.57 0.67 0.08 0.14
night 0.57 0.6 0.11 0.19
relax 0.74 0.53 0.25 0.34
running 0.6 0.57 0.15 0.23
sad 0.75 0.52 0.21 0.3
summer 0.58 0.78 0.17 0.29
work 0.52 0.55 0.09 0.15
workout 0.71 0.41 0.17 0.24
average 0.62 0.61 0.15 0.23

users. Precisely, some contexts could depend more on users than others, making the latter
harder to classify without considering the user information.

Audio-based Multi-output Single-groundtruth

Table 6.3 shows the results of the same audio-based multi-label classification model which
we now evaluate considering the user. The same audio track will now be presented sev-
eral times to the system, i.e. for each user who has annotated this track. While the
groundtruth is now single-label and will change for each user, the system will output the
same estimated tags independently of the user, i.e. the system does not consider the user
as input. We observe a sharp decrease in the precision of the model due to false positive
predictions for each user. Indeed, since the output of the system is multi-label, it will
output several labels for each track, many of them will not correspond to the current
user. The high recall of the model shows that it often predicts the right contextual use
for many users. However, it also predicts wrong contexts for many other users. That is
due to the limitation of the model which predicts all suitable contexts for all users.

Audio-based Single-output Single-groundtruth

Table 6.4 shows the results of the same audio-based multi-label classification model when
restricted to a single prediction per track. While this is not the real-world case of using
the audio-based model, it allows a direct comparison to the single-label User+Audio based
model. In this case, we see a sharp drop in the recall due to the limitation of a single
prediction per track.

Audio+User Single-output Single-groundtruth

Table 6.5 shows the results for the proposed Audio+User model. Comparing these results
with the ones presented in Table 6.4, we observe that the model is performing better than
the audio-based model for almost all metrics and labels. The f1-score almost doubles when
adding the user information. Additionally, for certain labels as car, happy, running, sad,
summer, work, the influence of adding the user information is obvious compared to all
cases of audio-based evaluation when comparing the AUC values. This is consistent with
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Table 6.4 – Results of the audio-based model (forced to single-label output) on the
user-based dataset (single ground-truth), SO-SG scenario

AUC Recall Precision f1-score
car 0.54 0 0.03 0.001
gym 0.66 0.44 0.17 0.24
happy 0.57 0 0 0
night 0.57 0.004 0.14 0.007
relax 0.74 0.6 0.23 0.33
running 0.6 0.05 0.15 0.07
sad 0.75 0.003 0.16 0.006
summer 0.58 0.36 0.18 0.25
work 0.52 0 0.2 0
workout 0.71 0.13 0.18 0.15
average 0.62 0.16 0.14 0.11

Table 6.5 – Results of the audio+user model (single-label output) on the user-based
dataset (single ground-truth), SO-SG scenario.

AUC Recall Precision f1-score
car 0.61 0.12 0.13 0.13
gym 0.71 0.16 0.24 0.19
happy 0.64 0.22 0.12 0.16
night 0.61 0.03 0.14 0.05
relax 0.76 0.41 0.29 0.34
running 0.69 0.26 0.22 0.24
sad 0.83 0.5 0.33 0.4
summer 0.65 0.2 0.3 0.24
work 0.58 0.03 0.12 0.04
workout 0.75 0.37 0.2 0.26
average 0.68 0.23 0.21 0.2

our hypothesis that for certain labels the influence of user preferences is much stronger
than for other labels.

User Satisfaction-focused Scenario

Finally, we assess the user satisfaction by evaluating the performance of the two models
on each user independently. We replace the AUC metric with accuracy because AUC is
not defined in the case of certain users where a specific label is positive for all samples.
Table 6.6 shows the average performance of each model when computed per user. In
this case, we observe how the Audio+User model satisfies the users more on average in
terms of all evaluation metrics. By investigating the recall and precision, we noticed that
our model results in a larger number of true positives, i.e. predicting the correct context
for each user, and a lower number of false positives, i.e. less predictions of the wrong
contextual tags for each user. The audio-based model is prone to a higher false positives
due to predicting the most probable context for a given track regardless of the user. To
sum up, including the user information in the model has successfully proven to improve
the estimation of the right contextual usages of tracks.
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Table 6.6 – Comparison of user-based evaluation for the two models

Accuracy Recall Precision f1-score
Audio 0.21 0.204 0.243 0.216
Audio+User 0.254 0.246 0.295 0.26

6.6 Conclusion

Predicting the contextual use of music tracks is a challenging problem with multiple
factors affecting the user preferences. Through our study in this chapter, we showed that
including the user information, represented as user embeddings based on the listening
history, improves the model’s capability of predicting the suitable context for a given user
and track. This is an important result towards building context-aware recommendation
systems that are user-personalized, without requiring the exploitation of extensive user
private data such as location tracking [CS14b]. However, there is still large room for
improvement to successfully build such systems.

Our current model relies on using the audio content, which is suitable for the cold-start
problem of recommending new tracks [VEzD+17, CYJL16]. However, constructing rep-
resentative user embeddings requires active users in order to properly infer the listening
preferences. Future work could investigate the impact of using different types of user
information, such as demographics [FS16], which could be suitable for the user cold-start
or less active users too.

Additionally, we focused on the case of a single contextual tag for each user and track pair.
In practice, a user could listen to the same track in multiple contexts, i.e. tag prediction
would be modelled a multi-label classification problem at the user level. Future studies
could further investigate this more complex case of adding the user information in the
multi-label settings, given a proper procedure for collecting such a dataset.

Finally, while we have proven the advantage of our system on finding personalized suitable
tracks for a given listening situation, it can properly be exploited if the listening situation
can be also inferred on the run. Hence, in the next chapter, we focus on the possibility of
inferring the active listening situation using available device data. Then, we can evaluate
our system in a real-world use-case of recommending situational sessions.

81





Chapter 7

Leveraging Music Auto-tagging and
User-Service Interactions for
Contextual Music Recommendation

The work presented in this chapter is being prepared for publication in the following
paper:

Ibrahim, K. M., Epure, E. V., Peeters, G., Richard, G. "Audio Autotagging as
Proxy for Contextual Music Recommendation" Manuscript in preparation

7.1 Introduction

So far we explored how to exploit music auto-taggers for the task of predicting the poten-
tial listening situation. Additionally, we have managed to extend the auto-tagger model
to be user-aware in order to give personalized predictions. However, tagging tracks with
their listening situations can only be fully exploited if we can also infer when this situation
is actually being experienced by the user. This is particularly challenging task, given the
limited information we have about the users compared to the various potential situations
to be inferred. Hence, in this chapter we investigate to what extent we can achieve this
task given the data we have access to. Furthermore, we join together all the different parts
of the system and put it to test in a real-world evaluation scenario. But first, we reiterate
on the advantages of approaching the problem in this manner compared to traditional
context-aware recommendations.

