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Kurzfassung

Viele Teile unseres Lebens werden in letzter Zeit digitalisiert. Insbesondere Veranstal-
tungen, die traditionell personlich abgehalten wurden, wechseln nun zu digitalen und
hybriden Formaten. Solche Formate erschweren es, die richtigen Personen zu treffen,
insbesondere bei groflen Veranstaltungen. Ziel dieser Arbeit ist es, ein Empfehlungssystem
("Recommender System") fiir Business-to-Business (B2B)-Veranstaltungen zu entwerfen,
zu implementieren und zu evaluieren, das jedem Teilnehmer eine personalisierte Liste von
Teilnehmern zur Verfiigung stellt, die fiir ihn oder sie von Interesse sein kénnten. Dabei
wird aus vergangenen Interaktionen gelernt und ausschliefllich auf implizites Feedback wie
Besuche, Lesezeichen, Nachrichten und gebuchte Meetings zuriickgegriffen. Wir versuchen
auch Empfehlungen fiir Teilnehmer zu machen, die keine vergangenen Interaktionen
haben, indem wir &hnliche Benutzer in den Empfehlungsprozess einbeziehen. Die Daten
werden von der Firma b2match bereitgestellt, die eine Online-Plattform zur Verwaltung
von Veranstaltungen anbietet. Das Empfehlungssystem wird iterativ mit dem CRISP-DM-
Prozess entwickelt, als eigenstandiger Service implementiert und in die b2match-Plattform
integriert. Um zu iiberpriifen, ob das Empfehlungssystem gut funktioniert, fithren wir
eine Offline-Evaluierung gegen Baselines (18 Veranstaltungen fiir die Entwicklung, 6
Veranstaltungen fiir die Evaluierung) und eine Online-Evaluierung auf 27 Veranstaltungen
durch, die das Empfehlungssystem in der Produktion verwenden. Fiir die Bewertung mit-
teln wir die nDCG@10-Ranking-Metrik auf den personalisierten Listen von Teilnehmern
aus, wobei jeder Teilnehmer eine Liste erhélt. Die Ergebnisse sind vielversprechend. Das
entwickelte Empfehlungssystem schneidet in einer Offline-Evaluierung signifikant besser
ab als alle Baselines mit einem nDCG@10-Score von 0,1967. Die Ergebnisse der Baselines
waren wie folgt: 0,0361 fiir eine Liste, die aus der Normalverteilung gezogen wurde (p
= 0,0044), 0,0716 fir ein Popularitétsranking (p = 0,0073), 0,0277 fiir zuféllige Listen
(p = 0,0045), 0,0452 fiir ein Ahnlichkeitsranking (p = 0,0051). Durch Hinzufiigen eines
hybriden Empfehlungssystems zur Losung des Cold-Start-Problems konnten wir eine
Verbesserung in Bezug auf nDCG@10 von 0,1967 auf 0,2227 (p = 0,0051) erreichen. Das
entwickelte Empfehlungssystem erhoht auch die relative Anzahl erfolgreicher Meetings in
einer Online-Evaluierung von 0,18% auf 0,31% (p = 0,0005). Unsere Studie kommt zu
dem Schluss, dass Matrixfaktorisierungsalgorithmen auf unserem B2B-Event-Datensatz
am besten abschneiden. Wenn ein Cold-Start-Szenario auftritt und keine Vorhersage fiir
einen Teilnehmer getroffen werden kann, liefern personalisierte Empfehlungen auf der
Grundlage von Interaktionsdaten dhnlicher Teilnehmer vielversprechende Ergebnisse.

ix
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Abstract

Recently, many parts of our lives are becoming digitized. Especially events, which were
traditionally held in-person, are now migrating to digital and hybrid formats. Such
formats make it harder to find the right people to meet, particularly at large events.
The goal of this thesis is to design, implement and evaluate a recommender system for
business-to-business (B2B) events that provides to each participant a personalized list
of participants that might be of interest to them, by learning from past interactions,
relying exclusively on implicit feedback, such as visits, bookmarks, messages and meetings
booked. We also attempt to make recommendations for participants that have no past
interactions, by incorporating similar users into the recommendation process. Data is
provided by the company b2match!, which provides an online platform for managing
events. The recommender system is developed iteratively using the CRISP-DM process,
implemented as a standalone service, and integrated into the b2match platform. To
verify that the recommender system works well, we do an offline evaluation against
baselines (18 events for development, 6 events for evaluation) and an online evaluation
on 27 events that use the recommender system in production. For the evaluation we
average the nDCG@10 ranking metric on the personalized lists of participants, one list
provided for each participant. The results are promising. The developed recommender
system performs significantly better than all baselines in an offline evaluation, with an
nDCG@10 score of 0.1967. The results of the baselines were as follows: 0.0361 for a list
sampled from the normal distribution (p = 0.0044), 0.0716 for a popularity ranking (p
= 0.0073), 0.0277 for random lists (p = 0.0045), 0.0452 for a similarity ranking (p =
0.0051). Adding a hybrid recommender to solve the cold start problem, we were able
to achieve an improvement in terms of nDCG@10 from 0.1967 to 0.2227 (p = 0.0051).
The developed recommender also increases the relative number of successful meetings
in an online evaluation from 0.18% to 0.31% (p = 0.0005). Our study concludes that
matrix factorization-based algorithms perform best on our B2B event data set. When a
cold-start scenario arises and a prediction cannot be made for a participant, providing
personalized recommendations based on interaction data from similar participants yields
promising results.

"https://www.b2match.com

X1
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CHAPTER

Introduction

Recent advances in computer science and the pandemic have resulted in large parts of
our lives becoming increasingly digitized. This digitization especially affected events,
traditionally held in-person, which are now migrating to digital formats, such as online-
only events and hybrid events. Business-to-Business (B2B) events present a unique
opportunity for participants to promote their interests and network with others. For
example, investors may be trying to find potential startups to invest in, or companies
may be trying to find potential clients at an event. In such a context, digital formats
have a considerable disadvantage: It is harder to find the right people to meet from a
long list of participants, particularly for large events where participants have only limited
availability.

To support people in finding the right people to meet, we can introduce Artificial Intel-
ligence (AI) to the events, which can recommend participants of interest and provide
a personalized list to each participant. Nowadays, Al has permeated most parts of our
lives, with machines performing and supporting various human tasks [Pom97]. One
application of Al is supporting humans in decision-making, such as selecting relevant
entities from a large set. Al systems that support humans in selecting relevant enti-
ties are called recommender systems, as they recommend relevant entities to the user
[RV97]. Recommender systems learn patterns from existing information, for example,
by analyzing interactions from previous events, such as which participants someone met
with, bookmarked, messaged, or visited. Then, recommender systems can use these
learned patterns to recommend potential participants to meet that will result in more
interactions. More interactions means that the participants thought they were interesting
to each other, so the recommender system is implicitly learning to recommend interesting
participants.

This thesis aims to design a recommender system for B2B events that provides each
participant a personalized list of participants that might be of interest to them, solving
the aforementioned problem by reducing the long list of participants to a shorter list,
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INTRODUCTION

including only participants of interest to them. The system should learn to recommend
relevant participants to meet by analyzing past interactions, such as visits, bookmarks,
messages sent, meeting requests and accepted meetings. In existing people-to-people
recommender systems, such as online dating recommenders [PRC¥10al, online classrooms
[PSZ17] or recommender systems for job applicants [WYJY15], profile information is
vastly available, as people have an interest to enter as much information about themselves
as possible. However, in our B2B context, participants often do not want to disclose
information about what they are looking for on a platform, especially not publicly, as it
may leak internal strategic information. As a result, we do not have extensive information
about the profiles of participants, and have to almost exclusively rely on interactions
between them. This is a unique challenge for recommender systems. Online dating
recommenders also often focus on recommending people who have something in common.
In our context, however, this would be a downside. For example, an investor is most
likely not interested in meeting other investors, but rather looking for startup founders.
As a result, the basic recommender system has to focus on finding implicit patterns of
interest, without relying on explicit profile information.

An additional problem with our B2B context, which has not been traditionally a problem
with recommender systems, is that there are various kinds of events, such as startup
founders looking for investors, or businesses trying to find partners and customers. These
different kinds of events require a recommender system that can detect heterogeneous
interest patterns instead of relying on common patterns. When we cannot rely on
common patterns from previous events, the cold start problem becomes even
more pronounced: When event participants have no signals yet (new users), we cannot
tell who they would be interested in meeting. If we have only unstructured profile
information, and no signals, we have no information to make a recommendation from. To
solve this issue, we introduce a hybrid recommender system (Figure |1.1), which uses the
sparse information we have on profiles (a list of similar participants). These participants
already have signals, which makes it possible to detect implicit interest patterns between
them and other participants. For the selected similar participants, we now make a
recommendation. This recommendation is used to provide a semi-personalized list of
participants that might be of interest to the new user.

Figure 1.1: Diagram of the Hybrid Recommender System for B2B Events

l Find similar participants > n Recommend participants > n
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1.1. Research Questions

1.1 Research Questions

The digitization of B2B events presents unique challenges, such as the difficulty of finding
the right people to meet from a long list of participants. Additionally, the B2B context
provides unique challenges for recommender systems, such as having to deal with various
kinds of events, which do not have common patterns of interest, and a lack of profile
information. In this thesis, we aim to design a recommender system for B2B events that
provides personalized recommendations for participants. Our goal is to investigate the
effectiveness of different recommender algorithms, as well as a hybrid approach that uses
recommendations from similar users to improve the quality of recommendations for new
users.

Research has shown that people-to-people recommender systems can provide good recom-
mendations for domains with homogeneous data sets, such as online dating [PRCT10a).
However, in our case, we do not have homogeneous data, as each event has vastly dif-
ferent kinds of participants and thus also different patterns of interest. For example,
when recommending investors to startups, different qualities are important than when
recommending potential clients to a company. Our aim is to find out which recommender
algorithms work well for a heterogeneous data set of various different kinds of B2B events.
We compare Co-Clustering, Collaborative Filtering (k-NN) and Matrix Factorization al-
gorithms to the following baseline models: Random sorting, a random predictor based on
the normal distribution of ratings, recommending the most popular, and recommending
the most similar users. Thus, we investigate:

« RQ1: Which recommender algorithms provide an appropriate quality of results
for a data set with heterogeneous events, compared to baseline models?

Many implementations of people-to-people recommender systems take into account
both directions of preference [KY22], making recommendations reciprocal. Reciprocal
recommender systems are symmetrical, if user A gets recommended user B, user B should
also get recommended user A, with the same score ﬂm Instead of only taking
into account the one-directional interest score of A to B, we can also compute the interest
score of B to A and average the scores, resulting in a bi-directional prediction. We explore
making bi-directional predictions for our recommender system:

¢ RQ2: To what extent does the use of a reciprocal bi-directional prediction change
the overall quality of recommendations?

Existing approaches to the cold start problem either focus on improving the quality
of recommendations for users with few signals [BOHB12], or attempt to classify users
into demographic groups [LVLDO0§|. In our B2B event context, however, we have users
with no signals (right after they register), and demographic data is not provided in our
data set. Generally, existing solutions make use of well structured profile data, while
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in our context, we only have a large amount of signals, but almost no profile data.
When we have no signals for a participant, we will use a similarity measure based on
the unstructured profile description, which is the only profile information we have, to
find similar participants to them. Then, we make a recommendation for those similar
participants, for which we do have signals. We argue that such a hybrid recommender
system that uses recommendations from similar users could improve recommendation
quality for cold start cases. Thus, we investigate:

¢ RQ3: To what extent does the hybrid recommender change the overall quality of
recommendations?

For RQ1, RQ2 and RQ3, we perform an offline evaluation using existing data from
previous events and use Normalized Discounted Cumulative Gain (nDCG@10) as the
relevance metric ﬂm We recommend a list of 10 participants to each participant
and compare it to the perfectly ranked list of 10 participants according to the ground
truth.

As the recommender system developed in this thesis is used in the real world, it is
necessary to also test its performance at events where the recommender system is used.
The company b2match offered us an opportunity to deploy the developed recommender
system on their platform and do an online evaluation. The recommender system used
for this online evaluation is the version optimized according to the results of the offline
evaluation. The business success criteria for b2match is increasing the number of successful
meetings booked on their platform. As we have no explicit ratings for the meeting quality,
a meeting is considered successful when it was successfully held and neither canceled nor
missed. Thus, we investigate:

« RQ4: How does the developed recommender system change the number of successful
meetings in an online evaluation?

1.2 Methodological Approach

The methodological approach follows a typical data science project, consisting of analysis
of the data, implementation of the recommender system, and finally evaluation of the
results [CaolT]. Specifically, we follow the CRoss Industry Standard Process for Data
Mining (CRISP-DM) process [WHOO|, which is an iterative approach that allows for
multiple opportunities to re-evaluate the direction of the project and if it is still achieving
its original objectives. This iterative approach is especially important when working
together with a company, where first evaluations can lead to changes in the exported data
set, which lead to further evaluations. The CRISP-DM process consists of the following
phases:
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1.2. Methodological Approach

Figure 1.2: Diagram of the CRISP-DM process, by Kenneth Jensen [Jen12]

Business ‘ Data
Understanding B8 4 Understanding

Data
= '1 ) Preparation

—

Data Modeling

Deployment

1.2.1 Business Understanding

We set objectives and the business success criteria, which is increasing the number of
successful meetings booked on the platform. A meeting is considered successful if it was
accepted by both participants involved, and did not end up being canceled or missed.
As we are dealing with implicit ratings, we also define the importance of certain signals
in the business context, and assign a score to each of them. For example, visits are less
of an indicator of interest than bookmarks. The highest indicator of interest, and thus
the highest score, is our business success criteria, a successful meeting. The definition of
this interest score directly affects the performance of the recommender, so we need to
work with domain experts from the company to define reasonable scores for the different
signals. As we are not including any explicit feedback from participants in our evaluation,
the usage of implicit signals may result in a bias towards business goals rather than
recommending participants that are actually interesting.

1.2.2 Data Understanding

We analyze the data set using descriptive statistics and report potential problems with
data quality. Data for 24 events is provided, of which we use 18 events for training
and optimizing the recommender system, and 6 events for testing the performance of
the optimized recommender system. The provided data set consists of participant pairs
with wvisits, bookmarks, messages sent, meeting requested and meeting accepted signals.
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Furthermore, for each participant, lists of similar participants in the same event are
provided.

1.2.3 Data Preparation

We clean the data, and derive an interest score, which defines how interesting a participant
is to another participant. This interest score is based on signals between the two
participants, and will be used as the target value to train and evaluate the models on.
Specifically, the interest score uses the importance of signals defined in the Business
Understanding phase. The less important a signal is, the lower the score will be.

1.2.4 Modeling

In the modeling phase, we create a plan for training, testing, and evaluating the models.
Then, we implement the recommender system.

Implementation of the Basic Recommender

We start by implementing a basic recommender system, based only on the signals between
participants, including information such as profile visits, bookmarks, messages sent and
meetings booked. We explore different algorithms and their performance on our data set.

Implementation of the Reciprocal Recommender

We explore using bi-directional predictions in a reciprocal recommender system, using
various aggregation methods to combine the predictions. We evaluate how bi-directional
predictions affect the overall quality of recommendations in comparison to simple one-
directional predictions.

Implementation of the Hybrid Recommender

We extend the recommender system by providing a list of similar participants for each
participant. When a participant has few or no signals, we use this list to find similar
participants, recommend matches to them, and then provide this list of recommendations
to the participant with few signals. We evaluate how the hybrid recommender affects
the overall quality of recommendations in comparison to making direct predictions for
participants with few or no signals.

1.2.5 Evaluation

The evaluation is split into four parts, to answer each of the four research questions. We
use a combination of offline and online evaluation [RRS15] to ensure that the business
success criteria has been met. In the evaluation, we use the nDCG@10 [ZBST16] ranking
metric to compare the recommended lists to optimal lists. Optimal lists are created by
analyzing signals and giving them a score (lowest score being no interaction between
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1.3. Contributions

participants, highest score being a meeting was successfully held, so neither canceled nor
missed), then sorting the list based on the score.

Offline Evaluation of the Basic Recommender

We compare our model using Co-Clustering, Collaborative Filtering (k-NN) and Matrix
Factorization algorithms with various parameters to the following baselines: Random
sorting, a random predictor based on the normal distribution of ratings, recommending
the most popular, and recommending the most similar users.

Offline Evaluation of the Reciprocal Recommender

We compare a reciprocal version of the recommender system, making bi-directional
predictions and aggregating them, to the basic recommender and the baselines.

Offline Evaluation of the Hybrid Recommender

We evaluate the hybrid recommender, comparing it to the basic recommender and the
baselines. We also optimize the hybrid recommender to find out how many signals are
needed to be able to make a direct prediction using the signals from the participants
themselves. When less than this amount of signals are available, we use the hybrid
recommender.

Online Evaluation

Since the recommender system is used in the real world, we evaluate the performance
during events managed by b2match. The online evaluation compares the relative change
in successful meetings for participants found through the recommender systems, versus
participants selected from the long list of all participants.

1.2.6 Deployment

We provide b2match with information on integrating and deploying the recommender
system, assist with deployment, and produce a final report.

