
echT PressScience

Doi:10.32604/cmc.2025.066509

ARTICLE

A Self-Supervised Hybrid Similarity Framework for Underwater Coral Species
Classification

Yu-Shiuan Tsai*, Zhen-Rong Wu and Jian-Zhi Liu

Department of Computer Science and Engineering, National Taiwan Ocean University, Keelung City, 202, Taiwan
*Corresponding Author: Yu-Shiuan Tsai. Email: ystsai@mail.ntou.edu.tw
Received: 10 April 2025; Accepted: 04 June 2025; Published: 03 July 2025

ABSTRACT: Few-shot learning has emerged as a crucial technique for coral species classification, addressing the
challenge of limited labeled data in underwater environments. This study introduces an optimized few-shot learning
model that enhances classification accuracy while minimizing reliance on extensive data collection. The proposed
model integrates a hybrid similarity measure combining Euclidean distance and cosine similarity, effectively capturing
both feature magnitude and directional relationships. This approach achieves a notable accuracy of 71.8% under a
5-way 5-shot evaluation, outperforming state-of-the-art models such as Prototypical Networks, FEAT, and ESPT by up
to 10%. Notably, the model demonstrates high precision in classifying Siderastreidae (87.52%) and Fungiidae (88.95%),
underscoring its effectiveness in distinguishing subtle morphological differences. To further enhance performance, we
incorporate a self-supervised learning mechanism based on contrastive learning, enabling the model to extract robust
representations by leveraging local structural patterns in corals. This enhancement significantly improves classification
accuracy, particularly for species with high intra-class variation, leading to an overall accuracy of 76.52% under a 5-
way 10-shot evaluation. Additionally, the model exploits the repetitive structures inherent in corals, introducing a local
feature aggregation strategy that refines classification through spatial information integration. Beyond its technical
contributions, this study presents a scalable and efficient approach for automated coral reef monitoring, reducing
annotation costs while maintaining high classification accuracy. By improving few-shot learning performance in
underwater environments, our model enhances monitoring accuracy by up to 15% compared to traditional methods,
offering a practical solution for large-scale coral conservation efforts.

KEYWORDS: Few-shot learning; self-supervised learning; contrastive representation learning; hybrid similarity
measures; local feature aggregation; voting-based classification; marine species recognition; underwater computer
vision

1 Introduction
Coral reefs are among the most biologically diverse and structurally complex ecosystems, playing

a crucial role in maintaining marine biodiversity, supporting human livelihoods, and regulating global
ecological balance. Dating back to before the Cambrian period [1], coral polyps have coexisted with symbiotic
algae for over 500 million years, forming extensive reef structures through calcium carbonate deposition.
Modern taxonomy classifies corals under the phylum Cnidaria, primarily within the Anthozoa class, which is
further divided into Hexacorallia and Octocorallia [2]. Taiwan’s waters, due to their unique ocean topography
and currents, host one of the richest coral ecosystems, encompassing a vast array of reef-building and non-
reef-building species. Fringing reefs dominate its coastline, while barrier reefs and atolls are present in other
regions, supporting diverse marine habitats.
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Despite their ecological importance, coral reefs are increasingly threatened by climate change, pollution,
and human activities. Masson-Delmotte et al. [3] highlighted that rising ocean temperatures, marine heat-
waves, and ocean acidification severely impact coral health, leading to widespread bleaching events. If global
ocean temperatures rise by 2○C, coral reefs could face near-total extinction by 2050. Additional stressors,
including overfishing, coastal development, and chemical pollution, further accelerate reef degradation [4].
These threats emphasize the urgency of large-scale, automated coral reef monitoring and classification to
support conservation efforts.

Deep learning has emerged as a powerful tool for coral classification, significantly reducing reliance on
labor-intensive manual annotation. Early methods, such as those by Beijbom et al. [5], utilized texture and
color descriptors to estimate coral coverage. More recent approaches leverage convolutional neural networks
(CNNs) and deep feature representations for improved classification accuracy. King et al. [6] introduced
TwinNet, which utilizes multi-view stereoscopic data to enhance coral segmentation. Gapper et al. [7] applied
remote sensing and support vector machines (SVMs) to analyze 14 years of satellite data, demonstrating the
potential of large-scale automated monitoring. Raine et al. [8] further improved annotation efficiency by
integrating foundation models like DINOv2 with a human-in-the-loop labeling strategy.

However, despite these advancements, a fundamental challenge remains: the high cost of labeled data
in deep learning models. Supervised deep learning techniques typically require large datasets with extensive
annotations, which are difficult and time-consuming to acquire in underwater environments. For example,
Raphael et al. [9] trained ResNet-50 with over 5000 labeled coral images, while Reshma et al. [10] required
115,000 data points for CNN-based coral classification. The demand for such massive datasets limits the
scalability of traditional deep learning models, particularly in remote coral reef ecosystems where data
collection is restricted.

Few-Shot Learning (FSL) has emerged as a promising solution to reduce dependency on large labeled
datasets, allowing models to generalize from only a handful of annotated examples. FSL techniques, such
as metric learning and meta-learning, have demonstrated success in adapting models to new classes with
minimal supervision. Li et al. [11] reviewed deep metric learning approaches for FSL, categorizing them
into feature embedding, prototype learning, and similarity-based classification. Zhang et al. [12] further
explored meta-transfer learning, where knowledge is transferred across domains to improve generalization
in novel categories. These studies highlight the potential of FSL for coral classification, particularly in
scenarios where acquiring extensive labeled data is impractical. To further substantiate the effectiveness and
contemporary relevance of our proposed model, we have integrated insights from several recent studies
published after 2019 that employ advanced few-shot learning algorithms. For example, Liu et al. [13]
introduced a hybrid representation framework that balances class-specific and shared features through
residual-based refinement, highlighting the importance of enriched feature representations—an approach
that aligns closely with our use of combined Euclidean and cosine similarity. Similarly, Sim and Kim [14]
developed a cross-attention-based dual similarity network that captures both channel-wise and spatial
correlations, providing a strong comparative reference for our emphasis on local feature modeling in coral
imagery. In addition, recent methods such as ESPT [15] leverage self-supervised learning to enhance feature
quality under limited supervision, which directly informed our integration of contrastive learning into our
model. Collectively, these studies affirm the technical soundness and competitiveness of our framework
within the evolving landscape of few-shot learning research.

Recent advancements have pushed the boundaries of FSL applications in environmental monitoring.
Contini et al. (2025) [16] introduced a multi-scale knowledge distillation model that integrates fine-scale
underwater imagery with aerial data, demonstrating how multi-resolution data fusion can enhance FSL



Comput Mater Contin. 2025;84(2) 3433

performance in large-scale ecological assessments. Additionally, Shao et al. (2024) [17] developed a multi-
label classification framework to automate the detection of coral health conditions, improving FSL models’
adaptability to variable underwater environments. Blondin et al. (2024) [18] further contributed to this field
by proposing a hierarchical classification system, which aligns coral classification with ecological taxonomies,
allowing FSL models to leverage hierarchical dependencies for improved recognition accuracy.

Despite these advancements, several key challenges persist in applying FSL to coral classification.
First, underwater image variability, including lighting distortions, turbidity, and depth-induced color shifts,
complicates feature extraction and domain adaptation [19]. The quality and clarity of underwater imagery are
further affected by environmental factors such as water current speed, particle density, and algae distribution,
particularly in deep-sea regions where traditional optical imaging becomes unreliable. To address these
limitations, Sture et al. [20] explored synthetic aperture sonar (SAS) imaging techniques to enhance
coral detection in low-visibility and deep-water environments. Their findings suggest that non-optical
imaging modalities, such as SAS, could complement deep learning models by providing alternative feature
representations that are less affected by water column distortions. However, integrating these diverse sensing
modalities into FSL frameworks remains a challenge, as sonar-based imagery often differs significantly
from standard RGB image datasets used in supervised learning. Second, morphological diversity within
coral species presents a challenge, as intra-species variability leads to shape variations that traditional FSL
models may struggle to distinguish [2]. Third, cross-domain generalization remains an open problem, as
FSL models trained on one dataset often fail to adapt to different geographic regions due to domain shifts
in environmental conditions and imaging techniques. Zhou et al. [21] proposed the Meta-Collaborative
Comparison Network (MeCo-Net), which integrates both global and local representations through a
collaborative comparison mechanism. Their model is designed to enhance cross-domain generalization in
few-shot scenarios and demonstrates competitive performance across benchmark datasets. The architecture
addresses the challenge of representation collapse by incorporating a similarity-guided collaborative fusion
module, which aligns well with our motivation to combine complementary distance metrics. By leveraging
both global semantics and localized variations, their method exemplifies the trend toward more robust,
hybrid strategies in modern few-shot learning models—further validating the direction of our proposed
hybrid similarity framework, while Suchendra et al. [22] explored 3D coral reconstructions to enhance model
robustness through structure-from-motion (SfM) techniques.