State-of-the-art contextual recommender systems use various techniques to embed the
contextual information in the recommendation process. One of the most common ap-
proaches are sequence-based models aiming at predicting the items in the next session
using available contextual information [HHM+20, KZL19, BCJ+18]. However, these ap-
proaches are lacking in interpretability and serve as a hit-or-miss, with little room for
user involvement. Some of the domain-specific approaches, e.g. location-aware [KRS13]
or activity-aware [WRW12], could provide interpretable recommendations. However, they
are too specific in their range of applicability and do not fit the industrial needs. Inter-
pretable recommendations are increasingly becoming a top priority both for the service
and the users [CPC19, GBY+18]. Hence, our goal is to approach the problem in a man-
ner that addresses the need for interpretable recommendations, for any potential listening
situation, by exploiting music auto-taggers.
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7. LEVERAGING MUSIC AUTO-TAGGING AND USER-SERVICE INTERACTIONS
FOR CONTEXTUAL MUSIC RECOMMENDATION

As explained earlier, music is highly complex and is often challenging to be analyzed and
described in human readable terms. This missing link between the content of the music
and a set of semantic descriptors is referred to as the “semantic gap”. There are several
ways to bridge this gap in order to extract useful attributes that can describe the music
[CS08]. One very common way, which is massively used when searching for music, is the
intended use-case, which can be referred to as the listening situation. By observing the
user created playlists in online music streaming services, we find thousands made for a
specific situation, e.g. an activity such as running. Hence, it would be useful to extract
and link such semantic descriptors automatically to the content of the music tracks.

By addressing this semantic gap between the audio content and the intended listening
situation, we provide a pathway for interpretable recommendations based on the situa-
tion. Previous recommendation systems have been in development to model the several
influencing factors simultaneously and provide instant relevant recommendations for all
possible sessions, situational or not. While those systems are still in development to
reach their full potential in modeling this complex problem, we propose isolating the
situational use-cases through a specialized framework to facilitate timely interpretable
recommendations. In this sense, our proposed framework does not intend to replace the
recommendation systems in development, but to add a layer of additional filtering for the
specific case of situational sessions.

In this chapter, we propose a system that aims at disambiguating the listening situation.
The listening situation for our system is an activity, location, or time that is influencing
the listener’s preferences. It is worth noting that we excluded users emotional situations,
such as mood, from the scope of this part. This is mainly justified by the significant
challenge of predicting a user mood from limited interactions with the service.

The process of music streaming from the perspective of our proposed approach can be
found in Figure 7.1. We find that the music service is informed of the users, their track
history, plus their past and current interactions with the service, i.e. the device and time
data sent during an active session. However, the service is unaware of the influencing
listening situation. Our goal is to utilize the available information for the service to
infer the listening situation and the suitable tracks for inferred situation. We propose an
approach that aims at inferring the potential situations from the user interactions in near
real time, while labelling tracks with their potential listening situation in the background
using music auto-taggers. Both systems are user-aware, to personalize the predictions of
both potential situations and the music preferences in this situation.

In our approach, we give particular attention to the compatibility with the existing stream-
ing services and their recommender systems, by seeking an ad-hoc approach to filter the
pool of potential tracks which can be swiftly pushed into production. We seek to develop
a system that provides the following features: 1) The listening situation is predicted in
short time. 2) The predictions are user personalized. 3) The system makes use of only
basic data available in online streaming sessions. 4) It uses proactive user verification,
to verify the current situation of the user. The motivation behind these features can be
attributed to the need for fast continuous recommendations. Furthermore, pushing the
recommendations to the user (proactivity) while leaving the last step of activation to the
user would significantly reduce ill-timed recommendations by the system.

We achieve this by splitting the problem in two main blocks: 1) a slow computationally-
intensive auto-tagging of music with its intended situational use. 2) A fast and light
situation prediction to rank the potential situations for a given user based on the trans-
mitted data from the device to the service. This modular design allows for independent
progression/personalization in each of the framework modules as seen fit by the service.
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Figure 7.1 – The available data to online music streaming services. The service is
informed of the users, their interactions, and their track history. However, the service is

unaware of the influencing listening situation.

Finally, existing and future recommender systems can be deployed on top of our frame-
work but on the reduced tracks pool.

Our contributions in this chapter are 1) a framework design to filter tracks with their
intended listening situation using a specialized auto-tagger 2) a large dataset of tracks,
device data, and user embeddings labelled with their situational use through a rigorous
labelling pipeline, which is also made public for future research 3) an extended evaluation
of each of the framework blocks, in addition to the complete system in a recommendation
setting.

7.2 Proposed Framework

Our proposed approach satisfies the previously mentioned requirements through a two-
branch design that achieves two objectives: 1) The user-aware music auto-tagger trained
to tag a given user/track pair with a situational-use tag, as presented in Chapter 6. 2)
A user-aware situation predictor to rank the potential situations for a given user based
on the transmitted data from the device to the service. The overall architecture of the
proposed system is shown in Figure 7.2. The intended use-case of this framework is as
follows:

1. Background computation: the music auto-tagger would be running to auto-tag
every track with its situational use for every given user. For efficiency, the auto-
tagger could run only on a subset of the tracks for a given user, potentially the
tracks in the given user library.

2. Real-time computation: the situation predictor is continuously running to predict
the potential situation for each user when they access the suggestions section. The
situation predictor makes available the top K predicted situations to those active
users.

3. Retrieval: if the user selects one of the top K presented situations, a playlist made
of tracks tagged with the selected situation according to the given user is played to
this user. The track selection can be further achieved using traditional sequence-
based retrieval methods applied on the reduced track pool, i.e. the tagged tracks.
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Figure 7.2 – Overview of the framework to generate a situational playlist. The left side
(Music Auto-tagger) tags each track/user pair with a situational tag. The right side

(Situation Predictor) ranks the potential situations for device/user pair to be presented
to the user.

Given the related work explained in Part I and the various categories to describe a rec-
ommendation system, we place our proposed approach as a user-aware content-based
proactive situational system. User-awareness means the system provides personalized
recommendations for each user. Content-based means it uses the audio content of the
track to label it. Proactive means the system is continuously predicting the user situation
and pushing the suggestions to the user. However, in our system, the activation is left
to the user. Finally, situational means the system is centered around giving recommen-
dations related to the listening situation. While the listening situation is not always the
dominant factor influencing the user preferences, our system makes available a “pathway”
for the user when the situation is the main influence.

7.2.1 User-aware Situational Music Auto-tagger

The first branch in the system is responsible for predicting the intended listening situation
for a track according to a given user. As described earlier, music auto-taggers are a
useful tool for labeling music with human-readable “semantic” tags which are trained to
automatically predict the correct tags (genres/instruments/moods, etc.) by using the
audio content, but given a well-labeled dataset.

Our auto-tagger, presented in Chapter 6, is trained to tag tracks with potential situations,
during which, a given user is likely to listen to this track. We will reiterate on our
implementation of this system in Section 7.3.2, after covering the dataset.

7.2.2 User-aware Situation Predictor

The second branch in the system is responsible for predicting the top K potential sit-
uations of a given user using the data sent by the user during an active session. The
situation predictor is the branch that needs to perform in real-time to allow the whole
system to be real-time. Additionally, in our implementation we relied on using only data
available during an online streaming session and sent by the users. Similarly, our selected
implementation will be elaborated in section 7.3.2 after investigating available data.

7.2.3 Training Data

Finding available data is one of the most challenging tasks in the domain of context-aware
recommendations. As described earlier, the influencing situation is a latent variable that
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we can only infer from the observed data sent by the user. Hence, in collecting a well-
labelled dataset, we need a carefully designed procedure for data collection to ensure high
quality groundtruth labels.

Dataset Collection Procedure

We rely on a modified version of the previously used method for labelling streaming
sessions with a situational tag by using playlist titles. As seen earlier, users create playlists
with a common theme according to their uses. One common theme of these playlists is
the listening situation. In various cases, the title of the playlist clearly states the situation
by including a “keyword” describing this situation. However, in this setup we rely on the
users who actively listened to these playlists instead of the creators which were used in
the previous chapter. This allows us to also retrieve the device data of those users while
they were actively listening to the playlist.

