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Abstract

Fine-tuning vision language models (VLMs) has achieved remarkable perfor-
mance across various downstream tasks; yet, it requires access to model gradients
through backpropagation (BP), making them unsuitable for memory-constrained,
inference-only edge devices. To address this limitation, previous work has explored
various BP-free fine-tuning methods. However, these approaches often rely on
high-variance evolutionary strategies (ES) or zeroth-order (ZO) optimization, and
often fail to achieve satisfactory performance. In this paper, we propose a hy-
brid Sharpness-aware Zeroth-order optimization (SharpZO) approach, specifically
designed to enhance the performance of ZO VLM fine-tuning via a sharpness-
aware warm-up training. SharpZO features a two-stage optimization process: a
sharpness-aware ES stage that globally explores and smooths the loss landscape to
construct a strong initialization, followed by a fine-grained local search via sparse
Z0 optimization. The entire optimization relies solely on forward passes. Detailed
theoretical analysis and extensive experiments on CLIP models demonstrate that
SharpZO significantly improves accuracy and convergence speed, achieving up to
7% average gain over state-of-the-art forward-only methods.

1 Introduction

In recent years, fine-tuning vision-language models (VLMs) has achieved remarkable performance
across a wide range of downstream tasks, including image classification [54,55]], object detection
[L1,152], and image segmentation [45) 124]. Among these models, one of the most prominent is CLIP
[34], which has attracted significant attention for its powerful zero-shot recognition capabilities. To
further improve the performance of VLMs in downstream tasks, previous work has explored the use
of efficient, trainable prompt parameters [53 49, 43| for the prompt tuning of VLMs. However, these
prompt-tuning techniques are heavily dependent on the availability of a backward computation engine,
which is typically unavailable on memory-constrained edge devices used in Internet-of-Things (IoT)
applications [40] or wearable technologies [8]].

To address these limitations, recent studies have explored fine-tuning VLMs in backpropagation-free
settings [38], 149, 43]]. These approaches optimize trainable prompts by leveraging high-variance
black-box optimization techniques such as Evolutionary Strategies (ES) [17, 2] and Zeroth-Order
(ZO) optimization [31} [32] 53] as alternatives to the first-order (FO) methods used in white-box
scenarios. For instance, [49] employ ES to update prompt parameters by evaluating sampled prompts
through forward passes only, thereby eliminating the need for memory-expensive back propagation.
More recently, ZO stochastic gradient descent (SGD) [14] methods have been adapted to VLM
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Figure 1: (a) Comparison between SharpZO and other ZO prompt-tuning baselines.SharpZO demon-
strates significantly lower variance than other ZO-based baselines like ZIP [32] and BlackVIP [31].
(b) Fine-tuned performance across all 11 tasks tested compared with ZIP and BlackVIP and BBT
[39]. All experiments are conducted using the CLIP model with a ViT-B/16 backbone.

fine-tuning in the work of BlackVIP and ZIP [31} [32]. By approximating gradients with just two
forward evaluations, these ZO approaches avoid the high computational cost and instability of ES,
yet still match its performance while requiring substantially fewer model queries [32].

However, existing ZO-based VLM fine-tuning methods remain substantially inferior to
backpropagation-based training. Their high variance and inherently local search dynamics make
them prone to premature convergence. Previous work has attempted to improve the performance of
Z0 optimization by reducing the problem dimensionality through pruning [[15} 26, |50] and low-rank
decomposition [46) [32]] of the trainable parameters. However, in widely adopted prompt-tuning
settings, such parameter reduction offers limited benefit, as the number of trainable parameters is
already inherently small in original trainable prompt.

In contrast to prior work that reduces the variance of ZO optimization by limiting the number of
trainable parameters, our approach introduces a new perspective that focuses on initialization and
the sharpness of the loss landscape. Specifically, we propose SharpZO, a hybrid Sharpness-Aware
Zeroth-Order optimization method that employs a two-stage framework to significantly reduce the
variance of ZO gradient estimation and improve the performance of ZO-based VLMs prompt tuning.

The first stage performs warm-up training using a sharpness-aware Covariance Matrix Adaptation
Evolution Strategy (CMA-ES), which provides both a smoother loss landscape and a strong initial-
ization for the second stage. Unlike gradient-based methods that follow local descent directions,
CMA-ES enables effective global exploration by adaptively shaping the search distribution based on
past evaluations [29]. Moreover, incorporating sharpness not only improves model generalization but
also improves the accuracy of the randomized gradient estimators used in stage 2 ZO training, which
is unbiased only with respect to a smoothed version of the objective function [[14]].

In the second stage, we perform fine-grained local optimization using a sparse Zeroth-Order Stochastic
Gradient Descent (ZO-SGD) method. To further reduce gradient estimation variance, we introduce
a novel Z-pruning technique specifically designed for noisy ZO settings, effectively reducing the
dimensionality of the search space. Unlike conventional magnitude-based pruning used in previous
sparse ZO method [[15}26], Z-pruning leverages gradient information to capture the influence of model
non-linearity and applies Z-score-based normalization [[12]] to suppress outlier gradient estimates.

As shown in Figure|l] our method converges faster with significantly lower variance compared with
other ZO prompt-tuning baselines, achieving up to a 7% average improvement in accuracy. Our main
contributions are summarized as follows:

* We propose SharpZO, a novel hybrid sharpness-aware optimizer that fine-tunes VLMs using
only forward passes. To our knowledge, this is the first ZO method that improves performance
considering the sharpness-aware initialization.

¢ In the first stage, we introduce a sharpness-aware CMA-ES that enhances generalization and
reduces second stage ZO gradient estimation variance by smoothing the loss landscape.

¢ In the second stage, we develop a sparse ZO fine-tuning method with a novel Z-pruning technique
to suppress outliers in noisy gradient estimates.

* We validate SharpZO through extensive experiments and theoretical analysis, demonstrating
superior performance over existing BP-free baselines.



2 Background

2.1 Coordinate-wise Gradient Estimation or Randomized Gradient Estimation?

Mainstream ZO gradient estimation methods can be broadly classified into two categories: Coordinate-
wise Gradient Estimation (CGE) and Randomized Gradient Estimation (RGE). In our SharpZO
framework, we employ CGE to compute sharpness-related terms in stage 1 and pruning metrics in
stage 2, while RGE is used to update parameters during the second-stage ZO-SGD optimization.
Below, we provide background on both approaches and highlight their key differences in terms of
estimation variance and computational efficiency.

Given a VLM with trainable prompt vector w € R?, we define the training cross-entropy loss as
L(w). ZO estimated gradients V,,£(w) are estimated via forward differences between function
evaluations, where the perturbation of the trainable parameters w depends on whether the CGE or
RGE method is used, which gives:

N [L(w + pei) — L(w — pei)
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Here, 1« > 0 is a smooth parameter, u; € R¢ denotes a randomized perturbation vector perturbing all
parameters at the same time in RGE, and e; = [0,0,--- ,1,---,0]7 represents the i-th standard basis
vector, which is used to compute a finite-difference approximation of £(w) along a single coordinate
in CGE. To reduce the variance of the RGE gradients, it is common to average the gradients estimated
over q different randomized perturbations, where ¢ is called query numbers. In contrast, the CGE
method approximates the gradient by perturbing individual coordinates and estimating the directional
derivative along each axis using finite differences.

Unlike FO methods that compute exact gradients VL (w) via BP, RGE methods estimate gradients
in a biased manner toward the exact gradients, which instead provides an unbiased estimate of the
gradient of a smoothed version of the objective, defined as £, (w) = E,[L(w + pu)]. In contrast,
CGE estimates directional derivatives along individual coordinates without applying such smoothing,
resulting in greater sensitivity to sharp changes in the loss landscape.

Difference between RGE and CGE: We compare RGE and CGE primarily in terms of query
complexity and accuracy. The number of function queries differs significantly between the two
methods. Given the dimension of trainable parameter as d and the number of RGE query as g, RGE
requires O(q) queries, whereas CGE incurs a higher cost of O(d) queries. Clearly, RGE offers much
lower query complexity, especially when ¢ = 1 < d in our case. Despite its higher query complexity,
CGE achieves superior accuracy compared to RGE, as it directly approximates the true gradient
without introducing smoothed objective function [5].

2.2 Covariance Matrix Adaptation Evolution Strategy (CMA-ES)

Similar as ZO method, CMA-ES is another type of derivative-free optimizer for continuous, black-box
functions [18]. CMA-ES achieves truly global search by maintaining and adapting a full covariance
matrix, which captures variable interactions and shapes an anisotropic search distribution; sampling
a population each generation then naturally balances broad exploration (through a larger step-size)
with focused exploitation (via covariance updates). In contrast, zeroth-order methods rely on local
gradient approximations at a single point and random perturbation directions.

