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Abstract

Meta-learning has enabled learning statistical
models that can be quickly adapted to new
prediction tasks. Motivated by use-cases in
personalized federated learning, we study the
often overlooked aspect of the modern meta-
learning algorithms—their data efficiency. To
shed more light on which methods are more
efficient, we use techniques from algorithmic
stability to derive bounds on the transfer risk
that have important practical implications,
indicating how much supervision is needed
and how it must be allocated for each method
to attain the desired level of generalization.
Further, we introduce a new simple framework
for evaluating meta-learning methods under
a limit on the available supervision, conduct
an empirical study of MAML, Reptile, and
ProtoNets, and demonstrate the differences
in the behavior of these methods on few-shot
and federated learning benchmarks. Finally,
we propose active meta-learning, which incor-
porates active data selection into learning-to-
learn, leading to better performance of all
methods in the limited supervision regime.

1 Introduction

One of the emerging applications of meta-learning [1, 2,
3] is the problem of personalization in federated learning
settings [4, 5, 6]. Multiple recent works have explored
the parallels between personalizing models to different
users in a federated context and adapting models to
different tasks in a multitask context [7, 8, 9, 10]. While
the initial results from these efforts are promising, there
are still many open questions when it comes to applying
meta-learning to personalization in federated settings.
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In this work, we aim to understand which of the modern
meta-learning algorithms, and under which conditions,
are best suited for personalization.

It is tempting to extrapolate the performance of meta-
learning methods on standard few-shot learning bench-
marks [11, 12, 13] to the federated learning setting.
Unfortunately, the training and evaluation routines
used for benchmarking violate some of the modeling
assumptions of federated learning and potentially other
real-world scenarios. Specifically, the current practice
is to train meta-learning methods on a large number
of programmatically constructed supervised few-shot
tasks sampled from an underlying labeled meta-dataset
and then evaluate them on a small set of test tasks [14].
This approach implicitly assumes a full control over
and an unrestricted access to the training data, allows
to train on combinatorially many tasks that reuse the
underlying labeled data and, as a result, ignores the
associated labeling costs. In personalization, however,
when tasks correspond to different users and labels cor-
respond to user-specific preferences, ratings, etc., the
data is private and cannot be reused across multiple
tasks and labeling user data can be quite costly, which
makes existing evaluation practices often ill-suited.

For a learning-to-learn method to work well in federated
settings, it must be data efficient and able to generalize
to new tasks under a limit on the available supervision.
Our work is motivated by the current lack of basic
understanding of generalization properties of modern
meta-learning algorithms. To this end, we analyze
theoretically two major families of modern algorithms—
gradient-based (MAML [15] and Reptile [16]) and
metric-based (ProtoNets [17])—and characterize how
the number of training tasks and the number of labeled
data points per task affect performance of each method.

To validate our theory and understand data efficiency
of different methods in practice, we further introduce
an alternative evaluation framework for meta-learning,
where we measure performance as a function of the
supervision budget or the total amount of labeled data
across training tasks. Despite the conceptual simplicity,
our framework allows to compare meta-learning algo-
rithms under more realistic assumptions and reveals in-
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teresting and practically relevant tradeoffs. Finally, to
improve data efficiency a step further, we introduce ac-
tive meta-learning—a method-agnostic approach that
extends meta-learning with active data selection at
training time and yields improved empirical perfor-
mance on the benchmarks under limited supervision.
Contributions.

1. We characterize data-efficiency of modern meta-
learning methods theoretically using techniques
from algorithmic stability [18, 19, 20] and provide
generalization bounds that indicate how much
supervision is needed and how it must be allocated
for each method to attain the desired performance.

2. We analyze MAML, Reptile, and ProtoNets
experimentally both on the standard Omniglot
and mini-ImageNet meta-datasets as well as on
federated learning benchmarks [21]. Our results
support predictions of the stability theory, reveal
the relative differences between the methods in the
limited supervision regime, and provide insights
into how to best allocate the available supervision.

3. Finally, we benchmark meta-learning methods
with and without active data selection at training
time and demonstrate improved performance of
active meta-learning under limited supervision.

2 Related Work

Meta-learning theory. Our analysis builds on the
classical notion of algorithmic stability of Bousquet and
Elisseeff [18] and extends the bounds of Maurer [19]
to modern gradient-based and metric-based methods.
Recent theoretical work on meta-learning has largely
focused on gradient-based methods in online settings
[8, 22, 23, 24, 25], providing sharper bounds but under
stronger assumptions on smoothness and convexity
than those required by our stability theory. Several
other works have studied convergence properties of
gradient-based meta-learning from the optimization
standpoint rather than generalization [e.g., 26, 27].
To the best of our knowledge, none of the previous
work provides sufficient insight into the data efficiency
aspects of modern meta-learning algorithms.
Federated learning. While the classical problem of
federated learning involves estimation of a single, global
model from heterogeneous data [28], many recent works
have pointed out the growing importance of tailoring
models to each individual user [4, 10]. Gradient-based
meta-learning has been explored empirically [7, 9] and
analyzed theoretically [29] as a natural choice for this
problem. However, personalization in federated settings
is still in a fairly nascent state [5] and our work aims
to make a step toward better understanding of meta-
learning in this new context.