We retrieve all the listening streams that came from within these playlists at Deezer.
Each stream includes: a track, a user, a playlist with a situational keyword in the title,
along with the device data sent during this stream. We tag each stream sample, the
track/user/device data, with the situation tag found in the corresponding playlist title.
This step results in a collection of these streams tagged with the corresponding situational
keyword from the title of the source playlist, which can be used in training our system.
Note that a track/user/device triplet has a joint tag, none of them are tagged individually.
The playlist titles, while prone to errors and false positives, provide an appropriate proxy
for labelling those listening streams that is consistent with similar previous work [PZS15,
IEPR20]. We further analyse the collected labels in section 7.2.3 for a sanity check.

Collected Dataset

For our experiments, we collected a dataset using the previous procedure. However, we
needed to consider certain factors in this subset to ensure high quality data. First, we
selected the month of August 2019 for inspection, because this period had more stable
use patterns, before the Covid-19 pandemic. Additionally, we had access to data from
two locations: France and Brazil. These two locations were provided because they have
the most active users in Deezer, while being in two distinctive time zones and seasons.
This allows us to perform our study on diverse data with different sources and patterns.

The number of relevant situations to study is not defined. Hence, we collected 3 different
subsets with an increasing number of situations. This also allows us to observe how
the system performs as the complexity of the problem increases. The situations were
selected given their frequency, counted as the number of corresponding playlists in the
service’s catalogue. Our subsets are split into: 4, 8, and 12 situations. Each split was
sampled such that, there is an equal number of streams for each situation. The number
of streams/unique users/unique tracks found in each subset is shown in Table 7.1. We
will be using those situations as independent tags without merging similar activities and
places. This is due to the challenge in defining and measuring this similarity such that
we can confidently assume them identical. The set of situations selected in our dataset
are (constituting the 4, 8, 12 situations respectively):

work, gym, party, sleep | morning, run, night, dance | car, train, relax, club

Finally, once all the streams are retrieved, we proceed to fetch and compute the data
needed to train our model. As described earlier, our system makes use of 3 different types
of data:
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Table 7.1 – Number of streams, users, and tracks in each of the 3 data subsets with 4, 8,
and 12 situations

Situations Streams Users Tracks
4 334K 14K 33K
8 635K 28K 56K
12 886K 79K 62K

1. Track Data: For each track included in one of the streams, we retrieve a 30 seconds
snippet of the track, corresponding to the snippet made available by the API from
Deezer for reproduciblilty purposes. As we will be using a Mel-Spectrograms based
auto-tagger, we compute the Mel-Spectrograms of these snippets as 96 mel bands
× 646 frames.

2. Device data: we collect only basic data sent by the device to the service and selected
only what we deemed relevant to the situation prediction. The data is: the time
stamp (in local time), day of the week, device used (mobile/desktop/tablet), and
network used (mobile/WiFi/LAN/plane). Additionally, we extend the time/day
data with circular representation of the time and day similar to the one used in
[HRS10]. The final feature vector representing device data is made of 8 features:
device-type, network-type, linear-time, linear-day, circular-time X,
circular-time Y, circular-day X, circular-day Y.

3. User data: representing the users can be achieved through various versatile tech-
niques. Consistent with our previous criteria, we choose to represent the users
using the basic data available during streaming. However, given the nature of each
of our branches, the user is represented differently in each branch:
(a) Music Auto-tagger branch: Similar to our previous work on user-aware music

auto-tagging, we used the users’ listening history to derive user embeddings
that encode their listening preferences. We compute these embeddings through
matrix factorization of the user/track interactions matrix to compute a 128-d
embedding vector per user [LS99]. The constructed matrix uses all the tracks
available in the catalogue to model the user preferences, i.e. it is not computed
exclusively to tracks included in our dataset. The computed embeddings is
published with the dataset for reproducibility.

(b) Situation predictor: we used the basic demographic data of the user recorded
during registration. For each user, this data is composed of:
|age, country, gender|. While this data is prone to errors and short from
fully representing the users, it is consistent with our requirements of using basic
always-available data. Additionally, demographics were shown to be reflective
of the users’ listening habits [KSKR17].

Finally, we split our dataset in an iterative way [STV11], to keep the balance between
classes, into 4 subsets, which is used for a 4-fold cross-validation. These splits will be
conditioned to either have no overlap between the users, between the tracks, or allow
overlaps, which will be further employed for our evaluation protocols. The anonymized
dataset, along with the splits, is published for future research 1. The dataset includes
the tracks, device data, anonymized users’ data, computed user embeddings and the joint
situational tag for each stream.

1. https://zenodo.org/record/5552288
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Dataset Analysis

As a sanity check on the collected data, we plot the distribution of the situations across
the different features. Figure 7.3 shows the ratio of the used network to connect to the
service for all situations. The network connection can be: 1) “mobile”: a connection
through cellular data, 2) “wifi”: a connection with a WiFi network, 3) “LAN”: a connec-
tion through wired Ethernet, or 4) “plane”: an offline stream from a device without a
connection. We observe variations that correspond to what is expected from each situa-
tion, i.e. outdoors vs. indoors. However, we also find certain networks that do not match
the expectations, e.g. LAN connections in a car situation, which represents noise in the
dataset that can be a continuation of already existing sessions that moved indoors. Fig-
ure 7.4 represents the used device for each situation. The available device are “mobile”,
“desktop” (e.g. a laptop), or “tablet”. We notice that most users overwhelmingly use
mobile device in most cases, with small variations that also match expectations of indoor
and outdoor situations. Finally, Figure 7.5 shows the distribution of all situations for
each hour of the day. Similarly, we find predictable patterns for each situation ranging
from night-related situation in the early hours that gradually progress as the time pass.
These patterns support the hypothesis of using playlist titles as proxy for inferring the
actual listening situation.

7.3 Problem Formulation

For simplicity, we consider the case of a single user. For a given user u, we define eu ∈ R128

as the user embeddings retrieved from the matrix factorization of the user-track matrix.
gu ∈ R3 is the demographic data of the user, representing |age,country,gender|. At
time t, we define the data received from the user’s device as d

(t)
u ∈ R8. For an audio

track a, we define ea ∈ R256 as the track embeddings from applying a convolutional auto-
tagger on the melspectrogram of track A ∈ R96×646. Finally, we define the user’s listening
situation c ∈ C, where |C| = N is the number of predefined situations in the collected
dataset. A summary of the used notation can be found in Table 7.2.

The output of the Situation Predictor model is a vector of probabilities ∈ RN , one for
each situation in C given the user and the device data, such that

ŷ(t)
sp = P (c|d(t)

u ,gu) ∀c ∈ C (7.1)
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Figure 7.5 – Ratios of the different situations at each hour of the day

Symbol Definition Dimension
eu The embeddings of an input user R128

gu The demographics of an input user R3

du The device data of the input user R8

A The Melspectrogram of an input track R96×646

ea The track embeddings from the audio branch R256

Table 7.2 – Summary of the used notation
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The output of the user-aware music auto-tagger is again a vector of probabilities.

ŷat = P (c|ea, eu) ∀c ∈ C (7.2)

7.3.1 Inference

Background Computation:

By running the music auto-tagger on all the tracks for a given user to predict the proba-
bilities of all the potential situations, we get a probabilities matrix Ŷat ∈ [0, 1]N×M , where
N is the number of predefined situations and M is the number of tracks available. Ŷat is
computed once and saved for the retrieval phase later.

