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1 INTRODUCTION

1 Introduction

During the last ten to fifteen years, studying the popularity of online news has become
increasingly popular. Thurman and Fletcher (2018) discuss how several newspapers have
decided to stop printing and go fully online. News articles, especially online news articles,
are extremely time-sensitive. There has always been competition between different news
providers to publish articles that are relevant to as many people as possible, and that could
go viral. In the past, before the emergence of online news, publishing printed newspapers
was costly and was therefore mainly done by large news agencies. However, due to the low
cost of creating online news and the ease of sharing these online articles with others, the rules
have changed (Bandari et al., 2012).

Due to the competition for attention between news different outlets, it has become very
important to accurately predict the popularity of a news article. This is a challenging task
for various reasons (Bandari et al., 2012). One reason is that, among others, the local and
geographical conditions of the population make prediction complicated. A second reason is
that the content of an article plays a crucial role in its popularity. If the content of an article
is relevant for a large group of readers, it can be expected that this article attracts much
attention.

There are two possibilities for predicting the popularity of online news (Bandari et al.,
2012). It is, for example, possible to use the early popularity of an article to predict its
success in the future. A more difficult method is predicting article popularity using only
features of the article that were known before publication. In doing so, it is possible to try
to maximise the expected popularity of an article, by optimising some features of the article
that can easily be optimised.

This is not the first paper that tries to predict the popularity of online news. In Section
2.1, I discuss prior literature for this topic. A lot of researchers that deal with this topic, use
either an econometric model or a machine learning model for their predictions. A (linear)
econometric model often gives an insight into which factors drive the popularity of online
news, but does not always give good predictions. A machine learning model, on the other
hand, often gives good predictions, but its results are hard to interpret, as the model is not
built for the purpose of interpretation (Mullainathan and Spiess, 2017). It is not suitable to
look at the features used by a machine learning model, and then decide those features must
be important. This has two reasons. The first reason is that machine learning models do
not give standard errors, which complicates making inferences. The second, more important,
reason, is that the features used by machine learning models can differ greatly, depending
on how the data is partitioned into a train and a test set. This is because machine learning
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1 INTRODUCTION

models can fit a wide range of different functions, but this means that the probability of two
very different functions having a similar predictive performance increases.

Therefore, I approach the problem in a slightly different way. Namely, I combine econo-
metric models with machine learning models, such that I can obtain both the interpretability
of an econometric model and the good predictions of a machine learning model. I evaluate
the models I use for this paper on both their interpretability and their accuracy.

This thesis is divided into two parts. In the first part, I use different models, including
models combining econometrics and machine learning, to predict the popularity of online
news. To do this, I focus on the following research question:

How does a model that combines econometrics and machine learning perform compared to
purely econometric or purely machine learning models in terms of predictive performance?

For this question, I compare both the out-of-sample and the in-sample fit using different
evaluation criteria. In the second part of my thesis, I compare the models based on their
interpretability. To do this, I formulate a second research question:

How does a model that combines econometrics and machine learning perform compared
to purely econometric or purely machine learning models in terms of interpretability?

I evaluate my models on the popular Mashable data set, provided by the UCI Ma-
chine Learning Repository (Dua and Graff, 2021). This data set was first acquired and
pre-processed by Fernandes et al. (2015). It summarises a set of features about articles pub-
lished by Mashable over the period of two years. The data set contains 39,797 observations
and has 61 attributes. The target variable is continuous, but multiple papers (e.g. Fernan-
des et al., 2015 and Bandari et al., 2012) use binary or multi-class classification, due to the
high variance of the target variable. They classify the articles based on how often they were
shared. As I do not want to lose valuable information by doing so, I evaluate if new models
would yield better results. Afterwards, I also split the articles into two categories and apply
classification models to examine their popularity. Then, I evaluate my models on eight dif-
ferent publicly available data sets, four for regression and four for classification. These data
sets differ in the number of observations and the number of attributes. In contrast to these
eight data sets, I discuss the Mashable data set in far more detail in Section 3.

For my thesis, I study several models, both for regression and classification. For the
regression, I first evaluate a regular linear model and a random forest model, as benchmarks
for interpretability and predictive performance respectively. I also extend the linear model
to include lasso, again as a benchmark for interpretability. I include lasso because its inter-
pretability is similar to that of linear regression, but its predictive performance is usually
superior. Then, I evaluate a model tree, a type of decision tree that has linear equations
at the leaves instead of values. The advantage of model trees over simple regression trees is
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1 INTRODUCTION

that they are generally much smaller, but give more accurate predictions (Quinlan, 1992).
With this model, I hope to be able to rival the performance of the random forest, but with
far better interpretability. A slightly different interpretation of combining econometrics and
machine learning, is Multivariate Adaptive Regression Splines (MARS), a non-parametric
regression technique developed by Friedman (1991). It can be viewed as an extension of
linear models, that automatically models non-linearities and interactions between features.
I also combine econometrics and machine learning in a third way. Namely, I construct a
partially linear model, which is a form of a semiparametric model, as it contains both para-
metric and non-parametric elements. I evaluate all attributes to see which ones have the
highest feature importance for the random forest. These attributes are taken into account in
a non-parametric way. My next approach for regression is using decision trees to decide on
what attributes to take into account for linear regression. Sarma (2005) and Millard (2004)
both approached this in a slightly different way, by using the outcomes of regression trees as
inputs for linear regression.

For the classification, I first evaluate a logistic regression and lasso model as benchmarks
for interpretability. Second, similar to the regression, I evaluate a random forest model, as
a benchmark for predictive performance. Third, I evaluate a logistic model tree, which is a
tree with logistic regression in the leaves (Landwehr et al., 2003). This tree works similar
to a model tree. Then, I extend the MARS technique such that it can handle classification.
My fifth approach for classification is using the outcomes of classification trees as inputs for
logistic regression.

The remainder of this thesis is structured as follows. In Section 2, I discuss previous liter-
ature on the topic of online news popularity, combining econometrics and machine learning,
and interpretability. In Section 3, I evaluate my data set and give some descriptive statistics.
In Section 4, I give a more detailed explanation of the models I use for this paper. Section 5
discusses the performance and interpretability of these models, and I conclude my research
in Section 6.
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2 Literature

In Section 1, I mentioned some articles that study the popularity of online news. In Section
2.1, I discuss these articles further. Furthermore, I discuss prior literature on combining
econometrics and machine learning in Section 2.2. Finally, in Section 2.3, I discuss inter-
pretability in general.

2.1 Popularity of Online News

Fernandes et al. (2015) first used the Mashable data set to predict the popularity of online
news. They proposed a novel Intelligence Decision Support System (IDSS) that analyses
articles before they are published. The authors only predicted the popularity using clas-
sification models and did not predict the continuous number of shares. They evaluated a
random forest (RF), Adaptive Boosting (AdaBoost), a support vector machine (SVM), k-
nearest neighbours (KNN) and naive Bayes (NB). Using the random forest, they achieved a
ROC-AUC score of 0.73.

Bandari et al. (2012) examined both regression and classification models to predict online
news popularity. They collected a set of articles via a news feed aggregator and then found
the number of times each of these articles was linked to on Twitter. The authors used linear
regression (LR), KNN regression and SVM regression to model the number of tweets per
article, where LR performed best. For the classification part, the authors divided the articles
into three groups, based on how often they were linked to on Twitter. The authors used
Bagging, J48 Decision Trees (an algorithm used to generate the model trees I also discuss),
SVM and NB to predict these groups, and achieved an overall accuracy of 84%.

A third paper that discusses the modelling and predicting of online news popularity, is the
paper written by Hensinger et al. (2013). They proposed to view popularity as a competitive
situation where the popular articles are those that were the most appealing to readers on
a particular day. They constructed an ‘appeal’ function and used only the words found in
the article and its title as attributes. Later, they also added tags of the overall topic of an
article. First, they used an SVM classifier to predict whether articles were ‘Popular’ or ‘Non-
Popular’, but this only gave an average accuracy of 55.83% over multiple outlets. Therefore,
they modelled the popularity in a relative way instead, as the concept of ‘more popular than’.
They did this using Ranking SVMs. This method could predict successfully which articles
users would prefer in a choice task with two articles, with an accuracy of up to 85.74%.
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2.2 Combining Econometrics and Machine Learning

I also discuss some previous papers that attempted to combine econometrics and machine
learning. Malhotra (2018) proposed a hybrid approach based on conventional econometrics
and advanced machine learning algorithms and used an example of food inflation in India to
show its performance. He addressed the issue of finding a measure of the relative importance
of independent features in econometric models, as standardised regression coefficients and
zero-order correlations had failed in the past. The hybrid approach consists of three steps:
in step one, statistically significant features are identified through conventional econometric
techniques. In step two, an exploratory model is constructed using machine learning algo-
rithms, with the features identified in step one. In step three, feature importance modules
of the used machine learning algorithms are used to give a measure of the relative impor-
tance of the features. Malhotra (2018) showed that this hybrid approach outperforms normal
econometric models when it comes to finding a measure of relative importance, at least in
the case of multicollinearity.

Guerzoni et al. (2021) combined econometrics and machine learning to measure inno-
vation. They created a measure of innovation using an Italian law aimed at boosting new
high-tech firms that came into effect in 2012. They analysed the impact of innovativeness
on a group of Italian firms that were created in 2008. The authors combined seven learning
algorithms to recognise innovative firms on data from 2013 and then applied the model to
the 2008 data set to see which firms would have been labelled as innovative according to the
2012 law. They used this indicator in a survival model to explain the ability of firms to stay
in the market after 2008, throughout the financial crisis. They concluded that innovative
firms are more likely to survive than non-innovative firms.

Dumitrescu et al. (2021) introduced penalised logistic tree regression (PLTR) to obtain
the best of both worlds: better classification performance and interpretability, in the context
of credit scoring. In the credit risk industry, logistic regression is often the benchmark, as
financial regulators often require certain interpretability. Rules are extracted using decision
trees with a short depth and are then used as predictors in a penalised logistic regression.
Dumitrescu et al. (2021) applied the resulting model to Monte Carlo simulations and four
empirical applications and concluded that PLTR significantly outperforms normal logistic
regression and competitively compares to random forests.

Finally, an important work is the paper by Farrell et al. (2021), who studied neural
networks and discussed how they can be used in semiparametric inference. They provided
the first inference results using deep learning methods, focusing on causal effects as a concrete
illustration. They explored how to use those methods as tools for economic applications. In
their paper, the authors proved that inference can be valid after using deep-learning methods
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for first-step estimation. The findings described in the paper can be used to incorporate
deep neural networks into standard econometric models. This paper is like my paper in
the sense that it combines more complex methods that have good predictive power with
standard econometric models. Where I focus on tree-based methods, this paper discusses deep
learning methods. Additionally, where this paper comes up with a novel way of combining
econometrics and machine learning, I compare and discuss existing ways, and add a new
twist to an existing model.

Other examples of researches combining econometrics and machine learning include Van
der Voort et al. (1996), who combined ARIMA with neural networks to short-term forecast
traffic flow, Lehrer and Xie (2018), who combined support vector regression (SVR) with
simple econometric models to capture more heterogeneity in data from the film industry,
Hirano and Wright (2017), who proposed a split-sample method where they split the data
set into two parts, one for model selection and one for model estimation, and added a bagging
step to substantially improve prediction performance, and Li et al. (2019), who proposed a
hybrid of a logistic regression model and an extraction algorithm that is built using machine
learning, to detect when the blades of wind turbines are iced over.

