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Abstract. Methods of interpretation, or explanation, of predictions are an integral part of 
modern black-box machine learning models. They have become widespread due to the need for 
the user to understand what the machine learning model is predicting. This is especially important 
for survival analysis models, as they are used in medicine, system reliability, safety, and also have 
features that make them difficult to explain and interpret. The paper discusses the main methods 
for interpreting survival models that deal with censored data and determine the characteristics of 
the time until a certain event. A feature of such models is that their predictions are presented not 
as a point value, but as a probabilistic function of time, for example, a survival function or a risk 
function. This requires the development of special interpretation methods. The most well-known 
methods SurvLIME, SurvLIME-KS, SurvNAM and SurvBeX, SurvSHAP(t) are considered, 
which are based on the use of LIME and SHAP interpretation methods, the Cox model and its 
modifications, as well as the Beran estimator.
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Аннотация. Методы интерпретации, или объяснения, предсказаний являются неотъем-
лемой частью современных моделей машинного обучения типа «черный ящик». Они по-
лучили широкое распространение, что обусловлено необходимостью понимания пользо-
вателем того, что предсказывает модель машинного обучения. Это особенно относится к 
моделям анализа выживаемости, так как они используются в медицине, надежности, без-
опасности, а также имеют особенности, которые усложняют их объяснение и интерпрета-
цию. В работе рассматриваются основные методы интерпретации моделей выживаемости, 
которые оперируют с цензурированными данными и определяют характеристики времени 
до определенного события. Особенностью таких моделей является то, что их предсказа-
ния представляются не в виде некоторого точечного значения, а в виде вероятностной 
функции времени, например, функции выживаемости или функции риска. Это требует 
необходимости разработки специальных методов интерпретации. Рассмотрены наиболее 
известные методы SurvLIME, SurvLIME-KS, SurvNAM и SurvBeX, SurvSHAP(t), которые 
основаны на использовании методов интерпретации предсказаний LIME и SHAP, модели 
Кокса и ее модификации, а также оценки Берана.
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Introduction

The increasing importance of machine learning models, particularly deep learning models, and their 
widespread use in various applications has led to the problem of prediction explanation and interpreta-
tion. The development and implementation of intelligent systems based on machine learning models for 
solving various application tasks is currently one of the most rapidly growing areas of the artificial intelli-
gence (AI) applications, and it leads to the problem of explaining or interpreting predictions provided by 
the models. This problem stems from the fact that, despite the importance of the AI applications in many 
real tasks, there are several obstacles to further implementation of AI especially in such areas as medicine, 
system reliability, etc. because the corresponding machine learning models are often perceived as “black  
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boxes” meaning that the inner workings of these models are often completely unknown. As a result, it 
is difficult to understand and explain, why the models provide a particular prediction for a particular 
input instance. The importance of the explanation problem prompts the development of corresponding 
additional models aimed at explaining and interpreting the obtained predictions. The explanation of a 
model prediction means to find features of the explained instance that most influence the prediction. In 
other words, the meta-model should suggest, which features of the explained instance cause the corre-
sponding prediction.

It should be noted that many explanation methods have been proposed recently, which are discussed 
in several review articles [1–4]. If we consider explanation methods in terms of simultaneously ex-
plained instance numbers, all methods can be divided into two large groups. The first group consists of 
local methods, which try to explain predictions obtained for a single test instance or for a small set of 
instances. The second group contains the global methods which explain predictions of the entire dataset 
on average. The first group of methods is more important, because many applications require to explain 
a certain instance, for example, a doctor prefers to understand a diagnosis, which is predicted by a ma-
chine learning model for a certain patient, but not for all the patients in a hospital.

Most methods of the local explanation are based on training a special meta-model, which is self-ex-
plainable, and it approximates the black-box model prediction function at a point, which corresponds 
to the explained instance. One of the ideas behind several explanation methods is to approximate with 
a linear model, because the coefficients of the linear model can be interpreted as quantitative meas-
ures of the feature importance. Following this idea, the well-known explanation model, called LIME 
(Local Interpretable Model-Agnostic Explanation), has been proposed by Ribeiro et al. [5]. According 
to LIME, a linear approximation of a non-linear prediction function of the black-box model at an 
instance is built. It is carried out by generating synthetic instances around the explained instance with 
such weights that each weight depends on a distance between the explained instance and the generated 
synthetic instance. Another well-known explanation method is so-called SHAP method (SHapley Ad-
ditive exPlanations) proposed in [6, 7]. SHAP is based on the game-theoretic Shapley values, which can 
be regarded as the contributions of features into the black-box model prediction. Applications of SHAP 
meet two important difficulties. First, its complexity rapidly increases with the number of features. Sec-
ond, it uses subsets of features as inputs for the black-box model, which must be added by some values 
of removed features that are not strongly defined.