At iteration ¢, CMA-ES maintains parameter 8;, o; and C}, where 6; is the search-distribution mean,
oy is the global step size, and C} the covariance matrix. To update these parameter at each iteration,
a population of S candidates is drawn as

w!~ 0, +0, N0,Cy), i=1,...,85,
and their fitness is evaluated via the black-box loss £(w}).

After evaluating the population, the parameters are updated in three steps. First, the mean of the
distribution 6, is shifted toward regions with lower loss £(w) by taking a weighted combination of
the top-performing candidates w®. This moves the sampling center toward promising areas in the
search space while maintaining stochasticity. Second, the covariance matrix C} is adapted to capture
both the overall spread and the correlations among the selected samples. Finally, the global step size
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Figure 2: Overview of the SharpZO method. (a) The overall training pipeline of SharpZO, consisting
of a two-stage optimization process. (b) Visualization of the smoothed loss landscape after Stage 1
sharpness-aware CMA-ES optimization. (c) Training dynamics of the sharpness-aware CMA-ES
method. (d) RGE-based gradient estimation during sparse ZO training in Stage 2.

oy is adjusted through a step-size adaptation mechanism, which regulates the overall exploration
scale based on the recent success of the search. For detailed derivations and algorithmic formulations,
please refer to [18].

2.3 Sharpness-aware Optimization

Sharpness-Aware Minimization (SAM) [13] was originally proposed to improve generalization by
smoothing the loss landscape and encouraging the optimization process to converge to flat minima.
The key idea is to minimize the worst-case loss within a neighborhood around the current parameters
w by introducing an analytic approximation of the worst-case perturbation €* within a radius p.
Specifically, the SAM objective is formulated as:

min E;S)M/I(w)7 where [,fJAM('w) = max L(w +€).
w lell2<p
Following the objective function, the gradient approximation for SAM after dropping the second-
order terms is given as V., L(w')| +e+ by computing the worst-case perturbation €*. To estimate
€*, SAM approximates the inner maximization using a FO Taylor expansion of the loss function.
This yields the following analytic solution:

€~ arg ”n|1‘a§ (L(w) + €' VL(w)) = p- VL(w)/|VL(w)]2. )
€ll25p
Unlike previous works that apply SAM to replace standard gradient descent either throughout the
entire training process [[13] or during the final few epochs [56], we, for the first time, investigate
the effectiveness of incorporating sharpness information into CMA-ES as an early-stage warm-up
strategy to enhance the performance of ZO fine-tuning.

3 The SharpZO Method

In this section, we detail the SharpZO method, which is designed to fine-tune VLMs using only
forward passes. As illustrated in Fig. [2|(a), our approach consists of two main stages: a sharpness-
aware CMA-ES stage and a sparse ZO fine-grained search stage. We demonstrate that performing a
sharpness-aware global search in the early steps of training significantly enhances the performance of
Z0 optimization—both in terms of convergence speed and final accuracy. In the following, we first
summarize the problem setup of this work and then describe each stage of our method in detail.

We consider a black-box VLM with loss function £(w) and a dataset D = {(z,,,y,)}_; with a
total of IV samples and K classes. For models like CLIP, it is necessary to construct a text prompt for
each class. Specifically, for a given class k € {1, ..., K} and the model hidden dimension m, the
class-specific prompt p¥ is defined by concatenating a predefined initial text embedding py € R™
(e.g., “a photo of a”) with the class label embedding c*, yielding p* = [py, c¥]. To make the prompt
p” trainable, we introduce a parameter p; that modifies the initial embedding py, where ¢ € [1, T



is the training steps. This parameter is obtained via a random projection from a low-dimensional
trainable matrix w; € R?, where d < m is the latent dimension. Then, a fixed randomized projection
matrix A € R™*? is used to project w into the embedding space, producing w; = w; AT € R™ to
matching the shape of the original initialized prompt po. Thus, the overall training objective becomes:

N
1 _ _
min 3" £(po + Pis i), (0,9)), where p=w AT
n=1

Next, we provide a detailed introduction to the two stages of the SharpZO method separately.

3.1 Stage 1: Sharpness-Aware CMA-ES Method

In this section, we first summarize the traditional CMA-ES method and then propose our sharpness-
aware CMA-ES optimization for a warm-up training.

In the traditional CMA-ES method, given the population size S, the optimizer generates a population
of candidate solutions w?, i € [1, 5], where w; is obtained by sampling from the current multivariate
normal distribution w! ~ 6, + o;N(0, C;). Here, 0; is the weighted mean of the distribution, o is
the step size, S is the population size and C' is the covariance matrix capturing the shape and scale of
the search distribution. After evaluating the loss (fitness) £(w?, D) of these samples by forwarding
the training samples D along with the trainable prompt w?, i € [1, 5], the parameters 6;, ¢, and C;
are updated accordingly [17].

Different from the previous CMA-ES method, we propose a new sharpness-aware CMA-ES method
to smooth the loss landscape during the stage 1 warm-up training, which help to reduce the stage 2
gradient estimation accuracy. Specifically, we add the worst-case perturbation €* during the sampling
of CMA-ES method, where €* is computed within a local Euclidean ball based on eq. (2) and gives:

. . VL(6:)
w' ~€ +0; +56N(0,Cy), i€[l,S], € =p—=—i—".
t t t ( t) [ ] t pHV£(0t)||2
The effectiveness of this modification can be explained through the Taylor expansion of the Monte
Carlo estimation for the loss E[L(0; + €* + 0)] used in the sharpness-aware CMA-ES optimizer,
given o ~ N(0, 62C}). Given the sampling strategy in eq. (3)) and omitting the first-order term by
the fact E[o] = 0, the expected fitness can be approximated as:

3

1
E[L(6; + €* +0)] ~ L(0; + €*) + §E[0TV2£(9t +€")o], o~ N(0,02C).

As observed, in addition to optimizing the same term £(0; + €*) as gradient-based SAM methods, the
effectiveness of the sharpness-aware CMA-ES approach is achieved with additional higher order term
involving stochastic adaptation of the covariance matrix, which introduces an additional mechanism
to explore and down-weight high-curvature directions.

Another challenge in applying sharpness-aware CMA-ES lies in gradient estimation. Specifically,
we cannot directly access the gradient information needed to compute €* due to the absence of
backpropagation. Unlike prior work [51} 48], which relies on RGE-based gradient estimation with
a large query budget g, we adopt CGE for this purpose. CGE provides an unbiased estimate of
the gradient along each coordinate, making it more suitable for computing the sharpness-aware
perturbation term, as discussed in Section The detailed formulation for estimating V £(w) using
CGE is provided in eq. (T).

3.2 Stage 2: Fine-grained ZO Method

After obtaining a strong initialization and a smoothed loss landscape through the first-stage global
search, we proceed to optimize the parameters toward the global optimum using a ZO-SGD method.
In this stage, we perform fine-grained and efficient local search guided by RGE-estimated gradients.
To further reduce the variance, we propose a new Z-pruning metrics with pruning mask €2 to reduce
the effective dimension during gradient estimation.

Unlike prior sparse ZO methods that rely solely on magnitude-based pruning metrics, we introduce a
novel pruning criterion tailored to the high-variance nature of ZO-estimated gradients. In contrast to
first-order sparse training approaches, which apply the pruning mask € directly to model weights,



we apply the mask to the perturbation vector w. This strategy effectively reduces the dimensionality
during ZO perturbation and results in the following gradient estimator:

E(w—i—/rQu)—E(w—ﬂ-Qu)u @
2p

We note that a query number of ¢ = 1, as defined in Eq. (1)), is sufficient for stable training of our
SharpZO method when preceded by the Stage 1 warm-up. This is significantly more efficient than
prior works such as ZIP [32]] and BLACKVIP [31], which still exhibit high training variance even
with a query number of ¢ = 5, as shown in Fig.[I] Next, we introduce how we construct the Z-pruning
based pruning mask 2.