2.3 Interpretability

Since machine learning has been used for complex problems, researchers have not only been in-
terested in the performance of different models, but also in criteria such as non-discrimination
or providing the right to explanation (Doshi-Velez and Kim, 2017), often called auxiliary cri-
teria. For example, if a bank predicts that a borrower will not be able to repay a loan, and
thus refuses her, the borrower has the right to know why. Additionally, this decision cannot
be based on certain discriminatory grounds, such as the ethnicity, gender or age of a person.
In cases like this, but also for numerous others, interpretation is an important factor. If the
reasoning of a certain model can be explained, it can also be judged whether this reasoning
meets the auxiliary criteria (Doshi-Velez and Kim, 2017).

Unfortunately, different authors disagree on what exactly interpretability is, and how to
evaluate it (Doshi-Velez and Kim, 2017). There is no mathematical definition for it. To some
extent, interpretability is intuitive: if people understand a model, it is interpretable. However,
several questions arise. If, say, a model class, such as decision trees, is deemed interpretable,
are all models within the class equally interpretable? Do all applications require the same
level of interpretability? Miller (2019) provided the following definition: “the degree to
which an observer can understand the cause of a decision” (p. 8). Lipton (2018) stated that
a model is interpretable if it is “simple enough to be examined all at once by a human” (p.
36). For this, an understanding of the features, weights, structures and other parameters is
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required. The observer must have knowledge about which features are important, and how
they interact with other features. Interpretability according to this definition is extremely
difficult to achieve in practice, as humans cannot conceive a model with more than three
dimensions. It is often easier to understand parts of a model (Molnar, 2019). For example,
the weights in a linear regression model, or the splits of a decision tree. For individual
predictions, the target value often depends on the different features in a less complicated
way.

There are several reasons why people would ask for an explanation. Doshi-Velez and Kim
(2017) named curiosity and learning. People look for explanations to improve their under-
standing, such that they can make better, more stable models. People often ask questions
about observations they consider unusual or unexpected. Another reason, named by Miller
(2019), is the human desire to find meaning in things, both an individual meaning as well as a
shared meaning. If an intelligent agent explains something, it creates a shared understanding
of the decision she made. Molnar (2019) named some other reasons, for example, many qual-
itative fields, such as sociology and psychology, are turning more and more to quantitative
methods. Their source of knowledge is not the data itself anymore, but the model it has
created. Furthermore, being able to interpret models correctly helps in ensuring no errors
have been made in either collecting data or building the model.

For some applications, such as a Netflix recommendation system, it does not matter why
a model predicts something, as long as the predictive performance is good enough (Molnar,
2019). For example, this is the case when a model does not have a significant impact,
whether it be social or financial. A second case is when a problem is well-studied already, and
experience has shown it works. Third, interpretability could result in people manipulating
the system. To get back to the bank example from earlier in this section, a borrower might
be able to make short-term adjustments that significantly influence the probability the model
provides that she will be able to repay the loan, even if the actual possibility does not change.

Models can be interpretable in two ways (Molnar, 2019). They can be intrinsically in-
terpretable if they are not too complex. Second, a model can be post hoc interpretable, if
it is analysed after being trained. Intrinsically interpretable models are, for example, shal-
low decision trees or linear regression models with not too many features. An example of a
method used for post hoc interpretation is feature importance analysis. In my thesis, I focus
on intrinsically interpretable models. Such models might need to sacrifice some prediction
accuracy, while post hoc interpretable models keep the accuracy intact, but are more limited
when it comes to interpretation (Du et al., 2019).

Intrinsic interpretability can also be further differentiated, namely, into global inter-
pretability and local interpretability (Du et al., 2019). Global interpretability is about un-
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derstanding how a model makes its decisions. It examines which features play a big role
in predicting and which are useless. Local interpretability is about understanding individ-
ual predictions of the model. If a potential borrower at a bank needs to be told ‘no’, her
individual situation needs to be taken into account for the explanation.

Post hoc interpretability can be divided into model-specific explanation and model-
agnostic explanation (Du et al., 2019). Model-agnostic explanation treats models like black
boxes, complex systems with hidden inner workings. It can be applied to any model. An
example is permutation feature importance (PFI) (Molnar et al., 2021). PFI states that
features that play a big role in the prediction must contain valuable information. Therefore,
if the feature values are randomly shuffled, this information is destroyed, and the prediction
accuracy should get worse. If this decrease is small, the original information was apparently
not very impactful, but if the decrease is large, it was. Model-specific explanation examines
the internal structures and parameters of a model. For tree-based models, specifically tree-
based ensemble models, an approach is calculating the accuracy gain after adding a feature.
Another approach measures the coverage of a feature, namely, the proportion of observations
that are related to this feature. A third approach is counting the number of times that a
feature is used to split the data.

In my thesis, I approach the topic of interpretability by examining several models that
integrate econometrics and machine learning, both for regression and classification. These
models are intrinsically interpretable. I discuss their interpretation in detail.
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3 Data

In this section, I discuss my data sets. I discuss the Mashable data set in Section 3.1, and
the other data sets in Section 3.2.

3.1 Mashable data set

As I have stated before in Section 1, my main data set is the Mashable data set on online news
popularity. Fernandes et al. (2015) collected this data set, which covers the time period from
7 January 2013 until 7 January 2015. This data set covers 39,644 articles. Fernandes et al.
(2015) deleted some special occasion articles, as they did not follow the general structure.
Additionally, they discarded very recent articles, as the number of shares did not always
reach convergence yet. As they worked with a rolling window approach, they wanted to keep
a constant number of articles per test set. For my research, I follow the same approach. I
also delete some articles for which the feature Number of words in article equals 0, as those
articles do not contain any content. Therefore, I end up with 37,000 articles.

Table 1: Features of Mashable data set

Feature Type (#) Feature Type (#)
Words Keywords

Number of words in title number (1) Number of keywords number (1)
Number of words in article number (1) Worst keyword (min./avg./max. shares) number (3)
Average word length number (1) Median keyword (min./avg./max. shares) number (3)
Rate of non-stop words ratio (1) Best keyword (min./avg./max. shares) number (3)
Rate of unique words ratio (1) Article category nominal (1)
Rate of unique non-stop words ratio (1) Natural Language Processing

Links Closeness to top 5 LDA topics ratio (5)
Number of links number (1) Title subjectivity ratio (1)

Number of Mashable article links number (1) Article text subjectivity score
+ absolute difference to 0.5 ratio (2)

Number of shares of Mashable links
(min./avg./max.) number (3) Title sentiment polarity ratio (1)

Digital Media Rate of positive / negative words ratio (2)

Number of images number (1) Positive words rate among
non-neutral words ratio (1)

Number of videos number (1) Negative words rate among
non-neutral words ratio (1)

Time Polarity of pos. words (min./avg./max.) ratio (3)
Day of the week nominal (1) Polarity of neg. words (min./avg./max.) ratio (3)

Published on a weekend? bool (1) Article text polarity score + absolute
difference to 0.5 ratio (2)

Fernandes et al. (2015) extracted 47 features from the HTML code to make the data
suitable for learning models. For one of these features, namely Rate of non-stop words, all
values equal 1 after removing the observations for which the feature Number of words in
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article equals 0. Therefore, I do not take this feature into account. I make dummies for the
features Day of the week and Article category. To avoid multicollinearity, I drop the dummy
for the weekend, the dummy for Tuesday and the dummy for the first LDA topic. Following
the approach of Fernandes et al. (2015), I scale some unbounded numerical features using
a logarithmic transformation, and cap others at the 0.9th quantile. Finally, I standardise
all variables. The different features the authors collected describe different aspects of the
articles, that they considered relevant to predict the number of shares. For example, they
looked at the number of links in the articles, specifically the number of links to other Mashable
articles, and also took into account the minimum, average and maximum number of shares
for these links per article. Fernandes et al. (2015) made a ranking of all possible keywords in
the articles. For each article, they selected the worst keyword and add the minimum, average
and maximum shares of articles containing this keyword as features. They did the same for
the best keyword and the median keyword. They also added dummies for the categories of the
article. These categories are lifestyle, business, entertainment, social media, tech, viral and
world. Among the 47 features, some are related to Natural Language Processing. The Latent
Dirichlet Algorithm (LDA), proposed by Pritchard et al. (2000) and first applied in machine
learning by Blei et al. (2003), has been applied to all Mashable articles in the data set, to
identify the five most relevant topics and then measure the closeness of all articles to each of
these topics. Finally, Fernandes et al. (2015) used the Pattern web mining module (De Smedt
et al., 2014) to compute scores for sentiment polarity and subjectivity. All features, divided
into several categories, can be found in Table 1.

For the total number of shares, Fernandes et al. (2015) considered Facebook, Twitter,
Google+, LinkedIn, StumbleUpon and Pinterest. The number of times articles were shared
ranges from 1 to 843,300, with a median of 1400 and an interquartile range of 1854. This
median is also the cut-off value Fernandes et al. (2015) used when they constructed the classes
‘popular’ and ‘not popular’. A histogram of the number of shares can be found in Figure 1.
Figure 1a shows the total number of shares for the different articles in the data set, Figure
1b the log of the total number of shares for the different articles in the data set. It is clear
from Figure 1a that a log transformation is appropriate in this case, as the data is heavily
positively skewed.
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(a) Histogram of the number of shares of
Mashable articles

(b) Histogram of the log of the number of
shares of Mashable articles

Figure 1: Histograms of the number of shares of Mashable articles

Some descriptive statistics of the data set are given in Table 2.

Table 2: Descriptive statistics for the data set

Mean Median Standard deviation Minimum Maximum
3364.5 1400.0 11693.1 1 843300

3.2 Extra Data Sets

As mentioned in Section 1, I also examine eight other data sets, four of which are for regression
and four for classification. All of these are provided by the UCI Machine Learning Repository
(Dua and Graff, 2021) or Kaggle (Kaggle, 2021). Doing so allows me to draw more reliable
conclusions about the performances of the different models that I examine for this thesis, as
they are backed by more than one data set. These data sets are adjusted as necessary. For
example, observations with missing values, or columns for which a lot of observations have a
missing value, are simply removed, as the main focus of this thesis is not on these data sets.
Instead, the data sets are only meant to solidify my conclusions. I do not examine them in
detail. However, I do want to give a short description in this section.
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Table 3: Short descriptions of extra data sets

Data set

Regression
Short
Explanation

Number of
observations

Number of
attributes

Citation

Fish Market
Data set to predict the weights
for seven common fish species

159 11

Medical Cost Personal Datasets
Data set to predict health insurance
costs based on medical information
insurance costs

1338 12 Inspired by Lantz (2013)

Bike Sharing Demand
Data set with information on hourly
rental data of bikes over a period of two years

17,379 54 Fanaee-T and Gama (2013)

Communities and Crime

Communities within the United States.
Data set that combines socio-economic data
from the 1990 US Census, law enforcement
data from the 1990 US LEMAS survey,
and crime data from the 1995 FBI UCR

1993 102 Redmond and Baveja (2002)

Classification
Short
Explanation

Number of
observations

Number of
attributes

Cite

Titanic
Data set to predict whether people survived
the sinking of the Titanic or not
measurements

714 9

Bank Marketing
Data set related with direct marketing campaigns
of a Portuguese bank to predict whether a client
will subscribe a term deposit

9042 70 Moro et al., 2014

Adult Income
Data set that is used to predict whether individuals
earn more or less than 50K

4522 92

Job Change of Data Scientists
Data set that is used to predict whether people
really want to work at a job or whether they
just want free training

19,158 54

In Appendix 1, Figure A1, histograms for these data sets can be found.
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4 Methodology

In this section, I explain the models I use for my thesis. As discussed in Section 1, I approach
the prediction of online news popularity as both a regression and a classification task. For
the regression task, I directly predict the number of shares for an online article. Then, I
divide the articles into two groups in two different ways. First, I predict whether articles are
‘popular’, or ‘not popular’. Second, whether articles are ‘not very popular’ or ‘very popular’.
Then, I use the best model for all of the three tasks to find a way to maximise the expected
popularity of news articles.

