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Abstract

Binary neural networks, until now have been optimized using the existing optimiz-
ers such as Adam or SGD. However, the existing optimizers are built for latent
weights and do not perform well when used on Binarized Neural Networks. The
paper proposes a novel "Binary Optimizer" (BoP ) specifically developed for binary
neural networks. A VGG like network is trained on the CIFAR-10 dataset, and
finally compared against the baseline model. To conclude, rigorous experiments are
performed by varying the hyper-parameters, and evaluating on different datasets
and architectures, thereby evaluating the overall training of the Binary Neural
Networks against the conventional CNNs. Code is available at this https URL

1 Introduction

Binary Neural Networks (BNN) [2] were introduced to make deep learning less computationally
intensive. This was achieved by constraining the weights of the network to {-1,+1} [2, 3]. Since the
introduction of BNN, many conventional deep learning architectures have been adapted and have
produced state-of-art results at reduced computation and energy costs [14, 7, 15].

While the weights and activations in a BNN are constrained, this constraint is merely implemented as
a clipping function when used with conventional optimizers such as Stochastic Gradient Descent [11]
or Adam [4]. Since these optimizers were developed for "latent weights" i.e real valued weights, the
authors of this paper show that when a customized optimizer (Binary Optimizer) is used for training,
the results produced are improved.

The paper was implemented in Keras using a open source library [6] that is developed and maintained
by Plumerai. Larq was used to create the binary layers. The binary model used in this paper is
derived from [3]. The model was run on NVIDIA Tesla V100 GPUs. The performance of the binary
optimizer was compared against the Adam optimizer for two datasets, CIFAR-10[5] and ImageNet.
The authors code can be found at [10].

2 Background

2.1 Training with Latent Weights

The conventional method of training for a binary network y = f(x,w), where the weights w ∈ Rn.
Here the objective is to find w∗bin such that:

w∗bin = argminwbin∈{−1,+1}nEx,y[L(f(x,wbin), ylabel)] (1)
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Equation 1 provides the constraint that the weights must be binary. In this situation for the forward
pass, the weights are binarized as:

wbin = sign(w) (2)

and the backward pass is simplified as a straight through estimator [1]:

Φ(L,w) =
∂L

∂wbin
≈ ∂L

∂w
(3)

2.2 Binary Optimizer

Instead only considering the sign as in equation 2, the authors also take the magnitude m, which
provides inertia to the network. This is called so because as the weight grows, it requires a stronger
gradient signal to flip it. So the latent weights can be considered as variable that contain both binary
weights and inertia m, which is similar to momentum.

The function of the optimizer is reduced to only flipping the weights. It also takes the past gradients
into account to check for consistency. Finally the strength of the gradient (absolute value) is taken
into consideration to reduce noise during training. Consistent signals are found by :

mt = (1− γ)mt−1 + γgt (4)

In equation 4, gt is the gradient at time t, mt is the exponential moving average and γ is the adaptivity
rate. The moving average is then compared with threshold (τ ) to determine whether the weight flip is
necessary.

As a result it can be seen that BoP effectively reduces the number of variables to be optimized to two.

3 Methods

For the reproducibility challenge, we use Python 3.6 with Tensorflow 2.0. The model was run on
NVIDIA P100 GPU.

3.1 Reproducibility of Original Results

As part of the reproducibility of the original results, we implemented the model architecture and
pipeline without referring the authors base code. The model was written with the help of the
architecture from [2] and example codes of Larq API. As per the paper, the input weights are
quantized by a straight through estimator [1], while no constraints are applied to the activations.

Due to memory and time constraints, we tested the performance only on CIFAR-10 dataset. As
per CIFAR-10 standards, 50,000 examples were used for training and 10,000 examples were used
for testing. The augmentations performed were padding with 4 pixels on each side and then taking
random crops of 32x32 and random horizontal flips. The accuracy was measured using Cross Entropy.
The model arguments are as follows:

Table 1: Training Parameters

Parameters Value
Initial LR 10−2

Epochs 500
Batch size 50

τ 10−8

γ 10−4

γ decay 0.1 for 100 epochs

The model was run thrice and the average accuracy of the baseline was found to be 91.02% while
BoP achieved 91.6%. This result is similar to the one obtained in the paper.

2



Figure 1: Training and Test accuracy comparison between BoP and Adam Baseline

4 Experiments

Different hyper-parameters tuning are performed in this phase. The hyper-parameters tested are
discussed in the following subsections. Hyper-parameter tuning was performed by changing few of
the training parameters. This was performed to check if the results obtained using the BoP approach
are conclusive, and work in most cases.

4.1 Learning-Rate

One of the hyper-parameters tuned is the learning rate. The learning rate is kept constant with a value
of 0.01 and trained for 500 epochs on a CIFAR-10 dataset. The model achieves a training accuracy of
96%, and the validation accuracy of 91%. From the graphs shown in the figure 2 and 3, the training
and validation results are stable during the entire course of the training, except during the first 100
epochs of the validation phase. Although the results are not really conclusive, the understanding here
is that a lot of learning occurs in the first 100 epochs of the training phase which causes constant
flipping of the gradients{+1,−1}. These repetitive switching then induce substantial changes in the
model’s output. Although there is a difference of 6% in accuracy in terms of training and validation
phase, there is no degradation of training performance when compared against the baseline model.

