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Abstract

This paper sets out to solve the following problem: How
can we turn a generative video captioning model into an
open-world video/action classification model? Video cap-
tioning models can naturally produce open-ended free-form
descriptions of a given video which, however, might not be
discriminative enough for video/action recognition. Unfor-
tunately, when fine-tuned to auto-regress the class names
directly, video captioning models overfit the base classes
losing their open-world zero-shot capabilities. To alleviate
base class overfitting, in this work, we propose to use rein-
forcement learning to enforce the output of the video cap-
tioning model to be more class-level discriminative. Specif-
ically, we propose ReGen, a novel reinforcement learning
based framework with a three-fold objective and reward
functions: (1) a class-level discrimination reward that en-
forces the generated caption to be correctly classified into
the corresponding action class, (2) a CLIP reward that en-
courages the generated caption to continue to be descriptive
of the input video (i.e. video-specific), and (3) a grammar
reward that preserves the grammatical correctness of the
caption. We show that ReGen can train a model to produce
captions that are: discriminative, video-specific and gram-
matically correct. Importantly, when evaluated on standard
benchmarks for zero- and few-shot action classification, Re-
Gen significantly outperforms the previous state-of-the-art.

1. Introduction

Open-world or zero-shot video recognition is concerned
with the problem of recognizing at test time, unseen dur-
ing training, video/action classes. For example, during
training, an open-world video recognition model might be
trained to classify dancing blues or dancing latin
but, during test time, it might be required to perform classi-
fication over new categories, not seen during training, like
dancing tango. Another application of open world-
recognition is when a model is trained on dataset A with
class taxonomy CA and then it is applied directly (i.e. with-
out re-training) on a different dataset B with a different (i.e.
non- or partially-overlapping) class taxonomy CB .

A video captioning model uses (by construction) a gener-
ative language model, conditioned on features produced by
a video backbone, to generate a human-interpretable free-
form textual description of the video which, in principle,
can be associated to any video/action class. Hence, a cap-
tioning model can be potentially used for open-world recog-
nition. However, in practice, the generated captions are not
discriminative enough for video/action recognition. In this
paper, our goal is to turn a generative captioning model
into a highly-accurate open-world video/action classifica-
tion model which, at the same time, maintains its ability to
generate video-specific grammatically correct captions.

To our knowledge, the only method that trains a genera-
tive captioning model for open-world video/action recog-
nition is the recently proposed REST [8]. Therein, the
authors first showed that directly fine-tuning a captioning
model to auto-regress the action class names results in base
class overfitting and severely hurts zero-shot generalizabil-
ity. While REST addresses, to some extent, this problem
by utilizing an unsupervised adaptation framework, it com-
pletely discards class information during training. As a re-
sult, the trained model might still not be very discriminative
for open-world video classification.

Our main goal in this work is to address this important
limitation of [8] by enabling the integration of class infor-
mation into the training of a generative video captioning
model. To this end, we propose ReGen, a newly introduced
training framework based on Reinforcement Learning (RL)
and 3 appropriate rewards to train a Generative model so
that its output caption satisfies 3 key requirements: (1) be
class discriminative avoiding base overfitting, (2) maintain
the video-specific granularity of the generated text, and (3)
maintain the grammatical correctness of the generated text.
Different to video captioning, ReGen does not use captions
to train the model, only class label information. To this end,
in this paper, we make the following contributions:

• To avoid base class overfitting, we avoid training with
a standard language modelling loss and, instead, in-
troduce RL and CLS-R, a class discrimination reward
computed from class names only, that enforces the gen-
erated caption for a given video to be correctly classi-
fied into the corresponding ground truth class.

• As the optimization of CLS-R alone results in a model
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whose output degenerates towards a generic class-
specific caption, we introduce a CLIP-based reward,
CLIP-R, that encourages the generated caption to
continue to be descriptive of the video content.

• To ensure that the generated caption is grammatically-
correct, we propose a grammar reward, GRAMMAR-R,
that maintains the correctness of the produced caption.

• When evaluated on standard benchmarks for zero-shot
and few-shot action classification, ReGen outperforms
the previous state-of-the-art by a large margin. We also
show very competitive results for zero-shot captioning.