1.3 Contributions

Throughout this thesis, a prototype of a recommender system is developed and evaluated
based on historic event data provided by the company b2match, which provides a platform
for managing events. We optimize the recommender system based on 18 events and
validate the resulting model on 6 events. After evaluation, the prototype is deployed
and integrated into their platform, providing personalized recommendations at 27 events.
The signals collected from these events is then evaluated in this thesis, analyzing whether
participants that were found through the personalized list provided by the recommender
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1. INTRODUCTION
system resulted in more successful meetings in comparison to those found by manually
looking through the long list of all participants.
The results of this thesis show how recommender algorithms perform in a B2B context,
with events catering to various different groups of people, without using profile information
or explicit ratings, and relying exclusively on implicit feedback. We also show that for
participants with no signals, incorporating the little amount of unstructured profile
information we have to find similar participants, and using their recommendations to
make a recommendation for the participant with no signals, significantly improves the
overall performance of the recommender system. In production, the recommender system
also met the business success criteria, increasing the number of successful meetings.
1.4 Structure
The thesis consists of 7 chapters:

e Chapter 2: State of the Art covers existing recommender systems and already
solved problems.

¢ Chapter 3: Methodology describes in detail the approach on how the project
was iteratively implemented and evaluated.

e Chapter 4: The CRISP-DM Process gives a retrospective view on the iter-
ations that lead to the final recommender system and lessons learned along the
way.

e Chapter 5: Implementation gives an overview of the technologies involved in
the final recommender system and why they were chosen.

¢ Chapter 6: Offline Evaluation Results contains the results of the final evalua-
tion on the offline data sets.

e Chapter 7: Online Evaluation Results contains the results of the online
evaluation of the recommender system being used in the real world.

e Chapter 8: Conclusion discusses the results and describes further work.

8
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CHAPTER

State of the Art

In everyday life, it is often necessary to make choices without having extensive information
about the various alternatives. For example, we often rely on recommendations from
our family or friends to make decisions, such as which restaurant we visit or which
products we buy. Recommender systems attempt to automate this process on a larger
scale, where implicit and/or explicit feedback of other persons is used to make automated
recommendations [RV97).

2.1 Recommender Systems

There are already various existing models for recommender systems, such as content-based
approaches [IDGLT08], item-item [LSY03] and user-user collaborative filtering [ERKT1],
which started to appear as far back as 1992, with the Tapestry system [GNOT92]. Most
existing recommender systems, such as MovieLens [MAL¥'03] and PolyLens [OCKRO1]
focus on recommending items with similar content. For example, if you watch a lot of
action movies, you are likely going to enjoy other action movies (content-based), or at
least movies that other action-movie lovers enjoyed (user-user collaborative filtering).

2.1.1 Collaborative Filtering (CF)

The first appearance of collaborative filtering systems was in the Tapestry system, which
was an experimental mail system developed at the Xerox Palo Alto Research Center.
Back then, the motivation was that e-mail usage started increasing and companies were
overloaded by the large amount of information flowing in. The only way to handle this
situation back then was using mailing lists, such that users can subscribe to the lists
that they are interested in. However, it is sometimes hard to map e-mails of interest to a
certain mailing list, as the interests of each user are unique. An alternative to mailing
lists are filters, which would scan all lists and select based on predefined criteria. The

9
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idea of Tapestry was to involve humans in the filtering process by collecting information
on which e-mails were interesting to them in the past [GNOT92].

Figure 2.1: Visualization of the different organization systems [GNOT92]

Lots of Info
Company

(c) Conventional filtering

All collaborative filtering systems consist of users, which express interests in items with
a rating score. The rating score may be explicit, for example, rating movies on a scale of
1-5 stars. Sometimes, the rating score is implicit, and we have to compute a score based
on signals from the user, such as how long a movie was watched for, or how often movies
were clicked on [ERKI11].

The user-item pairs can then be represented in a rating matrix R, where the values are
either known ratings or unknown. The unknown ratings are then predicted using an
algorithm, which we will go into detail later in this chapter. After predicting all missing
ratings in the matrix, we can select a ranked list of n items that would be most relevant
to a given user based on the predicted ratings.

Fundamentally, the task of recommender systems is to compute R(u, i), where for each
user u and item i an estimated rating is computed. This is in contrast to the true function
R, which can only provide ratings for user-item pairs defined in the rating matrix R

[RRST3].

In Figure 2.2| we can see an example of a sparse rating matrix R, with movie ratings on
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2.1. Recommender Systems

Figure 2.2: Visualization of the rating matrix R

item-item similarity

N

'l
0"
0“

-
N
@

user-user similarity
- O
O N
N N

o jo jo

a scale of 1 to 5. We can see that items i and i3 are similar to each other, because a
user who gives one of them a bad rating, also gives the other one a bad rating, while a
user who gives one of them a good rating also gives the other a good rating. We can
also see that users u; and uo are very dissimilar to each other, as they give the same
movies opposite ratings. These relationships between users and items allow us to compute
predicted ratings ]:Z(u, 1) for the missing user-item combinations. For example, we could
predict that since io and i3 are similar, and u; and ug are dissimilar, the rating r o for
u9 on io might be around 3-4.

There are two main variants of collaborative filtering systems: User-user collaborative
filtering and item-item collaborative filtering. The main idea of user-user collaborative
filtering is to, for a given user, find other users whose behavior is similar in terms of

ratings. Then, we can use their ratings to predict what items the given user might like.

As a simple example, if user uz and user uz both agree on their ratings for item ig (4
stars), user ug rated item io with 5 stars, but user ug has not rated item iy yet, we can
assume that user uo will likely rate item io highly too. In user-user CF, the predicted
ratings are also weighted by the degree of agreement with other users. In contrast to
user-user CF, item-item CF uses item similarity instead of user similarity. This solves
a performance issue with user-user CF, where a growing number of users increases the
computation complexity of user similarity, which is at best a O(|U|) operation. In
situations where there is a high user to item ratio, an item-item CF system significantly
increases performance, as item similarity is unlikely to change through the rating of a

single user [LSY03].

In our recommender system, we do not recommend items to users, but instead the items
themselves are users again. This is a special case, called people-to-people recommender
systems. However, the same principles still apply. In our case, we can consider users to

11
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be "hosts" (people who request meetings, the active party of the interaction), and items
to be "guests" (people who respond to the request, the passive party of the interaction).
Nevertheless, collaborative filtering systems have issues that make them non-suitable for
our use case. Specifically, they do not deal well with sparse data. Large, sparse rating
matrices result in very poor runtime performance and the cold start problem. Usually,
these issues could be solved by using either user-user CF or item-item CF, depending on
whether there are many items or many users. However, in our case, items and users are
the same set, so for both CF systems we have the same runtime performance and cold
start problems. Existing research of people-to-people recommenders that use collaborative
filtering have found that these work especially well in finding previously known contacts,
for example, in social networks [CGDT09]. However, this is also a downside in our case,
as in a B2B matchmaking context, we want to find new people to meet rather than
already known people.

2.1.2 Content-Based Recommender Systems

Content-based recommender systems focus on analyzing descriptions of previously rated
items. Then, a model is built based on the features of the objects that were previously
rated by the user [LDGS11]. For example, for a movie recommender system, a content-
based recommender might find out that a user likes action-adventure movies, or movies
with a certain kind of story, as analyzed from the movie genres and descriptions.

Figure 2.3: Diagram of a content-based recommender system [LDGS11
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Content-based systems consist of:

e A content analyzer: to convert item descriptions into a structured representation
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2.2. Implicit vs Explicit Feedback

o A profile learner: to build user profiles based on previous ratings and the structured
representations

e A filtering component: which uses the user profiles to generate a list of recommen-
dations for a given user

To learn the user profiles, we use feedback from the users to figure out which items are
interesting to them. There are various kinds of feedback, mostly grouped into two groups:
explicit and implicit feedback. Explicit feedback are explicit ratings given by the user,
such as liking/disliking an item or rating it on a scale of 1-5. Implicit feedback does not
require active user involvement, and can be derived from the user’s activities, such as
visiting an item’s page, or searching for certain terms.

Content-based recommenders have certain advantages in comparison to collaborative
filtering approaches. Content-based approaches do not require other users, as each user
can build their own profile. Furthermore, it is possible to give explanations on why
an item was recommended, as we can look at the features that matched with the user
profile. Finally, content-based approaches can recommend new items that do not have
any ratings of any users yet.

However, there are also disadvantages. There needs to be enough and well structured
information in order to build item representations and user profiles. Content-based
approaches also have low serendipity, as they tend to recommend the same kinds of items
again and again. Finally, it is hard to make recommendations for new users, as we do
not have enough feedback from them in order to build a user profile [LDGSTI].

Existing research has shown that content-based approaches can provide good recommen-
dations for contacts that were not previously known yet [CGDT09]. Finding potential new
contacts sounds promising in our B2B context. However, in our data set, we do not have
extensive information on user profiles. We only have for each participant a list of similar
participants, computed by the b2match platform based on free-text entered in profile
descriptions. As we do not have access to the profile description itself, content-based
recommender systems cannot be applied.

2.2 Implicit vs Explicit Feedback

We have already established that there are two main types of feedback: implicit and
explicit feedback. Explicit feedback allows users to directly express their interest in certain
items by adding them to their favorites, "liking" /"disliking" them, or rating them on a given
scale. Implicit feedback instead is generated by the recommender system by analyzing
user behavior, such as viewing items or watch duration for movies. Recommender systems
can use either type of feedback to learn more about users’ preferences, or even combine
them.

Each feedback type has different characteristics. Implicit feedback has low accuracy, high
abundance, usually expresses only positive user preferences and is measured in relative

13
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numbers. Explicit feedback has high accuracy, low abundance, can express positive and
negative preferences and is measured in absolute numbers [JSK10].

Explicit feedback is often used in traditional recommenders, where items are recommended
to users. An example for such a system is recommending movies [MALT03|. Platforms
that use such systems generally already collect explicit feedback for other purposes, for
example, to list the overall most popular movies. As explicit feedback is already available
on such platforms, it can be made use of in recommender systems. Generally, if it is
available, explicit feedback is the better option to train a recommender system, as it has
high accuracy and can express both positive and negative preferences of users. However,
in many cases, explicit feedback is only sparsely available, requiring recommender systems
to focus on the more abundantly available implicit feedback. In our case, explicit feedback
is not available at all, so we need to entirely rely on implicit feedback.

Implicit feedback is often used in people-to-people recommender systems, as platforms
that connect people to people often do not ask people to rate each other. For example,
online dating platforms do not ask people to rate other people, as it would not be socially
acceptable to do so. Instead, recommender systems for online dating rely
on implicit feedback (positive interactions) between people. In our data set, implicit
feedback consists of information about who visited someones profile, who sent a message
to whom, who bookmarked whom and who booked a meeting with whom. Relying only
on positive interactions has the downside of being potentially inaccurate, as a positive
interaction does not mean that the person was interesting. However, positive interactions
have the upside of being vastly available. The use case of online dating is similar to our
data set, where we only have implicit feedback. In our case, the signals are scored by
domain experts from the company that provided the data set.

2.3 Reciprocal Recommender Systems

Traditional recommender systems consider users and items as separate entities, and
attempt to recommend items to users, which is a one-sided form of recommendation. In
a matchmaking context, however, the items are other users. Such recommender systems
are called people-to-people recommender systems. For such recommender systems, we
can directly use existing methods and just apply the same set of users for both, users and
items. However, this simple approach may have the downside of recommending person A
to person B because person A is very much interested in meeting B, but person B has no
interest at all to meet person A. In the end, a meeting between these persons will not
happen, because there is no mutual interest between them.

Reciprocal recommender systems take into account preferences of both sides to recommend
users to other users [NP19]. An existing recommender system can be extended to a
reciprocal recommender system by adding information about mutual compatibility [Pal20].
There are various existing applications of reciprocal recommender systems, where the
focus is more on reciprocal matchmaking instead of a one-sided recommendation. For
example, RECON ﬂm is a reciprocal recommender system used for online dating.
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2.4. Hybrid Recommender Systems

There have also been applications of reciprocal recommender systems for matching job
applicants to companies, such as iHR+ [WYJY15], and for matching students of Massive
Open Online Courses (MOOCs) with each other [PSZ17]. Further applications include
matchmaking friends through TV characters that best represent them [BHHMI12|, and
patient-doctor matchmaking in primary care [[LJATT18]. A generalized framework for
reciprocal recommender systems has also been developed [LI12].

A reciprocal recommendation approach seems interesting for our B2B context, as it is
very similar to applications such as iHR+ and patient-doctor matchmaking. However,
there is no research yet on using reciprocal recommendations in a B2B matchmaking
context. The advantage of making a reciprocal recommendation would be that the other
person is more likely to accept a meeting request if they are both interested in meeting
each other. A downside of reciprocal recommendations is that we may not have enough
data from both users to make a meaningful prediction in both directions, resulting in an
overall worse quality of recommendations. Additionally, making bi-directional predictions

for each user-user pair results in worse runtime performance of the recommender system.

2.4 Hybrid Recommender Systems

All previously mentioned recommender systems suffer from the cold start problem,

where it is hard to recommend items to users who do not have many signals yet.

Hybrid recommender systems combine content-based approaches with collaborative
filtering [GM09]. Some approaches to solve this issue focus on increasing the quality of
recommendations for users with few signals [BOHB12]. However, these approaches do
not offer a solution for when a user has no signals at all yet, which is often the case in
our B2B context. Others attempt to classify users into groups to do a recommendation
based on the group [LKHI4]. In the case of heterogeneous B2B events, however, it is
hard to find explicit groups that will work well for the various kinds of events. Another
approach is to group users based on demographic data [LVLDOS], which is only possible
if structured profile information is available. In our data set, we do not have structured
profile information available, so there is no possibility to create demographic groups.

In our B2B context, participants, after creating their account, do not have any signals at
all yet, and only unstructured text as profile information, which is a unique challenge
to recommender systems. We attempt to find implicit groups and meeting patterns
by looking at similar participants from the same event using our hybrid recommender
system, which makes recommendations for similar participants that already have signals
and then serves those recommendations to participants with no signals.

2.5 Summary

Recommender systems are a widely researched subject, with collaborative filtering systems
learning about user and item groups based on ratings, and content-based systems using
structured information to make a recommendation. However, collaborative filtering

15
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systems have bad runtime performance if both the set of users and items is large, and
content-based systems require structured information on users and items. In our case,
users and items are the same, large set, and structured information on users is not available.
As a result, matrix factorization based models seem to be the best fit. People-to-people
recommenders have previously used collaborative filtering to find already known contacts,
and content-based approaches to find new contacts. However, in our B2B context, we do
not want to find already known contacts, and do not have the structured information
required for a content-based approach. In our research, we thus want to compare the
performance of matrix factorization, collaborative filtering (k-NN), and co-clustering
models for recommendation (RQ1).

Reciprocal recommender systems that take into account preferences of both sides have
been widely used for people-to-people recommender systems. However, using such a
system in a B2B context has not been approached yet. The B2B context provides
unique challenges, such as matching people with various different interests, which has
not been the case for existing people-to-people recommenders, such as online dating. In
our research, we want to explore how adding reciprocity in our prediction changes the
quality of recommendations (RQ2).

Existing hybrid recommender systems either make use of structured profile data to
create groups of users, or attempt to improve the performance for users with few signals.
However, a situation where only unstructured profile data and no signals exist for some
users has not been tackled yet. We thus explore to what extent such a hybrid recommender
system increases the overall quality of recommendations (RQ3).

In general, all these approaches have not been used in the context of matchmaking
between representatives of companies yet, as such a use case is missing from a survey of
recommender system use-cases . Furthermore, information provided by the
users of online dating and job applications is usually vastly more extensive and more
well structured than the descriptions provided by participants of events. As such, a
recommender system for the matchmaking of event participants provides unique challenges
that have not been tackled before. Finally, b2match offers us a unique opportunity to
deploy and evaluate the recommender system in production during events, allowing us to
collect data from real world usage of the recommender system. We then analyze this
real world usage data to find out how the developed recommender system changed the
number of successful meetings (RQ4).



Die approbierte gedruckte Originalversion dieser Diplomarbeit ist an der TU Wien Bibliothek verfligbar

The approved original version of this thesis is available in print at TU Wien Bibliothek.

[ 3ibliothek,
Your knowledge hub

CHAPTER

Methodology

3.1 Domain Overview

We are working with an existing platform for event management, where users can book
meetings with other participants. The following user interactions are possible on the
platform and relevant for the recommender system:

o Browsing a list of participants to find other users that may be of interest to them,
clicking on their profiles to visit them.

o Bookmarking users if they are particularly interesting to them.
o Messaging users if they are interested and would like to get to know them more.

¢ Requesting to book a meeting with them if they would like to meet them during
the event.

3.2 Data

The data sets for the recommender system are provided by the company b2match,
which specializes in the organization of B2B events by providing a platform for event
management. Their platform includes a matchmaking process, where participants of an
event can find other people to meet and get to know. They can then book meetings on
the platform. The provided data set contains a set of JSON files, one for each event,
which consist of the following information:

o FEvent information, such as the id, start/end of the booking phase, start/end of
the registration phase, start/end of the meetings phase, and rules about which
participant groups can meet each other.

17
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e Profiles, containing an id for each user, a flag telling us if the participant wants to
be included in matchmaking, a list of similar profiles, and a registration date.

o Signals, containing a type, timestamp, and the host and guest participant ids for
each signal.