In Section 4.1, I discuss the regression models, and in Section 4.2 the classification models.
I assume the reader is already familiar with the benchmark models, so I do not discuss those.

4.1 Regression Models

In this section, I discuss the different hybrid regression techniques that I use for evaluating
my different data sets.

Model Tree
Learning algorithms that construct decision trees are often efficient, robust and relatively
simple (Quinlan, 1992). Many algorithms that construct trees have been generated, with
varying predictive performance and interpretability. Such algorithms include simple regres-
sion trees and random forests, but also boosting and bagging trees. In particular boosting
algorithms XGBoost (Chen and Guestrin, 2016) and LightGBM (Ke et al., 2017) are known
to perform extremely well, but it is practically impossible to interpret them. Therefore, I
discuss model trees, which is a method that integrates econometrics and machine learning, a
combination that I evaluate to answer my first research question. Quinlan (1992) first came
up with the idea for this model. His paper describes M5, a system for learning models that
predict values. M5 builds tree-based models, but the trees constructed by the system can
have multivariate linear models at their leaves, instead of values. Therefore, model trees
are the same as piece-wise linear functions. Model trees are usually smaller than regular
regression trees and have proven more accurate for several tasks. Moreover, M5 is an effi-
cient learner and can handle tasks with hundreds of features (Quinlan, 1992). These factors
would make M5 models a very attractive alternative to regular trees. A last major difference
between regular regression trees and model trees is the fact that model trees are able to give
an expected value that lies outside the range that was observed in the train set, such that it is
able to extrapolate. This could either be an advantage or a disadvantage. Another algorithm
for building model trees is J48. J48 was used by Bandari et al. (2012), who also used it to
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predict online news popularity. I discussed their paper in Section 2.1. In the remainder of
this section, I describe how M5 model trees are constructed.

First, I have N observations, with a fixed set of features and an associated numeric target
value. A set of observations L is always either associated with a leaf node t ∈ T , where T is
the set of leaf nodes, or it is split into two subsets corresponding to its target values. This
process is applied again to the resulting subsets. Repeating this a large number of times
often results in an overcomplicated tree, that overfits the model. Therefore, the tree needs
to be pruned back, meaning that subtrees are exchanged for leaves.

The M5 algorithm starts splitting the tree by computing the standard deviation of the
target values in the full train set. Then, multiple tests are evaluated. For each test, Li is the
subset of observations that would have outcome i for the test, for i ∈ {0, 1}. The standard
deviation of these observations, sd(Li), is our measure of error. The expected reduction that
results from splitting the set of observations according to the test, is

∆error = sd(L)−
∑
i

|Li|
|L|
· sd(Li). (1)

If there are only a few observations left in a set, or if the difference between them is very
small, the set is not split into subsets. After every possible test has been examined, the test
that maximises (1) is selected. In doing so, M5 deviates from the CART (Classification and
Regression Trees) algorithm, as that algorithm tries to maximise the reduction in variance
or absolute deviation.

An M5 model tree is constructed using a train set of observations, but it also needs to
estimate the model accuracy for unseen observations. To do this, first, the average absolute
residual of the model on the train set of observations is derived. Then, as the error on unseen
observations is often higher, this value is multiplied by n+v

n−v , such that a model with a small
number of observations but a large number of features has an increased estimated error.

For each node in the model tree, a multivariate linear model is constructed, using only
features that have been referenced before in the subtree of that node. This is done such that
a fair comparison can be drawn between the accuracy of the linear model and the accuracy
of the subtree.

After the linear models have been constructed for every node, they are simplified by
removing features to minimise the estimated error, such that for every leaf, only a subset
Vt ⊂ V of all possible features is taken into account. Doing so generally causes an increase
in the average residual, but it also decreases the multiplicative factor n+v

n−v , such that the
estimated error decreases. Features that do not sufficiently contribute to the model are
eliminated using a greedy search.
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Subsequently, starting at the bottom, all nodes of the model tree that are not leaves are
examined. The M5 algorithm evaluates whether the simplified multivariate linear model or
the subtree has a lower estimated error. The subtree at the node is pruned to a leaf in case
the linear model is chosen.

Standalone linear regression and ordinary regression trees are special cases of model trees.
Linear regression can be seen as a model tree that is completely pruned back to its root,
ordinary regression trees as model trees for which Vt = ∅,∀t ∈ T . This makes it possible
for model trees to adapt to the data set that is being evaluated: for small data sets that do
not exhibit complicated non-linear relationships, standalone linear regression offers the best
bias-variance trade-off, while an elaborate tree structure might be more appropriate for more
complicated data sets. This is the same logic as for the pruned back subtrees within the tree.

Finally, the model tree is smoothed, as this can improve its prediction accuracy. This
means that the values at the leaves of the model tree are adjusted to reflect the predicted
values of the nodes that are along the path of the root to the leaf. This works as follows:
first, the predicted value at the leaves is computed by the model at that leaf. Then, if an
observation follows branch Si of subtree S, its predicted value backed up to S is

PV (S) = ni · PV (Si) + k ·M(S)
ni + k

, (2)

where ni is the number of observations for branch Si, PV (Si) the predicted value for Si,
M(S) the value that the model gives at S and k a smoothing constant that is equal to 15 as
default. Smoothing mainly has an effect when either the models along a path give all very
different predictions, or if some models were constructed using only a few training cases.

Multivariate Adaptive Regression Splines
Multivariate Adaptive Regression Splines (MARS) is an algorithm designed for multivariate
non-linear regression problems. The reason why MARS is included in this research is that it
uses a similar process to find the best splits in the data as regression trees. Regression trees
take into account the deviation from the mean on both sides of the split, and MARS takes
into account the deviation from a spline function on both sides of the split (Friedman, 1991;
Hastie et al., 2009). In this section, I explain how MARS works.

Piecewise linear basis functions play an important role in MARS models. Such functions
take the form

(x− t)+ =

x− t x > t,

0 otherwise,
(3)
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or

(t− x)+ =

t− x x < t,

0 otherwise.
(4)

These functions have a knot at value t. For each feature Xj, there is a combination of these
functions, also called a reflected pair, with a knot at each observation xij. This leads to the
following collection:

C = {(Xj − t)+, (t−Xj)+}, t ∈ {x1j, ..., xNj}, j = {1, ..., p} (5)

Then, the model is built like a forward stepwise linear regression. However, instead of the
original features, functions from set C and their products are used. This gives the following
model:

Y = β0 +
M∑
m=1

βmhm(X), (6)

where each hm(X) is either a function in C or the product of two or more functions in C.
Given hm, the βm are estimated by standard linear regression. The functions hm(x) are

constructed as follows: first, the model only contains the constant function h0(x) = 1. I
denote the model set that contains the terms of the model by M. Then, at each stage, all
products of a function hm with one of the reflected pairs in C are considered. Subsequently,
the following term is added to M:

β̂M+1h`(X) · (Xj − t)+ + β̂M+2h`(X) · (t−Xj)+, h` ∈M, (7)

for feature j that gives the largest decrease in the training error. This process is con-
tinued until M contains a predetermined number of terms. As (6) often overfits the data,
a backwards deletion procedure is applied. To do this, at each stage, the term for which
the removal causes the smallest increase in the residual sum of squares (RSS), is deleted.
To determine the optimal model size λ, generalised cross-validation (GCV) is used. This is
defined as

GCV (λ) =
∑n
i=1(yi − f̂λ(xi))2

(1−M(λ)/N)2 , (8)

where f̂λ is the best model for size λ, and M(λ) denotes the effective number of features in
the model, which is the number of terms in the model plus the number of parameters that
are used in selecting the optimal position of the knots. I choose the model that minimises
(8).
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As a result of this strategy, non-zero components are only used locally, where they are
needed. Therefore, MARS is very suitable for high-dimensional problems.

As the implementation of MARS in Python, which they call Earth due to copyright issues,
can be slow for some data sets, I set the parameter use fast in those cases equal to True.
This fast implementation is described by Friedman (1993).

Partially Linear Model
A third method of combining econometrics and machine learning is by using a partially linear
model (PLM). A PLM is a form of a semiparametric model, like the model described by Farrell
et al. (2021). A semiparametric model is a model with both parametric and non-parametric
components. A PLM is given by

Y = Xβ + f(U) + ε, (9)

where Y is the dependent variable, X a vector of explanatory variables, β a vector of unknown
features and the non-parametric part is given by the unknown function f(U). ε is the error
term. This type of model was proposed by Robinson (1988). As it allows only some variables
of a model to be modelled in a non-parametric way, the interpretation of the model remains
mostly intact, while allowing some flexibility into the model. By choosing the variables
that are modelled in a non-parametric way well, I can increase the performance of the model
while only giving up a fraction of its interpretability. Several approaches for solving the model
have been studied, for example by penalised least squares (Wahba, 1984) or kernel smoothing
(Speckman, 1988). Yatchew (1997) and Wang et al. (2011) approached the estimation of this
model by first ordering the observations based on their values for the non-parametric part
and then estimating the linear component based on the differences of the observations and
estimating the non-parametric component using the residuals of the linear fit. This estimation
procedure is optimal, as the estimator β̂ is asymptotically efficient and the estimator for the
non-parametric component is minimax rate optimal. Wang et al. (2011) extend the work of
Yatchew (1997) by discussing the estimation of not only the linear but also the non-parametric
component and by making some smoothness assumptions. As the non-parametric part needs
to be continuous, I opt to model one or two features using a model tree. To the best of
my knowledge, combining linear regression and a tree-based method like this is new to the
literature. A model tree is very suitable in this situation, as the tree only consists of a
root node with a linear equation in case it is not appropriate to model some features in
a non-parametric way for a certain data set. I decide on the non-parametric features by
looking at the feature importances of a random forest and selecting one or two of the three
variables with the highest feature importance to be non-parametric. I evaluate those and
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select the non-parametric set with the best in-sample performance. In this section, I explain
the procedure in more detail.

First, the observations are ordered according to their values for Ui, i = 1, ..., n. Then,
dt, t = 1, ...,m + 1 is a difference sequence of order m that needs to satisfy ∑

t dt = 0
and ∑

d2
t = 1. Di is the mth order difference of Yi, such that Di = ∑m+1

t=1 dtYi+m+1−t for
i = 1, ..., n−m− 1. Written differently,

Di = Z ′iβ + δi + wi, i = 1, ..., n−m− 1, (10)

where Zi = ∑m+1
t=1 dtXi+m+1−t, δi = ∑m+1

t=1 dtf(Ui+m+1−t) and wi = ∑m+1
t=1 dtεi+m+1−t. Written

in matrix form, this becomes
D = Zβ + δ + w. (11)

This step eliminates the effect of the non-parametric component. An example of a difference
sequence that satisfies the conditions is

d1 =
√

m

m+ 1 , d2 = d3 = ... = dm+1 = −
√

1
m(m+ 1) . (12)

Then, I apply ordinary least squares on the differences to estimate β, and estimate

β̂ = (Z ′Z)−1Z ′D. (13)

Here, the correlation among the wi should be ignored. The estimates are asymptotically
normally distributed with heteroscedastic standard errors. β̂ is asymptotically efficient if
both f and E(X ′|Z) have bounded first derivatives. The efficiency relative to the method by
Robinson (1988) is (1+ 1

2m)−1 (Yatchew, 1997). Hall et al. (1990) have tabulated the optimal
differencing weights up to m = 10, giving an asymptotic efficiency of 95%. β̂ can be plugged
back into the original model. This yields the residuals

ri = Yi −X ′iβ̂ = f(Ui) +X ′i(β − β̂) + εi, i = 1, ..., n. (14)

Then, f can be estimated based on ri.
I order the observations as follows when I model two observations in a non-parametric

way: I start with a random observation and select 100 other observations at random. I
compute the Euclidean distance from each of those observations to the first observation and
select the observation that has the shortest Euclidean distance. This observation is second
in the new list. Then, I repeat this process, where the observation selected in the previous
round is compared to 100 new observations. I stop when I have a new, ordered, list that
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contains all observations. I chose this method as it is easy to implement and relatively quick.