Vwl(w) =

Z-pruning Metrics: The Z-pruning metric is designed to minimize the loss degradation introduced
by pruning, by considering the sensitivity of each parameter. Specifically, considering dw reflect the
change of weights during pruning, the difference in loss between the dense and pruned models can be
approximated via a first-order Taylor expansion:

L(w + dw) — L(w) = VL(w) 6w + %&uTHéw + O(||6w]?),

where H denotes the Hessian of the loss with respect to the parameters. Here, we can approximate
the Hessian H using a Fisher matrix as H ~ E,.p[VL(w; x)?] and estimating gradients V£ (w; z)

using the CGE method described in eq. (1) as ?E(w; x). By considering the second-order term, we
can obtain the Z-pruning metrics as:

d
O =|w® 2(Epup[VL(w,2)?]), where VL(w) =

i=1

[E(w + pe;) — L(w — ﬂei)e_ 5)

21

where z(g?) = (g% — p14)/0, denote the Z-score normalization given 1, and o, as the mean and

standard deviation of the gradient vector g = VL. The Z-score standardizes the gradient magnitudes
to mitigate the scale mismatch between trainable parameters and their gradients—a mismatch that is
especially pronounced in ZO settings. We consider adapting the second-order term as the pruning
score based on the practice of previous pruning work [37,47]. In Section[5.4.2] we demonstrate the
effectiveness of the Z-pruning method compared to dense and magnitude-based pruned ZO training.

3.3 Algorithms

We present the SharpZO algorithm in Algorithm|[I] In practice, we first execute Stage 1 for a total of
T, steps, followed by Stage 2 until the total training budget of 1" steps is reached. The transition point
T is determined automatically using a strategy inspired by early stopping, based on the observed
change in validation accuracy. Typically, T, < T and is typically reached within 100 steps. As a
result, although Stage 1 is more computationally expensive per step, the overall training efficiency
remains high. During Stage 2, we update the pruning mask every K steps to balance computational
cost and adaptability to the evolving optimization landscape. The learning rate for ZO optimization
in Stage 2 is denoted by 7.

4 Theoretical Guarantee

In this section, we give a quick proof to show the convergence rate of SharpZO method. By comparing
the SharpZO convergence rate with the baseline ZO-SGD rate given in MeZO [28]], we highlight why
our hybird smoothness-aware setup can significantly help to improve the performance of VLMs fine-
tuning. To align our analysis with VLMs/LLMs fine-tuning, we consider a non-convex optimization
setup and the proof assume the loss landscape follows the Polyak-Lojasiewicz (PL) inequality,
which has been widely considered in other ZO fine-tuning papers [28]]. First, we list the following
assumptions for our analysis include the PL-inequality we just mentioned:

A1l (PL Inequality): The loss function ¢ satisfies the Polyak—t.ojasiewicz (PL) condition. That is,
there exists a constant y > 0 such that for all w € R, we have || VL(w)||* > p(L(w) — L7),
where £* denotes the global minimum of the loss function.

A2 (Lipschitz smoothness): The loss function £ has an L-Lipschitz continuous gradient. That is,
there exists a constant L > 0 such that for all w;,w; € R%, we have |VL(w;) — VL(w,)|| <
Ljw; — wj].



Algorithm 1 SharpZO: Hybrid Sharpness-Aware Zeroth-Order Optimization

Require: Initial prompt parameters wo, total steps 7', transition step 7, pruning interval K

1: fort =1to 7T do

2 if t < Tt then _ > Stage 1: Sharpness-aware CMA-ES
3 Sample candidate solutions w; using eq.

4: Evaluate fitness £(wy) for each candidate

5: Update CMA-ES parameters 6,, o, and C; based on fitness values

6 else > Stage 2: Sparse ZO Optimization
7 ift =T or (t —T:) mod K = 0 then

8: Update pruning mask 2 using eq. (3)

9: end if .
10: Estimate gradient V£ (w;) using the ZO oracle (eq. E])
11: Wi — wi — 1 - VL(we)
12: end if
13: end for

14: return Fine-tuned prompt vector wr

Theorem 1. Under assumptions Al and A2, suppose the SharpZO algorithm first performs T, steps
of global optimization using CMA-ES and then switches to zeroth-order gradient-based optimization
until convergence. The convergence rate of SharpZO method can be give by:

3,2 .2
tzTC—kO(llog(an)) (6)
i

€

where € is given by assuming L(w;) — L* < ¢, 1 is the learning rate of ZO-SGD optimizer in stage 2
and L is the smoothness factor. Eq. ((6)) is obtained by ignoring the lower order terms for clarity.

Proof. Details of the proof can be found in Appendix O

Compared to the naive ZO-SGD convergence rate presented in [28], the SharpZO method leverages
a sharpness-aware initialization strategy that yields a lower starting point for the second-stage ZO
training, specifically of the form (1 — u(1 — 2Lo2))Te Ay in eq. (13) in Appendix@ Since we use a
relative large step size o during the first stage training, we can observe the original error gap A is
linearly decreasing with high scaling factor. Moreover, as we can observe from the sharpness term in
eq. (6). the integration of sharpness-aware optimization effectively clips the L-smoothness constant
L with the sharpness parameter p, thereby reducing the effective sharpness in the ZO training phase.

S Experiments

In this section, we present experimental results to evaluate the performance of the proposed SharpZO
method across a variety of downstream tasks using CLIP models with different architectures. Specifi-
cally, we compare the proposed SharpZO method with zero-shot (ZS) inference and other BP-free
baselines like BBT [49], BlackVIP [31]], and ZIP [32] (Detailed descriptions for tasks and baslines
method can be found in Appendix [B). Our results demonstrate that SharpZO not only achieves
superior accuracy but also improves efficiency, as measured by the time-to-test-accuracy (ToTA)
metric [7]. Additionally, we provide a comprehensive ablation study to analyze the contributions
of individual components in Section [5.4.1)and Section [5.4.2] Further implementation details and
extended experimental results—including evaluations across various model architectures and hyper-
parameter choices, as well as comparisons with state-of-the-art prompt-tuning methods that involve
backpropagation, such as CraFT [43] are provided in Appendix

Training Detail: For the VLM model, we utilize CLIP [34] with both ResNet [19] and ViT [10]
backbones as the visual encoder, and Transformers [41] as the text encoder. The CLIP weights are
initialized from the official pretrained checkpoints and remain frozen during training. The prompt
generator use initial prompt with length of 4, and hidden dimension d = 512. Parameters in w are
initialized from a Gaussian distribution A/(0, 0.02).

Here, we manually tuned the change points from stage 1 to stage 2 by choosing from a set of parameter
between 100 to 500. However, we also tried to adapt an early stopping criterion to automatically



Table 1: Few-shot performance across 11 datasets using CLIP models with ResNet and ViT backbones,
trained for 20K steps. * indicate results reported in prior works [31}/43L132]]. We additionally reproduce
the ZIP results, as the original paper restricted the query budget to SK. Bold values highlight the best
performance, demonstrating the superiority of SharpZO over all BP-free baselines.

Backbone Methods ImageNet  Pets Flo FGVC DITD Euro Cars Food SUN Cal UCF AVG

ZS-CLIP* 58.18 8577 66.14 1728 4232 3756 55.61 7731 5852 86.29 61.46 58.77

BBT* 61.74 88.73 7253 12.07 5433 69.01 60.24 7844 6434 90.05 6791 6540

RNS50 BlackVIP 60.33 8599 65.12 1737 4273 58.16 56.70 77.23 59.17 86.37 60.11 60.84
ZIP 61.30 89.53 6841 1998 4740 63.10 58.61 7898 62.86 90.63 64.05 64.08

SharpZO 63.29 89.51 79.50 2397 60.58 80.77 60.58 79.28 66.17 91.24 7243 69.76

ZS-CLIP* 66.73 89.21 7134 2472 4439 47.60 6532 86.06 6250 9294 66.75 65.23

BBT* 70.15 9270 8241 2949 5926 7048 70.19 86.42 7033 9475 7048 7242

BlackVIP* 67.10 89.70 70.60 2478 4520 73.10 65.60 86.60 64.70 93.70 69.10 68.20

VIEB/I6  71p Officaly* 6620 9400 7040 2680 4780 6460 71.09 8640 6330 9400 69.80 70.57
ZIP (Rep) 6835 9318 7300 2832 5426 7419 6758 87.01 6743 9497 7251 70.98
SharpZO 7160 9406 8802 3234 6395 7942 72.50 8713 70.86 95.09 77.08 75.64

Table 2: Comparison of robustness to distribution shift between SharpZO and other baselines. The
best results among BP-free methods are highlighted in bold.
Method ResNet-50 ViT-B/16

ImageNet -V2 -Sketch -A -R Avg ImageNet -V2 -Sketch -A -R Avg
ZS-CLIP 58.2 51.3 333 21.7 56.0 40.6 66.7 60.8 46.2 478 740 572

CoOp 63.3 55.4 34.7 23.1 56.6 424 71.7 64.6 479 499 751 594
BBT 61.7 54.0 339 232 583 424 70.2 63.0 479 495 761 59.1
BlackVIP 60.2 52.3 333 21.5 577 412 65.5 59.2 44.6 425 731 549
ZIP 61.3 53.7 33.7 239 576 422 68.4 59.7 45.5 47.1 752 56.9

SharpZO 63.3 548 352 245 587 433 71.6 638 450 503 76.6 589

decide this point: the algorithm switches to stage 2 if the validation accuracy does not improve by
more than 0.01 over the best recorded accuracy for 10 consecutive steps, which can achieve similar
results. Detail hyper-parameter setup for SharpZO method on various tasks can be found in Table. [§]
in Appendix [C.2] All experiments use a 16-shot setup unless otherwise specified.

