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Critique of:  

Lamurias, A., Sousa, D., Clarke, L. A., & Couto, F. M. (2019). BO-LSTM: classifying relations via long 

short-term memory networks along biomedical ontologies. BMC bioinformatics, 20(1), 10. 

 

1. Problem Addressed: 

Relation extraction and classification is a common Information Extraction task involving the linking of 

entities that participate in a semantic or syntactic relationship within a span of text. The process of 

relationship extraction is typically dependent on other NLP tasks such as entity detection, part-of-speech 

(POS) tagging, or syntactic parsing. There has been significant work resulting in numerous methods that 

address this problem. These methods can be categorized into knowledge-based, supervised, and semi-

supervised (Etzioni, 2008).  

The critiqued paper by Lamurias et al ( 2019) proposes an extension to previous work by B. Xu et al 

(2018) and Y. Zhang et al (2018) through the introduction of an ontology embedding layer added to a 

baseline model previously proposed by (Y. Zhang et al, 2018) which produces dense vector representations 

using a sequence of ontological ancestors for concepts resolved from entities within each input span. This 

approach leverages an RNN/LSTM featuring a multi-channel stacked neural network architecture that 

combines multiple embedding sources including the proposed ontological concept embedding method 

(further elaborated within the Methodology section of this critique). 

The hypothesis for this work is supported by the success of current state-of-the-art relation extraction 

methods that leverage LSTM along with Word embeddings layers (Mikolov, 2013; Pennington, 2014). 

Lamurias et al postulate that an ontology (or concept) embedding layer can provide additional domain-

specific information that is otherwise hidden in the training data. This insight stems from both the well-

known success and limitations of word embeddings (discussed further in ‘Prior Research and Significance’ 

below). 

2. Prior Research and Significance: 

The need for improved relation extraction methods is a crucial prerequisite to natural language 

understanding and an integral aspect of knowledge discovery, Q&A, semantic search engines, and decision 

support systems (Bach and Badaskar, 2007). This need stems from the challenge presented by the rapidly 

growing and vast amount of unstructured text available on the web in the form of journals, blogs, news 

articles, and government documents. 

 Early relationship extraction methods were based on pattern-matching (Riloff and Jones, 1999), 

lexico-syntactic patterns (Hearst et al, 1992), cascading grammars (Boguraev, 2004), relational (Reiss, 

2008; Krishnamurthy, 2009; Chiticariu, 2010), and others (Fukumoto et al, 1998; Garigliano et al 1998; 

Humphrey et al, 1998).  See (Bach and Badaskar, 2007) and (Konstantinova, 2014) for a comprehensive 

literature review of early relation extraction methods. All these approaches suffer from several drawbacks 
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including: lack of portability of rules (Konstantinova, 2014), inherent limitation in scaling large number of 

rules (Reiss, 2008), ambiguity when resolving overlapping rules (Chiticariu, 2010), and the labor involved 

in hand-crafting and maintaining many rules. 

 Other approaches for relation extraction are based on supervised learning methods such as: logistic 

regression (Kambhatla, 2004), kernel-based (Zhao and Grishman, 2005; Bunescu and Mooney, 2006), 

Condition Random Field (Culotta, 2006). Semi-supervised methods such as (Brin et al, 1998; Agichtein 

and Gravano, 2000; and Etzioni, 2005). Most of these methods are focused on extracting only binary 

relations. (McDonald et al, 2005) presents a method for extracting higher-order relationships.  

 Since the formation of Information Extraction field, dating back to Message Understanding 

Conferences 1980’s (MUC) sponsored by DARPA, relation extraction tasks have been exceptionally 

challenging. The state-of-the-art methods typically yield F1 performance between .60 and .70 on relation 

extraction datasets (Chiticariu, 2018). The methods reviewed above are considered traditional relation 

extraction methods, the critiqued paper (Lamurias et al) is based on current state-of-the-art methods based 

on deep learning using RNN/LSTM neural networks (Hochreiter, 1997) that have demonstrated F1 scores 

of .77 when extracting drug interaction relationships from biomedical text (W. Zheng et al, 2017). A 

common method used with these RNN/LSTM models is to include a word embedding layer trained using 

word2vec (Mikolov, 2013) or GloVe (Pennington, 2014) on a corpus of documents. Word embeddings 

have demonstrated significant improvement to performance because they can detect relationships between 

entities using unsupervised algorithms such as skip-gram and CBOW (continuous bag of words).  

