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Abstract

Background: Inferring gene regulatory networks is one of the most interesting research areas in the systems
biology. Many inference methods have been developed by using a variety of computational models and approaches.
However, there are two issues to solve. First, depending on the structural or computational model of inference
method, the results tend to be inconsistent due to innately different advantages and limitations of the methods.
Therefore the combination of dissimilar approaches is demanded as an alternative way in order to overcome the
limitations of standalone methods through complementary integration. Second, sparse linear regression that is
penalized by the regularization parameter (lasso) and bootstrapping-based sparse linear regression methods were
suggested in state of the art methods for network inference but they are not effective for a small sample size data and
also a true regulator could be missed if the target gene is strongly affected by an indirect regulator with high
correlation or another true regulator.

Results: We present two novel network inference methods based on the integration of three different criteria, (i)
z-score to measure the variation of gene expression from knockout data, (ii) mutual information for the dependency
between two genes, and (iii) linear regression-based feature selection.
Based on these criterion, we propose a lasso-based random feature selection algorithm (LARF) to achieve better
performance overcoming the limitations of bootstrapping as mentioned above.

Conclusions: In this work, there are three main contributions. First, our z score-based method to measure gene
expression variations from knockout data is more effective than similar criteria of related works. Second, we confirmed
that the true regulator selection can be effectively improved by LARF. Lastly, we verified that an integrative approach
can clearly outperform a single method when two different methods are effectively jointed. In the experiments, our
methods were validated by outperforming the state of the art methods on DREAM challenge data, and then LARF was
applied to inferences of gene regulatory network associated with psychiatric disorders.
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Background
Inferring gene regulatory networks (GRN) from biolog-
ical data is currently the most interesting area of the
systems biology research aiming to elucidate cellular and
physiological mechanisms. GRN inference, which is often
referred to as reverse engineering, is a process in which
the network structure that best represents the regulation
relationship over gene expression data is estimated. An
inferred GRN consists of nodes and edges representing
genes and gene-gene regulatory interactions (activation or
suppression) respectively. Once the regulation maps are
constructed by identifying the interactions of genes from
high-throughput data such as gene microarray [1], we can
gain insight into complex biological process from the reg-
ulatory networks in order to discover biomarkers for a
target disease and apply further it to drug design [2, 3].
Basically the inference method should be determined

depending on both what kind of data such as gene expres-
sion, gene-Transcription Factor (TF) [4], or protein-
protein interaction (PPI) [5] are used to infer and which
type of network model, such as directed or indirected
graph [6], we assume. In addition, we have to consider
the case of data integration. Namely, not only individual
data but also multiple data types together (i.e. integra-
tion of gene expression and gene-TF data [7]) can be
used for more reliable inference [8, 9]. As an assump-
tion in this work, we limit our inference methods for
directed network with a single data type: gene expression
data. In order to decipher regulatory interactions with
gene microarray data, which provides the gene expression
level regulated by the other genes directly or indirectly,
the number of effective network inference methods have
been proposed by employing a variety of computational
and structural models based on boolean networks [10],
Bayesian networks [11], information theory [12], regres-
sion model [13], and so on. Depending on the different
approaches, however, the results tend to be irregular due
to inherently different advantages and limitations of each
of the inference solutions [14]. The results of the Dia-
logue on Reverse Engineering Assessment and Methods
(DREAM) project [15] describe well the pros and cons
of the different methods as well as how effectively they
can work together when the advantages of all meth-
ods are integrated (but it does not mean any combina-
tion always outperforms any other standalone method).
More specifically, we note that they conclude two points
through the experiments that (i) there is a limit to a single
criterion for continuous improvement of network infer-
ence research without the integration and (ii) specifically
the bootstrapping (re-sampling) based regression method
[16] is required to avoid overfitting in regression-based
methods [15].
As the motivation of our first strategy to this end,

we focus on an integration of Mutual Information (MI)