5.1 Results on Few-Shot Classification

We first compare our SharpZO method with SOTA BP-free prompt-tuning baselines across 11
downstream tasks. To explore the effect of different model architectures, we evaluate all methods
using CLIP models with both ResNet-50 and ViT-B/16 viusal encoder backbones. The results are
summarized in Table|l| Based on these results, we draw the following conclusions:

SharpZO significantly outperforms all other BP-free methods. As shown in Table[T} SharpZO con-
sistently surpasses other ZO prompt tuning approaches in terms of classification accuracy. Compared
to the SOTA ZO prompt tuning method ZIP, SharpZO achieves an absolute average performance gain
of 5% and outperforms ZIP among all 11 tasks on the CLIP model with ViT-B/16 backbone. The
performance of SharpZO is approaching first-order method like CoOp, which shows the potential of
deploying ZO method in real-world application. These improvements are driven by the reduction of
gradient estimation variance and bias with the sharpness-aware warm-up training.

SharpZO performs robustly across diverse model architectures. Unlike prior ZO prompt-tuning
methods such as ZIP and BlackVIP—which often struggle to converge on certain tasks like Flow-
ers102, EuroSAT, and UCF101 when using CLIP models with ResNet backbones—our proposed
SharpZO method consistently delivers strong performance across a wide range of architectures
and tasks. Additional results using architectures such as ResNet-101 and ViT-B/32, presented in
Appendix [C.1] further demonstrate the robustness of SharpZO to varying model backbones.

SharpZO exhibits lower training variance. As illustrated by the optimization curves in Fig. [[(a),
SharpZO achieves markedly more stable training—its standard-deviation bands are substantially
narrower than those of other ZO methods such as ZIP and BlackVIP.

5.2 Robustness to Distribution Shift

In this section, we further evaluate the robustness of the SharpZO method under distribution shifts.
Results comparing SharpZO to other BP-free baselines are summarized in Table[2] Compared to the
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state-of-the-art ZO method ZIP, SharpZO achieves an absolute improvement of 2.0% on ResNet-
50 and 2.8% on ViT-B/16 (averaged over all distribution shift benchmarks) for the ImageNet test
accuracy. These findings highlight the strong out-of-distribution generalization ability of SharpZO
under varying types of distribution shifts.

5.3 Time-to-test-accuracy Efficiency

In this section, we evaluate the training efficiency of ~_ Methods  IN  Pets DTD Euro
the proposed SharpZO method. We focus on training ~ BlackVIP 172.6 = 714.8  132.0 ~ 201.5
time rather than memory usage, as all zeroth-order ZIP 190 1263 60 2514
(ZO) baselines exhibit comparable memory con- _onarpZ0 153 24 26 127

sumption due to their forward-only nature. Specif- Taple 3: Time-to-test accuracy comparison be-

ically, we measure the wall-clock time required to  tween different BP-free prompt tuning meth-
reach a common evaluation accuracy threshold, fol- 545 on multiple dataset. The time is recorded

lowing the protocol of [7]]. The threshold is selected i minutes.
such that it is attainable by all baselines. The re-

sults are summarized in Table [3]and tested on single

Nvidia A100-40G GPU.

As shown in Table 3] the SharpZO method achieves faster convergence compared to other ZO prompt
tuning baselines, which is consistent with our theoretical analysis in Section[d Beyond the benefits of
the proposed hybrid sharpness-aware optimization scheme, the improved training speed of SharpZO
also stems from its lower per-step query count and significantly faster forward pass.

Specifically, unlike ZIP and BlackVIP, which require 10 queries per step to reduce training loss,
SharpZO only requires 2 queries per step during Stage 2. Moreover, ZIP incurs substantial overhead
due to its complex reconstruction process in forward pass, taking approximately 0.53 seconds per
forward pass, whereas SharpZO requires only 0.0069 seconds. Consequently, the average per-step
training time of SharpZO is markedly lower than other ZO baseline like ZIP.

5.4 Ablation on Components in Different Stages

5.4.1 Influence of Stage 1 Sharpness Aware Optimization

In this section, we aim to validate the effectiveness and illustrate the influence of our sharpness-aware
CMA-ES method to both stage 1 and stage 2 training in SharpZO. Specifically, we compare the
training curve between the naive CMA-ES method and our sharpness-aware (S-aware) CMA-ES
method for both stage in Fig. 3] (a) and Fig. [3] (b), respectively. The experiments are conducted
on the EuroSAT dataset using the CLIP model with a ViT-B/16 backbone. For the convenience of
comparison, the transition point from Stage 1 to Stage 2 optimization is fixed at 500 steps.

As illustrated in Fig. [3| (a), the sharpness-aware CMA-ES method consistently achieves a faster
convergence rate and superior final accuracy compared to the naive CMA-ES method in stage 1,
which shows a better generalization ability. More importantly, the sharpness-aware training benefits
the second-stage convergence of ZO optimization as observed from Fig. 3] The sharpness-aware
warm-up training leads to a more stable Stage 2 training curve with reduced variance, which can be



attributed to the implicitly clipped smoothness factor introduced by the sharpness-aware updates, as
discussed in the theoretical analysis in Section 4]

5.4.2 Effectiveness of Stage 2 Sparse ZO Optimization

We evaluate the effectiveness of our proposed Z-pruning strategy for sparse ZO optimization in Stage
2. Specifically, we compare it against magnitude-based pruning and dense training on the EuroSAT
dataset using the CLIP ViT-B/16 backbone. Results are shown in Fig. 4]

Our findings show that sparse ZO training with Z-pruning reduces gradient variance and improves
both accuracy and convergence speed compared to dense training. In contrast, magnitude-based
pruning—commonly used in prior work [15} [26]—performs poorly in prompt-tuning due to the
limited number of trainable parameters (512), which makes accurate pruning critical. Moreover,
magnitude-based pruning operates solely on weight values, ignoring critical nonlinear interactions
within the model. This limitation is particularly impactful in prompt-based tuning, where the prompts
are prepended to the input and play a disproportionately large role in the model’s behavior compared
to standard weights.

5.4.3 Comparison with Method Involving Backpropagation

In this section, we compare our method with black-box tuning baselines that involve backpropagation,
such as CraFT [43]. The CraFT method introduces a collaborative fine-tuning framework that jointly
optimizes both the prompt and the adapter, using ES for the former and first-order (FO) methods for
the latter. Although CraFT achieves strong performance, its requirement of backpropagation limits its
applicability in memory-constrained environments, such as mobile devices and edge devices, where
gradient access via backpropagation is not available.

It is important to highlight that reliance on backpropagation presents significant challenges for
deployment on edge inference devices, as these devices are typically equipped with inference-only
ASICs and do not support gradient computation. Unlike large-scale multimodal models like LLaVA
[25], the CLIP model is particularly relevant for edge computing scenarios. Despite the inherent
limitations of backpropagation-based methods in such contexts, we include CraFT in our comparison
to demonstrate that our proposed SharpZO method can achieve even better performance without
relying on backpropagation, and in a more efficient manner.

The comparison results on few-shot task accuracy and training memory, are summarized in Table 4]
As shown, SharpZO consistently outperforms CraFT across all evaluated tasks. Moreover, SharpZO
also requires less training memory, as it avoids storing backpropagation graphs, further enhancing its
suitability for edge deployment.

Table 4: Comparison between SharpZO and black-box fine-tuning baseline involving backpropagation.
* represent accuracy results obtained from original CraFT paper [43]. We bold the best results during

the compasion.
Test Accuracy Memory (MB)
Methods Imagenet Pets DTD  Euro | Imagenet Pets DTD Euro
CraFT* 68.21 91.94 6328 72.07 3297.5 3130.9 3128.7 2178.8
SharpZO 71.60 9346 6395 79.42 31323 3032.5 30579 2075.2

6 Conclusion

This paper has introduced SharpZO, a hybrid ZO fine-tuning method comprising two optimization
stages. In Stage 1, SharpZO employs a sharpness-aware CMA-ES algorithm to conduct a global
search for optimal regions while simultaneously smoothing the loss landscape. In Stage 2, SharpZO
performs fine-grained sparse ZO optimization for local optimization. Compared with prior BP-free
fine-tuning approaches, SharpZO provides a high-performance, inference-only fine-tuning solution
tailored for VLMs. Future work may explore the extension of SharpZO to full-model fine-tuning for
both text- and multimodal LLM:s.
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A Limitations

While SharpZO demonstrates strong empirical and theoretical advantages for forward-only VLM
fine-tuning, several limitations remain. First, the method is currently tailored for prompt-tuning
scenarios with relatively low-dimensional parameter spaces; its scalability to full-model or multi-
modal fine-tuning remains unexplored. Second, the sharpness-aware CMA-ES warm-up stage
requires coordinate-wise gradient estimation (CGE), which may be computationally expensive for
higher-dimensional settings. As a result, the SharpZO method proposed in this work is a better fit
under the parameter-efficient fine-tuning setup.

