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1 Machine Unlearning
Problem Statement. Since the introduction of GDPR and other legislation, users now have a right to be forgotten.
Allowing for this right is a notoriously difficult problem in general, but even more so in the context of machine learning,
as what models learn is currently not fully understood and/or the model may have memorized a user’s data-point. To
tackle this problem, this paper introduces an efficient method for frameworks to unlearn data-points.

Threat Model. There is no exact threat model addressed in this paper, but the solution given is trying to prevent
some adversary from gaining information about a user who wants to have their data forgotten in accordance with
appropriate law.

Methodology. This paper introduces SISA: Sharded, Isolated, Sliced, and Aggregated Training. Figure 1 shows a
visualized overview of the proposed system. The data is sharded, in that it is divided up into S shards, denoted by
Di, which train S independent models, Mi. These shards are additionally sliced, so that the model can incrementally
learn on additional slices. The insight here is that if a user’s data is removed, the model can start again training again
at weights of the slice directly before the the once containing the data to remove. Finally, when evaluating, each model
makes a prediction, and the the results are aggregated into a final output, similar to an ensemble.

Each of the sharding, slicing, and aggregation techniques can be adapted to and tuned to suit the user’s needs. The
benefits of this approach are that it is generalizable, intuitive, provable, and audit-able. The downsides of the approach
are that each isolated model is trained on separate, smaller datasets, so they might disagree and/or be weaker models
than if there was a single model trained on all the available data.

For evaluation, the paper presents two baselines: 1. “batch K unlearning requests and retrain the entire model after
every K unlearning requests. This is the same to the naive baseline of retraining the entire dataset (without the points
to be unlearned) from scratch, in a batch setting”, and 2. “train on a 1 S fraction of the data and only retrain when the
point to be unlearned falls into this set.”

Figure 2 shows the paper’s results and their conclusions for testing the accuracy and retraining time of the SISA
approach against their two baselines. Figure 3 shows the accuracy of the models for different levels of sharding
over the number of epochs. The paper claims, and the graphs show, that when the number of epochs is low, more
sharding leads to less accuracy, but as the number of epochs go up, the accuracies of the different levels of sharding
tend to converge to similar levels. Figure 4 shows that on more complex datasets, SISA performs worse than the K
baseline, but better than the 1/S baseline in terms of top-1 accuracy. Finally, they examine the effects of SISA on
transfer learning accuracy (Figure 5) and propose optimizations on the approach for when the model maker knows
some distribution of the users who might wish to be forgotten (Figure 6).

Discussion. In class, we first discussed how GDPR (and likely other new legislation) is actually really well enforced
and taken seriously, so the motivations for this paper are strong. Second, someone asked how long model deployers
have to comply with the right to be forgotten, as to understand the timeline that the model deployer could batch
requests. We found out it was 30 (or in some case 60) days. Next, we questioned why they didn’t use a model
aggregation approach like in federated learning, since SISA trades off accuracy due to it being an ensemble. We
concluded that the federated learning approach of aggregating models instead of data might not work because you
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Figure 1: Graphical overview of SISA presented in the paper.

Figure 2: Figure 4 from the paper showing results of accuracy and retraining time against the two baselines.
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Figure 3: Results from the paper comparing the number of shards to the accuracy over epochs.

Figure 4: Comparison of top-1 accuracy on more complex datasets vs baselines.

might need many, many iterations to get similar accuracy to the ensemble model. After this, we commented on how
the 1/S baseline is pretty unrealistic and that this observations weakens their results. However, as the first paper into
this space, we noted that they didn’t have a standard baseline to evaluate against, so this was a reasonable first step. We
also note they only test up to 20 shards, which is not a ton, and even then their accuracy is pretty low except for when
comparing to the questionable 1/S baseline. Finally, in regard to their presentation, we didn’t like their 3D graphs,
as they were much more difficult to read than a few more corresponding 2D graphs. Overall, we thought the paper
presented a good idea that warrants more research into this space.

