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Abstract

Machine learning applications have become ubiquitous in a variety of domains. Powering each of
these ML applications are one or more machine learning models that are used to make key decisions or
compute key quantities. The life-cycle of an ML model starts with data processing, going on to feature
engineering, model experimentation, deployment, and maintenance. We call the process of tracking a
model across all phases of its life-cycle as model management. In this paper, we discuss the current
need for model management and describe MODELDB, the first open-source model management system
developed at MIT. We also discuss the changing landscape and growing challenges and opportunities in
managing models.

1 Introduction

Machine learning (ML) has become ubiquitous in a variety of applications including voice assistants, self-driving
cars, and recommendation systems. Each ML-based application employs one or more machine learning models
that are used to make key decisions or compute key quantities such as recognizing spoken words, detecting a
pedestrian on the road, and identifying the best products for customers. Models are to ML-based applications
what databases are to stateful web-applications; they are crucial for the correct functioning of these applications.
Consequently, just as database management systems (or DBMSs) are used to manage state in applications, we
find the need for systems to manage models in ML applications, i.e., model management systems.

To understand the requirements of a model management system, we begin with a brief overview of the life-
cycle of a machine learning model. We divide the ML life-cycle into five phases, namely: (1) Data Preparation
- Obtaining the training and test data to develop a model; (2) Feature Engineering - Identifying or creating the
appropriate descriptors from the input data (i.e., features) to be used by the model; (3) Model Training and
Experimentation - Experimenting with different models on the training and test data and choosing the best; (4)
Deployment - Deploying the chosen model in a live system; and (5) Maintenance - Monitoring the live model
performance, updating the model as needed, and eventually retiring the model. While we describe these phases
as occurring in a linear sequence, the empirical nature of building an ML model causes multiple phases to be
revisited frequently. We define a model management system as one that follows a model throughout the five
phases of its life-cycle and captures relevant metadata at each step to enable model tracking, reproducibility,
collaboration, and governance.
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For instance, since the key requirement during the Experimentation phase is to enable the data scientists
to choose the best model, metadata captured in this phase includes items such as performance metrics for the
model, hyperparameter values used during training, etc. In contrast, for a model in the Deployment phase,
metadata might include the version of the model, where it is deployed, and how to query it. Although one can
imagine a model management system that directly stores models and supports prediction serving operations, the
heterogeneity in models, as well as their hardware and software requirements make such a solution sub-optimal.
Therefore, we take the view that model management systems are best suited to store metadata about models
throughout their life-cycle. Thus, we define a model management system as a system that tracks metadata
about models through the five phases of their life-cycle.

Given the rapid proliferation of machine learning applications, systems have been proposed in academia
as well as industry to address different aspects of the model management problem. In this paper, we focus on
MODELDB, the first open-source system we developed at MIT for model management. Other academic systems
that seek to address similar problems include the ModelHub system [18] (to explore deep learning architectures
and efficiently store network weights), ProvDB [19] (to manage metadata collected via collaborative data sci-
ence), Ground [14] (to provide a common framework for tracking data origin and use via generic abstractions),
and the work on model selection management systems by Kumar et. al. [15].

An example of a commercial model management system is the SAS Model Manager which tracks models
built and deployed within the SAS platform [24]. Today, most proprietary ML platforms such as the Michelan-
gelo platform at Uber [11] and FBLearner at Facebook [6] include a model management or model repository
component. Similarly, vast majority of data science teams end up re-building a model management system to
suit their needs. In [25], Sculley et. al. elegantly present the challenges with building and productionizing ML
at Google and highlight the need to manage “pipeline jungles” and model configurations.

Model management systems are also closely related to workflow and experiment management systems such
as Kepler [16], Taverna workbench [29], Galaxy [27], VisTrails [1, 3, 2] as well as recently introduced workflow
engines tailored for data processing such as Apache Airflow [11] and Luigi [26]. While workflow systems can
address some of the model management needs during the first three phases of the model life-cycle, these systems
require extensions for ML-specific abstractions.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. In Section 2, we describe the motivation behind model man-
agement systems; in Section 3, we describe the challenges faced in building model management systems; and
in Section 4, we describe the MODELDB system developed at MIT. We conclude the paper in Section 5 with a
discussion of how we see model management evolving in the future.