Each event has 3 phases, which can overlap:

o A registration phase, where participants can register for the event
o A booking phase, where meetings can be booked
e A meeting phase, during which the meetings are held

Each signal has a host, which is the person requesting the meeting with someone, and a
guest, which is the person accepting the invitation.

Three data sets were provided in separate folders:
o A development data set containing 18 events, used for optimization of the parameters
of the recommender system.

e An evaluation data set containing 6 events, used for testing the final recommender
system performance on a separate set of events.

e A usage data set containing 27 events that used the recommender system, for an
online evaluation of the recommender system (where signals are tagged with info
if the users used the recommender system to find a particular person), including
explicit feedback for 9 events.

Each event JSON file contains:

o An id of the event

e An euid of the event (usually the name of the event, not published for data
protection reasons)

o A registration_begin timestamp that tells us when the registration phase started
o A registration__end timestamp that tells us when the registration phase ended

o A booking begin timestamp that tells us when the booking phase started

o A booking end timestamp that tells us when the booking phase ended

o A meetings_begin timestamp that tells us when the meeting phase started

18
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Data

e A meetings_end timestamp that tells us when the meeting phase ended
o A signals array, which describes interactions between two participants

— host__id: the id of the host participant, the active part, taking the action

guest__id: the id of the guest participant, the passive part, receiving the action

— type: the type of signal (1 = visit, 2 = bookmark, 3 = message, 4 = meeting
requested, 5 = meeting accepted, 6 = user blocked, 7 = meeting feedback, 8
= meeting canceled)

— created__at: the timestamp when the signal was created
o A profiles array, which contains information about the participants

— id: unique identifier of the participant

— participation__type__id: the participation type id of the participant, describing
which kind of participant they are (e.g. investor, startup founder)

— matchmaking: set to true by default, false if they want to be excluded from
matchmaking altogether

— similar__profiles: an array of tuples with (id, similarity score) exported from
Apache Solr, used for the hybrid recommender, sorted by similarity descending

e A rules array, which describes which participant types can book meetings with
which other types

— ptype__id__1: the participation type id of the host
— ptype_id_2: the participation type id of the guest

Figure 3.1: Distribution of signal counts across all events per data set.
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Figure 3.1 shows the amount of signals across all events per data set. The development
data set has 3649 signals for the smallest event, 103586 signals for the largest event,
and on average 30205 signals per event. The evaluation data set consists of, on average,
smaller events, with the smallest event consisting of 989 signals, the largest of 20528, and
the mean being 10558 signals. The usage data set has the largest range of events, with a
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distribution similar to the evaluation set events, but some outliers with a large amount
of signals. The smallest event in the usage data set has only 14 signals, the largest 94268
signals, and the mean number of signals per event is 7779.

Figure 3.2: Distribution of participant counts across all events per data set.
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Figure 3.2 shows the number of participants across all events per data set. The devel-
opment data set has 113 participants for the smallest event, 2049 participants for the
largest event, and on average 707 participants per event. The evaluation data set has
a similar distribution of participants, with the smallest event having 52 participants,
the largest 1531 participants and on average 655 participants. The usage data set has
the largest range of events again, with a lot of outliers with many participants. The
smallest event in the usage data set has only 14 participants, the largest event has 3732
participants, and the mean is 396 participants.

Figure 3.3: Distribution of event durations in days across all events per data set.
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Figure 3.3 shows the duration of events per data set in days. The event durations
are computed by taking the earliest (booking_begin, registration_begin and
meetings_begin) and latest dates (booking_end, registration_end and

meetings_end) from the phases. As some event organizers have set the phases to start
many days earlier than the actual events, and sometimes even end many days after the
actual ending time of the event, the event durations should be considered with caution.
The shortest event of the development data set lasted 16 days, the longest 174 days, and
on average events in that set lasted 80 days. The evaluation data set has a smaller range
of event durations, with the shortest event lasting 77 days, the largest 228 days, and
on average 126 days. The usage data set has a similar range of event durations to the
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3.2. Data

development data set, with the shortest event lasting 11 days, the longest 228 days and
on average 82 days.

Figure 3.4: Average signal counts per event for various signal types across all events per
data set.
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Figure 3.4 shows the average number of signals per signal type across all events per data
set. As can be seen, the development set events have, on average, the largest amount of
signals, but specifically they have a lot of "visit" signals. In the evaluation and usage

data sets, there are on average less signals, but relatively more of the other signal types.

The usage set events have, on average, the lowest amount of signals.
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Figure 3.5: Relative distribution of signal types across all events per data set.
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Figure highlights the average distribution of different signal types across the different
data sets. As can be seen, the evaluation and usage data sets have relatively fewer "visit"
signals, but relatively more "message" signals and also slightly more "meeting requested"
signals. In the usage data set, a larger percentage of "meeting accepted" signals can also
be seen.

3.2.1 Preprocessing

In initial experiments, we used direct exports from the b2match database tables and
preprocessed them into the aforementioned signals format. However, in later iterations,
to improve performance and increase flexibility of the recommender system, we moved
this preprocessing to the b2match backend, which now directly sends a request to the
recommender API with the correct signals format.

We still do preprocessing on the signals, though, to convert them into an internal format
used by the recommender engine:

o We create a set for each host, when they interacted with a guest (one directional
relationship).

o We create a set for each participant, when they interacted with or were interacted
with by any participant (bi-directional relationship).
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Signal Rating
visit 1
bookmark 2
message 3
meeting requested 4
meeting accepted 5

Table 3.1: Conversion table for converting signal types to a numeric rating

o We create a list of combinations to be skipped for the prediction, which excludes
users that have already messaged, blocked, bookmarked each other or already had
a meeting booked.

After this preprocessing step, we convert the signals to ratings. FEach signal gets a certain
score, according to Table 3.1. Then, the highest rating between a certain host and guest
is selected as the score for that pairing of users. We then use these ratings to train the
algorithms and evaluate their performance.

We developed the mapping from signals to ratings together with 3 experts from the
company b2match. We started by defining the business success criteria (successful
meetings) as the highest rated signal. Then, we went backwards through their customer
journey to rate the other signals. The typical customer journey on their platform is
as follows: A participant visits the profile of someone and bookmarks them if they are
interested in meeting them later. Then, they send a message to them, asking them follow
up questions to see if they are interesting to them. Finally, they request a meeting, which
is then accepted and thus considered a successful meeting by the platform.

3.3 Baseline Models

In this section we describe the baseline models used to evaluate our models against. The
first two baseline models are random lists and normal distributions. At the moment, the
platform just shows the full list of participants, so a model would be considered suitable
if it at least outperforms these baselines. The popularity baseline model shows the most
popular participants first, and a good model should not just learn to recommend the
most popular participants, but instead recommend personalized lists to each participant.
The similarity baseline model is a simple version of a personalized recommendation,
returning the participants most similar to the user. We expect this baseline not to
perform particularly well on our data set, as in a B2B context, we would rather meet
someone who complements us, versus someone who is very similar to us. For example,
investors do not want to get recommendations to meet other investors, but instead want
to meet startup founders. Nevertheless, our evaluated models should outperform this
baseline to be considered suitable, otherwise we could simply return the most similar
users instead of making a more personalized recommendation based on implicit signals.
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3.3.1 Random

The random baseline generates for each participant-participant pair a random number
from the uniform distribution between the lowest interest score and the highest interest
score. As a result, it will return to each participant a randomly sorted list of participants.

We set 7in to be the lowest possible rating (interest score), and 7,4, to be the highest
possible rating, the predicted rating is then computed as follows:

R(u, 1) ~ UTmin, Tmaz) (3.1)

In our case, Tin = 0 and 7,4 = 5. For simplicity and consistency with existing
literature, we use u for hosts and ¢ for guests, even though guests are technically not
items, but other users.

3.3.2 Normal

The normal baseline assumes that the distribution of the ratings in the development
data set is normal, estimates the mean and variance based on the development data set,
and then returns a sample from the normal distribution with the estimated mean and
variance.

We define Ry.qin as the ratings from the development data set. Then, we can estimate
the mean and variance as follows:

. 1
= —_— Toi
a ’ Rtrain | Z u

Tui eRtTa,in

& = Z (Tui - ﬂ)Q
Tui ERtruin ’RtT(IiTL ’

Finally, we can compute a predicted rating for each participant-participant pair as follows:

R(u,i) ~ N(f, 6) (3.3)

3.3.3 Popularity

The popularity baseline first computes for each user their average rating in all participant-
participant pairs. Then, when we make a prediction, we return their average rating.
As a result, each participant will get recommended the same list of the most popular
participants.



Die approbierte gedruckte Originalversion dieser Diplomarbeit ist an der TU Wien Bibliothek verfligbar

The approved original version of this thesis is available in print at TU Wien Bibliothek.

[ 3ibliothek,
Your knowledge hub

3.4. Evaluated Models

3.3.4 Similarity

The similarity baseline uses the list of similar profiles provided in the data set. The list
contains tuples of user ids and similarity scores. We take the list of similarity scores and
scale it using min/max scaling to be between 7, + 1 (we add one to avoid predicting 0
for users that are at least somewhat similar) and 7,,,,. These user ids and ratings are
then returned as recommendations for the given participant. As a result, each participant
will get recommended a list of similar participants, with the most similar participants
being first in the list.

3.4 Evaluated Models

We evaluated three different recommender system algorithms, with various combinations
of parameters. The algorithms evaluated are k-NN based models, Matrix Factorization
based models and Co-Clustering. The evaluated variants and parameters of the models
are described in detail in the Offline Evaluation Results chapter. In this section, we give
a general overview of the models.

3.4.1 k-NN

k-NN based models are simple implementations of the user-user and item-item collabora-
tive filtering approaches [Korl0] mentioned in the State of the Art chapter.

Baseline Predictors

A very simple algorithm to predict the unknown ratings are baseline predictors, which use
statistical means to compute a rating. Baseline predictors are very similar to imputation
for filling in missing values. Given a user u, an item ¢ and a baseline prediction b, ;,
the simplest baseline predictor is b, ; = p (statistical mean of the ratings). To make it
more specific to the user and item, we can use the mean of users or items: b, ; = 7, or
b, = 7;, respectively. These simple baseline predictors could be extended by adding
baseline predictors for the user and item to the statistical mean of all ratings, as follows:

bui = pt+ by +b; (3.4)

The user and item baseline predictors b, and b; can be computed using average offsets
by computing effects within the residuals of previous effects [ERK11]:

by = — Z(Tu,i - N) (35)
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1
|Us]

bi = > (Fui—bu—p) (3.6)
evu;

u

As can be seen from the formulas, baseline predictors take into account various effects on
the general rating mean p, such as user bias b, and item bias b;, to get an estimate for
the potential rating of a given user on the given item.

User-User Collaborative Filtering

The main idea of user-user collaborative filtering is to, for a given user, find other users
whose behavior is similar in terms of ratings. Then, we can use their ratings to predict
what items the given user might like. As a simple example, if user us and user us both
agree on their ratings for item i3 (4 stars), user us rated item iy with 5 stars, but user
ug has not rated item 72 yet, we can assume that user us will likely rate item i highly
too. In user-user CF, the predicted ratings are also weighted by the degree of agreement
with other users.

For user-user CF, in addition to the ratings matrix R, we need a similarity function
s: U x U — R to compute the similarity between two users. We then use s to choose a
neighborhood N C U for user u. This neighborhood is then used to compute a weighted
average rating using the similarity as weights:

Swren () (rur — 7o) (3.7

Pui = Tu +
e Ywen |s(u )|

By subtracting each users’ average rating 7,/ from their rating of a given item, we take
into account the user-specific rating bias. Some people might generally rate items highly,
while others will give average or low ratings. By using the difference to their average
rating, we make sure to take into account only when their rating differs from the given
user mean. For example, if someone generally rates items with 4 stars, and then gives an

item 5 stars, it does not have as much significance as when someone who generally rates
very low (average of 2 stars) gives an item 5 stars.

For the similarity function, various statistical correlations can be used, such as Pearson
correlation, Constrained Pearson correlation, Spearman rank correlation, or Cosine

similarity [ERK11].

Item-Item Collaborative Filtering

In contrast to user-user CF, item-item CF uses item similarity instead of user similarity.
This solves a performance issue with user-user CF, where a growing number of users
increases the computation complexity of user similarity, which is at best a O(|U|) operation.
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In situations where there is a high user to item ratio, an item-item CF system significantly
increases performance, as item similarity is unlikely to change through the rating of a

single user [LSY03].

The similarity function used in item-item CF is s: I x I — R. After using the similarity
function to get a set S of the k most similar items to a given item ¢, we can predict the
rating as follows:

i = 2 jes 8(60)ru
Y Yesls(iyg)l

(3.8)

For the MovieLens data set, k = 30 resulted in a good performance of the recommender
system [SKKROI].

However, equation 3.8 might result in negative ratings, which means that after ordering
by rating we still get the most relevant items, but the ratings themselves might not
make sense. This is due to the fact that the similarity function might return a negative
result, which then gets multiplied with the ratings. To solve this issue, we can include
the baseline in our equation:

Dui = 2jes 5(6,9)(ruj — bui)
e ZjES |S(717.])‘

+ buﬂ' (3.9)

In equation 3.9 we now subtract the baseline for a given user u on the item ¢ from the
ratings of similar items, and add it again at the end.

3.4.2 Matrix Factorization

Matrix factorization models map users and items to a joint latent factor space of
dimensionality f, where user-item interactions are modeled as inner products within the
space. First, we compute two vectors: ¢; € Rf for each item representation in the latent
vector space, and p, € RS for each user representation. The vectors represent the values
of each factor, which can be positive or negative. As such, we can measure properties of
items using the given factors, as well as user interest in those properties, using the same
vector space. The dot product between user and item vectors qiT Py then represents the
predicted rating of user u on item :

Pui = qiTpu (3.10)

We can also add biases to the matrix factorization model, as follows:
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Pui = 1o+ bi + by + ¢ pu (3.11)

While predictions are easily computed in this model, mapping each item and user to
their respective factor vectors is the biggest challenge of this model. Such a problem is
very similar to singular value decomposition (SVD), an already well researched technique
to identify latent semantic factors in information retrieval. However, a major difference
between matrix factorization and SVD is that conventional SVD requires a rather
complete matrix, and thus might lead to overfitting to the few values that are available.
An initial solution to this problem was to impute the missing ratings and thus turn the
ratings matrix into a dense matrix, which might distort the data and result in higher
computational complexity due to the large amount of data. Recently, matrix factorization
models have shifted towards fitting a regularized model using the regularized squared

error on the set of known ratings [KBV09]:

min > (rui — @ p)* + Mlal > + llpal®) (3.12)
T (ui)er

Or, alternatively, we can fit a regularized model with biases:

qgiﬁ)* Z (Tui — p = by — bi — qiTPU)Q + )‘(H%’HQ + HPUHQ + bi + bzz) (3.13)
T (uyi)eR

Equations [3.12 and [3.13 show the optimization problem of training such a regularized
model, where « is the development data set containing user-item pairs (u, i) with known
ratings ;. By regularizing the learned parameters, their magnitudes get penalized
through the regularized term, controlled by the constant A. As we now have an optimiza-
tion problem, learning the vectors ¢; and p, for each item and user can be done using
existing approaches to optimization problems, such as stochastic gradient descent (SGD)
and alternating least squares (ALS).

Stochastic Gradient Descent (SGD)

In the Netflix prize competition, Simon Funk used a SGD optimization of the regular-
ized model from Equation 3.12. The algorithm iterates through all ratings from the
development data set x as follows:

e Predict a rating #,; with the current model and compare it to the true rating r,;:
def
Cui = Tui — ql'Tpu
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e Modify the model parameters ¢; and p, by a factor of v in the opposite direction
of the gradient:

— @i — @i+ * (€uws ¥ Pu— A x Q)
_pu<_pu+')’*(eui*q1_>\*pu)

Alternating Least Squares (ALS)

ALS builds upon the idea that if we have one of the solutions of the optimization problem
(either p, or g;), the optimization problem becomes quadratic and can be optimally
solved. ALS fixes one of the parameters and computes the other, then keeps alternating
between them until Equation 3.12 converges.

Generally, SGD is easier and faster than ALS, but ALS can be parallelized more easily and
performs better when the training data is dense [KBV09]. As our data set is sparse and
we parallelize by recommending for each event on a separate instance of the recommender
system, we use SGD as our method of computing the model.

3.4.3 Co-Clustering

While Matrix Factorization models provide high accuracy, one of their main downsides is
that they are computationally expensive. Co-Clustering aims to provide good accuracy
while being much faster. Like k-NN, Co-Clustering uses neighborhoods, but it instead
creates multiple clusters, C,, for users, C; for items, and co-clusters C,,; for each user-
item cluster combination. The average ratings C,, C; and Cy; of the clusters are then
computed. Finally, the rating is predicted as follows [GMO5]:

Pui = Cui + (p — Cu) + (i — Ci) (3.14)

3.4.4 Reciprocal Recommender Systems

To introduce reciprocity in a people-to-people recommender, we combine the preferences
of both users involved (from user A to user B and vice versa). To do this, we first need
to compute the individual scores from user A to user B and from user B to user A. Then,
aggregation functions are used to combine the results. Various aggregation strategies can
be used, such as the arithmetic, geometric and harmonic means, as well as the uninorm.
In the literature, the harmonic mean is generally used for reciprocal recommender systems

INP19).

