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Abstract. Today, many data are not any longer static but occur as
dynamic data streams with high velocity, variability and volume. This
leads to new challenges to be addressed by novel or adapted algorithms.
In this tutorial we provide an introduction into the field of streaming data
analysis summarizing its major characteristics and highlighting important
research directions in the analysis of dynamic data.

1 Introduction

In many application domains data are given at large scale and with high velocity,
requesting an in time analysis without the possibility to store large parts of
the data or to process them multiple times. Examples include astronomical
observations, earth sensing satellites and climate observation, genomics and post-
genomics data, data gathered by smart sensors such as smart phones or wearable
devices, IoT data, data gathered from assistive technologies such as Amazon’s
Alexa, data gathered in smart cities or smart factories, etc. Such data are widely
referred to as streaming data since measurements arrive continuously as a data
stream. In addition to the sheer data size, which typically prevents its processing
in batches, streaming data can pose additional challenges to the models which
renders standard techniques of machine learning unsuitable.

In recent years, quite a few approaches have been proposed in this context,
most of which are different from current popular learning methods for batch
learning, see e.g. [1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8] for overviews. Besides the mere computa-
tional issues, online learning faces quite a few challenges which are fundamentally
different from classical batch processing. In the following, we shortly define what
we refer to as online learning first and we give an overview about challenges in
this domain. We address two major tasks: (i) How to derive supervised models
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for streaming data? (ii) How to best represent data in the streaming setting?
We conclude with a glimpse on recent directions in this domain.

2 Problem statement and challenges

In online learning, a stream s1, s2, s3, . . . st, . . . of data si ∈ S is given, and the
task is to incrementally infer a model ht after having seen instances s1, . . . , st.
Unlike batch processing, the characteristics of the subsequent data st′ for t′ > t is
unknown, and it is not guaranteed that future data obey the same characteristics
as the already seen samples. Such settings pose a variety of challenges towards
learning, which do not occur in this form in offline learning.

Challenge 1: How to devise efficient online learning rules, which
instantaneously adapt model parameters based on streaming data?

Typically, efficient incremental learning is required since models should be avail-
able in real time while observing the data stream. Hence, model ht is typically
inferred from the data point st (or a small window of previous samples only)
and the previous model ht−1, without explicitly storing all previous data points,
i.e. memory efficiency is given. In addition, computational efficiency is aimed
for, i.e. the learning rules should be efficient, yet effective in the sense that the
update resemble the accuracy of batch learning as far as possible (provided data
are i.i.d.) but without having access to the full data [9].

Challenge 2a: How to find suitable model meta-parameters?

For offline learning of parametric models, typically, model meta-parameters,
which characterize the complexity and degree of non-linearity (e.g. kernel width
or neural architecture) are determined prior to training by Bayesian optimiza-
tion of cross-validation. For online learning, this is not possible, since the re-
quired model complexity cannot be estimated prior to training without access to
sufficient training data. Hence model meta-parameters, which characterize the
model complexity, become model parameters in online learning — they need to be
adapted while processing the data stream, unless non-parametric modeling (e.g.
k-NN) or a priorly limited complexity (e.g. linear maps) are chosen. The prob-
lem of a priorly unclear model complexity requires suitable learning strategies
for the meta-parameters, which characterize the model – usually a challenging
task, since these meta-parameters are typically discrete-valued [4, 10].

Challenge 2b: How to preprocess data?

Besides model complexity, many models typically come with a set of further
meta-parameters such as step size, strength or regularization, etc., which need to
be robustly chosen or adapted for online learning, since its suitability can hardly
be determined prior to training. A related challenge concerns data preprocessing,
such as data normalization, or dimensionality reduction for numerical stability
and sampling in the presence of imbalanced classes. Similar to model meta-
parameters, all data preprocessing steps become part of the actual processing
pipeline and need to be adjusted while training [11].
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(a) Rapid (b) Incremental (c) Gradual (d) Recurring

Fig. 1: Different drift types as they occur in streaming data analysis [5].

Challenge 3: How to deal with concept drift?

For online learning, it is usually not guaranteed that data come from a stationary
data source; hence the typical assumption of batch processing, the fact that data
are i.i.d., is violated. Whenever at least two points t, t′ in time exist where the
underlying probability distribution changes, i.e. Pt 6= Pt′ one speaks of concept
drift. Thereby, drift characteristics can vary, as depicted in Fig. 1, yielding
smooth or rapid drift, incremental, gradual or reoccurring drift. In addition
to such structural changes, outliers can occur, i.e. data st deviate randomly
from the underlying distribution Pt. Such settings probably constitute the most
fundamental difference of learning with streaming data to the batch setting, since
models need to adequately react to changed underlying probability distributions
during their whole lifetime. In particular if the type of drift is unknown, the
classical stability-plasticity dilemma arises and learning faces an essentially ill-
posed problem [12]: when is observed change caused by an underlying structure
and should be taken into account, and when is it given by noise and should be
neglected? Interestingly, if drift occurs, online learning can yield results which
are superior to batch training, since online learning can react to changes and
provide an optimal model at every given time step, while batch learning needs
to restrict to an average model which fits an average time point only [6].