2 Why Model Management?

To understand the need for model management, we studied modeling workflows across companies and research
labs ranging from large internet companies to small start-ups building ML-based applications. Across the differ-
ent phases of the model life-cycle, the need for model management was apparent in three key areas: managing
modeling experiments, enabling reproducibility, supporting sharing of models, and model governance.

The first and primary area where the need for model management is evident is during the Experimentation
phase of the model life-cycle. The empirical nature of ML model development means that data scientists and ML
developers experiment with hundreds of models before identifying one that meets some acceptance criteria. This
is particularly true when data scientists perform hyperparameter optimization on models. Data about previously
built models is necessary to inform the next set of models and experiments, and to identify the best model
produced so far. Consequently, tracking these experiments is of paramount importance. The absence of an
experiment tracking system leads to models and experiments being lost and valuable time and resources being
spent in reproducing model results. For example, one ML developer at a large tech company related how she
had spent over a week merely re-running a modeling experiment another employee had previously conducted
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since the experimental setup and results were not recorded.
The second area that requires model management is enabling model reproducibility. A key use case for

reproducibility deals with the situation where the new version of a deployed model performs poorly compared
to the previous one and must be reverted to the older version. If the previous model version is not available,
re-creating it requires precise information about what data was used, how it was processed, libraries and versions
used, and details of how the model was trained (including random seeds). A similar need becomes evident when
a model has to be updated with new data or when a discrepancy is detected in an offline and live model.

The third area that requires model management is supporting model sharing. As data science teams increase
in size, multiple data scientists want to collaborate on the same model or build on top of each others’ work. In
such cases, the lack of a centralized repository of models along with the right access control patterns hampers
sharing of information about models and experiments. Finally, for software developers who wish to use existing
ML models, the absence of a central repository makes it challenging to discover and integrate models into
products and business processes.

The last area where we find a growing need for model management relates to model governance. For
many regulated industries, (e.g., banking and healthcare), government regulations require that any model used
to make automated decisions be documented and available for audit. Furthermore, government legislation now
being implemented (e.g., the GDPR regulations in the European Union [21]) requires that companies be able
to explain any decisions made without human intervention. These trends highlight the need for a centralized
system that manages and explains models.

3 Challenges in Model Management

As defined above, model management covers the entire life-cycle of models starting with Data Processing, Fea-
ture Engineering, Experimentation, Deployment, and Maintenance. The hallmark of machine learning model
development is the heterogenity in environments and frameworks used at every phase of the ML life-cycle. As
a result, the primary challenge for model management is to consistently capture metadata across many environ-
ments at each phase of the modeling life-cycle. We illustrate this challenge with a few examples.

During the Data Processing or Feature Engineering phases, our goal is to track the transformations applied to
data so that they may be accurately reproduced later. Since these tasks may be done in very different languages
and data processing environments (e.g., Spark, Teradata, HBase), we must ensure that data transformations can
be accurately recorded across a wide range of data processing environments. Moreover, even within a single
environment, we must ensure high coverage for all the ways in which a specific data transformation may be
applied — a significant challenge unless this functionality has been built into the system from the ground-up.

Similarly, during the Experimentation phase, there is a large diversity in machine learning frameworks and
libraries in different programming languages that a data scientist may use (e.g., scikit-learn, Tensorflow, PyTorch
in Python; ML libraries in R; H2O framework in Java). Each library has a unique way of defining models (e.g.,
graphs in Tensorflow vs. plain objects in scikit-learn) and their associated attributes. Consequently, one repre-
sentation is often inadequate to capture models built across all frameworks. This diversity in machine learning
frameworks during Experimentation also translates to diversity in deployment methods during the Deployment
phase. For example, while TF-serving is a popular means to serve Tensorflow models, a Flask-based deployment
method is most popular for scikit-learn models.

Lastly, once a model is deployed, i.e. during the Maintenance phase, while some properties are common to
all models (e.g., latency of predictions, number of requests), many properties are application dependent (e.g., ac-
curacy of model for new users on an e-commerce site) and might require input from disparate systems outside of
the ML environment (e.g., prediction storage or logging systems). Thus we see that addressing the heterogeneity
at every phase of the modeling life-cycle is the key challenge for model management.