B Further Detail Regarding Tasks and Baselines

Datasets: Following the experimental setup of prior VLMs fine-tuning works [43| 32], we evaluate
SharpZO on 11 diverse image classification benchmarks under a few-shot learning scenario. These
datasets cover a broad range of tasks: generic object recognition with ImageNet [9] and Caltech101
[42], fine-grained image classification with OxfordPets [33]], StanfordCars [23]], Flowers102 [30],
Food101 [4]], and FGVCAircraft [27], satellite image classification with EuroSAT [20]], texture
recognition with DTD [6], scene classification with SUN397 [44], and action recognition with
UCF101 [36]. To assess the robustness of SharpZO under distribution shift, we further evaluate it
on four widely-used out-of-distribution (OOD) variants of ImageNet: ImageNetV2 [35], ImageNet-
Sketch [42]], ImageNet-A [22], and ImageNet-R [21].

Baselines: To benchmark the performance of SharpZO against SOTA methods, we mianly consider
five baseline approaches:

» Zero-shot (ZS): This baseline uses manually crafted prompts to directly evaluate the pretrained
CLIP model without any additional adaptation.

BBT [49]: BBT employs a naive CMA-ES-based optimizer to update the trainable prompt parame-
ters. As the original BBT is designed for LLMs, we adopt its prompt generator structure and adapt
it to the VLM fine-tuning setting.

BlackVIP [31]]: BlackVIP uses a naive ZO-RGE estimator to jointly optimize both textual and
visual prompts in a black-box manner.

ZIP [32]: ZIP improves upon naive ZO prompt tuning by reducing the number of trainable
parameters via low-rank decomposition of the prompt space.

CraFT [43]]: CraFT introduces a trainable adapter appended to the output of the CLIP model. It
jointly optimizes both the prompt parameters and the adapter using a combination of CMA-ES
and gradient-based methods. As CraFT requires access to backpropagation, we provide a separate
comparison with it in Appendix [5.4.3]

C Additional Experimental Results

C.1 Robustness across different model architectures

We further evaluate the performance of SharpZO across different model architectures and compare
it with other baselines, with results summarized in Table E} As shown, SharpZO demonstrates
architecture-agnostic effectiveness, consistently outperforming previous backpropagation-free (BP-
free) methods across all four evaluated architectures. In particular, SharpZO achieves an average
absolute performance improvement of 2.25% and 4.19% over the ZIP and BlackVIP methods,
respectively.

Table 5: Ablation study for model architectures with Imagenet dataset.
Methods RN50 RNI101 Vit-B/16 Vit-B/32 Avg.
ZS-CLIP 58.18 61.62 66.73 62.05 62.15
BlackVIP 60.33  62.00 67.10 61.10 62.63
ZIP 6130 63.67 68.35 6497 64.57
SharpZO 63.29 65.40 71.60 66.98  66.82

15



C.2 Hyper-parameter Search

To guide future applications of the SharpZO method, we conduct ablation studies on several key
hyper-parameters, including the scaling factor for the sharpness term, and the sparsity ratio used in
sparse ZO optimization. The results are summarized in Table[6]

Based on our experiments, the optimal scaling factor for the sharpness term should be around 0.05
or 0.1, which is consistent with the choice in the original SAM paper for the SAM-SGD algorithm.
The sparsity ratio should be larger than 0.5. Conversely, a sparsity ratio that is too small will hurt
the representational capacity of the prompt parameters, since the number of training parameters is
already low enough during prompt tuning. This observation differs from previous ZO full-model
fine-tuning work.

Table 6: Ablation studies for different applicable pruning metrics and sparsity.

Methods\Sparsity | 10% 30% 50%  70% 90%
Magnitude 78.07 77.14 76.12 77.06 77.09
Z-Score 7891 79.02 79.42 79.15 79.21

Table 7: Ablation studies for different scaling factor p.
p 0.001  0.01 0.05 0.1 0.5
Accuracy | 77.74 79.03 79.22 79.42 7632

Another hyperparameter that influences performance is the scaling factor p, which adjusts the weight
of the sharpness-aware term during the sampling process in Stage 1 optimization. We conduct an
ablation study with different values of p, as shown in Table[7]

We outline the configuration details for each comparative baselines. Specifically, the hyper-parameter
setup of individual tasks for SharpZO method are presented in Table [8] To search these hyper-
parameters, we select 3-5 candidate values ([0.1, 0.2, 0.4, 1.0] for CMA_ES step size, [le — 3, le —
4,1e—5] for ZO scale and [le—1, le—3, 1e — 5] for ZO learning rate) and choose the one yielding the
best performance with the other hyper-parameters fixed. All hyper-parameter search are performed
on a 5-shot validation set extracted from the official validation set or splitted from the training set
(e.g. ImageNet). For a fair comparison, we use the original hyperparameter settings provided in the
baseline papers [32} 31} 43] when running the experiments. In contrast, for the ablation studies, we
adopt a consistent parameter setup across methods to ensure comparability. Specifically, we would
like to note that during the stage 2 of our method, we set the query number ¢ as 1 instead of 5 used in
previous baselines like ZIP and BlackVIP, which is enough for the convergence of SharpZO method.

Table 8: Hyper-parameter setup for Stage 1 and Stage 2 in the SharpZO paper.

Method Dataset Pets Flo FGVC DTD Euro Cars Food SUN Cal UCF IN
Step size o 0.1 04 0.2 0.4 0.4 1.0 0.1 0.4 0.4 0.1 1.0
ZO-CGE scale picge le-3 le-3 le-3 le-5 le-3 le-3 le-3 le-3 le-3 le-3 le-5
Implicit population S 40
SharpZO Intrinsic dimension d 512
(Stage 1) Context tokens number m 4
Scaling factor p 0.1
Population size S 40
Change point (step) 100 500 400 300 500 100 100 400 200 200 200
Learning rate n le-3 le-3 le-3 le-3 le-3 le-3 le-3 le-1 le-3 le-3 le-1
ZO-CGE scale picge le-5
SharpZO ZO-RGE scale pirge le-3
(Stage 2) Pruning interval K 200
Number of query g 1
Pruning ratio 0.5
D Proofs

To prove Theorem I} we begin by establishing Lemma[I] which characterizes the convergence of the
first-stage sharpness-aware CMA-ES method by leveraging its interpretation as a natural-gradient
descent algorithm [I]]. We then apply the result of Lemma|I]as the initial condition for analyzing
the convergence of the second-stage ZO optimization. Finally, by composing these two phases, we
obtain the overall convergence rate of the SharpZO algorithm.
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D.1 Proof of Lemmalll

Before presenting the Lemma[I] we first introduce some background knowledge regarding the con-
nection between the CMA-ES update and the natural gradient descent, details about the mathematical
relationship can be refereed to [1, [16]].

Considering the minimization

arg erfncnt IE[E(P) ‘ 0, C't]

under the sampling distribution of eq. (3], a natural-gradient descent step with step-size o reads

6t+1 = 0t — O'F;tl VgtIE[ﬁ(P) ‘ Ht, Ct], (7)
Ot+1 = Ct — O'VCtE[[,(P) | 0t7 Cf:l . (8)
where F,! is the Fisher information matrix Fg, = —Ep,. F(160) {%} . given the sample

distribution defined in eq. (3). Here we have used that the natural gradient with respect to 6, satisfies:
Vo, E[L(P)] = C; ' Vg, E[L(P)].
To simplify the subsequent convergence proof, we note that our target is the expected fitness f(m;)

of the sample center m; = 6, whereas C; affects only the sampling spread and not directly the
objective value. In the idealized infinite-samples regime of CMA-ES one shows

C;' «x V2L(m;) = H,

so that C'; implements a Hessian-inverse preconditioner. Consequently, in our proof we focus solely
on the mean update (7) (with C; * o H) and omit carrying the detailed covariance dynamics (§)
through the convergence bounds.