Attribute Selection Using Regression Trees
The last regression approach works differently from the other ones. Namely, I decide on
attributes to take into account for linear regression using decision trees, similar to the ap-
proach of Dumitrescu et al. (2021), whose paper I discussed in Section 2. I approach attribute
selection in two ways, which are briefly discussed below.
Model 1: Univariate Trees
Sarma (2005) constructed several univariate trees, one for each attribute, and used these
splits as categorical attributes for logistic regression. I do the same for linear regression, and
take a dummy for the optimal split into account for each feature. Furthermore, I also add
the feature in its original form.
Model 2: Fully Grown Tree
Millard (2004) constructed a fully grown decision tree, and then treated each leaf of that
tree as a dummy variable, taking value 1 if an observation ends up in that leaf. I take these
dummy variables into account as inputs for a logistic regression model, in addition to the
original features.

Both Sarma (2005) and Millard (2004) examined their methods for classification, but I
evaluate them for regression models as well.

4.2 Classification Models

In this section, I discuss the different classification techniques that I use for evaluating my
different data sets.

Logistic Model Tree
Landwehr et al. (2003) came up with logistic model trees, that are similar to normal model
trees, but have logistic regression models instead of linear regression, such that they can
be used for classification. Instead of binary values, logistic model trees produce explicit
probability estimates, such that the logistic model tree could be used for the optimisation of
the expected popularity of online news articles. Experiments by Landwehr et al. (2003) show
that the logistic model tree is competitive with boosted decision trees in terms of predictive
performance, but again, is far easier to interpret. As logistic model trees work similarly to
normal model trees, I do not explain them in much detail, but only highlight where they
differ from normal model trees.

If S is the whole instance space, spanned by all the available features, a tree structure
divides S into regions Si, where
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S = ∪i∈TSt, St ∩ St′ for t 6= t′, (15)

where T is the set of leaf nodes. The leaves t ∈ T do not have a class label, but a logistic
regression function ft. The whole logistic model tree can then be represented by

f(x) =
∑
t∈T

ft(x) · I(x ∈ St). (16)

Similar as for normal model trees, standalone logistic regression and ordinary classification
trees are special cases of the logistic model tree: logistic regression can be seen as a pruned
back logistic model tree, and ordinary classification trees as logistic model trees with Vt =
∅,∀t ∈ T , where Vt ∈ V is the subset of features taken into account for leaf t.

The approach to building a logistic model tree differs slightly from the approach to build-
ing a normal model tree. Instead of first building a standard decision tree, building a logistic
regression model at each node and then pruning the tree back, the logistic regression func-
tions are constructed by “incrementally refining logistic models already fit at higher levels
in the tree” (Landwehr et al., 2003, p. 176). Since a logistic regression model is fit at each
node, regardless of whether it is an inner node or a leaf node, it is reasonable to use parent
nodes as a basis for fitting the logistic regression at a child node, as the features of the model
at the parent node already encode a ‘global’ influence of the features taken into account on
the target variable. The model can then be refined by also taking into account the features
that are valid for the set of observations in the child node. This can be done naturally using
LogitBoost: a boosting algorithm formulated by Friedman et al. (2000). LogitBoost is a
convex optimisation problem. Given that I want an additive model of the form

∑
t

atht, (17)

LogitBoost minimises the logistic loss:

∑
i

log(1 + e−yif(xi)). (18)

This means that a logistic model tree is constructed as follows: for each node, the class
membership probabilities can be modelled as

P (G = j|X = x) = eF
n
j (x)

eF
n
0 (x) + eF

N
1 (x) , (19)
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where j ∈ {0, 1}, n is the number of the node and

F n
j (x) = αj0 +

∑
v∈Vt

αjv · v. (20)

First, LogitBoost is run on the full set of observations, including more and more features to
the model by adding simple linear regressions fmj to the F n

j from (20). When adding more
features does not increase the model accuracy, the set of observations is split such that the
logistic models are refined further in the subdivisions, which might give a better model. This
split is by default based on which split would give the highest normalised information gain,
which is a synonym for the Kullback-Leibler divergence.

The LogitBoost approach makes it more computationally efficient to build logistic models
at the lower levels at the tree, compared to building them from scratch. Child nodes are split
until a stopping criterion is met. The growing stops when the node contains less than fifteen
observations or when a minimum information gain is not achieved. After the tree has been
built, it is pruned using CART-based pruning, a method that uses a combination of the
training error and a penalty term for the model complexity to make pruning decisions.

Unfortunately, the implementation of LMT in Python does not follow the exact same
steps as Landwehr et al. (2003), but rather the steps described in Section 4.1, but then ad-
justed for logistic regression. As writing my own implementation is beyond the scope of this
thesis, I decided to use the more simple implementation.

Multivariate Adaptive Regression Splines for Classification
Leathwick et al. (2005) describe a way to extend the technique described in Section 4.1 such
that it can handle classification. They approach it as follows: first, they fit binary target
variable Y on X using MARS, giving fitted values Ŷ . Then, the basis functions are extracted
and used as input for a normal logistic regression model, such that the prediction values are
constrained between 0 and 1. For the logistic regression model, I apply lasso regularisation.

Attribute Selection Using Classification Trees
The fifth classification approach works similar to the approach in Section 4.1. Instead of
using decision trees to decide on attributes to take into account for linear regression, I use
them to decide on attributes to take into account for logistic regression. Again, I follow the
approach of Sarma (2005) and Millard (2004).
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5 Results

In this section, I present the results I obtained using my models. In Section 5.1, I discuss
the results for the regression models and in Section 5.2, I analyse the classification models.
In Section 5.3, I discuss the interpretability of all the models, using the Mashable data set
as an example. I used Python to obtain the results.

5.1 Regression Models

I evaluate all regression models based on their mean squared error (MSE), relative error and
correlation. The relative error is the variance of the absolute values of the residuals of the
predicted values divided by the variance of the true values, and the correlation is Pearson’s
correlation coefficient of the predicted values and the true values. I determine the optimal
hyperparameters for the different models according to the MSE. For the MSE, I also discuss
the significance of the differences. I do this using the Central Limit Theorem, first proved by
De Laplace (1810). This way, the problem is reduced to a simple case of hypothesis testing.
I assume that

MSE1 −MSE2 ∼ N

(
0, s

2
1
N1

+ s2
2
N2

)
, (21)

where MSEi is the MSE of model i, si is the sample standard deviation of the squared
errors of model i and Ni the number of observations for model i. My null hypothesis is
H0 = MSE1 = MSE2. This way, I can determine whether a model with a lower MSE also
has a significantly better fit to the data.

Table 4 shows the results of my evaluation. The results for linear regression and lasso
are equal, as I selected the regularisation parameter for lasso to be 0 after running grid
search. The random forest always outperforms the other models. For the out-of-sample fit,
simple models such as linear regression and attribute selection using univariate trees perform
surprisingly well, even better than more complicated models such as the model tree or MARS.
However, for the in-sample fit, the simple models do not outperform the more complicated
models. Instead, the performance of the model tree comes closest to that of the random forest.
The performance of PLM does not vary much from the performance of linear regression. For
the out-of-sample fit, adding extra dummy variables using univariate trees or a fully grown
tree to the regression does not give a much better performance, but for the in-sample fit,
those two models do outperform linear regression. None of the models seems to perform
exceptionally well for the Mashable data set. The correlation of the out-of-sample random
forest estimations with the actual (log) number of shares is only 0.398. There are different
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rules of thumb for how Pearson’s correlation coefficient should be interpreted. Hinkle et al.
(2003), for example, stated that an absolute correlation of 0.00 - 0.30 should be considered a
negligible correlation, and an absolute correlation of 0.30 - 0.50 a low correlation. According
to this rule of thumb, all the models constructed to predict the number of shares for the
Mashable data set have a negligible to a low correlation coefficient. There are no such rules
of thumb for the MSE and relative error. However, given that the mean of the logarithm of
the number of shares is 7.47, an MSE of 0.72 is rather high. Additionally, a relative error of
0.383 implies that the variance of the true values is only 2.5 times higher than the variance
of the absolute values of the residuals. Thus, the relative error is also high for this data set.

Table 5 indicates which models significantly differ in performance compared to other
models given their MSE, with significance level α = 0.05. The p-values for differences
between models that are not significant are displayed in red. There is no significant proof
that one of the models is significantly better than the rest. However, this table does show
that MARS and attribute selection using a fully grown tree perform significantly worse than
the other models for the Mashable data set.

Table 4: Regression results for the Mashable data set

Out-of-sample MSE Relative Error Correlation
Linear regression 0.725 0.392 0.390
Lasso 0.725 0.392 0.390
Random forest 0.720 0.383 0.398
Model tree 0.733 0.395 0.383
MARS 0.807 0.483 0.322
PLM 0.725 0.392 0.391
Univariate trees 0.726 0.390 0.389
Fully grown tree 0.740 0.396 0.374
In-sample MSE Relative Error Correlation
Linear regression 0.715 0.385 0.404
Lasso 0.715 0.385 0.404
Random forest 0.579 0.311 0.618
Model tree 0.706 0.382 0.417
MARS 0.707 0.383 0.416
PLM 0.713 0.385 0.407
Univariate trees 0.707 0.381 0.415
Fully grown tree 0.706 0.380 0.417

Best results are displayed in bold

As these observations are only based on a single data set, I am not able to draw strong
conclusions. Therefore, I also discuss the performances of the models on the other four data
sets. The exact results for these data sets can be found in Tables A1-A4. I summarise the
results in Table 6. This table can be interpreted as follows: for each of the four data sets, I
computed how much higher in percentage the evaluation criteria of the different models were
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Table 5: Significance of the differences in MSE for the Mashable data set

LR Lasso Random forest Model tree MARS PLM Univariate trees Fully grown tree
LR - 0.500 0.245 0.124 0.000 0.499 0.398 0.019
Lasso 0.500 - 0.245 0.124 0.000 0.499 0.398 0.019
Random forest 0.245 0.245 - 0.033 0.000 0.246 0.172 0.003
Model tree 0.124 0.124 0.033 - 0.000 0.124 0.185 0.177
MARS 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 - 0.000 0.000 0.000
PLM 0.499 0.499 0.246 0.124 0.000 - 0.397 0.019
Univariate 0.398 0.398 0.172 0.185 0.000 0.397 - 0.034
Fully grown 0.019 0.019 0.003 0.177 0.000 0.019 0.034 -

than the evaluation criterion for random forest regression, and I took the average of these
percentages. For the MSE and the relative error, MARS outperforms the other models, as its
MSE is only 16.6% higher than that of random forest regression on average, and its relative
error 16.0%. PLM and attribute selection using a fully grown tree are also not far off, but
random forest regression greatly outperforms the other models on average. I find similar
results for Pearson’s correlation coefficient, where attribute selection using a fully grown tree
outperforms the other models, as its correlation coefficient is just 1.0% lower than that of
random forest regression on average. It is rather surprising that attribute selection using
a fully grown tree performs so much better than most of the other models, as it is one of
the less complicated models on the list. I discuss the interpretability of attribute selection
using a fully grown tree and the other models in Section 5.3. In Tables A5 - A8, I indicate
which models significantly differ in performance compared to other models given their MSE,
again with significance level α = 0.05. Especially for the first two data sets, all differences
in performance are significant, meaning that of no pair of two models can be said that their
performance is statistically equal. For the third data set, not all differences are significant.
The random forest, MARS, the PLM and attribute selection using a fully grown tree all do
significantly outperform linear regression and lasso. For the fourth data set, the Communities
and Crime data set, none of the models significantly outperforms any of the other models
with regards to the MSE. This means that for this data set, no model can be regarded as
better than any of the others.