2. Related work
Zero-shot Action Recognition: A number of methods aim
to learn to align video representations with the word em-
beddings describing the action class names. The works
of [62, 21, 21] learn to align features from frozen video
networks to Word2Vec [38] class name embeddings. Other
works propose to directly learn the video networks to pro-
duce features aligned with Word2Vec embeddings, repre-
senting the composition of scenes [7] or the class names [6].
In [37], an optimal transport assignment re-adjusts the pro-
totype embeddings for the text classes according to the test
video embeddings, creating a label space distribution at test
time. The work of [16] proposes a method that separately
models objects and their interactions. The work of [36]
learns a Knowledge Graph to convert the word embeddings
for objects/nouns into classification weights, and uses this
to create the weights for unseen classes.

Recently, a number of discriminative methods based on
contrastive learning have been proposed. X-CLIP [39]
adapts CLIP with a video-specific cross-attention module
producing an enhanced class embedding aligned with the
video features. In [19] a transformer is proposed trained to
predict nouns and actions from masked text by attending to
the video features. The work of [30] proposes a joint en-
coder for the video and text embeddings and to express the
embeddings of the unseen classes as a weighted combina-
tion of the seen ones. An inherent problem with discrimi-
native methods is that they are trained in a fully supervised
manner which is prone to base class overfitting.

As an alternative to discriminative methods, REST [8]
introduces a new class of zero-shot models based on gen-
erative video captioning where the goal is to use the gen-
erated caption for video/action classification. To train
such a model, REST proposes an unsupervised adapta-
tion framework, based on retrieval-augmented self-training
with pseudo-captions, which avoids base class overfitting.
However, REST completely discards class label informa-
tion which might be available during training.

ReGen combines the best of both worlds (discriminative
and generative): it builds upon REST inheriting the advan-

tages of a generative approach (e.g. fine-grained & human
interpretable output, less base class overfitting) but also,
through the proposed rewards for reinforcement learning,
it enables the integration of class information for training
of a significantly more discriminative (compared to REST)
model for open-world video classification.
RL for image captioning has been primarily motivated by
the mismatch between the cross entropy loss used to train
an autoregressive model and the captioning metrics used
for evaluation, and the gap induced by using ground-truth
tokens at training time to predict the next word while the
model uses its own predictions at test time. Two funda-
mental differences with our work are that (1) the goal of
RL-based image captioning is to improve the quality of the
generated caption while, in our work, we used RL to im-
prove the discriminative properties of the caption for open-
world video/action recognition, and (2) ReGen does not use
captions for training but only the base classes’ names.

MIXER [45] pioneered the use of REINFORCE [56] to
learn a generative model in an annealing strategy whereby
the influence of the rewards gradually overtakes that of the
cross-entropy loss . Follow-up works proposed different op-
tions for the critic [59, 32] where the rewards were defined
at a sentence-level instead of a word-level. The work of
[46] proposes the self-critical sequence training as a form
of REINFORCE that uses its own test-time inference al-
gorithm to normalize the rewards. The work of [12] uses
the transformer [50] and formulates the objective in a self-
critic way where the reward is the CIDEr [51] score of the
beam-searched [3] sequence with the baseline defined as the
average reward. The success of [46, 3] settled the standard
practice of firstly training a model using a cross-entropy loss
and then fine-tuning it using RL [35, 24, 61, 27, 17], an ap-
proach also adopted in our work where the initial captioning
model is trained using REST [8].

More recently, in [23], CLIP is proposed as a metric to
evaluate captions. The work of [11] proposes to use such a
metric to replace the CIDEr score reward for finetuning an
image captioning model with RL. We also used a similar re-
ward but our motivation is different: we use it to prevent our
model’s output from collapsing into a generic class-specific
caption which is not descriptive of the input video.

3. Method

3.1. Goal & training setting

ReGen’s goal: Our goal is to train a discriminative video
captioning model whose output caption w can be used for
classifying the given video v in terms of a set of CN novel
action/video classes, i.e. classes not seen during training.
To this end, ReGen seeks to satisfy three requirements: (1)
train a discriminative captioning model where the generated
caption can be used for zero-shot video/action recognition,
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Figure 1: ReGen overview: Starting from a pre-trained generative video captioning model, ReGen fine-tunes it on a labelled
video/action recognition dataset using RL with the goal of generating discriminative captions for open-world video/action
recognition. The caption is tuned to be discriminative using a classification-based reward (CLS-R) which is a cross-entropy
loss between CLIP text embeddings of the generated caption and the class names. Moreover, to prevent the model from
producing generic class-specific captions which are not descriptive of the input video, a CLIP-based reward is proposed
(CLIP-R). Finally, to ensure the grammatical correctness of the caption, we propose a grammar reward (GRAMMAR-R).
Note that ReGen uses only class labels for RL-based fine-tuning (i.e. no captions are used for training at all).

