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Abstract—Domain adaptation (DA) aims to eliminate the
difference between the distribution of labeled source domain
on which a classifier is trained and that of unlabeled or partly
labeled target domain to which the classifier is to be applied.
Compared with the semi-supervised domain adaptation where
some labeled data from target domain is utilized to help train
the classifier, the unsupervised domain adaptation where no
labels can be seen from the target domain is without doubt
more challenging. Most published approaches suffer from high
complexity of designment or implementation. In this paper, we
propose a simple method for unsupervised domain adaptation
which minimizes domain shift by projecting each instance from
source and target domains into a common feature space using a
linear kernel function. Our method is extremely simple without
hyper-parameters (it can be implemented in two lines of Matlab
code) but still outperforms the state-of-the-art domain adaptation
approaches on standard benchmark datasets.

I. INTRODUCTION

Traditional machine learning algorithms perform well only
when the training dataset and testing dataset share the same
distribution. However, this assumption can be challenged in
real world where the distribution of training data always differs
from that of testing data (see Fig. 1). Or when the labels of
instances in one domain are invisible or limited and we want to
train a machine learning model (e.g. a classifier) on sufficient
labeled data at hand but from a different domain, there will
exist the distribution difference. Numerous articles[1], [2],
[3] have proven that the test error of supervised methods
generally increases in proportion to the difference between
the distributions of training and testing samples. Addressing
domain shift is undoubtedly critical for successfully applying
machine learning methods in real world applications.

Many approaches have been developed to take care of do-
main shift, known as domain adaptation (DA) algorithms. But
most of them assume that some labeled examples in the target
domain are provided to learn the proper adapted model. Daumé
III [4] proposes a supervised domain adaptation approach
notable for its extreme simplicity: it merely augments the
features by copying the original feature, then trains a classifier
on the new features from both domains. The method is “frus-
tratingly easy” yet still effective. However, it cannot handle the
scenario where the target domain is unlabeled, which requires
more challenging unsupervised domain adaptation approaches.
While the published unsupervised domain adaptation methods
suffer from either complicated designment or unbearable time
complexity. The most recent “frustratingly easy” unsupervised
domain adaptation is the Correlation Alignment (CORAL) [5].
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Fig. 1. Example for domain shift. The bags from domain 1 do not have
any background while those from domain 2 have complex background. The
classifier trained on one domain will suffer from performance degradation
when it is tested on the other domain

It minimizes the difference between distributions of source and
target features by aligning the second-order statistics, namely,
the covariance. But a hyper-parameter is required to guarantee
the stability of the algorithm.

In this paper, we propose a simple unsupervised domain
adaptation method inspired by feature augmentation strategy
[4]. Instead of directly copying the features, we first augment
the data matrix by mixing all instances from source and target
domains then use a linear kernel function to get the new
representation of each instance. That is to say, we take the
similarities between instance xi and all instances from mixed
domain (source + target) as the projected feature of xi. Our
method is simple and efficient as the only computation is
matrix multiplication or linear transformation. The source code
of our method can be publicly available1. Furthermore, the
proposed strategy has the potential to be extended to multi-
source domain adaptation scenarios.

The remaining of this paper is organized as follows. Section
II reviews notable domain adaptation solutions. Our proposed
unsupervised domain adaptation method is introduced in Sec-
tion III and experimental results are presented in Section IV.
We finish with conclusion in Section V.

1https://github.com/XifengGuo/Easy DA code.git



II. RELATED WORK

A variety of domain adaptation approaches have been
proposed in the literature, categorized into supervised, semi-
supervised and unsupervised domain adaptation.

Supervised domain adaptation techniques use the labeled
source data and labeled target data to minimize domain shift.
Note that unlabeled target data still may exist but remain
unused. Pan et al. [6] propose a new dimensionality reduction
method called maximum mean discrepancy embedding (M-
MDE) for domain adaptation,aiming to learn a shared latent
space where distance between distributions can be reduced
with the data variance preserved. The work in [1] investigates
domain adaptation by metric learning techniques, which learn
a transformation that minimizes the effect of domain induced
changes. The feature augmented method [4] is notable for
extremely simplicity. Given an instance x, it defines the
augmented feature x̃ = (x;x;0) for instance in source domain
and x̃ = (x;0;x) for instance in target domain. Then a
classifier can be trained on the augmented features.

