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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS

Benchmarking continuous phenotype prediction with multi-omic microbiome data

by

Patrick Imran McGrath

Master of Science in Biology

University of California San Diego, 2021

Professor Andrew Bartko, Chair
Professor Rachel Dutton, Co-Chair

Large-scale microbiome datasets from 16S amplicon sequencing provide opportunities for
building predictive models with supervised machine learning to answer questions of biological
significance. Prior regression analyses have used supervised learning to predict variables of the
sampled microbial environment, such as pH, age, or other host phenotypes and disease states,
however little justification has been made for the use of specific algorithms on microbiome data.
We performed a large-scale comprehensive benchmark for 12 regression algorithms across an
extensive grid search for tuning algorithm hyperparameters. We compared these algorithms in

predicting age and BMI with three large human datasets: The National FINRISK Study, the Study

vil



of Latinos, and the International Multiple Sclerosis Microbiome Study. Each dataset is comprised
of matched samples with both 16S amplicon and shotgun metagenomic sequencing. We found
that cohort effects bias predictive performance, and propose a standardized metric for comparing
models across cohorts and predictive targets. After standardization, boosting and ensemble-type
algorithms are both highly accurate and robust relative to other algorithms in all our cohorts, and
require less thorough hyperparameter tuning to produce a good model. Hyperparameters may be
transferred from models trained on 16S data to train a model on similarly-prepared metagenomics
data, or vice-versa. In the aforementioned reliable ensemble and boosting algorithms, this comes
at no loss of relative performance and can save time when used as a warm start to hyperparameter
tuning. We recommend these practices when producing predictive models for the microbiome

with intent to compare across different cohorts.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 Microbiome -omics data

The volume of biological data has increased rapidly in the past decade driven by increased
availability and affordability of genome sequencing [1]. The revolution in high throughput
sequencing, DNA sequencing which is capable of sequencing very many DNA sequences at once,
has given biologists a wealth of information [2]. Similar increases in data volume, be it in image
collection and annotation, user data, or other areas of biological research using high-throughput
technologies, have led to an increase in the relevance and utilization of machine learning analysis
[3]. In the microbiome field, public repositories for online analysis such as Qiita have increased
the availability and access to microbiome datasets [4]. This has made the data available to
biologists, machine learning researchers, and students or the general public.

This wealth of datasets has largely been driven by the novel and often unexpected ways
in which the human microbiome has been implicated in a variety of environmental and clinical
phenomena in human health. For example, studies have linked the microbiome to areas such
as celiac’s disease and diet changes, as well as more unexpected areas, such as gastric cancer,

circadian rhythms, and PTSD [5]. Prior research has discovered links between the gut microbiome



and human diseases such as obesity and inflammatory bowel disease [6][7]. There is also much
excitement about the gut-brain axis, a reported association between the gut microbiome and
mental health conditions [8].

To study these relationships, a variety of data can be generated from microbiome samples
depending on sequencing technology [9]. One such data preparation, 16S amplicon sequencing,
is a method for identifying taxa present in a sample. While this method is considered a ‘classical’
analysis and has been in use for decades with older gPCR sequencing, it has enjoyed a renaissance
in use thanks to improved analytical methods and sequencing methods which reduce cost and
increase throughput [9]. However, other methods are gaining in popularity, such as shotgun
metagenomics, which sequences all available DNA material in a sample and can thus not only
identify taxa present in a sample, but also what genes are present [10]. Both these preparations
produce tables of samples by the relative abundances of microbial taxa found in each sample.
These relative abundance counts are often very sparse, and the number of unique taxa identified

is very large, resulting in uniquely difficult datasets for traditional statistical analyses [11].