To address these challenges, we propose the Optimized Coral Evaluation and Assessment Network
(OCEAN), a novel few-shot learning framework for underwater coral classification. Our approach incor-
porates several key innovations. First, we exploit the repetitive morphological structures of corals to
enhance feature extraction, enabling FSL models to better leverage local patterns for classification. Second,
we integrate self-supervised contrastive learning to generate pseudo-labels, improving feature representa-
tions without requiring additional human annotations. Third, we implement a hybrid similarity measure
combining Euclidean and cosine similarity, which refines prototype-based classification and enhances
robustness to intra-species variability. Lastly, we introduce a voting-based evaluation mechanism, reducing
misclassification errors by aggregating local predictions across coral images.

Experimental results demonstrate that OCEAN significantly outperforms existing FSL models in under-
water coral classification tasks. By leveraging self-supervised learning and improved similarity measures, our
model achieves higher accuracy with fewer labeled samples, making it a practical solution for large-scale coral
monitoring. Furthermore, we introduce a benchmark dataset of ten coral species, providing a standardized
evaluation platform for future research in FSL-based coral classification.
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2 Related Work
Our research primarily addresses the few-shot classification problem, with additional relevance to self-

supervised learning. This section reviews key developments in these areas and discusses their significance to
our approach.

Few-shot learning (FSL) aims to enable machines to generalize from a limited number of training
samples, mimicking the cognitive flexibility of humans when encountering new concepts with minimal
prior exposure. One of the foundational models in FSL is Prototypical Networks (ProtoNets), introduced
by Snell et al. in 2018 [23]. ProtoNets formalized the concept of a prototype, representing the central
tendency of each class in the feature space. The model employs a meta-learning framework, where training
is conducted in an episodic manner. Each episode consists of a Support Set (S) and a Query Set (Q), where
the Support Set is used to compute class prototypes, and the Query Set is used to evaluate the model’s
classification performance.

During prototype computation, the model determines the prototype of each class by averaging all
sample features within that class, as expressed in Eq. (1):

Pn =
1
∣Sn ∣
∑xi∈Sn

fθ (xi) (1)

where Pn denotes the prototype of the n-th class, Sn represents all sample features belonging to that class, xi
is the feature representation of the i-th sample, and fθ is the feature extraction function of the model.

During classification, query samples are mapped into the same feature space using fθ , and their
similarity to each class prototype is computed. The class with the highest similarity score is selected as the
predicted label. The similarity measurement between a query sample and a class prototype is formulated
as Eq. (2):

sim_score = d ( fθ (x) ,Pk) (2)

where d represents the function for computing similarity between the query sample x and the prototype Pk .
ProtoNets employ Euclidean distance as the similarity measure, classifying each query sample based on its
closest class prototype in the feature space.

Prototypical Networks (ProtoNets) effectively integrate comprehensive feature representations from a
limited number of samples, reducing over-reliance on individual instances and making them particularly
well-suited for few-shot learning scenarios. However, despite their effectiveness, ProtoNets still leave room
for improvement in both feature extraction and prototype evaluation. To address these limitations, Ye et al.
(2020) introduced FEAT [24], a few-shot learning framework that extends the prototype-based approach.
A key contribution of their study was recognizing that different classification tasks require task-specific
feature representations, rather than relying on a fixed, generic feature space. To achieve this, FEAT employs
a set-to-set adaptation strategy, where sample features are adjusted dynamically to optimize classification
performance. By incorporating a Transformer-based feature refinement mechanism [25], FEAT learns
to enhance feature representations for unseen classes, improving task adaptability. Their experimental
results demonstrated that FEAT consistently outperformed conventional few-shot learning models across
various datasets and settings, highlighting the effectiveness of prototype-based approaches with adaptive
feature extraction.

Building upon these advancements, Sim and Kim (2024) proposed the Cross-Attention based Dual-
Similarity Network (DSN) [14], which introduces a dual-similarity mechanism combining channel-similarity
and map-similarity to improve few-shot learning. Their use of cross-attention mechanisms aligns with
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the broader trend of employing Transformer-style architectures for image recognition. While DSN has
demonstrated strong performance in N-way K-shot and 1-shot classification settings, its generalization
capabilities in complex ecological domains remain unexplored. The Batch Enhanced Contrastive Few-
Shot Learning (BECLR) model [26] integrates a Dynamic Clustered mEmory (DyCE) module and an
Optimal Transport-based distribution Alignment (OpTA) mechanism to enhance representation quality and
inference robustness. BECLR achieves strong performance in low-shot settings by refining both pretraining
and downstream classification stages through self-supervised strategies. In contrast, our proposed model,
OCEAN, leverages self-supervised contrastive learning and repetitive coral structures, making it particularly
effective for coral classification tasks. By incorporating local feature aggregation techniques, OCEAN
enhances model robustness in marine environments, where species exhibit high intra-class variation and
morphological diversity.

Another notable contribution to few-shot learning is Liu et al.’s hybrid representation approach [13],
which balances specific and shared feature representations. Their method introduces residual feature learn-
ing, allowing for finer adjustments in the feature extraction process. While Liu’s model focuses on refining
the base learner for classification, OCEAN differentiates itself by integrating a voting-based evaluation
mechanism, which enhances classification reliability for highly diverse coral species. Moreover, OCEAN’s
application in ecological conservation offers practical benefits, significantly reducing the need for extensive
coral image collection and annotation, thus making large-scale marine biodiversity monitoring more feasible.

Self-supervised learning (SSL) is a powerful paradigm that enables neural networks to learn meaningful
feature representations by generating pseudo-labels without requiring explicit human annotations. The
core principle of SSL is to design pretext tasks that automatically extract supervisory signals from the
data, allowing the model to develop discriminative feature representations that enhance performance in
subsequent downstream tasks. Various SSL strategies have been explored, with one of the earliest approaches
involving prediction-based self-supervision. These methods include tasks such as predicting the relative
positions of image patches [27], solving shuffled jigsaw puzzles [28], or reconstructing occluded or missing
image parts to simulate artifact restoration [29]. However, several studies have highlighted a major drawback
of these approaches—models tend to exploit low-level statistical correlations or shortcut learning, rather than
developing robust semantic representations. This limitation has led to a shift toward contrastive learning,
which has demonstrated superior performance in self-supervised learning tasks.

One of the most influential contrastive learning frameworks is Momentum Contrast (MoCo), intro-
duced by He et al. in 2020 [30]. MoCo incorporates a dynamic dictionary queue with a momentum update
mechanism, allowing contrastive learning to leverage a larger and more diverse set of negative samples.
Unlike standard contrastive learning approaches, where negative samples are drawn from the same batch,
MoCo maintains a queue of previously encountered samples and continuously updates it during training.
Specifically, MoCo initializes the dictionary queue randomly, and at each training step, it removes the oldest
batch of key values while adding the current batch into the queue. This approach ensures that the dictionary
captures a broad data distribution while preserving consistency with the latest representations. By leveraging
this momentum-based design, MoCo effectively mitigates the challenge of limited negative samples, thereby
improving the model’s ability to learn generalizable feature representations.

In addition to MoCo, the SimCLR framework, developed by the Google Brain team [31], provides
a simpler yet highly effective approach to contrastive learning. Unlike MoCo, SimCLR does not rely on
momentum encoders or memory banks. Instead, it achieves self-supervised learning through a carefully
designed data augmentation pipeline combined with a contrastive loss function. The SimCLR pipeline
consists of four key steps: (1) Data Augmentation, where each input image is transformed into two augmented
views using random cropping, rotation, noise addition, and color distortion; (2) Feature Extraction, where
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both augmented views are processed by a shared backbone network; (3) Feature Mapping, where repre-
sentations are projected into a lower-dimensional contrastive space; and (4) Contrastive Learning, where
a contrastive loss function minimizes the distance between positive pairs (augmented views of the same
image) while maximizing the distance between negative pairs (augmented views of different images). A key
advantage of SimCLR lies in its flexibility, as the data augmentation techniques can be tailored to specific
tasks. For instance, in tasks requiring models to learn geometric structures, augmentations such as random
cropping and rotation can be emphasized. In contrast, when robustness to noise is critical, noise-based
augmentations can be incorporated to improve model performance.