Active learning. Combinations of active and few-
shot learning have been explored in prior work in multi-
ple settings: Woodward and Finn [30] analyzed active-
learning in a streaming setting. Boney and Ilin [31]
showed that active learning can improve performance
at test time on new tasks, but did not consider active
learning at meta-training time. The works of Bachman
et al. [32] and Ravi and Larochelle [33] most closely
resemble our setup, but neither approach was evalu-
ated in the limited supervision regime or considered
the problem of personalization in federated learning.

3 Background

We start by introducing the preliminaries necessary to
state our theoretical results as well as overview the key
elements of modern meta-learning algorithms.1

3.1 Meta-learning Formulation

Meta-learning operates in a multi-task setting, where
the goal is to design a meta-algorithm A that can pro-
cess data from multiple tasks {T1, T2, . . .} and output a
learning algorithm A. Given a task Ti, the latter must
be able to produce an accurate model for that task. In
the context of federate learning (FL), tasks correspond
to users and are represented by their personal datasets.

A meta-algorithm is data-efficient if a small number of
training tasks (with only few data points per task) is
sufficient for it to produce a good learning algorithm.
Assuming that all tasks originate from a common un-
derlying distribution, T ⇠ P, we are interested in meta-
generalization of A, i.e., how many training tasks and
how much data per task is necessary to ensure a certain
level of performance on future tasks sampled from P.

In this paper, we focus on few-shot classification [12],
where a learning task Ti is defined by a small i.i.d.
sample of size m (called the support set [34]) that con-
sists of (x, y)-pairs, Si := {(xj , yj)}mj=1 ⇠ Dm

i , where
Di ⇠ P. Formally, meta-learning can be formulated as
a search problem over some family of algorithms A:

min
A2A

{R (A,P) := ED⇠P [ES⇠Dm [R(A(S),D)]]} , (1)

whereR (f,D) := E(x,y)⇠D [` (f(x), y)] . (2)

The objective R(A,P) given in Eq. 1 is called the
transfer risk [35] and is defined as the expected error
encountered by models fi(·) := A(Si) produced by the
learning algorithm A on new tasks Ti sampled from
P. Transfer risk characterizes how well an algorithm A
meta-generalizes over a task distribution P.

1
We assume that the reader is generally familiar with

gradient-based and metric-based meta-learning [15, 16, 17].

Our overview is mainly focused on establishing the notation.
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The algorithms from family A are typically designed to
be able to learn from the limited support data. Meta-
learning methods vary in how they define A, which
may consist of iterative optimization procedures [13,
15, 16], approximate inference [36, 37, 38, 39], or nearest
neighbor approaches [12, 17], among many other hybrid
methods proposed in recent years [e.g., 40, 41, 42]. The
methods also differ in terms of the objective functions
they optimize to minimize the transfer risk Eq. 1, as
the latter cannot be computed or optimized directly.

Notation. Throughout the paper, we denote data
samples with S (or Q), learning algorithms with A,
models that these algorithms produce after processing
data samples with f(·) or A(S)(·); subscripts next to
A indicate the variables that parametrize algorithms.
Similarly, meta-samples (i.e., sets of data samples for
multiple tasks) and meta-algorithms (i.e., procedures
that return algorithms) are denoted with S and A,
respectively. The number of training tasks is denoted
by n and the number of data points per task by m.

3.2 Generalization in Meta-learning

The formulation of meta-learning given in Eq. 1 was
originally introduced by Baxter [35], who derived the
first bounds on the excess transfer risk (i.e., meta-
generalization error bounds). For meta-algorithms A
that produce learning algorithms A by optimizing a
loss L, we can define meta-generalization as follows.

Definition 1 (Meta-generalization Error Bound)

Let A be a meta-algorithm which, given a meta-sample
S := {S1, . . . , Sn} from n tasks, outputs an algorithm,
A(S) := argminA2A L(A, S). A two-argument function
B(�, S) is called a meta-generalization error bound
for A if for any task distribution P and � 2 (0, 1], the
following inequality holds with probability at least 1� �:

R(A(S),P)� L(A(S), S)  B(�, S) (3)

Maurer [19] developed a general technique for obtaining
such bounds B(�, S) using algorithmic stability [18]. In
Section 4, we will specialize Maurer’s bounds to modern
meta-learning algorithms.