Based on eq. (3, we sample P; based on both the current mean value of the distribution parameter 6,
and the sharpness aware term €* obtained by optimizing the maximize problem max|,<, £(P + ¢€)
within the nearly region around the current parameter P. Thus, by simplifying the second and
higher order term with the variance of z, we can obtain the gradient of expectation for the loss
E[L(O: + €* + 2)] as:

Vo,E[L(0; + € + 2)] = Vo, L(0; + €) + O(67)
Putting the above equation into eq. (7)), we can obtain the natural gradient updating equation for the
stage 1 of our SharpZO method, gives:
9t+1 - 015 - O'thl VgtIE[E(P) | 0757 Ct}
=0, — oF, ' [VL(O: + €") + O(57)]

Here, inspired by the proof of Therorem 4.1 of original SAM paper [3], we divide the natural gradient
step of our sharpness-aware CMA-ES method into two steps:

VL(6:)
01 =0+ pe—, 9
1 =0t Sz, ®
Ori1 =0, — oF, [VL(O, ;1) + O] (10)

Lemma 1 (Per—step error bound for sharpness-aware CMA-ES). Under Assumptions A2, the
sharpness-aware CMA-ES method gives a per-step error bound for the updating process as:

L(0:11) < L(6;) — (1 —2La)||V'L(6,)|]* + L?p* + L30*p?

Proof. We begin our proof for the first stage defined in eq. (9). By the assumption of L-smoothness,
we have:

L0, 1) < L(6:) + (VL) 9t+% —0;) + %HQH% - 0:]*.

1
t+§
Since 0,y — 0; = pVL(6,)/[VL(6:)]

L0, 1)< L(0:)+p|IVL®O,)| + L. (1)

t+35
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For the second stage in eq. @I), we employ the similar idea and denote natural gradient as V' L£(6;) =
Fgo ' [VL(6:)]. which gives:

L(0:41) < L(6;) — o (V'L(6,), V£(9t+%)> + L HVE(HH%)HQ

(@)

< L(6:) — L|V'L(0)]? + 1|V’ L(6)) vc(et%)ﬂﬁ L HVﬁ(é’H%)HQ

® ) ,
< L(68:) = 5IV'LO)I + L7 + 55 [ VL, 1|

< £(0) ~ YIVLO)P + L257 + Lo* [V'L@)| + L30? 2

< L(6;) — 2(1=2Lo?)|V'L(6,)|> + L?p* + L?0° p?
where (a) is given by the fact (a,b) > 1||al|* — %|la — b||*> with a = VL(6,), b = V,C(GH%) and
(b) is given by eq. (9). O

D.2 Proof of Theorem[I]

Now, we begin the proof of the global convergence rate of SharpZO method. Before we start, we
first prove a per-step error bound for the stage 2 sparse ZO training in Lemma[2] Then, we perform
inductive step based on the per-step error bound of the stage 2 and include the results in Lemmal|T] as
an initialization point of stage 2 training. Different from the proof in previous ZO fine-tuning paper
[27] that consider an ’effective’ rank for the dimension fo the optimization problem, we consider the
true dimension d, as the trainable parameter in our prompt tuning case is much lower than the full
model fine-tuning case. The proof of Lemma [2is given as follows:

Lemma 2 (Per-step Error Bound for ZO-SGD). Given the Assumption A2 and the ZO-RGE gradient
estimation follow eq. , by setting the learning rate n < m, we have:
2,2

—(d+6)%),
where d is the true parameter dimension of the trainable prompt w and L is the smoothness factor,

is the ZO perturbation scal. The standard devation of the stochastic gradient estimation ~; is defined

as v; = B[|VL(w;) — L,.(w,)||%], given the unbiased estimator N L(wy) for the smoothed objective
function L,,(w).

E[L(we1) | wi] < Lw,) = JVLwe) > + Ln*(*(d + 4) +

Proof. Let w; be the parameter at iteration ¢ and we consider ZO-SGD using a gaussian smoothing
estimator defined in eq. (E]) Based on properties of £, Theorem 3.1 (c) of [], the variance of the
estimator satisfies:

2
E[[|[VL(w:)[|*] < 2(d + 4)[[[VL(w:)|I” +~%] + %LQ(n +6)%,
where is smoothness factor L is assumed

Given the learning rate 7 > 0, then from the smoothness of £, the standard descent lemma gives:

E[L(wir1) | we] < L(we) —nl| VL(w,)|* + énQE[IWﬁ(wt)IIQ]

< L(w) — VL@ + S+ DL +7] + 5120+ 6)%)

Rearranging:
2,2
E[L(wi 1) | wi] < L{w,) =1 (1= Ly(d+4)) [VL(w)| + LiP(v3(d +4) + = (d +6)*).
Choose 1) < 57y s0 that 1 — Lnp(d +4) > 5. Then:
n 2 20,2 L*p?
E[L(wen) | wi] < L(wr) = TIVE@0|? + L3 (d +4) + =/=(d+6)%).
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Next, we proceed to prove Theorem[I|by performing an inductive argument based on the result of
Lemma 2] Let the total number of steps in Stage 2 be denoted as T, := T — T,. To facilitate the
analysis, we define two suboptimality gap measures:

. Agl) := L£(6;) — L*, which denotes the optimality gap of the distributional mean 6; used
in Stage 1 (Sharpness-aware CMA-ES);

. AgQ) = L(w;) — L* used in Stage 2 (ZO optimization).
At the transition point ¢ = T, Lemma [I] guarantees that the distributional mean 67, satisfies a
convergence bound on Ag}c ), Using a second-order Taylor expansion of the loss function around 6,

we can relate the Stage 2 initialization gap A% ) to A(Tlc ) via:
A® _rr < AD 0 L2, s
1. = Lr) = L7 <A+ pIVLOL) | + 5 (p° + 07, Tr(Cr)) - (1D

This inequality provides the initial condition for the inductive proof in Stage 2, where we now track
the evolution of A§2) fort =1T,,...,T, as governed by Lemma Here, we first bound A%)

By Lemmal([I] for each ¢ we have
L(041) < L(6;) — (1 —2Lo°) [[VL(O)|* + L*p* + L*0?p*.
Subtracting £* from both sides yields
A1 < Ay — 2(1=2L0%) |VLO)|I> +C, C =L+ L3*p*.
Under the PL inequality ||V.L(6;)]|? > 2u Ay, it follows that

A <A —1(1-216%) (2uA)) + C
=[1—-p(l=2Lo%)] A+ C.
Set
¢ = p(l—-2Lo%), 0<¢&<1 (assuming o? < 1/(2L)).
Then the recursion becomes
Al < 1-9al +c
Unrolling this fort = 0,1,...,7T. — 1 gives

T.—1

A < -9t ANyoY -9 = 1-9% AS”%[““‘@T“}
=0

Substituting back C' = L%p? + L30%p? and ¢ = u(1 — 2Lo?) completes the proof:

L2p2 + L302p2

D) = (1T AD
ATC — (1 f) A0 + p(1—2L02)

[1 (1- g)Tv}. (12)

Now, we begin to prove the global convergence rate for the SharpZO method. Let’s focus back into
the bound given in Lemma[2] By the PL-inequality assumed in Assumption Al, we have:

E[L(wii1) | wi] < Lwy) = [ VL@)|? + Cua(d, L) 7
< L(wy) —np (L(wy) — £7) + Coar(d, L) 1,

L2,2 3
where Clar(d, L) = Ldtd)+ nf (4+6)" s some constant. Taking full expectation and with A?) =

E[L(w;)] — L* gives the one-step contraction

AR < Q=) AP + Cuarl(d, L) .
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Given the current step ¢, we define to := t — T, and unroll this linear recursion fort =T, ..., T, +15
yields
C(valr (da L ) n

AP < (1 =) AP + .

(1 —-(1- nu)”)

(@) ta( A(D)
< (1 =nu)? Ay’ + plIVL(OT,)

(b)
< (1—nu)((1-T A +

Cvar d’L
n (d, L)n

L
+ 5 (P + 07, Tr(C))) m

(1 -(1- Tlﬂ)t2>
L2p2 + L37’]2p2
p(1—2Ln?)