The arithmetic mean of two scores ri,79 € [0,1] is defined as:

(Sl )

M(Tl,‘r‘Q) = 9

(3.15)
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When talking about averages, it is usually the arithmetic mean that was used. It has the
downside of being greatly affected by outliers, making it not very robust. The advantage
of such a property, however, is that in terms of reciprocal recommenders, both sides are
considered equally by the aggregation.

The geometric mean of two scores is defined as:

G(ri,m2) = /i *r2 (3.16)

In business and finance context, this aggregation is usually used, as it works well for
percentages that accumulate over time. Due to the multiplication, the smaller value has
a greater influence on the end result than the larger value. This might be a desirable
property for some reciprocal recommenders, as it means that if user B is not interested in
the user A, even if the interest of user A to user B is large, they will not get recommended
to each other.

The harmonic mean of two scores is defined as:

2% 11 %79

H(Tl’TQ) - 1+ 7o

(3.17)

This aggregation also makes use of a multiplication, giving it similar properties to the
geometric mean, where the smaller value affects the result more. In the past, this
aggregation has been frequently used in reciprocal recommender systems .

The uninorm of two scores is defined as:

T1 %79
rixry + (1 —7r1)* (1 —r2)

U(’I”l,T‘Q) — (318)

The advantage of uninorms is the self-reinforcement property: Two low values will
aggregate into an even lower result, while two large values will aggregate into an even
larger result. This property might be useful for reciprocal recommender systems, as it
boosts recommendations where both users have a moderate preference to each other
rather than strong unidirectional preferences.

3.4.5 Hybrid Recommender System

To attempt solving the cold start problem, we use information about similar users to
make an indirect recommendation through them for a given target user. To find similar
users at other events, we use a similarity function s : U, x Uy — R to compute similarity
between two users, where U, is the set of users at event e and Uy the set of users across
all other events in the database. We then:
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o Take the top k similar users to a given user u, € U,.

e Make predictions for each user uy € Uy on their respective events to:

— Get a set of predicted users from other events Ugred, and

— do a reverse match by using the similarity function s to find similar users to
Uz in U,

— This set of similar users then gets the respective predictions from the user u,.

— If predictions were not possible, exclude them from the list.

— If we have no users left in the list of potential similar users, prediction is
overall impossible for the given user u. (return NaN).

— If we have more than a defined number of similar users, select only the top n
similar users, where n is called the neighborhood size.

Our hybrid recommender system is essentially a variation of a Content-Collaborative
Recommender system, as introduced by [AKY™11].

3.5 DMetrics

In order to evaluate the quality of our recommendations we need to define metrics that
matter most for the use case. Machine learning models are usually compared by evaluating
the set of items of interest against items that are not of interest. We distinguish items
that are defined as of interest by the machine learning algorithm (predicted label) from
the ground truth (actual label). Let us consider a simple case where labels are either
positive or negative, we can then define the possible combinations in a confusion matrix
[Alv02]. In a recommender system context, predicted labels are recommended items, and
actual labels are relevant items.

Actual Label
Positive Negative
Predicted Positive = True Positive (TP)  False Positive (FP)
Label Negative False Negative (FN) True Negative (TN)

Table 3.2: Confusion Matrix of the possible combinations of labels.

Table 3.2/ shows those combinations, where True Positive (TP) and True Negative (TN)
are correct predictions of a model, while False Negative (FN) and False Positive (FP)
are wrong predictions of a model. We can then use these combinations to define the
following metrics:

TP

S\TP+FP (3.19)

Precision =
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SITP

ll= ———F——F—
Reca STP+FN

(3.20)

SSTP+TN
SSTP+FP+FN+TN

Accuracy = (3.21)

2 x Precision * Recall
F| = 3.22
! Precision + Recall ( )

These simple metrics, however, do not take into account the ordering of items, and
only care if they are part of a set or not. To make these simple metrics more useful for
recommender systems, we can instead take the N most relevant items and only calculate
precision, recall and accuracy based on those. Adding such a cutoff turns all metrics
into their QNN variants. For example, taking only the top 10 items into account when
calculating Precision, is called the Precision@10 metric.

More advanced metrics for recommender systems are derived from these simple metrics,
and often used in information retrieval, such as evaluating search engines. A popular
advanced metric is Mean Average Precision (MAP). To calculate MAP, we first need to
define Average Precision (AP). We set a cutoff k to take the most relevant items, then
compute the following:

Zivzl P(k) xrel(k)

APQN =
total number of relevant documents

(3.23)

Where rel(k) indicates if the item at position k is relevant, as follows:

o rel(k) =1 if the item at position k is relevant

o rel(k) = 0 if the item at position k is not relevant

For recommender systems with ratings, this rel(k) function can be extended to return
the true rating of an item.

This computation of average precision can be repeated for each user, recommending the
most relevant items to them, and then computing APQN. Taking the arithmetic mean
over all users then results in the M AP [STL11].

All these metrics take into account the relevancy of an item, but do not take into account
the ranking. A widely used ranking measure is the Normalized Discounted Cumulative
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Gain (NDCG) [WWL*13|]. To define NDCG, we first have to define Cumulative Gain
(CG):

CG(N) = i rel(k) (3.24)
k=1

Discounted Cumulative Gain (DCG) is then defined by multiplying the rel(k) function
with a discounting function. In standard NDCG, this discounting function is defined as
the inverse logarithm decay:

1
D(k) = log(L+ 1) (3.25)
We can then define DCG as follows:
N
DCG(N) =Y rel(k) x D(k) (3.26)
k=1

To compute NDCG, we compare the DCG of our predicted set to the DCG of the ideal
order (IDCG). IDCG is the DCG of the ground truth set. Then, NDCG can be computed
as follows:

NDCG(N) = % (3.27)

NDCG has the downside of not taking the error into account as much as metrics such as
MAP [AR22]. In our case, however, true relevancy is hard to estimate. We do not have
explicit ratings during the development of the recommender system. To avoid bias from
our estimated implicit ratings, we focus only on NDCG, which mostly takes into account
the relative ranking of items to measure the performance of a recommender system.

3.6 Splitting Strategy

For offline evaluation, using historical data and splitting it into multiple sets is most
common. For recommender systems, there are the following main data splitting strategies:

e Leave One Last: Include all data except the last user-item pair in the development
data set and test the model on the last pair. Instead of the last item, the last user
session could also be used.
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e Random Split: Randomly select user-item pairs from the full set for training and
testing

o User Split: Split the data set by user rather than by signals.

e User Temporal Split: Split the data set by selecting a certain time frame for
each user for training and another one for testing.

¢ Global Temporal Split: Split the data set by selecting a certain time frame for
all users for training and another one for testing.

The "Leave One Last" strategy has the issue that it might not reflect the true performance
of the recommender system, as the test set is very small. The random split and user
split do not work well for recommender systems that deal with temporal data. The user
temporal split is not a very realistic scenario, especially when users are recommended
to users, because the boundary varies between users, and thus future signals for some
users could leak into the model during training of other users. The global temporal split
defines a fixed point in time which is shared across all users, which makes it the most
realistic scenario, as it is basically simulating the actual historic state of a recommender

at some point in time in the past [MMMO20].

For our evaluation, we selected the global temporal split strategy, splitting the signal
data from the development data set of events further into two splits: a train split and a
test split. The split time is decided by first defining a beginning and an end of an event,
as this is not defined in the data set:

o Calculate an event__begin timestamp by taking the earliest date from booking_begin,
registration__begin and meetings__begin.

o Calculate an event__end timestamp by taking the earliest date from booking end
and meetings_ begin.

e An event begins either when the first signal happens, or when the event_ begin
timestamp is set, whichever is later.

e An event ends either when the last signal happens, or when the event_end times-
tamp is set, whichever is earlier.

This calculation of beginning and ends attempts to model different structures of events.
The idea is that we should never take into account anything after the booking phase for
training, as making a prediction at this point would be too late (it is not possible to book
any more meetings, so the recommender would be useless at this point). However, some
events have the timestamps set way in the future, which is why we also take into account
the signals, if the last signal happens earlier than the calculated end time. Taking signals
into account makes sure we do not select an empty test split.
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Figure 3.6: Visualization of the data sets and splits.

---------------------------------------------

. Development Set Events :
. [ Train Test ] :
+ Evaluation Set Events E
. [ Train Test ] :

---------------------------------------------

Usage Set Events

E [ Real World Usage ] ;

After calculating a beginning and an end, we make a split after 80% of the time has
passed between them. Everything before the split point is included in the train split, and
everything after in the test split. The models are trained on the train split and then their
performance is evaluated on the test set. After doing optimizations on the development
data set of events, we evaluate the final performance of the optimized models on a new,
evaluation set of events. Using a separate set of events for this final evaluation ensures
that our results do not report an overfitting of our optimized models to the development
data set. For the online evaluation, the recommenders use the full data available (at the
time of making a recommendation) during live events.
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CHAPTER

The CRISP-DM Process

The methodological approach follows the CRoss Industry Standard Process for Data
Mining (CRISP-DM) process [WHOQOQ], which is an industry and technology independent
model for data mining projects. CRISP-DM is an iterative process where the first step is
attempting to gain business understanding, through initial meetings with the relevant
stakeholders. The next step is attempting to gain data understanding for the data that
is already available at this point. Then, this data is prepared and a model is created and
evaluated. From this evaluation, we gain more understanding of the business and in turn
the data. This process repeats until a well performing model is found with respect to
the defined business success criteria. Finally, the well performing model is deployed and
used in the real world. In this section, we describe in detail the iterations throughout
this project following the CRISP-DM process, and how we gained business and data
understanding in each step.

4.1 1st Iteration: Initial Experiments

The project started out with an initial meeting with the company b2match to learn more
about their business and which problems they would like to solve using the recommender
system. We found out that one of their main business success criteria is increasing the
number of successful meetings on their platforms. This increase would be beneficial to
all stakeholders on the b2match platform: the participants would be able to meet more
and better quality people, which would in turn benefit the organizers as their events will
be visited more if the meetings were good quality, which finally benefits b2match, as the
organizers will happily use their platform again.

The initial data export was a meetings.csv file exported from their database, with
the attributes specified in Table 4.1l
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Figure 4.1: Diagram of the CRISP-DM process, by Kenneth Jensen [Jen12]
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Attribute Description
id unique identifier of a meeting
event_id unique identifier of an event

host_participant_id | unique identifier of a participant initiating the request
guest_participant_id | unique identifier of a participant receiving the request

Table 4.1: Attributes of the initial meetings.csv export

After getting the initial data export, which contained only a list of meetings between
participants, it was quickly clear that this would not be enough data to make a decent
quality recommender system. As the data set did not include any granularity, we could
only generate pairs that did not meet and combine it with the existing data set of pairs
that did have a meeting. As expected, the models built upon this data set did not perform
very well, as a meeting not happening between two participants does not mean that they
were not interested in meeting each other. This was a key learning from this first cycle,
which also lead to more business understanding: If there was no meeting between two
participants, we cannot say that they were not interested in meeting in the first place.

4.2 2nd Iteration: Using Meeting Status

In the second cycle, armed with this new knowledge, we decided to add more information
about the meetings to the export, such as if a participant requested a meeting with
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4.3. 3rd Iteration: Content-Based Recommender

someone else, but it was never answered, or if the other person declined the meeting.
Unfortunately, this also turned out not to help the model, as even declining a meeting
should not be treated as negative feedback. For example: maybe they were both interested
in meeting, but just did not have time for it. As a result, we decided that going forward
we should not be treating such cases as negative feedback, but rather focus on the signals
of interest that we do have, specifically:

o If someone requested a meeting, that means that they do have interest in meeting
such a person.

o If someone accepted the meeting request, that means there is interest in meeting
such a person in both directions.

o If someone declined a meeting request, we do not know if the person who declined
has interest, but we do know that the requester had interest.

From these assumptions, we built a new model, which still did not perform very well, as
there were very few meetings in general, so we decided we needed some more information,
leading us to experiment with content-based recommender systems and adding profiles
for all participants.

4.3 3rd Iteration: Content-Based Recommender

In the third iteration, we used a new dataset, a participants.csv export containing
information about participants, with the attributes specified in Table |4.2. For a content-
based recommender it is very important to find a similarity metric between users. To
compute a similarity measure, we need to transform the text into a numeric format. Most
of the attributes in the dataset were free text fields, so we first needed to transform them
into a numeric format. To facilitate this, we used Bidirectional Encoder Representations
from Transformers (BERT) [DCLT1S], a transformer-based natural language processing
technique.

However, this again did not improve the performance. Additionally, building this
similarity model was extremely slow, especially for larger events. The main problem
with recommendation quality seemed to be the amount of user feedback, as we still only
had few meeting requests. Additionally, during discussions with b2match, we found out
that there is a pre-booking and a booking phase at each event, which means that in the
beginning of the event, there would be no feedback at all until booking starts. However,
when booking starts is already the time when we need the recommendations the most, so
we had to figure out a way to include more signals with implicit user feedback to figure
out who participants would be interested in meeting.
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4. THE CRISP-DM PROCESS
Attribute Description
id unique identifier of a participant
event_id unique identifier of an event
job_title job title specified in the profile
organization_name organization name specified in the profile
organization_description | organization description specified in the profile
organization_type organization type specified in the profile
country country specified in the profile
business_fields business fields specified in the profile
Table 4.2: Attributes of the participants.csv export
4.4 4th Iteration: More Signals
After many discussions with b2match, we found out ways to export more signals from
the platform, specifically:
o profile visits
e bookmarks
e messages sent
e meeting requested
e meeting accepted
We came up with a rating system to combine these signals into a single "interest score",
discussed with the business stakeholders to order them by relevancy to the business
success criteria:
o If there is a visit, the score is 1
e If there is a bookmark, it is 2
o If there is a message, it is 3
o If there is a meeting request, it is 4
o If the meeting request was accepted, it is 5, the highest score
We trained a matrix factorization model on this new signals table, and finally managed to
get meaningful predictions out of it. However, there was still a problem with predicting
participants with few or even no signals - the cold start problem. As, at the time of
writing, there was no way to get more signals than the ones we already have, we decided
40
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4.5. b5th Iteration: Cold Start Problem

to try something differently. We came up with the idea of a hybrid recommender system,
which uses similarity to find similar participants in previous events and do the prediction
there.

4.5 5th Iteration: Cold Start Problem

Unfortunately, the hybrid recommender system meant that we needed to compute content-
based similarity again. As we already know, this method was previously very slow in
the 3rd iteration when we used BERT to compute it. After discussions with developers
from the company, we found out that the platform already implemented a search based
on Apache Solr. Apache Solr is an open-source enterprise search platform. The search
problem also requires similarity measures to be computed between the keywords entered
and the items found. As such, this seemed like the perfect system to use for our
content-based recommendation.

We decided to implement an export from Apache Solr to give a list of profiles with arrays
of ids to similar profiles, ordered by similarity descending. This system is used to make
a recommendation for users with few signals. To do this, we use the following hybrid
approach:

o If a user has less than a configurable amount of minimum interactions:
— Get the top N most similar users, which have more than the minimum amount
of interactions (if there are no such similar users, return NaN)
— Make direct predictions using matrix factorization for these users
— Aggregate the results of these predictions (configurable: weighted by the
amount of interactions)

¢ Otherwise:

— Make a direct prediction using matrix factorization for the given user

This hybrid recommender system seemed to improve the performance of the recommender
on users with few signals, at least for some events.

4.6 6th Iteration: Optimizations

Now that we had a well performing model, we focused on further improving its runtime
speed. We found some small bottlenecks in how data was handled internally, and used
numpy and plain python lists instead of pandas where feasible. Furthermore, we created
indices from profile ids to profiles, and from profile ids to number of interactions, to
further speed up some checks. However, the biggest improvement was reducing the
number of combinations to be predicted, as these grow exponentially with the number of

41



Die approbierte gedruckte Originalversion dieser Diplomarbeit ist an der TU Wien Bibliothek verfligbar

The approved original version of this thesis is available in print at TU Wien Bibliothek.

[ 3ibliothek,
Your knowledge hub

4.

THE CRISP-DM PROCESS

42

users at an event. First, we excluded the users that have already bookmarked, messaged
or requested a meeting with each other. There was still an enormous amount of potential
pairs.

After some discussions with the company, we found out that the platform actually does
not allow anyone to just meet with anyone, there are constraints, so-called meeting rules.
Depending on the event, only certain user groups can meet with other user groups, such
as startup founders meeting with investors, but not investors meeting other investors.
Integrating these rules into the recommender system greatly reduced the number of
combinations, significantly speeding up the prediction.

Now that our model works and runs fast, we conducted our offline evaluation, the results
of which are reported in Chapter [6: Evaluation.

4.7 Tth Iteration: Online Evaluation

After our model was evaluated and optimized, we deployed it in production. As we
started collecting data on the recommender system, we figured that it would be useful to
also ask the users for explicit ratings in terms of stars between 1 and 5 after meetings,
to get actual feedback from the users whether the recommendations were good or not.
Unfortunately, this was done too late after the deployment of the recommender system,
which means that we were not able to collect a lot of data on explicit feedback. Also, we
later found out that a lot of participants were not even using the recommender system,
meaning that it might need to be used more prominently, such as sending out an email
to users with their recommendations.
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CHAPTER

Implementation

We implemented a recommender system for the matchmaking of event participants,
usable across a variety of different kinds of events. The architecture of the recommender
system has been designed in a way that is simple, flexible and scalable. The recommender
system provides an API accessible via HTTP on a web server. The web server exposes
routes for making predictions and evaluating the recommender system performance.