While MoCo and SimCLR have demonstrated state-of-the-art performance in contrastive learning,
their design principles also provide a foundation for enhancing few-shot learning methods. By leveraging
self-supervised learning (SSL) techniques, our proposed OCEAN framework integrates contrastive learning
into few-shot learning to improve feature representation quality, reduce reliance on labeled data, and
enhance classification accuracy in challenging underwater environments. The ability to generate high-quality
embeddings through SSL is particularly beneficial in marine ecosystem monitoring, where labeled datasets
are often scarce and expensive to obtain. This integration highlights the potential of self-supervised learning
as a key enabler for scalable, data-efficient coral classification systems.

3 Methodology

3.1 Overview of the OCEAN Model
The Optimized Coral Evaluation and Assessment Network (OCEAN) is designed to address the

challenges of few-shot coral classification in real-world underwater environments. Traditional few-shot
learning methods often struggle to generalize due to the high intra-class variability and morphological
diversity of coral species, as well as the difficulty of obtaining large annotated datasets. To overcome these
limitations, OCEAN integrates self-supervised learning (SSL) to enhance feature representation, a hybrid
similarity measure to improve classification accuracy, and local patch-based feature extraction to capture
fine-grained coral structures.

OCEAN operates in two primary stages: the training stage and the testing stage. In the training stage,
the model builds on the prototype-based learning framework from Prototypical Networks (ProtoNets)
while incorporating self-supervised contrastive learning to generate additional pseudo-labels, reducing the
reliance on manually annotated data. Furthermore, a dual-metric similarity approach, combining Euclidean
distance and cosine similarity, is employed to refine prototype computation, ensuring better class separation
and improved generalization. In the testing stage, OCEAN enhances classification accuracy by extracting
local image patches in addition to global image representations. This approach leverages the repetitive
structures and local patterns inherent in coral species, which provide additional discriminative features for
classification. The final prediction is determined through a voting-based strategy, where the classification
results from different patches are aggregated, ensuring robustness against variations in lighting, occlusions,
and environmental distortions.

The conceptual framework of OCEAN is illustrated in Fig. 1, which outlines the training and testing
processes. The integration of self-supervised learning, a hybrid similarity measure, and local patch evaluation
enables OCEAN to achieve higher classification accuracy with fewer labeled samples, making it a practical
solution for large-scale marine biodiversity monitoring.
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Figure 1: Structural overview of the optimized coral evaluation and assessment network (OCEAN) model for few-shot
coral classification

The training stage of OCEAN is designed to learn discriminative feature representations while main-
taining adaptability to novel coral species. The model follows the prototype-based learning approach, where
each class is represented by a class prototype, computed as the mean embedding of all samples within that
class. This approach allows the model to generalize effectively to unseen classes using only a small number
of labeled examples.

To further enhance the model’s learning capability, a self-supervised learning task is incorporated
into the training process. This self-supervision is implemented using a contrastive learning pretext task,
where the model generates pseudo-labels from the data itself, rather than relying solely on human-labeled
annotations. By encouraging the model to learn both global and local feature representations, self-supervised
learning improves classification robustness, particularly in cases where labeled coral datasets are limited
or imbalanced. Additionally, OCEAN introduces a dual-metric loss function that refines the classification
process. While ProtoNets traditionally use Euclidean distance as the similarity measure, OCEAN integrates
cosine similarity to complement Euclidean-based distance calculations. Euclidean distance captures feature
magnitude differences, while cosine similarity focuses on directional alignment between feature vectors. By
combining these two metrics, the model improves class discrimination and reduces misclassification errors,
especially for visually similar coral species.

In the testing stage, OCEAN incorporates local feature extraction to enhance classification accuracy.
Given that corals exhibit distinctive yet repetitive structural patterns, evaluating local image patches
alongside global features allows the model to leverage fine-grained morphological details for improved
recognition. This is particularly useful in real-world underwater environments, where coral images may
suffer from blur, occlusions, and varying lighting conditions. To implement this, each test image is divided
into multiple local patches, and each patch undergoes individual feature extraction and classification
using the trained OCEAN model. The classification results from both the global image and local patches
are then aggregated using a voting-based strategy, where the final decision is determined based on the
most frequently predicted class. This approach ensures higher classification reliability by minimizing the
impact of environmental distortions and enabling the model to utilize multiple perspectives of the same
coral specimen.
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By combining few-shot learning, self-supervised contrastive learning, and a dual-metric loss function,
OCEAN significantly enhances coral classification performance in data-scarce environments. The integra-
tion of both global and local feature representations allows the model to adapt to diverse coral morphologies,
improving classification accuracy while reducing dependency on large manually labeled datasets. Further-
more, the voting-based evaluation mechanism provides an additional layer of robustness, making OCEAN
a practical and scalable solution for real-world marine ecosystem monitoring and conservation efforts.

3.2 Hybrid Similarity-Based Classification in Few-Shot Learning
Few-shot learning methods, such as Prototypical Networks (ProtoNets), commonly rely on Euclidean

distance as a similarity metric to compare feature representations. Euclidean distance is computed by taking
the square root of the sum of squared differences across each feature dimension, thereby quantifying the
absolute positional difference between feature vectors. While this metric effectively captures magnitude-
based differences, it does not account for directionality, which is crucial in high-dimensional feature spaces
where feature vectors of the same class may have different magnitudes but similar orientations.

To address this limitation, OCEAN introduces a hybrid classification loss function, LC l ass i f i cat ion ,
which integrates Euclidean distance and cosine similarity to provide a more comprehensive assessment
of feature relationships. This approach ensures that both absolute differences (magnitude variations) and
angular similarities (directional alignment) are considered, leading to improved feature discrimination and
classification stability. The classification loss function is defined as follows (Eq. (3)):

LC l ass i f i cat ion = −
1
K

K
∑
i=1

LogSo f tmax (−Di ,Yi × Ŝi ,Yi) (3)

where K represents the number of query samples, and Yi denotes the true class label of the query sample Qi .
The LogSo f tmax function normalizes the computed distance scores into a logarithmic probability distribu-
tion, which penalizes incorrect classifications by assigning higher loss values to lower confidence predictions.

A key component of this loss function is the Euclidean distance measure, denoted as Di , j, which
quantifies the feature space distance between a query sample Qi and a class prototype P j. This is formulated
as (Eq. (4)):

Di , j =

�
��� C
∑
c=1
(Qc

i −Pc
j)

2
(4)

where C represents the dimensionality of the feature space, and Qc
i and Pc

j denote the feature values of the
query sample and the class prototype in the c-th dimension, respectively. While Euclidean distance is effective
for magnitude-based separation, it does not consider feature orientation, which can lead to misclassification
in cases where the magnitude differs but the feature direction remains similar.

To complement Euclidean distance, OCEAN incorporates cosine similarity, denoted as Si , j, to measure
the angular relationship between feature vectors. Cosine similarity is computed as Eq. (5):

Si , j =
Qi ⋅P j

∥Qi∥2 ∥P j∥2

(5)

where Qi ⋅P j represents the dot product of the feature vectors, and ∥Qi∥2 ∥P j∥2 denotes the product of their
L2 norms. The cosine similarity score ranges from −1 (opposite directions) to 1 (perfect alignment), with
higher values indicating greater semantic similarity between the query sample and the class prototype.
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To further refine classification decisions, the cosine similarity probability, denoted as Ŝi , j, is derived by
applying a Softmax function to the similarity scores, ensuring a probability-based weighting of similarities
across classes (Eq. (6)):

Ŝi , j = 1 − So f tmax (Si , j) (6)

where the Softmax function normalizes similarity scores, ensuring that similarity scores across different
classes are proportionally weighted in the final classification process.