Semi-supervised domain adaptation methods assume that
some labels are available in target domain and unlabeled target
data is also explored to assist the adaptation. Duan et al. [7]
utilize the unlabeled target data to more precisely measure
the data distribution mismatch between the source and target
domains based on the maximum mean discrepancy. Method in
[8] develops a subspace co-regularized method for multilingual
text classification problem. It minimizes the training error on
the labeled data in each language meanwhile penalizes the
distance between the subspaces of the two languages of both
labeled and unlabeled documents.

While unsupervised domain adaptation approaches do not
use the labels but the structure of target samples to eliminate
domain shift. The re-weighting techniques [9], [10] for unsu-
pervised domain adaptation aim to minimize the distribution
difference by giving each instance from source domain a
weight. Recent state-of-the-art unsupervised approaches [11],
[12], [13], [14] choose to project the source and target distribu-
tions into a lower-dimensional manifold, and finding a trans-
formation that brings the subspaces closer together. Geodesic
method [11] finds a path along the subspace manifold and
at last finds a closed form linear map that projects source
points to target. Subspace alignment method [12] computes
the linear map that minimizes the Frobenius norm of the
difference between the subspaces (e.g. obtained by PCA) of
source and target domains. However, these approaches only
align the bases of the subspaces, not the distribution of the
projected data and require expensive computation for subspace
projection and hyper-parameter selection. Most recently, Sun
et al. [5] propose a simple unsupervised adaptation by aligning
the covariances of source and target domains but still require
a hyper-parameter to ensure the stability.

Our work belongs to the most challenging unsupervised
domain adaptation. It linearly projects the instances from
source and target domains to a shared feature space. The
proposed method is free of hyper-parameter and easy to

implement.

III. PROPOSED APPROACH FOR UNSUPERVISED DOMAIN
ADAPTATION

We present an extraordinarily simple unsupervised domain
adaptation method which projects source and target data into
a shared common feature space using a linear kernel function.
Then a SVM classifier is trained on the new representation
of source data and tested on projected target data. Especially,
when a linear kernel SVM classifier is applied we can derive
a simple but graceful kernel.

A. Notation and formulation

In this paper, the sample x will be represented by a row vec-
tor. Focusing on multi-class classification task, we denote the
source data by DS = {xi}m1 , x ∈ Rd with labels YS = {yi}m1 ,
y ∈ {1, 2, . . . , L}, and target data by DT = {uj}n1 , u ∈ Rd,
where x and u are d dimensional feature representations. To
be convenient, the augmented domain containing all data from
source and target domain is denoted by DS ∪DT .

Inspired by augmented feature technique [4], we extract
information from both domains to represent each instance. To
be specific, we let the similarities between instance xi and all
instances in DS ∪DT be the new feature representation of xi,
denoted by x̂i = (x̂i1, x̂i2, . . . , x̂i(m+n)), i.e.

x̂ij = sim(xi, zj), zj ∈ DS ∪DT . (1)

The new source data projected into the common feature space
is denoted by XS = {x̂i}m1 , x̂ ∈ Rm+n. Analogously, the
new target data is XT = {ûj}n1 , û ∈ Rm+n. Then a SVM
classifier can be trained on XS and applied to XT . Notice that
the dimensionality of projected feature has changed from d to
m+n. If m+n ≫ d, the time complexity to train the classifier
can be unbearable. We can deal with this problem with a kernel
SVM model which will described in next subsection.

B. Algorithm

It seems that the similarity measure in Eq. (1) is critical
to our domain adaptation method. Even though the choice
can be Euclidean distance, Mahalanobis distance, linear kernel
function, Gaussian kernel function or any other similarity
metric, the resulting performance has no much difference. To
be simplified, the linear kernel function K(a,b) = ab⊤ is
utilized to measure the similarity between instances a and b.
So Eq. (1) is replaced by

x̂ij = xiz
⊤
j , zj ∈ DS ∪DT . (2)

And the projected source and target data are

XS = DS · (DS ∪DT )
⊤,

XT = DT · (DS ∪DT )
⊤.