and L1 regularized linear regression referred to as lasso
[17] but we exclude the learning Bayesian network in
the integration. The learning structure of Bayesian net-
works is somewhat infeasible due to both the discretiza-
tion problem of a small sample size data and the high
cost of computational learning in large scale data. MI is
an information theoretic criteria that has been conven-
tionally used for learning large scale network structure
[18]. Although MI based approaches such as CLR [19]
and ARACNE [20] are limited to reconstructing only an
indirected graph unlike linear regression and Bayesian
networks, these methods have the popular advantages
of computational simplicity and non-linear dependency
enabler. In practice, the shortcoming of MI is that it is
prone to fail in differentiation between indirect regulation
and direct ones. For example, when there is a highly cor-
related indirect regulation from G1 to G3 like Fig. 1b, MI
tends to incorrectly predict feed-forward loops (Fig. 1a)
but not cascades (Fig. 1b). Lasso is also frequently used
to select the regulators of a given target gene assum-
ing sparseness of GRN in order to avoid the overfitting
of the least-squares problem. In contrast to MI, indi-
rect regulation edge in cascades could be pruned away
by lasso in which the objective function is penalized for
sparsity by a regularization parameter, called the tuning
parameter λ. However, a weakness of regression-based
method is that only a strong direct regulator is more
likely to be selected than another direct regulator in Feed-
forward loops. Therefore, the integration of two methods
is considered to deal with the trade-off. The motivation
of our second strategy is that the property of knockout
data allows us to measure statistical variations between
wild-type gene expression and perturbed gene expres-
sion after knocking them out to provide the cause-effect
information between those two genes. However, there is
the limitation that the method is only applicable to gene
knockout data.

Fig. 1 Example of network structures. a Feed-forward loops and b
Cascades. When G3 is a target gene, G1→G3 and G2→G3 of Cascades
are indirect and direct regulations respectively. In MI-based methods,
indirect regulations are likely to be selected incorrectly in Cascades. In
regression based method, strong direct regulators are more likely to
be selected than another direct regulator in Feed-forward loops
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In this paper, we propose two methods, IMLARF (inte-
gration of MI and LARF) and ISLARF (integration of
z-score and LARF). First, IMLARF indicates the integra-
tion of MI and LARF and consists of three steps. The first
step of IMLARF is to build a matrix where each element is
an edge score calculated by MI. In order to overcome the
limitation of MI as mentioned above, the second step is
to construct another edge score matrix using LARF, then
the two edge score matrices are combined as the last step.
In LARF, we regard a sparse linear regression as a feature
selection since our goal is to identify the regulators that
best predict the expression level of target genes. The prob-
lem is that features selected by lasso tend to be overfitted
to a given tuning parameter λ, and thus the unstabil-
ity problem caused by this overfitting can be solved by
using bootstrapping [12, 21] in which data is randomly re-
sampled so that a more stable selection can be achieved.
However, the limitation of re-sampling is that it could not
be effective in the case of a small sample size. Another
limitation of bootstrapping is that the true variable (reg-
ulator gene) is likely to be missed (false negative) when
strong indirect or direct regulators exist. LARF is sim-
ilar to bootstrapping but LARF selects variables among
randomly pre-selected candidate features in each iteration
over different tuning parameters of lasso optimization so
that true features weakly correlated to the target gene
could not be missed, excluding indirect or direct regula-
tors from the feature set. The second method we propose
is ISLARF, which integrates two criteria, ZS and LARF.
ZS is the name of the criteria that uses the z-score of
variation of the knocked out gene expression. Although
ISLARF is available only to knockout data, the perfor-
mance is highly superior to other z-score based similar
methods with knockout data in related works.
In the experimental evaluation, we validate the pro-

posed method on a dataset from the DREAM3 challenge
[22]. In addition, we explore the gene networks of Psychi-
atric disease with the related genes. The results shows that
the proposed method significantly outperforms the state-
of-the art [23, 24] and re-builds the known regulations of
genes possibly associated with Psychiatric Disorders.

Methods
Problem definition
We begin with a brief definition of problems and nota-
tions. The network we target is a directed graph that con-
sists of n nodes and n(n−1) edges representing genes and
regulations respectively. Given a matrix X∈RN×n where
N is number of samples, we denote the i-th column by
a vector xi indicating expression levels of i-th gene over
N samples, and we also let X = {X1, . . . ,Xn} be a set
of variables (genes, features, node, and variable are inter-
changeably used in this paper). The goal of our work is
to not only identify the regulators given a target gene but

also to define the confidence level of regulation as a weight
of the edge. In other words, we estimate the weight of all
possible regulations, which are directed edges between all
pairs of nodes {Xi←Xj : i, j∈X} in the network , then select
only edges that have a higher weight than pre-defined
threshold θ . As a final result, therefore, a weight matrix
W∈Rn×n is returned by the inference method, and Wi

j
represents a confidence level of the regulation when tar-
get gene i is connected to activator or suppressor gene j.
In the following sections, we present how the edge weight
is estimated by information theory, the LARF algorithm,
and the z-score from knockout data.