5.2 Classification Models

I evaluate all classification models based on their receiver operating characteristic area under
curve (ROC-AUC) score, their accuracy, precision, recall and F1 score. The ROC-AUC score
(Green and Swets, 1966) does not directly use the classes predicted by a model, but uses the
probability assigned to these classes, and represents the probability that a randomly chosen
positive observation would be assigned a higher probability for class 1 than a randomly chosen
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Table 6: Average of performances of different models compared to the random forest

Out-of-sample MSE Relative Error Correlation
Linear regression 86.3% 67.4% -4.3%
Lasso 91.0% 74.9% -4.4%
Model tree 37.6% 39.6% -2.9%
MARS 16.6% 16.0% -1.5%
PLM 24.0% 21.9% -2.3%
Univariate trees 89.7% 64.8% -4.5%
Fully grown tree 28.9% 38.2% -1.0%

Best results are displayed in bold

negative observation. The ROC-AUC lies between 0.5 and 1, where a value of 1 indicates
that the model distinguishes perfectly between the two classes. I determine the optimal
hyperparameters for the different models according to the ROC-AUC.

Tables 7 and 8 show the results of the evaluation of the two different classification tasks.
For the popular/not popular classification, for both the out-of-sample and in-sample fit,
random forest classification outperforms the other models for almost all evaluation criteria.
The only exception is for the precision in the out-of-sample fit, where random forest regres-
sion performs rather poorly compared to the other models, and lasso outperforms the other
models. MARS and attribute selection using univariate trees perform remarkably well for
the out-of-sample fit. For the in-sample fit, attribute selection using univariate trees also
performs well, just like the logistic model tree. Regularisation does not appear to influence
the fits very much. The performance of the random forest is almost exactly the same as its
performance in the paper by Fernandes et al. (2015) for the different evaluation criteria. In
their paper, the random forest was outperformed by naive Bayes for the precision. Clearly,
none of the models used in this paper or the paper by Fernandes et al. (2015) has been able
to structurally outperform the random forest.

For the very popular/not very popular classification, I find rather similar results. For the
out-of-sample fit, attribute selection using a fully grown tree has a higher recall than the other
models. Everywhere else, random forest regression is superior. Logistic regression and lasso
perform remarkably well for the out-of-sample fit, for most evaluation criteria even better
than the other models. For the in-sample fit, mainly attribute selection using univariate trees
stands out regarding its performance, but there are no substantial differences.

As I discussed in Section 1, multiple authors applied classification methods rather than
regression methods to the Mashable data set, due to the high variance of its target variable.
Earlier in this section, I already discussed that none of the regression models performs excep-
tionally well. Classification models indeed perform better for this data set than regression
models. For example, according to the rule of thumb of Hosmer and Lemeshow (2000), a
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ROC-AUC score between 0.5 and 0.7 gives rather poor discrimination, a ROC-AUC score
between 0.7 and 0.8 gives acceptable discrimination, and a ROC-AUC score between 0.8 and
0.9 gives excellent discrimination. Thus, according to the ROC-AUC score, the classifica-
tion models do not perform extremely well but are acceptable for both popular/not popular
classification and very popular/not very popular classification.

Table 7: Popular/not popular classification results for the Mashable data set

Out-of-sample ROC-AUC Accuracy Precision Recall F1
Linear regression 0.725 0.665 0.680 0.672 0.676
Lasso 0.726 0.667 0.682 0.673 0.677
Random forest 0.731 0.671 0.673 0.712 0.692
Logistic model tree 0.726 0.667 0.682 0.673 0.677
MARS 0.726 0.668 0.678 0.688 0.683
Univariate trees 0.727 0.669 0.679 0.687 0.683
Fully grown tree 0.724 0.663 0.675 0.678 0.677
In-sample ROC-AUC Accuracy Precision Recall F1
Linear regression 0.733 0.674 0.683 0.695 0.689
Lasso 0.733 0.673 0.683 0.694 0.688
Random forest 0.796 0.716 0.715 0.753 0.734
Logistic model tree 0.736 0.679 0.688 0.699 0.694
MARS 0.731 0.674 0.678 0.709 0.693
Univariate trees 0.742 0.679 0.687 0.702 0.694
Fully grown tree 0.738 0.677 0.686 0.697 0.691

Best results are displayed in bold

Table 8: Very Popular/not very popular classification results for the Mashable data set

Out-of-sample ROC-AUC Accuracy Precision Recall F1
Linear regression 0.724 0.682 0.186 0.650 0.289
Lasso 0.726 0.683 0.187 0.652 0.291
Random forest 0.727 0.728 0.201 0.577 0.298
Logistic model tree 0.724 0.682 0.186 0.650 0.289
MARS 0.718 0.676 0.183 0.651 0.286
Univariate trees 0.712 0.673 0.180 0.641 0.281
Fully grown tree 0.721 0.662 0.179 0.668 0.283
In-sample ROC-AUC Accuracy Precision Recall F1
Linear regression 0.734 0.686 0.191 0.662 0.296
Lasso 0.734 0.687 0.191 0.661 0.296
Random forest 0.810 0.713 0.221 0.744 0.341
Logistic model tree 0.734 0.686 0.191 0.662 0.296
MARS 0.720 0.672 0.181 0.647 0.283
Univariate trees 0.744 0.685 0.193 0.677 0.300
Fully grown tree 0.736 0.668 0.186 0.687 0.292

Best results are displayed in bold

In Table 9, I summarise the results for the four extra classification data sets. The indi-
vidual results can be found in Tables A9-A12. I approach this the same way as I did for the
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regression data sets. For the ROC-AUC score, attribute selection using a fully grown tree
is most similar to the random forest in terms of performance, as its ROC-AUC is only 0.5%
lower than that of the random forest on average. For accuracy and recall, attribute selection
using a fully grown tree even outperforms the random forest on average. For the recall and
the F1 score, attribute selection using univariate trees comes closest to the random forest
in terms of performance, for the recall it even outperforms it. Linear regression and lasso
have on average the lowest performance compared to the random forest. For the recall, most
models outperform the random forest model on average, except for MARS and attribute
selection using a fully grown tree. It is important to note that the optimal hyperparameters
were determined using the ROC-AUC score, to avoid the models predicting that all observa-
tions belong to the majority class in case of imbalanced data. If, for example, the accuracy
score would be used instead, this could give very different results.

Table 9: Average of performances of different models compared to the random forest

Out-of-sample ROC-AUC Accuracy Precision Recall F1
Linear regression -1.3% -2.2% -5.2% 1.2% -2.8%
Lasso -1.1% -2.3% -5.6% 2.1% -2.7%
Logistic model tree -1.4% -1.5% -3.7% 1.2% -2.0%
MARS -0.9% -2.3% -3.6% -0.5% -3.1%
Univariate trees -0.8% -1.3% -3.3% 1.5% -1.7%
Fully grown tree -0.5% 0.3% 3.5% -4.0% -1.9%

Best results are displayed in bold

5.3 Interpretability

In this section, I discuss the interpretability of the different models discussed in this thesis. I
use the Mashable data set as a running example. Using graphs and tables, I explain how the
output of the different models lead to a comprehension of the relations within a data set. In
contrast to before, I analyse the results without manipulating the data in any way, such as
taking logarithms or standardising the explanatory variables. These techniques can increase
the performance of models but are not needed when discussing their interpretability.

Linear Regression and Lasso
First, I discuss the Mashable regression results for linear regression in a more detailed manner,
specifically focusing on its interpretability. Inference for lasso is not straightforward. Belloni
et al. (2013) discussed the inference of lasso-type methods, that find sparse models. Hastie
et al. (2009) stated that lasso causes the estimates of the non-zero coefficients to be biased
towards zero. Additionally, they are usually not consistent. They state several ways for
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reducing this bias, for example running lasso to identify which coefficients should be set to
zero, and then running a regular regression on the remaining coefficients. Another method
would be running lasso to identify the zero-coefficients, and then applying lasso again, just
to the selection from the previous step. In the second step, there would be less competition
from ‘noise variables’, such that the penalty parameter is usually smaller. A third method
would be modifying the penalty function such that large coefficients are shrunk in a different
way than small coefficients. As the results for linear regression and lasso on the Mashable
regression data set are the same, I do not discuss lasso separately. Also when the results
are not exactly the same, the interpretation is similar. However, in general, it is crucial
to account for the biasedness of the lasso estimates, such that both the estimates and the
standard errors account for the uncertainty in the selection lasso makes. The linear regression
coefficients can be found in Table 10.

Table 10: Linear regression estimates
Feature Coefficient (Standard Error) Feature Coefficient (Standard Error)
Rate of unique words 53.1 (1539.5) Day of the week: Wednesday 197.9 (197.4)
Rate of unique non-stop words -50.5 (1660.1) Day of the week: Thursday -4.4 (198.2)
Number of links 33.5 (7.0)*** Day of the week: Friday 8.8 (212.5)
Number of Mashable article links -52.3 (18.4)*** Day of the week: Saturday 606.2 (283.3)**
Number of images 16.5 (9.4)* Day of the week: Sunday 274.9 (271.1)*
Number of videos 15.1 (16.3) Closeness to LDA topic 1 -707.4 (540.4)***
Average word length -521.0 (185.3)*** Closeness to LDA topic 2 -1216.8 (515.5)**
Number of keywords 49.0 (38.6)** Closeness to LDA topic 3 -402.2 (510.0)
Article category: lifestyle -1050.9 (411.7)** Closeness to LDA topic 4 -392.2 (467.6)***
Article category: entertainment -1132.8 (272.1)*** Article text subjectivity score (ATSS) 2375.7 (872.1)***
Article category: business -740.4 (392.2)* Article text polarity score (ATPS) -586.1 (1694.5)
Article category: social media -605.1 (382.0) Rate of positive words -13,979.0 (7307.1)*
Article category: tech -587.0 (386.0)** Rate of negative words 590.5 (13314.2)

Article category: world -527.1 (396.3)** Positive words rate among
non-neutral tokens 295.6 (1053.9)

Worst keyword (minimum number
of shares) 2.3 (1.6) Average polarity of positive words -1888.1 (1396.1)

Worst keyword (maximum number
of shares) 0.1 (0.1)* Minimum polarity of positive words -1984.2 (1172.3)*

Worst keyword (average shares) -0.4 (0.3) Maximum polarity of positive words 548.7 (449.8)
Best keyword (minimum number
of shares) -0.002 (0.001) Average polarity of negative words -1134.8 (1286.7)

Best keyword (maximum number
of shares) -0.005 (0.001) Minimum polarity of negative words -338.5 (472.8)

Best keyword (average shares) -0.001 (0.001) Maximum polarity of negative words -231.2 (1076.2)
Average keyword (minimum number
of shares) -0.4 (0.1)*** Title subjectivity -89.1 (287.7)

Average keyword (maximum number
of shares) -0.2 (0.0)*** Title sentiment polarity 117.0 (263.5)

Average keyword (average shares) 1.7 (0.1)*** Absolute difference to 0.5 of ATSS 515.6 (379.5)
Minimum number of shares of
referenced Mashable articles 0.03 (0.01)*** Absolute difference to 0.5 of ATPS 687.6 (415.8)*