There are several well-known drawbacks with using word embedding including missing the 

underlying concepts and semantics behind words (Lucy and Gauthier, 2017), out-of-vocab problem (when 

words are not in the embedding space), inability to represent phrases (2 or more words), unable to 

distinguish multi-sense words (polysemy). See (Young et al, 2018) for a recent review of modern word 

embedding methods and limitations.  

Motivated by the above success and limitations of word-embeddings, the critiqued paper proposes 

an additional embedding layer called: ontology-embedding. This approach attempts to leverage domain-

specific ontologies as part of vector encoding process with the hypothesis that it will provide the down-

stream layers with valuable information that is not directly observable through the training data.  

Specifically, the approach will focus on extracting ancestor concepts for each entity within the input text 

sequence and produce dense vectors representing based on the ancestor concepts.  

Similar techniques of leveraging domain-specific information within a NN have demonstrated 

success such as (Xu, 2018; Li, 2016; Kong, 2013; and Deasigi, 2017). However, the critiqued paper asserts 

that no known attempt has been made in incorporating an ontology as part of an embedding layer to detect 

relations between entities. The paper proposes a model called BO-LSTM based on the RNN/LSTM 

architectures by (Y. Zhang, 2017) and (Y. Xu, 2015).  
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3. Methodology: 

The key methodological aspects of the critiqued paper include: 

1. Pre-processing pipeline and data preparation 

2. Description of ontology embedding channels 

3. Description of the proposed BO-LSTM model 

3.1 Pre-processing pipeline and data preparation 

Before the input text can be processed by the model, it must be pre-processed to encode the input 

sequence into vector representations. This pre-processing involves several well-known and common 

techniques in the field of NLP that include sentence tokenization, syntactic parsing, and detection of entities 

(i.e. entity chunking). The following steps describe this pre-processing pipeline: 

1. Input text is tokenized into sentences using Spacy parser, a commonly used open source NLP python 

package). 

2. Perform syntactic parsing and obtain Shortest-Dependency Path (SDP) structure for each package. This 

study again relies on Spacy NLP python package for this parsing. 

3. Normalize entities using WordNet Hypernyms using method and tooling from (Ciaramita and Altun, 

2006). 

4. Resolve Concept Unique Identifier for each entity using an Ontology. For this study, two different 

ontologies were used. For the Drug-Drug Interaction benchmarks, the ChEBI Chemical Compound 

Ontology by (Hill et al, 2013) was used to train the ontology-embedding layer of the BO-LSTM model. 

For the Human-Phenotype benchmarks, the “Human Phenotype Ontology”, developed by (Kuhler et 

al, 2017) was used for training the ontology-embedding layer. 

 

A fuzzy matching approach is used to resolve unique concepts for each entity extracted from the input 

text sequence. This method for entity-to-concept fuzzy matching leverages the work by (Bhasuran et al, 

2016) that demonstrated successful results. Although this match result is not guaranteed to be correct, it 

demonstrated robustness in similar biomedical entity recognition tasks. The fuzzy matching process 

performs an initial look-up using the preferred name of a concept within an ontology. The approach also 

performs a fuzzy matching of the synonyms for each concept and generates a Levenshtein distance (score) 

to decide which concept is the best match.  

 The training data is also prepared by performing class balancing between positive and negative 

examples bringing the ratio from 1:5.9 to 1:3.5 by eliminating entity pairs that are the same or when the 

only separator between entity pairs is punctuation (indicative of lists, enumerations, and abbreviations). 

Additionally, any entities that do not participate in a syntactic relationship (using SDP or syntactic parse 

structure) are excluded. These exclusion techniques for class balancing are based on work from (Abacha et 

al, 2015) and (Kim et al, 2015). 
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3.2 Ontology Embedding  

A central aspect of the proposed BO-LSTM model relies on an “Ontology Embedding” layer that is 

trained together (vs pre-trained) with the rest of the BO-LSTM model for relationship extraction. The 

ontology embedding relies on the conversion of entities to a concept from an ontology (see Pre-Processing 

Pipeline above). For each pair of candidate entities in the training data, that may positively or negatively 

participate in a relationship, the ancestors for each entity is retrieved by traversing the ontology 

subsumption relations (i.e. IS-A). Each concept (including the ancestors and original concept) is encoded 

using the popular one-hot vector representation. This produces a set of sparse vectors that are sorted from 

generic to specific and then concatenated together to represent the input sequence to the ontology 

embedding layer. 

