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I. I NTRODUCTION
NE of the strengths of the internet is the proliferation
of content available on virtually any topic imaginable.
The challenge today has become sorting through this wealth
of content to locate the information of greatest interest to
each user. Many sites today implement recommender engines
based on expressed and learned user preferences to direct users
towards new content that the engine believes they will most
enjoy. The relevance of such content can either be highly
topical and short-lived (such as last night’s sports scores) or
enduring and long-lived (such as an introductory tutorial to
machine learning algorithms). The former content is termed
“ephemeral”, while the latter is called “evergreen”.
An interesting challenge is to attempt to predict a priori if a
new piece of content will be in the former or latter category.
Not only would it be useful for recommenders attempting to
classify different news stories based on type, this information
could be used for other applications also, such as for archival
projects to determine what web content merits inclusion, or
for content sites interested in capacity planning for hosting
different pages based on expected longevity.
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II.

P ROJECT D ESIGN

A. Dataset
This project uses the dataset provided by StumbleUpon as
part of the “StumbleUpon Evergreen Classification Challenge”
competition on Kaggle [1]. The dataset consists of a training
set of 7,395 URLs that have been hand-labelled as evergreen
or not, and an unlabelled test set 3,171 URLs. We evaluate
the performance of several different classification algorithms
in accurately predicting the evergreen status of different pages.
The metric for evaluation used will be the one chosen by
Kaggle for the contest: the area under the receiver operating
characteristic curve (ROC AUC) [2] [3]. The ROC is a characterization of the true positive rate against the false positive
rate of a classifier. The area under the ROC curve is equal to
the probability that the classifier will rank a randomly chosen
positive instance higher than a randomly chosen negative
instance.
B. Feature Selection
The basic information available for each training example
is the URL of the page. Along with the URL itself, Kaggle
provides a snapshot of the HTML retrieved from the URL
in raw form. The first challenge is to transform the HTML
page into features that can then be processed by classification
algorithms.

HTML pages today include much more than the content
text of the main topic of the page. As an illustrative example, consider the page http://www.howsweeteats.com/2010/
03/cookies-and-cream-brownies/, which is an example of an
evergreen page for a brownie recipe drawn from the training
data. The page consists of the recipe itself, some anecdotal
descriptions about the author’s experiences baking with the
recipe, and photographs of the food in question, all relevant to
the interest level of the viewer to the page. However, it also
contained a drug ad and an automotive ad, as well as verbose
javascript implementing a user tracking system, which is likely
not relevant to user interest, as well as generic items such as
a commenting system and links to various locations on the
parent site which, while they might contain relevant content,
are common components of both evergreen and non-evergreen
sites.
Some basic intuition on preprocessing the HTML to perform
feature extraction can be obtained by training a regularized
logistic regression classifier on the raw HTML and examining
the words with the lowest predictive weight. One insight
from this exercise is that the raw tags themselves contain
very little predictive power, likely because they appear in
virtually all the documents. Similarly, the javascript code was
also typically not related to the document contents and not
predictive. Preprocessing the HTML to strip the tags and
javascript and keep only the contents of the tags themselves
both reduced the amount of data that the algorithms needed to
process as well as reducing the noise in the input.
Some of the features that were included in this project based
on their predictive possibilities:
• “url”: Page URL
• “body”: Body text
• “links”: Body href links
• “outline”: Title and header node contents
C. Preprocessing
The extracted features were preprocessed to transform them
into feature vectors. First, the contents of each page were
transformed to standard ASCII encoding. The body text and
title and header node contents were common English-language
words, and were stemmed using a Porter stemmer [4]. The
URL features were “stemmed” by extracting the domain
from each URL. The bag-of-words model was applied to the
stemmed text and domains [5].
Two approaches were used to transform the resulting bag-ofwords data into input features for the classification algorithms.
The first computes a document-term matrix where the rows
correspond to different training examples, and the columns
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where D is the set of training examples (documents), |D| is
the number of training examples, and |{d ∈ D : t ∈ d}| is
the number of documents where the word t appears [6]. The
inverse document frequency will be small when the same term
appears in a large proportion of the documents, and multiplying
it into the term frequency will decrease the weighting on terms
that appear commonly in the majority of documents (and thus
are unlikely to have much predictive power).