To improve the linear explanation models and to overcome weakness of the linear approximations, 
more complex explanation models have been proposed. They are based on sums of the feature shape 
functions, which form the Generalized Additive Model (GAM) introduced by Hastie and Tibshirani in 
[8]. The GAM motivated to develop several interesting explanation models, including the Neural Ad-
ditive Model (NAM) introduced by Agarwal et al. in [9], a weighted sum of separate gradient boosting 
machines (GBMs) presented in [10].

It is important to point out that the aforementioned models and their modifications have been de-
veloped to deal with various types of data. However, there is a class of datasets, which consider times to 
the events of interest.

Machine learning models, trained on data characterizing the time to occurrence of certain events of 
some objects depending on the structure of these objects, are becoming increasingly widespread [11]. 
This is due to their use in a variety of areas, for example, in the system reliability, when events of system 
failure are considered, in medicine, when the event is the recovery or death of a patient. One of the cru-
cial features of many models is that events associated with some objects may not be observed, but only 
the last moment of observation is recorded, assuming that the event will occur in the future, but we do 
not know when. Such data are called censored, and they contain significantly less information about the 
object than uncensored data, for which the time of the event is known. However, censored data can also 
be used in machine learning models called survival models.



Applied problem solving with machine learning

25

One of the well-known survival models is the Cox proportional hazard model [12]. According to the 
model, the covariates (features) of an object are linearly connected. On the one hand, this feature can be 
viewed as a limitation of the model since the relationship between features may be significantly nonline-
ar in some cases. To account for various relationships between features, a large number of survival mod-
els have been developed recently, for example, random survival forests, deep survival neural networks, 
modifications of the support vector machine and others [11]. At the same time, each model is a black 
box, that is, only inputs and the corresponding outputs (predictions) are known, but it is not known how 
a prediction is obtained, which features of the object influence the prediction of the model. However, 
an important feature of many survival models is that their predictions are presented in the form of the 
survival function (SF) or the cumulative hazard function (CHF). This fact significantly complicates the 
solution of the explanation problem and requires special approaches to its solution.

We provide a brief overview of the most important explanation methods within survival models.

Concepts of survival analysis

Let us consider the training set D consisting of n triplets            i = 1, ..., n, where each triplet  
characterizes an object,         is the feature vector; Ti is the event time of the i-th object; δi is the  
indicator of the event, δi = 1, if the event is observed (uncensored observation), δi = 0, if the event is not 
observed (censored observation). We aim to estimate the event time T on the basis of D for a new object 
having features x.

Important concepts in survival analysis are SFs and CHFs [11]. The SF         is defined as the  

probability of surviving the object x up to time t. Another concept is the CHF         which is ex- 

pressed through the SF as                    

One of the base survival models, which can be regarded as the basis for several explanation methods, 
is the well-known Cox proportional hazards model [12]. According to the Cox model, the conditional 
CHF is determined as follows [12]:

where        is the baseline CHF, which can be estimated by using the Nelson–Aalen or Kaplan–Mei-
er estimators; b is the vector of the model parameters.

It can be seen from the expression for the Cox CHF that the linear relationship assumption between 
covariates and the log-risk of an event is accepted in the model. This is a very important property of the 
Cox model, which allows us to approximate an arbitrary CHF produced as an output of the black-box 
survival model by the Cox model and, therefore, to construct methods explaining survival models.

The Cox model is popular in many real tasks. However, its linear assumption significantly restricts 
its application, because many real survival datasets violate this assumption. GAM incorporated into the 
Cox model instead of the linear expression partially relaxes this assumption. This representation will be 
used in one of the explanation methods. Another shortcoming of the Cox model is that it does not take 
into account the positional relationship of feature vectors. This difficulty can be resolved by using the 
Beran estimator [14]. According to the Beran estimator, a SF can be estimated as follows:

Here the weight           characterizes how the vectors x, xi are close to each other. It should be  
noted that the kernel function measures how similar any two feature vectors are. Therefore, the weights  
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are nothing else, but the normalized kernels. For example, if the kernel is Gaussian, then the weight is  

defined through the softmax operation:           =                      where τ is a hyperpa- 

rameter. It is interesting to note that the Kaplan–Meier estimator can be viewed as a special case of  
the Beran estimator, when all weights           are identical and equal to 1/n, where n is the number 
of instances in the dataset.

Explanation formal problem statements

Formally, the explanation problem is solved by means of training a meta-model or an explanation mod-
el that approximates the explainable black-box model in the vicinity of the example being explained and 
belongs to a set of “simple” models that are interpretable (linear models, decision trees). The explaina-
ble black-box model implements the function               for example, in classification        is the  
probability (or indicator) that the feature vector x belongs to a certain class. A meta-model is a model  
g ∈ G, where G is a class of interpretable models, which is a solution to the optimization problem:

where           is the measure of how poorly g approximates f; θ is the parameter vector;        is the 
regularization term.