i.e. the caption should be discriminative; (2) maintain or
even enhance the video-specific granularity of the generated
caption, i.e. the caption should be video-specific; (3) train-
ing should not compromise the grammatical correctness of
the generated caption, i.e. the caption should be grammat-
ically correct. In ReGen, each of these requirements is ad-
dressed with a dedicated loss as explained in Sec. 3.2. Fig. 1
shows an overview of our training framework.

Model architecture: Our model is a generative one
pθ(w|v) consisting of a video encoder gv(.) and an autore-
gressive text decoder gt(.). We used the same generative
architecture for video captioning as in REST which, in turn,
adapts recently proposed image-based auto-regressive mod-
els with minimal changes in order to accommodate the use
of temporal information. In particular, our model is based
on GIT [52], but we note that ReGen can be used to train
other architectures, too (e.g. BLIP [29]). The vision en-
coder gv(.) is a ViT [15], the output of which is flattened
and projected using a linear layer and a layer norm to match
the dimensionality of the text decoder. When processing
multiple frames, a temporal embedding is added to the vi-
sion features corresponding to each frame. The features
are simply averaged across the time dimension thereafter.
The text decoder gt(.) follows BERT [13] taking as input
the concatenation of the flattened vision features and the
text embeddings, separated by the [BOS] token. At test

time, it auto-regressively generates a caption until [EOS]
is reached. Finally, to use the generated caption for video
classification, we compute a text embedding from it using
CLIP’s text encoder and, similarly, a text embedding for all
class names in the given test dataset. Then, the predicted
class is the one corresponding to the maximum inner prod-
uct between the caption and the class name embeddings.

Training setting: As usual in open-world (i.e. zero-shot)
recognition, the model is trained on an action/video recog-
nition dataset of CB base classes where CB

⋃
CN = ∅. The

training dataset consists of N video-label pairs {vi, qi} i =
1, . . . , N . Note that we do not use ground truth captions
for training (only the class names) but it is assumed that our
model is already pre-trained to output a caption 1. Specifi-
cally, our model has been pre-trained with REST [8] which
adapts a generative image-based V&L model (GIT [52] or
BLIP [29]) into a video captioner in an unsupervised man-
ner i.e. without using any class labels at all. Under this
setting, our training framework, ReGen, uses reinforcement
learning to further train the initial model (pre-trained with
REST) by enabling the integration of class label informa-
tion to meet requirements (1)-(3) mentioned above.

1This makes our approach quite different to previous works which use
reinforcement learning for video captioning.
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3.2. ReGen

To meet the 3 key requirements introduced above, i.e. the
generated caption should be (1) discriminative, (2) video-
specific, and (3) grammatically correct), we introduce three
respective rewards detailed in Sections 3.2.1, 3.2.2 and
3.2.3 which are used to train our model using reinforcement
learning.

3.2.1 Classification Reward CLS-R

Training a video captioning model to directly auto-
regress the class names with a standard language modelling
loss (i.e. a cross entropy loss) leads to severe base class
overfitting with the model completely losing its zero-shot
generalization capabilities [8]. This is in contrast to the
contrastive-based CLIP-adaptation approaches which tend
to maintain decent zero-shot generalization properties [39].

To alleviate the aforementioned limitation and encour-
age class-level discrimination, we propose a classification-
based reward (CLS-R). Given our generative captioning
model pθ(w|v), the closest class name to the generated cap-
tion w is found by measuring the cosine similarity between
w and the class names in the embedding space of a pre-
trained CLIP text encoder. Specifically, let t = CLIPT (w)
be the embedding obtained by feeding w to the CLIP’s text
encoder. Moreover, let tc = CLIPT (qc), c = {1, . . . , C}
be the CLIP text embedding corresponding to the name qc
of the c-th class (in practice, we used the text encoder corre-
sponding to the ViT-B/16 variant of CLIP). Then, the prob-
ability over class labels is given by:

p(y|t) = exp(cos(ty, t)/τ)∑C
c=1 exp(cos(tc, t)/τ)

