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Abstract

The k-means algorithm is the most widely used algorithm for discovering clusters in the data.
Here, we first show Elkan’s algorithm [1], which accelerates k-means by avoiding redundant distance
calculations. This is done by using triangle inequality to keep track of lower and upper bounds for
distances between points and centers. Further, we discuss another algorithm by Hamerly [2], which
builds on Elkan’s algorithm, and uses a novel lower bound for point-center distances to give a much
faster algorithm for datasets of low and medium dimensions (e.g. up to 50 dimensions).

1 Lloyd’s algorithm

This is the most popular algorithm used for k-means clustering. The two primary steps in this iterative
algorithm are:

1. For each data point x

• for each cluster center c (the ‘innermost loop’)

– compute the distance between x and c

• assign x to its closest cluster center

2. Move each center to the mean of its assigned points

The number of distance calculations in this algorithm is nke where n is the number of data points, k
is the number of clusters to be found, and e is the number of iterations required. Empirically, e grows
sublinearly with k, n, and the dimensionality d of the data. Elkan’s algorithm reduces the number of
distance calculations in practice closer to n.

Why is Lloyd’s algorithm inefficient?
Most of the distance calculations in the algorithm are redundant. It is not necessary to calculate exact
distance between the point and the center in order to say whether the point should be assigned to that
center or not. This is where the bounds on the distances come into play. Also, towards the end of algo-
rithm during convergence, there are very small changes in the center-assignments of the data points. This
fact is not exploited in the standard algorithm as no information is passed in the subsequent iterations.
Elkan’s optimized algorithm recognizes these short-comings and improves on them. For accelerated k-
means algorithm to be usable wherever the standard algorithm is used, it needs to satisfy some properties.

Properties that accelerated k-means algorithm should satisfy
1. It should be able to start with any initial centers, so that all existing initialization methods can

be used.
2. It should be able to use any black-box distance metric, so it should not rely for example on

optimizations specific to Euclidean distance.
3. Given the same initial centers, it should always produce the same final centers as the standard

algorithm. In fact, Elkan’s algorithm produces the same set of center locations as the standard k-means
algorithm after each iteration.
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2 Applying the triangle inequality

The only “black box” property that all distance metrics d possess is the triangle inequality: for any three
points x, y, and z, d(x, z) ≤ d(x, y) + d(y, z). However, the triangle inequality gives only upper bounds.
So, in order to get the lower bounds, we use the following two lemmas.

Lemma 1: For any three points x, b, and c, if d(b, c) ≥ 2d(x, b) then d(x, c) ≥ d(x, b).

Proof:
We know that, d(b, c) ≤ d(b, x) + d(x, c)

⇒ d(b, c)− d(b, x) ≤ d(x, c)

⇒ 2d(x, b)− d(x, b) ≤ d(b, c)− d(b, x) ≤ d(x, c)

⇒ d(x, b) ≤ d(x, c)

(1)

Lemma 2: For any three points x, b, and c, d(x, c) ≥ max{0, d(x, b)− d(x, c)}

Proof:
We know that, d(x, b) ≤ d(x, x) + d(b, c)

⇒ d(x, c) ≥ d(x, b)− d(b, c)

Also, d(x, c) ≥ 0

(2)

Now, we will describe how to use Lemma-1 and Lemma-2 in order to avoid distance calculations and to
find upper and lower bounds.

1. How to use Lemma-1
Let x be the data point, c be the center to which x is currently assigned, and c′ be any other center.

(a) If d(x, c) ≤ 1
2d(c, c′)⇒ d(x, c) ≤ d(x, c′). So, we don’t have to calculate d(x, c′).

(b) If d(x, c) is not known exactly, but we know an upper bound d(x, c) ≤ u. If u ≤ 1
2d(c, c′) ⇒

d(x, c) ≤ d(x, c′). Again, no need to calculate d(x, c′).

(c) if u ≤ 1
2 minc′ 6=c{d(c, c′)} ⇒ x remains assigned to c and there is no need for any distance calculation

of x.

2. How to use Lemma-2
Let x be the data point, b be any jth center, and b′ be the previous version of jth center.

(a) Let l′ be the lower bound of the previous iteration such that d(x, b′) ≥ l′. Then the lower bound for
the current iteration, l, can be inferred as d(x, b) ≥ max{0, d(x, b′)−d(b, b′)} ≥ max{0, l′−d(b, b′)} =
l.

(b) Now we show how this lower bound is used. Let x be assigned to center c and c′ be any other
center. Let d(x, c) ≤ u(x) and d(x, c′) ≥ l(x, c′), where u(x) is the upper bound on the distance
between x and the center to which it is assigned, and l(x, c′) is the lower bound on the distance
between point x and center c′. If u(x) ≤ l(x, c′)⇒ d(x, c) ≤ u(x) ≤ l(x, c′) ≤ d(x, c′). So, we need
to calculate neither d(x, c) nor d(x, c′).

