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Abstract - We present the TreeSOM method and a set of tools to perform unsupervised SOM cluster
analysis, determine cluster confidence and visualize the result as a tree facilitating comparison with
existing hierarchical classifiers. We also introduce a distance measure for cluster trees that allows to
select a SOM with the most confident clusters.
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1 Introduction

Problems of ordering high-dimensional data in a small number of dimensions are frequently encoun-
tered. Such data are often noisy or incomplete, so that classical clustering methods such as linkage
or multidimensional scaling, cannot be used. Kohonen self-organizing map (SOM) [1] can be used
as a clustering method that addresses these issues. It is capable of mapping high-dimensional data
onto a low-dimensional grid, placing similar data elements close together, forming clusters. However,
different map initializations and input order of data elements, may result in different clusterings [2],
as is illustrated in figure 1. Ideally, a large number of SOMs with varying random seed needs to be
created, their clusterings analyzed, and only those clusters occurring in a majority of cases should be
chosen.
In this paper we experiment with TreeSOM — an unsupervised method for cluster analysis and confi-
dence testing for SOMs [3]. When used for clustering, SOM can be represented as a tree [4] allowing
for easy comparisons with the outcomes of hierarchical classifiers widely used in various domains.
Moreover, a tree representation allows to solve the problem of cluster confidence testing taking advan-
tage of consensus tree building methods, developed and implemented independently of SOM (e.g.,
[5] which we use in this paper; other methods often produce similar results). A consensus tree rep-
resents an “average” of a set of trees with frequencies of occurrence of its branches compared to the
set of all trees representing reliable clusters as subtrees. TreeSOM makes one further step in selecting
one of the SOMs as the best representative of the consensus. Such combination of a consensus tree
providing a cluster hierarchy, and a cluster map revealing spatial ordering of clusters, allows to view
the clustering from different perspectives leading to reliable conclusions.
The rest of the paper is organized as follows. In section 2 we briefly outline the TreeSOM algorithm
and describe the visualization methods. In section 3 we present a case study applying TreeSOM
onto three example data sets. And finally, in section 4 we draw some general conclusions on SOM
clustering tendencies.
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(a) (b) (c)

Figure 1: Examples of SOMs trained with identical parameters but different random initializations
(abalone data set, see case study in section 3 for details and algorithm parameters). The SOMs reveal
five sharply separated clusters on each map. The inset at left shows the details of this visualization.
On maps (a) and (b) the clusters can be ordered linearly, but on map (c) it is no longer possible since
the central cluster is adjacent to every other cluster on the map

2 SOM Clustering and Confidence Testing

Cluster Discovery When self-organizing maps are used for clustering, finding clusters on the SOM
becomes a crucial task. Several fairly complex approaches have been developed, e.g., [4], [6]. The
SOM representation in figure 1 is similar to the popular umat visualization [7]. Here the nodes are
shown as large white boxes surrounded by edges shaded to indicate their lengths, with white standing
for zero length, and black for the largest distance between any two adjacent nodes on the map. Using
this representation, we can define a cluster as a group of nodes surrounded by an uninterrupted border
of a given shade or darker representing distances equal to or greater than a given distance threshold.
Thus, each node within a cluster must be connected to at least one other node within the same cluster
with an edge that is shorter than the distance threshold. To determine the distribution of training
data over the SOM clusters, each data item is assigned to the node that is most similar to it. Then,
two data elements belong to the same cluster either if they are assigned to the same node, or if the
corresponding nodes belong to the same cluster.

SOM as a Tree The SOM cluster analysis yields a series of nested clusterings that allows to rep-
resent cluster development as a tree. At each threshold in the clusterings series one or more clusters
is split into several subclusters that is represented as a node in the tree. Thus, the sum of all branch
lengths on the path from the root to the last node is the same for each path, and equals the difference
between the maximal and the minimal threshold values: 4t = tmax − tmin. The tips show the in-
dividual elements found in the corresponding clusters. Figure 2 shows a traditional hierarchical tree
(a) and an alternative space-efficient “unrooted” or circular tree (b) representing the same hierarchy,
popular in, e.g., bioinformatics. Each subtree is drawn within a sector proportional to the number of
its leaves. The tree may be further “fanned out” for clarity. This representation is particularly benefi-
cial for displaying “flat” hierarchies. Since in clustering analysis the emphasis lies upon the relations
between the clusters rather than on an exact hierarchy, the root may be omitted.