The final classification loss term, Di ,Yi × Ŝi ,Yi , serves as a hybrid distance score that integrates both
magnitude-based and angular similarity-based features. This term is incorporated into the LogSo f tmax
function, which normalizes the hybrid distance score into a probability distribution, ensuring that larger
distances correspond to smaller classification probabilities. The final loss formulation is expressed as Eq. (7):

LogSo f tmax (−Di , j × Ŝi , j) = log
⎛
⎝

e−Di , j × Ŝi , j

∑N
n=1 e−Di ,n × Ŝi ,n

⎞
⎠

(7)

where N represents the total number of class prototypes. The numerator exponentiates the negative hybrid
distance score, ensuring that larger distances correspond to smaller probability values, while the denominator
sums these values across all prototypes, producing a normalized probability distribution.

By integrating both Euclidean distance and cosine similarity, the LC l ass i f i cat ion loss function provides
a richer and more stable representation of feature relationships by capturing both absolute positional
differences and directional alignment in the feature space. This hybrid approach ensures that the model
effectively learns both magnitude-based and orientation-based relationships, leading to more robust and
accurate classification performance.

One key advantage of this approach is its ability to reduce misclassification risk. Since Euclidean distance
alone measures only feature magnitude differences, it may incorrectly classify scaled but semantically similar
features as distinct. By incorporating cosine similarity, the model preserves feature orientation, ensuring that
samples belonging to the same class remain closely aligned in the embedding space, even if their magnitudes
differ. Additionally, the hybrid metric helps enhance class separation. Coral species often exhibit high intra-
class variability, making it challenging for traditional similarity measures to differentiate visually similar but
distinct species. By jointly considering both magnitude and directional relationships, the model is better
equipped to distinguish subtle morphological differences, improving classification accuracy, particularly
in few-shot settings where only a limited number of labeled examples are available. Another significant
benefit of this approach is its ability to improve generalization in few-shot learning scenarios. Few-shot
learning models typically suffer from overfitting due to limited labeled data, which can result in unstable
feature representations. By incorporating cosine similarity, the model gains an additional learning signal
that helps stabilize the feature space, reducing variance and improving classification robustness across
different coral species. This refined classification loss function significantly enhances the performance of
OCEAN in few-shot coral classification tasks, particularly in challenging underwater environments where
lighting conditions, occlusions, and intra-species variability can negatively impact recognition accuracy.
By leveraging both Euclidean distance and cosine similarity, OCEAN achieves more reliable, stable, and
scalable classification performance, making it an effective solution for marine biodiversity monitoring and
conservation efforts.
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3.3 Self-Supervised Learning Tasks
The OCEAN model is designed to enhance classification accuracy by incorporating self-supervised

learning (SSL) to address the limitations of conventional few-shot learning (FSL) approaches. In standard
FSL frameworks such as Prototypical Networks, the model primarily captures global relationships between
images, often failing to recognize fine-grained local feature structures. This limitation prevents the encoder
from effectively utilizing local feature correspondences, making classification less robust when dealing with
high intra-class variability, lighting variations, or occlusions.

To overcome this challenge, OCEAN integrates self-supervised learning as an auxiliary training task,
reinforcing the model’s ability to capture local feature relationships. SSL provides two key benefits: it
eliminates the need for additional labeled data, significantly reducing annotation effort, and it allows
modular adjustment of learning tasks to optimize feature extraction. By leveraging contrastive learning,
OCEAN improves both global and local feature representations, making it more effective in real-world coral
classification tasks where labeled data is scarce.

As illustrated in Fig. 2, the self-supervised learning process in OCEAN consists of three main steps.
First, the model extracts features from three sets of samples using the backbone network. Next, it applies
similarity distance loss to measure relationships among these feature sets. The three input sets include the
original image dataset (Q), a locally cropped patch (Qsub1), and another locally cropped patch (Qsub2). These
additional patches are generated using a random cropping function (φr), which ensures that local features
are preserved while introducing spatial diversity into the training process. The self-supervised loss function
(LSSL) optimizes feature similarity learning by encouraging local patches to maintain structural consistency
with the original image.

Figure 2: Overview of the self-supervised learning (SSL) process in OCEAN

Before initiating the self-supervised training process, all input images are resized to a fixed resolution
of 160 × 160 pixels to ensure consistency across episodes. This uniform preprocessing step allows the model
to process both global and local image views at the same spatial scale. During the self-supervised task, we
adopt a two-stage cropping method to extract local patches. First, a center cropping operation removes the
peripheral region of the image, which often contains sparse or ambiguous visual cues. Then, two quarter-
sized patches are randomly sampled from within the center-cropped region to form localized views, ensuring
that the cropped patches are likely to contain meaningful coral structures. Unlike traditional pipelines, we
deliberately avoid using visual augmentations such as color jittering or normalization, preserving the raw
image characteristics that are essential in underwater visual analysis.
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To further refine local feature learning, OCEAN employs a two-stage cropping strategy, as depicted
in Fig. 3. The first stage, center cropping, removes the outer 25% of the image to ensure that critical coral
structures remain in focus. This step prevents the model from learning non-object regions that could
introduce noise into feature extraction. In the second stage, two additional patches are randomly cropped
from the remaining image, generating Qsub1 and Qsub2. These local patches help the model establish
correspondences between global and local features, allowing for more fine-grained classification.

Figure 3: Data transformation for OCEAN’s self-supervised task (Random local patch selection)

The OCEAN model’s self-supervised learning task is designed to enhance feature representation by
leveraging contrastive learning, which ensures that local and global features remain consistent within the
feature space. To achieve this, OCEAN computes similarity distances between the original feature represen-
tation Q and two randomly cropped local patch features Qsub1 and Qsub2. These similarity measurements
serve as the foundation for the self-supervised learning loss LSSL , which is formulated as the average of three
pairwise distance losses, defined as follows (Eq. (8)):

LSSL =
Lsrc_sub1 +Lsrc_sub2 +Lsub1_sub2

3
(8)

The term Lsrc_sub1 represents the loss between the original image Q and the first local patch Qsub1.
Similarly, Lsrc_sub2 denotes the loss between the original image Q and the second local patch Qsub2. Finally,
Lsub1_sub2 corresponds to the loss between the two local patches, Qsub1 and Qsub2, ensuring consistency
between different regions of the same image.

To calculate these losses, OCEAN utilizes the SimDistance function, which evaluates similarity
distances between two feature sets. As illustrated in Fig. 4, the SimDistance function takes three sets of
features as inputs: the original image feature Q and the two local patch features Qsub1 and Qsub2. It then
computes a pairwise similarity distance matrix, allowing the model to assess how well the extracted local
patches align with the global image representation.
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Figure 4: Loss computation and similarity distance measurement in self-supervised learning

The SimDistance function measures feature similarity between two sets of features V 1 and V 2 by
computing a similarity distance matrix for all samples in the dataset. The core of this function focuses on
whether features from the same source are structurally similar, as indicated by the values highlighted in blue
in Fig. 4. Mathematically, the SimDistance loss function is formulated as follows (Eq. (9)):

SimDistance (V 1 , V 2) = − 1
K

K
∑
i=1

logSo f tmax (−Di , i × Ŝi , i) (9)

The variables V 1 and V 2 represent two sets of features, where V 1 , V 2 ∈ RK×C , with K denoting the
number of samples and C representing the feature dimension. The matrix D ∈ RK×K corresponds to
the Euclidean distance matrix, which is computed using the extracted feature embeddings. Additionally,
Ŝ ∈ RK×K represents the cosine similarity matrix, capturing the directional alignment between feature vectors
in the feature space.

To fully define the loss relationships between different feature sets, the three loss terms in Eq. (8) are
computed as follows:

Lsrc_sub1 = SimDistance (Q,Qsub1) (10)
Lsrc_sub2 = SimDistance (Q,Qsub2) (11)
Lsub1_sub2 = SimDistance (Qsub1 ,Qsub2) (12)

Here, Q represents the query sample features, and Qsub1 ,Qsub2 ∈ RK×C are the features of the derived
samples from Q through the random local image function φr in the self-supervised task. The loss Lsrc_sub1
is calculated using the query sample feature Q and the local patch Qsub1 through the SimDistance function
(Eq. (10)). The lossLsrc_sub2 is calculated using the query sample featureQ and the local patchQsub2 (Eq. (11)).
The loss Lsub1_sub2 is calculated using the two local patches Qsub1 and Qsub2 (Eq. (12)). To unify the few-
shot classification loss and self-supervised learning loss, OCEAN integrates these two objectives into a total
training loss function (Eq. (13)):

LTotal = α ⋅LC l ass i f i cat ion + β ⋅LSSL (13)
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where LC l ass i f i cat ion represents the loss from the few-shot classification task, and LSSL represents the loss
from the self-supervised learning task. The coefficients α and β represent the weights of the two losses in
the overall loss LTotal . By combining contrastive self-supervised learning with few-shot learning, OCEAN
achieves more robust feature extraction, ensuring that the model can generalize effectively even with limited
labeled data. This fusion of global and local feature learning is particularly critical for coral classification,
where species exhibit high intra-class variability and limited labeled datasets are available.