, (1)

where τ is a temperature factor and cos the cosine simi-
larity. For a given video v, we then define the classification
reward CLS-R to be equal to the cross-entropy loss:

CLS-R(w) = −
C∑

c=1

log p(c|w)yc. (2)

The model pθ(.) is then optimized using REINFORCE with
a self-critique baseline [46]. Specifically, we approximate
the gradient of the expected reward for the generated cap-
tion w by normalising the reward of the beam-searched cap-
tion wb with that of the greedy decoded one wg:

∇θEw∼pθ(w|v) ≈ (r(wb) − r(wg))∇θpθ(wb|v), (3)

where r(w) = CLS-R(w).
Why CLS-R is good for open-world recognition? Firstly,
training with CLS-R and RL enhances the model’s discrim-
inability. CLS-R reward evaluates the caption globally,

Figure 2: Change in word diversity per class between Re-
Gen and REST [8]. Each bar represents a novel class. A
red bar indicate a positive increase (measure in %), while a
black bar a decrease. Notice that, for the vast majority of
classes, ReGen significantly increases the word diversity.

(a) Model trained with ReGen. The generated caption is “a woman
putting her glasses on her face”.

(b) Model trained with REST. The generated caption is “a black back-
ground with the words, you can download this video”.

(c) Model trained with directly auto-regressing the class names. The
generated caption is “fixing hair”.

Figure 3: Comparison of text-to-image and text-to-text at-
tention maps of a model trained with (a) ReGen, (b) REST
and (c) directly auto-regressing the class names. The input
video’s ground truth class is “adjusting glasses” which is a
class not seen during training. Our approach in (a) attends
mostly to the input video (the text-to-image attention part)
as opposed to cases (b) or (c). The later concentrates its
attention mostly on the text part (text-to-text region of the
plot), a symptom of strong base class overfitting. Only Re-
Gen’s output correlates with the correct class. Best viewed
in colour.

measuring how well it is mapped to the correct class and
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how distinguishable it is from the other potential classes.
That is, the decision of whether a caption describes cor-
rectly a given class is taken holistically, based on the entire
caption, and not locally as enforced by a fully supervised
setting. Importantly, changing a single token will have a
small effect on the overall supervised loss (as its value is
the sum or average over the entire caption), but may change
the global meaning entirely.

Secondly, training with CLS-R reward enhances the
model’s zero-shot generalizability. During each RL
episode, we explore, in the neighbourhood of the current
prediction, a set of trajectories, sampled stochastically with
beam search, that go beyond the wording generated by a
model trained with a language modelling loss. In this pro-
cess, new words/text, previously unexplored during the next
token prediction-based learning, emerge. By not enforcing
a particular output (as for example with a standard cross-
entropy loss), we allow the model to explore new words and
sentence constructions, while avoiding the overfitting to a
predefined set of classes or captions 2. In Fig. 2, we show
the relative increase in number of unique words per class
used by a model trained with ReGen. Compared with the
REST baseline, our predictions are generally between 20
and 100% more diverse, with the newly discovered words
not learned by any explicit supervision.

As a result of training with CLS-R, a model trained with
ReGen is relying more on the input video and less on the
previously generated text to complete the caption genera-
tion process. This can be observed in Fig. 3 where the
text-to-image and text-to-text attention maps of 3 models
are compared. The output at the top figure is from a model
trained with ReGen which clearly attends more to the video
and less to the text to generate the caption. The output at
the middle figure is from a model trained with REST which
relies more on the text (observe the high score for some text-
to-text attention values) thus “cheating” to some extent. Fi-
nally, the output at the bottom figure is from a model trained
to directly auto-regress the class name which relies heavily
on text and suffers from severe base class overfitting.

3.2.2 Video-specific reward CLIP-R

While training with the CLS-R reward encourages class-
discrimination, the output caption may degenerate towards
a generic textual description of the class i.e. stop being
descriptive of each individual input video. For example,
all videos belonging to playing football class may output
the same caption, for example, two persons playing foot-
ball despite the number of players changing from one sam-

2Overfitting to a set of captions occurs in REST where the model is
trained for each video to generate a caption sampled from a small set of
potential pseudo-captions.

ple to another. To address this problem, we propose to en-
force that the video and the generated caption are similar in
CLIP’s joint embedding space. We define our video-caption
CLIP-R reward as:

CLIP-R(v, w) = max(cos(f , t), 0), (4)

where f = 1
F

∑F
i=1 CLIPI(vi) and F the number of frames

of v. The gradient of the expected reward is calculated by
plugging Eq. 4 into Eq. 3.