1.2 Predictive models on the microbiome

Given these links between health and the microbiome, many microbiome studies aim to
predict clinical outcomes or classify samples based on these relative abundance tables from the
16S sequencing preparation [12]. These studies, which aim to predict outcomes such as human
aging, post-mortem intervals (the time since death of a decaying corpse), or IDB sensitivity,
through employing machine learning algorithms with varying levels of success [13]. Machine
learning advances in optimizing algorithms, and in the development of open source libraries,
have made robust and reliable machine learning tools available to researchers, students, and
even citizen-scientists [14]. Machine learning algorithms commonly used in these microbiome

studies include classes of algorithms such as decision tree-based ensembles (Random Forests),



support vector machines, and k-nearest neighbor algorithms with distance metrics relevant to
biodiversity [15]. These studies have been typically classification problems, where the model
attempts to predict a condition, which may be “healthy” or “symptomatic” in, for example, a
study of cirrhosis [16]. However, many questions of biological interest such as predicting age are
regression problems, where the outcome is a continuous variable [17].

To aid researchers in building accurate predictive models, prior studies have conducted
benchmarking that compares machine learning algorithms’ performance on microbiome data.
Two necessary steps in developing a robust and accurate machine learning model are choosing the
right algorithm for your problem, and tuning other input variables of the algorithm [15]. These
input variables, known as hyperparameters, dictate the architecture of the model and how it learns.
Optimal values for hyperparameters cannot be inferred, so they are typically tuned by training
multiple models on different values for each hyperparameter. This tuning is a necessary step in
applying machine learning algorithms as it impacts the accuracy and generalizability of the model.
It is notable that a full characterization of these models during hyperparameter tuning is absent
from prior studies. There are few studies which have large variety of machine learning algorithms
that may be applied to microbiome data, and their performance across the hyperparameter tuning

process [18] [17].

1.3 Aims

This study aims to benchmark supervised machine learning algorithms, available in public
toolkits (including but not limited to Scikit-Learn) on three large, highly controlled microbiome
datasets of human samples. The first of the three datasets is from The National FINRISK study, a
population survey of risk factors in the Finnish population, and it totals over 6400 microbiome
samples [19]. The second dataset, the Hispanic Community Health Study / Study of Latinos [20]

is a similar epidemiologic study in Hispanic and Latino populations in the United States, with over



1,100 microbiome samples. Our third dataset comes from the International Multiple Sclerosis
Microbiome Study (iIMSMS) and currently has over 1,100 microbiome samples [21]. The large
sample sizes of these studies reduces the risk of underfitting machine learning models, as more
training data is available. Each dataset also offers some common sample metadata, including
continuous variables such as the host’s age and BMI. Most critically, in each of these studies,
samples are sequenced with both 16S amplicon and shotgun metagenomics sequencing giving true
biological replicates between the two sequencing preparations. We assess twelve algorithms from
three different families of algorithm which share a common architecture or learning principle:
Ensemble algorithms, which are made up of multiple weaker models, Boosting algorithms,
which iteratively add weaker models to their ensemble with a gradient boosting technique, and
Linear algorithms, which are variants on linear regression. We evaluate the performance of
each algorithm relative to each other and to a null model in terms of prediction error. Our
scope is unique in that we explicitly compare the performance behavior of these algorithms
for predicting continuous variables across both 16S and metagenomics data preparations, with
the same predictive targets in each of three population-scale datasets. We aim to resolve the
population effects impacting comparisons of models between different studies. We also seek
to characterize the performance of regression algorithms in the hyperparameter tuning process,
identifying robust algorithms and those which require more careful consideration. Lastly we
provide recommendations for training models between multiple cohorts and the possibility of

transferring hyperparameters with minimal relative performance impact.



Chapter 2

Methods

2.1 Preprocessing

For each target phenotype and data preparation (16S and metagenomics), identical quality
control and preprocessing steps are carried out. We first filter samples containing missing values
in the target phenotype, and then filter low-abundance features with fewer than ten counts. Feature

tables are rarefied to a uniform sampling depth of 1000.