Maximum number of shares of
referenced Mashable articles 0.01 (0.004) Number of words in title 800.4 (277.3)***

Average shares of
referenced Mashable articles -0.01 (0.01)*** Number of words in article -239.1 (136.3)*

Day of the week: Monday 525.7 (203.8)***

Significance: ∗ ∗ ∗ < 0.01, ∗∗ < 0.05, ∗ < 0.1

Table 10 shows all features used for the models and their linear regression coefficient. Ap-
proximately half the features are statistically significant when α = 0.1. The interpretation of
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linear regression models is very straightforward. Multiplying all features by their respective
coefficients and adding them to the intercept (1440.9) gives an estimate for the total number
of shares for that article. For example, adding a new link increases the expected number of
shares by approximately 35. If the category of the article is entertainment, it decreases the
expected number of shares by approximately 1133 shares. The day of the week an article
is published on only matters significantly in case that day is Monday, Saturday or Sunday.
On all these days, the expected amount of shares is significantly higher than it would be on
a Tuesday, for which the variable is left out due to multicollinearity. The more words an
article has, the lower the estimated number of shares. However, the number of words in the
title has a positive effect on the estimated number of shares. The closeness of each article to
the most important topics, that were identified using the Latent Dirichlet Algorithm (LDA),
is usually significant. The other features related to Natural Language Processing (NLP) are
mostly not significant in the linear regression model. However, the subjectivity score of the
article is significant, even if α = 0.01. As I discussed in Section 1, being able to interpret
models that estimate the popularity of an article is important, such that an article can be
written in such a way, that the expected popularity is maximised. For this data set, a good
understanding of the factors that cause an article to have a higher number of shares can help
Mashable authors write new articles. Even though, as shown in Figure 4, the random forest
outperforms the linear regression, it cannot be used as easily to investigate how to improve
future articles.

Logistic Regression and Lasso
The coefficients and standard errors for logistic regression can be found in Table 11. Logistic
regression is not as directly interpretable as linear regression. However, the odds ratio (Cox
and Snell, 1970) makes logistic regression more interpretable, as the conditional odds ratio
equals the exponent of the estimated coefficients, eβ. The odds ratio indicates how much the
odds change following an increase in the corresponding explanatory variable while keeping
the other features constant. For example, if the day of the week is Sunday, the odds of
an article being popular are 1.000014 times the odds of an article that is not published on
Sunday being popular. Likewise, if the minimum amount of shares of referenced Mashable
articles goes up by one unit, the odds of an article being popular are 1.0000065 times the
odds of when the minimum amount is not increased. In contrast to the linear regression,
neither the closeness of each article to the most important topics plays a significant role in
logistic regression, nor the other features related to NLP.

Random Forest
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Table 11: Logistic regression estimates
Feature Coefficient (Standard Error) Feature Coefficient (Standard Error)
Rate of unique words 4.35E-06 (1.62E-04) Day of the week: Wednesday -1.31E-05 (1.68E-04)
Rate of unique non-stop words 2.31E-06 (1.50E-04) Day of the week: Thursday -1.10E-05 (1.13E-04)
Number of links 4.35E-04 (2.57E-03) Day of the week: Friday -6.80E-07 (3.31E-05)
Number of Mashable article links 6.15E-05 (5.75E-04) Day of the week: Saturday 2.03E-05 (2.34E-04)
Number of images 1.55E-04 (8.17E-04) Day of the week: Sunday 1.34E-05 (1.67E-04)
Number of videos -6.19E-05 (7.28E-04) Closeness to LDA topic 1 -1.73E-05 (2.06E-04)
Average word length -5.82E-05 (5.39E-04) Closeness to LDA topic 2 -2.06E-05 (2.50E-04)
Number of keywords -1.13E-06 (2.21E-04) Closeness to LDA topic 3 -1.32E-05 (1.45E-04)
Article category: lifestyle 6.03E-07 (1.61E-05) Closeness to LDA topic 4 2.43E-05 (2.93E-04)
Article category: entertainment -4.16E-05 (4.53E-04) Article text subjectivity score (ATSS) -4.53E-07 (8.78E-06)
Article category: business 6.44E-06 (9.82E-05) Article text polarity score (ATPS) 3.35E-06 (3.84E-05)
Article category: social media 1.87E-05 (2.19E-04) Rate of positive words 1.87E-07 (3.60E-06)
Article category: tech 3.85E-05 (4.45E-04) Rate of negative words -5.11E-07 (5.35E-06)

Article category: world -2.90E-05 (3.47E-04) Positive words rate among
non-neutral tokens 1.92E-07 (2.53E-05)

Worst keyword (minimum number
of shares) -1.20E-03 (3.63E-04)*** Average polarity of positive words -3.62E-06 (3.42E-05)

Worst keyword (maximum number
of shares) 7.41E-05 (2.08E-05)*** Minimum polarity of positive words -3.78E-06 (3.81E-05)

Worst keyword (average shares) -5.35E-04 (1.49E-04)*** Maximum polarity of positive words -1.63E-06 (1.64E-05)
Best keyword (minimum number
of shares) -2.05E-07 (2.20E-07) Average polarity of negative words 4.44E-06 (5.00E-05)

Best keyword (maximum number
of shares) -1.26E-06 (7.22E-08) Minimum polarity of negative words 5.91E-06 (7.50E-05)

Best keyword (average shares) -1.63E-06 (1.48E-07) Maximum polarity of negative words 2.28E-06 (2.30E-05)
Average keyword (minimum number
of shares) -5.30E-05 (1.42E-05)*** Title subjectivity 1.34E-06 (8.00E-06)

Average keyword (maximum number
of shares) -9.01E-05 (6.12E-06)*** Title sentiment polarity 8.28E-06 (8.60E-05)

Average keyword (average shares) 6.88E-04 (3.09E-05)*** Absolute difference to 0.5 of ATSS -3.90E-06 (1.87E-05)
Minimum number of shares of
referenced Mashable articles 6.45E-06 (3.40E-06)* Absolute difference to 0.5 of ATPS 2.34E-06 (1.91E-05)

Maximum number of shares of
referenced Mashable articles 2.71E-06 (9.41E-07)*** Number of words in title -2.93E-05 (2.75E-04)

Average shares of
referenced Mashable articles -1.18E-06 (2.70E-06) Number of words in article -3.20E-05 (2.73E-04)

Day of the week: Monday -8.39E-06 (8.43E-05)

Significance: ∗ ∗ ∗ < 0.01, ∗∗ < 0.05, ∗ < 0.1

I have also evaluated a random forest, a machine learning algorithm that Fernandes et al.
(2015) concluded worked best for classification in their analysis. The advantage of random
forests over regular decision trees is that they counteract the problem of overfitting the data
(Hastie et al., 2009). Random forests are often used as black-box models, as they often need
little configuration but make rather accurate predictions.

In situations where the relationship between the dependent variable and the explanatory
variables is nonlinear, or where explanatory variables interact with each other, decision trees
can be a good alternative to linear regression. Interpreting a simple decision tree that is not
very deep is not hard: it can be seen as a collection of rules, that apply in different situations,
for different feature combinations. Random forests are harder to interpret, as they consist
of multiple relatively deep trees. Feature importances can be calculated, but, when using
random forests, interpretability is traded in for higher accuracy. The feature importances
for the ten most important features of the random forest regression are given in Table 12.
The importances are calculated based on the reduction in the Gini criterion, which was used
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to decide how variables should be split. A majority of the most important features are also
significant for the linear regression. The estimated number of shares for an article heavily
depends on how often other articles with the same keywords were shared, and how often other
articles, that are referenced in the article were shared. When it comes to the NLP topics,
the third LDA topic and the average polarity of negative words seem to play an important
role in estimating the number of shares.

Table 12: Feature importances of the random forest regression

Feature Importance
1 Average keyword (average shares) 0.093
2 Average keyword (maximum number of shares) 0.087
3 Average share of referenced Mashable articles 0.072
4 Maximum number of shares of referenced Mashable articles 0.065
5 Minimum number of shares of referenced Mashable articles 0.062
6 Closeness to LDA topic 3 0.045
7 Number of links 0.034
8 Rate of unique words 0.034
9 Average polarity of negative words 0.028
10 Rate of unique non-stop words 0.028

The hyperparameters for the random forest, for both regression and classification, are
given in Table 13. It is not feasible to properly interpret 90 to 140 trees with a depth of up to

Table 13: Random forest hyperparameters
Regression Popular/not popular classification Very popular/not very popular classification

Number of trees 90 110 140
Maximum number of features per tree 8 8 8
Maximum depth 12 15 9
Minimum fraction of samples
required to split an internal node 0.001 0.01 0.005
Minimum fraction of samples
required to be at a leaf node 0.001 0.001 0.005
Use of bootstrapped data False False False

15. Therefore, I discussed other models, which combine econometrics and machine learning,
to improve interpretability while outperforming linear regression when it comes to prediction
accuracy.

Model Tree
I also discuss the interpretation of the (logistic) model tree. A visualisation plot for the
Mashable regression can be found in Figure 2. Like I mentioned in Section 4.1, model trees
are usually smaller but more accurate than regular decision trees. A model tree can be
interpreted as a clustering method that creates four groups in the data and then runs a
linear regression for each of those four groups. Unfortunately, as seen in Table 4, model trees
are not more accurate than linear regression for the out-of-sample fit. However, for other

31



5.3 Interpretability 5 RESULTS

data sets, it is more accurate, as shown in Table 6. This inaccuracy might have to do with
the fact that model trees only take into account the features that were previously split on
for the regression in the leaf nodes, such that the regressions in this case only have a few
features. This was done such that a fair comparison could be drawn between the accuracy
of the linear model and that of the subtree.

Figure 2: Visualisation of Mashable regression model tree

Figure 3: Visualisation of Mashable classification model tree

Figure 3 shows the logistic model tree for the popular/not-popular classification. This is
a very simple tree, that only generates two groups of articles, depending on their closeness
to the first LDA topic. For the Mashable classification, the logistic model tree does slightly
outperform linear regression for the out-of-sample fit, but not lasso. For the other data sets I
evaluated, the logistic model tree did outperform the other models for all evaluation criteria
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except the ROC-AUC score.

Multivariate Adaptive Regression Splines
MARS works differently for regression and classification. For regression, the regression splines
are directly taken into account. For classification, first MARS for regression is run, where
the binary response variable is the dependent variable. Then, the resulting regression splines
are inputs for logistic regression.

Table 14 displays the regression splines for the MARS regression. Table 4 shows that
MARS does not outperform linear regression. In fact, it performs worse than any of the
other models. For the other data sets, however, MARS is one of the best models, if not the
best. For the Mashable data set, the most used feature in the regression splines is Average
share of referenced Mashable articles. Furthermore, the rate of (unique) non-stop words
also appears multiple times. MARS uses far fewer regression splines than linear regression
uses features, such that they can more easily be comprehended at once. For example, the
first regression spline in Table 14 equals h(4466.83 − Average keyword (average shares)).
This regression spline translates to max(4466.83 − Average keyword (average shares)) , 0).
The median of this feature is 2852, such that for more than half the observations, the new
feature is 4466.83 minus the old feature. For the other part of the observations, the new
feature equals 0. The coefficient of this regression spline, −0.96, is negative. Therefore,
the higher the average shares of the average keyword are, the lower the negative effect on
the estimated shares of the Mashable article itself is. If the average number of shares of the
average keyword is higher than 4467, the regression spline has no more effect on the estimated
shares. It becomes more complicated, however, when terms are multiplied by each other, for
example for the second regression spline. The interpretation for this regression spline is as
follows: if the article category is business, and the average number of shares of the average
keyword is higher than 4467, each share over 4467 adds 2298 to the estimated number of
shares. If the article category is not business, or the average number of shares of the average
keyword is lower than 4467, there is no effect on the estimated number of shares. When a
regression spline uses two features that are both not dummy features, it becomes very hard to
give an intuitive interpretation. A way to handle this is only allowing one term per regression
spline, thus avoiding multiplications. This will, however, affect the performance accuracy.