One of the most popular interpreted functions is the linear function. This is due to the fact that the 
coefficients of a linear function precisely characterize the influence of each feature on the value of the  
function. In fact, the local explanation problem comes down to approximating the function       of  
the black-box model by a linear function       at instance x. The well-known LIME method [5] and its  
modifications are based on this idea. In LIME, to construct the approximating function        N in- 
stances (vectors        ) are generated in the vicinity of the instance x. Using the black-box model,  
the prediction            is computed for each generated point zi and a new dataset of N points  
        is formed. The resulting dataset is used to construct the linear function        LIME is used 
to explain the classification and regression models. However, its application to survival models meets 
some difficulties, since, firstly, survival models deal with censored data, for which the construction of a 
regression model differs from standard models. Secondly, the output of the survival model, that is y, is 
the SF rather than the point value, which also complicates the task of explanation, since the entire SF 
has to be interpreted.

Another explanation method is SHAP [6, 7]. According to this method, the i-th feature average con-
tribution is estimated by the Shapley value:

where       is a prediction of the black-box model under condition that a subset S of features is used as 
the corresponding input; m is the number of all features.

A controversial question in SHAP is how to represent or to fill features from the subset               
to apply the black-box model. There are several approaches to partially solve this [14]. However, every 
approach has disadvantages and cannot be used in all cases.

Explanation methods in survival analysis

Due to the mentioned peculiarities of the survival machine learning models, the known explana-
tion methods like LIME and SHAP to explain the corresponding predictions cannot be directly used. 
Therefore, every explanation method is based on applying a trick, which allows us to adapt it to LIME 
or SHAP.
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The main idea behind the first group of explanation methods, called SurvLIME, SurvLIME-KS, 
SurvLIME-Inf, is to use the Cox model to approximate the black-box model in a local area around the 
explained object x. This idea stems from the fact that the Cox model assumes the linear relationship 
bTx of the object features or covariates. An important peculiarity of the Cox model is that functions of 
features and the time are separated. Hence, coefficients b in the Cox model can be regarded as meas-
ures how the features impact on predictions. However, we do not approximate a point prediction, but 
rather functions, such as CHFs. According to the SurvLIME method [15], synthetic instances (feature 
vectors) zi are randomly generated around the explainable example, and for each synthetic vector the 
CHF is calculated using the black-box model. Therefore, we propose to consider the distance between  
logarithms of the CHFs         predicted by the black-box model and CHFs            computed by 
using the Cox model. The distance is determined as follows:

Let t1 ≤ t2 ≤ ∙∙∙ ≤ tn be the distinct event times obtained from the set of training times              
where                          Substituting the corresponding expressions for CHFs into the above  

expression and using the fact that the CHFs are stepwise functions due to the finite number of the observed 
event times, we obtain after simplification:

where τj = tj+1
 – tj;        is the CHF          in the interval [tj; tj+1

];          is the baseline CHF of 
the Cox model in the same interval of time.

Since the CHF in the Cox model is a function of unknown coefficients b, the optimization problem 
for calculating the coefficients is determined by the weighted average distance between the CHFs of 
the black-box model and the Cox model over all generated points zi, i = 1, …, N, taking into account 
weights wi that are determined by the distances between point x and each point zi. This implies that the 
loss function is of the form:

It is interesting to point out that the obtained optimization problem is convex, therefore, its solution 
does not meet any difficulties.

The general scheme of the method is shown in Fig. 1. If the distance between risk functions is cal-
culated based on the quadratic norm L2, then the optimization problem is reduced to quadratic pro-
gramming, which makes it possible to find a solution (vector b) quite simply. For norms L1 and L∞ 
(SurvLIME-Inf [16]) it is shown that the corresponding optimization problems are reduced to linear.

To ensure the robustness of the explanation mode, the Kolmogorov–Smirnov bounds for the SF 
were introduced in [17]. The proposed method, called SurvLIME-KS, is an extension of the SurvLIME 
method and uses the results of this method, but under the assumption that instead of a single SF, a 
set of SFs is used. As a result, a maximin optimization problem for calculating the optimal vector b is 
constructed, where the maximum is determined over all SFs within the Kolmogorov–Smirnov bounds. 
Despite the seeming complexity of the optimization problem, it reduces to a finite set of quadratic or 
linear optimization problems whose solutions do not meet any difficulties.