3.3 Modern Meta-learning Algorithms

In this paper, we study three popular meta-learning
methods that represent two broad categories: gradient-
based (MAML [15] and Reptile [16]) and metric-based
(ProtoNets [17]). We have selected these methods as
many recent algorithmic developments in meta-learning,
few-shot learning, and their applications are variations
of those three [e.g., 28, 43, 44, 40, 42, 7]. However,
conclusions of our study are broadly applicable to the
majority of modern meta-learning.

Gradient-based meta-learning defines the family
of algorithms A as iterative optimization procedures:
A(S) := argmin✓2⇥ L(f✓;S). MAML and Reptile
are gradient-based methods that approximately solve
this minimization problem using an inner loop of T
(stochastic) gradient steps with a learning rate ↵ start-
ing from a common initialization ✓0 shared across tasks:

A✓0(S) := f✓T , where ✓t+1 := ✓t � ↵r✓tL(f✓t ;S). (4)

In this case, meta-learning amounts to search for an op-
timal initialization ✓?0 , which is done via the outer-loop
optimization of another objective function L(A✓0 ; S).
The key difference between MAML and Reptile is
the loss L they optimize in the outer loop. Reptile
optimizes the empirical estimator of the transfer risk:2

Lemp(A✓0 ; S) :=
1

n

nX

i=1

R̂(A✓0 , Si), (5)

R̂(A✓0 , Si) :=
1

|Si|
X

(x,y)2Si

`(A✓0(Si)(x), y), (6)

while MAML holds out a sub-sample of S—called the
query set [15], which we denote Q—and optimizes an
estimator of the transfer risk based on the held out set:

LQ(A✓0 ; S) :=
1

n

nX

i=1

R̂Q(A✓0 , Si), (7)

R̂Q(A✓0 , Si) :=
1

|Qi|
X

(x,y)2Qi

`(A✓0(Si \Qi)(x), y).

(8)

As we will see, this difference in the meta-objectives will
result in different meta-generalization bounds as well as
different empirical behavior and practical implications.
We note that the most commonly used algorithm in
federated learning [FedAvg, 28] is identical to Reptile
without fine-tuning at test time [7, 8, 9].

Metric-based meta-learning methods define the
family of algorithms A that return non-parametric
soft-nearest-neighbor models. ProtoNets is one of
such methods that computes prototype vectors for each
class in the inner loop and returns the following models:

A✓(S)(x) := argmax
y2Y

exp(�d(g✓(x), cy)P
y02Y exp(�d(g✓(x), cy0)

, (9)

cy :=
1

|Sy|
X

(x,·)2Sy

g✓(x), 8y 2 Y (10)

where the distance d(·, ·) is computed in the embedding
space of g✓(·) and the so called class prototypes cy are
computed by averaging embeddings of the correspond-
ing support points. In the outer loop, ProtoNets
optimize the same LQ(A✓; S) objective as MAML.

2
More precisely, Reptile updates ✓0 iteratively: ✓0  

✓0 + " 1
n

Pn
i=1(✓i � ✓0), where ✓i = A✓0(Si), " > 0. These

updates approximately minimize Lemp (see Appendix A).



On Data Efficiency of Meta-learning

4 Analysis

We adapt results from the stability theory of stochastic
gradient methods [20] and extend the classical bounds
provided by Maurer [19] to MAML, Reptile, and
ProtoNets. We also make a few key observations
about their expected behavior of these methods when
the number of tasks and data points per task is limited,
which is of practical importance to federated settings.
All proofs are provided in Appendix B.

4.1 Understanding Meta-generalization via

Algorithmic Stability

As Definition 1 suggests, meta-generalization error is
the discrepancy between the objective L(A; S) opti-
mized by a meta-learning method and the true transfer
risk R(A,P). If the objective function is the empirical
estimator Lemp(A; S), then following bound holds [19]:

R(A(S),P)� Lemp(A(S); S)

 2�0 + (4n�0 +M)

r
ln(1/�)

2n
+ 2�

(11)

with probability at least 1��; �0 and � define stability3

of the meta-learning algorithm A and of any learning
algorithm A it produces, respectively. Generally, �0

and � are functions of the number of training tasks n
and data points per task m and depend on the specific
algorithms. Maurer’s bound becomes non-trivial when
�0 = o(1/na), a � 1/2 and � = o(1/mb), b � 0.

To derive bounds for modern meta-learning algorithms,
we need two additional results. First, for algorithms
that optimize the Q-estimator LQ(A; S) instead of the
Lemp(A; S) of the transfer risk, we need to bound on
the difference R(A(S),P)�LQ(A(S); S). We prove the
following theorem that provides such a bound.