(3)

Until now, our domain adaptation task has been fulfilled,
as presented in Algorithm 1. The following procedure should
be training and testing classifier on XS and XT respectively.
However, the projected data may encounter high dimension-
ality problem because the number of samples in source and



target domain, m+n, can be very large. We propose to use a
linear kernel SVM trained on XS to overcome this problem.
Then the kernel matrix of XS is

XSX
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⊤)⊤
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[
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(4)

When test on XT , the kernel matrix is

XTX
⊤
S = DT

(
D⊤

SDS +D⊤
T DT

)
D⊤

S . (5)

Let A = D⊤
SDS+D⊤

T DT , then A is apparently positive semi-
definite matrix and is of size d×d. In this way, we can bypass
XS and XT and directly feed DSAD⊤

S into a SVM training
model (e.g. libsvm with kernel type t = 4). There is no doubt
that the testing results of these two strategies are consistent,
but the efficiency of the latter overwhelms the former when
m+ n ≫ d.

Algorithm 1: Easy unsupervised domain adaptation.

Input: Source domain DS ;
Target domain DT .

Output: Projected source data XS ;
Projected target data XT .

1 XS = DS · (DS ∪DT )
⊤;

2 XT = DT · (DS ∪DT )
⊤;

C. Relation to existing methods

As discussed in last subsection, we can establish a positive
semi-definite matrix A to imply the linear transformation for
original instance. Deploy eigenvalue decomposition on A to
get A = UΛU⊤ = (UΛ

1
2 )(UΛ

1
2 )⊤ where U is formed by

eigenvectors and Λ by corresponding eigenvalues of A. So
our kernel function is

K(xi,xj) = xiAx⊤
j

= (xiUΛ
1
2 )(xjUΛ

1
2 )⊤

= ⟨Φ(xi),Φ(xj)⟩ .
(6)

And thus the feature mapping function is Φ(x) = x · (UΛ
1
2 )

which means that the common feature space is reached by a
linear projection for each instance from original domains.

The Subspace Alignment (SA) method [12] actually al-
so aims to find a transformation matrix Asa then trains a
SVM with DSAsaD

⊤
S just like what we do. However, their

Asa = (P1:kP
⊤
1:k)(Q1:kQ

⊤
1:k), where P1:k and Q1:k are the

first k principal components of source data DS and target
data DT respectively, requires selecting the dimensionality k
of the subspace.

Similarly, the Geodesic Flow Kernel (GFK) method [11]
ends up with a transformation Ag studied, although it is de-
rived from analyzing lots of manifold subspaces. This method
succeeds to calculate Ag in a closed form but still suffers

from the inconvenience of determining the dimensionality of
subspaces.

The Correlation Alignment (CORAL) approach [5] is no-
table for simplicity and effectiveness. It accomplishes domain
adaptation task by aligning the covariances of source and target
domains. The corresponding transformation matrix is

Ac = (cov(DS) + δI)
− 1

2 (cov(DT ) + δI)
− 1

2 ,

where a parameter δ needs to be determined. Furthermore,
when DS and DT are normalized to zero-mean, our trans-
formation A = d(cov(DS) + cov(DT )) where d is the
dimensionality of the sample in DS or DT . We can notice that
both CORAL method and ours explore the fusion information
of covariances of source and target domains. But apparently
our method is more simple and efficient.

IV. EXPERIMENTS

We evaluate our method on object recognition task using
standard benchmarks and protocols [1], [11], [12], [5]. In all
experiments we assume the target domain is unlabeled.

A. Datasets

We use the standard Office [1] and extended Office-
Caltech10 [11] datasets as benchmarks. The Office dataset
consists of images from Webcam (denoted by W), DSLR
images (denoted by D) and Amazon images (denoted by A).
The Caltech10 images are denoted by C. So the Office-
Caltech10 dataset contains totally 4 domains, each of which
contains 10 categories of office objects (back pack, bike,
calculator, headphones, keyboard, laptop computer, monitor,
mouse, mug and projector). Therefore 12 domain adaptation
problems can be conducted. We denote a domain adaptation
problem by the notation S → T , namely, A→C (train a
classifier on Amazon and test on Caltech10), C→W, W→A,
and so on. We use the image representations provided by [11]
for Office-Caltech10 dataset (SURF features encoded with a
visual dictionary of 800 words).

B. Experimental setup

We compare the proposed domain adaptation approach
with three recent published domain adaptation methods (GFK
[11], SA [12] and CORAL [5]) and no adaptation (NA)
baseline. GFK (Geodesic Flow Kernel) and SA (Subspace
Alignment) are manifold based methods that project the source
and target distributions into a lower-dimensional manifold.
The GFK method uses the kernel trick to integrate over an
infinite number of subspaces along the subspace manifold.
SA aligns the source and target subspaces by minimizing the
Frobenius norm of their difference. The CORAL (Correlation
Alignment) eliminates the distribution difference by aligning
the covariances of source and target domains. The baseline
NA directly employs the classifier trained on original source
domain to test the target domain.