For the Mashable classification, after running MARS, I ended up with 36 regression
splines. For the popular/not popular classification, MARS does outperform linear regres-
sion. However, since logistic regression already requires extra steps to become interpretable,
exchanging the regular features for regression splines makes interpretability even harder. The
model can be interpreted as a regular logistic regression model, but with different features.
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Table 14: MARS regression splines

Regression spline Coefficient
h(4466.83 - Average keyword (average shares)) -0.96
Article category: business * h(Average keyword (average shares) - 4466.83) 2298.48
h(0.34 - Rate of unique words) * h(Average shares of referenced Mashable articles - 407) 26.97
h(Rate of unique non-stop words - 0.37) * h(Average shares of referenced Mashable articles - 407) -1192.81
h(0.368276 - Rate of unique non-stop words) * h(Average share of referenced Mashable articles - 407) 7308.7
h(Closeness to LDA topic 3 - 0.02) * h(Average share of referenced Mashable articles - 407) 0.27
h(Rate of unique non-stop words - 0.39) * h(Average share of referenced Mashable articles - 407) -238.67
h(Rate of unique non-stop words - 0.37) * h(Average share of referenced Mashable articles - 407) 1431.48
h(0.37 - Rate of unique non-stop words) * h(Average share of referenced Mashable articles - 407) -12,900.6
h(0.38 - Rate of unique non-stop words) * h(Average share of referenced Mashable articles - 407) 5567.46
Day of the week: Monday * h(Average keyword (average shares) - 4466.83) 977.74
Average polarity of negative words * h(Average share of referenced Mashable articles - 407) -0.58
h(285 - Average keyword (minimum amount of shares)) 2.73

As I have explained regression splines before, I will not go into more detail.

Partially Linear Model
The partially linear model is a combination of two of the other models included in this anal-
ysis, namely linear regression and a model tree. The partially linear model uses the fact that
not all features affect the dependent variable in a non-linear way, and allows one or two of
them to be modelled using a model tree. As can be seen in Table 4, the partially linear model
does not outperform linear regression for the Mashable data set, but it does outperform the
model tree. This can be explained by the fact that the model tree might overfit the data,
and the (more simple) partially linear model does not. From Table 6, it follows that the
partially linear model outperforms on average both linear regression and model trees for the
other data sets I evaluated. Figure 4 shows the non-parametric part of the partially linear
model, namely the model tree. With a depth of 6, the tree is rather deep. I used grid
search to determine the maximum depth of the tree, resulting in this depth. As this tree
only uses two features, namely Average shares of referenced Mashable articles and Average
keyword (maximum number of shares), interpretation is still not very complicated. Using
these two features, seven different groups of observations are created, of which the smallest
group contains 523 observations, and the biggest 13,716. For the other features in the data
set, I ran a linear regression, the result of which can be found in Table 15. These results have
the same interpretation as for the regular linear regression I discussed. Compared to Table
10, the coefficients and their signs are rather similar. After running the linear regression, all
the coefficients were multiplied by the values of their corresponding features. Afterwards, for
each observation, I added its value according to the model tree in Figure 4. This resulted
in an estimate for the number of shares of each article. This model is rather interpretable,
especially for more shallow regression trees. The model mainly consists of linear regression,
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and only a few non-linear features are computed differently. By using a model tree for these
few features, which divides the observations into different groups and runs separate regres-
sions for each of those groups, even the non-linear features remain very interpretable, and
they give much insight into the underlying structure of the data set.

Figure 4: Visualisation of the non-parametric part of the partially linear model

Attribute Selection Using Decision Trees
The last two models do attribute selection using decision trees. These decision trees are
either different univariate trees, where each split is an extra feature in the linear or logistic
model, or one fully grown tree, where observations get dummies for the leaf node they end up
in, which are then extra features in the linear or logistic model. Table 6 shows that the fully
grown tree performs very well on average for the out-of-sample fit for the extra regression
data sets, even better than the more complicated model tree. Table 9 shows that for the
out-of-sample fit for the extra classification data set, attribute selection using a fully grown
tree even outperforms the other models for some criteria and univariate trees for the other.

Figure 5 gives an example of one of the univariate regression trees that were used in the
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Table 15: Estimates for the linear part of the partially linear model

Feature Coefficient Feature Coefficient
Rate of unique words 29.1 Day of the week: Wednesday 172.3
Rate of unique non-stop words -24.4 Day of the week: Thursday -41.5
Number of links 36.5 Day of the week: Friday -70.0
Number of Mashable article links -52.3 Day of the week: Saturday 654.0
Number of images 13.8 Day of the week: Sunday 227.1
Number of videos 16.4 Closeness to LDA topic 1 -969.9
Average word length -581.2 Closeness to LDA topic 2 -1068.5
Number of keywords -13.0 Closeness to LDA topic 3 -595.4
Article category: lifestyle -1205.3 Closeness to LDA topic 4 -324.1
Article category: entertainment -994.8 Article text subjectivity score (ATSS) 1973.1
Article category: business -665.1 Article text polarity score (ATPS) 625.8
Article category: social media -564.8 Rate of positive words -10,916.5
Article category: tech -481.1 Rate of negative words -252.9
Article category: world -450.3 Positive words rate among non-neutral tokens 44.3
Worst keyword (minimum number of shares) 0.9 Average polarity of positive words -1815.1
Worst keyword (maximum number of shares) 0.1 Minimum polarity of positive words -1741.3
Worst keyword (average shares) -0.2 Maximum polarity of positive words 370.7
Best keyword (minimum number of shares) -0.001 Average polarity of negative words -1330.0
Best keyword (maximum number of shares) -0.001 Minimum polarity of negative words -90.9
Best keyword (average shares) -0.001 Maximum polarity of negative words -633.2
Average keyword (minimum number of shares) -0.3 Title subjectivity -46.7
Average keyword (maximum number of shares) × Title sentiment polarity 198.3
Average keyword (average shares) 1.4 Absolute difference to 0.5 of ATSS 660.1
Minimum number of shares of referenced Mashable articles 0.1 Absolute difference to 0.5 of ATPS 796.8
Maximum number of shares of referenced Mashable articles 0.01 Number of words in title 732.9
Average shares of referenced Mashable articles × Number of words in article -112.1
Day of the week: Monday 489.4

regression model. For the feature Rate of unique words itself, the corresponding coefficient
is −1710. For the dummy variable corresponding to whether Rate of unique words is smaller
than 0.24 or not, it is −8403.43. For example, for the first observation, the rate of unique
words is 0.605. Therefore, the contribution of this feature to the estimated number of shares
for this article is 0.605 · −1710 + 0 · −8403.43, which equals −1034.55. In other words, for
each article, the higher the rate of unique words, the lower the estimated number of shares.
If the rate of unique words is under 0.24, however, the estimated number of shares goes
down with approximately 8403 extra shares. Therefore, holding all the other features equal,
the estimated optimal value for the rate of unique words would be just over 0.24. Adding
dummies for the splits of univariate decision trees to the linear regression allows for some
non-linear modelling. Still, this does not significantly decrease the interpretability of the
model. For logistic regression, the interpretation is similar. I will not go into more detail, as
I already interpreted logistic regression above.

For the fully grown tree, I did not work with multiple univariate trees, but with one deep,
fully grown tree. This tree had a depth of 9 for regression and 10 for classification. This
indicates how deep a regular tree can be compared to a model tree for the same data set.

For linear regression, the tree had 39 leaves, such that I added 39 dummy variables to the
linear regression model. The dummy variable equals 1 for observations that end up in the
leaf the dummy corresponds to. Compared to attribute selection using univariate trees, the
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5.3 Interpretability 5 RESULTS

Figure 5: Visualisation of the univariate tree for Rate of unique words

interpretation of this model is slightly more complicated. Similar to regular linear regression,
each feature has a corresponding coefficient, and these were multiplied with each other to
estimate the number of shares of each article. However, in this case, for each observation an
additional coefficient was added, depending on the leaf of the decision tree it ended up in.
The latter part is hard to interpret. For example, the first observation ended up in the 21st
node of the article. Therefore, approximately 172 shares were added to the expected number
of shares. Again, for logistic regression, the model works similarly, so I will not go into more
detail.

Attribute selection using a fully grown tree often outperforms attribute selection using
univariate trees, as can be seen in Tables 6 and 9. For the regression data sets, this difference
is rather big. For the classification data sets, the differences between the two models are
smaller. In that case, if interpretability would be taken into account, attribute selection
using univariate trees would be the more attractive alternative.
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6 Conclusion

In this thesis, I focused on the interpretability of several models that integrated machine
learning and econometrics in different ways. I did this for both regression and classification
models and used linear/logistic regression, lasso and a random forest as benchmarks. First, I
discussed the predictive performance of these models. I did this using the following research
question:

How does a model that combines econometrics and machine learning perform compared to
purely econometric or purely machine learning models in terms of predictive performance?

Afterwards, I discussed the interpretability of the models, using the second research ques-
tion:

How does a model that combines econometrics and machine learning perform compared
to purely econometric or purely machine learning models in terms of interpretability?

My main data set was the Mashable Online News Popularity data set, a data set concerned
with estimating the number of shares of different articles that were published on the website
Mashable during a period of two years. I analysed both the predictive performance and the
interpretability of the models for this data set. Afterwards, I evaluated eight other data
sets, four for regression and four for classification. I did this such that I could draw stronger
conclusions about the predictive performance of the models, as one data set is not sufficient
to do so.

Aside from my benchmark models, I analysed (logistic) model trees, Multivariate Adaptive
Regression Splines (MARS), partially linear models (PLM), and attribute selection using
decision trees. For the last model, I used univariate trees and fully grown trees.

My main findings for the regression models were as follows: not surprisingly, the random
forest usually performs best on average. MARS outperforms all the other models when it
comes to the MSE and the relative error of its predictions, but also attribute selection using
fully grown trees performs very well; it even outperforms the other models when it comes
to the correlation on average. Also, the partially linear model performs well on average
compared to the other models. When it comes to interpretability, all models have advantages
and disadvantages. Generally, keeping the models simple improves the interpretability, for
example by not allowing multiplication terms for MARS, and not letting a model tree grow
too deep. However, doing so can also affect the predictive performance of those models.

For the classification models, I can conclude the following: the random forest does not
always perform best on average for the four extra data sets I analysed. Attribute selection
using fully grown trees gives higher accuracy and precision, and attribute selection using
univariate trees gives a higher recall. In general, these two models perform very well on
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average for classification. The logistic model tree and MARS generally outperform linear
regression and lasso, but not by much. This raises the question of whether the slight gain
in predictive performance is worth the decline in interpretability. For the interpretability of
the classification models, I draw the same conclusions as for the regression models. MARS
regression splines and attribute selection using either univariate trees or a fully grown tree
add features to logistic regression, which worsens the interpretability. The extend of this
decrease in interpretability depends on various factors such as the amount of added features.
However, in contrast to the random forest, in the end, an interpretation can be given. Again,
keeping the models simple makes giving this interpretation much easier.