3.4 Voting-Based Evaluation
Corals exhibit repetitive structural patterns, meaning that different local patches from the same coral

should share significant semantic similarity. Building upon this property, OCEAN enhances its classification
capability by integrating local semantics into the evaluation process. This strategy enables the model to better
capture subtle morphological differences among coral species, leading to improved classification accuracy.
To achieve this, we introduce an innovative few-shot voting-based evaluation method, which modifies the
evaluation framework to allow independent predictions for both the original image and its corresponding
local patches.

As illustrated in Fig. 5, the voting-based evaluation process in OCEAN involves multiple stages of fea-
ture extraction and classification. During evaluation, OCEAN applies two distinct local selection functions,
φs and φq , to extract local regions from the support set and the query set, respectively. These extracted
patches, along with the original images, are then passed through the feature extractor to obtain multiple
representations per sample. Notably, φs and φq operate independently, allowing for flexible patch selection
strategies that can include either multiple fixed-size local patches or the use of the entire image without
cropping. This process ensures that both global context and local feature variations are incorporated into the
classification decision.

Figure 5: Workflow of the voting-based evaluation process in OCEAN

To further improve classification robustness, various patch selection strategies are employed, as
demonstrated in Fig. 6. The selection mechanism for multiple local patches follows different approaches,
including fixed-position cropping, random selection, and adaptive patch generation. These strategies enable
OCEAN to dynamically adjust its evaluation process, leveraging spatial consistency across multiple local
regions. By aggregating predictions from different patches through a voting mechanism, OCEAN reinforces
classification reliability and mitigates potential errors caused by local feature variations or occlusions.



3444 Comput Mater Contin. 2025;84(2)

Figure 6: Patch selection strategies for the voting-based evaluation in OCEAN

This voting-based approach significantly enhances OCEAN’s performance in few-shot learning scenar-
ios, particularly in cases where training data is limited and corals exhibit high intra-species variability. The
combination of global image evaluation and local feature aggregation ensures a more stable and accurate
classification process, making OCEAN well-suited for real-world coral monitoring applications.

4 Experiments and Results

4.1 Datasets Used in This Study for Few-Shot Learning and Classification
To validate the effectiveness of the proposed OCEAN model, this study utilizes the Tiered-ImageNet

dataset for training, validation, and testing. Tiered-ImageNet is a subset of the widely used ImageNet dataset,
specifically designed to enhance cross-category few-shot learning by grouping categories based on their
hierarchical structure in WordNet. This organization introduces an additional level of complexity, making it
well-suited for evaluating generalization across novel categories.

Table 1 provides an overview of the dataset composition used in this study. The training set of Tiered-
ImageNet comprises 351 categories with 448,695 images, while the test set includes 160 categories with
206,209 samples. Additionally, a validation set containing 97 categories with 124,261 images is used to assess
the model’s performance during training.

Table 1: Utilization of tiered-ImageNet and other datasets in this study

Dataset
Number

UsageCategories Samples

Tiered-ImageNet [32]
Training set 351 448,695 Training

Test set 160 206,209 Training
Validation set 97 124,261 Validation

CUB-200-2011 [33] 200 11,788 Ablation study
FGVC-Aircraft [34] 102 10,200 Ablation study

Coral dataset of this study 10 1224 Testing

In addition to Tiered-ImageNet, two additional fine-grained classification datasets—CUB-200-2011 [33]
and FGVC-Aircraft [34]—are incorporated to evaluate the adaptability of the model across different domains.



Comput Mater Contin. 2025;84(2) 3445

CUB-200-2011 consists of 200 bird species and is widely used for fine-grained biological classification.
Similarly, FGVC-Aircraft is a dataset specializing in aircraft model recognition, making it an ideal benchmark
for assessing fine-grained classification performance in few-shot learning scenarios. Both datasets contribute
to the ablation studies conducted in this research, allowing for a comprehensive analysis of the model’s ability
to generalize across diverse categories.

For the final testing phase, we introduce a custom coral dataset, specifically compiled for this study.
The dataset construction follows the coral classification systems of Dai (2023) [2] and the World Register
of Marine Species (WoRMS) [35]. It consists of 10 distinct coral genera, comprising a total of 1224 images,
primarily sourced from online repositories [36] and underwater photography screenshots. To minimize
classification inconsistencies, images containing multiple coral species were excluded.

Table 2 coral dataset used for model evaluation, listing 10 distinct coral families and their corresponding
genera, classification labels, and sample counts. This dataset was carefully compiled to represent a diverse
range of coral morphologies, ensuring that the model is exposed to varied structural patterns commonly
found in real-world underwater environments. The Acroporidae family, comprising 259 samples, is the
most well-represented, as Acropora species are among the most abundant reef-building corals. Meanwhile,
Melithaeidae (210 samples) and Merulinidae (136 samples) introduce additional morphological diversity,
with branching and encrusting growth patterns.

Table 2: Composition of the coral dataset used for model evaluation

Coral species Genus Coral label Number of samples
Acroporidae Acropora acro 259
Agariciidae Leptoseris, Pavona agar 107
Euphylliidae Euphyllia, Fimbriaphyllia euph 82

Fungiidae Fungia, Cycloseris, Lithophyllon, Pleuractis fung 87
Lobophylliidae Lobophyllia, Acanthastrea lobo 99
Melithaeidae Melithaea meli 210
Merulinidae Favites, Paragoniastrea, Platygyra, Oulophyllia meru 136

Pocilloporidae Pocillopora poci 77
Sarcophytidae Sarcophyton sarc 62
Siderastreidae Pseudosiderastrea sidr 105

One of the key challenges in few-shot coral classification is high intra-class variability, where species
within the same genus exhibit significant morphological differences. For example, Merulinidae corals
can appear in spherical, flattened, or encrusting forms, making their classification particularly difficult.
Additionally, corals such as Sarcophytidae (soft corals) and Fungiidae (mushroom corals) further increase
dataset complexity, as they lack rigid skeletons or grow in unconventional shapes. The inclusion of Pocillo-
poridae and Agariciidae, known for their delicate branching and plate-like structures, adds another level of
classification difficulty.

Given these challenges, this dataset serves as a valuable benchmark for testing few-shot learning
models, as it reflects the visual complexity and environmental conditions encountered in real-world marine
ecosystems. The dataset’s wide range of coral structures ensures that the model must learn to distinguish
subtle morphological differences, making it a robust evaluation tool for developing automated coral clas-
sification systems. While our current dataset was curated to include only single-species images to ensure
controlled and focused evaluation, we acknowledge that in real-world reef environments, coral images often
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contain multiple co-occurring species. This poses an additional challenge for fine-grained classification.
Although our study does not yet integrate instance-level segmentation or multi-object detection techniques,
we recognize the importance of such solutions for practical deployment. As a preliminary step, our exclusion
of multi-species images aims to establish a robust baseline. In future work, we plan to expand the dataset
to include annotated multi-species coral scenes and investigate hybrid approaches that combine few-shot
learning with instance segmentation or weakly supervised localization to enable the recognition of individual
coral taxa within complex compositions. This direction holds potential to further enhance OCEAN’s
applicability in unconstrained underwater monitoring tasks.

4.2 Meta-Learning-Based Optimization in OCEAN
OCEAN follows a meta-learning training paradigm, where the model is trained over 300 epochs, with

each epoch comprising a training stage and a validation stage. In each training stage, 100 episodes are
randomly sampled from the Tiered-ImageNet training set (Table 1), and model parameters are adjusted based
on the computed loss. During the validation stage, another 100 episodes are randomly selected from the
Tiered-ImageNet validation set, and the validation accuracy is recorded to monitor performance.