Theorem 2 Let A be �0
Q-uniformly stable with respect

to R̂Q. Then, the following indequality holds for any
task distribution P with probability at least 1� �:

R(A(S),P)� 1

n

nX

i=1

R̂Q(A(S), Si)

 2�0
Q + (4n�0

Q +M)

r
ln(1/�)

2n

(12)

where R̂Q(A,Si) := 1
|Qi|

P
(x,y)2Qi

`(A(Si \ Qi)(x), y)

with `(·, ·) bounded by M .

Note that the bound in Eq. 12 lacks the term 2� which
depends on the stability of the inner loop learning
algorithm and is present in Eq. 11.

3
Intuitively, an algorithm (or meta-algorithm) is called

stable if removing a single point from S (or S) would not

affect its output by much. Precise definitions of algorithmic

stability are provided in Appendix B.

To be able to compare the generalization of Reptile,
MAML, and ProtoNets, we need expressions for �,
�0, �0

Q, as functions of the number of training tasks n
and the number of data points per task m. Using results
from stability theory of stochastic gradient method
(SGM) due to Hardt et al. [20] and bounds in Eqs. 11
and 12, we arrive at the following theorem.

Theorem 3 Let the meta-algorithm A be an SGM that
optimizes an L0-Lipschitz and �0-smooth loss L(A; S) by
taking T 0 steps with non-increasing step sizes ↵0

t  c0/t.
With probability at least 1� �, we have the following:

1. If L(A; S) is Q-estimator of the transfer risk, then
the following bound holds:

R(A,P)� L(A; S)  O

 
L02T 0

r
ln(1/�)

n

!
(13)

2. If L(A; S) is the empirical estimator of the trans-
fer risk, the inner loop learning algorithm A is an
SGM that optimizes L-Lipschitz and �-smooth loss
`(f(x), y) by taking T steps with step sizes ↵t  c/t:

R(A,P(T ))� L(A; S)

 O

 
L02T 0

r
ln(1/�)

n
+ L2T

1

m

!
(14)

The bound in Eq. 13 is applicable to ProtoNets and
MAML; the one given in Eq. 14 applies to Reptile.

Observations. We can make the following observa-
tions by comparing expression in Eq. 13 and Eq. 14:
O1. When n ! 1, the generalization error of any

meta-learning method to which bound in Eq. 13
applies (e.g., MAML, ProtoNets) goes to 0.

O2. The bound for Reptile has an additive term
O(L2T/m) compared to MAML or ProtoNets.
This implies that while we can reduce the general-
ization gap for MAML/ProtoNets by training
on more tasks, Reptile always has a non-zero
gap due to within-task sample complexity.

O3. The bound in Eq. 13 may seem to be independent
of the support set size m. This is unlikely, as the
Lipschitz and smoothness constants of the L(A; S)
objective must depend on the properties of the
support sets in S, with larger sets more likely to
results in better-behaved meta-objective.4 Our
analysis suggests that the dependence of Eq. 13
on m and n is multiplicative rather than additive
in Eq. 14, which means that a large enough n can
perhaps compensate for a small m in Eq. 13.

4
In practice, we observe that training ProtoNets and

MAML on the same number of tasks but with larger sup-

port sets leads to better meta-test performance consistently,

suggesting that larger support sets are generally better.
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4.2 Implications for Meta-learning in the

Limited Supervision Regime

The observations we have made in the previous section
have important practical implications.
Improving evaluation. To measure data-efficiency
of meta-learning methods, as O1 suggests, we should
control for the number of tasks at meta-training time,
since otherwise the observed differences in performance
will not be indicative of generalization. However, all
popular few-shot classification benchmarks based on
Omniglot, mini -ImageNet, and other datasets [14] train
on tasks generated programmatically by randomly sam-
pling support sets from a large underlying data pool.
Such a construction provides access to combinatorially
many training tasks, virtually setting n ! 1. Instead
of training on an endless stream of tasks, we propose an
alternative evaluation scheme, where we strictly limit
the number of unique tasks available at training time.
Not only our evaluation scheme corresponds to the
standard FL setting, where we have a limited number
of users for meta-training, but also is compatible with
the popular few-shot learning benchmarking datasets.
Understanding tradeoffs. In federated settings,
acquisition of supervised data has an associated cost:
in some cases, the number of users might be large, but
tasks may require manual data labeling (e.g., prompt
users about their preferences); in other cases, manual
data labeling may not be necessary or expensive, but
the number of unique users might be limited. To select
the best meta-learning method for a given problem,
we need understand the tradeoffs. O2 suggests that
using Reptile might be suboptimal if tasks have very
small support sets; at the same time, MAML and
ProtoNets are likely to work better when trained on
more tasks with fewer labels allocated to each task.
Optimally allocating the labeling budget. Even
when the labeling budget, the number of tasks, and the
support sets are all fixed, we often have additional flex-
ibility in terms of which support points to label in each
task. The standard approach is to select these points
uniformly at random. Based on O3, we hypothesize
that carefully selected support sets may lead to better-
behaved meta-losses and improve meta-generalization.