Overview
IMLARF and ISLARF
The first method we propose, IMLARF, consists of three
steps. Figure 2a describes the overview of the pro-
posed method. First, a symmetric edge weight matrix
M is calculated by mutual information assuming that, if
two genes have a higher mutual dependency, they are
more likely to be in the regulation relationship. Second,
another edge weight matrix F is produced by the LARF
algorithm that consistently gives higher weight to the
true edge from regulator to target gene. Lastly, the two
weight matrices are combined by their entry-wise product
M◦F = {Mi

j · Fi
j |i, j = 1, . . . , n}. The second method,

ISLARF, is similar to IMLARF but using z-score matrix, S,
is used instead of MI matrix. If Sij has higher value, gene i
is more likely to be regulated by gene j. So in the last step
S is combined with F by their entry-wise product S◦F

Information theoretic approach
Mutual informationmatrix
The dependency of two genes, Xi and Xj, can be measured
by MI defined as

I(Xi,Xj) =
∑

Xi,Xj

p(Xi,Xj) log
p(Xi,Xj)

p(Xi)p(Xj)
, (1)

The strength of MI is the ability to measure non-linear
dependencies of genes, but the limitation in practice is
that the discretization of gene expression is required to
calculate the probability ofXi andXj. Instead, if we assume
the Gaussian distribution of gene expression, MI can be
computed with its original continuous values by using
Gaussian mutual information [25] defined as

I(Xi,Xj) = −1
2
log

|cov(Xi,Xj)|
|cov(Xi,Xi)||cov(Xj,Xj)| , (2)

where cov(Xi) is the covariance matrix of variable Xi, and
|cov| is the determinant of covariance matrix. The reader
is referred to [26] for more details. We build MI matrix in
which each elementMi

j indicates the dependency between
Xi and Xj which means that Xi and Xj are independent
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a b

Fig. 2 Overview of IMLARF and an example of LARF. a Overview of IMLARF. The algorithm consists of three steps, the construction of matrix (i)M
and (ii) F and (iii) pairwise product ofM and F. In ISLARF, the matrixM in step 1 is simply replaced with the matrix S (Section “Statistical approach”).
b An example of procedures of LARF. It shows how the row vector F1 of frequency matrix F given target gene G1 and 8 other candidate regulators
(G2∼G9). By a predefined α, four random features are selected among eight genes in each iteration. In the beginning, F1 is not increased and four
random features are selected without sparsity since λ is not increased enough yet. The more λ is increased, the more the number of selected
features (blue-colored cells) is decreased. If no feature is selected due to a highly increased λ, the iteration and frequency measure is finished

if Mi
j = 0 or Mi

j is relatively lower than other edges.
Networks with the edges whose Mi

j are higher than the
heuristic threshold are referred to as relevance networks.
Two critical limitations of relevance networks, however,
are that firstly, MI does not provide the direction of edges
due toMi

j = Mj
i, and secondly, the high co-expression and

indirect regulation may cause false positives.

Statistical approach
Z-score and gene knockout data
We note that knockout data implies cause-effect informa-
tion. The gene expression level after the perturbation of
another certain gene provides the chance to observe if the
gene is downstream of the perturbed gene. For example, if
the variation between wild type of gene j (Xwt

j ) and gene
j expression measured after gene i is knocked out is high,
gene j is likely to be regulated by gene i. The variation
matrix D is defined as

Di
j = X−i

j − Xwt
j (3)

Sji =
∣∣∣∣∣
Di
j − μDj

σDj

∣∣∣∣∣ (4)

where X−i
j is the expression level of gene j after knocking

gene i out, andμDj and σDj is mean and standard deviation

of j-th column vectorDj of variationmatrixD respectively.
As the z-score of Di

j over Dj is the weight of regulation
edge Gi → Gj, the z-score of Di

j is equivalent to Sji of
edge weight matrix S. The limitation of this criterion is the
availability only in knockout data.