Real-time Computation

Once a user interacts with the service and sends device data at time t, the situation pre-
dictor runs to predict the potential situations using d

(t)
u and gu. The predicted situation

is the one with the highest probability. Let n∗ = arg max(ŷsp), be the index of predicted
situation.

Retrieval

Once the predicted situation is computed, we retrieve the tracks’ probabilities of the
predicted situation from Ŷat[n

∗, :]. Afterwards, the simplest approach would be to sort
those tracks with this probability of fitting the predicted situation, and the top tracks are
retrieved. Ideally, we would use those predictions to prefilter the tracks pool, then employ
further recommendation algorithms to select the suitable tracks from the reduced pool of
tracks.

7.3.2 Training

For a given user u, let the dataset of streams consisting of a sequence of track-device
pairs be < (A

(1)
u ,d

(1)
u ), . . . , (A

(K)
u ,d

(K)
u ) >, where K is the total number of streams for

user u, where A
(i)
u is the melspectrogram of the streamed track at the ith sample for i ∈

{1, . . . , K}, d(i)
u is the corresponding device data, and Y = {0, 1}N×K is the corresponding

groundtruth situations.

We can describe the situation predictor as ŷ
(i)
sp = fθsp(d

(i)
u ,gu), which tries to estimate

the probabilities ŷ(i)
sp for the given sample d

(i)
u , while θsp represents the trainable param-

eters of the model. The model parameters are trained by optimizing a loss function
L(ŷ

(i)
sp,y(i), θsp). Given that the dataset is a single-label-multi-class set, we optimize after

applying the soft-max function for all samples i.

Similarly, the music auto-tagger can be described as ŷ
(i)
at = fθat(A

(i)
u , eu), which tries to

estimate the probabilities ŷ(i)at for the given streamed track using its melspectrogram A
(i)
u

as input, while θat is the trainable parameters of the model. Similarly, the model is trained
by minimizing the loss after applying soft-max L(ŷ

(i)
at ,y

(i), θat) for all samples i.
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Figure 7.6 – Architecture of the User-Aware Music Auto-tagger.

Framework Implementation

The modular architecture of this framework allows for an effortless mix-and-match ac-
cording to computation/data availability. In this section, we present the implementation
we selected to present the experimentation results.

User-Aware Music Auto-tagger

We use almost the same architecture used in the previous chapter with few variations
in the dimensions. The model operates on both the track and user data. The audio
input is processed through a multi-layer convolutional neural network applied to its Mel-
Spectrograms. The input Mel-Spectrograms is passed to a batch normalization layer then
to 4 pairs of convolutional and max pooling layers. The convolutional layers have a fixed
filter size of (3x3) and (32, 64, 128, 256) filters respectively, each followed by a ReLu
activation function. The max pooling filters have a size (2x2) each. The flattened output
of the last CNN layer is passed to a fully connected layer with 256 units with ReLU
activation function. The output of the audio module ea is a 256-d vector representing the
extracted features from the input track. The full architecture of the used model can be
found in Figure 7.6.

The user input is processed through a 2-layer feed-forward neural network with ReLu
activations before being concatenated with the audio representation. We pass the con-
catenated output to a fully connected layer with with ReLu activation function and apply
a dropout with 0.3 ratio for regularization. The final layer is made of N output units
with a Softmax activation function, where N depends on the number of tags available in
the selected subset. We train the model till convergence by minimizing the categorical
cross entropy, optimized with Adam [KB14] and a learning rate initialized to 0.1 with an
exponential decay every 1000 iterations.

Situation Predictor

In choosing a real-time “light” Situation Predictor model, we prioritize the computational
complexity requirements over accuracy. The low dimensional input features already pro-

91



7. LEVERAGING MUSIC AUTO-TAGGING AND USER-SERVICE INTERACTIONS
FOR CONTEXTUAL MUSIC RECOMMENDATION

vide a strong case for the investigated models. For our implementation, we experimented
with different classifiers: Decision Trees, K-Nearest Neighbors, and eXtreme Gradient
Boosting (XGBoost) [CG16]. While all gave comparable results, we selected XGBoost to
present for its consistent performance across splits and different evaluation scenarios. The
selected model takes as input an 11-d feature vector (8 device features + 3 demographic
features). Similar to the auto-tagger model, the output predictions depend on the number
of situations in the dataset.

Reproducibility

The framework implementation along with the experimental results can be reproduced
using the public sourcecode published with this thesis 2. Additionally, the dataset, along
with the splitting information, is shared both for reproducibility and for future studies.
The dataset is composed of the track, user, and device triplets along with the correspond-
ing groundtruth situation label. The precomputed and anonymized user embeddings,
along with their demographic data, are also shared in the dataset. The 30-seconds track
samples used for training and testing in our experiments are retrievable through the Deezer
API 3.

7.4 Experimental Results

In this section, we first present our protocols to evaluate the system in different use cases
and then discuss the experimental results obtained.

7.4.1 Evaluation Protocols

We approach the evaluation of this system from two different perspectives: 1) evaluating
the system intelligence and its capability of learning and generalizing 2) evaluating the
proposed system in a stable use-case with frequent users/tracks 3) evaluating the system
in an actual retrieval task.

We simulate these scenarios through a different split criteria for the testset. Let the full
set of streams in our collected dataset S, where each stream s has a user u and a track t.
We will be referring to the training set as Strain, the testset as Stest, the set of unique users
in training and testing as Utrain and Utest respectively, and similarly the unique tracks in
the splits as Ttrain and Ttest.

In our evaluation, we use standard classification metrics such as accuracy, area under
the receiver operating characteristic curve (AUC), precision, recall, and f1-score [HS15].
Additionally, as we will be evaluating the situation predictor capability of including the
correct situation in the top k predictions, we use accuracy@k. It is important to emphasize
that our splits have an equal number of samples for each situation, i.e. there is no bias
due to skewness in the labels distribution.

Evaluating System Generalization

This evaluation aims at testing the Auto-taggers capability of extracting relevant features
from the audio content and using it to predict its situational use for a given user, while

2. https://github.com/KarimMibrahim/Situational_Session_Generator
3. https://developers.deezer.com/api

92

https://github.com/KarimMibrahim/Situational_Session_Generator
https://developers.deezer.com/api


7. LEVERAGING MUSIC AUTO-TAGGING AND USER-SERVICE INTERACTIONS
FOR CONTEXTUAL MUSIC RECOMMENDATION

personalizing the predictions based on the user listening history. The auto-tagger is
evaluated on the case of either new tracks or new users to assess its generalization on
new cases. Additionally, this evaluation assess the Situation Predictor’s capability of
learning the patterns of the users and how this knowledge generalizes to new users with
new patterns. Note, we consider “new” to be unseen to the models during training but
not new to the service, i.e. the users embeddings from their listening history are available
during testing.

To evaluate the system intelligence and fit to the data, we restrict the evaluation splits
to include either: 1) new users (cold-user case): Stest = {s|u /∈ Utrain, t ∈ Ttrain} 2) new
tracks (cold-track case): Stest = {s|u ∈ Utrain, t /∈ Ttrain}. We exclude the specific case of
both new tracks and new users because splitting the data with only new user/track pairs
in the testset is difficult and rare to find. Additionally, recommending a new track to a
new user is not a common nor practical scenario to use for evaluating a system.