All instances of the recommender systems are stateless, with an optional cache that stores
the preprocessed rating tables for speeding up the evaluation process. In production,
however, each prediction is made by sending the latest state of the event including all
signals to the recommender system via an HTTP request. The recommender system is
then trained on the fly and makes predictions for all users. This architectural decision
was made in cooperation with the b2match team, because signal data changes frequently
and keeping it in sync with the recommender system would be more effort than simply
sending all signals every time in a request. Training the recommender system with the
matrix factorization algorithm used is also comparatively fast, with most of the time
spent doing predictions for all possible user/user pairs.

An initial version of the recommender system was working by direct access to the database,
however, we decided to turn it into a stateless service to allow scaling the service by
running as many instances of the recommender system as needed. For example, we could
run one instance per event, such that prediction can be done for all events in parallel,
with no limit in how many instances and thus events we can run in parallel.

As can be seen in Figure 5.1, the b2match platform directly sends all information of an
event, including event info, signals, user profiles and matching rules to the web server
of the recommender system, via an HTTP POST request. The recommender system
then converts the signals into a rating matrix and stores the matching rules for later
use. The training step converts the ratings matrix into user and item embeddings using
matrix factorization. Next, all possible user/user pairs (taking into account the matching
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5. IMPLEMENTATION

Figure 5.1: Visualization of the recommender system implementation

H
H recommender system

POST /recommend | H
v 1

. '

b2match platform : web server signals preprocessing rating matrix training :
H 1

0 H

JSON resp . '
. '

. '

. '

. H

H _embedd:n H

. '

. '

H '

. '

. '

H § H

N recommendation list per user }———— recommendation H

. '

rules) have their scores predicted using matrix factorization. The recommender returns
a ranked list of recommendations for each user. Finally, the web server returns these
ranked recommendation lists in a JSON response to the b2match platform, which stores
the results in its database and uses them to show recommendations in the user interface
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Figure 5.2: Recommendations on a b2match managed event page (participants list)
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5.1.  Architectural Design

Figure 5.3: Recommendations on a b2match managed event page (meetings list)
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5.1 Architectural Design

Signals from events are somewhat small data sets that change all the time. Multiple events
may be running at a time, requiring the recommender system to be able to scale with an
increasingly higher number of active events. As a result, traditional recommender system
implementations, where models are stored and re-trained with new data, would require a
high synchronization effort. As such, scaling would mean that more recommender system
instances require replication and scaling of a database of models as well. Furthermore, the
overhead of storing and loading models is often not worth the effort when data changes
all the time, resulting in wildly different models in a short time frame.

To accommodate for this specific use-case, we decided to design the recommender system
as a stateless microservice. The recommender system accepts all signals and profiles on
each request, builds a new model, and then makes predictions based on it. Such a system
can be easily scaled by spinning up multiple instances. The most fine grained split being
one instance for each active event, since the recommender can independently process
recommendation tasks on a per-event basis.
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5.2 Technologies Used

The recommender system was implemented and evaluated using:

o Python 3.10.8 (Interpreter)

o scikit-learn 1.1.2 [PVG*11] (Machine learning and evaluation)
o scikit-surprise 1.1.1 (Recommender system algorithms)
e numpy 1.21.2 (Utility functions for optimized data handling)

o bottleneck 1.3.2 (Utility functions for optimized data handling)
o pandas 1.3.2 (Utility functions for handling data sets)

e scipy 1.7.1 (Utility functions)

o matplotlib 3.4.2 (Graphing library)

o Flask 2.0.1 (Serving the HTTP REST API)

o waitress 2.0.0 (Web Server Gateway Interface [WSGI] for scaling the recommender
system)

5.3 API

The recommender system provides endpoints for the prediction of a single event, and
an evaluation endpoint, which can evaluate multiple events at once and compute the
nDCG metric as well as return information about runtime performance of training and
recommendation phases of the recommender system.

As the recommender system is stateless, settings need to be passed to it to configure the
recommender system on the fly. The settings object has the following properties:

e ratings.algo: the algorithm to use for computing the ratings matrix from the
signals, only simple is implemented at the time of writing, which contains the
mapping of signals to ratings as described in Table 3.1

e combinator: the settings for how results from the recommender ensemble are
combined

— algo: the algorithm to use for combining the recommender results, fallback
will fall back to hybrid recommendation if not enough signals are available,
mean will always compute both a direct recommendation and a hybrid recom-
mendation and take the mean of both
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5.3. API

— min_interactions: the number of minimum interactions required for a
user to make a direct recommendation, if fallback is configured and the
user has less than this number of signals, the hybrid recommender system will
be used

e recommender: the settings for the recommender algorithm to be used

— algo: recommender algorithm to be used,

— variant (optional, required for mf and knn algos): some recommender
algorithms have multiple variants, for example, mf has a svd variant

— args (optional): arguments for the recommender algorithm, as documented
in the scikit-surprise [Hug20] documentation [°| (default: {})

e enabled (optional): enabling parts of the recommender system ensemble

— recommender (optional): direct recommendation algorithm (default: true)

— similarity (optional): hybrid recommender looking at similar users to
make predictions (default: true)

o seed (optional): to use as a seed for all random numbers generated in the recom-
mender system, makes results reproducible (default: a random seed)

e reciprocal (optional): turn on reciprocal recommendation by specifying an
aggregation strategies, of f means no reciprocal recommendation, arithmetic,
geometric, harmonic, uninorm are possible aggregation strategies for the
bi-directional prediction (default: "of£")

e neighborhood_similarity (optional): how many similar users to take into
account for the hybrid recommender (default: 3)

o weighted_similarity (optional): turn on to weigh predictions from the hybrid
recommender based on the number of signals (default: true)

The evaluation settings can also be changed on the fly, by passing an object with the
following properties:

e split: strategy used to split the signals into train and test sets, none turns of
splitting and trains and evaluates on the full set, before_booking uses all signals
before the booking phase starts for training and the rest for evaluation, t ime makes
a global temporal split based on a percentage of time, data makes a global split
based on a percentage of signals

e split_value (optional, only used for splitting strategies time and data): the
percentage used for training, a number between 0 and 1 (default: 0.8)

2https://surprise.readthedocs.io/en/stable/
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5. IMPLEMENTATION

e use_signals (optional, only used for splitting strategy time): when enabled,
takes into account when the first and last signal happened to compute the true
start/end time of the whole event (default: false)

o top_n (optional): the number of results to take into account for the evaluation
(default: 10)

5.3.1 GET /version

This endpoint returns the current version of the recommender system. At the time of
writing, this is v1.0.0.

Response

e version: the current version of the recommender system

Example Response

{

"version": "v1.0.0"

5.3.2 POST /recommend

This endpoint takes a single event JSON, trains a new instance of the recommender
system, makes recommendations for all possible users and returns those recommendations.

Request

e settings: a settings object for the recommender system, as explained earlier in
this section

e event: an event object, as explained in the Introduction chapter in the "Data Set"
section (3.2

Response

e data: contains all recommendation results from the recommender system in an
array of:

— id: the user id of the host

— hits: a sorted array of guest-rating pairs for all recommendations made by
the system to the host
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5.3. API

e total: total number of recommendations (host-guest-rating triples) made by the
recommender system

e direct: number of recommendations made directly for a given host

e similar: number of recommendations made by using similar hosts through the
hybrid recommender system

e time_spent: statistics about the runtime performance of the recommender system

— fit: number of seconds spent to fit the recommender system model

— pred: number of seconds spent to make recommendations for all possible
combinations of hosts and guests

Example Request
{

"settings": {
"ratings": {
"algo": "simple"
bo
"combinator": {
"algo": "fallback",
"min_interactions": 1
bo
"recommender": {
"algo": "mf",
"variant": "svd",
"args": {
"n_factors": 15,
"n_epochs": 50,
"biased": false,
"reg_all": 0.02,
"lr_all"™: 0.007,
"verbose": false

by

"enabled": {
"recommender": true,
"similarity": false

by

"reciprocal": "off",
"neighborhood_similarity": 1,
"weighted_similarity": false,
"seed": 42
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5. IMPLEMENTATION
} 14
"event": {
"id": 42,
"euid": "event-name",
"signals": [ ... 1,
"profiles": [ ... 1,
"booking_begin": "2021-06-09T12:45:002",
"booking_end": "2021-10-19T16:00:002",
"registration_begin": "2021-06-07T12:58:04272",
"registration_end": "2021-10-19T16:00:00zZ",
"meetings_begin": "2021-07-07T08:00:00z",
"meetings_end": "2021-10-19T15:00:00z2",
"rules": [
{
"ptype_1id_1": 17544,
"ptype_id_2": 17545
by
{
"ptype_id_1": 17545,
"ptype_id_2": 17544
}
]
}
}
Example Response
{
"data": [
{
"hits": [
[
1702,
3.821179226063678
] 4
[
1721,
3.689105788754919
] 4
] 4
n id" . l
} 14
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5.3. API

"hits": [ ... ],
"id": 2
b

1y
"direct": 2839729,

"similar": O,

"time_spent": {
"fit": 0.6890418529510498,
"pred": 43.88013005256653

by
"total": 4177035

5.3.3 POST /evaluate

This endpoint takes multiple event objects, makes a split of the signals into a train and
test set for each event, then trains a new instance of the recommender for each event based
on the train set, makes recommendations for each user, and evaluates the performance of
the recommendations based on signals from the train and test set combined.

Request

e settings: a settings object for the recommender system, as explained earlier in
this section

e evaluation: an evaluation settings object to configure the splitting and evalua-
tion, as explained earlier in this section

e events: an array of event objects, as explained in the Introduction chapter in the
"Data Set" section 3.2

Response

e events: array of event objects that were actually evaluated (not skipped)

e metrics.ndcg: array of nDCG values per event

e metrics_avg.ndcg: average nDCG value of all evaluated events

e metrics_list.ndcg: array of arrays of nDCG values for each host per event

e time_spent: statistics about the runtime performance of the recommender system

— fit: time spent to train the recommender models per event
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5. IMPLEMENTATION
— fit_avg: average time spent to train the recommender models across all
events
— fit_total: total time spent to train the recommender models across all
events
— eval: time spent to evaluate the recommender models’ performances per
event
— eval_avg: average time spent to evaluate the recommender models’ perfor-
mances across all events
— eval_total: total time spent to evaluate the recommender models’ perfor-
mances across all events
Example Request
{
"settings": { ... },
"evaluation": {
"split": "time",
"split_value": 0.8,
"use_signals": true
bo
"events": [
{
"id": 42,
"euid": "event-name",
b
{
"id": 43,
"euid": "event-2-name",
bo
]
}
Example Response
{
"events": |
{
"id": 42,
"euid": "event-name",
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5.3. API

] 4
"metrics": {

"ndcg": |
0.005213288717167683,
0.07253450307588923,
0.0,

}I
"metrics_avg": {

"ndcg": 0.08096421483937885
|
"metrics_ _list": {

"ndcg_list": [

[
0.005213288717167683,

o
"time_spent": {
"eval": [
44.78465795516968,

1y
"eval_avg": 44.78465795516968,
"eval_total": 44.78465795516968,
it [

0.22023415565490723,

I
"fit_avg": 0.22023415565490723,

"fit_total": 0.22023415565490723
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CHAPTER

Offline Evaluation Results

6.1 Analyzing Signal Distributions

Before we evaluate the recommender system, we should verify that our split is indeed a
realistic representation of a point "in the middle of the event", where the recommender
would be most useful. The graphs show the distribution of signals over time, with the
registration, booking and meeting phases marked at the top, and a dashed line showing
where the train/test global temporal split is made. Everything before the dashed line
is included for training, and everything after for evaluating the performance of the
recommender system.

In the signal distribution patterns, we detected three distinct patterns:

¢ Group A: Few signals at the beginning of the event, with signals increasing towards
the end of the event. Usually, events in this group have a registration and booking
phase, and then meetings and the end, when the event actually happens.

e Group B: Many signals at the beginning of the event, with signals decreasing
towards the end of the event. Events in this group have a lot of users that book
meetings at the beginning, before the meeting phase of the events start.

¢ Group C: Events from this group are similar to group A in terms of their pattern,
but are much more dragged out over time, having more than 100 days in total,
where signals still happen across the whole span of time. Events in this group are
long and large-scale events, usually conferences that span over a long time.

Additionally, we have the signals from the evaluation data set, which are called Group D
events. Events from the evaluation data set are meant to cover a little bit of every kind
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of event that we also had in the development data set. Group E events are events where
the recommender system was used in the real world during the online evaluation.

Figure |6.1] shows events A1-A8, Figure [6.2| shows events A9-A12, B1-B3 and C1, and
Figure 6.3 shows events C2-C4. Figure 6.4/ shows events D1-D6. Group E event signals
are not analyzed.
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6.1. Analyzing Signal Distributions

Figure 6.1: Signal distribution of events A1-A8 over time with Registration, Booking

and Meeting phases marked and a dashed line showing the train/test data split.
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6. OFFLINE EVALUATION RESULTS

Figure 6.2: Signal distribution of events A9-A12, B1-B3, C1 over time with Registration,
Booking and Meeting phases marked and a dashed line showing the train/test data split.
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6.1. Analyzing Signal Distributions

Figure 6.3: Signal distribution of events C2-C4 over time with Registration, Booking and
Meeting phases marked and a dashed line showing the train/test data split.
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Figure 6.4: Signal distribution of events D1-D6 over time with Registration, Booking
and Meeting phases marked and a dashed line showing the train/test data split.
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6.2. Recommender Algorithms Versus Baselines

There are some special events in each group, for example event A8 has two "waves" of
signals, with the first wave peaking around days 30-40, then very low amounts of signals
for a while. Around day 60, the signals start increasing again. Generally, the pattern
of A8 is still increasing signals over time, just with a dip in-between. The split here is
made after the first wave and long before the booking phase, so there are no "meeting
requested" or "meeting accepted" signals in the development data set.

Event A1l is also very long (more than 100 days), making it similar to C events in that
way, but there are no signals happening anymore at the end, it seems like the meetings
end time was just accidentally set very far in the future. It also has relatively few signals
in the development data set, with most signals being part of the test set.

Event B2 is very interesting, because most signals happen right at the start of the booking
phase. Event B3 is a bit of a mixture of A events and B events, where signals generally
decrease towards the end, but they also increase at the beginning. It might be interesting
to see if B3 is similar to A events or B events in terms of recommendation performance.

In further evaluations, we will compare the different groups of events to each other to
see if the signal distribution patterns affect the recommender system performance. We
expect that the recommender system works well for some kinds of events, and not as well
for others. We will also consider the events with special patterns: A8, Al11, B2 and B3.

We now evaluate the recommender system with various settings and compare their
performances to each other. For all evaluations, all random seeds are set to 42 to keep
results reproducible.

6.2 Recommender Algorithms Versus Baselines

First, we focused on direct recommendation, meaning that we directly use the signals
from a specific user (host) to make predictions about the potential interest scores of other
users (guests). We evaluate different algorithms with their default parameters against
baselines.

The following algorithms and default parameters (as defined by scikit-surprise 1.1.1
[Hug20]) are evaluated:

o Co-clustering (coclustering) with 3 user clusters (n_cltr_u), 3 item clusters
(n_cltr_i) and 20 epochs (n_epochs).

o Basic k-NN (knn/basic) with 40 neighbors (k), and 1 minimum neighbors
(min_k).

e SVD Matrix Factorization (mf/svd) with 100 factors (n_factors), 20 epochs
(n_epochs), biases enabled (biased), learning rate 0.005 (1r_all) and regular-
ization term 0.02 (reg_all).
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normal popularity random similarity

coclustering 0.1052 > 0.0822 | 0.1052 < 0.1178 | 0.1052 > 0.0817 | 0.1052 > 0.1051
(p = 0.0268) (p = 0.2819) (p = 0.1224) (p = 0.4981)

knn /basic 0.1465 > 0.0822 | 0.1465 > 0.1178 | 0.1465 > 0.0817 | 0.1465 > 0.1051
(p = 0.0023) (p = 0.1705) (p = 0.0129) (p = 0.0433)

mf/svd 0.2377 > 0.0822 | 0.2377 > 0.1178 | 0.2377 > 0.0817 | 0.2377 > 0.1051
(p = 0.0000) (p = 0.0001) (p = 0.0000) (p = 0.0000)

Table 6.1: nDCG@10 and p-values of algorithms with default parameters versus baselines

The following baselines are used for comparison of all evaluations:

o Samples from a normal distribution of ratings (normal)
o Scores based on popularity of users (popularity)
o Samples from a uniform distribution between min/max values of ratings (random)

o Recommending similar users (similarity)

In the following, we present the results of our offline evaluation. We compare the
performance of the evaluated methods using nDCG@10. The Tables provide the following
information: Algorithms to be evaluated are shown on the left, each row displaying a
different algorithm. Algorithms to be compared against (baselines) are shown on the top,
each column displaying a different algorithm. The matrix formed by the table compares
performance of algorithms in the given row and column. If an evaluated algorithm
performs better than the baseline, a ">" is shown between the results, otherwise a "<"
is shown. Significant differences in nDCG@10 are highlighted with a background color.
If values are significantly better than the baseline, the highlight is green, if they are
significantly worse, the highlight is red. p-values lower than 0.05 are considered significant.
p-values lower than 0.01 are highlighted slightly stronger. p-values lower than 0.001 are
highlighted even stronger.