2.2 Unit Benchmark

To carry out this benchmarking at scale, we developed a source-controlled and unit-tested
plugin “Q2-MLAB” in the QIIME2 framework [22]. Each algorithm is either available in Scikit-
Learn 0.24.1 or implements a compatible python API [14]. For each algorithm, multiple values
for each of its hyperparameters were defined. We iteratively search through hyperparameter
value combinations, where one model is trained per hyperparameter combination. For algorithms
where the total number of valid combinations exceeds 1000, we limited our search space to a

random 1000 hyperparameter combinations. For algorithms with fewer than 1000 combinations,



we created models for the full hyperparameter search space. One model is trained on one
hyperparameter set in each cohort: dataset, predictive target, and data preparation. To measure
how well models generalize to unseen data, we train each model using cross validation - a
technique for training and evaluating a model on different subsets or “folds” of the input data.
Each model (one hyperparameter set) undergoes 5-fold stratified cross validation, repeated three
times for an effective 15 folds of the data. Mean Absolute Error (MAE) is recorded and averaged
across these fifteen folds, and variance in MAE across all 15 folds is also recorded. For each
cross validation fold we also record a standardized MAE, calculated as MAE divided by the target

phenotype’s standard deviation in the training set.

2.3 Procrustes analysis

A Procrustes analysis of disparity allows for comparisons between the shapes of two
matrices. For this we conducted our analysis using the Procrustes method in SciPy 1.6.1 [23]. We
computed Procrustes disparity on a per-algorithm basis for between-preparation disparity where
the rows in the two matrices are matched hyperparameter sets in 16S data and metagenomics
data. Each row contains the coordinates of that hyperparameter’s performance as mean MAE
and variance in MAE. Between-dataset disparity was computed similarly but with matched
hyperparameter sets between pairs of our three datasets. A null distribution is calculated by
randomly shuffling the row order of the matrices 100 times, computing the disparity on the

shuffled matrices, and taking the average disparity.



Chapter 3

Results

3.1 Cohort-specific effects biasing predictive performance

We conducted a benchmarking of 12 machine learning algorithms for predicting host
age and BMI in three large datasets: FINRISK, SOL, and iMSMS. We found that differences
in predictive performance were due to dataset variability and the scale of the target phenotype.
Datasets with higher standard deviation in the target phenotype had higher MAE in predicting
that target (Figure 3.1B). To account for this, for each dataset and target phenotype we normalized
MAE by the standard deviation of that target phenotype for that dataset. Therefore a standardized
MAE of 1 denotes that the average error of the model is one standard deviation. This brought
our results into a frame of reference where we could make meaningful comparisons between
algorithms and between 16S and metagenomics sequencing. We compare our results to a baseline
null model, which when “trained” on the target’s mean and standard deviation will return a
prediction randomly drawn from a normal distribution around the target phenotype’s mean
(Figure 3.1C). After correcting for the dataset effects, the average MAE (across all datasets and
target phenotypes) was 0.733 standard deviations and the average MAE of the null model was

1.127 standard deviations. While comparisons between studies may lead to certain conclusions,



e.g. that the FINRISK dataset produces the most accurate model for BMI prediction, these
comparisons need to account for population effects. Raw predictive performance may be limited

by the sampled population.

3.2 Performance by algorithm across hyperparameter space

A major computational limitation to building accurate predictive models is the time
required to tune hyperparameters, the inputs to a model set by the practitioner. The values for
each hyperparameter will vary based on the predictive modeling problem and the dataset used to
train the model. While it is impossible to determine “best” or optimal hyperparameters, a grid
search technique is often used to approximate this by evaluating all combinations of a range of
hyperparameter values. This is known as hyperparameter tuning. A more exhaustive grid search
is more likely to find hyperparameters which result in the most accurate predictions, however this
computation is expensive and can take from a few hours up to a few weeks.