Figure 2: Training and Validation Loss Figure 3: Training and Validation Accuracy

4.2 Dropout

Although Binary Neural networks are themselves good regularizers and hence, we try to understand
the effect of adding multiple regularizers. Dropout[13] is added after every layer of the network with
certain randomness. This means that the dropped neurons are not considered for the forward and
backward pass, thereby giving some form of generalization to every layer, and in turn to the overall
network. The Binary Optimizer Network is trained for 500 epochs, with a dropout probability of 0.25
applied to every convolution and dense layer. From the two figures shown below, it is evident that the
overall training phase is quite smooth. However, there is a sudden change in loss/accuracy after the
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100th epoch which is quite surprising. The magnitude of this change decreases after the 100th epoch,
but still persists on the 200th epoch, and fades away during the later stages of the training phase.

Figure 4: Training and Validation Loss Figure 5: Training and Validation Accuracy

On the other hand, the validation results are stochastic during the first 100 epochs of the training
phase. As dropout randomly drops neurons during training, this is problematic in-case of Binary
Neural Networks. The overall accuracy of the network decreases to 92% and 88% during the training
and validation phase. This is due to the fact that, dropout randomly introduces zeros into the network
which violates the basic principle of BNNs.

4.3 Weight Decay

Compared to the original BoP approach described in the paper where the γ is decayed by 0.1 after
every 100 epochs, the γ in this case is kept constant during the entire training period. The results
obtained in the training and validation performance drops as mentioned in the original paper. In terms
of the training and validation, the accuracy flattens at 35% and 10% simultaneously. This ascertains
that the γ plays a major role in proper functioning of the Binary Networks with BoP optimizer.

Figure 6: Training and Validation Loss Figure 7: Training and Validation Accuracy

4.4 SVHN Dataset

The binary model with bop was also tested on SVHN dataset [8] by Stanford University. Given that
this dataset is similar to CIFAR10 in terms of image size and number of classes, we would like to
test the performance of bop in a large dataset. As per the SVHN standards, 73257 images are used
for training, 26032 images for testing and 30000 images (from extra) was used as validation. The
performance of bop against Adam was tested. The hyper-parameters used are similar to those used in
Table 1 except the model was only run for 300 epochs.

At the end of 300 epochs, the baseline model obtained an accuracy of 92% while the Bop obtained
93.2%. Although the hyper-parameters used were determined for CIFAR-10, the model still performs
exceptionally well on SVHN. It is interesting to note that the baseline model has over-fitted on the
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Figure 8: Comparison of Training and validation accuracy of BoP with baseline on SVHN

training data while the Bop has not. This can also be a new direction to explore as it appears that the
Bop has regularized the model to an even greater extent.

4.5 Image Segmentation

Image segmentation architectures such as Unet [12] are computationally intensive. We wanted to
find out what kind of result would a binarized Unet produce and how would Bop be able to increase
its performance. Such an architecture would increase portability and could be deployed in mobile
devices. We compared the results of Unet (pure convolution), Binarized Unet and Binarized Unet
with Bop on the Oxford-IIIT Pet dataset [9]. All three versions were run for 300 epochs. For the pure
unet model, Adam optimizer with initial learning rate of 0.1 was used. In the binarized unet, the
convolutional layers were replaced with quantized layers from the larq library. As per the previous
experiments, the learning rate was dropped by 0.01 every 100 epochs. For the binarized unet with
Bop, the gamma was decayed by 0.1 every 100 epochs.

As seen in Figure 9, during training and testing the accuracy of the model is erratic. While the training
accuracy of pure unet is more stable, the testing accuracy for all the three cases has high variance.
There could be lots of reasons for this. Model Architecture, optimizer selection, initial learning rate,
etc. Also for in the case of Bop, the erratic behaviour could be attributed to the continuous switching
of weights without any buildup of inertia. From this experiment, it can be said that although binarized
unet does not provide better performance than pure unet, this statement cannot be generalized as it
depends on model selection, kernel initialization and stopping criteria, i.e saving the best weights of
the model based on validation accuracy.

Figure 9: Comparison of Training and Testing accuracy of Binary Unet vs Binary Unet with Bop vs
Conv Unet on Oxford IIIT
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5 Conclusion

The paper talks about Binary Neural Network using theBoP optimizer which is developed specifically
for these kind of networks. The entire training is performed and compared with the baseline model,
and also extended by tuning the hyper-parameters. We were able to verify the baseline results of the
paper. From the results, it is evident that there is a performance improvement with BoP approach
albeit a small one. The work is further extended by varying the learning rate, dropout, and training on
a different dataset. Under different hyper-parameters, the model still yields desirable results which
are comparable to the baseline model.

Finally, our goal is to train the Binary network on a segmentation task to see how this works out. The
segmentation task was trained using different architectures like the Binary UNet, Binary UNet with
BoP , and a convolutional UNet. To conclude, the end goal of using Binary Neural Networks is to
make them perform faster at the inference level when the model is deployed on self-driving cars, or
edge-computing devices.
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