5 Active Meta-learning Algorithms

We conjecture that actively selecting labeled support
points can potentially improve performance of meta-
learning methods in the limited supervision regime.
Assuming that we are given a hard labeling budget B
and a set of training tasks with unlabeled support sets,
we propose an algorithm that allocates this budget
among the tasks (m points per task) during meta-
training by adaptively selecting which points to label.

Algorithm 1 Active Meta-learning
input P: task distribution, B: labeling budget, L: # labels

per task, A✓(·): learning algorithm, select_labeled(·):
active labeling, meta_update(·): meta-learning update.

1: repeat

2: Initialize: ✓  ✓0, D  ?.

3: if B > 0 and time to get new tasks then

4: Sample a new unlabeled set: Su ⇠ P.

5: Initialize labeled support set: Sl  ?.

6: for l in 1 . . . L do

7: Sl  Sl [ select_labeled(D,A✓(Sl)).
8: end for

9: Update training tasks: D  D [ {SL}.

10: Reduce available budget: B  B � L.

11: end if

12: Sample a batch of tasks: {Si} ⇠ D.

13: Meta-learn: ✓  meta_update(A✓, {Si}).
14: until Convergence

output Meta-learned algorithm: A✓? .

Algorithm 2 Active Label Selection
input Su: unlabeled set, ✓0: initial parameters,

g✓(·): embedding function, f✓(·): predictive model,

A✓(·): learning algorithm, L: # labels to sample.

1: Initialize: ✓  ✓0.
2: Compute representations: ri  g✓(xi), xi 2 Su

3: Compute predictive entropy: hi  H(f✓(xi)), xi 2 Su

4: Get clusters: C  k-means++({hi}).
5: Initialize the labeled set: Sl  ?.

6: for all cj 2 C do

7: Sample L/|C| points from cluster cj :
{i1, . . . , iL/|C|} ⇠ Categorical

�
{hi}i2cj

�

8: Request labels: Sl  Sl [ {(xik , yik )}
l
k=1.

9: Update models: g✓, f✓  A✓(Sl).
10: end for

output Labeled set: {(xi1 , yi1), . . . , (xiL , yiL)}

Active meta-learning. We propose Algorithm 1 for
active meta-learning, which gradually acquires labels
for selected support points at meta-training time and
proceeds in 3 steps: 1) start with a fully unlabeled
support set (lines 4-5), 2) run an active label selection
sub-routine that selects and labels a few points from the
support set (line 6-8), 3) add the task with the labeled
support set to the growing collection of training tasks
(lines 9-10). Importantly, the active sampling procedure
is integrated into the inner loop, where our approach
interleaves active labeling with model adaptation. Put
differently, instead of selecting support points that are
labeled all at once, we sample them in mini-batches and
re-adapt the model on already sampled points before
requesting the next batch (Algorithm 2, lines 6-10).

Active labeling. Algorithm 1 relies on active label-
ing as a subroutine. We designed a very simple active
labeling method (Algorithm 2), which uses model uncer-
tainty and data diversity as the selection criteria, which
are most common in the active learning literature [45].
Given an unlabeled support set for a new task, first,
we compute representations for each point by extract-
ing them form a hidden layer of the current model
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Figure 1: Test accuracy of MAML and ProtoNets
trained under different constraints on the number of training

tasks. The difference between the method is only visible

when we control for the number of training tasks. Shaded

regions are 95% CI (based on 3 runs with different seeds).

and clusters them using k-means++ [46]. Next, we
compute predictive probabilities of the current model
for each unlabeled point and select points that will
be labeled proportionally to the model’s uncertainty
with stratification by cluster. We use the entropy of
the model’s predictive distribution as the measure of
model’s uncertainty. Our approach is simple, works
well, and is essentially a combination of uncertainty-
and diversity-based active label acquisition [47, 48].

6 Experiments

Our experimental analysis is organized into two parts.
In the first part, we validate the predictions of our
theory by analyzing behavior of MAML, Reptile, and
ProtoNets under different supervision tradeoffs on
the standard few-shot learning datasets. In the second
part, we benchmark these methods on few-shot and
federate learning datasets with a fixed total labeling
budget and random versus active data labeling.

6.1 The Setup

Datasets. We conduct our study on Omniglot [11]
and mini -ImageNet [12] with the standard data splits
into train, validation, and test, and federated EMNIST
dataset [21]. We consider 5-way and 20-way classifica-
tion tasks with 1-5 support shots and 1 query shot for
Omniglot and mini -ImageNet. For EMNIST, each task
is a 62-way classification with the data correspond-
ing to a unique user (all 3400 users were split into
train/validation/test sets as 3000/200/200), where we
similarly limit the support data to 1-5 shots and use the
full tests sets of each user as query sets. Note that our
personalized federated learning setup slightly differs
from the standard FL benchmarks where the amount
of support data per user is not restricted to 1-5 points.
No data augmentation is used in any of our settings.