From benchmarking on our three microbiome datasets, we developed a knowledge base
of hyperparameter combinations and their performance on several machine learning algorithms.
For each algorithm, we conducted a randomized grid search for hyperparameter tuning, a step
that ensures the parameters which define the model’s architecture are well-suited for the task
and data. In Figure 3.2, we combine results for each algorithm (across all three datasets and
two target phenotypes) using our standardized MAE and plot the difference in standardized
MAE from the null model. We find that Boosting and Ensemble algorithms LGBMRegressor,
AdaBoost, RandomForestRegressor, ExtraTreesRegressor are reliable for all hyperparameter
combinations, whereas other Boosting algorithms GradientBoostingRegressor and XGBoost can
produce very poor results. Most models from Linear algorithms such as RidgeRegressor and
LinearSVR perform worse than null, suggesting careful hyperparameter tuning is required to get

meaningful models in these cases.



3.3 Hyperparameter transferability

In each dataset, every sample was sequenced with both 16S marker gene sequencing
and shotgun metagenomics (MG) sequencing, giving true biological replicates between these
two data preparations. Since each algorithm underwent the same hyperparameter search with
both the 16S and MG data, we can compare the relative performance of a hyperparameter
combination in one data preparation to another (or likewise from one dataset to another). We
model transferability of hyperparameters as the Procrustes disparity between two matrices of
hyperparameters by performance metrics. Each matrix is row-indexed by hyperparameter set and
for each hyperparameter set we measure the mean MAE and MAE variance. For each dataset
and algorithm we use the same set of hyperparameters so these matrices are overlapping. When
the disparity is low between two matrices, this indicates that hyperparameters are transferable
between data subsets. With each comparison, we also compute a null distribution by shuffling
the row-order of the matrices and computing a new disparity. Shuffling the row order breaks the
relationship between matched hyperparameter sets in the two matrices. Null model performance
(from randomly shuffling labels within each algorithm, breaking the pairings of hyperparameter
sets between groups) is approximately 1, or the highest possible disparity.

We find that between-dataset disparity is not consistent across cohorts and target pheno-
types for the reliable Ensemble /Boosting algorithms (Figure 3.3A). When looking at between-
preparation transferability (16S to metagenomics, and vice versa), we find that Linear algorithms
have generally bad transferability whereas Boosting models have generally good transferability
(Figure 3.3B). Models that are reliable according to the analysis in Figure 3.2 also have good
transferability between preparations. Random Forests, LightGBM, and XGBoost hyperparameters
perform similarly well between data preparations, suggesting tuned hyperparameters tuned from
one data preparation may be used in another with minimal performance difference (Figure 3.3B).

The main advantages of transferring hyperparameters from 16S to MG data are in hy-



perparameter tuning time - rather than the full grid search for the MG data, we can transfer
the hyperparameters of the best 16S model (in one algorithm) to train a model with the MG
data. When done with the same algorithm and assuming perfect transferability, i.e. that the best
hyperparameters in one data preparation produces is also the best in the other, this is preferable to
redoing a full grid search with the MG data. In Figure 3.4, a full grid search that takes anywhere
from a day to over a week, depending on the dataset and target phenotype. However, training
a single model takes from a minute to an hour to train. In practice this means half the total
hyperparameter tuning runtime, since a full grid search only needs to be done once. In these
situations, transferred hyperparameters can provide a “warm-start” for further hyperparameter