Algorithm 1 LARF algorithm
1: procedure LARF(X, α, r, stepsize, t)
2: for i ← 1, n do
3: for h ← 1, t do
4: λ ← stepsize
5: repeat
6: Xrandom ← RandomFeatures(X\i,

(n − 1) × α)

7: X′ ← RandomSamples(X,N × r)
8: Xselected ← Lasso(X′

i ,X′
random, λ)

9: if 0 < |Xselected| < n × α then
10: Fi

Xselected
← Fi

Xselected
+ 1

11: end if
12: λ ← λ + stepsize
13: until Xselected = ∅
14: end for
15: Fi ← Normalization(Fi)
16: end for
17: return F
18: end procedure
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LARF algorithm
The third approach for complementary integration of
inference methods is based on L1-regularized linear
regression (lasso) defined as

argminβ ||Xi − X\i · βi||22 + λ||βi||1 (5)

where coefficient column vector βi represents regulation
relationships between the target gene i and others. More
precisely, after βi is optimized to minimize the objective
function (5), then if the j-th element of βi is zero, gene
j does not regulate gene i, otherwise it does. The opti-
mization is performed for each target gene i, i ∈ X.
Coefficient matrix B = {β1, . . . ,βn}T is equivalent to adja-
cency matrix where non-zero Bij is the regulation edge
from regulator gene j to target gene i. The tuning param-
eter λ in lasso is used to enforce network sparsity, so the
number of selected (non-zero coefficient) variables varies
with different λ. In our works, we regard variable selec-
tion of lasso as a feature selection to predict a target gene’s
expression level.
To overcome the overfitting problem and the strong

indirect regulation problem, lasso is iteratively performed
over different λ with randomly pre-defined candidate fea-
tures rather than random samples like bootstrapping.
More precisely, the basic idea of LARF is that lasso is iter-
atively performed with only randomly selected candidate
features while increasing the tuning parameter, then giv-
ing weight to each feature by counting how many times
each feature is selected in the iterations. We predefine the
fraction of the number of all possible features as a param-
eter α (0 < α < 1) for the candidate features. For example,
when the number of all possible regulators is n=100, α=0.2
means that only 20 random candidate genes are used in a
single iteration of lasso. After random featuring, random
sampling is performed with parameter r which decides
how many samples are used from the original data. For
instance, when the original sample size is N=200 and
r=0.7, only 140 random samples are used in each iteration
of lasso. With randomly (uniform distribution) selected
features and samples by parameter α, we iteratively run
lasso over increasing tuning parameter λ until lasso does
not select any features due to a certain high λ. In each
iteration, random candidate features and samples are re-
defined again. Tuning parameter starts from zero and
increases by the parameter stepsize that should be small
enough, (e.g 0.001). Otherwise, both re-featuring and re-
sampling will be biased. For each iteration, the frequency
matrix F is updated. The i-th row of F is the frequency
of feature selection for target gene i (Fi

i is supposed to be
zero). For example, Fig. 1b describes how the Fi is mea-
sured. After finishing the iterations (repeat in line 5), we
iteratively perform t times (t=10 in our experiments) of

the process from line 5 to 13 again, and then i-th row
vector of the frequency matrix is normalized by

Fi
j = (Fi

j − min(Fi−i)

max(Fi) − min(Fi−i)
, (6)

where

Fi−i = {Fi
j , j = 1, i − 1, i + 1, . . . n}, (7)

and max(Fi) and min(Fi−i) is maximum value of i-th row
vector of F and minimum of Fi−i.

Results
We first evaluated the performance of IMLARF and
ISLARF on synthetic simulation data as compared to
the state of the art, and then explored the inferred net-
works with real gene microarray data for psychiatric dis-
orders. The synthetic, non-linear expression data is from
DREAM3 In Silico Network challenge in which the data
is created with the subnetworks of well-known reference
networks for Yeast. To assess the edge weight matrix W
elicited by proposed methods, first the matrix is con-
verted to an edge list sorted by the confidence levels
(weight), then the top k confidence level edges are selected
to measure the accuracy criteria, such as true positive
(TP), false positive (FP), true negative (TN), and false neg-
ative (FN). The receiver operating characteristic (ROC)
curves as a parametric curve were traced over different
k = 1, ..., n(n − 1) to examine the trade-off between
the true positive rate (TPR) and false positive rate (FPR).
The criteria to represent the performance are defined as
following:

• TPR=TP/(TP+FN)
• FPR=FP/(FP+TN)
• AUROC: the area under ROC curve.