We use the standard random-sampling protocol and fully-
transductive protocol as in [11], [12], [5] to evaluate the perfor-
mances of domain adaptation methods. The random-sampling



TABLE I
ACCURACIES OF ALL 12 DOMAIN SHIFTS ON THE OFFICE-CALTECH10 DATASET UNDER RANDOM-SAMPLING PROTOCOL

A→ C A→ D A→ W C→ A C→ D C→ W D→ A D→ C D→ W W→ A W→ C W→ D AVG
NA 35.7 34.5 25.4 42.9 39.2 31.6 35.4 31.3 71.7 32.3 25.6 78.4 40.3

SA [12] 40.0 38.3 40.0 47.3 39.4 40.4 35.8 34.7 67.6 36.8 32.0 66.5 43.2
GFK [11] 40.4 39.6 38.4 48.6 42.5 40.8 39.0 33.4 72.7 34.5 31.3 74.9 44.7

CORAL [5] 40.1 36.4 38.0 47.1 37.7 39.4 37.5 33.7 80.5 37.9 34.3 84.5 45.6
Ours 40.5 38.0 39.7 48.0 43.1 41.8 39.1 34.9 80.8 36.9 32.9 84.6 46.7

TABLE II
ACCURACIES OF ALL 12 DOMAIN SHIFTS ON THE OFFICE-CALTECH10 DATASET UNDER FULLY-TRANSDUCTIVE PROTOCOL

A→ C A→ D A→ W C→ A C→ D C→ W D→ A D→ C D→ W W→ A W→ C W→ D AVG
NA 41.7 44.6 31.9 53.1 47.8 41.7 26.2 26.4 52.5 27.6 21.2 78.3 41.1

SA [12] 42.0 40.8 41.4 51.1 44.6 39.0 38.1 34.2 70.8 36.2 31.2 71.3 45.1
GFK [11] 43.9 41.4 41.4 55.2 42.7 42.0 40.3 35.3 74.2 34.3 28.9 79.6 46.6

CORAL [5] 45.1 39.5 44.4 52.1 45.9 46.4 37.7 33.8 84.7 36.0 33.7 86.6 48.8
Ours 45.0 38.2 41.0 56.2 47.8 48.8 40.4 36.5 83.4 36.8 32.1 87.3 49.5

protocol randomly selects 20 images for each category to form
the training set when the source domain is A, C or W, and 8
images for source domain D. Then the training set adapted by
domain adaptation approaches is used to train a SVM (libsvm)
classifier and then all instances in target domain are tested
by the trained classifier. For each domain adaptation problem
we repeat the experiment 20 times and report the average
classification accuracy. The fully-transductive protocol trains
and tests the classifier on all instances of source domain and
that of target domain.

C. Results

The experimental results of domain adaptation methods on
the Office-Caltech10 dataset using random-sampling protocol
are shown in Table I. The results of methods GFK [11], SA
[12] and CORAL [5] are reported using the codes provided
by the corresponding authors rather than directly using the
results in their papers. Our approach outperforms the others on
7 domain adaptation problems as well as in terms of average
accuracy. Note that our method is free of hyper-parameters and
thus much more efficient. The results conducted under fully-
transductive protocol, as shown in Table II, also demonstrate
the effectiveness of our method. By comparing Table II and I,
we can say that the performance difference between NA and
other methods is smaller as more source data is used. This
may be because when more training data is used, the intra-
class difference is getting larger and the classifier needs to
focus more on the “essence” of an object. This is also reflected
on the observation that the NA method achieves the highest
accuracy on domain adaptation problems A→D and C→D in
Table II.

V. CONCLUSION

In this paper, we proposed an extremely easy domain
adaptation method. It projects all instances in source and target
domains into a common feature space by using a linear kernel
function. The domain shift is eliminated by fusing the covari-
ances of source and target domains. While neither complex
procedure nor hyper-parameter is needed, our approach can be
implemented easily. Despite of the simplicity, our approach is

also effective, which is demonstrated by extensive experiments
on standard benchmarks. The future work is to extend our
method to multi-source domain adaptation.
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