Models and methods. We consider 3 meta-learning
methods: MAML, Reptile, and ProtoNets, using
the standard hyperparameters and small convolutional
backbone networks [15, 16, 17].

Labeling budgets and strategies. In Omniglot
and mini -ImageNet, each k-way task is constructed by
first selecting k handwritten characters as classes, then
selecting a 1-shot query set and a small support set
from the corresponding data. In EMNIST, the classes
are fixed for all tasks, each task corresponds to a user,
the support sets are selected from the users’ training
data and test data is used as query sets. The labeled
points in the support sets are either selected uniformly
at random or actively using Algorithm 2.

Evaluation. All methods are trained either (a) in
the classical regime, where we do not control for the
the number of training tasks or the total amount of
labeled data, or (b) in the limited supervision regime,
where the total amount training labeled data is limited.
We report performance in terms of accuracy in each
setting, denoted [dataset] (Xw-Ys) (@ Z), where X
is the number of ways, Y is the number of shots, and Z
is the labeling budget.5 For each labeling budget, we
report the accuracy on the test tasks for the method
with hyperparameters selected based on the accuracy
on the validation tasks. Each of our experiments was
repeated 3 times with different random seeds.

Reproducibility. To support reproducibility, we
have developed a software framework that allows users
benchmark arbitrary meta-learning methods under dif-
ferent supervision tradeoffs. The code and configura-
tions for all our experiments will be released.

All additional details on the setup are in Appendix C.

6.2 Understanding Supervision Tradeoffs

To validate the implications of our theory (O1-3), we
conduct the following study. First, we analyze the dif-
ferences in behavior of meta-learning methods when
the number of training tasks is limited. Next, we ana-
lyze how the tradeoff between the number of tasks and
the number of data points per task affect performance
of different methods. Finally, we discuss the effect of
active data labeling on meta-learning.

Classical evaluation vs. limited supervision.

We ask whether different meta-learning methods be-
have differently when trained and evaluated in the
classical vs. limited supervision regime. To answer
this question, we trained MAML and ProtoNets on
5-way, 1-shot and 5-shot Omniglot benchmark under
different limits on the number of training tasks (ranging
between 1-500K). Fig. 1 shows that the performance of

5
The Z is not specified for the classical training regime.
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Figure 2: Test accuracy of MAML and Reptile trained on Omniglot and mini-ImageNet under a limit on the available

supervision (the total labeling budget was fixed at 300K) as a function of the number of support shots. MAML and

Reptile exhibit visibly different behaviors. Error bars indicate 95% CI (based on 3 runs with different random seeds).
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Figure 3: Test accuracy of Reptile meta-trained for 100K steps without controlling for the number of training tasks

(i.e., classical evaluation regime) as a function of the support set size of the training tasks. The dashed line corresponds

to test accuracy of Reptile reported by Nichol et al. [16] (trained in the same regime with 10 support shots and data

stratification by class ). Error bars indicate 95% CI (based on 3 runs with different random seeds).

MAML and ProtoNets is virtually indistinguishable
in the classical evaluation regime.6 However, once the
number of training tasks is limited, we observe quite a
distinct behavior—MAML works better when trained
on 1-shot tasks, while ProtoNets dominate the 5-
shot benchmark. Moreover, as the number of tasks
increases (n ! 1 in the limit), the generalization error
reduces at a similar rate for both methods and the gap
between them shrinks, as suggested by our theory.

Exploring tradeoffs under limited supervision.

In our next set of experiments, given a fixed labeling
budget, we would like to find out how different ways of
allocating supervision across tasks affects performance.
To this end, we fixed the labeling budget at 300K,
and constructed meta-datasets based on Omniglot and
mini -ImageNet that satisfied the limit on the labeling
budget. Each meta-dataset consisted of 5-way tasks
with 1-shot, 3-shot, or 5-shot support sets that were
selected using different labeling strategies. Due to fixed
labeling budget, settings with larger support sets had
fewer training tasks. In addition to selecting labels
uniformly at random and actively, we also conducted
experiments with selection stratified by class.7 The
results for MAML and Reptile are presented in Fig. 2.

6
When the number of training tasks is not limited, 10M+

unique tasks are typically generated during training.
7

Stratification ensured that the selected support sets

where class-balanced. Although typical in meta-learning,

such an approach requires knowing all labels in the support

set a priori, narrowing the scope of possible applications.