We compared our method to each standalone method
without integrations and also other well known the state
of the art methods. The abbreviations of algorithms are
listed below:

• MI: edge is scored by mutual information
• ZS: relative variation from wild type is measured by

z-score.
• LARF: lasso based random featuring and sampling.
• IMLARF: integration of MI and LARF
• ISLARF: integration of ZS and LARF
• ZDR: top rank in DREAM 3 [23]
• GENIE3: top rank in DREAM 4 [24]
• TIGRESS: top rank in DREAM 5 [21]
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Evaluation on the DREAM3 benchmarks
Materials
The data for DREAM3 In Silico Network challenge con-
sists of three differently sized networks, (10, 50, and 100
genes), and there are five gold-standard networks for each
size (total of 15 networks). The five networks are named
Ecoli1, Ecoli2, Yeast1, Yeast2, and Yeast3. From each true
network, three different data types (knockdown, knock-
out perturbations, and time series data) are provided, and
the knockdown and knockout data includes a single wild
type sample. In our experiments, only knockout data is
used and 10-gene, 50-gene, 100-gene of Yeast1 networks
are mainly tested.

Random sampling vs Random featuring
To evaluate how much more effectively LARF selects true
edges than random sampling, we compared them with 10-
gene Yeast1 network in Fig. 3. Figure 3a is the result of
LARF with only random sampling (α=1, r=0.5) and 3b is
with only random featuring (α=0.5, r=1). The normalized
edge score is the average of 10 experiments and yellow
colored cells indicate true edges. In Fig. 3a, though G2’s
true regulator is G1, G2←G3 is relatively higher than
G2←G1 probably because of indirect regulation from G3
to G2 through G1. In Fig. 3b, G2←G1 is correctly esti-
mated as true edge by random featuring. Similarly two
true edges (G4←G1 and G5←G1) are inferred with the
highest weight in random featuring but random sam-
pling gives only 0.79 and 0.91 to two true edges (G4←G1
and G5←G1) due to another true edges (G4←G6
and G5←G3) have strong direct regulation (1 and
0.99).

Setting parameters
Before we compare our methods to other methods, we
explored the optimal parameters that give the best results.
As described in Fig. 4, the mean and standard deviation
of AUROC are measured after LARF are 10 times per-
formed over different parameters, α and r, for 50-gene
Yeast1 network. The range of parameter is 0.2∼1 due to
too small number of feature and sample in 10-gene net-
work data. The best result (0.8501±0.0049) is recorded
with α=0.4 and r=1 for 50-gene Yeast1 data. This indi-
cates that the random sampling rate does not necessarily
need to be applied to avoid overfitting once random fea-
turing is applied. In addition, the figure also shows that the
AUROC can be decreased with high standard deviation
if both parameters are too small. According to the result
of 10-gene and 100-gene Yeast1 data, if the sample size is
small (N=10), the deviation is quite high in low α and r
though AUROC is high. As the best result for 10-gene and
100-gene Yeast1 data, 0.925±0.0125 and 0.8611±0.0046
were achievedwith α=0.5, r=1 and α=0.4, r=1 respectively.
It also shows the random sampling could not make an
improvement in both small and large sample sizes. There-
fore we applied fixed parameters α=0.5, r=1 to all data sets
in our experiments.

Effect of integration and performance comparisons
Table 1 presents the performance of integrative
approaches compared to a single method. In the case of
LARF-based methods, mean and deviation are measured
after each method is performed 10 times for Yeast1
network of DREAM3. The integration of more than two
methods is simply done by entry-wise product of edge

a c

b

Fig. 3 Comparison of random sampling and featuring in LARF. a The result of LARF with only random sampling. b The result of LARF with only
random featuring. c True network of 10-gene Yeast1 in DREAM3
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Fig. 4Mean and standard deviation of AUROC with different
parameters and 10 iterations of experiments for 50-gene Yeast1
network. (a) Mean and (b) standard deviation

score matrix. In TIGRESS-TF, the list of TF is provided
as TIGRESS is designed for DREAM5 challenge data in
which TF is given. Asterisk(*)-marked methods require
knockout data. The integration of MI and LARF outper-
forms standalone MI and LARF except 50-gene. Similarly