Each episode follows the same structured setup for both training and validation. The dataset is randomly
split into support sets and query sets, ensuring no overlap between them. Each episode consists of 5 classes,
with 5 support samples per class and 15 query samples per class, resulting in a total of 100 samples per episode.
This consistent episode-based learning structure enables the model to develop robust representations suitable
for few-shot classification. After completing training, the best-performing model weights, based on the
highest validation accuracy, are selected for final evaluation on the coral dataset.

The backbone network used in OCEAN is ResNet-18, a well-established feature extractor in deep
learning. The input resolution is set to 160 × 160 pixels, and the final pooling layer and fully connected layer
are replaced with a global average pooling layer that outputs a 1 × 1 feature representation. The initial model
parameters are pre-trained on ImageNet, leveraging its large-scale image features to accelerate convergence
and improve feature extraction capabilities.

For model optimization, we adopt Eq. (13) as the primary loss function, balancing contributions from
few-shot classification loss and self-supervised learning loss. The hyperparameters are set as α = 0.5 and
β = 0.5, ensuring equal weighting between the two loss components. The initial learning rate is set to 0.001,
following a gradual decay strategy to stabilize training.

To further enhance classification robustness, we introduce a hybrid similarity metric, termed mix_dist,
to evaluate vector distances in the OCEAN model (Eq. (14)):

mix_dist = Simcos × Simeuc (14)

Here, Simcos represents cosine similarity probability values for non-target classes, while Simeuc corre-
sponds to the Euclidean distance between sample features and class prototypes. This dual-metric approach
enhances the classification process by considering both magnitude (Euclidean distance) and direction
(cosine similarity) within the feature space.

The cosine similarity component is first transformed into a probability distribution using the so f tmax
function and then inverted to quantify the probability of non-target classes (Eq. (15)):

Simcos = 1 − so f tmax (cosine_simil arty (P, F)) (15)

where P represents the prototypes of each class, and F denotes the sample features. By integrating these
two complementary similarity measures, OCEAN ensures a more stable and discriminative classification
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process, leading to improved performance in few-shot coral classification tasks. For a standard 5-Way 5-Shot
setting: the total training time was approximately 4 h and 39 min (16,848.70 s), with peak memory usage
measured at approximately 2697 MB. The use of a lightweight ResNet-18 backbone, fixed input resolution,
and no auxiliary model branches ensures that the added complexity from hybrid similarity computation
and contrastive learning is offset by efficient convergence and moderate resource demands. These properties
make OCEAN deployable in real-world marine applications, especially for scenarios where computational
resources are constrained and periodic monitoring is essential.

4.3 Coral Classification Results Using Few-Shot Learning
The coral dataset used in this study consists of ten distinct coral species, each with varying levels of

classification difficulty. Among them, Fungiidae, Melithaeidae, and Siderastreidae exhibit unique morpho-
logical characteristics, making them relatively easier to identify. Conversely, Lobophylliidae and Merulinidae
frequently get misclassified due to their similar structural features, while Acroporidae and Pocilloporidae
share visually similar appearances, making them particularly challenging to distinguish.

Table 3 presents the experimental results of the OCEAN model on the coral dataset under 5-Way 5-
Shot and 5-Way 10-Shot settings, with 5000 evaluations conducted in each setup. The table reports overall
accuracy, as well as the precision, recall, and F1-score for each coral species. The results demonstrate that
OCEAN achieves 71.83% accuracy in the 5-Way 5-Shot setting and 76.52% accuracy in the 5-Way 10-Shot
setting. Notably, Fungiidae and Siderastreidae achieved the highest classification scores, with F1-scores
exceeding 90%, suggesting that their distinctive morphological features contribute to easier identification.
Melithaeidae also performed well, reaching an F1-score of 88.35% in the 10-Shot scenario.

Table 3: Few-shot classification results on the coral dataset (5-Way 5-Shot & 5-Way 10-Shot)

OCEAN (Ours) 5-Way 5-Shot 5-Way 10-Shot
Accuracy: 71.83% Accuracy: 76.52%

Coral species Precision Recall F1 Precision Recall F1
Acroporidae 63.07% 63.81% 63.44% 68.42% 68.85% 68.63%
Agariciidae 67.46% 73.74% 70.46% 72.99% 75.64% 74.29%
Euphylliidae 69.08% 70.61% 69.83% 72.93% 76.20% 74.53%

Fungiidae 88.95% 89.33% 89.14% 90.71% 90.48% 90.60%
Lobophylliidae 64.20% 56.05% 59.85% 69.81% 61.30% 65.28%
Melithaeidae 82.30% 85.85% 84.03% 87.63% 89.08% 88.35%
Merulinidae 64.50% 59.57% 61.94% 69.26% 66.29% 67.74%

Pocilloporidae 68.39% 64.66% 66.48% 72.04% 72.09% 72.06%
Sarcophytidae 62.81% 64.26% 63.52% 70.38% 70.98% 70.68%
Siderastreidae 87.52% 97.28% 92.14% 90.89% 98.36% 94.48%

However, the model struggled with Lobophylliidae and Merulinidae, both of which exhibited lower
recall scores due to high inter-class similarity with other coral species. Interestingly, Acroporidae and
Pocilloporidae, despite their similar appearances, performed better than expected, suggesting that the model
effectively captured subtle differentiating features between these two genera.

Fig. 7 illustrates the accuracy trend of OCEAN as the number of samples per class increases. When
trained with only one sample per class (1-Shot), accuracy remains around 50%. However, as the number
of support samples increases to 5-Shot, accuracy surpasses 70%. Beyond 20-Shot, accuracy improvements
plateau around 80%, indicating that additional samples provide diminishing returns in model performance.
To further examine the influence of support sample size on classification accuracy, we analyzed the model’s
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performance across a range of N-shot settings. As shown in Fig. 7, the accuracy increases steadily from
1-Shot to 10-Shot, and begins to plateau around 20-Shot. This trend suggests that OCEAN effectively
benefits from additional labeled examples, though its performance remains competitive even with minimal
supervision. Moreover, we observe that certain coral categories such as Siderastreidae and Fungiidae
consistently achieve high F1-scores, even under lower-shot settings, indicating the robustness of the learned
feature representations.

Figure 7: OCEAN accuracy progression with increasing support samples

In addition to aggregate metrics, we present a detailed error analysis through the confusion matrix
shown in Fig. 8. This analysis reveals that misclassifications often occur between morphologically similar
coral species, such as Merulinidae and Lobophylliidae. Notably, the proposed hybrid similarity strategy
enables OCEAN to distinguish between these classes more effectively than baseline models. This qualitative
insight complements our quantitative results and reinforces the model’s strength in handling high intra-class
variability—a critical challenge in underwater ecological classification.

Figure 8: OCEAN confusion matrix: performance analysis on coral species recognition
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However, one notable limitation emerged with Sarcophytidae, a soft coral species characterized by
irregular, non-repetitive morphological structures. Unlike hard corals that exhibit more predictable and
repetitive patterns, Sarcophytidae’s diverse and amorphous appearance challenges the assumptions of
OCEAN’s voting-based classification mechanism. The current approach assumes structural repetition within
each coral image, which enhances classification for most stony corals but may underperform when applied to
species lacking such consistency. This is reflected in Sarcophytidae’s lower precision score compared to other
species. To address this issue, future versions of OCEAN could incorporate adaptive voting mechanisms that
evaluate patch-level feature reliability or adopt alternative strategies such as attention-guided aggregation.
These enhancements would enable the model to better accommodate species with less predictable structures,
thus improving generalization across a broader range of coral types.

This confusion matrix highlights the complexity of coral classification, where morphological variations,
intra-species diversity, and environmental factors influence classification accuracy. The OCEAN model’s
ability to differentiate visually similar corals demonstrates its effectiveness, particularly in low-data scenarios
where few-shot learning is required.

4.4 Evaluating Loss Function Combinations for Few-Shot Learning
To assess the effect of loss function weighting on classification performance, OCEAN incorporates a

linear combination of two loss terms: classification lossLC l ass i f i cat ion and self-supervised learning lossLSSL .
The weights α and β control their relative contributions, where α governs the classification objective, and
β regulates the auxiliary self-supervised learning task. To determine the optimal balance, we conducted
experiments varying these weights, with results summarized in Table 4.