Note that, very recently, [11] also proposed a clip-based
reward with the intention of replacing CIDEr optimiza-
tion for generating more accurate and fine-grained image
captions. In contrast, our motivation is different: we use
CLIP-R to prevent our model’s output from collapsing into
a degenerate class-specific caption.

3.2.3 Grammar Reward GRAMMAR-R

The previously proposed rewards may result in captions
that are grammatically incorrect (e.g. incorrect word order-
ing, repeated word(s), etc.). Specifically, CLS-R is only
sensitive to the discriminability of a caption with respect to
the given classes and CLIP-R does not encourage gram-
matically coherent text as the CLIP text encoder is not sen-
sitive to grammar or word ordering [58]. To address this
limitation, we propose the following grammar rewards:
LM-based: Herein, the goal is to leverage the per-token
log-likelihood of a pretrained LM as a proxy of assessing
the quality of the generated caption by using its value as a
reward. For example, as repeated or swapped words are un-
likely to occur in natural language, they tend to have lower
scores, guiding the model accordingly.

Given the sequence of tokens U = {u1, . . . , u|U |} cor-
responding to a given caption w, we compute the log-
likelihood score by replacing the j-th token with [MASK]:
U/j = {u1, . . . , uj−1,[MASK], uj+1, . . . , u|U |} as:

GRAMMAR-RLM (w) =
1

|U |

|U |∑
j=1

logLθ(uj |U/j), (5)

where Lθ is a pre-trained masked LM [13, 48]. Note that
the score is normalized by its length to avoid biasing the
predicted text towards shorter sentences. While a score
could be computed in a similar manner in one go using auto-
regressive models, since our text decoder uses a BERT tok-
enizer, the proposed approach allows us to provide a dense
reward on a token-by-token basis simply by removing the
sum from Eq. 5. We experimented with multiple models
which we ablate in Sec. 5. Note that, depending on the data
the LM was pretrained on, such a loss can also induce a
style change to the generated caption.
Discriminator-based: Instead of relying on a pre-trained
LM, herein, we train a grammar discriminator d(.) to assess
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whether a given caption is grammatically correct and coher-
ent. The training data is created by perturbing the pseudo-
captions from [8] with random errors: swapping, shuffling,
repeating, inserting or removing tokens and groups of to-
kens. The discriminator is trained using a binary cross
entropy loss, where 1 indicates a correct sample and 0 a
wrong one. To allow for faster convergence, we initialize
the model from CLIP’s text encoder. The network is fine-
tuned for 10 epochs using AdamW, a batch size of 256, and
a learning rate of 1e− 4. In this case:

GRAMMAR-Rd(w) = d(w). (6)

In both cases, the gradient of the expected reward is approx-
imated by plugging Eq. 5 or Eq. 6 into Eq. 3. In practice,
we employ only one of the two variants proposed above.

3.2.4 Total Reward

The total reward is: rtotal = λCLS−R · CLS-R +
λCLIP−R · CLIP-R + λGRAMMAR−R · GRAMMAR-R,
where λCLS−R, λCLIP−R, λGRAMMAR−R are the corre-
sponding reward weights.