Table 1 AUROC of standalone and integrative methods

Method 10-gene 50-gene 100-gene

GENIE3 0.9175 0.8427 0.8631

TIGRESS 0.7044 ± 0.0056 0.8179 ± 0.0025 0.7690 ± 0.0023

TIGRESS-TF 0.8154 ± 0.0037 0.9006 ± 0.0010 0.8777 ± 0.0009

MI 0.9312 0.8329 0.8586

LARF 0.9250 ± 0.0154 0.8489 ± 0.0038 0.8610 ± 0.0039

IMLARF 0.9425 ± 0.0047 0.8487 ± 0.0032 0.8701 ± 0.0012

ZDR∗ 0.8975 0.9223 0.8876

ZS∗ 0.9725 0.9204 0.8870

ZS∗+MI 0.9775 0.8931 0.8925

ISLARF∗ 0.9892 ± 0.0021 0.9301 ± 0.0049 0.9065 ± 0.0029

the performance of ISLARF is better than other integra-
tion such as ZS+MI and standalone ZS. If knockout data
is not available, IMLARF will be the best method as ZS is
not applicable. Since ZDR is based on knockout data, the
result shows that ZDR is quite better than other methods
such as IMLARF except in a small size network. In Fig. 5,
the AUROC for proposed methods and the state of the art
methods with 10-gene Yeast1 data are plotted after only
a single experiment. Overall results show that ISLARF is
the best method if knockout data is available, otherwise
IMLARF is superior to other methods.

Inference of GRN for psychiatric disorders
In this section, the proposed method is applied to real
gene expression data for psychiatric disorders. Through
the experiments, we evaluate how the method constructs
the network and explore what potential biomarkers of Psy-
chiatric disorders are in the inferred networks. Psychiatric
disorders data that are provided from the Stanley Medi-
cal Research Institute (SMRI) consist of gene expression
data of 25833 genes and 131 samples (43 controls and
88 cases) including bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, major
depression as three major psychiatric diseases.
To select genes possibly associated with psychiatric dis-

orders, two statistical tests, t-test and z-test [27], are
performed. In Fig. 6a, all genes are plotted by using
p-value of t-test for y-axis and z-test value for x-axis, and
the plot shows that two tests shows similar results in linear
patterns. From these two tests, we selected 1407 genes as
cut-off values are set to −log10(0.01) and ±2.326 for t-test
(y-axis) and z-test (x-axis). To find a module of genes that
may interact to each other in Psychiatric disorders, we ini-
tially built a correlation matrix whose element of ith row
and jth column is absolute value of correlation between
expressions of ith and jth genes, and then clustering is per-
formed to the estimated correlation matrix as shown in
Fig. 6b. Based on the result of clustering, we manually set
8 groups of genes (yellow squares).
To analyze the relationship between clusters, first,

IMLARF was applied to all 1407 genes with setting θ to
0.2. Figure 7 shows only the two largest components of
the inferred network where node color indicates a clus-
ter number after small components of the network are
removed from the figure. The result is consistent with the
correlation matrix in Fig. 6b showing the features as fol-
lows: (i) cluster 3, 6, and 8 in the network strongly and
exclusively interact to each other, (ii) cluster 2, 4, and
5 are complicatedly interacting together, (iii) cluster 7 is
widespread over the whole network.
To observe the strong regulation of the network, we

inferred network with all the genes again after setting θ

to 0.4. As a result, we displayed the second largest com-
ponent in the inferred network in Fig. 8a. Most nodes of
the network are genes of cluster 3 implying that cluster
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Fig. 5 ROC of the methods (a) without and (b) with gene deletion information in 10-gene network

3 is most exclusively and strongly interacting within the
cluster. It is noted that 7 genes, DAO [28], PRDX6 [29],
KCNN3 [30], TCF7L2 [31], RFX4 [32], FYN [33], and
B3GAT2 [34] (yellow-colored nodes) , relevant to psychi-
atric disorders are involved and interestingly these genes
except B3GAT2 constitute a connected subgraph. Blue-
colored nodes indicate the genes that have more than two
connection to yellow nodes supposing that these genes
are likely to be susceptible to psychiatric disorders (In this
paper we call yellow and blue gene reference gene and
susceptible gene respectively. We define a gene as a refer-
ence gene if a gene appears with a psychiatric disease in
the title of related literatures). There are 4 genes, SOX9,
HEPH, AQP1, and SDC3 as susceptible genes, and it was
already reported that SDC3 has a weak association with
schizophrenia in related GWAS [35].
Figure 8b is the inferred network for cluster 7, and a total

of 8 genes known as psychiatric disorder-related genes
in related literatures are found as following: TEF [36],
NR1D1 [37], KIF13A [38], ADCYAP1R1 [39], MDGA1