tuning.
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Figure 3.1: Cohort-specific effects bias predictive performance. In 3.1A, we plot a his-
togram of target phenotype values, namely age and BMI, for our three datasets. Observations
for each dataset are normalized independently such that the area of each dataset’s bars sum to
1. In 3.1B, we show the minimum MAE from all models produced with each dataset by target
phenotype and data preparation. In the y-axis, standard deviation of the target phenotype is
over all observations in that dataset, with the number of observations given in the legend. 3.1C
shows the application of our standardization to account for cohort effects. On the left, predictive
performance (in MAE) is dependent on both the dataset and target phenotype. On the right,
standardized MAE brings these results into a common frame of reference. These letter-value
plots represent the middle 50% of the data in the large center box, the next 25% in the next
largest box, 12.5% in the next, and so on, with the height of boxes corresponding to these depths.
The median is marked by the thin grey line within the center box, and the performance of a null
model is marked by the thick black line.
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Figure 3.2: Performance by algorithm across hyperparameter search space, relative to
the null model. In 3.2A, box plots show the improvement in performance relative to the null
model in detail, limiting the x-axis to performance better than the null model (positive values).
In 3.2B, an expanded view of the same results as a letter-value plot displays the long tail of
performance worse than the null model exhibited by certain algorithms. Each point in both 3.2A
and 3.2B represents one model/one hyperparameter combination, and each model’s MAE is
evaluated 5 cross-validation folds, repeated three times. For each algorithm, models are included
from all datasets and target phenotypes. Improvement over the null model is measured as the
standardized MAE of the null model minus the standardized MAE of a given model, thus greater
is better. Algorithms are ordered by number of tunable hyperparameters (num_parameters) and
broken down by algorithm families that share similar architecture.
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Figure 3.3: Transferability of hyperparameters between datasets and between 16S and
metagenomics. In 3.3A, for each algorithm we measure the disparity between dataset pairs, an
indicator of how transferable hyperparameters are between those two datasets. Lower disparity
corresponds to greater transferability. In 3.3B, for each algorithm we measure the disparity
between 16S and metagenomics data preparations. The black line at the end of each bar is the
null distribution. Missing bars indicate one side of the comparison (either a dataset or data
preparation) containing missing results due to ongoing computation at time of writing.
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Figure 3.4: Time savings of hyperparameter transfer. For algorithms with the most transfer-
able hyperparameters, we plot the runtime of the individual best model (green) with MG data
against the total runtime of hyperparameter tuning with metagenomics data (orange) for the
same task and cohort. Note the logarithmic scale on the y-axis. The best model was selected as
the model with the lowest MAE in all algorithms for that cohort.
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Chapter 4

Discussion

With the preponderance of large metagenomic microbiome datasets, and the number
growing larger each year, the need for robust and accurate machine learning approaches for
predicting clinical or environmental outcomes is ever more pertinent. We sought to recommend
hyperparameters, based on empirical performance data from our large-scale benchmarking,
that would improve the efficiency and robustness of training such models for microbiome data.
Specifically, the machine learning problem which we focused on was regression (prediction of
continuous values). We observed that the Ensemble and Boosting family of algorithms, among
which are Random Forests and LightGBM, result in the best accuracy when used with microbiome
datasets.

Our benchmarking results validate the popular use of Random Forests and other tree-
ensemble based algorithms by prior publications, and provide the missing empirical argument
supporting their use. For example, we provide empirical justification for the choice of Random
Forests in a 2018 study by Belk et al., which used Random Forests to predict the time of death in
human and mouse cadavers [24]. Belk et al. cite the robustness of Random Forests to overfitting
the data and excellent performance, however this is nonspecific to microbiome data and the

authors provide no comparison to other algorithms which can perform the same task. We found

15



that other algorithms such as Gradient Boosted Trees, LightGBM, and XGBoost (all popular
Boosting algorithms) performed comparably to Random Forests in the best MAE it achieved, and
in some datasets produced greater MAE.

The accuracy benefits and runtime costs of hyperparameter tuning were unstudied in
previous benchmarking efforts such as those by Statnikov et al. were. In fact, Statnikov et al. used
the default hyperparameter settings, citing the robustness of Random Forests to hyperparameter
values. We confirmed the robustness of Random Forests to hyperparameter choice as applied
to microbiome data, as visible in the tight range of accuracy consistently above the null model
(Figure 3.2A). Notably LightGBM achieves a narrower interquartile range. Intuitions about
the ability of Ensemble algorithms to perform well on sparse datasets, as in the case with
microbiome data, and their robustness to parameter choice are confirmed by our results. One
possible explanation for why some algorithms are more reliable than others may be the number
and type of tunable hyperparameters. With Linear algorithms, the hyperparameters that can be
tuned have greater influence over the model’s performance. For example, a linear regression
will be more sensitive to the value of its regularization hyperparameter. In contrast, Random
Forests will not be as sensitive to different values for its n_estimators parameter, which dictates
the number of decision trees in the ensemble. XGBoost, though it is a Boosting algorithm, has
some tunable hyperparameters that one would typically see in a linear regression algorithm such
as regularization terms and learning rate. This may contribute to its long tail of performance

worse than the null model, a characteristic shared by Linear algorithms.