4. Experimental setting
Datasets: Unless otherwise stated, we trained our mod-
els on the Kinetics-400 [25] dataset and evaluated them for
zero-shot action recognition on the standard benchmarks of
HMDB-51 [26] and UCF-101 [49]. Moreover, we eval-
uated on Kinetics-600 [9] using the (three) splits defined
in [10]. Each split consists of 160 novel classes (not present
in Kinetics-400) covering 220 classes in total across the 3
splits. To ensure no overlap, the classes were renamed from
600 to 620. We refer to this evaluation subset as Kinetics-
220 in the zero-shot setting and as 620 in the generalized
zero-shot one. We also performed few-shot recognition ex-
periments on HMDB-51 and UCF-101. Finally, we con-
ducted a zero-shot captioning experiment on VaTeX [55].
Models used and training setting: To show that ReGen’s
training framework is architecture agnostic, we used two
architectures for the video captioning model, one based on
BLIP [29] and one on GIT [52]. Following standard prac-
tices [46, 3], the initial captioning models were firstly pre-
trained with a language modelling loss using REST [8] and
then finetuned with RL using the proposed ReGen.
Training hyperparameters: We trained all of our models
for 10 epochs using AdamW [34], with a learning rate of
1e − 7, a weight decay of 0.001 and a batch size of 8. Un-
less otherwise stated λCLS−R = 1.0, λCLIP−R = 5.0,
λGRAMMAR−R = 0.2. For few-shot training, we followed
the hyper parameters from [8]. We list all augmentations
and hyper-parameters in the supplementary material. All of
our models and training code were implemented using Py-
Torch [40].

5. Ablation studies

Effect of each reward function in ReGen: Herein we
evaluate the effect of each reward function used in ReGen
on the accuracy and behavior of the model. We report re-
sults for each component in Table 1 for zero-shot action
recognition (HMDB-51, UCF-101 and Kinetics-220) and
zero-shot video captioning (VaTeX). The later experiment
is used here to assess the quality of the generated caption.
As it can be observed, applying the proposed CLS-R reward
alone results in models that exhibit strong zero-shot recog-
nition ability (2nd row), but degraded text quality: The text
is often incoherent with repetition of words or hallucinated
class-relevant details that may not be present in the video.
The addition of CLIP-R reward further boosts the discrim-
ination ability (3rd row) with the model now learning to fo-
cus on the input video itself. However, as the CLIP text en-
coder is not sensitive to the word ordering, the quality of the
generated caption remains low. This illustrates the necessity
of the proposed CLS-Grammar reward which significantly
boosts the generated caption’s quality. It is worth noting that
the combination of CLS-R with CLS-Grammar without
including CLIP-R is still prone to generating captions that
may not reflect the visual content, hence the lower CIDEr
score in this case. Finally, the model trained using all 3 re-
ward functions (last row) offers the best trade-off between
classification accuracy and caption quality, showcasing the
importance of using the combination of proposed rewards.
Effect of GRAMMAR-R reward used: In this section, we (a)
compare the different variants of the proposed GRAMMAR-R
reward (LM-based vs. discriminator-based; see Sec. 3.2.3),
and (b) analyze the impact of the LM architecture used on
the performance. As the results from Table 2 show, the
discriminator-based grammar correctness reward produces
sentences with a higher CIDEr score but of lower discrim-
inability. This can be explained by the fact that it was
trained on the pseudo-labels produced by REST, hence it
tends to maintain the initial sentence structure and may pe-
nalize slightly new words. In contrast, the LM was trained
on large corpora of text, and are less likely to penalize
new tokens, but will generally change the style of the text.
In terms of the LM architectures used for GRAMMAR-R,
we tested the following BERT [13] variants and deriva-
tives: DistillBERT-Base [48], BERT-Base, BERT-Large
and DeBERTa-Base [22]. As shown in Table 3, all mod-
els perform similarly, with larger models having an edge.
Comparison with REST and effect of architecture:
Herein, we report the results obtained by using two video
captioning models for ReGen based on BLIP [29] and
GIT [52] architectures. The first one is based on cross-
attention between visual and text features, while the second
one concatenates the vision and text tokens and performs
self-attention. In both cases, we compare against the REST
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CLS-R CLIP-R GRAMMAR-R K220 HMDB-51 UCF-101 VaTeX
✗ ✗ ✗ 29.6 49.9 71.6 39.1
✓ ✗ ✗ 38.6 55.0 77.9 28.1
✓ ✓ ✗ 38.9 55.5 78.5 29.3
✓ ✗ ✓ 37.2 54.1 76.2 33.4
✓ ✓ ✓ 38.2 55.1 76.4 40.5

Table 1: Impact of each reward in ReGen on zero-shot classification on HMDB-51, UCF-101 and Kinetics-220 (1-vs-620
setting) in terms of Top-1 (%) accuracy, and on zero-shot captioning on VaTeX in terms of CIDEr. The latter experiment
reflects the quality of the generated caption.