In practice, quite a number of different models have been proposed, which
can roughly be decomposed into the following categories:

Supervised learning: Data have the form st = (xt, yt) and the task is to learn
a model ht which predicts the subsequent output yt+1 ≈ f(xt+1) before actu-
ally seeing the true outcome. Such scenarios are relevant in practice whenever
an early prediction is required such as predicting the behavior of participants
in a traffic scene for early motion planning. For supervised learning, one dis-
tinguishes the notion of real drift, which refers to a change of the posterior
distribution P(y|x) and virtual drift or covariate shift, which refers to a change
of the input distribution P(x) only without affecting the posterior.

Unsupervised data representation: Data st are unlabeled, and the task is to solve
a problem related to data representation such as online generative modeling,
online compression, dimensionality reduction, clustering, or outlier detection.
Interestingly, quite a few early methods of machine learning such as principal
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component analysis via the Oja-learning rule or self-organizing maps have been
inspired by biological counterparts and phrased as online learning algorithms for
streaming data in its original form [13, 14].

Time characteristics of data: Some methods explicitly focus on the time charac-
teristics of the data and tackle challenges, which can only be asked in the context
of data streams. Partially, these tasks occur as sub-problems of supervised or un-
supervised learning problems for streaming data. One central questions, which is
often embedded in so-called active methods for streaming data, is drift detection,
i.e. the task to detect points in time where a significant change of the underlying
probability distribution can be observed [15]. Such detectors are often coupled
by a strategy to adapt the model whenever a drift is detected [3]. Further chal-
lenges address the temporal characteristics, and focus on time-invariant motives
or possible (Granger) causal relations [16, 17, 18].

3 Supervised learning in the streaming context

Interestingly, many classical learning rules such as perceptron learning, learn-
ing vector quantization, self-organizing maps, or neural back-propagation have
been proposed as online learning rules, and these technologies, indeed, provide
an astonishing robustness when learning with drift [19]. The SVM and, more
generally, the focus on convex optimization methods and the possibility of their
strong mathematical substantiation led to a dominance of batch learners in ma-
chine learning. With the advent of large data sets and the involved necessity to
process data in patches, learning from streaming data became an issue again.
One of the first methods which have been proposed in this context is the very
fast decision tree [16], an incremental variant of a decision tree which resem-
bles its batch counterpart. Another popular early method was Learn++, which
constructs an ensemble very much in the spirit of adaptive boosting [20].

There exists a quite large variety of different approaches for supervised online
learning, which rely on different principles and try to address different challenges.
Quite a few methods focus on the computational issue how to efficiently transfer
popular batch learners into online-learning counterparts, such that their result is
equivalent to or (approximates) the result of the batch learner, a popular example
being e.g. incremental variants of SVM [9], incremental decision trees or random
forests [21], or incremental Bayesian learners [22]. Other methods investigate
how to efficiently adjust the model complexity according to the observed data,
whereby methods have to face a balance between [23, 24].

One of the most crucial challenges is given by possible concept drift and the
question, how to deal with such drift. A variety of approaches centers on the
detection and quantification of the observed drift in the first place, enabling a
reaction to the drift in so-called active approaches. Examples are window-based
approaches such as presented in the approaches [25, 15, 26], or the approaches
[27, 28], which relies on a modeling via the β-distribution. Such detectors can
be combined with random forests or other classifiers [29]. On the other side,
passive approaches continuously adapt models according to the given data or
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an active window, respectively, this way reacting also to smooth drift. Popular
approaches often rely on non-parametric methods, such as extremely robust
k-NN based methods [24] or prototype-based approaches [30]. Many modern
technologies fall into the category of hybrid techniques, which combine active
drift detection and continuous passive adaptation, this way combining the best
of both worlds.

Many recent very popular different algorithmic approaches follow the idea
of ensemble techniques, in particular tree ensembles [31] or ensembles of local
models [32], this way displaying a high robustness and independence of model
parametrization. From an application point of view, it is interesting to inves-
tigate which types of drift the models can deal with. By design, active drift
detection methods are restricted to rapid drift, hence they are less suited for
subtle incremental changes, but, on the other hand, typically react rapidly to
the detected change. Passive or hybrid methods typically smoothly deal with
continuously changing environment. Interestingly, there exist currently only very
few approaches capable of dealing with reoccurring drift, a few of those having
been proposed in the work [33, 34, 35]. With the advent of streaming data e.g.
in personalized assistive systems such as investigated in the work [36], the rele-
vance of such methodologies, which are capable of a flexible reaction to priorly
unknown types of drift, will become even more prominent.