4.1 Current Limitations

Transferability of hyperparameters may be most useful in settings necessitating a tran-
sition from legacy models (built on 16S data) towards newer models built on metagenomics

data. As metagenomics sequencing becomes more popular and inexpensive, this need may

16



increase. Though transferring exact hyperparameters may not be the most prudent approach,
hyperparameters from one data preparation can be used as a starting point for a limited grid
search with another preparation. There may be further ways we can streamline the hyperparam-
eter tuning process with recommended starting values for a hyperparameter grid search. The
tendency of hyperparameter sets to have similar performance in different cohorts, which we call
transferability, may be indicative of a pattern in hyperparameter values among the best performing
models. Some hyperparameter values may be more prevalent in “good” models than in worse
models. Values for hyperparameters that the best performing models all share, i.e. “consensus
hyperparameters”, could be used as recommendations for starting a grid search when information
about transferability is unknown. To fulfill the aim of recommending a hyperparameter set, tools
exist which seek to automate algorithm selection and hyperparameter tuning for a given dataset
and predictive task. These “autoML” tools are useful in many situations and we do not seek to
replace them. However, our database of hyperparameter sets and their performance on multiple
algorithms, datasets, and target phenotypes can be a valuable resource for understanding how
models learn on microbiome data.

Our datasets in this study all consisted of human gut microbiome samples. Though
this allowed for direct comparisons between cohorts, we could not explore performance of
algorithms in with environmental microbiome data. While human microbiome and environmental
microbiome data share statistical properties such as size and sparsity, they can differ greatly in
microbial diversity. It would be interesting to see whether the transferability of hyperparameters,
or the consistent performance of Ensemble algorithms, is innate to the algorithm of choice or to
the input data’s sample type. Most consumer and clinical applications of a predictive model would
be applied to a human microbiome, such as predicting phenotypes. However, our interactions
with our environment shape our human microbiomes, and the environmental microbiome is
increasingly of interest in climate studies. As more large datasets of environmental and human

studies become available, further benchmarking may be useful to characterize machine learning
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performance on multiple sample types of microbiome data.

4.2 Future Work

Our work compares the performance of 16S and shotgun metagenomics data under
multiple conditions. Despite the added expense of shotgun metagenomics data, we do not see
an overall improvement in using microbial features derived from metagenomics data compared
to 16S features. Such differences are localised to specific algorithms and cohorts, and further
investigation is necessary to understand the mechanisms of those differences. The lack of a
global difference in performance between the two data preparations may be due to the identical
preprocessing done to both data preparations. Metagenomics data allows for higher resolution
features, and identifies many more low-abundance taxa than 16S sequencing. Applying the same
filter to remove low-abundance features may have eliminated an advantage of the metagenomics
data. Another avenue for further differentiation is feature engineering. For our benchmarking,
both 16S and metagenomics features were relative abundances of microbes in each sample.
Since metagenomics data sequences all available DNA in a sample, we are not limited to just
identifying which microbes are present in the community. For example, we can create a functional
profile of the community based on the types of genes in a sample. Compared to typical feature
engineering, which consists of mathematical transformations of input data, this approach of
biologically-informed feature engineering requires domain expertise in the features themselves.
Biologically-informed feature engineering that exploits advantages of metagenomics sequencing

is the most promising avenue for improving predictive performance over 16S data.
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Appendix A

Code availability

Code for the plugin developed for this benchmarking, Q2-MLAB, can be found on GitHub

at this link.
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https://github.com/knightlab-analyses/regression-benchmarking
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