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ABSTRACT

Federated learning in healthcare research has primarily focused on black-box
models, leaving a notable gap in interpretability crucial for clinical decision-
making. While scoring systems, acknowledged for their transparency, are widely
employed in clinical science, there are notably limited privacy-preserving solu-
tions for scoring system generators. FedScore, an example of such a solution,
has been demonstrated using artificially partitioned data. In this study, we further
improve FedScore and conduct empirical experiments utilizing real-world hetero-
geneous clinical data.

1 INTRODUCTION

Clinical scoring systems have been widely used in various medical domains, including emergency
medicine (Oprita et al., 2014), cardiology (Dag et al., 2016), and neurology (Petersen et al., 2022)
for patient risk stratification due to their model interpretability (Fleig et al., 2011). Existing data-
driven scoring systems, such as the Supersparse Linear Integer Model (Ustun & Rudin, 2015) and
the Interval Coded Scoring (Billiet et al., 2018), were mostly designed for data as a single dataset.
With clinical practices becoming increasingly digitized, cross-institutional collaboration has been
more prevalent in recent years to develop more robust and transferable models (Brisimi et al., 2018).
Data sharing, however, is often impractical due to various privacy concerns (Antunes et al., 2022).
As a result, federated learning (FL) has been widely employed to address privacy concerns (Sheller
et al., 2020), enabling distributed model training without collecting or sharing patient data across
institutions (Rieke et al., 2020).

The FedScore framework, recently proposed for generating scoring systems using clinical data from
multiple sites in a privacy-preserving way, was initially demonstrated using artificially partitioned
datasets (Li et al., 2023b). Our work further improves FedScore by employing several engineering-
based (Li et al., 2023a) FL strategies, and we evaluate the enhanced method using real-world het-
erogeneous datasets by comparing the performance of FL models with local and centralized models.
Through empirical experiments, we demonstrate that the modified FedScore framework is more
robust and generalizable, capable of handling cross-institutional data heterogeneity for future inter-
national collaborations. Our code is available at this GitHub repository.

2 METHODS

As illustrated in Figure 1, the FedScore framework comprises five modules, most of which are
versatile (Li et al., 2023b) and can be adjusted based on the specific needs of the intended clinical
questions. Further details are available in Appendix A.1. Our work primarily focuses on Modules
3, 4 and 5. The original FedScore employs ODAL2 (Duan et al., 2019), a one-shot statistics-based
(Li et al., 2023a) FL algorithm for conducting federated logistic regression (LR). ODAL2 is model-
specific and assumes identically and independently distributed data, which may be inapplicable to
real-world heterogeneous clinical data. Therefore, we adopt commonly used engineering-based
FL strategies: FedAvg (McMahan et al., 2017), FedAvgM (Hsu et al., 2019) and q-FedAvg (Li
et al., 2020), to enhance FedScore. We conduct an empirical comparison of FL models to local
and central models created from the baseline scoring method (Xie et al., 2023) using real-world
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heterogeneous electronic health records (EHR) datasets. Specifically, we use the public dataset
MIMIC-IV-ED (Johnson et al., 2023) collected from the United States, and private data (Liu et al.,
2022) collected from Singapore General Hospital (SGH). Further details about both datasets are
provided in Appendix A.2.
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Figure 1: FedScore workflow.

3 RESULTS & CONCLUSION

We conduct experiments using two real-world EHR datasets as two clients. The setup for hyperpa-
rameter fine-tuning is detailed in Appendix A.3. The best average area under the receiver operating
characteristic curve (AUROC) values for FedScore using each FL strategy are reported in Table 1,
alongside the baseline models. The trends in model performance for FedScore with different FL
strategies, considering various fine-tuned hyperparameters are illustrated in Appendix A.4.

Table 1: Comparisons of FedScore and baseline models (AUROC).

FL / Local Model MIMIC AUROC SGH AUROC Average AUROC
Local Model (MIMIC) 0.6751 0.8055 0.7403

Local Model (SGH) 0.6843 0.8229 0.7536
Central Model 0.6824 0.8232 0.7528

FedScore (FedAvg) 0.7024 0.8243 0.7634
FedScore (FedAvgM) 0.7025 0.8215 0.7620
FedScore (q-FedAvg) 0.7056 0.8210 0.7633

As displayed in Table 1 and Appendix A.4, with appropriate hyperparameters, all FedScore models
outperform local and central models on average. These results demonstrate the stability and effec-
tiveness of the enhanced FedScore, which consistently performs well across various FL algorithms.

In conclusion, we enhance the FedScore framework by integrating engineering-based FL algorithms
for score derivation. The improved FedScore demonstrates increased robustness to real-world het-
erogeneity, highlighting its potential for future international clinical collaborations. Furthermore, the
updated framework is highly adaptable, with the capacity to incorporate new score models beyond
LR, thus laying the foundation for ongoing exploration across different types of clinical outcomes.

2



Published as a Tiny Paper at ICLR 2024

URM STATEMENT

The authors acknowledge that all authors of this work meet the URM criteria of the ICLR 2024 Tiny
Papers Track.