While the above challenges arise from the diversity of environments for ML, two overarching requirements
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Figure 1: Model Versioning comments by Kaggle competitor

emerge from the data scientists’ perspective as well. First, data scientists want a model management solution that
minimizes developer intervention and requires minimal changes to the current developer workflow. For example,
many data scientists are resistant to choosing a new ML environment or significantly changing their modeling
workflow to account for model management. And second, data scientists want a vendor and framework-neutral
model management system so that they are not tied into one particular provider or framework and can choose
the best solutions for the particular modeling task.

To summarize, in order to build a model management system, we must address the problem of support-
ing a variety of ML environments, imposing common abstractions across diverse environments, and capturing
sufficient metadata while requiring minimal changes from data scientists. In the next section, we describe
MODELDB, an open-source model management system developed at MIT that takes the first steps in tackling
the challenges identified above and focuses particularly on the Experimentation phase of the model life-cycle.

4 MODELDB

Building an ML model for real-world applications is an iterative process. Data scientists and ML developers
experiment with tens to hundreds of models before identifying one that meets some acceptance criteria on model
performance. For example, top competitors in the Kaggle competition to predict Zillow Home prices [5] made
more than 250 submissions (and therefore built at least as many models), while those in the Toxic Comment
classification competition [4] made over 400 submissions. As an example of actual experimentation performed
during model building, Figure 1 reproduces code comments by an expert Kaggle competitor (ranked in top 500)
written in order to track models built for the Zillow Price Prediction Challenge. As we can see from this listing,
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Figure 2: ModelDB Architecture

a data scientist typically tests a large number of model versions before identifying the best one. Moreover,
although data scientists (and data science teams) build many tens to hundreds of models when developing an
ML application, they currently have no way to keep track of all the models they have built. Consequently,
insights are lost, models cannot be reproduced or shared, and model governance becomes challenging.

To address these problems, we developed a system at MIT called MODELDB [28]. MODELDB is the first
open-source machine learning model management system and currently focuses on tracking models during the
Experimentation phase. MODELDB automatically tracks models as they are built, records provenance informa-
tion for each step in the pipeline used to generate the model, stores this data in a standard format, and makes it
available for querying via an API and a visual interface.

4.1 Architecture

Figure 2 shows the high-level architecture of our system. MODELDB consists of three key components: client
libraries for different machine learning environments, a backend that stores model data, and a web-based vi-
sualization interface. Client libraries are responsible for automatically extracting models and pipelines from
code and passing them to the MODELDB backend. The MODELDB backend exposes a thrift1 interface to al-
low clients in different languages to communicate with the MODELDB backend. MODELDB client libraries
are currently available for scikit-learn and spark.ml, along with a Light Python API that can be used in any
Python-based machine learning environment. This means that ML developers can continue to build models and
perform experimentation in these environments while the native libraries passively capture model metadata. The
backend can use a variety of storage systems to store the model metadata. The third component of MODELDB,
the visual interface, provides an easy-to-navigate layer on top of the backend storage system that permits visual
exploration and analyses of model metadata.

4.2 Client Libraries

Many existing workflow management programs (e.g. VisTrails [3]) require that the user create a workflow in
advance, usually by means of a GUI. However, the data scientists we interviewed overwhelmingly concurred
that GUIs restricted their flexibility in defining modeling pipelines and iterating over them. Moreover, we found
that data scientists were resistant to significant changes in their modeling workflows. Therefore, our primary
design constraint while creating the MODELDB client libraries was to minimize any changes the data scientist
would need to make both to code and the existing modeling process. To meet this constraint, we chose to make

1https://thrift.apache.org/
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Figure 3: Projects Summary View

model logging accessible directly through code (as opposed to a GUI) and to build logging libraries for different
ML environment. The spark.ml and scikit-learn libraries are architected such that data scientists can use these
environments for analysis exactly as they normally would and the library transparently and automatically logs
the relevant data to the backend.

4.3 Frontend

MODELDB captures a large amount of metadata about models. To support easy access to this data, MODELDB
provides a visual interface. We provide three key views for exploring the data stored in MODELDB. A user starts
with the projects summary page (Fig. 3) that provides a high level overview of all the projects in the system.
The user can then click on a particular project to see the models for that project. We present models via two key
views. The first view presents model summaries through two visualizations (Fig. 4): a summary visualization
showing the evolution of model metrics over time as well as a custom visualization builder for model meta-
analyses. The second is a tabular view of models in a particular project (Fig. 5) along with interactions such as
filtering, sorting, grouping, and search. From any of the above interfaces, the ML developer can drill-down into
a single model to visualize the model pipeline that was automatically inferred by the client library.