The dimensionality of these sparse vectors is equivalent to the size of the ontology vocabulary (i.e. the 

number of unique concepts). This encoding representation does not scale when working with large 

ontologies (such as millions of concepts) due to the well-known curse of dimensionality problem. For this 

study, the vocabulary size was limited to 1,757 concepts from the ChEBI ontology. The total size of the 

ChEBI vocabulary is 109,000 concepts. This study was able to remove most all concepts by reducing the 

set to only the concepts that occurred within the datasets. In practice, this approach would yield a 

disproportionate number of out-of-vocabulary entities and therefore impact real-world performance of this 

model. This issue is further elaborated below (see Future work).  

The critiqued paper also proposes an alternative to the concatenation of ancestor vectors. Instead of 

using all ancestors for both candidate concept (entity) pairs, only the common ancestors are encoded in the 

input sequence to the ontology embedding layer. The performance impact of these alternatives are 

compared and summarized below (see Contributions). 

 The purpose of the ontology embedding layer is to convert sparse concept vectors into dense vectors 

using an approach similar to word2vec (Mikolov, 2013) and GloVe (Pennington, 2014). The critiqued paper 

empirically tested different embedding dimensions of 50, 100, and 150 and concluded that 50 was the 

optimal dimension for this task. The sequence of encoded concept vectors is passed to an LSTM unit 

(Hochreiter, 1997) followed by a Max Pool layer. An illustration of the model architecture used for training 

the embedding space is shown in Figure 3 and Figure 1 of the critiqued paper. Training of the LSTM layer 

is accomplished through BPTT (Backpropagation Through Time) using Stochastic Gradient Descent (SGD) 

with Adam optimizer (Kingma, 2014) and a cross-entropy loss function. A dropout strategy of .5 was used 

as a regularization technique to avoid overfitting. 

3.3 BO-LSTM Model 

The critiqued paper uses a multi-channel NN architecture with each channel including multiple hidden 

layers that are aggregated using a dense layer ending with a Softmax classification layer.  Figure 2 of the 

paper presents an illustration depicting this architecture. This multi-channel architecture approach is based 
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on (Y. Xu, 2015) where they demonstrated improvement of model performance when aggregating multiple 

channels each representing different contextual information from the input sequence. The critiqued paper 

refers to their architecture as the “BO-LSTM” model. The model includes 4 channels. Two of these channels 

represent the proposed ontology-embedding layers (see Ontology Embedding above) one based on common 

ancestors between candidate concepts and the other a concatenation of ancestor concepts for each candidate 

pair. In addition to the ontology-embedding channels, two other channels are included in the architecture. 

One channel uses the Shortest-Dependency Path (SDP) to include words that interact with each other 

syntactically and the other channel uses WordNet Hypernym classes for normalization of entities. For 

additional details on how the SDP and WordNet classes are extracted see the Pre-processing pipeline above. 

The SDP embedding channel uses a pre-trained embedding produced by (Pyysalo, 2013). This pre-trained 

embedding is trained on 23 million PubMed’s abstracts using word2vec (Mikolov, 2013). The WordNet 

embedding channel was trained together with the rest of the BO-LSTM model and uses a Bidirectional 

LSTM (Schuster, 1997; Graves, 2012; Baldi 1999) with Max Pooling configuration. 

 The output of each of these embedding channels are concatenated together and fed into a dense 

layer (fully connected NN) with a sigmoid activation function. The final layer of the BO-LSTM model uses 

the popular Softmax for classification. The classification layer is configured and trained to either provide a 

binary classification (i.e. whether there is a positive relationship between the candidate pair of entities) or 

a multinomial classification (i.e. describe the specific type of relationship between candidate pairs). 

Lamurias et al train these models using Keras with Tensorflow, a popular combination of python packages 

used to train deep learning models. Their work is made publicly available on Github. 

 

4. Contributions: 

Ontology Embedding Layer Improves Overall Performance when adapted to Deep Learning Models 

To evaluate the significance of incorporating an Ontology Embedding layer within Neural Network 

model, Lamurias et al use the SemEval 2013 Drug-Drug-Interaction Challenge as a benchmark (Herrero-

Zazo, 2013). This is a well-known challenge used by the NLP community to assess the performance of a 

model’s ability to detect and classify relationships from biomedical text. Lamurias et al adapt their ontology 

embedding method to a similarly architected baseline model developed by (Y. Zhang et al, 2017). Prior to 

this experiment, the previous two highest performing models on the SemEval DDI challenge were (Y. 

Zhang et al, 2017) with F1 of .729 and (W. Zheng et al, 2017) with F1 of .773 both models were based on 

LSTM/RNN. The highest scoring model employed an Attention layer, the other leveraged classic word 

embedding layer. 