Quite a few further challenges have recently been addressed in the context of
supervised learning for streaming data, a few keywords being the mathematical
investigation of their convergence properties [37], learning in the context of more
complex outputs such as structured predictions and multi-label learning [38],
semi-supervised online learning [39], or learning for imbalanced data [40].

4 Unsupervised data representation in the streaming con-
text

Similar like in classical data analysis the pre-processing can have a large impact
on the effectiveness of a subsequent analysis. Still the majority of streaming data
are (multi-dimensional) vectorial but the generating sources may have very dif-
ferent qualities. For example the data may be generated at different output rates,
the noise level may be very different and the transmitted amount of information
per time window can vary to a large degree. Also other type of non-numeric
data by means of textual data, graphs or symbolic sequences are getting more
and more common [41], asking for appropriate preprocessing to enable effective
model building. Common to used pre-processing concepts is a (near) memory
less approach. The incoming data are processed on the fly and the respective
processing algorithms can only keep very limited information about the data
seen so far. Hence in the most basic pre-processings like smoothing or noise
reduction simple filter techniques like moving average are used. A survey can be
found in [42].

Also the general problem of imbalanced data is a particular challenge in the
streaming context [43], the distribution in general or with respect to class labels
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may not be uniform and can evolve other time. One application of imbalanced
learning is anomaly detection, where the problem consists in predicting when
an anomaly appears. As anomalies appear with a very low frequency, it is a
classical example of imbalanced learning [44].

Another important aspect is the existence of outliers. As discussed before
streaming data are dynamic and hence show varying distributions and data char-
acteristics. Outliers are particular challenging in the streaming context because
the data distributions are naturally changing and it becomes very complicate
to decide whether the observation is an outlier or due to a change in the data
distributions. Early work addressing this point can be found in [45].

A classical data preprocessing approach is the principal component analysis
(PCA) to characterize the variance in the data. Also in the streaming context
initial work was provided to allow PCA like data processing [46]. The majority
of those techniques go back to traditional power iteration methods to get an
estimate of the underlying eigen functions with links to early neural network
approaches, like Oja PCA [47].

In high-dimensional data, using all attributes is often not feasible, and we
may need to preprocess the data to perform feature selection, or feature trans-
formation. This can be done by a streaming PCA [46], but also other dimension
reduction approaches are under research like multi dimensional scaling (MDS)
[48] to obtain low dimensional data representations which keeps some distance
preservation.

Another interesting approach is to systematically identify relevant input fea-
tures by means of a weighting or relevance scheme and a metric adaptation
concept [30].

The streaming domain shows also links to different types of the (contextual)
bandit problem. In the contextual bandit problem a learner chooses an action
among a set of available ones, based on the observation of action features or
contexts and then receives a reward that quantifies the quality of the chosen
action. This scenario can be used in vary different dedicated algorithms e.g. to
adapt models, to switch between different input streams or other ways [49, 50].

The majority of the proposed streaming analysis methods make still use of
linear or piecewise linear models due to the simplicity which is very desirable for
large scale and high throughput streaming data. To overcome the limitation of
linear methods also first kernelization strategies have been proposed, with some
initial work in [51].

5 Future trends

Future trends in streaming data analysis, are based on how to develop data
streaming methods that scale to Big Data like large deep neural networks, but
work well in all domains. In the future, the quantity of data generated in real-
time is going to continue growing, so there will be need to develop new methods
using large distributed systems.

Deep Learning has become a very extreme successful use case for Machine
Learning and Artificial Intelligence, due to the availability of massive quantities
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of data to build data models, and large computational resources. How to imple-
ment powerful methods such as deep learning, in a more green, low-emissions,
sustainable way, is going to be an important scientific trend to fight against
climate change. Standard deep learning techniques needs to do several passes
over the data. How to build models only doing one pass over the data, without
storing the data, will be an important future area of research [52].

Finally, when dealing with large quantities of data, an important trend will be
how to do online learning using distributed streaming engines, as Apache Spark,
Apache Flink, Apache Storm and others. Algorithms have to be distributed in
an efficient way, so that the performance of the distributed algorithms does not
suffer from the network cost of distributing the data [53].

6 Conclusions

In this tutorial we briefly reviewed challenges and approaches common in the field
of streaming data analysis, concept drift and the analysis of dynamic data sets.
The more recent proposals in these domains provide sophisticated algorithms and
models to address the aforementioned challenges in streaming analysis and in
particular the handling of concept drift. Also a variety of classical supervised and
unsupervised analysis tasks like modeling non-linear decision planes or finding
relevant dimensions in the data streams now came in the focus of recent research.
Although the field has made much progress in preprocessing [42], concept drift
detection [24, 26] and by means of generic frameworks for streaming analysis
[54] there are still particular challenges as detailed before with a variety of open
research perspectives.
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