+ % (p* + 6% Tr(Cr.))) + CV'“(Z’L)” (1 —(1- W)fz),

1-a-97]

+pVL(Or,)

where (a) is given by eq. and (b) follows the bound of A% ) proved in eq. l| Finally, by

ensuring A§2) < ¢, we have:

1. X-B
to = O(—1
? (Wne—B

);

where

L2 2+L3 2 .2 L
X = (-9 A0 + =T 1 - (1= 9]+ p| VL) + 5 (0 + 03, Tr )

¢
(13)
1 Lo2 TI‘C‘TC
= (1= 9T AP + (L + L)€ = 2) + 5 L) + ol VLOL )| + 5= (4)
and
B = Cvar(d7 L)’?’ Cvar(d7 L) _ L(d+4)+Ln4M (d+6)® (15)
7

Here, if we focus on the influence of smoothness factor L and ignoring the lower-order terms for
convenience, we can write the convergence rate to as:

3,2 .2
to(L) ~ O (nlulog (L e )) (16)

€
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NeurlIPS Paper Checklist

The checklist is designed to encourage best practices for responsible machine learning research,
addressing issues of reproducibility, transparency, research ethics, and societal impact. Do not remove
the checklist: The papers not including the checklist will be desk rejected. The checklist should
follow the references and follow the (optional) supplemental material. The checklist does NOT count
towards the page limit.

Please read the checklist guidelines carefully for information on how to answer these questions. For
each question in the checklist:

¢ You should answer [Yes] , ,or [NA] .

* [NA] means either that the question is Not Applicable for that particular paper or the
relevant information is Not Available.

* Please provide a short (1-2 sentence) justification right after your answer (even for NA).

The checklist answers are an integral part of your paper submission. They are visible to the
reviewers, area chairs, senior area chairs, and ethics reviewers. You will be asked to also include it
(after eventual revisions) with the final version of your paper, and its final version will be published
with the paper.

The reviewers of your paper will be asked to use the checklist as one of the factors in their evaluation.
While "[Yes] " is generally preferable to " ", itis perfectly acceptable to answer " " provided a
proper justification is given (e.g., "error bars are not reported because it would be too computationally
expensive" or "we were unable to find the license for the dataset we used"). In general, answering
" "or "[NA] " is not grounds for rejection. While the questions are phrased in a binary way, we
acknowledge that the true answer is often more nuanced, so please just use your best judgment and
write a justification to elaborate. All supporting evidence can appear either in the main paper or the
supplemental material, provided in appendix. If you answer [Yes] to a question, in the justification
please point to the section(s) where related material for the question can be found.

IMPORTANT, please:

* Delete this instruction block, but keep the section heading ‘“NeurIPS Paper Checklist",
* Keep the checklist subsection headings, questions/answers and guidelines below.
* Do not modify the questions and only use the provided macros for your answers.

1. Claims
Question: Do the main claims made in the abstract and introduction accurately reflect the
paper’s contributions and scope?
Answer: [Yes]
Justification:

Guidelines:
* The answer NA means that the abstract and introduction do not include the claims
made in the paper.
* The abstract and/or introduction should clearly state the claims made, including the
contributions made in the paper and important assumptions and limitations. A No or
NA answer to this question will not be perceived well by the reviewers.
* The claims made should match theoretical and experimental results, and reflect how
much the results can be expected to generalize to other settings.
* It is fine to include aspirational goals as motivation as long as it is clear that these goals
are not attained by the paper.
2. Limitations
Question: Does the paper discuss the limitations of the work performed by the authors?
Answer: [Yes]
Justification: We have discussed the limitation in Appendix A.

Guidelines:

* The answer NA means that the paper has no limitation while the answer No means that
the paper has limitations, but those are not discussed in the paper.
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 The authors are encouraged to create a separate "Limitations" section in their paper.

* The paper should point out any strong assumptions and how robust the results are to
violations of these assumptions (e.g., independence assumptions, noiseless settings,
model well-specification, asymptotic approximations only holding locally). The authors
should reflect on how these assumptions might be violated in practice and what the
implications would be.

* The authors should reflect on the scope of the claims made, e.g., if the approach was
only tested on a few datasets or with a few runs. In general, empirical results often
depend on implicit assumptions, which should be articulated.

* The authors should reflect on the factors that influence the performance of the approach.
For example, a facial recognition algorithm may perform poorly when image resolution
is low or images are taken in low lighting. Or a speech-to-text system might not be
used reliably to provide closed captions for online lectures because it fails to handle
technical jargon.

 The authors should discuss the computational efficiency of the proposed algorithms
and how they scale with dataset size.

« If applicable, the authors should discuss possible limitations of their approach to
address problems of privacy and fairness.

* While the authors might fear that complete honesty about limitations might be used by
reviewers as grounds for rejection, a worse outcome might be that reviewers discover
limitations that aren’t acknowledged in the paper. The authors should use their best
judgment and recognize that individual actions in favor of transparency play an impor-
tant role in developing norms that preserve the integrity of the community. Reviewers
will be specifically instructed to not penalize honesty concerning limitations.

3. Theory assumptions and proofs

Question: For each theoretical result, does the paper provide the full set of assumptions and
a complete (and correct) proof?

Answer: [Yes]
Justification: We prodive detailed description for the assumption and proof.

Guidelines:

* The answer NA means that the paper does not include theoretical results.

* All the theorems, formulas, and proofs in the paper should be numbered and cross-
referenced.

* All assumptions should be clearly stated or referenced in the statement of any theorems.

* The proofs can either appear in the main paper or the supplemental material, but if
they appear in the supplemental material, the authors are encouraged to provide a short
proof sketch to provide intuition.

* Inversely, any informal proof provided in the core of the paper should be complemented
by formal proofs provided in appendix or supplemental material.

* Theorems and Lemmas that the proof relies upon should be properly referenced.

4. Experimental result reproducibility

Question: Does the paper fully disclose all the information needed to reproduce the main ex-
perimental results of the paper to the extent that it affects the main claims and/or conclusions
of the paper (regardless of whether the code and data are provided or not)?

Answer: [Yes]
Justification: We included the detiled hyper-parameter setup in the appendix

Guidelines:

» The answer NA means that the paper does not include experiments.

* If the paper includes experiments, a No answer to this question will not be perceived
well by the reviewers: Making the paper reproducible is important, regardless of
whether the code and data are provided or not.

* If the contribution is a dataset and/or model, the authors should describe the steps taken
to make their results reproducible or verifiable.

* Depending on the contribution, reproducibility can be accomplished in various ways.
For example, if the contribution is a novel architecture, describing the architecture fully
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might suffice, or if the contribution is a specific model and empirical evaluation, it may
be necessary to either make it possible for others to replicate the model with the same
dataset, or provide access to the model. In general. releasing code and data is often
one good way to accomplish this, but reproducibility can also be provided via detailed
instructions for how to replicate the results, access to a hosted model (e.g., in the case
of a large language model), releasing of a model checkpoint, or other means that are
appropriate to the research performed.

While NeurIPS does not require releasing code, the conference does require all submis-

sions to provide some reasonable avenue for reproducibility, which may depend on the

nature of the contribution. For example

(a) If the contribution is primarily a new algorithm, the paper should make it clear how
to reproduce that algorithm.

(b) If the contribution is primarily a new model architecture, the paper should describe
the architecture clearly and fully.

(c) If the contribution is a new model (e.g., a large language model), then there should
either be a way to access this model for reproducing the results or a way to reproduce
the model (e.g., with an open-source dataset or instructions for how to construct
the dataset).

(d) We recognize that reproducibility may be tricky in some cases, in which case
authors are welcome to describe the particular way they provide for reproducibility.
In the case of closed-source models, it may be that access to the model is limited in
some way (e.g., to registered users), but it should be possible for other researchers
to have some path to reproducing or verifying the results.

5. Open access to data and code

Question: Does the paper provide open access to the data and code, with sufficient instruc-
tions to faithfully reproduce the main experimental results, as described in supplemental
material?

Answer: [Yes]

Justification: We will release the code, the anonymous code is provided in the supplemental
material with documentation

Guidelines:

The answer NA means that paper does not include experiments requiring code.
Please see the NeurIPS code and data submission guidelines (https://nips.cc/
public/guides/CodeSubmissionPolicy) for more details.

While we encourage the release of code and data, we understand that this might not be
possible, so “No” is an acceptable answer. Papers cannot be rejected simply for not
including code, unless this is central to the contribution (e.g., for a new open-source
benchmark).

The instructions should contain the exact command and environment needed to run to
reproduce the results. See the NeurIPS code and data submission guidelines (https:
//nips.cc/public/guides/CodeSubmissionPolicy) for more details.

The authors should provide instructions on data access and preparation, including how
to access the raw data, preprocessed data, intermediate data, and generated data, etc.
The authors should provide scripts to reproduce all experimental results for the new
proposed method and baselines. If only a subset of experiments are reproducible, they
should state which ones are omitted from the script and why.

At submission time, to preserve anonymity, the authors should release anonymized
versions (if applicable).

Providing as much information as possible in supplemental material (appended to the
paper) is recommended, but including URLSs to data and code is permitted.

6. Experimental setting/details

Question: Does the paper specify all the training and test details (e.g., data splits, hyper-
parameters, how they were chosen, type of optimizer, etc.) necessary to understand the
results?