GRAMMAR-R K220 HDMB-51 UCF-101 VaTeX
LM 38.2 55.1 76.4 40.5
Discriminator 35.1 55.0 75.0 46.1

Table 2: Impact of the GRAMMAR-R variant on zero-shot
classification on HMDB-51, UCF-101 and Kinetics-220 (1-
vs-620 setting) in terms of Top-1 (%) accuracy, and on zero-
shot captioning on VaTeX in terms of CIDEr. We compare
the two versions, LM-based vs discriminator-based, pro-
posed in Sec. 3.2.3

Model K220 HDMB-51 UCF-101 VaTeX
DistillBERT-B [48] 37.4 53.6 74.4 38.2
BERT-B [13] 37.5 53.6 74.6 38.3
BERT-L [13] 38.2 55.1 76.4 40.5
DeBERTa-B [22] 37.6 55.3 76.7 39.2

Table 3: Impact of the LM used for GRAMMAR-R on zero-
shot classification on HMDB-51, UCF-101 and Kinetics-
220 (1-vs-620 setting) in terms of Top-1 (%) accuracy, and
on zero-shot captioning on VaTeX in terms of CIDEr.

Method Arch. K220 HDMB-51 UCF-101
REST [8] BLIP 29.51 49.7 69.1
ReGen (Ours) 37.6 54.5 75.1
REST [8] GIT 29.6 49.9 71.6
ReGen (Ours) 38.2 55.1 76.4

Table 4: Impact of the architecture used in ReGen
on zero-shot classification on HMDB-51, UCF-101 and
Kinetics-220 (1-vs-620) in terms of Top-1 (%) accuracy.

baseline which is used to provide the initial captioning mod-
els. As the results from Table 4 show, ReGen offers large
gains over REST for both architectures.

6. Comparison with state-of-the-art
In this section, we compare ReGen against the state-

of-the-art on zero-shot action recognition, few-shot action
recognition, and zero-shot video captioning. Unless oth-
erwise stated, all methods reported (including ours) were
trained on Kinetics-400 ensuring a fair comparison.
Zero-shot action recognition: Herein, we compare ReGen
against the state-of-the-art for zero-shot action recognition
on UCF-101, HMDB-51 and Kinetics-220. On UCF-101

Method HMDB-51 UCF-101
Discriminative approaches

MTE [57] 19.7± 1.6 15.8± 1.3
ASR [54] 21.8± 0.9 24.4± 1.0
ZSECOC [42] 22.6± 1.2 15.1± 1.7
UR [62] 24.4± 1.6 17.5± 1.6
E2E [18] 32.7 48
TS-GCN [6] 23.2± 3.0 34.2± 3.1
ER-ZSAR [10] 35.3± 4.6 51.8± 2.9
CLIP [44] 46.2 73.0
MUFI [43] 31.0 60.9
ActionCLIP [53] 40.8± 5.4 58.3± 3.4
ClipBert [28] 21.4± 1.0 27.8± 0.8
Frozen [4] 27.8± 0.3 45.9± 1.3
ViSET-96 [14] 40.2 68.3
BridgeFormer [19] 37.7± 1.2 53.1± 1.4
AURL [41] 40.4 60.9
ResT 101 [30] 41.1± 3.7 58.7± 3.3
X-CLIP [39] 44.6± 5.2 72± 2.3
X-Florence [39] 48.4± 4.9 73.2± 4.2

Generative approaches
REST [8] 49.7± 1.14 69.1± 0.62
ReGen (Ours) 55.1± 0.4 76.4± 0.2

Table 5: Zero-shot classification results on HMDB-51 and
UCF-101 in terms of Top-1 (%) accuracy.

and HMDB-51, as the results from Table 5 show, we out-
perform all prior methods by a large margin. In particu-
lar, on HMDB-51, we improve in absolute terms upon the
previous best result of REST [8] by 5.4% while, on UCF-
101, upon X-Florence [39] by 3.3%. On Kinetics-220, for
the standard 1-vs-160 setting (i.e. classify in terms of 160
novel classes), we outperform REST by more than 10%, be-
ing second overall only to the recent discriminative method
of [39]. As Table 7 shows, once all 620 class names are
considered, i.e. once the base class names are included in
the evaluation, (1-vs-620 setting; also known as general-
ized zero-shot setting), ReGen, outperforms X-CLIP [39]
by more than 20%. This suggests that the superiority of X-
CLIP on the 1-vs-160 setting can be considered “artificial”
and that X-CLIP is prone to base class overfitting. For qual-
itative examples see Fig. 4 where we compare our approach
with REST [8].
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HMDB-51 UCF-101Method 2 4 8 16 2 4 8 16
Discriminative approaches