Table 6.1 shows the results of the evaluation of algorithms with default parameters
versus baselines. It can be seen that mf/svd is the only algorithm that, with the
default parameters, performs significantly better on average than all baselines. knn/basic
performs better than all baselines and significantly better than all baselines except
popularity. coclustering performs better than all baselines except popularity and only
significantly better than the normal baseline.

Figure 6.5 shows the relevance scores of the recommender algorithms with default
parameters versus the baselines across different numbers of results returned from the
recommender. The x-axis shows increasing numbers of recommendations and the y-axis
shows the nDCG score at that number of recommendations. As can be seen from the
figure, mf/svd performs better than all other algorithms including all baselines already.
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6.3. Parameter Optimization Results

Figure 6.5: nDCG@n relevance scores of the recommender algorithms with default
parameters versus the baselines.
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knn/basic also performs better than all baselines, but at high number of results gets close
to the popularity baseline. Interestingly, coclustering seems to be clustering similar users
together, as it performs almost exactly the same as the similarity baseline. random and
normal baselines also perform similarly. Another interesting pattern to see here is that
mf/svd seems to return best matches first, as even with just one result, the performance
is quite good. It then decreases slightly, and increases again with larger number of results.

6.3 Parameter Optimization Results

After evaluating the algorithms themselves with default parameters, we now do a param-
eter optimization for all algorithms by employing a grid search [BBBK11], optimizing
for nDCG@10. We do the parameter optimization on the development set. We came up
with a set of parameters that covers all variants of the various algorithms and adjusting
the parameter values by lowering and increasing them from the default value. In the grid
search, we are trying out combinations of the following parameters:

¢ coclustering:

— n_cltr_u: 2, 3,5, 10 (default: 3)
— n_cltr_i: 2,3, 5, 10 (default: 3)
— n__epochs: 10, 20, 50 (default: 20)

e knn:
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— wariant: basic, means, zscore, baseline (default: basic)
— k: 1, 5, 20, 40, 60, 100 (default: 40)
— min_k: 1, 3,5 (default: 1)
o mf:
— wvariant: svd, svdpp, nmf (default: svd)
— n__factors: 50, 100, 200 (default: 100)
— n__epochs: 10, 20, 50 (default: 20)
— biased: true, false (default: true)
— Ir_all: 0.001, 0.005, 0.01 (default: 0.005)
— reg_all: 0.01, 0.02, 0.03 (default: 0.02)
The following optimal parameters were found:
e coclustering:
—n_cltr_u: 5
— n_cltr_3: 10
— n__epochs: 20
e knn:
— variant: baseline
— k5
— min_k: 5
o mf:
— variant: svd
— n__factors: 200
— n__epochs: 50
— biased: false
— Ir_all: 0.005
— reg_all: 0.01
Table 6.2 shows the performance of the algorithms with optimized parameters versus
baselines. We can immediately see that a lot of differences in nDCG are significant
now. coclustering still only significantly beats the normal baseline, but significantly
64
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6.3. Parameter Optimization Results

normal popularity random similarity

coclustering 0.1109 > 0.0822 | 0.1109 < 0.1178 | 0.1109 > 0.0817 | 0.1109 > 0.1051
(p = 0.0010) (p = 0.3638) (p = 0.0529) (p = 0.3704)

knn /baseline 0.2131 > 0.0822 | 0.2131 > 0.1178 | 0.2131 > 0.0817 | 0.2131 > 0.1051
(p = 0.0000) (p = 0.0007) (p = 0.0001) (p = 0.0000)

mf/svd 0.3766 > 0.0822 | 0.3766 > 0.1178 | 0.3766 > 0.0817 | 0.3766 > 0.1051
(p = 0.0000) (p = 0.0000) (p = 0.0000) (p = 0.0000)

Table 6.2: nDCG@10 and p-values of algorithms with optimized parameters versus
baselines

Figure 6.6: nDCG®@n relevance scores of the recommender algorithms with the best
optimized parameters versus the baselines.
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now. However, it is still performing worse than the popularity baseline (not significant).
knn /baseline and mf/svd both significantly outperform all baselines.

Figure 6.6/ shows the nDCG relevance scores across different numbers of results again,
but this time with the parameter optimized algorithms. The best algorithms and variants
are still mf/svd and knn/baseline, and they both outperform all baselines across all
numbers of results. Interestingly, the pattern where the first results performs very
well is now visible for knn/baseline as well, and even more strongly visible for mf/svd.
coclustering with optimized parameters still performs similarly to the similarity baseline.
However, coclustering is generally better than the similarity baseline now, outperforming
all baselines except the popularity baseline. Interestingly, the mf/svd and knn/baseline
algorithms have a high nDCG®@k for the first few top results, then it declines and towards
the end there is a rising trend again. This effect might mean that those algorithms are
particularly good at predicting the most interesting participants and listing those first.
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When adding more users, they seem to add some less interesting participants (according
to the ground truth).

Figure 6.7: nDCG@n relevance scores of the recommender algorithms with the best
optimized parameters versus the default parameters.
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Figure 6.7/ shows the nDCG relevance scores across different numbers of results, comparing
the algorithms with default parameters to the parameter optimized ones. It can be seen
that we managed to achieve an overall improvement in recommendation performance
for all algorithms. The largest improvement was achieved for mf, especially with the
first results. For knn we still managed to achieve a great improvement, especially by
changing the variant from "basic" to "baseline". For coclustering, we only managed to
achieve a slight improvement through parameter optimization. It is interesting to see that
parameter optimization seems to especially have improved the recommender algorithms
for the first results, where it matters most that we provide good recommendations.
This makes sense, since nDCG values first results more than lower results through its
discounting function. Another interesting fact is that all optimized algorithms still did not
perform as well than mf/svd with default parameters, suggesting that matrix factorization
algorithms may be best suited for our data set. Interestingly, the non-optimized variant
of knn does not have this declining trend at low values of k for the nDCG@k score, while
the optimized variant does. This might be because the first results for the non-optimized
variants are particularly bad, as the nDCG@Qk score for these is much lower than the
optimized variant.

Figure 6.8 shows the spread of performance of algorithms using the optimized parameters
and all parameter combinations via boxplots. It can be clearly seen that even with
optimized parameters, coclustering performs the worst on our data set. knn/baseline
is slightly better on average and also tops out higher than coclustering, as seen by the



Die approbierte gedruckte Originalversion dieser Diplomarbeit ist an der TU Wien Bibliothek verfligbar

The approved original version of this thesis is available in print at TU Wien Bibliothek.

[ 3ibliothek,
Your knowledge hub

6.3. Parameter Optimization Results

Figure 6.8: Boxplots of nDCG@10 relevance score distribution per algorithm and variant
with the best parameter combinations.
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whiskers at over 0.4 nDCG. This means that an nDCG of over 0.4 was achieved for at
least one event. mf/svd clearly has the best average performance across all events, and
also tops out higher than knn/baseline. The lowest performance of mf/svd is also still
higher than the average performance of the other algorithms.
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Figure 6.9: Boxplots of nDCG@10 relevance score distribution per event for the matrix
factorization algorithm with default versus optimized parameters.
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Figure shows the performance of the matrix factorization algorithm with default
parameters versus optimized parameters. It can be clearly seen that the parameter-
optimized version performs much better for all events. This difference is especially large
for events that performed particularly bad before optimization, namely all events in the
C group (large scale events).

6.4 Comparing Performance Spreads of Events

After analyzing algorithms, variants and parameter combinations, we now look at the
performance spreads of events. We attempt to exploratively analyze if there are some
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6.4. Comparing Performance Spreads of Events

events that work particularly well with recommender systems, and others that may be

hard to recommend for.

Figure 6.10: Boxplots of nDCG@10 relevance score distribution per event for all algorithms

with all parameter combinations.
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Figure [6.10/ shows the nDCG@10 relevance score distribution per event for all algorithms
with all parameter combinations. It is interesting to see that the algorithms perform
particularly bad overall on events from the C group. This might be because those are
long and large-scale events, so most of the data comes after the training split. The outlier
A11 has a particularly wide spread of performance, suggesting that some algorithms and
parameter combinations were able to deal with the low amount of training data, while
others struggled. Overall, there is no consistent pattern for performance of A and B
group events. Both A and B group events are smaller scale events. However, some events
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seem generally hard to recommend for, such as A1, A5, A7, A9, A10 and B3, as well as
all events from the C group (larger scale events). It seems that this effect has more to do
with the kind of events, rather than their signal patterns. Events were grouped by their
signal patterns, not by the type of events (which we do not have information on).

Figure 6.11: Boxplots of nDCG@10 relevance score distribution per event for all algorithms
with the best parameter combinations.
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6.4. Comparing Performance Spreads of Events

Figure 6.12: Boxplots of nDCG@10 relevance score distribution per event for the matrix
factorization algorithm with all parameter combinations.

Event

Al A

A2 4

A3 4

A4

A5 A

A6

A7 A

A8 A

A9 A

A10 A

Al1l

Al2 A

B1 A

B2 A

B3 A

Cl+

C24

C3 A

0.0

0.4 0.6 0.8 1.0
nDCG@10

Figure [6.11 shows the nDCG@10 relevance score distribution per event for all algorithms
with the optimized parameters, Figure 6.12| shows the distribution per event for the
matrix factorization algorithm with all variants and parameter combinations. Both
figures show a similar pattern to Figure [6.10, suggesting that the variance in performance
of different events has nothing to do with algorithms or parameter optimization, and
is rather a general pattern of some events being harder or easier to recommend for. It
is interesting to note that the two events that performed particularly well (B1 and B2)
have a lot of signals in the train split (as most signals there happen at the start of the
event). Events that are particularly hard to recommend for, such as A1, A5, A7 and A9
have relatively few signals in the train split. Events from the C group always have a
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spike with a lot of signals after the meeting phase starts. However, this spike is not part
of the train split, which may again be why they are hard to predict for.

6.5 Reciprocal Recommender

After evaluating recommender algorithms and parameters that provide an appropriate
quality of results for our data set, we now introduce a reciprocal bi-directional prediction
and evaluate how it changes the overall quality of recommendations. We evaluate the
reciprocal recommender on its own, before we add the hybrid recommender system.

coclustering knn /basic mf/svd
reciprocal=off | reciprocal=off | reciprocal=off
0.1021 < 0.1052 | 0.1438 < 0.1465 | 0.2070 < 0.2377
(p = 0.4049) (p = 0.4314) (p = 0.0343)
0.1034 < 0.1052 | 0.1449 < 0.1465 | 0.2027 < 0.2377
(p = 0.4426) (p = 0.4725) (p = 0.0195)
0.1034 < 0.1052 | 0.1451 < 0.1465 | 0.1971 < 0.2377
(p = 0.4234) (p = 0.4634) (p = 0.0196)
0.0798 < 0.1052 | 0.0746 < 0.1465 | 0.0877 < 0.2377
(p = 0.0447) (p = 0.0023) (p = 0.0000)

reciprocal=arithmetic

reciprocal=geometric

reciprocal=harmonic

reciprocal=uninorm

Table 6.3: nDCG@10 and p-values of reciprocal versus non-reciprocal recommenders
using default parameters for the algorithms

Table 6.3 shows the nDCG@10 relevance scores and p-values of the three evaluated
algorithms with reciprocal off versus different reciprocal aggregation strategies. The
different aggregation strategies combine the bi-directional predictions in different ways.
Interestingly, on our data set, turning reciprocal recommendation on made the perfor-
mance worse for all algorithms and reciprocal aggregation strategy combinations. This
difference is significant for mf/svd across all aggregations and all algorithms when using
the "uninorm" aggregation. This is interesting, because others studies have shown that for
people-to-people recommenders, such as online dating, reciprocal recommenders increase
the performance [AKYT11]. This may suggest that in a B2B context reciprocity is not
necessary to increase the number of successful meetings (our business success criteria).
For example, an investor may not have a particular type of company that they invest in,
so they may still accept a meeting with a company that did not initially seem interesting
to them. Such a use case is special, as even in other business contexts, such as job
recommender systems [WYJYT5], the interest of both sides definitely matter.
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6.5. Reciprocal Recommender

Figure 6.13: nDCG®@10 relevance scores of the reciprocal recommender using different
strategies for aggregation, per event and overall.
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Figure shows nDCG@10 relevance scores of the reciprocal recommender using
different strategies for aggregation, per event and overall. The reciprocal recommender
seems to perform worse than the standard recommender for almost all events. However,
there are some exceptions: For the large-scale C group events reciprocal recommenders
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work better, as well as for events Al, A5, A7 and B3, all of which have few signals
as part of the train split. However, this cannot be generalized to all events with low
amount of signals in the train set: A2, A3, A4, A8, A10 and All also have relatively
few signals in the train split, with most signals part of the test split (this is a general
pattern of A-group events, but particularly so for these events). Yet, for those events the
recommender system performs better without reciprocal predictions. Out of all reciprocal
recommenders, the arithmetic aggregation seems to generally perform best. Interestingly,
for events from the group C, the harmonic reciprocal recommender performs well.

Figure 6.14: Distribution of signals per user in the reciprocal recommender.
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Figure 6.14 shows the distribution of signals for the corresponding users where we are
doing the reciprocal recommendation. It seems like most reciprocal users (guests) have
very low numbers of signals, with most having 0 signals, making a prediction impossible.
This pattern might explain why the reciprocal recommender performed particularly bad
on our data set.
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6.5. Reciprocal Recommender

Figure 6.15: Overview of possible reciprocal predictions per event based on mf/svd.
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Figure |6.15 shows an overview of possible and impossible predictions, sorted in a way
that shows events with the most possible reciprocal predictions first. A prediction was
impossible if the recommender algorithm returned NaN for any reason (not enough data,
not even for making a baseline estimate), a prediction was impossible + no signals when

it was impossible for the specific reason of having no signals to make a recommendation.

For most of the events, a reciprocal prediction was impossible in most cases, due to
not having enough signals. Interestingly, events from the B group have a relatively
large percentage of possible reciprocal predictions, yet the reciprocal recommender still
performs worse than the normal recommender on those. Reversely, the C group events
have a low percentage of possible reciprocal predictions ( 20%), but perform better with
the reciprocal recommender.

Figure highlights the differences in nDCG@10 of using a reciprocal recommender
versus standard recommender per event. We can see that only for A8, C1 and C2 a
positive difference in nDCG was achieved. For all other events, the reciprocal recommender
performs worse. For event B1, the reciprocal recommender seems to perform especially
worse. Events are sorted in the same way as Figure |6.15, making it possible to compare
those two figures. Interestingly, B1 has the most possible reciprocal predictions, but
performs much worse with the reciprocal recommender. Generally, the events that have
the most possible reciprocal recommendations seem to perform worse with it, such as
B1, B2, A11, A3, A6 and A10. Interestingly, those events where only few reciprocal
predictions are even possible, seem to perform either on par or slightly better with the
reciprocal recommender.
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Figure 6.16: Differences in nDCG@10 when using the reciprocal recommender with
arithmetic aggregation based on mf/svd.
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6.6 Hybrid Recommender Versus Direct Recommender

After evaluating direct recommendations with our recommender system, we now evaluate
our solution to the cold start problem: Adding a hybrid recommender system that, if we
do not have enough signals on our target user, attempts to make recommendations for
users similar to the target user, and then uses those as recommendation for our target
user.

The hybrid recommender system has the following parameters:

e min_interactions: Minimum number of interactions/signals needed before a
direct recommendation is made. If less than those interactions are available, the
hybrid recommender is used.

e neighborhood_similarity: Decides how many similar users are taken into
account to make the hybrid recommendation.

o weighted_similarity: Takes into account the number of interactions/signals

of similar users and the target user to make a combined weighted prediction.

We now do a parameter optimization for the hybrid recommender, trying out combinations
of the following parameters:
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6.6. Hybrid Recommender Versus Direct Recommender

o min__interactions: 0, 1,2, 3,4, 5
o neighborhood__similarity: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 (default: 3)

o weighted__similarity: true, false (default: true)
After parameter optimization, the following optimal values were found:

o min_interactions: 1
o netghborhood__similarity: 5
o weighted__similarity: false

With these optimal values, we do an evaluation of the hybrid recommender using default
algorithm parameters and optimized parameters.

6.6.1 Using Default Parameters

We start by looking at the results of the hybrid recommender using default parameters
for the recommender algorithms.