REFERENCES
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A APPENDIX

A.1 OVERVIEW OF FEDSCORE FRAMEWORK

The FedScore framework is designed to offer a user-friendly interface for collaborative clinical score
generation, consisting of five modules. In Module 1, local variable importance rankings for the P
predictors are initially computed independently at each site using common ranking methods, such as
random forest. For a given variable Xm where 1 ≤ m ≤ P , the rank at site j, denoted as qj ∈ N , is
determined and then aggregated to generate the global ranking. This is achieved by calculating the
weighted average of local rankings for each variable:

∑K
j=1 wjqj , where each integer set [1, P ] ∈ Z

provides its global ranking. The normalized weights for site j should satisfy
∑K

j=1 wj = 1, and the
default option is sample-size-based weights.

In Module 2, numerical variables are transformed into categories to model the nonlinear effects
of predictors. Local cut vectors are computed at each site and then federated using sample-size-
weighted means. A maximum number of categories (usually 5) is set, and if exceeded, categories
are combined until the requirement is met. Specifically, the quantiles of continuous variables are
specified as 0%, k1%, k2%, k3%, k4%, with default settings for k1, k2, k3, k4 being 20, 40, 60, 80,
respectively. The unified cutoff for each continuous variable is then calculated by weighting the k
values acquired at each site, using weights wj .

Modules 3 and 4 involve fitting federated logistic regression models, utilizing up to the top K vari-
ables from the global ranking obtained in Module 1. A parsimony plot is generated to illustrate
the relationship between model complexity and prediction performance, aiding in model selection.
Following user decisions on variable selection and threshold values for cutting continuous variables,
Module 5 fits the final federated logistic regression model. The resulting score table is applied to the
testing set for the final performance evaluation.

Choice of model: In both the original and updated frameworks, we prioritize simple logistic regres-
sion to model clinical questions with binary outcomes. This choice is driven by its transparency and
interpretability, making it the most common and natural option for clinicians in binary classification
tasks in FL clinical research (Li et al., 2023a).

Motivation: In the original framework, ODAL2 was used in Modules 3 and 5 for federated logistic
regression due to its communication efficiency as a one-shot algorithm. Its model-specific nature
served as a motivation for conducting this follow-up study to develop a more convenient, model-
agnostic framework.

Summary of Contributions: The major contribution of this work is threefold. Firstly, we addressed
the limitation that the original framework is model specific and can only be applied to logistic regres-
sion. The new framework is model-agnostic and applicable to different types of models. Secondly,
we offer a new implementation of the framework in Python that can handle heterogeneous data with
new FL frameworks, whereas the original implementation in R only works for homogeneous data,
which restricts its real-world applications. Thirdly, this study provides empirical evidence regard-
ing the effect of different FL strategies and hyperparameters on model performance. This may be
particularly useful for researchers or users who wish to use FedScore using these FL frameworks.

A.2 DETAILS OF MIMIC-IV-ED AND SGH-ED DATASETS

MIMIC-IV-ED is an open-source dataset of ED admissions at Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center
between 2011 and 2019. We first construct a master dataset following the pipeline proposed by Xie
et al. (2022). The dataset is then filtered to include only ED admissions of Asian patients who were
at least 21 years old. Observations with missing values are removed, resulting in a final cohort of
9071 admissions.

The SGH-ED dataset is a private dataset collected in the ED of Singapore General Hospital and
extracted from the SingHealth Electronic Health Intelligence System. A waiver of consent was
granted for EHR data collection and retrospective analysis, and the study has been approved by the
Singapore Health Services’ Centralized Institutional Review Board, with all data deidentified. The
dataset is filtered to include only ED admissions of adult Chinese patients in 2019. Observations
with missing values are also removed, resulting in a final cohort of 81110 admissions.
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For both datasets, the binary outcome of interest is inpatient mortality. The datasets contain 17 vari-
ables, including age, gender, pulse (beats/min), respiration (times/min), peripheral capillary oxygen
saturation (SpO2; %), diastolic blood pressure (mm Hg), systolic blood pressure (mm Hg), and
comorbidities such as myocardial infarction, congestive heart failure, peripheral vascular disease,
stroke, dementia, chronic pulmonary disease, rheumatic disease, peptic ulcer disease, paralysis and
kidney disease.

A.3 HYPERPARAMETERS

Table 2: Hyperparameter values for fine-tuning.

Hyperparameter FL Models Candidate values

Server-side learning rate FedAvgM, q-FedAvg 0.001, 0.005, 0.01, 0.05, 0.1, 0.5, 1.0
Local epochs FedAvg, FedAvgM, q-FedAvg 1, 3, 5, 10, 20, 30, 50

Rounds of communication FedAvg, FedAvgM, q-FedAvg 5, 10, 20, 30, 40, 50
q parameter q-FedAvg 0, 0.1, 0.2, 0.3, 0.5, 0.8, 1.0
Momentum FedAvgM 0, 0.1, 0.2, 0.5, 0.6, 0.8, 1.0

A.4 IMPACT OF HYPERPARAMETERS ON FL MODEL PERFORMANCES
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Figure 2: Performance of FL models with varying hyperparameters.
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