SurvLIME provides explanation of the survival black-box model predictions. However, it is interest-
ing to explain why predicted results of a survival model are uncertain or to answer the question: Which  
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features of an explained instance lead the black-box model prediction to be uncertain? Following the 
above question, a method for uncertainty interpretation of the black-box survival model predictions 
called UncSurvEx (Uncertainty Survival Explanation) has been proposed in [18]. The method like Sur-
vLIME applies the Cox model to approximate the survival model. It is assumed that the most uncertain 
density function of the prediction is uniform at times T1, …, Tn. This is similar to the multi-class classifi-
cation, where the prediction is the class probability distribution. The most uncertain prediction is when 
all probabilities are identical, and we cannot make decision about a class of an instance. According to  
UncSurvEx, an “certainty” measure       as the distance d between the actual SF         and the  
most uncertain “uniform” SF          is determined. In the same way, the “certainty” measure             
is determined as the distance between the Cox SF              and the most uncertain SF            
The weighted difference between       and            is minimized to get the optimal values b, which 
show the most important features from the prediction uncertainty point of view.

Another interesting explanation method is a generalization of the NAM method [10] to the case of 
censored data, called SurvNAM [19]. The idea behind the method is similar to the SurvLIME method, 
but unlike the linear combination bTx of attributes adopted in SurvLIME in accordance with the Cox 
model, this combination in SurvNAM is replaced by a set of neural networks that calculates the func- 
tions        of features. The modified Cox model is of the form:

where                          is the vector of functions.
Neural networks implementing functions        are trained according to a loss function defined by  

the average distance between CHFs of the black-box model and the Cox model over all generated syn- 
thetic points. As a results, we obtain functions         called the shape functions. In order to explain a 
prediction by using the shape functions, the rate of change of each function has to be estimated. It char-
acterizes the impact of the corresponding feature on the prediction. The rate of change can be simply  
estimated by computing the variance of             

The Cox model, even with the functions implemented by the neural network, requires the calculation 
of the baseline CHF or SF that are independent of features. A more powerful survival model is the Beran 
estimator. Therefore, a method called SurvBeX (Survival Beran eXplanation) [20] was developed that 
uses the Beran estimator instead of the Cox model. The main idea of the method is that in the Beran 
estimator the weight is defined as follows:

Fig. 1. SurvLIME structure [16]
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Fig. 2. SurvNAM structure [21]

where vector b characterizes the influence of features on predictions, ⨀ is the scalar product.
In general, SurvBeX uses the algorithm of the SurvLIME method with the generation of synthetic 

instances near the object being explained, but with the difference that the Beran estimator is used in-
stead of the Cox model. In this case, we obtain a more complex optimization problem. However, nu-
merous numerical experiments show that it can be solved quite simply by existing methods and provide 
significantly better interpretation results.

SurvBeX is a flexible method, which can be modified in several ways. First, we can change the kernel 
function. For example, if we replace the Gaussian kernel, used in the method, with the triangle kernel, 
then only a local area of instances around x will be included into consideration. Second, the set of train-
ing parameters can also be changed. If the number of training instances is rather large, then additional 
parameters may lead to a more accurate approximation of the black-box model prediction function.

So far, the explanation methods based on survival modifications of LIME and NAM have been con-
sidered. However, there is an explanation method, which extends SHAP to a case of survival analysis. 
The method is called SurvSHAP(t) [21], and it is based on SHAP with solid theoretical foundations and 
a broad adoption among machine learning practitioners. According to SurvSHAP(t), the Shapley values  
(contributions of the d-th feature)          are assigned for the explained instance x at a time moment  
t. Since the predicted SF of the black-box model is a step-wise function with changes at times t1 ≤ t1 ≤ 
≤ ∙∙∙ ≤ tn due to the finite number of observations, then values          are determined at all times, i.e.,  
                      Values          are computed for every feature d and every time ti in the  
standard way by taking points of the predicted SF         at the point ti as a point-valued prediction  
of the black-box model for the explained instance x. The obtained time-dependent values          are 
aggregated to calculate the overall importance        of the d-th feature as follows:
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In contrast to SurvLIME, SurvNAM, and SurvBeX, where the meta-model is based on an assump-
tion of the approximating model (the Cox model, the Beran estimator), an important advantage of 
SurvSHAP(t) is that it does not require to make any assumption about the meta-model. On the other 
hand, SurvSHAP(t) as a SHAP-based method inherits all problems of using the SHAP method, which 
include the problem of representing subsets of features as inputs and the problem of the complexity of 
computing the Shapley values.

Conclusion

We have briefly considered only the main explanation methods used in recent survival analysis. Due 
to the importance of survival analysis in many applications, including medicine, system reliability, safe-
ty, and predictive analytics, new survival explanation models are being developed and will be proposed 
in the near future. There are several areas of survival analysis, for which explanation methods have 
not been developed. For example, there are no effective explanation methods for competing risks. The 
development of such methods is an active area for further research. The same can be said for specific 
applications of survival analysis. For example, the development of explanation methods for models deal-
ing with multi-modal data is another area for further research. New explanation methods that improve 
existing methods (SurvLIME, SurvNAM, SurvSHAP(t), etc.) can also be considered as areas for further 
research.
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