TSM [31] 17.5 20.9 18.4 31.0 25.3 47.0 64.4 61.0
TimeSformer [5] 19.6 40.6 49.4 55.4 48.5 75.6 83.7 89.4
Swin-B [33] 20.9 41.3 47.9 56.1 53.3 74.1 85.8 88.7
X-CLIP [39] 53.0 57.3 62.8 64.0 76.4 83.4 88.3 91.4
X-Florence [39] 51.6 57.8 64.1 64.2 84.0 88.5 92.5 94.8

Generative approaches
REST [8] 54.0 59.1 62.1 64.0 88.2 90.2 92.6 93.5
ReGen (Ours) 61.8 67.7 70.7 72.5 88.5 91.4 93.9 94.9

Table 6: Few-shot classification results on HMDB-51 and UCF-101 in terms of Top-1 (%) accuracy.

Method Top-1 Top-5
Discriminative approaches

SJE [1] 22.3± 0.6 48.2± 0.4
ESZSL [47] 22.9± 1.2 48.3± 0.8
DEM [60] 23.6± 0.6 49.5± 0.4
GCN [20] 22.3± 0.6 49.7± 0.6
ER-ZSAR [10] 42.1± 1.4 73.1± 0.3
X-CLIP [39] 65.2± 0.4 86.1± 0.8
X-Florence [39] 68.8± 0.9 88.4± 0.6

Generative approaches
REST [8] 51.7± 1.1 75.2± 0.4
ReGen (Ours) 62.0± 0.8 83.8± 0.4

Table 7: Zero-shot classification results on Kinetics-220
(1-vs-160 setting).

Method Top-1 Top-5
Discriminative approaches

X-CLIP [39] 14.76± 0.51 60.93± 0.25
Generative approaches

REST [8] 29.51± 0.71 56.12± 0.37
ReGen (Ours) 38.1± 0.5 66.8± 0.1

Table 8: Generalized zero-shot classification results on
Kinetics-220 (1-vs-620 setting).

Few-shot action recognition: We also adapted a model
trained by ReGen for few-shot action recognition on UCF-
101 and HMDB-51. Following the existing protocols, we
train and test for both datasets using the 3 available splits.
Table 6 shows that our approach significantly outperforms
all prior works across different number of shots ({2,4,8,16})
setting a new state-of-the-art for both datasets, improving
by 6.8-8.6% on HDMB-51 and by 0.3-1.4% on UCF-101.
Zero-shot captioning: Our main aim in this paper is to
train a strong zero-shot action recognition model. How-
ever, as our approach produces a caption, we conducted an
experiment to assess its performance for zero-shot video
captioning, too. As the results from Table 9 show, our

approach matches the considerably bigger Flamingo mod-
els [2] (Flamingo-80B is for example more than 160× big-
ger), trained using more than 2B images and 24M videos.

Method CIDEr
Flamingo-3B [2] 40.1
Flamingo-8B [2] 39.5
Flamingo-80B [2] 46.7
REST (GIT-arch) [8]* 39.1
Ours (w. LM) 40.5
Ours (w. Discriminator) 46.1

Table 9: Zero-shot video captioning results on VaTeX in
terms of CIDEr score. * - re-implementation

7. Conclusions
We introduced, ReGen, a framework for training a dis-

criminative captioning model for zero-shot video/action
recognition. Our work, introduces a novel RL solution
that alleviates base class overfitting using a 3-fold reward
function: (a) a class discrimination reward, CLS-R, that
enforces the generated caption to be correctly classified,
(b) a CLIP-based reward, CLIP-R than encourages the
caption to be video-specific, and (c) a grammar reward,
GRAMMAR-R, that preserves the grammatical correctness of
the caption. We show that the proposed RL solution is ef-
fective (and necessary) for both mitigating base-class over-
fitting and improving the discriminability of the generated
caption. Moreover, ReGen sets a new state-of-the-art for
both zero-shot and few-shot action recognition. Hence, we
conclude that a good generative zero-shot video classifier
should be rewarded.
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