Direct (default) Direct (default)
Hybrid (default) | 0.0782 > 0.0650 | Hybrid (default) | 0.1822 > 0.1354
Event: Al (p = 0.0003) Event: A2 (p = 0.0009)
Hybrid (default) | 0.4032 > 0.3749 Hybrid (default) | 0.4019 > 0.3526
Event: A3 (p = 0.0004) Event: A4 (p = 0.0003)
Hybrid (default) | 0.0935 > 0.0777 Hybrid (default) | 0.3105 > 0.2869
Event: A5 (p = 0.0001) Event: A6 (p = 0.0003)
Hybrid (default) | 0.1044 > 0.0844 Hybrid (default) | 0.2955 > 0.2675
Event: A7 (p = 0.0003) Event: A8 (p = 0.0007)
Hybrid (default) | 0.1227 > 0.1036 Hybrid (default) | 0.1590 > 0.1350
Event: A9 (p = 0.0000) Event: A10 (p = 0.0017)
Hybrid (default) | 0.2169 > 0.2097 Hybrid (default) | 0.1951 > 0.1613
Event: A1l (p = 0.0217) Event: A12 (p = 0.0006)
Hybrid (default) | 0.4835 > 0.4790 Hybrid (default) | 0.3495 > 0.3222
Event: Bl (p = 0.0097) Event: B2 (p = 0.0105)
Hybrid (default) | 0.1347 > 0.1223 | Hybrid (default) | 0.0609 > 0.0546
Event: B3 (p = 0.0004) Event: C1 (p = 0.0010)
Hybrid (default) | 0.0529 > 0.0448 Hybrid (default) | 0.0726 > 0.0616
Event: C2 (p = 0.0003) Event: C3 (p = 0.0029)

Table 6.4: nDCG@10 and p-values of hybrid recommender versus direct recommender

using default parameters per event
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Figure 6.17: nDCG@10 relevance scores of the hybrid recommender versus the direct
recommender per event with default parameters.
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Table lists the nDCG@10 and p-values of the hybrid recommender versus direct
recommender per event, both use default parameters for the algorithms. As can be seen,
the hybrid recommender results in a significant overall improvement for all events, and a
significant improvement for all events from the A group except for A10 and Al1l. The
A group events have relatively few signals in the train split, with most of the signals
happening only in the test set. This hints at a potential cold start problem for some
participants in the train split, which was improved by adding the hybrid recommender.

Figure visualizes the nDCG@10 relevance scores of the hybrid recommender versus
the direct recommender per event with default parameters. As can be seen, for most
events from the A group a quite large improvement was achieved. This might be due
to the fact that the signal pattern of those events includes only a small amount of the
signals as training data, with most signals coming afterwards in the test split. For other
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6.6. Hybrid Recommender Versus Direct Recommender

events, such as B1, where most signals are already included in the training data, we can
see that the hybrid recommender does not improve the performance much.

Direct (default) Direct (default)

Hybrid (default) | 0.1301 > 0.1089 | Hybrid (default) | 0.1471 > 0.1137
(10% split) (p = 0.1300) (20% split) (p = 0.0200)

Hybrid (default) | 0.1637 > 0.1260 Hybrid (default) | 0.1726 > 0.1408
(30% split) (p = 0.0296) (40% split) (p = 0.0794)

Hybrid (default) | 0.1919 > 0.1632 Hybrid (default) | 0.2083 > 0.1853
(50% split) (p = 0.1209) (60% split) (p = 0.1632)

Hybrid (default) | 0.2233 > 0.2069 Hybrid (default) | 0.2474 > 0.2377
(70% split) (p = 0.2048) (80% split) (p = 0.3054)

Hybrid (default) | 0.2756 > 0.2699 Hybrid (default) | 0.3051 > 0.3027
(90% split) (p = 0.3859) (100% split) (p = 0.4207)

Table 6.5: nDCG@10 and p-values of hybrid recommender versus direct recommender
using default parameters per split

Table 6.5 shows the nDCG@10 and p-values of the hybrid recommender versus the direct
recommender per split with default parameters. We analyze the different splits to find
out how the hybrid recommender performs in comparison to the direct recommender at
different points in time during events. Splits are made using the global temporal split
strategy, so they are based on the duration of the events. The hybrid recommender seems

to perform better for all splits, but only significantly for 20% and 30% splits of data.

This suggests that the hybrid recommender performs especially well when only 20-30% of

the signals are available yet, but generally improves performance across all splits of data.

Figure 6.18 visualizes the nDCG@10 relevance scores of the hybrid recommender versus the
direct recommender per split with default parameters. As can be seen, the improvement
is largest for lower splits, and decreases for the larger splits. For 100% of the data, the
hybrid recommender makes almost no improvement anymore, which is fine, as it is only
supposed to solve the cold start problem where we do not have enough data yet.
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Figure 6.18: nDCG@10 relevance scores of the hybrid recommender versus the direct
recommender per split with default parameters.
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6.6.2 Using Optimized Parameters

We now look at the results of the hybrid recommender versus the direct recommender
using the optimized parameters from the previous section for both direct and hybrid
algorithms.
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6.6. Hybrid Recommender Versus Direct Recommender

Direct (optim.)

Direct (optim.)

Hybrid (optim.)

0.1400 > 0.1261

Hybrid (optim.)

0.2421 > 0.1956

Event: Al (p = 0.0000) Event: A2 (p = 0.0004)
Hybrid (optim.) | 0.4754 > 0.4467 | Hybrid (optim.) | 0.4376 > 0.3880
Event: A3 (p = 0.0002) Event: A4 (p = 0.0003)
Hybrid (optim.) | 0.1641 > 0.1468 | Hybrid (optim.) | 0.3982 > 0.3683
Event: A5 (p = 0.0000) Event: A6 (p = 0.0002)
Hybrid (optim.) | 0.1683 > 0.1461 | Hybrid (optim.) | 0.3413 > 0.3103
Event: A7 (p = 0.0000) Event: A8 (p = 0.0001)
Hybrid (optim.) | 0.1652 > 0.1445 | Hybrid (optim.) | 0.2702 > 0.2424
Event: A9 (p = 0.0000) Event: A10 (p = 0.0005)
Hybrid (optim.) | 0.3185 > (0.3132 Hybrid (optim.) | 0.3035 > 0.2641
Event: All (p = 0.0326) Event: A12 (p = 0.0004)
Hybrid (optim.) | 0.6948 > 0.6922 Hybrid (optim.) | 0.5049 > 0.4794
Event: Bl (p = 0.0096) Event: B2 (p = 0.0112)
Hybrid (optim.) | 0.2498 > 0.2319 Hybrid (optim.) | 0.1533 > 0.1438
Event: B3 (p = 0.0001) Event: C1 (p = 0.0000)
Hybrid (optim.) | 0.1357 > 0.1238 | Hybrid (optim.) | 0.1727 > 0.1572
Event: C2 (p = 0.0002) Event: C3 (p = 0.0002)

Table 6.6: nDCG@10 and p-values of hybrid recommender versus direct recommender

using optimized parameters per event

Table 6.6/ shows the nDCG@10 and p-values of the hybrid recommender versus the direct
recommender per event using the parameters from the hyper-parameter optimization.
Interestingly, the hybrid recommender performs even better than the direct recommender
now, significantly better across all events. For all events except All, Bl and B2, the
difference is statistically significant. B1 and B2 are events where a large portion of the
signals are already part of the development data set, meaning that there is not as much

of a cold start problem there than for other events.
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Figure 6.19: nDCG@10 relevance scores of the hybrid recommender versus the direct
recommender per event with optimized parameters.
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Figure visualizes the differences between the hybrid recommender and the direct
recommender per event using optimized parameters. Here we can see an increase in
nDCG@10 when using the hybrid recommender for all events, but especially for most
events from the A group. Events from the C group do not improve that much more with
the hybrid recommender when using optimized parameters, and B1 is almost the same.
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Direct (optim.)

Direct (optim.)

Hybrid (optim.)

0.1388 > 0.1161

Hybrid (optim.)

0.1602 > 0.1277

(10% split) (p = 0.2667) (20% split) (p = 0.1018)
Hybrid (optim.) | 0.1857 > 0.1464 | Hybrid (optim.) | 0.2038 > 0.1695
(30% split) (p = 0.1303) (40% split) (p = 0.1791)
Hybrid (optim.) | 0.2404 > 0.2112 Hybrid (optim.) | 0.2831 > 0.2571
(50% split) (p = 0.2109) (60% split) (p = 0.2810)
Hybrid (optim.) | 0.3232 > 0.3029 Hybrid (optim.) | 0.3906 > 0.3766
(70% split) (p = 0.3016) (80% split) (p = 0.3496)
Hybrid (optim.) | 0.4663 > 0.4578 | Hybrid (optim.) | 0.5721 > 0.5683
(90% split) (p = 0.4073) (100% split) (p = 0.4316)

Table 6.7: nDCG@10 and p-values of hybrid recommender versus direct recommender

using optimized parameters per split

Table 6.7 shows the nDCG@10 and p-values of the hybrid recommender versus the
direct recommender per split using optimized parameters. The pattern is very similar
to what we have already seen with default parameters, where the hybrid recommender
outperforms the direct recommender everywhere, but the differences are not statistically

significant.
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Figure 6.20: nDCG@10 relevance scores of the hybrid recommender versus the direct
recommender per split with optimized parameters.
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Figure visualizes the differences between the hybrid recommender and the direct
recommender per split using optimized parameters. It seems like even with optimized
parameters, the hybrid recommender still performs better across all splits, and generally
the performance of both is higher now. The pattern is similar to what we have seen when
using default parameters.
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6.6. Hybrid Recommender Versus Direct Recommender

Figure 6.21: nDCG®@n relevance scores of the hybrid recommender versus the direct

recommender.
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Figure 6.21 shows the nDCG@n relevance scores of the hybrid recommender versus the
direct recommender. We can see that for mf/svd we managed to achieve an improvement
across all numbers of results. Interestingly, for knn/baseline the hybrid recommender
seems to have made no difference at all. For coclustering the improvement is only slight
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and only for larger numbers of results.

Figure 6.22: nDCG@n relevance scores of the hybrid recommender with the best optimized

parameters versus the baselines.
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Figure |6.22 compares the nDCG@n relevance scores of the recommender algorithms with
optimized parameters and the hybrid recommender enabled against baselines. As can
be seen, mf and knn outperform all baselines, and coclustering outperforms all but the
popularity baseline. The difference between coclustering and the similarity baseline is
now larger, with the optimized and hybrid coclustering algorithm performing better than
the baseline now.

6.6.3 Analysis of Hybrid Parameters

We now analyze the different parameters of the hybrid recommender separately to gain a
better understanding of how they affect its performance.

Minimum Interactions The number of minimum interactions sets a cutoff for when
the direct recommender is used instead of the hybrid recommender. If we have an amount
of signals (like profile visits, bookmarks, messages or meeting requests) equal to or higher
than the number of minimum interactions, we use the direct recommender, otherwise,
the hybrid recommender is used.

Figure 6.23: nDCG@10 relevance scores of the hybrid recommender system with different
numbers of minimum interactions across different global temporal splits.
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Figure |6.23| shows the nDCG@10 relevance scores of the hybrid recommender system with
different numbers of minimum interactions across different global temporal splits. The
lighter blue colors show splits with less data, the darker blue and violet colors show splits
with more data. We can clearly see that when we have less data, the hybrid recommender
especially works better, by looking at the slope of the line between 0 and 1 minimum
interactions. Minimum number of interactions being 0 means direct recommendation
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6.6. Hybrid Recommender Versus Direct Recommender

only, which can also be clearly seen to be performing worse for all splits here. Generally,
however, once we have at least 1 interaction for a user (such as a profile visit), it seems to
be better to use the direct recommendation. The performance of the hybrid recommender
peaks when used only for users with less than 1 interaction (so no interactions). It seems
like the hybrid recommender only improves the cold start case, where we have no signals
at all yet.

Neighborhood Size The neighborhood size decides how many similar users are looked
at to make a prediction with the hybrid recommender.

Figure 6.24: nDCG@10 relevance scores of the hybrid recommender system with different
numbers of neighborhood size across different global temporal splits.
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Figure 6.25: nDCG@10 relevance scores of the hybrid recommender system with different
numbers of neighborhood size across different global temporal splits, with selected splits
in separate plots.

0.1308 0.1470 4 Split Percentage
— 02

0.1640

0.1306
0.1465

0.1635
0.1304
0.1460
0.1630

DCG@10
DCG@10
nDCG@10

0.1302

0.1455

0.1300 0.1625

0.1450

0.1298 0.1620

1 2 4 5 1 2 4 5

3 3
Neighborhood Size Neighborhood Size

0.1920
Split Percentage 0.3052
— 05

0.1725 | Split Percentage
— 04

0.1915 0.3051

0.1720 0.1910 0.3050

0.1905 o 0.3049

0.1715

nDCG@10
DCG@10

®
3 0.3048

8 0.1900 3
0.3047
0.1710 0.1895

0.3046

0.1890
0.3045 Split Percentage

0.1705

01885
4 5 1

4 5 1 4 5

3 3 3
Neighborhood Size Neighborhood Size Neighborhood Size

Figure 6.24] shows the nDCG@10 relevance scores of the hybrid recommender system with
different numbers of neighborhood size across different global temporal splits. From this
graphic it is quite hard to tell the effect the neighborhood size has on the performance.

Figure 6.25/ shows the split percentages 10%, 20%, 30%, 40%, 50% and 100% separately.
We can see that at only 10% of the data, a neighborhood size of 3 is optimal, using more
or less decreases performance of the hybrid recommender slightly. For the 20% split, we
can see that performance improves with larger neighborhood sizes, suggesting that it is
better to use larger neighborhood sizes for this split. Interestingly, at 30% of the data,
the optimal size is 4, with a slight decrease at 5. For the 40% split, the performance
decreases after 2 neighbors, then increases again at around 4 and even more at 5. For the
50% split, the pattern is similar to the 40% split. When using all of the data, it seems
like using 1 neighbor is optimal, then it sharply decreases at 2 neighbors and increases at
3, 4 and 5 neighbors again. However, this pattern should be considered with a grain of
salt, as the difference looks quite large in the graph, but is actually not so large in reality.
The highest point and lowest point of the graph only differ by 0.0007.

Overall, the neighborhood size makes not such a large difference, and even using only the
most similar user for recommendation gives decent results. The decreases shown in the
graphs here are negligible (on average a 0.001 decrease in nDCG). The hyper-parameter
optimization earlier across all splits showed best results when using 1 minimum interaction
and 5 neighbors, so these settings are probably best for the hybrid recommender on our
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6.6. Hybrid Recommender Versus Direct Recommender

given data set.

Weighting FEnabling weighting in the hybrid recommender multiplies the prediction of
each user (including the target user itself) with the relative number of signals we have
on them. For example, if we have 1 signal on the target user, 4 signals on the most
relevant user, and 5 signals on the second most relevant user, the target user prediction
gets multiplied by 0.1, the most relevant user prediction by 0.4, and the second most
relevant user prediction by 0.5.

Figure 6.26: nDCG@Q10 relevance scores of the hybrid recommender system with and
without weighted results across different global temporal splits.
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OFFLINE EVALUATION RESULTS
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Figure 6.26| shows the nDCG@10 relevance scores of the hybrid recommender system
with weighted results versus without weighted results. Generally, the effect of weighting
by the number of signals is negligible, but overall it is slightly worse than not using
weighted results. Additionally, weighting increases the prediction time.

6.7 Confirming Results With the Evaluation Data Set

normal

popularity

random

similarity

coclustering

0.0539 > 0.0361
(p = 0.0906)

0.0539 < 0.0716
(p = 0.0214)

0.0539 > 0.0277
(p = 0.0859)

0.0539 > 0.0452
(p = 0.2843)

knn/basic

0.0725 > 0.0361
(p = 0.0532)

0.0725 > 0.0716
(p = 0.4746)

0.0725 > 0.0277
(p = 0.0565)

0.0725 > 0.0452
(p = 0.1230)

mf/svd

0.1431 > 0.0361
(p = 0.0042)

0.1431 > 0.0716
(p = 0.0063)

0.1431 > 0.0277
(p = 0.0059)

0.1431 > 0.0452
(p = 0.0083)

Table 6.8: nDCG@10 and p-values of algorithms with default parameters versus baselines
on the evaluation data set

Table 6.8 shows the nDCG@10 and p-values of algorithms with default parameters versus
baselines. The results are similar to the results from the development data set. mf/svd
is still significantly better than all baselines. knn/basic is still better than all baselines,
however, not significantly anymore. coclustering is now not significantly better than any
baselines, and even significantly worse than the popularity baseline.

normal

popularity

random

similarity

coclustering

0.0599 > 0.0361
(p = 0.1022)

0.0599 < 0.0716
(p = 0.1405)

0.0599 > 0.0277
(p = 0.1006)

0.0599 > 0.0452
(p = 0.2498)

knn /baseline

0.1302 > 0.0361
(p = 0.0142)

0.1302 > 0.0716
(p = 0.0349)

0.1302 > 0.0277
(p = 0.0151)

0.1302 > 0.0452
(p = 0.0205)

mf/svd

0.1967 > 0.0361
(p = 0.0044)

0.1967 > 0.0716
(p = 0.0073)

0.1967 > 0.0277
(p = 0.0045)

0.1967 > 0.0452
(p = 0.0051)

Table 6.9: nDCG@10 and p-values of algorithms with optimized parameters versus

baselines on the evaluation data set

Table 6.9 shows the nDCG@10 and p-values of algorithms with optimized parameters
versus baselines. The results are similar to the results from the development data set.
mf/svd is still significantly better than all baselines, knn/baseline is also still significantly
better than all baselines. coclustering is not significantly better than any baselines
anymore, but still beats all baselines except popularity.
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6.7. Confirming Results With the Evaluation Data Set

coclustering knn /basic mf/svd

reciprocal=off | reciprocal=off | reciprocal=off

reciprocal—arithmetic 0.0505 < 0.0539 | 0.0815 > 0.0725 | 0.1149 < 0.1431
(p = 0.3242) (p = 0.0421) (p = 0.0044)

reciprocal—=geometric 0.0510 < 0.0539 | 0.0836 > 0.0725 | 0.1125 < 0.1431
(p = 0.3355) (p = 0.0264) (p = 0.0017)

reciprocal—harmonic 0.0524 < 0.0539 | 0.0827 > 0.0725 | 0.1083 < 0.1431
(p = 0.4035) (p = 0.3850) (p = 0.0030)

reciprocal=uninorm 0.0388 < 0.0539 | 0.0387 < 0.0725 | 0.0482 < 0.1431
(p = 0.1128) (p = 0.1069) (p = 0.0050)

Table 6.10: nDCG@10 and p-values of reciprocal versus non-reciprocal recommenders
using default parameters for the algorithms on the evaluation data set

Table |6.10 shows the nDCG@10 and p-values of the reciprocal versus the non-reciprocal
recommenders. The reciprocal recommender still performs significantly worse for mf/svd
across all aggregations, and for coclustering still performs worse for all aggregations
(although not significantly). Interestingly, knn/basic now performs significantly better
with arithmetic and geometric reciprocal recommenders. However, the performance in
terms of nDCG@10 of knn/basic is still worse than mf/svd with or without the reciprocal
recommender, so it still would not make sense overall to use knn with the reciprocal
recommender.