Evaluating the System for Session Generation

In this scenario, the goal is to evaluate how the system would perform in a regular use-case
as described in section 7.2 (warm case): Stest = {s|u ∈ Utrain, t ∈ Ttrain, s /∈ Strain}. The
regular use-case does not restrict the system to neither new users nor tracks. However, the
testset is split to include exclusively new streams, i.e. (user/track) pairs. The evaluation of
this regular use-case is relatively complex and includes several entwined evaluation criteria.
The goal is to compare the overlap of generated sessions with groundtruth sessions.

We performs those evaluation protocols through:
1. Evaluating the auto-taggers accuracy in predicting the correct situation for a given

track/user pair.
2. Evaluating the situation predictor at finding the correct situation in the top K

ranked situations.
3. Evaluating the joint system through the overlap of correct predictions between the

two branches for every stream in the testset. This accuracy can be interpreted
as the ratio of existing streams that would have occurred in these sessions if the
playlists were generated with this system instead.

Evaluating the System in a Recommendation Scenario

Finally, we evaluate our proposed approach in a recommendation scenario; we specifically
only evaluate the Music Auto-Tagger Part and consider an ideal Situation Predictor. We
start by explaining what is the recommendation scenario. For this we first explain the
concept of a “session”. A “session” is a continuous time span, i.e. without any breaks
longer than 20 minutes, during which the user listens to a streaming service. It is defined
by user and device information and the sequence of tracks the user has listened to. A
“situational session” is a session, for which, tracks are coming from a playlist that is
associated with a situation, such as “gym”, using the method described earlier. The goal
of a recommendation system is to predict the tracks of the next session given a description
of previous sessions (user, device and list of tracks). For example, knowing the content of
the sessions Z1, Z2 predict the tracks for the session Z3 , therefore for the same user but
at a later time. For this, a recommendation system will select a subset of tracks from a
music catalogue to be part of the next session Z3.

In our experiment, we will highlight the fact that pre-filtering this catalogue to the subset
of tracks tagged with the same situation as Z3 improves the recommendation, i.e. we
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consider only situational sessions as target. For this, we will estimate the situation of all
pairs of track/user in the catalogue using our Music Auto-Tagging system. Knowing the
situation of the next session Z3 (we here consider that our Situation Predictor provides
the correct situation), we can pre-filter the catalogue, i.e. only retain the subset of tracks
with the predicted situation equal to “gym” for this user. To get the tracks of the next
session, we then run the recommendation system either on the whole catalogue or our
pre-filtered subset of tracks. We describe below the recommendation system (CoseRNN)
we use. Given the list of tracks of the ground-truth next session Z3, and the ones obtained
by the recommendation system (a ranked list cut at K=10, 20, . . . , 100) we can compare
both lists using Recall (the number of tracks in the ground-truth N list which also exist
in the recommended list divided by N), Precision (same divided by K) and F-measure.

CoseRNN. The recommendation algorithm we used is the CoseRNN (Contextual and Se-
quential Recurrent Neural Network), a state-of-the-art model recently proposed [HHM+20].
CoseRNN aims at predicting the tracks of the next session Z3 given information of the
previous sessions (Z1, Z2). Each session is described by its user, list of tracks and device
data. The tracks are embedded (using a modification of the Word2Vec algorithm) and
the average of the embeddings of the tracks of a session represents the session embedding.
The sequence of previous session embeddings is fed with user and device information as
inputs to CoseRNN whose output is a new session embedding (the embedding of the next
session). Tracks with the closest embeddings to this predicted session embedding are then
selected for the next session. The closeness is defined by a cosine distance. The results
are therefore a ranked list of tracks. For our experiment, we train this model using all
our available sessions (whether situational or not). However, we only test the model on
the situational sessions.

7.4.2 Evaluation Results

User-aware Music Auto-tagger Evaluation

The results for the music auto-tagger can be found in Table 7.3. As shown, the model can
reach satisfying performance relative to the evaluation scenario. In terms of AUC, the
model’s fit for both new users and tracks in the cold user/track splits is not significantly
impaired compared to the warm case. The performance decreases evidently as the problem
gets harder with more situations to tag, though in some cases it increases given the increase
of dataset size from additional situations. In terms of accuracy, the model’s performance in
the intended use-case, i.e. warm case, is satisfying. That is to say, the system can correctly
tag around two thirds of the user/track listen streams with their correct situational use,
when it has seen the user or the track before, but not jointly.

Note that this accuracy was computed by selecting the most probable situation from the
predictions. While the high values of AUC suggest a threshold optimization is needed for
each class, in real use-case we do not necessarily need a threshold. The prediction proba-
bility could be used directly to retrieve tracks, e.g. by ranking tracks with the prediction
probabilities and include top ranked tracks in the generated sessions. However, this max-
probability threshold is needed for further evaluations with the situation predictor and
with the sequential retrieval model.

A more detailed per-situation evaluation is shown in Figure 7.7. We observe a varying
performance across the different situations, with some being easier to predict than others.
To further understand these variations, we plot the confusion matrix between the situa-
tions in Figure 7.8. The confusion matrix explain the variation in the results. Certain
situations that are misclassified are often confused with similar situations, e.g. situation
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Table 7.3 – Evaluation results of the Music Auto-tagger evaluated with AUC and
accuracy in the three evaluation protocol splits (cold-user, cold-track, and warm case)
and the three subsets of situations (4, 8, and 12). The results are shown as mean(std.).

# Sit AUC Accuracy
Cold User Cold Track Warm Case Cold User Cold Track Warm Case

4 0.889 (.009) 0.873 (.013) 0.959 (.013) 69.72 (1.07) 63.77 (2.33) 83.75 (2.33)
8 0.815 (.005) 0.866 (.007) 0.945 (.007) 47.56 (0.53) 52.44 (2.31) 70.81 (1.45)
12 0.852 (.004) 0.824 (.012) 0.941 (.012) 52.68 (1.25) 37.61 (3.47) 69.14 (3.79)
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Figure 7.7 – Recall, precision, and f1-score computed for each situation in the 12 classes
set in the warm case

with energetic music such as gym, running, dance or party. This confusion is indicative
of the shortcomings of using keywords to express different situations without considering
the intrinsic relationships between them. However, exploring these relations is still an
active research problem with no complete model for categorizing the situations.

Situation Predictor Evaluation

The results for the situation predictor can be found in Table 7.4. We find that predicting
the situation for new users becomes noticeably harder. In the case of 12 potential situ-
ations, the system was able to correctly predict the situation for only one fourth of the
streams. However, when the system is allowed to make multiple guesses, the accuracy
evidently increases. In the case where the user is to make the last decision, the system is
able to include the correct situation in the top 3 suggestions 96%, 80%, and 68% in the
cases of 4, 8, and 12 potential situations respectively. The choice of K, when evaluating
with accuracy@k, can be obviously changed, and the performance will increase as K in-
creases. We choose to display the results for K=3 since 3 is around the number of visible
items in the carousels displayed by most streaming services on the suggestions screen on
mobile devices [BSB20].

Additionally, Figure 7.9 shows the confusion matrix obtained in the 12 situations case.
We observe that the confusion is mostly coherent with the statistic shown earlier of the
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Figure 7.8 – Confusion Matrix of the auto-tagger in the case of 12 classes in the warm
case

distribution of situations with the device data. Situations that are likely to originate with
similar device data are harder to discriminate than the rest. For example, we observe
a cluster of night-related situations including night, sleep, and relax situations. Simi-
larly, outdoors situation are also often confused together. Discriminating those situations
is hindered by the limited data available. However, the convenience of recommending
top k situations provides an easy solution to further discriminate between these similar
situations.