First, we notices that MAML is able to attain much
better performance when trained on more tasks with
fewer labels per task, suggesting that the number of
tasks is indeed the dominant factor that determines how
well the method generalizes. Interestingly, Reptile
exhibits quite the opposite behavior and yields strictly
better performance when trained on overall fewer tasks
with more data points each. This is consistent with the
meta-generalization error bounds given in Theorem 3
which has an additional O(1/m) term for Reptile that
turns out to be dominant in this particular case.

Second, active selection of labeled data is beneficial for
both methods, although Reptile benefits from it more.
Theoretically, we hypothesise (and conjecture) that the
effect might be due to improved constants in each terms
of the meta-generalization bounds (i.e., due to “better-
behaved” inner- and outer-loop objectives, when the
labeled points are selected to minimize the uncertainty
of the adapted model). Note that the effects of active
label selection and more data per task on Reptile are
also visible in the classical evaluation regime (see Fig. 3,
where the number of training tasks was not controlled).

Taken together, our observations suggest that there are
multiple factors that significantly affect performance of
meta-learning in different ways, when the availability
of training data is limited. While some of the effects of
limited supervision can be reasonably explained by the
stability theory, from a practical point of view, having
benchmarks that can capture such effects is essential.
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Table 1: Results on the suite of bounded supervision bench-

marks for Reptile, MAML, and ProtoNets trained using

random (R) or active (A) selection of the labeled support.

Each row in the table corresponds to a benchmark and the

best performing methods are indicated in bold.

Benchmark Reptile MAML Proto
Dataset Budget R A R A R A

O
m

n
ig

lo
t

5w-1s 3K 50.3 54.8 62.2 61.4 80.0 79.8

30K 73.3 77.2 83.3 79.6 84.8 84.5

300K 76.8 80.1 91.8 93.6 92.2 94.3

5w-5s 3K 76.3 77.9 81.9 81.2 91.3 91.5
30K 89.3 88.0 91.5 90.2 95.1 96.8

300K 92.4 93.0 96.3 96.9 97.0 98.1

20w-1s 6K 59.0 56.7 66.4 66.0 69.3 68.6

60K 68.4 67.9 79.0 79.8 84.9 85.4
600K 76.3 77.8 84.8 83.9 86.1 87.9

20w-5s 6K 76.6 81.2 83.3 82.9 83.3 83.0

60K 89.8 92.4 93.3 94.1 95.2 96.0
600K 92.0 94.1 95.5 95.9 96.8 96.8

I
m

a
g
e
N

e
t

5w-1s 3K 28.2 27.8 38.6 40.3 43.8 43.0

30K 38.5 39.4 44.2 44.0 45.1 46.2
300K 42.0 41.9 45.4 45.2 47.0 49.1

5w-5s 3K 35.3 37.0 41.9 44.4 52.7 51.1

30K 55.4 55.2 56.8 57.1 54.0 53.4

300K 56.7 59.4 60.8 61.0 57.4 55.8

E
M

N
I
S
T

62w-1s 10K 69.6 67.9 73.9 70.7 74.0 73.3

50K 77.5 75.9 80.3 79.1 78.2 78.0

100K 82.0 84.5 86.7 87.7 88.8 90.1

62w-5s 10K 78.1 80.1 68.3 75.0 71.2 72.9

50K 84.3 85.8 76.0 79.4 77.1 76.8

100K 87.1 89.0 82.5 86.3 86.1 88.5

Table 2: FedAvg vs. Reptile on EMNIST with random

or active labeling. The labeling budget was fixed to 100K.

Error bars indicate 95% CI (3 runs, different random seeds).

FedAvg Reptile
# shots Random Active Random Active

1 77.1±2.0 77.8±2.1 82.2±1.6 84.2±1.9
5 80.7±2.4 79.6±1.8 87.0±2.1 89.1±1.5

6.3 Benchmarking @ Fixed Labeling Budgets

There are many tradeoffs that we need to consider and
balance when selecting a meta-learning algorithm for a
setting with limited labeling budget. To enable fair and
reproducible comparison of meta-learning methods in
different regimes, we introduce a suite of benchmarks
that test performance at different fixed labeling budgets.
Our benchmarks are compatible with all standard few-
shot and federated learning datasets. Essentially, each
of our benchmarks fixes the number of support shots
(either to 1 or 5) and limits the total number of labeled
points across all training tasks, which in turn limits the
number of unique training tasks. In our experiments,
we selected different labeling budgets to demonstrate
behavior of MAML, Reptile, and ProtoNets in
different regimes, as well as the effects of active labeling.

Table 1 presents results for each pair of meta-learning
method and labeling strategy (random vs. active).
For each pair, we selected the best performance across
settings with 1, 3, and 5 support shots at training time,
and report results on both 1-shot and 5-shot test tasks.