A. Classifier Selection
Three different classification algorithms were investigated:
Naive Bayes, regularized logistic regression, and support vector machines (SVMs).
The Naive Bayes classifier was trained on the documentterm frequency matrix. The dictionary was sorted in order of
term frequency, and varying numbers of the most and least
frequent words were discarded to investigate the effects of
trimming the dictionary. Trimming removed words with low
predictive strength from the dictionary and helped prevent
overfitting on noisy data.
Table I shows the ROC AUC results evaluated via crossvalidation. It indicates that while trimming low-frequency
words degrades the metric, trimming high-frequency words has
little to no impact. This suggests that some of the infrequent
words do have predictive power so there is value in retaining
them, but that the high-frequency filler words can be discarded
without penalty. This would be useful for controlling the
size of the dictionary and reducing run times for a classifier
based on Naive Bayes that was being used in a production
environment.
Figure 1 sheds more light on the effect of trimming the
dictionary. The divergence between the training and test error
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III. R ESULTS
In this section, the performance of several different types of
classifiers is evaluated. The predictive potential of each of the
feature sets is also investigated.

% trim

ROC AUC

indicate the term frequencies of the different words in the
dictionary. We construct the dictionary by computing the term
frequencies of all words appearing in the entire training set,
and discarding the most and least frequently appearing words.
The rationale for this approach is to discard the filler words
in the English language (such as “a” or “the”) which have
high frequency but little information, and also the very lowfrequency terms which do not occur often enough to be
generally useful for prediction.
In the second approach, we use the term frequency-inverse
document frequency (tf-idf) of each word. The tf-idf is the
product of the term frequency, indicating the number of times
a word appears in a given document, and the inverse document
frequency, which measures how commonly the word appears
across all documents. The inverse document frequency is
computed as
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TABLE II.

L OGISTIC REGRESSION CROSS - VALIDATION ROC AUC ON
TRIMMED DATA
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for the full dictionary shows that Naive Bayes is overfitting
due to the addition of the low-content words. The training
and test learning curve convergence indicates that the removal
has reduced the overfitting (although it has not resulted in an
improved score).
Table II shows the ROC AUC when training the logistic
regression classifier on the with varying amounts of the dictionary trimmed. Figure 2 plots the learning curves for the
training and test set curves for the full dictionary as well as
the 20%-80% trimmed dictionary. The training curves show
that logistic regression is more sensitive to overtraining, and
the reduction of overfitting seen in the 20%-80% dictionary
translated into notably improved test error. The gap between
the two curves shows that there is still residual overfitting in
the final solution, despite the improved score.
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TABLE IV.

P REDICTIVE P OTENTIAL OF F EATURE S ET C ANDIDATES
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TABLE III.

sizes seen for logistic regression, which likely explains why
switching to tf-idf features did not have the same impact here.

L OGISTIC REGRESSION CROSS - VALIDATION ROC AUC ON
TRIMMED DATA
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Since the word frequency dictionary showed that the performance of logistic regression could be improved by reducing
overfitting, the use of tf-idf values in the document-word matrix as another approach to feature reduction was investigated
next. This approach yielded an improved ROC AUC of 0.875,
with the learning curve shown in Figure 3.
Finally, Table III shows the ROC AUC for an SVM classifier
operating on document-word frequencies with varying amounts
of the dictionary trimmed. For the SVM, trimming highfrequency words had more of an impact than low-frequency
ones.
Applying SVM to the tf-idf features resulted in a ROC
AUC of 0.819, which was not an improvement on using the
trimmed dictionary. Figure 4 shows the learning curve for the
0-80% trimmed dictionary. Note that the SVM does not suffer
significantly from the overfitting problem for smaller sample

To evaluate the relative predictive potential of the various
feature sets, a logistic regression classifier was trained on each
feature set, and the ROC AUC for each classifier was evaluated.
The precision and recall for the evergreen classifier based on
each feature set was also computed to provide more insight
into the nature of the errors of each classifier. Table IV shows
the performance of the classifier based on the different feature
sets.
The first thing of note is that the text-based features exhibited generally better performance than the url-based features
- not surprising, as the text was generally longer and more
descriptive (especially the body). Table V shows the top
text predictors as identified by the classifier, while Table VI
shows the top URL-based predictors. Examination of the word
fragments that were most strongly associated with evergreen
samples showed topics related to food, health and fitness,
and finance. Topics related to technology, fashion, music, and
sports tended to be associated with ephemeral samples. The
classifiers trained on the url-based features effectively associate
different sites with either evergreen or ephemeral content; the
“url” feature set, in particular, predicts a sample’s class based
purely on the site on which it was hosted.
While working with the body text yielded the best results,
each classifier was able to correctly predict some samples that
others did not. Using N-fold cross-validation, the percentage
of samples misclassified by classifier A that were also misclassified by classifier B was estimated. Table VII shows the
results.
Since there is a significant subset of errors for all classifiers
that are correctly predicted by other classifiers, it seemed
likely that training an ensemble classifier using the outputs
of the individual classifiers could further improve the score.
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T OP E VERGREEN AND E PHEMERAL P REDICTOR W ORDS
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TABLE VI.