[40], GNAZ [41], CNR1 [42], and DCLK1 [43]. Addi-
tionally we defined 5 genes, ZBTB20, MAP7, ZBTB16,
ANK2, andMRAP2, as susceptible genes, and surprisingly
ZBTB20 [44], MAP7 [45], ZBTB16 [46], ANK2 [47] was
also reported as schizophrenia disorder-associated genes
in SNP and CNV-based studies. So we imply that it is
worth to investigate the genes that have only an edge to
reference gene as candidate genes associated with psychi-
atric disorder. In addition, reference genes in the network
tend to interact with each other directly or indirectly
though susceptible genes but they are not widely spread
implying they may work together or may be co-regulated
by another unknown biomarker.
The network inference result for the combination of

cluster 4 and 5 is shown in Fig. 8c consisting of two com-
ponents. There are 10 reference genes such as DLG4 [48]],
MIF [49], SLC6A5 [50], GAD1 [51], GAD2 [52], GOT2
[53], RGS9 [54], HDAC9 [55], CDH7 [56], and BDNF
[57], and 3 susceptible genes such as PRMT8, KIT, and
ELAVL2. It is noted that ELAVL2 has connections to
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Kim et al. BMCMedical Genomics 2016, 9(Suppl 2):50 Page 119 of 122