Finally, to evaluate the challenge in classifying situations from multiple sources, we com-
pare between the evaluation results in each location separately. We compare between two
different cases: 1) a model trained globally on the data from both locations but tested
locally, 2) a model trained locally on each location independently and tested on the cor-
responding location. Table 7.5 shows the results for this evaluation setting. We find that
training the models locally slightly improves the results, but not significantly. This sug-

Table 7.4 – Evaluation results of the Situation Predictor evaluated on accuracy and
accuracy@3 in the three evaluation protocol splits (cold-user, cold-track, and warm case)
and the three subsets of situations (4, 8, and 12). This system only rely on the user, so
the cold track split is merged with the warm case. The results are shown as mean(std.).

No. of Situations Accuracy Accuracy @3
Cold User Warm Case Cold User Warm Case

4 47.46 (0.98) 66.96 (0.39) 90.51 (0.31) 96.3 (0.1)
8 30.95 (0.89) 49.23 (0.16) 64.11 (1.42) 79.62 (0.13)
12 25.00 (0.29) 39.92 (0.13) 52.04 (0.61) 67.62 (0.21)
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Figure 7.9 – Confusion Matrix of the situation predictor in the case of 12 classes in the
warm case

Table 7.5 – Evaluation results of the globally and locally trained models for each of the
two locations in our dataset, France and Brazil, evaluated at each subset of situations in

the warm case. The results are shown as mean(std.).

France BrazilSituations Global Model Local Model Global Model Local Model
4 53.4 (0.2) 55.1 (0.2) 59.2 (0.2) 61.7 (0.2)
8 35.8 (0.1) 36.8 (0.1) 45.9 (0.1) 48.2 (0.1)
12 27.6 (0.1) 28.2 (0.1) 39.6 (0.2) 41.8 (0.1)

gests that using the same one model for all available locations gives comparable results to
using multiple local models. We also observe a clear distinction in the accuracy between
the two locations, where Brazil scores higher than France in all cases. This is due to the
larger number of users in our dataset who are in France, i.e. there are more users with
more distinct patterns in the France case.

Joint Evaluation

The results for the joint system can be found in Table 7.6. As we can see, each variable in
our evaluation influences the performance of the system. The most influential parameter
is the number of potential situations. As the complexity increases, we find the accuracy
of the model ranges from 16% in the case of 12 potential situations in the cold scenarios,
up to 58% in the case of 4 potential situations with no new users or tracks. Additionally,
we find the expected variation in performance between the cold cases and the warm case
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Table 7.6 – The joint evaluation results of the Situation Predictor, Auto-tagger, and
their overlapping predictions evaluated with accuracy in the three evaluation protocol
splits (cold-user, cold-track, and warm case) and the three subsets of situations (4, 8,

and 12). The results are shown as mean(std.).

Model Cold Users Cold Tracks Warm Case
4 Situations

Situation Predictor 47.46 (0.98) 66.81 (0.35) 67.20 (0.26)
Auto-tagger 69.73 (1.07) 63.78 (2.33) 83.75 (2.33)
Overlap 36.22 (1.27) 44.60 (1.01) 58.92 (1.71)

8 Situations
Situation Predictor 30.95 (0.89) 49.13 (0.24) 49.35 (0.19)

Auto-tagger 47.56 (0.53) 52.44 (2.31) 70.81 (1.45)
Overlap 17.77 (0.49) 28.94 (1.24) 39.52 (1.27)

12 Situations
Situation Predictor 25.00 (0.29) 39.05 (0.31) 39.19 (0.14)

Auto-tagger 52.68 (1.25) 37.61 (3.47) 69.14 (3.79)
Overlap 16.19 (0.32) 18.75 (1.63) 31.26 (1.30)

of intended use. We observe how the drop in the performance of the situation predictor
and auto-tagger, on new users/tracks, negatively affects the joint system performance.

However, in the harder evaluation case of generating a situational playlists with only 1
guess allowed out of 12, the proposed system would have been able to include at least a
third of the actual listened tracks in those playlists, while pushing them to the user at
the exact listened time.

Recommendation Evaluation

Finally, we evaluate the potential of auto-tagging tracks with situational tags in a rec-
ommendation scenario. We achieve this by employing a sequential session-aware method
(CoseRNN) on its own and compare its performance with the case of (Prefiltering) the
potential tracks. It is important to note that prefiltering the tracks pool prevents us from
evaluating with certain ranking metrics that require reaching a recall of 1, e.g. mean
average precision. Hence, we display the ranking evaluation metrics as is in Table 7.7.
We observe a clear improvement across those metrics with increasing number of retrieved
tracks, K. This demonstrates that the prefiltering is efficient in removing tracks less likely
to be listened by the given user in each situation and facilitates the retrieval task using
traditional sequential recommenders.

It is also important to emphasize that the proposed approach does not replace these
traditional recommenders used in streaming services, but aims at enhancing them. This
is achieved by isolating the situational listening sessions from non-situational ones. This
separation is motivated by the strong variation in listening preferences between the two
cases. The situational sessions can deviate from the user’s “average” preferences and is
often motivated by a specific purpose being sought through the music, e.g. energizing
music for sports. This deviation can hinder the performance of traditional recommenders
where this temporary change in preference is not revealed to the recommender. Hence, it
is possible that this separation of situational sessions can further improve the development
of recommenders in non-situational cases by allowing them to focus on one task instead
of several tasks simultaneously.
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Table 7.7 – Comparison of CoseRNN model with and without prefiltering using
predicted tags from the auto-tagger, evaluated with Recall@K, Precision@K, and

F1-score. Results are displayed as percentage.

K Recall@K Precision@K F1-score@K
No filtering Prefiltering No filtering Prefiltering No filtering Prefiltering

10 0.679 0.933 0.489 2.261 0.569 1.321
20 1.286 1.611 0.437 1.979 0.653 1.776
30 1.898 2.184 0.412 1.808 0.677 1.978
40 2.551 2.719 0.401 1.707 0.693 2.097
50 3.357 3.254 0.398 1.633 0.712 2.174
75 5.566 4.355 0.391 1.475 0.731 2.204
100 8.086 5.366 0.393 1.375 0.749 2.189

7.4.3 Discussion

The evaluation results give us various insights of the system. The first impression would
be of potential towards a convenient feature to facilitate music streaming. It hints as
well to a range of service-customization techniques that could be used to significantly
improve the performance. Out of those techniques, we bring to the table customizing
potentials situations. The appealing performance in the case of 4 situations directs us
towards selecting the subset of potential situations based on the users, which could even
be inserted by the users themselves.

Additionally, representing the listening situation as a tag attached to a track/user pair
allows for a range of applications to be accessible. In our experiments, we show-cased one
application where the tags were used to prefilter the recommended tracks based on the
current listening situation. Furthermore, they could facilitate playlist generation, provid-
ing personalized results for a search query with a situational keyword, or playlist/session
continuation based on the common situational tags in the recent tracks.

However, the evaluation raises unanswered questions in some aspects. The study is based
on playlists with a “situational keyword”, and users who listened to them were being
influenced by these situations. Although we tried to be thorough with our data collection,
this was a strong assumption that we could not validate. This raises to question, if this is
sufficient to collect quality data for training the models. Additionally, the brute keyword
matching does not account for intrinsic relationships between those situations, e.g. sport-
related situations could be clustered together. It also does not account for the multiple
meanings of a certain keyword, e.g. “train” can be a place or an activity. This motivates
future research to develop a categorical representation for these situations to better classify
them.