2 Brockschmidt et al. Analyzing Information Leakage of Updates to Natu-
ral Language Models.

Problem Statement. Most of the data science pipelines involves continuous re-training and update of the model that
used in the production. This retraining could be a result of a new available data, removal of some data or re-finetuning.
This paper focus capabilities of an attacker which performs a differential analysis in the language model context.
Authors defined differential score and differential rank metrics; evaluated different datasets and models using these
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Figure 5: Analysis of SISA’s effect on transfer learning accuracy.

metrics; discussed its privacy implications and suggested mitigation strategies.

Sources of re-training 1) Data Update, re-training when new data is available.2) Data Deletion, when a user
requested data deletion (becomes more frequent due to new regulatory laws).3)Data Specialization, model finetuned
on big language models like BERT. .

Adversarial Capabilities and Goals. Informally, adversary has black-box query access to two models. These two
models are related, one of them is a newer version of the other due to a re-training source discussed in previous section.
Adversary’s goal is to infer/leak information about the training data which is only used in one of the model’s training
but not used in the other one by performing a differential analysis. Formally, adversary has access to languages
models MD and MD′ trained on D and D′ respectively, where D′ differ from D due to source of re-training in
previous section. Adversary’s goal to infer/leak information on D′ \D.

Contributions First study on privacy implications of releasing snapshots of language models.

1. By comparing two snapshots of the language model, adversary can leak information about the dataset even if
the change is very small.

2. Comparing snapshots leaks more information than single snapshot.

3. Adding or removing additional non-sensitive data between two releases don’t work as a mitigation strategy.

4. Differential privacy works as a mitigation strategy but computation cost and accuracy degradation is high.
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Figure 6: Proposed algorithm and evaluation of optimization when the model-maker knows some distribution of users
more likely to ask for their data to be unlearned.
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5. Restriction on model access and limited prediction results are other promising mitigation strategies with lower
cost.

Background: Generative Language Models Generative Language Models estimate probability of a token sequence
by calculating product of the per token conditional probabilities given the prefix before the token, Figure 7 defines it
formally.

Figure 7: Language Model Likelihood Estimation for a token sequence

Datasets & Models Used

1. Penn Treebank, 900k tokens, 10k vocabulary, two layer LSTM.

2. Reddit comments, 20m tokens,10k vocabulary, a RNN model and BERT.

3. Wikitext-103, 103m tokens, 20k vocabulary, two layer LSTM.

Differential Score and Rank Metrics defined in the Figure 8 and approximated using the algorithm at Figure 9.

Results on Canaries In Figure 10 Table 1, differential score in the white cells are almost always near to 5 and large
values and values in the gray are close to 0 ans smaller values compared to DR=0, which is expected from the Bean
Search Algorithm. In short, Figure 10 shows that beam search estimates as expected. Similarly, in Figure 10, Table 2,
white cells are high and close to 5 as expected and gray cells are close to 0 so beam search algorithm estimates well.

Results on Real Word Data In Figure 11, Table 3, They can extract newly added data. Since top results are all
related to hockey original training was on the politics data.

Mitigation

1. Differential Privacy, model accuracy significantly drops and computational overhead is high.

2. Two-Stage Continued Training

3. Truncating Outputs, only return top k tokens from the updated model, reduces leakage.

Class Discussion.

1. First study on releasing snapshots of language models.

2. Defines two metrics for measuring information leakage.

3. Analysis show that there is a substantial risk.

4. Adversary does not need have an auxilary datasets to perform the attack.

5. Metrics are model agnostic.

6. Definition of token is not clear, assuming word level.
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Figure 8: Differential Score and Rank Definitions

Figure 9: Beam Search Algorithm Used to Estimate Differential Rank

7. Hyperparameter tuning for the beam width is hard.

8. They used conversations on two different topics, this could unintentionally make models to memorize more than
usual.
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Figure 10: Differential Score Canary

Figure 11: Real Dataset

8