After first replicating the recorded results using (Y. Zhang et al, 2017) model as a baseline, Lamurias 

et al adapted the ontology-embedding channels (both the common ancestors and concatenated ancestor 

channels) and demonstrated an improved F1 performance of .751 or a .022 improvement compared to the 
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baseline F1 of .729. Results presented in Table 3 in (Lamurias et al, 2019) shows the original highest scoring 

model with F1 of .651 along with other high performing models and ending with this critiqued model (the 

second-best performing model) (Lamurias + Zhang 2017).  

Additional observations between the baseline model and ontology-embedding enhanced model found 

that certain DDI relationships were only found by the enhanced model. This finding was further supported 

by performing a similar comparison using the BO-LSTM model and running it with and without the 

ontology-embedding channel. This observation supports the study’s insight that ontologies contain 

important domain-specific information that is hidden and therefore not observable by deep learning models 

without the addition of an ontology embedding. Other noteworthy observations include the positive effect 

of the common ancestor’s channel on precision and concatenated ancestors on recall measurements. 

Thus, Lamurias et al’s proposed ontology embedding method, which produces dense vectors using 

concept ancestor within a relevant ontology, is an effective method for enhancing performance of a Neural 

Network model trained to extract relationships.   

 

5. Further research: 

The proposed strategy of including an ontology embedding layer within a Neural Network 

architecture is promising and worthy of further investigation. However, there are several drawbacks and 

limitation with the proposed methods that require attention. 

Chief among these limitations is the one-hot vector representation used for encoding concepts in 

an ontology has a major drawback. Large ontologies can scale to have millions of unique concepts and tens 

of millions of synonyms and relations. Using the sparse concept vector representation by Lamurias et al, 

would result in vectors with a million dimensions. Such a representation is not scalable and results in the 

well-documented curse of dimensionality problem. Lamurias et al avoided this problem by starting with a 

smaller ontology with only 109,000 concepts and further trimming the ontology vocabulary down to 1,757 

concepts that occurred within the training and validation data. This approach would thus underperform in 

a real-world setting where the information to be processed is unknown and likely covering broad aspects 

of a given ontology. Additionally, the use of a restricted set of vocabulary within the ontology embedding 

layer will result in frequent occurrence of the Out-of-Vocab problem. This is a known limitation of 

embedding matrix where concepts do not have a vector position within the embedding and therefore are 

assigned a sentinel (or default) vector. This further degrades the performance of the model relative to 

observed validation accuracy. Recent research by (Rodriguez et al, 2018) proposes an eigenrepresentation 

alternate to one-hot vector encoding that may prove to be a viable alternative. 

Lamurias et al suggest additional research into the selection of concept ancestors within the 

ontology. They suggest a better method for identifying only those ancestors with the highest information 

that can potentially be estimated by the probability of terms occurring within the context of the concept. 
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They also suggest the possibility of a semantic similarity measure to help find similarly related concepts. 

This limitation can be generalized further by describing the current method as only leveraging one kind of 

relation within the ontology, the subsumption (IS-A) relations. An ontology may contain many more 

valuable semantic information that is not being considered or made available to the down-stream layers of 

the model.  

Other ideas for improvement include using linguistic heuristics such as discarding candidate pairs 

of entities that do not participate within a syntactic relationship, such as predicate-argument or subject-

action-object structures. Another enhancement many involve using dynamic or on-the-fly embedding to 

handle out-of-vocab issues, such as the method proposed by (Herbelot, 2017) where an out-of-vocab word 

(or concept) is initiated with a vector sum of the context words and then refined as part of the training 

process with a high learning rate. Recent work with Zero-shot learning (ZSL) (L. Zhang, 2017) can help 

address the issue where the classification labels that a model must predict are continuously changing and 

therefore a model would become stale and require constant retraining. This is especially the case for 

industries that are evolving at a fast pace, such as biomedical and pharmaceutical industries, where new 

medical entities and relationships are being discovered. ZSL method would allow training a model that can 

handle the dynamic introduction of new classification labels without requiring retraining of the entire 

model. Attention mechanisms are another recent and relevant technique that help focus the model on 

specific areas of the input that are most predictive (see Chorowski, 2015; H. Xu, 2016). Lastly, other work 

to connect external memory such as Dynamic Memory Networks (DMN) (Kumar et al, 2016) and NTM 

(Neural Turing Machines) (Graves et al, 2016; Graves et al, 2014) may complement the ontology 

embedding layer by providing an additional source of domain-specific knowledge such as an ontology.  

This suggests there are several areas of additional investigation that include the possibility of 

leveraging relevant research that has shown promise addressing similar problems. 
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