Table 4: Effect of classification and self-supervised loss weights on few-shot accuracy

α (Classification loss weight) β (Self-supervised loss weight) Accuracy (%)
0.01 0.99 60.83
0.1 0.9 66.48
0.3 0.7 69.75
0.5 0.5 71.83
0.7 0.3 69.62
0.9 0.1 70.37

0.99 0.01 70.31

As observed in Table 4, the model performs better when the classification loss is given a higher weight.
The highest accuracy of 71.83% was achieved when both losses were balanced equally at α = 0.5 and β = 0.5.
Notably, reducing the classification loss weight (α < 0.5) significantly decreases accuracy, as self-supervised
learning alone is insufficient to guide the model toward optimal classification. Conversely, increasing α
beyond 0.7 does not yield further performance gains, suggesting that a purely classification-driven approach
may overlook valuable feature representations learned through self-supervision. These findings indicate that
an equal contribution of classification and self-supervised loss is optimal for OCEAN’s performance in 5-Way
5-Shot learning.

Beyond weight balancing, the formulation of the loss function itself is critical to model effectiveness.
OCEAN employs a dual-metric approach, integrating Euclidean distance and cosine similarity into the
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classification loss. To examine the impact of different loss function formulations, we conducted additional
experiments comparing four distinct loss strategies, detailed in Table 5.

Table 5: Evaluating loss metrics: Euclidean, cosine, and combined approaches

Loss calculation method Formula Accuracy (%)
Euclidean distance only Lmethod1 70.83

Independent calculation of two metrics Lmethod2 71.01
Additive fusion of two metrics Lmethod3 70.48

Multiplicative fusion of two metrics LC l ass i f i cat ion 71.83

Table 5 presents accuracy results across different loss formulations. The baseline approach using only
Euclidean distance (Lmethod1 , Eq. (16)) achieved 70.83% accuracy. A naive approach of independently
computing Euclidean and cosine similarity losses (Lmethod2, Eq. (17)) slightly improved performance to
71.01%, demonstrating the added benefit of incorporating similarity-based learning. However, applying
additive fusion of the two metrics (Lmethod3, Eq. (18)) led to a drop in accuracy to 70.48%, likely due
to improper scaling of the two terms. In contrast, OCEAN’s proposed multiplicative fusion approach
(LC l ass i f i cat ion , Eq. (3)) achieved the highest accuracy of 71.83%, outperforming all other formulations.

Lmethod1 = −
1
K

K
∑
i=1

LogSo f tmax (−Di ,Yi) (16)

Lmethod2 = Lmethod1 +
1
K

K
∑
i=1

LogSo f tmax (Ŝi ,Yi) (17)

Lmethod3 = −
1
K

K
∑
i=1

LogSo f tmax (−Di ,Yi − Ŝi ,Yi) (18)

These results confirm that multiplicative fusion of Euclidean distance and cosine similarity provides a
more robust feature representation, improving few-shot classification accuracy. Unlike additive approaches,
multiplicative integration ensures that the model accounts for both feature magnitude and directional simi-
larity, leading to more precise class differentiation. The improved performance suggests that this formulation
effectively enhances class separability, particularly in low-data scenarios common in few-shot learning.

4.5 Effectiveness of Local Feature Voting in Few-Shot Learning Evaluation
The proposed voting-based evaluation method is designed to leverage the repetitive structures of corals

by incorporating local feature information into the classification process. To investigate its effectiveness, we
conducted experiments evaluating different local patch integration strategies within the support and query
sets. The results, presented in Table 6, illustrate the impact of various evaluation configurations on model
accuracy in the 5-Way 5-Shot task.

Table 6: Comparison of local patch integration strategies in few-shot classification

Support set configuration Query set configuration Accuracy (%)
No action No action 65.70

(Continued)
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Table 6 (continued)

Support set configuration Query set configuration Accuracy (%)
No action Add local blocks 63.75

Add local blocks No action 60.76
Add local blocks Add local blocks 71.83

As observed in Table 6, when neither the support set nor the query set includes local patches (No
Action/No Action configuration), the model achieves a baseline accuracy of 65.70%. However, modifying
only one of the two sets—either adding local patches to the query set (No Action/Add Local Blocks) or to the
support set (Add Local Blocks/No Action)—leads to a decrease in accuracy, dropping to 63.75% and 60.76%,
respectively. This decline suggests that mismatched feature representations between the support and query
sets introduce inconsistencies in classification.

Conversely, when both the support and query sets incorporate local patch information (Add Local
Blocks/Add Local Blocks configuration), the model achieves a notable accuracy improvement to 71.83%,
marking a 6.13% increase over the baseline. This result underscores the importance of maintaining feature
consistency across both sets, reinforcing that the integration of local feature voting significantly enhances
OCEAN’s classification performance in the 5-Way 5-Shot setting.

4.6 Impact of Training Data Composition on Coral Classification Performance
To assess the impact of different dataset configurations on OCEAN’s classification performance, we

conducted additional experiments beyond the initial Tiered-ImageNet [32] training and validation setup.
Specifically, we incorporated two additional datasets commonly used in few-shot learning—CUB-200-2011
and FGVC-Aircraft—to analyze how dataset diversity influences model generalization. The results of these
evaluations, conducted under the 5-Way 5-Shot setting, are presented in Table 7.

Table 7: Effect of training and validation dataset combinations on 5-Way 5-Shot accuracy

Training set Validation set Accuracy (%)
Tiered-ImageNet training set Tiered-ImageNet

validation set
70.83

Tiered-ImageNet training and testing
sets

Tiered-ImageNet
validation set

71.83

Tiered-ImageNet training and testing
sets + CUB-200-2011 + FGVC-Aircraft

Tiered-ImageNet
validation set

71.11

CUB-200-2011 FGVC-Aircraft 63.00
FGVC-Aircraft CUB-200-2011 59.19

The results indicate that using only Tiered-ImageNet as the training and validation dataset yields high
accuracy, with 70.83% achieved when training on the Tiered-ImageNet Training Set and validating on
the Tiered-ImageNet Validation Set. Expanding the training dataset to include both the Tiered-ImageNet
Training and Testing Sets further improves accuracy to 71.83%, suggesting that within-domain augmentation
enhances model generalization.
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However, incorporating CUB-200-2011 and FGVC-Aircraft alongside Tiered-ImageNet results in a
slight accuracy decline to 71.11%, indicating that the introduction of fine-grained datasets adds variability
that may alter feature distributions, affecting classification performance. Notably, when training exclusively
on CUB-200-2011 and validating on FGVC-Aircraft, accuracy drops significantly to 63.00%, while the reverse
configuration (training on FGVC-Aircraft and validating on CUB-200-2011) results in an even lower 59.19%.
These findings highlight the increased challenge of fine-grained classification, where subtle intra-class
variations require more advanced feature representations and adaptation strategies. While Tiered-ImageNet
has proven effective for generalizable feature extraction, we acknowledge that its terrestrial image content
does not fully reflect the characteristics of underwater environments. Moreover, the custom coral dataset
used for testing comprises only 1224 images, which may not sufficiently represent the diversity of marine
ecosystems across different regions or imaging conditions. As a result, the cross-domain performance of the
current OCEAN model remains untested. To address this limitation, future research should explore domain
adaptation strategies to improve the robustness of the model in marine-specific scenarios. In addition,
expanding the coral dataset to include images from multiple locations and environmental conditions—
or incorporating alternative data modalities such as sonar or hyperspectral imaging—could enhance the
model’s adaptability and ecological applicability. These directions are critical for transitioning OCEAN from
a controlled few-shot setting toward broader deployment in real-world coral monitoring systems.

4.7 Comparative Analysis of Few-Shot Learning Models for Coral Classification
To evaluate the effectiveness of the OCEAN model in few-shot coral classification, we compare its

performance with several state-of-the-art few-shot learning models. All models are trained under identical
experimental conditions to ensure a fair comparison. The same dataset is used for training and validation,
and all models employ ResNet-18 as the backbone network with an input resolution of 160 × 160. This
consistency eliminates variations due to differences in network architecture. However, it is important to note
that FEAT [24] incorporates a Transformer architecture in addition to ResNet-18, which distinguishes it from
other models that rely solely on convolutional neural networks.

During training, all models follow a standardized 5-Way 5-Shot setup. After training, the models are
evaluated on the same coral dataset in the testing phase. While each model retains its unique characteristics,
such as different loss functions and similarity metrics, the evaluation criteria remain consistent across all
experiments. The model achieving the highest validation accuracy is selected for testing, and its accuracy
is averaged over 5000 test episodes to ensure statistical reliability. The comparative results are presented
in Table 8.