Clustering Confidence Cluster trees of a large number of SOMs can be used with consensus tree
methods to determine confident clusters represented as subtrees of a consensus tree. Confidence of
each cluster is shown on the branch leading to the corresponding node with dash lengths, where a
solid line (dashes of full length) stands for full confidence. Branch lengths in a consensus tree are not
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(a) a hierachical representation (b) a space-efficient circular representation

Figure 2: SOM as a tree (abalone data set, see case study in section 3 for details). Individual data
elements are shown at tree tips. (a) A traditional hierarchical tree representation. (b) An alternative
“unrooted” or circular tree representation. The root is found in the middle of the longest branch

related to clustering thresholds but reflect the distances between the corresponding nodes (clusters)
and their siblings (nodes with the same parent): assume set A is split into B1, . . . , Bn, then the
branch ABj has length |ABj | = 1

n−1

∑

i6=j |BiBj |. The distance between two sets P and Q equals
the average distance between each element from P and from Q.

The Most Representative SOM Cluster confidence analysis leads to a final tree converting a spatial
ordering of clusters inherent to a SOM, into a hierarchy. Although it is desirable in many cases, in
many other cases it is not, as it lacks the information on proximity of clusters to one another. To solve
this problem, TreeSOM uses a distance measure for cluster trees allowing to select an individual tree,
and hence a SOM, as the best representative of the consensus by comparing nodes of the two trees.
Together with a consensus tree, it provides full information on SOM clustering.

3 Case Study

In this paper we illustrate the TreeSOM method on three test cases: distribution of abalone age groups
(the abalone data set), distribution of protein localization sites in yeast (the yeast data set), and study
of voting behavior of different countries during the yearly EuroVision Song Contests (the song contest
data set). The former two data sets were obtained from the public database of the UCI Machine
Learning Repository [8], and the latter one was kindly gathered and provided by Tim Cocx and is
available from the authors upon request. These data sets were selected because of the difference in
size, cardinality and attribute ranges (see table 1). In all cases Euclidean distance measure was used
to train two SOM series (large and small maps) of 100 SOMs each.
All the SOMs were trained in two phases using Gaussian neighborhood and linear decrease of learning
rate and radius. Phase-specific parameters were: (1) starting learning rate 0.2, starting radius 9, and a
small iteration count (the actual iteration counts depend on the data set size and are listed within each
test case); (2) starting learning rate 0.02, starting radius 3, and a large iteration count. The consensus
tree algorithm [5] was used in PHYLIP [9] implementation. All the figures were generated by the
TreeSOM software. Color versions and additional figures are available as supplementary material.
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data set size cardinality attribute ranges contents
abalone 4177 8 1: 0, 1, 2

2-8: (0,2.9)
predicting the age of abalone from physi-
cal measurements [10]

yeast 1484 8 [0,1] predicting localization site of protein in
yeast from various characteristics [11]

song contest 38 38 [0,1] discovering voting similarities among the
countries (see below)

Here size is the number of vectors in the data set and cardinality is the number of attributes in each
vector.
The song contest data reflects voting behavior of each country with respect to other countries over
47 years of the EuroVision Song Contest history (1957-2003). Each value vij represents the mean
voting percentage of country i with respect to country j: vij =

pij

nj
/
∑

k
pkj

nj
where pij is the total

number of points that country i awarded to country j, and nj is the number of times that country
j participated in the Contest.