Direct (optim.) Direct (optim.)

Hybrid (optim.) | 0.2689 > 0.2208 Hybrid (optim.) | 0.0764 > 0.0621
Event: D1 (p = 0.0000) Event: D2 (p = 0.0000)

Hybrid (optim.) | 0.1455 > 0.1298 Hybrid (optim.) | 0.0617 > 0.0553
Event: D3 (p = 0.0017) Event: D4 (p = 0.0014)

Hybrid (optim.) | 0.3226 > 0.2938 Hybrid (optim.) | 0.0987 > 0.0904
Event: D5 (p = 0.0027) Event: D6 (p = 0.0002)

Table 6.11: nDCG@Q10 and p-values of hybrid recommender versus direct recommender
using optimized parameters per event on the evaluation data set

Table 6.11 shows the nDCG@10 and p-values of the hybrid recommender versus direct
recommender using optimized parameters per event. The results are similar to the results
from the development data set. The hybrid recommender significantly performs better

than the direct recommender for all events on the evaluation data set.
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6. OFFLINE EVALUATION RESULTS
Direct (optim.) Direct (optim.)
Hybrid (optim.) | 0.0443 > 0.0344 | Hybrid (optim.) | 0.0500 > 0.0364
(10% split) (p = 0.0796) (20% split) (p = 0.0807)
Hybrid (optim.) | 0.0652 > 0.0433 | Hybrid (optim.) | 0.0840 > 0.0560
(30% split) (p = 0.1480) (40% split) (p = 0.1187)
Hybrid (optim.) | 0.0952 > 0.0684 | Hybrid (optim.) | 0.1296 > 0.1006
(50% split) (p = 0.1403) (60% split) (p = 0.0140)
Hybrid (optim.) | 0.1652 > 0.1349 | Hybrid (optim.) | 0.2227 > 0.1967
(70% split) (p = 0.0081) (80% split) (p = 0.0051)
Hybrid (optim.) | 0.3084 > 0.2946 | Hybrid (optim.) | 0.4585 > 0.4550
(90% split) (p = 0.4487) (100% split) (p = 0.4862)
Table 6.12: nDCG@10 and p-values of hybrid recommender versus direct recommender
using optimized parameters per split on the evaluation data set
Table 6.12 shows the nDCG@10 and p-values of the hybrid recommender versus direct
recommender using optimized parameters per split. The results are similar to the results
from the development data set, with the hybrid recommender being better than the
direct recommender for all splits, but not significant for most. Interestingly, the result is
now significant for the 60%, 70%, and 80% splits. Even more interesting, the 70% and
80% splits are significantly better than the direct recommender. It seems like for the
evaluation data set, the hybrid recommender performs exceptionally well even for larger
splits. However, for the 90% and 100% splits, the difference is negligible again.
Figure 6.27: nDCG@n relevance scores of the hybrid recommender with the best optimized
parameters versus the baselines on the evaluation data set.
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6.7. Confirming Results With the Evaluation Data Set

Figure 6.27 compares the nDCG@n relevance scores of the recommender algorithms with
optimized parameters and the hybrid recommender enabled against baselines on the
evaluation data set. The scale of the plot is the same as on the development data set. As
can be seen, the performance overall on the evaluation data set is lower. Besides that,
the pattern of mf/svd and knn/baseline performing best is similar to what we have seen
on the development data set. Only coclustering is a little bit different now, beating the
popularity baseline at the first numbers of results, but then falling behind and performing
worse than the popularity data set.
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CHAPTER

Online Evaluation Results

Being able to evaluate a recommender system in a production environment is a unique
opportunity that was provided to us by the company b2match. Offline evaluations can
only do so much to verify that the business success criteria has truly been achieved,
as they are limited to the provided data sets and definition of ground truth. This is
especially true for implicit feedback, as the scoring is defined by domain experts and
not directly by users. In the online evaluation, however, we have the possibility to see
if the relative number of successful meetings actually increased with the addition of a
recommender system. The results of this evaluation tell us if the business success criteria
has actually been achieved.

We now report the results from the recommender system being used in the real world,
during real events, in an online evaluation. When a signal was made through the
recommender system, we tagged it, so that we can distinguish between signals that
came through the recommender system and normal signals. As the absolute numbers
are skewed with the recommender system usage being generally lower than the usage
of the existing participant list, we take a look at the relative proportions of signals.
Overall, 767/2982 participants (hosts) were using the recommender system. This means
that 25.7% of all meeting hosts used the recommender. For each host-guest participant
pair, we only use the highest signal for this evaluation, just as we did before for the
recommender scores. For example, if two users sent a message but then ended up booking
a meeting successfully, we only count the "meeting accepted" signal. On the other hand,
if the host only visited a profile but did not do anything else, we only count the "visit"
signal.
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7. ONLINE EVALUATION RESULTS
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Not Recommended

Recommended 0.0031 > 0.0018
Signal: Meeting Accepted (p = 0.0005)

Recommended 0.0060 > 0.0037
Signal: Meeting Requested (p = 0.0529)

Recommended 0.0029 < 0.0074
Signal: Message (p = 0.0526)

Recommended 0.0005 < 0.0028
Signal: Bookmark (p = 0.0104)

Recommended 0.0244 > 0.0214
Signal: Visit (p = 0.2976)

Table 7.1: Signal proportions and p-values of recommender system usage versus usage of
the existing participant list

Table [7.1 shows the signal proportions and p-values of recommender system usage
versus usage of the existing participant list. It seems like the proportions of "Meeting
Requested" and "Meeting Accepted" signals are higher for pairs that got matched through
the recommender system, but also the proportion of "Visit" signals is slightly higher.
Only the increase in "Meeting Accepted" signals is statistically significant. This suggests
that our recommendations are either great (resulting in meeting requests and successful
meetings) or bad (resulting in only visits and no further actions). However, it should
be noted that the proportion of visits increased only slightly and the difference is not
significant, so the recommender might not be the cause of the higher proportion of
visits. Interestingly, the recommender has a lower proportion of messages and bookmarks,
suggesting that those participants that were not just visited in the recommender, but
also messaged and/or bookmarked, also booked a meeting in the end.
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Figure 7.1: Proportions of signal types from the real world usage of the recommender
system.
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Figure 7.1 visualizes the differences in proportions of signal types. We can see that
the proportions of host-guest pairs ending up with a meeting accepted and meeting
requested are much higher with the recommender system. A lot less participants got
stuck in the "message" and "bookmark" signals, so the overall conversion from finding a
user to booking a meeting with them was significantly greater with the recommended
participants.
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7. ONLINE EVALUATION RESULTS
Not Recommended Not Recommended
Recommended 2.0000 < 2.3021 Recommended 2.0481 < 2.5840
Event: E1 (p = 0.1613) Event: E2 (p = 0.0001)
Recommended 1.3333 < 2.5349 Recommended 1.9091 > 1.7180
Event: E3 (p = 0.0174) Event: E4 (p = 0.0130)
Recommended 4.2381 > 3.2327 Recommended 2.5238 > 1.8073
Event: E5 (p = 0.0067) Event: E6 (p = 0.0001)
Recommended 2.4894 > 1.5876 Recommended 1.7103 < 2.6420
Event: E7 (p = 0.0000) Event: E8 (p = 0.0000)
Recommended 1.8559 < 1.9866 Recommended 1.2667 < 4.0648
Event: E9 (p = 0.1639) Event: E10 (p = 0.0000)
Recommended 2.1400 > 1.8224 Recommended 1.4242 < 1.5143
Event: E11 (p = 0.0369) Event: E12 (p = 0.1811)
Recommended 2.1758 < 2.3533 Recommended 1.9022 < 2.5019
Event: E13 (p = 0.0162) Event: E14 (p = 0.0000)
Recommended 1.4000 < 2.1341 Recommended 1.9818 > 1.8026
Event: E15 (p = 0.0000) Event: E16 (p = 0.0524)
Recommended 3.2812 > 1.9060 Recommended 2.4885 > 1.7754
Event: E17 (p = 0.0000) Event: E18 (p = 0.0000)
Recommended 3.0000 > 2.2088 Recommended 1.5103 < 2.2067
Event: E19 (p = 0.0013) Event: E20 (p = 0.0000)
Recommended 2.1000 > 1.8758 Recommended 2.2778 > 1.7146
Event: E21 (p = 0.3217) Event: E22 (p = 0.0000)
Recommended 1.4906 < 2.2199 Recommended 1.9730 > 1.8754
Event: E23 (p = 0.0000) Event: E24 (p = 0.0358)
Recommended 1.8400 > 1.7429 Recommended 2.8947 > 2.6059
Event: E25 (p = 0.3490) Event: E26 (p = 0.2059)
Recommended 1.6413 > 1.4602
Event: E27 (p = 0.0386)
Table 7.2: Average implicit rating and p-values of recommender system usage versus
usage of the existing participant list
Table |7.2| shows the average implicit ratings and p-values per event when using the
recommender system versus the existing participant list. Interestingly, for some events,
the average implicit rating seems to have improved when using the recommender, for
others it seems to have not worked so well. Overall, there were 11 events where the
recommender worked significantly better and 9 events where it worked significantly worse.
However, it should be noted that this analysis is done only using implicit feedback, which
we can never be sure about.
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Figure 7.2: Implicit ratings of users per event with the recommender and without the

recommender.
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Figure visualizes the differences in average implicit ratings. As can be seen, for some
events the recommender resulted in a large increase in implicit rating, while for others it
decreased the average implicit rating.

For some events during the real world usage (9 events total), we started introducing
explicit ratings, where participants can rate the quality of a meeting afterwards on
a scale of 1 to 5. All results from the analysis of explicit ratings should be carefully
interpreted, though, because overall there were only 53 explicit ratings for results from
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the recommender system, and 850 for results from the existing participant list. Explicit
ratings given to meetings were generally very high, with an average rating of 4.29 out of

5 stars.
Not Recommended Not Recommended
Recommended 3.8000 < 4.2391 Recommended 3.8824 > 3.7284
Event: E2 (p = 0.1877) Event: E4 (p = 0.3080)
Recommended 4.8333 > 4.4559 Recommended 3.7500 < 4.3307
Event: E9 (p =0.2174) Event: E13 (p = 0.0245)
Recommended 5.0000 > 4.6667 Recommended 5.0000 > 4.8947
Event: E14 (p = nan) Event: E15 (p = nan)
Recommended 4.7500 < 4.8070 Recommended 4.8333 > 4.1857
Event: E16 (p = 0.4097) Event: E18 (p = 0.1093)
Recommended 5.0000 > 4.7500
Event: E25 (p = nan)

Table 7.3: Average explicit rating and p-values of recommender system usage versus
usage of the existing participant list

Table 7.3 shows the average explicit ratings and p-values per event when using the

recommender system versus the existing participant list. Due to the recent introduction
of explicit ratings and thus very low amount of data, the results are inconclusive for most

events.
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Figure 7.3: Explicit ratings of users per event with the recommender and without the
recommender.
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Figure visualizes the difference in average explicit ratings. We can see that users
were generally happy with the recommender, with ratings either on par with the non-
recommended participants or much higher. For two events, however (E2 and E13), the
rating was much lower with the recommended result.
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CHAPTER

Conclusion

We set out to develop and evaluate a recommender system for matchmaking at B2B
events. Initially, we attempted to find out which recommender algorithms provide an
appropriate quality of results for a data set with heterogeneous events, compared to
baseline models. Then, we explored how the use of a reciprocal bi-directional prediction
changes the overall quality of recommendations. Next, we added a hybrid recommender
to attempt solving the cold start problem. Finally, we evaluate how the developed
recommender system performs in an online evaluation, by comparing the number of
successful meetings.

Overall, matrix factorization models (with SVD) performed best on our given data
set across the various kinds of events (nDCG@10 = 0.1431 for the evaluation events,
outperforming all baselines at p<0.01). This is similar to results from [LJdTT18], where
it was found that matrix factorization models are scalable and provide domain-free
flexibility. We optimized parameters for the data set (nDCG@10 = 0.1967 for evaluation
events, outperforming all baselines at p<0.01) and introduced a hybrid recommender
system that uses similar users to make indirect recommendations to a given participant
(nDCG@10 = 0.2227 for evaluation events, outperforming the direct recommender at
p<0.01). The hybrid recommender system improved the cold start problem by increasing
the performance of the recommender system generally.

We came to a similar conclusion regarding the minimum number of signals needed to
make a good prediction to [AKYT11]: If we have at least one signal (like a profile visit)
for the user, it is better to make a direct recommendation, but if we have no signals (cold
start), it is better to make an indirect recommendation using the hybrid recommender
System.

We also attempted introducing reciprocity into our recommender system, as existing re-
search has shown that such kinds of systems work well for people-to-people recommenders
[KY22]. Unfortunately, for our data set, this was not the case, and the performance of
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CONCLUSION

104

the recommender system decreased overall when using reciprocal recommenders. This
might have to do with the fact that a lot of B2B meetings are one-sided, such as startups
actively looking for investors, but investors not actively looking for startups to invest
in. As a result, we often had the problem that if we had a lot of signals from person
A — B, we had 0 signals from B — A, making a reciprocal recommendation hard. Even
when reciprocal recommendations were possible, however, the reciprocal recommender
performed worse. Maybe reciprocal recommenders matter more for use cases where both
people need to be actively involved in the process, such as online dating. For B2B events,
it seems like, for example, investors do not have a (known) pattern of startups that
they invest in, but startups have a certain kind of investor they would be interested in.
explains that a reciprocal recommender system is symmetric, which might
be a property that we do not want in our case. For example, it might make sense for
someone to request a meeting and it might get accepted, even if the other side has not
shown interest yet. This effect could be a result of having much more variety of users in
our data set than, for example, an online dating system.

The platform b2match provided us with a unique opportunity to be able to evaluate the
recommender system performance in the real world. Based on the analysis of implicit
feedback, the recommender increases the proportion of successful meetings from 0.18%
to 0.31% at p<0.01 and overall increases the implicit ratings for 55.56% of the events
analyzed. This increase was statistically significant for 40.74% of the events analyzed
(33.33% significantly decreased, 25.93% inconclusive). For the analysis of explicit feedback,
we do not have enough data yet to make any conclusions.

Generally, it can be said that the developed recommender system overall significantly
increases the proportion of "Meeting Accepted" signals, which we initially defined as our
business success criteria. As such, the implementation of the recommender system can
be considered successful by our measures. It seems like there are some events where the
recommender performs especially well, while for others it does not perform well at all.
In the future, those events where it does not perform well should be looked at in more
detail to find out why the recommender does not work well on particular events.

8.1 Further Work

One idea to extend the hybrid recommender would be to attempt to use not only similar
users from the same event, but also expand the user pool to other events that are similar
to the current event. For example, some events happen yearly, so we could take a look
at the series of events to make a recommendation based on similar users from previous
events. Additionally, more profile information could be included in the recommendation.
Unfortunately, the data set provided does not have a consistent structure as would be
the case for, for example, an online dating platform. The events are just too different
from each other. As such, it is hard to find meaningful data in the profile information.

Additionally, different metrics than nDCG could be used for evaluation. We found that
nDCG had some problems, such as causing a very high nDCG value when predicting the
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8.1. Further Work

same score for all results. It might make sense to include an error metric in addition to
the ranking metric [AR22]. However, since such mixed metrics are still very new and not
standard yet, we decided against doing so in this study. Additionally, we did not have
enough explicit ratings yet to be able to compute a true error metric.

During a qualitative online evaluation by the company it was found out that the rec-
ommender tends to recommend popular users after a while. There have been some
approaches like [LL12] to combat this issue by introducing vitality /passive users. The
recommender system could take into account the inverse frequency of users to make less
known users much more relevant. However, the effects of such a change would still have
to be thoroughly evaluated.

In the future, when more explicit ratings have been collected from the events, the
recommender system could be re-evaluated and further improved. Additionally, we
suggested that the company could further improve the cold start problem by asking the
users upon registration which kind of participants they would be interested in meeting.
For example, the platform could first ask about different tags that participants put
in (startup, investor, etc), and then show a list of participants, where the user selects
interesting persons. This input could be used to make a good first recommendation using
the recommender system, instead of having to rely on similar users. As we have found
out, when we have at least one signal for a user, it is always better to make a direct
recommendation rather than relying on similar users.
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