Omniglot and mini-ImageNet. Comparing ran-
dom versus active data labeling, we observe that active
selection (almost always) consistently improves perfor-
mance. Overall, ProtoNets dominate other methods
on Omniglot; MAML does better on mini -ImageNet.
Reptile performs significantly worse than other meth-
ods when a strict limit on the labeled data is enforced.

We emphasize that all meta-learning methods consid-
ered in our experiments are extremely “data-hungry,”
as their performance heavily relies on access to a large
number of training tasks. On benchmarks with the
smallest labeling budget (which correspond to about
100 training tasks), the drop in performance is signifi-
cant (almost 50% for Reptile and 20-40% for MAML
and ProtoNets). Active labeling helps to rectify the
issue in some cases (improving performance by up to
10%), but is clearly not sufficient to solve this issue.

Federated EMNIST. We observe overall similar
trends for all methods evaluated in our personalized
federated learning setting. Interestingly, note that
Reptile (with active data selection) tends to dominate
other methods on 5-shot version of this benchmark.
This is likely due to the fact that the query sets in
EMNIST larger than for Omniglot and mini -ImageNet,
which benefits Reptile since it does not distinguish
between support and query sets and uses all available
labeled data for inner loop updates.

For completeness purposes, we also compare Reptile
and FedAvg [28] (the most popular FL algorithm
used in many practical settings) and present results in
Table 2. These algorithms differ only in whether or not
they fine-tune the model on the support data at test
time. Reptile uses fine-tuning and clearly outperforms
FedAvg on our personalized FL benchmarks.

7 Conclusion

Motivated by use-cases of meta-learning for personal-
ization in federated learning, we have analyzed theo-
retically and experimentally the data efficiency of two
major families of modern meta-learning algorithms.

Using stability theory, we derived bounds on the trans-
fer risk (or meta-generalization error). Our bounds
revealed that: 1) Reptile and other methods designed
to meta-learn by optimizing the empirical estimator of
the transfer risk do not work well unless each training
task contains a sufficient number of labeled points; 2)
ProtoNets, MAML, and other methods designed to
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meta-learn by optimizing held out set losses can effec-
tively learn from data-scarce tasks but often require an
enormous number of such tasks to meta-generalize.

Further, through multiple experiments, we confirmed
predictions of our theory as well as studied behavior
of popular meta-learning algorithms under different
supervision tradeoffs that have important practical
implications. To that end, we introduced a new simple
approach to benchmarking meta-learning methods in
the limited supervision regime, which is compatible
with arbitrary few-shot and federated learning datasets.

Finally, we conjectured that selecting labeled support
sets at meta-training actively can improve performance
of meta-learning methods in the limited supervision
regime. To test that hypothesis, we proposed active
meta-learning—a simple approach that incorporated
active labeling into the inner-loop. Our method turned
out to be quite effective, leading to improved perfor-
mance of multiple methods under limited supervision.

We hope that this study will further accelerate research
and enable wider adoption of meta-learning in person-
alized federated learning and other practical settings.
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Konečnỳ, H Brendan McMahan, Virginia Smith,
and Ameet Talwalkar. Leaf: A benchmark for fed-
erated settings. arXiv preprint arXiv:1812.01097,
2018.

[22] Maria-Florina Balcan, Mikhail Khodak, and
Ameet Talwalkar. Provable guarantees for
gradient-based meta-learning. In International
Conference on Machine Learning, 2019.

[23] Chelsea Finn, Aravind Rajeswaran, Sham Kakade,
and Sergey Levine. Online meta-learning. In
International Conference on Machine Learning,
2019.

[24] Giulia Denevi, Carlo Ciliberto, Riccardo Grazzi,
and Massimiliano Pontil. Learning-to-learn
stochastic gradient descent with biased regular-
ization. In International Conference on Machine
Learning, 2019.

[25] Giulia Denevi, Dimitris Stamos, Carlo Ciliberto,
and Massimiliano Pontil. Online-within-online
meta-learning. In Advances in Neural Information
Processing Systems, 2019.

[26] Luca Franceschi, Paolo Frasconi, Saverio Salzo,
Riccardo Grazzi, and Massimiliano Pontil. Bilevel
programming for hyperparameter optimization
and meta-learning. In International Conference
on Machine Learning, 2018.

[27] Alireza Fallah, Aryan Mokhtari, and Asuman
Ozdaglar. On the convergence theory of gradient-
based model-agnostic meta-learning algorithms. In
International Conference on Artificial Intelligence
and Statistics, pages 1082–1092, 2020.

[28] H Brendan McMahan, Eider Moore, Daniel Ram-
age, Seth Hampson, et al. Communication-efficient

learning of deep networks from decentralized data.
arXiv preprint arXiv:1602.05629, 2016.

[29] Zachary Charles and Jakub Konečnỳ. On the out-
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