3 Elkan’s accelerated k-means algorithm

Initialization: – Pick initial centers and set l(x, c) = 0 ∀x∀c.
– Assign c(x) = argminc d(x, c), using 1(a) and d(c, c′) from Step-1.

– Every time we compute d(x, c), set l(x, c) = d(x, c).

– Assign u(x) = minc d(x, c) = d(x, c(x)).

Repeat till convergence: 1. Compute d(c, c′) ∀c, c′. Compute s(c) = 1
2 minc′ 6=c d(c, c′) ∀c.

2. Identify x such that u(x) ≤ s(c(x)). According to result 1(c), we can avoid calculations for
all such x beyond this point.

3. For all remaining x and c such that
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(i) c 6= c(x)

(ii) u(x) > l(x, c) [Condition 2(b)]

(iii) u(x) > 1
2d(c(x), c) [Condition 1(b)]:

(a) Compute d(x, c(x)) and update u(x) = d(x, c(x)).

(b) If d(x, c(x)) > l(x, c) or d(x, c(x)) > 1
2d(c(x), c), then compute d(x, c). Now, if d(x, c) <

d(x, c(x)), then assign c(x) = c and update u(x) = d(x, c(x)).

4. Let m(c) be the mean of points assigned to center c.

5. Assign l(x, c) = max{l(x, c)− d(c,m(c)), 0} ∀x, c
6. ∀x, assign: u(x) = u(x) + d(m(c(x)), c(x)).

7. Replace c by m(c).

The following points are to be noted about the algorithm:

• at the starting of each iteration, the upper bounds u(x) and lower bounds l(x, c) are tight for most
points x and centers c, which in effect reduces the number of distance calculations in that iteration.

• There are many distance calculations in the initialization, but the number reduces thereafter.

• Each time d(x, c) is calculated, update l(x, c) = d(x, c). Also, whenever c(x) is changed or d(x, c(x))
is computed, update u(x) = d(x, c(x)).

• Step-3(b) repeats checks (ii) and (iii) in order to avoid computing d(x, c) if possible.

3.1 Limitations

During each iteration of the algorithm, the lower bounds l(x, c) are updated for all points x and centers
c. These updates take O(nk) time, so the complexity of the algorithm remains at least O(nke), even
though the number of distance calculations is roughly O(n) only.

Also, the amount of memory overhead becomes large for large values of n and k since we need to
maintain n upper bounds, kn lower bounds, and O(k2) inter-center distances.

4 Brief Overview of Hamerly Algorithm

Hamerly discusses a new algorithm which is built on Elkan’s algorithm. On datasets of low and medium
dimensions, this algorithm performs much better than other algorithms. It eliminates the need to execute
the innermost loop of Lloyd’s algorithm 80% of the times or more.

The new algorithm maintains two distance bounds per data point for its two closest centers. One is
an upper bound on the distance to the closest center, and one is the lower bound on the distance to the
second-closest center. Unlike Elkan’s algorithm, this algorithm does not maintain lower bounds between
all point-center combinations, so the lower bound is different. This algortihm uses the same triangle
inequality results as Elkan to skip the entire loop completely.

5 Results

Without going into the details of Hamerly algorithm, some of the comparative study of the two algo-
rithms is presented here.

Table-1 describes the asymptotic time and memory overheads of three accelerated algorithms. The
k-d tree algorithm is the one that was discussed by Madhur in the class during his presentation. Using
a k-d tree nearly doubles the amount of memory needed over Lloyd’s algorithm, in order to keep sum-
mary statistics at each node, and to store the tree structure. Elkan’s algorithm requires an additional
(n + 1)k scalar values for the bounds, as well as k2 scalar values for the inter-center distances. These
extra memory requirements become prohibitive for large datasets and large k.
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A big advantage of Hamerly algorithm is its small memory footprint, especially compared with other
accelerated algorithms. Hamerly algorithm consistently has the lowest memory use out of all the acceler-
ated algorithms, and is usually close to the memory used by Lloyd’s algorithm. Compared with Elkan’s
algorithm, which has memory requirements that scale as O(k2), Hamerly algorithm will have much lower
memory footprint for large numbers of clusters. The k-d tree implementation uses a little less than twice
the memory Hamerly algorithm uses.

Table-2 shows the performance of each algorithm. Hamerly algorithm is often more than 10 times
faster in total time than Lloyd’s algorithm. Its fastest out of all the algorithms in most experiments,
including all 8-dimensional and 32-dimensional experiments. On 2-dimensional datasets, k-d trees per-
form very well. However, k-d tree performance degrades quickly as the dimension increases. For the
three datasets that have 50 to 56 dimensions, Hamerly algorithm performs best when k is small, and is
comparable to Elkan’s algorithm for large k.
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