Table 8: Performance comparison of few-shot learning models on the coral dataset (5-way classification)

Model 1-Shot accuracy (%) 5-Shot accuracy (%) 10-Shot accuracy (%)
SiameseNet [37] 32.00% 35.05% 37.23%
ProtoNets [23] 46.00% 62.13% 66.63%

RelationNetwork [38] 40.49% 55.33% 59.83%
BSNet [39] 39.98% 52.70% 56.68%

FEAT (Transformer) [24] 37.81% 52.55% 57.10%
ESPT(SSL) [15] 48.84% 67.51% 71.54%

BECLR [26] 49.82% 61.54% 65.72%
OCEAN (Ours) 50.71% 71.83% 76.52%
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The results show that OCEAN consistently outperforms prior few-shot learning models across all eval-
uated settings. In the 5-Way 5-Shot classification task, OCEAN achieved an accuracy of 71.83%, surpassing
traditional metric-based models such as Prototypical Networks [23] (62.13%) and Relation Network [38]
(55.33%), as well as advanced models such as FEAT [24] (52.55%) and BSNet [39] (52.70%). Notably, even
when compared to more recent self-supervised frameworks like ESPT [15] and BECLR [26], which achieved
67.51% and 61.54%, respectively, OCEAN demonstrates a clear advantage—outperforming the strongest of
these by more than 4%. Moreover, this performance superiority persists across different evaluation scenarios.
In the 1-Shot setting, where training samples are extremely limited, OCEAN attained 50.71% accuracy,
exceeding BECLR’s 49.82% and ESPT’s 48.84%. Similarly, in the 10-Shot configuration, OCEAN reached
76.52%, the highest among all compared models, indicating its robustness when additional support samples
are available. These results collectively confirm that the integration of hybrid similarity and contrastive self-
supervision in OCEAN offers significant benefits for generalization in data-scarce ecological classification
tasks, setting a new benchmark for few-shot coral species recognition.

4.8 Enhancing Coral Classification: A Comparative Study of OCEAN and ProtoNets
To further assess the effectiveness of OCEAN in coral classification, we conducted a direct performance

comparison with Prototypical Networks (ProtoNets) [23], as both models leverage class prototypes for few-
shot learning. The evaluation was performed under 5-Way 5-Shot and 5-Way 10-Shot settings using the
coral dataset. This comparison focuses on precision across different coral species to highlight how OCEAN
improves upon existing few-shot learning methods. The results are summarized in Table 9.

Table 9: Precision comparison of OCEAN and ProtoNets in few-shot coral classification

Coral species 5-Shot precision 10-Shot precision

ProtoNets OCEAN (Ours) ProtoNets OCEAN (Ours)
Acroporidae 55.47% 63.07% 61.32% 68.42%
Agariciidae 66.82% 67.46% 73.50% 72.99%
Euphylliidae 50.79% 69.08% 55.90% 72.93%

Fungiidae 85.43% 88.95% 86.41% 90.71%
Lobophylliidae 43.22% 64.20% 50.43% 69.81%
Melithaeidae 79.88% 82.30% 81.21% 87.63%
Merulinidae 47.17% 64.50% 52.69% 69.26%

Pocilloporidae 55.10% 68.39% 61.82% 72.04%
Sarcophytidae 53.84% 62.81% 58.44% 70.38%
Siderastreidae 83.37% 87.52% 84.28% 90.89%

Accuracy 62.13% 71.83% 66.63% 76.52%

Table 9 presents the precision scores of OCEAN and ProtoNets across ten different coral species. In
the 5-Way 5-Shot setup, OCEAN outperforms ProtoNets across all coral categories, achieving an overall
accuracy improvement from 62.13% to 71.83%. Similarly, in the 5-Way 10-Shot setting, OCEAN’s accuracy
increases further, reaching 76.52%, compared to 66.63% for ProtoNets. These results demonstrate that
OCEAN provides a significant enhancement in classification performance, particularly for visually similar
coral species.
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A deeper examination of the species-wise precision reveals substantial improvements in certain chal-
lenging coral categories. Lobophylliidae and Merulinidae, which share overlapping structural characteristics,
exhibited the most noticeable gains, with precision improvements of 21% and 17%, respectively. ProtoNets
struggled to differentiate these species, likely due to their similar textures and morphological features.
Euphylliidae, another challenging category, showed a precision increase of nearly 20%, reinforcing OCEAN’s
ability to extract fine-grained distinguishing features. For species with distinct appearances, such as Fungi-
idae, Melithaeidae, and Siderastreidae, both ProtoNets and OCEAN achieved relatively high precision.
However, OCEAN further improved classification performance, pushing the precision of Fungiidae and
Siderastreidae close to 90% in the 10-Shot setting. These results indicate that OCEAN enhances classification
not only for visually ambiguous species but also for those with clearer morphological differentiation.

Despite the significant accuracy improvements, some coral families, such as Sarcophytidae, experienced
relatively smaller gains. The precision of Sarcophytidae increased from 53.84% to 62.81%, which, while an
improvement, was less pronounced than for other species. This may be attributed to the higher intra-class
variability of Sarcophytidae, making it more difficult for the model to define a stable prototype. Additionally,
feature overlap with other corals could contribute to increased classification ambiguity.

To further enhance classification accuracy, future research could explore several potential improve-
ments. Expanding the training dataset to include a more diverse range of coral images could help the
model learn richer feature variations and improve generalization. Additionally, refining feature extraction
techniques, such as multi-scale feature learning, could enable better differentiation of visually similar
species. Another possible direction is the integration of hybrid learning models, including transformer-
based architectures, which could enhance feature representation and improve cross-category classification
accuracy. The comparison highlights that OCEAN successfully overcomes key limitations of ProtoNets,
making it a more robust and effective solution for few-shot coral classification in underwater environments.
The combination of self-supervised learning and voting-based evaluation strategies allows OCEAN to
achieve superior performance, particularly in challenging classification scenarios where species exhibit high
morphological similarity.

5 Conclusion
This study proposed OCEAN, an optimized few-shot learning model for coral species classification

in underwater environments where annotated data are limited. By integrating Euclidean distance and
cosine similarity into a hybrid similarity framework, OCEAN captures both magnitude and directional
relationships among feature vectors, enabling more accurate classification of morphologically similar corals.
The model achieved 71.8% accuracy under a 5-Way 5-Shot setup—outperforming state-of-the-art models
such as Prototypical Networks, FEAT, and ESPT by over 4%. In particular, it demonstrated high precision
in classifying Siderastreidae (87.52%) and Fungiidae (88.95%). These results are further strengthened by
the inclusion of a self-supervised contrastive learning task, which enhances the model’s ability to learn
discriminative features without requiring additional labels. A voting-based classification mechanism was
also introduced to leverage the repetitive structures of corals, boosting accuracy to 76.5% in the 5-Way
10-Shot scenario. Together, these innovations make OCEAN an effective and scalable solution for coral
monitoring and biodiversity conservation, with up to 15% improvement in classification performance
compared to traditional methods. While this study focuses on single-species coral images for controlled
few-shot evaluation, we acknowledge that real-world underwater imagery frequently contains multiple coral
species within the same frame. Addressing this limitation remains an important direction for future work.
Specifically, we plan to explore the integration of instance segmentation or weakly supervised localization
techniques to enable OCEAN to distinguish and classify multiple coral taxa from a single image. Such
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an extension would significantly enhance the model’s applicability in practical reef survey and ecosystem
monitoring scenarios.

However, OCEAN still faces several limitations that warrant future research. First, the model does not
yet handle multi-species coral imagery well—a common challenge in real-world reef datasets. Incorporating
instance segmentation or attention-based feature separation could help address this limitation. Second, while
Tiered-ImageNet and a curated coral dataset were used for training, evaluating the model’s generalizability
to other marine environments and data modalities remains an open question. Future work should consider
domain adaptation strategies and the inclusion of non-RGB inputs (e.g., sonar or hyperspectral data) to
improve robustness in diverse underwater conditions. In particular, multi-modal fusion strategies that
combine RGB images with complementary modalities like sonar or synthetic aperture sonar (SAS) may
help mitigate the effects of turbidity and lighting variability, thereby enhancing classification performance in
challenging aquatic environments.
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