1382

1381

504 1024

602

601

1280

595

600

592

1097

615

1022

609

1277

505

1278

614

596

599

1281

608

501

597

591

218

1196

1400
1004

507

973

607

506

613

1069

217

1103

1324

1207226

71

1173

1050

491

29

152
205

187
27

25

580

356

38

56
519

977

26

976
54

42

885

30

203

1094

96

31

348

923
74

523

1101

611999

461

1354

998

1397

290

32

164

612

1068

620

361

629

393

942

224

997

1323

914
1133

40

143

39

115

485

395
398

1367 585

932

1229

396
262

261

470

260

475

1033
562

627

325

444

448
1226

8

9

6

7

10

12
13

5

11

324

628

1376

447221

1296

1073

437
598

2

1

4

3

14

868

446

445

464

1225

1080 439533

456

457

467

530

1290

434

449

450

1245

1205

1230

992

1202

1201

1096

438

1243

442

443

462

441

564458

454

440

453
579

1333

561

465

899

452
451

560

392

553

563 238

513

1395

980

411

113

100

606

346

163 335

127

84

630

993 88

72

78
278

82

410

492

478

275

1098

144
142

1326

4841008

487

1386

1399

474

394
1199

1200

489

488

532

397

586

406 241

240

246

1134

985
540

319

1259

1079

545

554

257

351 160
352

123

1100
996

517

1063

327

605 93

91
202

147

86

527

1051

1307
1309

310

298 173

307

954

1348

1052

89

285

1028

85

569

184

206

979

87

363

73

419

634

77

19

362
300

199

1346

1130

389

518

490

347201

92

526

138

269

220

211

215

328

268

249

255

625

1325
242

225
228

233

235

230

223
1174

231

253

219

232
247

508

248

216

326

251

463

227

1312

1313

349

229

245

252

1294

459

626

254

476

1295

244

256243

214

212

209 1140

213

250
239

237

222
568

633 234
502

236
365

1075

210

1223

162

181 415

1222

1006

949

297112

433

75198

182

171

1391

172

1266

125

170

405

153

126

322

1265

179

83178

141

995

1365

539
122

420

258

1034

166

422

208

281

514

108

1211
139

169

107

110271

1371306

134267

20

1048

1010

1011

385

901047
571265

619

1023

1168

1016

1019
1256 498317

520

565
529

132
131

62

274 572 1003 148

43 1212

168
167 12923

149207

12081014 535151

135 136118

574 20018

195

52 29150
101

49

197
6079

45

121280
165 1236

302

418
109283

128

617

1177

1228

616

618

53

542

1190

1328

503 610

47

975

499

48

1170
1217

175

81

538

130
359

401

364

21

24

111
273

559

29328

1041
97

345

99

263

51

1337

948

1071

46

80
41

55
22

1335

294 567

404

1076

1129
1317

425

4261077

430

314

286

1002

510

287

313

316
354

186

413

431

1213

1304

1210

1303

5221341

428

962

1353
494

412

66

403

511

414
146

495

315120

68

69
496

423

1013

960

958

959

961

964

571178

1020
1021

174
1299

70

4437

63

64

103

34

117

36
133

61

104

95

2721366
105

357

33

106

111358

1112

1214

1018
145

34435472

76

1167
1407

1372

1282

11119894

301
402

1331
1274

1127

424

185 296

264

150

427

1110
521

570

59
1017

114 1352

534

102

471

292
974429

270

65

67

183

421

289

323

399

400

556

577544

381

919

332

573

1040

583

177

417

1062
387

1146

366

1406192

333

1029

276

376

331

1254

1288

350
180

155

124

1055

408 1026

157

204

154

342

190

196

390

1027
473

1057
552

330

360

1238

636

696

637

638

658

635

673

703

670

668

712

656 645

692

655

713

710

664

848

669

648
780

695

639

699

647

643

646

644

666

651

657

702

652

661

700

660

665

640

649

1176

654
720

671

650

642

641

653

659

672

497
929 555

353

156

336

161

1383

1065

320

1107

337

543

391

940

509

525

380

1030

1311

329

277

288

500

928

373

677

678

685

688

676
686

693

674

681

662

781

679

843

663

844

684

680

675

691

683

689

682

690

687

911

1121

936

1263

382

10561267

338

1007

339

194

334

377

379

383

374

388

378

259 318

375

340
372

370

1117

369

1158

371

667

193

1032

189

982

1169

786
1384

284

1066

303557

621

343

1155

1009

1262

1175

1012

714

435
386

309 266

551

407

299
304

575

312
16

384
1145

951

279

624

516

191
1141

321

159

176
305

17

493

311
1025

158

1150

Cluster # 1
Cluster # 2
Cluster # 3
Cluster # 4
Cluster # 5
Cluster # 6
Cluster # 7
Cluster # 8

Fig. 7 Large components of network inferred with 1407 genes

three reference nodes and was reported as schizophrenia-
related gene in recent GWAS [58].

Discussion
The difference between ZS and z-score of [23] is in
whether the absolute value of variation Di

j is taken before
z-scoring or original value of Di

j is used. In our method,
we simply calculate the z-score to measure how many
deviations the observed variation is above or below while
the absolute value of variation |Di

j| is used for z-score.
Since we want to know how much the variation of a gene
is higher than another target gene after knockout of the
source gene, the use of Di

j rather than |Di
j| is more reason-

able and it is not guaranteed to select high-variant genes
if absolute value of Di

j is used. Since random featuring and
random sampling are performed in iterations of lasso, the
computational time is significantly increased especially in

finding optimal parameters. In implementation, the step
size, therefore, should be set to a reasonably small value,
and parallel processing (i.e. parfor in matlab) can reduce
the processing time in practice (In our case, eight local
cores are used). As a future work, we can integrate TF
information additionally in the inference so that we can
get more reliable results, and then also apply our method
to DREAM5 challenge data for comparison to TIGRESS
that utilizes TF information.

Conclusion
We presented two integrative approaches for gene reg-
ulatory network inference combining two different algo-
rithms. First, IMLARF that we proposed is based on the
integration of MI and LARF, which is a novel regression-
based random featuring, to overcome the limitation
of random sampling and MI. Secondly, ISLARF is the
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a b

c

Fig. 8 Inferred gene regulatory networks for psychiatric disorder. a Cluster 3 b Cluster 7 c Cluster 4 and 5. Yellow-colored nodes indicate the genes
known as psychiatric disorder genes in the literatures. Blue-colored nodes are the genes that are connected to more than two yellow genes

combination of LARF and ZS that is based on the z-score
of variation of expression after the candidate regulator is
knocked out. Both integrative methods outperform the
standalone methods and the selected state of the art tech-
niques on DREAM3 challenge data. In application to
inference of the gene regulation associated with psychi-
atric disorders, we applied IMLARF to gene expression
data and inferred the interactions between genes reported
known as psychiatric disorder-associated genes and sus-
ceptible genes defined by inferred networks.
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