But, are the users OK with their patterns being exploited?

This study will not be complete without a discussion of the privacy concerns for the users.
Specifically, when it comes to using their usage patterns to predict their daily activities.
While it is arguable that these recommendation systems are developed primarily to pro-
vide better experience for the users, there has been negative sentiment towards revealing
personal information online [SBS11]. This personalization-privacy paradox has been in
discussion for as long as personalized services [AK06]; a discussion that grew into an urge
towards systems that reveal their intentions instead [CKS+19].
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Hence, we suggest that using the user involvement paradigm is a workaround in this
paradox. Moreover, this feature can and should be optional, even to work properly. Users
who do not have situational listening patterns should not be included in the system,
similar to the case is our dataset used for training and testing. It is arguable that users
are suspicious of background activities, but this transparent interpretable approach is
potentially intuitive to the users for a better personalized experience. We are keen on
finding out if this user-service ecosystem would be more approachable by the users than
to ghost them and trespass with overreaching recommendations.

7.5 Conclusion

In this chapter, we explained our proposed approach for generating personalized situa-
tional sessions to online music streamers. This practical approach is developed to be used
by online streaming services as an interactive feature for its frequent users. Through the
proposed approach, users could access a set of predicted potential situations. When one is
activated by the user, it automatically generates a playlist of tracks “likely” to be listened
to by the user in this situation. This likelihood would be estimated using an auto-tagger
trained on predicting the situational use of tracks, given a specific user and his/her lis-
tening history. This alternative approach of treating the context as a tag describing a
listening situation provides a strong case for interpretable recommendations, since these
tags can be easily communicated and understood by the user.

Our evaluations of this system showed promising results supporting the approach of iso-
lating the situational sessions from the traditional recommendation task. We evaluated
each of our system’s blocks individually, combined, then in a recommendation scenario.
The evaluation results indicated that the system is capable of learning personalized pat-
terns for the users, which when employed for recommendation outperformed traditional
recommendation.
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Chapter 8

Conclusion and Future Work

8.1 Summary

In this thesis, we addressed the problem of tagging tracks with potential listening situa-
tions based on the audio content of the tracks. This unique setup of the problem is an
alternative and interpretable approach towards providing contextual recommendation to
music listeners. We incrementally investigated the use and design of music auto-taggers
in order to annotate music with personalized situational tags. To achieve this, we have
devised a semi-automatic pipeline for linking the listening situation to the listened tracks
by exploiting playlist titles. Through our pipeline, we were able to collect large-scale
datasets of tracks tagged with groundtruth situations and made them available to the
community to foster future work on this problem. Additionally, throughout this work,
we have given special attention to the adaptability of the designed system to real-world
services.

We have tested a state-of-the-art auto-tagging model on our collected datasets and adapted
it accordingly to the problem. This adaption entailed first addressing the challenge of
missing negative labels in our datasets. Subsequently, it entailed changing the models to
process user data simultaneously in order to give personalized tag predictions. We de-
signed several evaluation protocols and validated the importance of considering the users
in the task of situational auto-tagging. Finally, to put this approach into recommendation
scenarios, it is essential to be able to predict the current active situation of a given user.
We have exploited the available device data during a streaming session in order to infer
the potential situations. Although this problem is significantly harder, given the limited
available data, we have reached satisfactory results by allowing several simultaneous pre-
dictions. This was particularly useful in industrial cases where services often arrange their
suggestions in a carousel with multiple options.

As explained in Chapter 1, we address four subjects in this thesis: Identifying relevant
situations, applying music auto-taggers to situational tags, adapting auto-taggers to pro-
vide personalization, and automatically inferring active listening situations. Our main
contributions in each task are described in the following paragraphs:

A dataset collection pipeline for linking situations, tracks, users, and device
data: We have built on top of previous work on this topic to find a proxy to collect the
required data for our studies. We first identified the potential keywords describing the
listening situations that would serve as “tags” in our setup as explained in Chapter 5. We
have then collected three datasets, first of their kind, that label a track/user/device data
with a listening situation. We achieved this by exploiting playlists titles matched with
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the set of defined keywords/tags. We experimented with multiple filtering approaches to
ensure high quality of the collected data.

Each of our datasets provide a specific attribute useful for studying each of our subse-
quent problems. The first dataset is a multi-context dataset of tracks that are frequently
associated with these contexts. The second dataset is a user-aware dataset composed of
tracks tagged with the context associated to them by the playlist creators, along with the
creators embeddings. Finally, the third dataset focuses on retrieving the device data on
which users listened to these playlists. This dataset provides a triplet of user/track/device
tagged with listening situations retrieved from playlist titles. All our datasets are made
public to encourage future work on this problem.

Adapting music auto-taggers to situational tags: Our second task is to study the
usability of music auto-taggers in identifying the potential listening situations. Given that
our evaluation results were comparable to the average performance of music auto-taggers
on non-situational tags, this study has encouraged the pursuit of adapting auto-taggers
to this specific task as shown in Chapter 5. However, the variation of the performance in-
between different situations has further strengthened our assumption of user-dependency.
But before exploring how to involve the users in the process, we had to overcome another
problem associated with the nature of the data, the missing negative labels.

The procedure we used for collecting the dataset puts emphasis on the positive labels, i.e.
our filtering steps are designed to ensure that only true positives are included. However,
we have no proxy for validating negative labels. Hence, we have proceeded with deriving a
confidence-based weighting scheme for the loss function used in training the model. This
correlation-based weighting proved to improve the training stage of the model. We further
verified these results by creating artificial missing labels on complete multi-label datasets,
which clearly showed a significant improvement. This is particularly useful where the
architecture of the model is predefined, such as our case, and an ad-hoc approach is
required to address the missing labels.

Adapting auto-taggers to provide personalization: Auto-taggers have been largely
used on tags that are solely content-based. However, this is not necessarily the case when
it comes to situational tags. Hence, we adapted a state-of-the-art music auto-tagger to
process the user information simultaneously with the track content. We achieved this by
representing each users through an embedding vector derived from their previous listening
history. Our proposed evaluation protocols, designed to measure user satisfaction, proved
that auto-taggers can provide personalized and more accurate predictions compared to
the original models as shown in chapter 6. Our user-aware music auto-tagger is the first
attempt in developing personalized situational auto-taggers.

Joiny music auto-taggers with a situation prediction model for a situational
recommendation framework Finally, to incorporate this approach to an into a real-
time application, it is essential to predict the active listening situation. Hence, we have
exploited the available device data to achieve this task. Even though the available data
is quite limited, our trained models were able to achieve promising results as shown in
Chapter 7. By combining the two models (the auto-tagger and situation predictor), we
developed a framework to filter the set of potential tracks in real-time, based on the pre-
dicted situation, before deploying traditional recommendation algorithms and proposing
the results to the user.

This framework provides an alternative pathway to recommending situational sessions,
aside from the primary sequential recommendation system deployed by the service, which
is interpretable through the tags. Our evaluation showed that prefiltering those situational
sessions with the corresponding tags significantly improved the performance of the tradi-
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tional recommendation algorithm in situational sessions. This approach to the problem
is a first-time attempt into providing contextual recommendations through auto-tagging.

8.2 Limitations and Future Work

Our work has covered multiple topics where each has its own limitations and potential for
future work. The most evident influence on our work would be the progress in developing
auto-taggers. One can assume that obtaining complex music auto-taggers that are capable
of extracting more musically-relevant features from the audio content would instantly
improve their performance in the situational tagging case. This is bound to the overall
future work regarding the auto-tagging task in MIR, i.e. not exclusive to the problem in
hand. However, there is a number of potential steps to be taken regarding our approach
to the problem.