4.4 MODELDB Adoption and Future Work

We officially released MODELDB as an open-source model management system in Feb. 2017 and since then
there has been a large amount of interest and adoption of MODELDB. Over the last year, our GitHub reposi-
tory [12] has garnered > 500 stars, has been cloned over a thousand times, and has been forked >100 times.
MODELDB has been tested at multiple small and large companies and has been deployed in financial insti-
tutions. MODELDB has also served as inspiration for other model management systems such as [20]. The
rapid adoption of MODELDB indicates a strong need for model management, and our current work focuses on
expanding MODELDB to support other phases of the ML life-cycle.

5 Evolution of Model Management Systems

As machine learning models proliferate into every business process and product, we posit that the task of man-
aging the life-cycle of models will become as key as managing the life-cycle of code. Just as version control
systems such as SVN and Git made source code development and collaboration robust and rapid, we envision
that model management systems will serve a similar purpose in the future. We imagine model management sys-
tems to become the system of record for all models and model-related information. Current model management
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Figure 4: Model Summary Visualization and Custom Visualization Builder

Figure 5: Tabular Models View
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systems have focused on tracking models in a limited fashion; consequently, to support diverse ML applications,
we expect model management systems to evolve in the following directions.

Model Data Pipelines. For many machine learning applications, the ultimate performance of the machine
learning model depends on the features or data attributes used by the model. As a result, when a model is
to be reproduced, it requires accurate records of the data and transformations used to produce features. We
expect model management systems to evolve to accurately record data versions (train and test) as well data
transformations that are used to generate features. This metadata may come from a separate data processing
or workflow system as opposed to being generated by the model management system, however, the model
management system would track all the metadata required to create the model end-to-end.

Model Interoperability. One of the key challenges in model management described before is the diversity in
ML models and frameworks. While some frameworks support rapid development, others might be more suitable
for deployment in production settings. Given the rapid proliferation of ML frameworks, we expect model
management systems to support, if not provide, a level of interoperability between different ML environments
and frameworks (e.g., PMML [9] and ONNX [14] provide a good start). This will enable data scientists to pick
and choose the best framework for each phase of the model life-cycle without being tied to a single framework.

Model Testing. As more decisions and business logic get delegated to machine learning models, the impor-
tance of testing models (similar to code testing) will increase and will become a key part of managing the model
life-cycle. For instance, defining unit tests for models and their input data will become commonplace. Similarly,
we expect integration tests with models to become more prevalent as predictions from one model get used as
input for other models. Finally, we note that as adversarial attacks on models increase, testing of models and
edge cases will become key, requiring the development of new techniques to prevent adversarial attacks (e.g.,
[10, 9]).

Model Monitoring. While model testing takes place before a model is deployed, model monitoring takes
place once the model is deployed in a live system. Model monitoring today is largely limited to monitoring
system-level metrics such as the number of prediction requests, latency, and compute usage. However, we are
already seeing the need for data-level monitoring of models (e.g., as noted in [25]) to ensure that the offline
and live data fed to a model is similar. We expect model management systems to encompass model monitoring
modules to ensure continued model health, triggering alerts and actions as appropriate.

Model Interpretability and Fairness. As models are used for automated decision making in regulated
industries and increasingly used by non-technical users, explaining the results of models will become a key
aspect of the management of deployed models (as evidenced by the rich research on interpretability [17, 6, 23]).
We view a model management system as the system of record for all models and, therefore, the logical gateway
for model interpretability and understanding. In the future, we therefore expect model management systems to
expose interpretability functionality for every recorded model.

6 Conclusion

ML models are becoming ubiquitous is a variety of domains. This proliferation of ML brings to the forefront
the need for systems that are responsible for managing models across their entire life-cycle starting with data
preparation to model retirement. In this paper, we discussed the motivation for model management systems as
well as challenges associated with consistently tracking models throughout their life-cycle. We described MOD-
ELDB, the first open-source model management system developed at MIT. Finally, we described the evolving
opportunities in model management.
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