Many of the hybrid models I discussed in my thesis can easily be adapted to real-life
situations. A shallow (logistic) model tree can give interesting insights into different groups
of observations within the data and differences of estimation between those groups. Attribute
selection using univariate trees or a fully grown tree performs very well while keeping com-
putation time low and interpretation relatively easy. A major advantage of MARS is that for
certain values, a feature does not have any impact on the estimation of the dependent vari-
able. There are situations and data sets where this would be especially relevant. A partially
linear model is a good fit when some of the features within a data set should be modelled
in a non-linear way. This improves the interpretability of the model, as the other features
are still modelled linearly. All the hybrid models I discussed perform on average better than
linear regression and lasso for the four extra data sets I analysed. So, in any situations where
the predictive performance of linear regression is not good enough but where a random forest
is too abstract, one of the hybrid models could be picked instead.

For future research, the models discussed in my thesis should be tested for a wider range
of applications and more complicated data sets, to solidify the claims I have made about their
performance. Other combinations of econometrics and machine learning could be explored,
such as combining a random forest with (logistic) model trees to decrease the number of
trees in the forest and their depth. Another option would be treating the output of each
tree in a random forest as a dummy variable, and adding this to a logistic regression model,
similar to the attribute selection using a fully grown tree approach. There are also numerous
other options for combining econometrics and machine learning, that do not involve decision
trees. Those models could be improved upon or made more efficient, or new models could
be created.
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Appendix

Appendix 1: Figures

(a) Fish Market (b) Medical Cost Personal Datasets

(c) Bike Sharing Demand (log) (d) Communities and Crime

(e) Titanic (f) Bank Marketing

(g) Adult Income (h) Job Change of Data Scientists

Figure A1: Histograms of the target variables of the extra data sets



Appendix 2: Tables

Table A1: Regression results for the Fish Market data set

Out-of-sample MSE Relative error Correlation
Linear regression 8695 0.029 0.977
Lasso 9479 0.033 0.975
Random forest 3643 0.013 0.989
Model tree 3786 0.016 0.989
MARS 2923 0.012 0.992
PLM 2195 0.008 0.994
Univariate trees 9126 0.029 0.977
Fully grown tree 7263 0.031 0.977
In-sample MSE Relative error Correlation
Linear regression 9253 0.037 0.960
Lasso 9477 0.038 0.959
Random forest 860 0.005 0.997
Model tree 2348 0.011 0.990
MARS 2811 0.014 0.988
PLM 4526 0.017 0.981
Univariate trees 7233 0.028 0.969
Fully grown tree 48 0.000 1.000

Best results are displayed in bold

Table A2: Regression results for the Medical Cost Personal Datasets data set

Out-of-sample MSE Relative error Correlation
Linear regression 36,656,681 0.155 0.841
Lasso 36,511,108 0.154 0.841
Random forest 21,763,150 0.118 0.908
Model tree 21,550,132 0.123 0.909
MARS 22,326,555 0.115 0.906
PLM 24,474,943 0.127 0.896
Univariate trees 36,875,799 0.144 0.840
Fully grown tree 20,753,116 0.118 0.912
In-sample MSE Relative error Correlation
Linear regression 36,445,793 0.119 0.875
Lasso 36,787,225 0.121 0.874
Random forest 17,566,262 0.076 0.942
Model tree 18,684,343 0.084 0.938
MARS 22,992,488 0.094 0.923
PLM 21,836,837 0.088 0.927
Univariate trees 35,219,935 0.110 0.879
Fully grown tree 18,061,250 0.081 0.940

Best results are displayed in bold



Table A3: Regression results for the Bike Sharing Demand data set

Out-of-sample MSE Relative error Correlation
Linear regression 0.453 0.083 0.894
Lasso 0.453 0.083 0.894
Random forest 0.200 0.039 0.955
Model tree 0.433 0.082 0.899
MARS 0.344 0.067 0.921
PLM 0.422 0.083 0.900
Univariate trees 0.450 0.083 0.895
Fully grown tree 0.213 0.042 0.952
In-sample MSE Relative error Correlation
Linear regression 0.440 0.086 0.894
Lasso 0.440 0.086 0.894
Random forest 0.160 0.033 0.963
Model tree 0.414 0.084 0.900
MARS 0.344 0.070 0.918
PLM 0.428 0.085 0.898
Univariate trees 0.437 0.086 0.895
Fully grown tree 0.177 0.035 0.959

Best results are displayed in bold

Table A4: Regression results for the Communities and Crime data set

Out-of-sample MSE Relative error Correlation
Linear regression 0.019 0.175 0.812
Lasso 0.019 0.175 0.812
Random forest 0.017 0.168 0.831
Model tree 0.023 0.211 0.782
MARS 0.019 0.179 0.810
PLM 0.020 0.180 0.811
Univariate trees 0.020 0.169 0.807
Fully grown tree 0.020 0.179 0.807
In-sample MSE Relative error Correlation
Linear regression 0.016 0.147 0.840
Lasso 0.018 0.182 0.813
Random forest 0.006 0.065 0.947
Model tree 0.013 0.118 0.872
MARS 0.018 0.170 0.820
PLM 0.016 0.149 0.841
Univariate trees 0.014 0.124 0.863
Fully grown tree 0.015 0.140 0.850

Best results are displayed in bold



Table A5: Significance of the differences in MSE for the Fish Market data set

LR Lasso Random forest Model tree MARS PLM Univariate trees Fully grown tree
LR - 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
Lasso 0.000 - 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
Random forest 0.000 0.000 - 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
Model tree 0.000 0.000 0.000 - 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
MARS 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 - 0.000 0.000 0.000
PLM 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 - 0.000 0.000
Univariate 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 - 0.000
Fully grown 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 -

Table A6: Significance of the differences in MSE for the Medical Cost Personal Datasets
data set

LR Lasso Random forest Model tree MARS PLM Univariate trees Fully grown tree
LR - 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
Lasso 0.000 - 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
Random forest 0.000 0.000 - 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
Model tree 0.000 0.000 0.000 - 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
MARS 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 - 0.000 0.000 0.000
PLM 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 - 0.000 0.000
Univariate 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 - 0.000
Fully grown 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 -

Table A7: Significance of the differences in MSE for the Bike Sharing Demand data set

LR Lasso Random forest Model tree MARS PLM Univariate trees Fully grown tree
LR - 0.480 0.000 0.061 0.000 0.010 0.386 0.000
Lasso 0.480 - 0.000 0.068 0.000 0.011 0.405 0.000
Random forest 0.000 0.000 - 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.069
Model tree 0.061 0.068 0.000 - 0.000 0.215 0.105 0.000
MARS 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 - 0.000 0.000 0.000
PLM 0.010 0.011 0.000 0.215 0.000 - 0.020 0.000
Univariate 0.386 0.405 0.000 0.105 0.000 0.020 - 0.000
Fully grown 0.000 0.000 0.069 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 -

Table A8: Significance of the differences in MSE for the Communities and Crime data set

LR Lasso Random forest Model tree MARS PLM Univariate trees Fully grown tree
LR - 0.494 0.459 0.435 0.500 0.498 0.492 0.490
Lasso 0.494 - 0.465 0.429 0.494 0.492 0.486 0.484
Random forest 0.459 0.465 - 0.394 0.459 0.457 0.450 0.449
Model tree 0.435 0.429 0.394 - 0.434 0.436 0.443 0.444
MARS 0.500 0.494 0.459 0.434 - 0.498 0.491 0.490
PLM 0.498 0.492 0.457 0.436 0.498 - 0.493 0.492
Univariate 0.492 0.486 0.450 0.443 0.491 0.493 - 0.499
Fully grown 0.490 0.484 0.449 0.444 0.490 0.492 0.499 -



Table A9: Classification results for the Titanic data set

Out-of-sample ROC-AUC Accuracy Precision Recall F1
Linear regression 0.868 0.805 0.761 0.778 0.769
Lasso 0.868 0.805 0.755 0.789 0.772
Random forest 0.867 0.809 0.788 0.744 0.766
Logistic model tree 0.861 0.819 0.793 0.767 0.780
MARS 0.873 0.791 0.785 0.689 0.734
Univariate trees 0.861 0.800 0.758 0.767 0.762
Fully grown tree 0.874 0.819 0.807 0.744 0.775
In-sample ROC-AUC Accuracy Precision Recall F1
Linear regression 0.857 0.792 0.731 0.760 0.745
Lasso 0.858 0.792 0.731 0.760 0.745
Random forest 0.923 0.854 0.832 0.795 0.813
Logistic model tree 0.883 0.834 0.806 0.770 0.788
MARS 0.890 0.836 0.811 0.770 0.790
Univariate trees 0.872 0.808 0.739 0.805 0.770
Fully grown tree 0.891 0.834 0.794 0.790 0.792

Best results are displayed in bold

Table A10: Classification results for the Bank Marketing data set

Out-of-sample ROC-AUC Accuracy Precision Recall F1
Linear regression 0.898 0.832 0.393 0.819 0.531
Lasso 0.903 0.832 0.393 0.819 0.531
Random forest 0.913 0.853 0.424 0.746 0.541
Logistic model tree 0.898 0.832 0.393 0.819 0.531
MARS 0.895 0.830 0.387 0.803 0.523
Univariate trees 0.904 0.829 0.390 0.829 0.530
Fully grown tree 0.903 0.816 0.372 0.848 0.517
In-sample ROC-AUC Accuracy Precision Recall F1
Linear regression 0.922 0.857 0.440 0.852 0.580
Lasso 0.921 0.858 0.441 0.845 0.580
Random forest 0.971 0.903 0.549 0.933 0.692
Logistic model tree 0.922 0.857 0.440 0.852 0.580
MARS 0.917 0.856 0.438 0.837 0.575
Univariate trees 0.927 0.857 0.440 0.863 0.583
Fully grown tree 0.936 0.852 0.435 0.906 0.588

Best results are displayed in bold



Table A11: Classification results for the Adult Income data set

Out-of-sample ROC-AUC Accuracy Precision Recall F1
Linear regression 0.898 0.801 0.582 0.839 0.688
Lasso 0.903 0.799 0.577 0.859 0.690
Random forest 0.912 0.807 0.585 0.893 0.707
Logistic model tree 0.898 0.801 0.582 0.839 0.688
MARS 0.909 0.822 0.615 0.856 0.715
Univariate trees 0.904 0.809 0.596 0.833 0.695
Fully grown tree 0.901 0.842 0.723 0.636 0.677
In-sample ROC-AUC Accuracy Precision Recall F1
Linear regression 0.909 0.811 0.583 0.848 0.691
Lasso 0.903 0.800 0.564 0.860 0.681
Random forest 0.937 0.816 0.583 0.921 0.714
Logistic model tree 0.909 0.811 0.583 0.848 0.691
MARS 0.907 0.814 0.587 0.841 0.692
Univariate trees 0.917 0.817 0.590 0.859 0.700
Fully grown tree 0.925 0.866 0.766 0.665 0.712

Best results are displayed in bold

Table A12: Classification results for the Job Change of Data Scientists data set

Out-of-sample ROC-AUC Accuracy Precision Recall F1
Linear regression 0.764 0.714 0.448 0.731 0.555
Lasso 0.764 0.714 0.447 0.731 0.555
Random forest 0.782 0.752 0.494 0.758 0.598
Logistic model tree 0.770 0.722 0.457 0.743 0.566
MARS 0.768 0.707 0.442 0.773 0.563
Univariate trees 0.776 0.739 0.478 0.746 0.583
Fully grown tree 0.780 0.753 0.496 0.753 0.598
In-sample ROC-AUC Accuracy Precision Recall F1
Linear regression 0.787 0.735 0.483 0.748 0.587
Lasso 0.787 0.735 0.483 0.748 0.587
Random forest 0.833 0.770 0.530 0.785 0.632
Logistic model tree 0.794 0.739 0.488 0.758 0.594
MARS 0.790 0.720 0.467 0.785 0.586
Univariate trees 0.800 0.759 0.514 0.750 0.610
Fully grown tree 0.814 0.769 0.529 0.765 0.625

Best results are displayed in bold
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