Answer: [Yes]
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Justification: We use public dataset and we have offered detailed instruction on the hyperpa-
rameter of the data processing.

Guidelines:

* The answer NA means that the paper does not include experiments.

* The experimental setting should be presented in the core of the paper to a level of detail
that is necessary to appreciate the results and make sense of them.

¢ The full details can be provided either with the code, in appendix, or as supplemental
material.

7. Experiment statistical significance

Question: Does the paper report error bars suitably and correctly defined or other appropriate
information about the statistical significance of the experiments?

Answer: [Yes]
Justification: In the training curve we provided, we mark the variance interval by shallow

Guidelines:

* The answer NA means that the paper does not include experiments.

* The authors should answer "Yes" if the results are accompanied by error bars, confi-
dence intervals, or statistical significance tests, at least for the experiments that support
the main claims of the paper.

* The factors of variability that the error bars are capturing should be clearly stated (for
example, train/test split, initialization, random drawing of some parameter, or overall
run with given experimental conditions).

* The method for calculating the error bars should be explained (closed form formula,
call to a library function, bootstrap, etc.)

* The assumptions made should be given (e.g., Normally distributed errors).

* It should be clear whether the error bar is the standard deviation or the standard error
of the mean.

* It is OK to report 1-sigma error bars, but one should state it. The authors should
preferably report a 2-sigma error bar than state that they have a 96% CIL, if the hypothesis
of Normality of errors is not verified.

 For asymmetric distributions, the authors should be careful not to show in tables or
figures symmetric error bars that would yield results that are out of range (e.g. negative
error rates).

* If error bars are reported in tables or plots, The authors should explain in the text how
they were calculated and reference the corresponding figures or tables in the text.

8. Experiments compute resources

Question: For each experiment, does the paper provide sufficient information on the com-
puter resources (type of compute workers, memory, time of execution) needed to reproduce
the experiments?

Answer: [Yes]
Justification: We provide wall data and memory information in the description.

Guidelines:

* The answer NA means that the paper does not include experiments.

* The paper should indicate the type of compute workers CPU or GPU, internal cluster,
or cloud provider, including relevant memory and storage.

* The paper should provide the amount of compute required for each of the individual
experimental runs as well as estimate the total compute.

* The paper should disclose whether the full research project required more compute
than the experiments reported in the paper (e.g., preliminary or failed experiments that
didn’t make it into the paper).

9. Code of ethics

Question: Does the research conducted in the paper conform, in every respect, with the
NeurIPS Code of Ethics https://neurips.cc/public/EthicsGuidelines]?

Answer: [Yes]
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10.

11.

12.

Justification: We have checked.

Guidelines:

* The answer NA means that the authors have not reviewed the NeurIPS Code of Ethics.

* If the authors answer No, they should explain the special circumstances that require a
deviation from the Code of Ethics.

* The authors should make sure to preserve anonymity (e.g., if there is a special consid-
eration due to laws or regulations in their jurisdiction).

Broader impacts

Question: Does the paper discuss both potential positive societal impacts and negative
societal impacts of the work performed?

Answer: [NA]
Justification:

Guidelines:

* The answer NA means that there is no societal impact of the work performed.

o If the authors answer NA or No, they should explain why their work has no societal
impact or why the paper does not address societal impact.

» Examples of negative societal impacts include potential malicious or unintended uses
(e.g., disinformation, generating fake profiles, surveillance), fairness considerations
(e.g., deployment of technologies that could make decisions that unfairly impact specific
groups), privacy considerations, and security considerations.

» The conference expects that many papers will be foundational research and not tied
to particular applications, let alone deployments. However, if there is a direct path to
any negative applications, the authors should point it out. For example, it is legitimate
to point out that an improvement in the quality of generative models could be used to
generate deepfakes for disinformation. On the other hand, it is not needed to point out
that a generic algorithm for optimizing neural networks could enable people to train
models that generate Deepfakes faster.

* The authors should consider possible harms that could arise when the technology is
being used as intended and functioning correctly, harms that could arise when the
technology is being used as intended but gives incorrect results, and harms following
from (intentional or unintentional) misuse of the technology.

« If there are negative societal impacts, the authors could also discuss possible mitigation
strategies (e.g., gated release of models, providing defenses in addition to attacks,
mechanisms for monitoring misuse, mechanisms to monitor how a system learns from
feedback over time, improving the efficiency and accessibility of ML).

Safeguards

Question: Does the paper describe safeguards that have been put in place for responsible
release of data or models that have a high risk for misuse (e.g., pretrained language models,
image generators, or scraped datasets)?

Answer: [NA]
Justification:

Guidelines:

» The answer NA means that the paper poses no such risks.

* Released models that have a high risk for misuse or dual-use should be released with
necessary safeguards to allow for controlled use of the model, for example by requiring
that users adhere to usage guidelines or restrictions to access the model or implementing
safety filters.

 Datasets that have been scraped from the Internet could pose safety risks. The authors
should describe how they avoided releasing unsafe images.

* We recognize that providing effective safeguards is challenging, and many papers do
not require this, but we encourage authors to take this into account and make a best
faith effort.

Licenses for existing assets

25



13.

14.

15.

Question: Are the creators or original owners of assets (e.g., code, data, models), used in
the paper, properly credited and are the license and terms of use explicitly mentioned and
properly respected?

Answer: [Yes]
Justification: We have cited the related papers.

Guidelines:

* The answer NA means that the paper does not use existing assets.

 The authors should cite the original paper that produced the code package or dataset.

* The authors should state which version of the asset is used and, if possible, include a
URL.

* The name of the license (e.g., CC-BY 4.0) should be included for each asset.

 For scraped data from a particular source (e.g., website), the copyright and terms of
service of that source should be provided.

 If assets are released, the license, copyright information, and terms of use in the
package should be provided. For popular datasets, paperswithcode.com/datasets
has curated licenses for some datasets. Their licensing guide can help determine the
license of a dataset.

* For existing datasets that are re-packaged, both the original license and the license of
the derived asset (if it has changed) should be provided.

* If this information is not available online, the authors are encouraged to reach out to
the asset’s creators.

New assets

Question: Are new assets introduced in the paper well documented and is the documentation
provided alongside the assets?

Answer: [Yes]
Justification: We provided such details

Guidelines:

* The answer NA means that the paper does not release new assets.

* Researchers should communicate the details of the dataset/code/model as part of their
submissions via structured templates. This includes details about training, license,
limitations, etc.

* The paper should discuss whether and how consent was obtained from people whose
asset is used.

» At submission time, remember to anonymize your assets (if applicable). You can either
create an anonymized URL or include an anonymized zip file.

Crowdsourcing and research with human subjects

Question: For crowdsourcing experiments and research with human subjects, does the paper
include the full text of instructions given to participants and screenshots, if applicable, as
well as details about compensation (if any)?

Answer: [NA]
Justification:

Guidelines:

* The answer NA means that the paper does not involve crowdsourcing nor research with
human subjects.

* Including this information in the supplemental material is fine, but if the main contribu-
tion of the paper involves human subjects, then as much detail as possible should be
included in the main paper.

* According to the NeurIPS Code of Ethics, workers involved in data collection, curation,
or other labor should be paid at least the minimum wage in the country of the data
collector.

Institutional review board (IRB) approvals or equivalent for research with human
subjects
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16.

Question: Does the paper describe potential risks incurred by study participants, whether
such risks were disclosed to the subjects, and whether Institutional Review Board (IRB)
approvals (or an equivalent approval/review based on the requirements of your country or
institution) were obtained?

Answer: [NA]
Justification:

Guidelines:

* The answer NA means that the paper does not involve crowdsourcing nor research with
human subjects.

* Depending on the country in which research is conducted, IRB approval (or equivalent)
may be required for any human subjects research. If you obtained IRB approval, you
should clearly state this in the paper.

* We recognize that the procedures for this may vary significantly between institutions
and locations, and we expect authors to adhere to the NeurIPS Code of Ethics and the
guidelines for their institution.

¢ For initial submissions, do not include any information that would break anonymity (if
applicable), such as the institution conducting the review.

Declaration of LLM usage

Question: Does the paper describe the usage of LLMs if it is an important, original, or
non-standard component of the core methods in this research? Note that if the LLM is used
only for writing, editing, or formatting purposes and does not impact the core methodology,
scientific rigorousness, or originality of the research, declaration is not required.

Answer: [NA]
Justification:

Guidelines:

* The answer NA means that the core method development in this research does not
involve LLMs as any important, original, or non-standard components.

¢ Please refer to our LLM policy (https://neurips.cc/Conferences/2025/LLM)
for what should or should not be described.
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