General limitations In all our studies, we have made an assumption that dictates: any
session associated with a situational playlist is indeed a situational session, and users
listening to it are actively experiencing this situation. Even though this simplification
significantly helped in collecting and labelling our datasets, it is a strong assumption that
we have not validated. There is always a possibility that the users either like the playlist
content without regarding its target situation, or it is a continuation of an earlier session
which is no longer being listened to in the corresponding situation. This can impair the
device data collected in the third dataset.

Furthermore, due to the dataset distribution, we had to shift the problem from a multi-
label setup to a single-label one. This was motivated by the fact that the users included in
the dataset rarely have playlists made for several situations. However, in reality, each user
could have the same track associated with multiple situations. Our approach does not
address this case and only predicts a single situation for a user/track pair. The simplest
solution for this shortcoming would be training the models in a single-label setting, before
replacing the prediction layer with a multi-label one, i.e. without normalizing the pre-
dicted probabilities. However, this is not guaranteed to achieve the full potential without
fine-tuning on a multi-label groundtruth. Hence, the more elaborate solution would be to
find a proper procedure for collecting user-aware datasets in a multi-label setting.

Additionally, personalized auto-taggers are far less explored and possess the potential to
significantly improve through dedicated studies on personalization. In our work, we have
used history-based embeddings that capture the global preferences of the user. However,
the global preferences are not necessarily reflective of each user’s preference in each of the
possible situations. Hence, personalization can be further improved through a context-
centered representation. One possible approach would be deriving embeddings based
solely on the situational sessions, detected through their association with the titles of the
listened playlists. Another possibility is through creating a user profile from a one-time
questionnaire about their situational preferences.

Context hierarchy Our work has treated the context as a brute keyword describing
an independent listening situation. However, this approach fails to address the interre-
lations of these listening situations. One can assume that sport-related or dance-related
situations all share similar musical content. However, this is an oversimplification that
should be addressed properly. Drawing a line between independent, related, and identical
situations needs to be further investigated. One potential solution is to use a hierarchical
representation of the situations adding more specificity as it grows. A starting point can
be already available taxonomies. However, these taxonomies are more centered around
the semantic similarity rather than the musical similarity. It is important to derive this
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contextual hierarchy in a way that reflects the musical similarity between the situations
when being experienced.

Furthermore, this will again be challenged by the personalization step. It is arguable an
identical situation for one user could mean two completely different situations for another.
In order to properly achieve personalization, these differences should be also addressed
in future work. One suggestion would be to adapt the auto-taggers to output learnable
embeddings that represent several potential situations using the track content and the
user, i.e. a personalized situational encoder. This representation can be further translated
into comprehensible tags through an interpretation model that can hierarchically output
the potential situations for a given user. However, this can only be achieved given a
proper multi-context user-aware dataset along with a hierarchical representation of the
situations.

Evaluation procedure A significant challenge when it comes to either context or recom-
mendations is the evaluation stage. These multi-faceted problems are harder to evaluate
as they are not fully observed due to the inability to judge the users subjective opinion.
In our setup, the problem is considered a classification problem and is evaluated as so.
However, the bigger picture is different. First of all, we are evaluating on a slice of data
from the past. This does not actually reflects how this system would perform in a real-
time setting. Hence, further evaluations with real-time users is highly encouraged. The
most suitable approach would be to test this framework in an AB testing setup. Given our
preliminary results, we can suggest proceeding with online testing. However, AB testing
is costly as it is deployed through an actual service and could hinder the perception of
the service. An alternative would be performing a smaller scale user evaluation/surveys
on the quality of the predictions. A favorable result can then encourage for AB testing.

Beyond the audio content Finally, our work has solely focused on the audio content
for disambiguating the potential situations. However, similar to other MIR tasks, other
sources of data can provide additional information to achieve the task. For example, pro-
cessing the lyrics has proved to be useful in various tasks, including auto-tagging targeting
emotions [PFOT19]. Similarly, lyrics can be a decisive feature for a track which is sought
after in specific situations, e.g. motivational lyrics can be appreciated in certain contexts.
Additionally, user reviews for a specific artist or album could reflect the sentiment of the
listeners towards the content, e.g. relaxing or energetic. Multi-modal approaches have
been consistently proving to be superior to models that rely on a single source of data
[SNA19]. Furthermore, the non-situational tags associated with the tracks could also
provide a useful additional information that can be included in this specific tagging task.

To conclude, we have performed a number of studies aiming at facilitating contextual
music recommendation through tagging. Our studies focused on lying a foundation for
this alternative setup for future work. Our setup was motivated by applicability in the
industry in a data-driven manner. Our results showed promising potential towards an
interpretable contextual recommendation process. Finally, we have highlighted several
potential future works that can further investigate sub-tasks from each of our studies.
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Résumé : La croissance exponentielle des services
en ligne et des données des utilisateurs a changé la
façon dont nous interagissons avec divers services,
et la façon dont nous explorons et sélectionnons de
nouveaux produits. Par conséquent, il existe un be-
soin croissant de méthodes permettant de recom-
mander les articles appropriés pour chaque utilisa-
teur. Dans le cas de la musique, il est plus impor-
tant de recommander les bons éléments au bon mo-
ment. Il est bien connu que le contexte, c’est-à-dire
la situation d’écoute des utilisateurs, influence for-
tement leurs préférences d’écoute. C’est pourquoi
le développement de systèmes de recommandation
fait l’objet d’une attention croissante. Les approches
les plus récentes sont des modèles basés sur les
séquences qui visent à prédire les pistes de la pro-

chaine session en utilisant les informations contex-
tuelles disponibles. Cependant, ces approches ne
sont pas faciles à interpréter et ne permettent pas à
l’utilisateur de s’impliquer. De plus, peu d’approches
précédentes se sont concentrées sur l’étude de la
manière dont le contenu audio est lié à ces influences
situationnelles et, dans une moindre mesure, sur l’uti-
lisation du contenu audio pour fournir des recomman-
dations contextuelles. Par conséquent, ces approches
souffrent à la fois d’un manque d’interprétabilité.
Dans cette thèse, nous étudions le potentiel de
l’utilisation du contenu audio principalement pour
désambiguı̈ser les situations d’écoute, fournissant
une voie pour des recommandations interprétables
basées sur la situation.

Title : Personalized Audio Auto-tagging as Proxy for Contextual Music Recommendation
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Abstract : The exponential growth of online services
and user data changed how we interact with various
services, and how we explore and select new pro-
ducts. Hence, there is a growing need for methods
to recommend the appropriate items for each user.
In the case of music, it is more important to recom-
mend the right items at the right moment. It has been
well documented that the context, i.e. the listening si-
tuation of the users, strongly influences their listening
preferences. Hence, there has been an increasing at-
tention towards developing recommendation systems.
State-of-the-art approaches are sequence-based mo-
dels aiming at predicting the tracks in the next ses-

sion using available contextual information. However,
these approaches lack interpretability and serve as a
hit-or-miss with no room for user involvement. Addi-
tionally, few previous approaches focused on studying
how the audio content relates to these situational in-
fluences, and even to a less extent making use of
the audio content in providing contextual recommen-
dations. Hence, these approaches suffer from lack of
interpretability.
In this dissertation, we study the potential of using
the audio content primarily to disambiguate the liste-
ning situations, providing a pathway for interpretable
recommendations based on the situation.
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