Table 1: Data sets used in the case study

(a) 70x59 SOM cluster consensus tree; the maps
are shown in figure 1

(b) 12x9 SOM cluster consensus tree

Figure 3: SOM cluster maps and consensus trees of the abalone data set

3.1 The Abalone Age Case

The SOM series used for this data set measure 70x59 and 12x9 units. The two phases counted 50,000
and 300,000 iterations respectively.
The consensus cluster tree of the large SOM (figure 3a) only shows three major clusters with fairly
poor confidence as is evident from the short dashes used to draw the branches. In fact, confidence
of the upper branch is far below 50% as dash length only constitutes a fraction of each dash period.
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On the other hand, the cluster consensus tree of the small SOM (figure 3b) reveals a fully confident
clustering. In fact, as is illustrated in figure 3b, all the SOMs converged to the same map producing
identical cluster trees, a highly unusual but evidently not impossible situation. The map no longer
shows five clusters as in figure 1, but just three, and the cluster tree reveals further cluster subdivision.
Comparing these two SOM series, we can conclude that where a smaller SOM produces a confident
clustering, a larger SOM presents several possible spatial arrangements of the training set, offering
alternative data clusterings. Since SOM is a topology-preserving mapping, the various clusterings
must be supported by some aspects of the data. Thus, a smaller SOM may be used to determine the
most likely clusters, and a larger SOM to discover other possible relationships in the data.

3.2 The Case of Protein Localization in Yeast

The SOM series used for this data set measure 37x28 and 12x9 units. The two phases counted 10,000
and 200,000 iterations respectively.
The consensus tree of the large SOM (figure 4a) shows no large clusters, but many small ones with
low confidence. However, the small SOM yields a consensus tree with clear clusters (figure 4b).
Cluster maps and trees in figure 4c-d illustrate this result. The large maps in figure 4c do not show
any clusters besides two small ones containing a mix of yeast localization sites. However, all maps
contain areas predominantly “populated” by the data with the same localization site, even though
they do not form strict clusters (see supplementary material). Cluster trees in this figure are drawn
with uniform branch lengths emphasizing tree structure. They show three main clusters with very
few subtrees indicating a “flat” hierarchy. However, these clusters appear to have different data such
that their consensus fails to preserve them. It is also evident in large distances found between each
individual SOM and the consensus, ranging between 0.85 and 0.9. The small SOMs in figure 4d
also fail to show clusters, but their cluster trees reveal much more nested hierarchies, covering a wide
range of distances to the consensus — from 0.09 to 0.987.
This test case allows to draw the same conclusions as for the abalone case, that smaller SOMs result
in better defined and more confident clusters, whereas larger SOMs offer alternative views at data
relationships.

3.3 The EuroVision Song Contest Case

The SOM series used for this data set measure 12x9 and 4x3∗ units. The two phases counted 10,000
and 200,000 iterations respectively.
As shown in figure 5, the SOM cluster consensus trees are very similar to each other. In this case,
just like in the previous test cases, the smaller SOM yields better defined clusters. Figure 6 shows the
best and worst representative SOMs and their cluster trees in both series. They cover a comparable
range of distances to the consensus, but the small SOMs show a much higher cluster separation than
the large ones. Indeed, their maps also feature more very dark borders.

4 Conclusions

In this paper we demonstrated the use of TreeSOM on three data sets of different size and contents
revealing that smaller SOMs tend to yield better defined and more confident clusters, whereas larger

∗Starting radii from the standardized parameter set are too large for this particular SOM, therefore smaller radii were
used: 3 and 2 respectively.
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(a) 37x28 SOM cluster consensus tree

0.2

(b) 12x9 SOM cluster consensus tree

best 0.85 worst 0.9
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(d) 12x9 SOM cluster maps and trees

Figure 4: SOM cluster maps and trees of the yeast data set. All tree branches are drawn with the same
length revealing tree structure

SOMs show relationships supported by only some aspects of the data. We do not believe that this
effect should be dismissed as overlearning, since the data vector cardinality in the first two examples
is significantly smaller than the number of data vectors. Such analysis enables the user not only to
isolate confident clusters, but also to estimate cluster variability and explore other, possibly weaker
supported relationships in the data that may be of relevance to the problem at hand.

Tools and supplementary material are available from:
http://web.inter.nl.net/users/Elena.Samsonova/resources.shtml#TreeSOM.
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(a) 12x9 SOM cluster consensus tree
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(b) 4x3 SOM cluster consensus tree

Figure 5: SOM cluster consensus trees of the song contest data set
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Figure 6: Cluster maps and trees of the song contest data set
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