T OP E VERGREEN AND E PHEMERAL P REDICTOR URL S
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An ensemble classifier was implemented consisting first of
processing the feature sets with individual classifiers, and then
constructing a new feature set consisting of the output probabilities from each individual classifier that a given example
is in the evergreen class. A regularized logistic regression
classifier was then trained on this derived feature set.
The ensemble classifier achieved a K-fold cross-validation
ROC AUC of 0.873, with a precision of 0.84 and a recall of
0.80 - effectively identical to the performance of the classifier
trained on the body features alone. This was a surprising
result in light of the error correlation analysis. One possible
explanation is that the ensemble classifier is overfitting the
training data: the training ROC AUC is much higher, at
0.954. Some evidence for this can be seen from the fact that
when the regularization constant was tuned empirically for the
ensemble classifier, the optimal value called for a significantly
higher penalty coefficient than the classifiers for the individual
feature sets. This suggests that obtaining additional samples to
reduce the overfitting could result in better performance for

E RROR C ORRELATION OF F EATURE S ET C LASSIFIERS
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the ensemble classifier.
C. Error Analysis
Table IV showed that the leading classifier, logistic regression on the body text features, shows somewhat better
precision than recall, indicating that errors are slightly biased
towards false negatives in the evergreen class.
To better understand the nature of the classification errors,
an investigation of some of the misclassified examples was
conducted. This turned up the interesting result that the labels
in the training set themselves are fairly noisy. For example,
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the following two URLs were two different training examples
in the dataset:
• http://news.menshealth.com/touch-at-your-own-peril/
2011/11/02?cm mmc=Facebook- -MensHealth-Content-MHNews- -6DirtiestPlaces
• http://news.menshealth.com/touch-at-your-own-peril/
2011/11/02/
The URLs actually referred to the same page; the first
link simply contained an extra query string parameter (likely
representing the referring page) which did not affect the
retrieved content. However, the first URL was labeled as
ephemeral, while the second was labeled as evergreen. There
were numerous other examples of effectively identical or
similar pages that had conflicting labels. Since the examples
were hand-labeled, this likely represents either human error or
a difference of opinion on the part of the humans performing
the labeling.
A systemic analysis of the URLs shows that 1.8% samples
have the same URL and differ only in the query string, but
are classified differently. Spot-checking several such URLs
suggests that they are most likely misclassifications of the same
sort as the menshealth.com example. There are also additional
cases that are somewhat more ambiguous but also likely misclassifications: for example, two receipes for different dishes
hosted on the same domain. Since it is difficult to distinguish
these cases from pages hosted on the same domain that are
legitimately different classes, no attempt has been made to
quantify these cases, but it suggest that the 1.8% figure is
likely a lower bound.
The misclassified examples affects the accuracy of the
classifier since they add noise to the input. They also affect
the ROC AUC estimate, since examples which the classifier
correctly labels but which for which the training label is incorrect will be mistakenly considered to be in error. Increasing
the number of training examples gathered would help address
both these problems.
IV. C ONCLUSIONS AND F UTURE W ORK
Several popular classification algorithms were implemented
and applied to the evergreen classification problem. From the
results, we observe that logistic regression is well suited to
this text classification problem, achieving the best ROC AUC
score of the classifiers investigated.
Feature extraction for the classification problem was examined, and low-content features such as javascript and portions
of the HTML markup were identified and removed in preprocessing. Salient features such as the body text, document outline, and relevant links/urls were extracted and their predictive
power analyzed by training independent classifiers on them.
The body text and document outlines were more successful
than the link-based features, with predictions based on just
the outline able to achieve a ROC AUC within 6 percentage
points of the full body text. Tf-idf proved to be effective in
further extracting the most relevant terms within the text-based
features.
While a comparison of the misclassified samples from
classifiers trained on the different feature sets suggested that
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somem benefit could be achieved by combining the information from the separate predictions, attempts do so via an
ensemble classifier did not significantly improve the result.
Training curve analysis showed a gap in convergence between
training and test ROC AUC, indicating that the ensemble
classifier is overfitting. Error analysis also indicated that the
training set itself is subject to mislabeling, introducing a further
source of noise in the dataset.
For both these reasons, a fruitful area of future work is likely
to gather additional examples to expand the training set and
reduce the overfitting. This will assist with overfitting, as well
as to help compensate for mislabeling errors. The ensemble
classifier should be revisited in this context, as the analysis of
error corrleation and learning curves suggested that it could
improve prediction if the overfitting issues were addressed.
A second avenue for investigation is using alternatives to
hand-labeling the samples, since the hand-labeling is dependent on the opinions of a small number of human labelers.
If StumbleUpon is able to add tracking of click-throughs to
articles presented to real end users, the tracking data could be
used to establish the longevity of the content in question more
directly, which should help reduce mislabeling.
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